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Abstract 
As one of the windiest places in the world, it is no surprise that companies have 

flocked to Mexico's Isthmus of Tehuantepec, a narrow neck of land connecting the 

Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Primarily foreign corporations have installed more 

than1500 wind turbines in less than ten years' time. While wind energy appears an 

ethereal, amorphous, and limitless resource, the wind can only become electricity 

through turbines that require vast tracts of land. The question of land ownership — a 

historical flashpoint in the region — has amplified tensions between residents, straining 

the already frayed web of social relations that have long bound this indigenous Zapotec 

community to one another. 

Many of the indigenous Zapotec residents are thrilled these once bothersome 

winds are becoming productive — as profits, job security, and perhaps their shot at 

progress. Landowners are among the most ardent supporters of wind energy 

development, tending their livestock in the morning, leveraging their land in exchange 

for more favorable lease agreements with executives in the afternoon. Opponents of the 

industry liken their boosters to an earlier colonial power, asking, "What are we going to 

eat if you turn everything into gold?" – depicting wind energy as merely the latest in a 

long history of dispossessions. For them, the wind has always been productive, an actor 

in their everyday lives: it awakens the fruits of the sea, sustaining fishermen and feeding 

their families; it causes illness and destroys property, and it conjures residents to recall 
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the joys of living in this place. What Istmeños are aware of are the stark geopolitical 

realities that have brought wind turbines to their doorstep. 

In a moment when Mexico's oil reserves are dwindling and the state searches for 

alternative revenues, the case of wind energy development on the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec complicates the utopian narrative that industry and government advocates 

recount regarding the so-called win-win possibilities for green energy development 

across the global South. What happens when the wind is transformed from its unruly 

natural state into a natural resource?  Far from an isolated case, this dissertation draws 

upon broader theories of power, both electrical and economic, to show how individuals, 

institutions, and experts are laying claim to nature's force. Neither the fable of green 

techno-optimism nor a return to some mythical nature adequately explains the 

messiness of the everyday realities I observed. Based on more than 18 months of 

ethnographic fieldwork, I trace the generative possibilities of the wind, reconfiguring 

social relations through technological change. Ultimately, however, it is the 

imponderability of the natural world, its scale and power, and the very real 

consequences that efforts to mitigate global climate change are having in one particular 

place that I hope to convey in this work.  
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Dedication 
For what was lost when everything shook, September 7, 2017. and it's reverberations. 
 
and for Ruby. 
 
 

A stop along the way 
is necessary then. 
To ask ourselves where and how 
our ancestors walked. 
To find the echo of their voices dispersed by the wind…1  

  
 

 

                                                        
 
1 Macario Matus and Victor de la Crúz Perez. (1968). Translated by Anya Peterson Royce.  
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Prologue 
I turned to the woman sitting next to me. "Donde Estamos?" "Juchitán," she 

replied. Startled, I quickly gathered my things — a backpack, Gatorade, and Saltine 

crackers – and rushed through the narrow aisle to the exit. The eleven-hour bus ride 

from Mexico City to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec had passed in an instant. I gave my 

claim ticket to the driver, who grunted as he pulled my duffle bag out from the 

compartment below. My bag was heavy, filled with everything I thought I would need 

for a life on Mexico's Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  

Outside, a pleasant but strong breeze blew my hair. Beside me was the bus 

terminal — a spare, modern structure, little more than a gray, open-air container. From 

the front of the station stretched two highways. I glanced at my phone. It was 6:00 a.m. 

The day was just beginning. 

This spot is the crucero (crossing) — where the Pan-American and Trans-Isthmus 

highways meet. During the next year, I would frequent it almost every day. The early 

morning would become my favorite. Mornings in Juchitán are gentle, the sun's rays 

muted. By 9:00 a.m., however, the crucero becomes a cauldron of human activity — 

vehicles, bodies, food, and various odds and ends overwhelming its infrastructural 

capacity, moving quickly, dashing from mototaxi to public bus in four directions. 

Students in navy-blue uniforms fill the streets and sidewalks, their faces hurried as they 

pass on route to El Tech, Juchitán's well-respected technical university; to the private 



 

 
2 

UNISTMO; or to the Escuela Normal (Normal School), where they train to be teachers.1 

Men wearing neon-orange jumpsuits group together to head to the Pemex oil refinery in 

the city of Salina Cruz, a mere 30 minutes by bus, but even shorter if you are on the back 

of a friend's pickup. Hundreds of other workers head to one of the 23 wind farms they 

can reach from this locale.  

The noise could get deafening. Along with the usual sounds of cars, buses, and 

human voices were the advertising blasts from scratchy megaphones mounted atop cars 

rented for airtime. Advertisers include everyone from Pollo Bravo (Brave Chicken) — a 

successful chicken joint with at least three locations — to grieving families, who pay for 

the airspace to let others know about the recent death of a loved one.  

Once considered the edge of town, the crucero has become increasingly central to 

everyday life in Juchitán. Not only does the crucero facilitate transit, it is where different 

interest groups, such as unions or activists, go to make demands on companies and the 

government. A bloqueo (a protest that blocks traffic) at the crucero will stymie not only 

local businesses, but also national and transnational corporations whose goods pass 

through here on the Pan-American Highway. Bloqueos are regular affairs, a tactic that 

interests groups use to make their demands. One that takes place at the crucero is usually 

a last resort, as it will most certainly garner attention from State and Federal authorities 

outside. I remember a period of successive days in March 2015, when anti-wind energy 

                                                        
 
1 "El Tech" is the way many residents refer to the "Instituto Tecnológico del Istmo," part of a network of 
Universities in Mexico run by the Federal Secretary of Education. 
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activists staged a protest on one day, and pro-wind energy activists did the same the 

next. 

There is another place that teems with life in Juchitán: El centro (the center), yet it 

feels different than the crucero. El centro is a large, open plaza, flanked on one side by the 

Palacio Municipal (Municipal Palace). This grand building has stood in the heart of 

Juchitán since 1860, shortly after Mexico's independence. During my field work, it was 

home not only to governmental offices, but also to Juchitán's open-air market, packed 

with vendors selling foods such as totopos, salted shrimp, garnachas, and other goods: 

hammocks, huaraches, and fake gold jewelry, to name a few.  

Like the crucero, time at the centro is punctuated by sonic fluctuations that occur 

nearly every day at exactly the same time. The volume of the centro begins pretty high, 

then mounts as the hours pass, reaching a peak in early evening. It buzzes not only from 

the sounds of people enjoying a bu'pu in front of the park, but more acutely from the 

Zanates.2 Although these small black birds sit almost invisibly in the trees above the 

park, at 5 p.m., they take over. 3 Their voices join to form an overwhelming, high-pitched 

                                                        
 
2 Zanates are known in English as the great-tailed grackle or the Mexican grackle. According to the Cornell 
University Ornithology Lab, "Each morning small groups disperse to feed in open fields and urban areas, 
often foraging with cowbirds and other blackbirds, then return to roosting sites at dusk. This evening 
routine includes a nonstop cacophony of whistles, squeals, and gunfire-like rattling as birds jostle for 
preferred positions." 
3 Bu'pu is a frothy warm drink sold in the evenings in front of the municipal palace. It is drunk out of jicaras, 
or carved-out gourds. Ingredients include: Cacao, piloncillo unprocessed sugar, cinnamon, mayflower, and 
jasmine blossoms. The cacao beans are toasted on a comal, ingredients are ground, and the paste is left for a 
day. Hot water is added, and it's beaten with a long, wooden “molinillo,” or a hand beater, until brown 
foam forms. 
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squall. I found their sounds unnerving. I would sometimes wonder if I was the only one 

who could hear it, because the young couples strolling through the plaza, the old men 

chatting on the stone wall, and the women (it almost entirely women) who famously run 

this city's market seemed unfazed by the deafening din. They just raise their voices 

higher to make themselves heard. 

Historically, political power and affluence have lived in the centro. These days, 

however, things seem to be changing. The yellow paint covering the Palacio Municipal 

was chipping, and a large clock, which overlooks the central square, stopped keeping 

time long ago.4 This was hastened by an 8.2 earthquake which shook Juchitán on 

September 7, 2017. 

And yet, just across the way on Calle 5 de Mayo, a digital billboard had recently 

been installed. If you turn left and walk down it, you soon arrive at a one-way street, 

which is the home of two of Juchitán's most important cultural buildings — the Church 

of San Vicente Ferrer and the Casa de Cultura (House of Culture or Cultural Center). The 

church is set back from the street, behind a tall iron gate. Inside the patio stands a statue 

honoring the city's patron saint, San Vicente Ferrer — he stands with his right arm 

                                                        
 
4 On September 7, 2017, an 8.2 earthquake hit Mexico, one of the strongest to hit the country in 100 years. 
The epicenter of this earthquake was Juchitán. The city has been devastated. Much of the municipal 
government offices fell, as di homes all across town. But Juchitán did not stop shaking on September 7. The 
National Seismological Service registered more than 6,000 aftershocks, along with a second 7.2 earthquake, 
which hit on September 19. The effects of this earthquake on the city will be addressed in future work.  
 



 

 
5 

extended, reaching toward the sky. He is pointing to the clouds — the place from which 

the Binni záa, the Zapotec people who call this city home, are said to have descended.5 

Despite changes, Juchitecos continue to talk about their home as they always 

have — not as a large city but a “pueblo” (town or village). It is their natal home, el 

pueblo Zapoteco, the Zapotec people, where residents maintain what Howard Campbell 

has called an "ethos" of "rural Zapotec life" (Campbell 1994, xi). Despite its increasing 

population size and urbanity, Juchitán still likes to talk about itself as though its 

population were much smaller, and it tries, however difficult, to continue to function 

this way, too. Garbage is collected in horse-drawn carriages, and neighbors expect to 

know one another intimately, they comment when they do not (which seems more often 

these days). Although officials marked the 2010 population at 74,825, this number is 

considered to vastly underestimate the actual number of residents. 

Even as Juchitán grows, it's very hard to get to there from elsewhere in Mexico. 

Due to its location and environment, it's remarkably cut off. Until recently, the nearest 

airports were in Oaxaca City or Huatulco, which are five hours away and three hours 

away, respectively. In 2016, an airport was reopened just outside Juchitán, but flights are 

few and far between, as they are often canceled due to strong winds. A new highway 

from Oaxaca City, which will cut travel time by half, has been under construction for 

over 10 years, and is nowhere near complete. Despite this, I never heard anyone talk 

                                                        
 
5 While much of the church fell when an earthquake struck Juchitán on September 7, 2017. This statue, 
however, remains standing.   
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about Juchitán as remote — in fact, quite the opposite. Juchitán es el ombligo del mundo 

(Juchitán is the center, naval, of the world). You hear this phrase all the time; and has 

been remarked upon by anthropologists who preceded me.6 The saying, "Juchitán is the 

center of the world," should not be misread. Juchitecos with the means travel widely, and 

many have lived and studied elsewhere. New York, Paris, and Beijing are indeed big, 

impressive and powerful, yet it is these cities that are far away, not Juchitán.  

My question then becomes: if the world revolves around Juchitán, what does 

Juchitán revolve around? That question localizes the struggle over wind energy 

development, running through these pages. Juchitán revolves around an axis composed 

of el centro and el crucero, different forces pushing and pulling on each. On one side, the 

regularity of their famous market, the changing smells as reliable as frustrations with the 

city's municipal bureaucracy. And on the other side, flow — or, more apt for this 

research, wind. The crucero is where you go to shop at Bodega Aurrera (Walmart), whose 

items are packed in plastic bags in factories powered by the wind. This is where Chinese 

imports, traveling circuses and foreigners looking to study these changes blow in and 

out. While the wind is a metaphor here, it is far more than that to the Juchitecos and 

                                                        
 
6 For example, in his 2001 monograph, "Mexican Memoire: A Personal Account of Anthropology and 
Radical Politics in Oaxaca," Howard Campbell writes of this same phrase, "'Juchitán es el ombligo del 
mundo' (Juchitán is the world's naval), because that is where his xquipi' (placenta) is buried." Campbell notes 
the "obsessive" love of specific places. Many of the communities on the Isthmus, Campbell notes, developed 
in village and city states "with a high degree of endogamy and distinctiveness from neighboring 
communities. Many of these towns were prototypes of Wolf's closed corporate community model and are 
hundreds, even thousands, of years old." It was a traditional practice among the Isthmus Zapotec to bury 
the placenta of a newborn child under the house. Most Istmeños want to be buried in the cemetery next to 
their relatives" (Campbell 2001, 8). 
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outsiders passing through. The crucero is where transnational corporations come to 

harness the region's peerless winds and turn them into energy.  

Then again, the wind is in the centro, too. You can hear it as the Zanates start their 

evening song.  
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Introduction 

Santa Cruz de Los Lagartos 

 The walk from my apartment near the center of Juchitán de Zaragoza to meet Irma 

in Cheguigo, a neighborhood just across the river, took me over the narrow foot bridge 

traversing Rio de los Perros. One of the oldest parts of this city, Cheguigo has far more 

trees than the center of town. I turned down a narrow street, seeing a woman reaching 

into her red sedan. Every inch of her body was covered by a deep purple rebozo (scarf), 

except the narrow opening for her eyes. She waved as I approached; it was Irma. I could 

barely hear her muffled "hola" through the combination of the fabric and strong wind 

puffing down the street. While I thought the air felt refreshingly cool for this tropical 

climate, most people in Juchitán worry the wind will make you sick, particularly, if you 

are already vulnerable to illness. That was why Irma had bundled up in her rebozo and 

offered me some hot tea as we walked inside. 

 "Would you mind telling me about the photo Elvis posted on Facebook 

yesterday?" I asked. The picture, Irma explained, was taken during "a ritual procession 

we carry out every year." Irma continued: "We walk from the center of Juchitán to the 

sacred site of los lagartos carrying three large wooden crosses. The center cross honors El 

Señor de los Lagartos." "I wrote something like, 'I am really glad we continue to do this 

ritual every year even though rather than walking through fields planted with Zapalote 

Chico (corn), we are walking through fields planted with wind turbines.'" We laughed, 

then she said, "There is something funny about the image — the way this really modern 
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thing, wind turbines, appears with our ancient traditions." She went on: "The procession, 

Santa Cruz de los Lagartos, began long before the Spanish arrived, when our ancestors 

worshipped the lizard. We Zapotecas share the idea with the Maya that the world spins 

around a giant Ceiba tree, which sustains us. The roots of this tree are lagartos (lizards), 

making the lagarto el ser principal, the principal being in this world. So we honor it. When 

the Spaniards came and brought Catholicism, what did our ancestors do? They merged 

the two — combining the symbols of the holy cross, Santa Cruz, with ours, which honors 

the lagarto. Out of that emerged something altogether new." "Who knows?" Irma smiled, 

"Maybe our children will call it 'The Procession of Santa Cruz de los Lagartos y Los Wind 

Turbines." We have been doing this procession for centuries, and the ritual will keep 

happening with or without the wind turbines. Building on Irma's story, this dissertation 

seeks to complicate assumptions about renewable energy on the one hand, and 

indigeneity on the other. 

 The installation of thousands of wind turbines on Mexico's Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec, a narrow neck of land connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, has 

affected far more than the physical landscape. Transforming the fleeting encounter 

between two different atmospheric pressures that produces wind into electricity, then 

profits — this force, long an obstacle to the region's economic development — has 

garnered value in recent years. In this process of transformation, claims to the wind have 

proliferated, inflecting how it feels to live in and be from this place: its atmosphere. Irma's 

explanation of the procession honoring Santa Cruz de Los Lagartos and her quip, "who 
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knows, maybe our children will call this procession Santa Cruz de Los Lagartos y Los Wind 

Turbines," underscores an ambivalence about the changes these turbines are ushering in. 

Some worry that the sheer power of the wind energy industry will overwhelm the 

Zapotec people's proven capacity to incorporate outside influences into their way of 

being. While others remain steadfast — Zapotecos have always been incorporating 

outside influences into their cultural practices. Why would wind turbines be any 

different? But fears that this time might be different abound as wind turbines have come 

to stand in for far more than their mere capacity to transform wind into electricity. The 

role is unstable — much like the ancient procession honoring the lagarto. 

 This dissertation explores the effects that wind and new technologies designed to 

mitigate climate change (such as wind turbines) are having on the lives of Mexico's 

indigenous Zapotec community and the lands they have long called home.1 Advocates 

of renewable energy claim wind power is a "win-win" solution that reduces global 

warming while bringing economic benefits. My fieldwork on Oaxaca's Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec in Southern Mexico suggests that such a view fails to account for the 

legacies of imperialism, structural violence, and neoliberal economic policies responsible 

for climate change in the first place. By tracing the instability of the wind, I attend to the 

                                                        
 
1 The majority of people living on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec identify as Isthmus Zapotec or Binni záa. Binni 
záa, meaning "the people who descended from the clouds," is the world in their own language used to define 
themselves. People here speak Zapoteco del Istmo (Isthmus Zapotec) or Diidxazá. The Isthmus Zapotec are 
distinct from the other Zapotec communities who live in Oaxaca. The Zapotec peoples are traditionally 
divided into four different distinct groups that correspond roughly to their location at the time of conquest 
in 1521. I will use these various terms interchangeably throughout this dissertation (R. N. Zeitlin et al., n.d.).  
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local effects felt by one indigenous community as the weather is converted from its 

unruly natural state into a "renewable resource," all in the name of preventing global 

climate change. I argue that mere technical solutions, like adding more wind turbines or 

solar panels, can serve to maintain the very systems of power and inequality that led to 

climate change in the first place. Likewise, my ethnographic data with the Zapotec 

residents of Juchitán de Zaragoza, Mexico testifies to the importance of complicating 

utopian narratives about renewable energy and claims that render indigeneity a thing of 

the past. Although advocates of new global technologies, like the wind turbine, often 

idealize their ability to reduce carbon emissions, I argue that an analysis rooted in long–

term field works underscores the unanticipated effects of such universalist policies. 

Throughout, I use the wind itself as a methodology. That is, I focus my ethnography on 

acts of boundary making — to moments when knowledge about and sensual encounters 

with nature and culture become reified. It is through an attention to the wind that I 

underscore the ways in which meanings of nature and culture, energy and ethnicity 

have always been in flux. More broadly, wind as method allows me to highlight the 

imaginative possibilities and potential risks undergirding contemporary approaches to 

the anthropological study of renewable energy and indigenous activism in Latin 

America today.  

Wind as Method 

 The wind was a vital force in opening the oceans for trade centuries ago, 

enabling the conquest of the hemisphere. Wind power has regained relevance in a world 
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searching for alternatives to fossil fuel. Today, the wind is measured with ever-

improving accuracy by forecasters around the globe; what was once solely experienced 

through the senses is quantified at ever-greater accuracy. Such measurements transform 

the elemental forces of the wind into a governable, commodifiable resource. And yet, 

wind is inherently unstable, localized, and specific — flowing and forced by the most 

minute topographical changes on the earth's surface. The question then becomes: what 

processes were put into place to tame these winds? How is it that the wind became 

"thinkable"? It was not inevitable that the wind would be used to create electricity. 

Rather, in this dissertation I linger on the labor which defines the wind as a renewable 

resource, and points when this claim becomes the subject of contestation.  

 

Figure 1. Wind with a wide-aperture, Juchitán 2015 

 Following the wind — from the actors who talk about it to its material, sensual, 

and sonic manifestations — I look at debates over the future of wind energy 

development from varied points of view. While this dissertation unpacks the 

transformation of the wind into energy in Southern Mexico, it is applicable to other 
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places as well, as renewable energy extends across the global south. As the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec is far from an isolated case, my dissertation draws upon broader theories 

of power, both electrical and economic, to show how individuals, institutions, and 

experts are laying claim to nature's force. 

 For Istmeños, I learned, the wind is an actor. It awakens the fruits of the sea, 

sustaining fishermen and feeding their families; it causes illness and destroys property, 

and it conjures residents to recall the joys of living in this place. I learned this by feeling 

the wind smack me across the face, nearly pushing me over as I crossed the streets of 

Juchitán. I walked alongside engineers as they repaired the fragile material 

infrastructure, hit by a powerful rafaga (gust) that the wind can destroy, yet is also 

generative as its energy moves from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to those who are 

purchasing it. There, it powers factories that purchase this electricity at a favorable rate. 

In Mexico, efforts to turn the wind into energy has been contested. 

 Residents of the local communities that host these turbines are acutely aware of 

the stark geopolitical realities that brought wind turbines to the region in the first place. 

I listened to opponents of the wind energy industry who likened the wind companies 

and their government boosters to another colonial power, asking, "What are we going to 

eat if you turn everything into gold?" And I, too, grew angry when elected officials 

seemed indifferent to their concerns. I also spent time talking to landowners, among the 

most ardent supporters of the burgeoning industry, as they tended to their livestock in 

the morning and leveraged their land in exchange for more favorable lease agreements 
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with executives in the afternoon. I stood with activists opposed to these projects as they 

shouted, "El pueblo vive, la lucha sigue, sigue" (The people live, the struggle continues), 

painting wind energy as just the latest in a long history of dispossessions. I passed 

countless hours listening to Juchitecos debate the merits of yet another proposed wind 

farm over the course of nine months in what was the first-ever process of "free, prior, 

and informed" consultation (FPIC), and I spoke with government and UN officials 

whose faith in the "win-win" narrative of sustainable development was steadfast, in 

spite of their acknowledgement that they still need better policies and clearer benefits. 

But it is the imponderability of the wind, its scale and power, and the human impact 

that its transformation into electricity that I aspire to convey here. 

 By using the wind as method, this dissertation demonstrates the way that a 

technology, imagined as tool to rescue our planet from the detrimental effects posed by 

rising levels of CO2 in the atmosphere, transitions from the realm of ideas to windswept 

landscapes across the globe. To do this, I go to Juchitán de Zaragoza, where the debate 

over how best to address climate change, and whose responsibility it is to solve it, is well 

underway. For residents of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, global climate change is not 

some future event; rather, like the transformation of the wind into power, it is a process 

already underway.  

 This approach to wind as method requires that I take the notion that the wind is 

a force, evocative of social experience, seriously. By showing how winds circulate not 

only in the data of engineers but in the day-to-day lives of people living near sites of 
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wind energy development, I argue that the meaning of the wind and of energy to 

individuals and institutions is unstable at multiple scales. Depending on whether we are 

talking about one moment in the day or one period in history, the wind and energy can 

indicate different things: in one instance, they index convenience and power (both 

structural and literal), but in another they are an obstacle, a threat, and/or an economic 

opportunity. It is the instability of both wind and energy, as well as the assumptions 

regarding their effects, that pronounce — and produce — conflicts.  

Setting the Stage 

 This dissertation is based on fieldwork carried out in and around the city of 

Juchitán de Zaragoza, home to over 100,000 souls, the majority of whom identify as 

indigenous Zapotec. Juchitán, as I will call it, is the largest city on Mexico's Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec, a narrow 137-mile neck of terrain nestled between the Atlantic and Pacific 

Oceans. It is this that also makes it one of the windiest places in the world. The winds 

here are so fierce that they can beat down walls, topple Semi-trucks, maroon fishermen, 

and even redirect oceanic currents.  
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Figure 2. Map of Mexico (Friede 2018). 

 Given its geographic distance from the capital, the Isthmus of Tehuantepec has a 

long, complex, and turbulent relationship with the Mexican nation-state, and it has 

traditionally been quite resistant to centralized state power.2 However, as the shortest 

distance between the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean, the Isthmus of Tehuantepec has been 

crisscrossed with oil pipelines and highways, a space of moving "stuff" from one ocean 

to the other. As such, residents living here have always lived simultaneously at the 

center and periphery of global geopolitics. That has left them notoriously wary of 

outside investment (Call 2011). In many ways, the winds stymied the goals of 

modernizing developers by making building and maintenance difficult, time 

consuming, and cost ineffective. However, once these winds were measured and 

                                                        
 
2 According to Campbell (1993) not only was colonial history marked by period rebellions against the 
Spaniards, after independence, there were various rebellions against both the State of Oaxaca and the 
federal government.  This often revolved around the question of control over resources, in particular with 
regards to the salt flats along the coast (Campbell et al. 1993, 156–62). 
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mapped, a veritable "wind rush" ensued, as the wind has become the focus of intensive 

financial and regulatory investment.  

 

Figure 3. Map of Juchitán and Gulf of Tehuantepec (na). 

 Understanding how property relations in Mexico evolved is central to concerns 

over wind energy today. Historically, the long-ruling, ironically named Institutionalized 

Revolutionary Party (PRI), which led the Mexican government for over 70 years, was the 

arbiter of agrarian conflict, whereby the state was entrusted to distribute profits derived 

from natural resources — and access to land from foreign interests — to the region's 

mostly poor and indigenous citizens in exchange for power. 3 Now, however, the 

government acts as the intermediary to grant concessions to transnational corporations. 

                                                        
 
3 The Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI) ruled Mexico for seventy-
one years. At the end of the Mexican Revolution in 1920, the victorious caudillos (Alvaro Obregón was 
President 1920–1924 as President) set out to create a government which could implement the 1917 
constitution to reconstruct the nation. Their goals included obtaining recognition from the United States, 
begin to repay the national debt, prevent future rebellions, and address the growing popular demands for 
public secular education, agrarian reform, and creating a productive relationship between Mexican labor 
and capital. This became the stated of the one-party system directed by the Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(Aguila 2008; Stearns 2008).  
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Agrarian reforms passed in 1992 allowed for the individuation and, thus, privatization 

of formerly communal and ejido lands.4 They could be rented to companies who wanted 

to install turbines. While the state may have been seen as an ally of indigenous 

communities in Oaxaca in the post-revolutionary era it is now increasingly seen as 

siding with corporate interests (Stephen 2002). Reforms to the constitution have opened 

the historically state-owned energy sector, the last bastion of revolutionary populism, to 

foreign direct investment. This allowed for what is happening on the Isthmus today — 

the Walmarts and the Heinekens of the world are partnering with wind energy 

developers.  

 As companies have flocked to sign 30-year leases, giving them the "exclusive 

rights" to the region's powerful wind, a troubling paradox has emerged (Ocearansky 

2010, 505). While wind energy appears an ethereal, amorphous, and limitless resource, it 

can only be harnessed through turbines that require vast tracts of land. The question of 

land — a historical flashpoint in the region — has engendered tensions between wind 

energy developers, native Istmeños, and the state. Some, especially the government and 

developers, as well a fair share of the region's indigenous population, are thrilled the 

                                                        
 
4 Ejido or Ejidos are parcels of land that are held collectively by a community. Ejidos was a central concern 
and rhetorical claim of agrarian reforms implemented by the PRI in the wake of the Mexican Revolution. 
Ejidos were traditionally understood as State property, formally owned by the nation and parceled out for 
use of citizens. This was codified in Article 27 of the Mexican constitution. Historically, this land could not 
be privatized. However, beginning in the early 1990s the government began to implement reforms which 
allow turning ejidos into privately owned land . 
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wind can now be productive — as profits, job security, and perhaps their shot at the 

development promises of progress.  

 

Figure 4. Wind turbines on the Isthmus (Avila–Calero 2017) 

 
For others, however, the wind has always been productive — a critical actor in their 

everyday experience of life in this place. While companies make huge profits off the 

Isthmus' winds, and landowners reap the benefits of rent payments when turbines are 

sited on their terrain, many others do not see monetary benefit, but cultural harm. For 

many, they see wind energy development as just the latest in a longer history of 

exploitation. Wind energy technology renders singular what has historically been the 

multiplicity of ways in which the Binni záa and ikoojts residents have lived — and 

thrived — with the natural world.5 

                                                        
 
5 There is a long history of fiesta (party) sponsorship – a system known as the mayordomía. A variation of the 
cargo cult and potlatch, the mayordomia system remains very strong in Juchitán today. The ritual displays 
include multiple days of events, including a procession and a party known as the vela. The system has 
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 The Mexican government, along with international institutions like the World 

Bank and the UN Clean Development Mechanism, created incentives designed to lure 

companies to take a risk on Mexico's wind, and they have found their reward. These 

companies purchase the energy at a favorable rate through what the Mexican 

government calls the self-supply model. The self-supply model, passed into law in 1992, 

allows industrial energy consumers to partner with developers to purchase the 

electricity produced at a fixed rate, with the extra benefit of turning corporate profiles 

green. The energy being generated here is only available for sale to large corporations 

like Walmart and Coca-Cola. 

 These projects also exacerbated what have been simmering cracks in the web of 

reciprocal social relations that have long bound the Zapotec together when they 

struggled to contest outside intervention and transformed them into outright 

fragmentation. Matters have been made worse as never before seen levels of insecurity, 

crime, and corruption have become an everyday experience. Government corruption, 

strong-arm company tactics, and the influence of criminal cartels are rending the mere 

existence of Zapotec life ways — the future — a matter of dispute. It is essential to 

situate conflicts over the Isthmus Wind Corridor Project within broader Mexican and 

global uncertainties about shifting state–corporate relations and global climate change. 

The ambivalence of local people, I argue, is at the heart of the conflict over the future of 

                                                        
 
traditionally been understood to increase the prestige and status of the mayordomo who sponsored them 
(Stephen 2005). 



 

 
21 

renewable energy everywhere. My ethnographic data reveals that debates over wind 

energy are more than debates over unresolved past histories of oppression and 

dispossession. Rather, and perhaps more importantly, they are also struggles over 

whose vision of the future will win out, and who will be there to enjoy it.  

 In the early years of its development, wind energy advocates claimed that social 

resistance to new projects would be minimal because of the decentralized nature of the 

wind itself — communities would control energy production and distribution. Instead, 

wind turbines now operate in large, centralized sites of production, mirroring traditional 

energy production facilities, like a coal fire power plant. This brings home how the 

transition to green energy has been built in the image of fossil fuels where energy 

production is centralized — and so, too, are its profits. This is the extractive economy 

that produced global climate change in the first place. Others see the wind energy 

industry here within a longer history of failed development, oppression, and 

marginalization that has, time and again, benefited the powerful at the expense of the 

poor. Many envision the wind within an alluring fantasy of technical progress, 

naturalizing its status as a resource by qualifying it as so abundant that it must be 

rendered productive. This illusion of inevitability makes challenging renewable energy 

extraction quite difficult, and largely overshadows stories of contestation to green 

energy on the ground. 

 In a moment when Mexico's oil reserves are dwindling and the state searches for 

alternative revenues, the case of wind energy development on the Isthmus of 
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Tehuantepec complicates the narrative that industry and government advocates recount 

regarding the future of the "green energy" transition.6 Wind turbines transform the force 

of the wind into electric power, rendering this natural phenomenon into a commodity. 

While its power is marketed as "alternative," once transformed into electricity, the 

qualities that made it unique are erased. It becomes another commodity — and the 

wind's force becomes no different from that of any other fossil fuel. Neither the fable of 

green techno-optimism nor a return to some mythical nature adequately explains the 

messiness of the everyday realities of these winds. I argue that wind turbines are 

creating new social relationships, translating mechanic operations into new ways of 

being in the world where land and energy are privatized, and historical relationships are 

reconfigured by technological change. 

 In each of the chapters, I move and think with the wind itself in order to address 

the politics of climate change and the uneven distribution of its risks on the lives of 

indigenous communities. I argue an attention to the way renewable resources are made; 

the implementation of renewable energy projects and regulatory infrastructures; and the 

politics subtending the shifting nature of claims to indigeneity, which, like the wind 

itself, remain inherently excessive, always shifting in tandem with the world around it.  

                                                        
 
6 Mexico's oil and gas regulator (CNH) said that the country's proven hydrocarbon reserves dropped by 10.6 
percent in 2017. This compounds the diminishing oil production by the state oil company Petroleos Mexicanos 
(Pemex). If no reserves are found in the near future, Mexico will be running out of reserves within 9 years. 
This serves efforts by the government to open the energy market to private investment, claiming that 
foreign companies have enough money to invest in deep-water exploration (Comisión Nacional de 
Hidrocarboros (CNH) 2017). 
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Figure 5. Crucero at dusk 

Nahuales in the Alleyway, or on Infra(Structures) and Senses of 
Power 

 After Irma finished explaining the procession in honor of los lagartos, we 

continued to talk about other changes she has noticed. "Little kids don't really think 

about los nahuales anymore," Irma explained. "When I was little, the streets were pitch 

black at night. We have street lighting now, so even at night, the narrow alleyways are 

full of light, so there aren't any dark spaces left in Juchitán." A nahaual is a person who 

can transform into an animal.  "Under the darkness of the new moon, they will go into 

the alleyways, whirl around in the earth, and transform. Every year, there are fewer 

dark alleys in Juchitán, as they install more and more street lamps in Juchitán. There 

aren't any dark alleyways in the city left for los nahuales to transform." 

 This story about los nahuales underscores the link between infrastructure, energy, 

and epistemology that I explore throughout this dissertation. In her discussion about los 

nahuales, Irma affirms their existence. She is not suggesting that nahuales were somehow 
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mythic — merely something her grandparents believed in to make sense of their worlds 

before "science." Nahuales did, and continue to, exist — only elsewhere — as electric 

lighting has changed this place. Nahuales are no longer discussed, because they are no 

longer seen; no more dark alleyways exist in Juchitán in which they can transform. 

Electric street lighting has changed the very nature of the landscape itself in such a way 

as to transform what is thinkable. Irma articulates a subtle argument that I continue to 

articulate throughout this dissertation: new energy infrastructures not only change the 

material conditions of place; they transform ways of being and cultural practices.  

 Following Tim Edensor, this dissertation thinks of spaces and places as 

"constellations of temporary coherence" (Edensor 2006, 535).7 It is critical, he argues, that 

scholars account for "the terms of absorption and adoption of new features in the 

landscape." As Irma's story about los lagartos and los nahuales reveals, Juchitán has 

always incorporated, or "domesticated" elements from elsewhere (Edensor 2006). 

Scholars have similarly described urbanization, understanding cities as part of a 

"metabolic relationship between society and nature, whereby urbanization processes are 

producing local and global environments in new and consequential ways" (Braun 2005, 

635). Thus, places are more than social constructions or social imaginaries, they are more 

than a context for social relations; places are material, engaged in by the senses and with 

                                                        
 
7 Elsewhere Edensor writes, "The ways in which light transforms space is complex and multiple. We see 
both with and in light and move through illuminated space, making engagement with light a deeply 
embodied experience. Light alters the perception of the color and shape of space and is both a discrete 
material object comprising an assemblage of elements and a property that extends across space, providing a 
'viewing field' that inflects how all objects within it can be perceived" (Edensor 2006, 538). 
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physical bodies. They are not static or reactionary but fluid, interactive, and a 

fundamentally constitutive of social life (Massey 1995, 183). When imbued with 

significant social encounters and absorbed into the rhythm of life, places become part of 

a dense web of relationships, which, in turn, become inalienable from the place itself.  

 Studies of renewable energy in fields such as environmental science, economics, 

and political science have tended to focus on evaluating the costs and benefits of green 

energy. These studies, however, largely posit energy infrastructure as spatially and 

ethically distant from localized histories, as well as from the phenomenological and 

embodied experience of living and being in place. In this dissertation, I think about the 

wind — and its technical translator, the turbine — to engage with a growing body of 

scholarly work attentive to the phenomenological, embodied, and vital qualities of the 

human – nonhuman encounters (Merleau-Ponty 1986; Bennett 2010; Ingold 2011), which 

means exploring how people and communities make sense of the shifting infrastructural 

worlds they inhabit (Larkin 2013; Edwards 2010; Carse 2014; Anand 2011; Star 1999; 

Appel 2012). As Senior has written, "Movement through an environment merges an 

experience of wind with an experience of land," highlighting the importance of the 

physical body as method and object of study (Senior 2016, 3). 

 Bringing the fields of political ecology, sensory anthropology, and science and 

technology studies into conversation, I argue that bodies, landscapes, and energy 

infrastructure are involved in mutually constitutive and ever-shifting relationships with 

one another, revealing wind/energy infrastructure as both social and affective (Fortun 
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2001; Helmreich 2009; Choy 2011; Masco 2006). Following Bruno Latour and others, I 

mobilize a "symmetrical" approach to ethnography, which allows me to extend my 

attention beyond the anthropocentric, thereby including both human and nonhuman 

actors in this study (Law 2002, 1987; Latour 2003; W. Anderson 2006, 2016; Harding 

2011). This dissertation contributes to a growing body of anthropological work on 

infrastructure. Scholarship on the anthropology of infrastructures calls for work that 

does more than make visible the world as it is already structured but shows the very 

processes by which those structures emerge and shift over time. I suggest that we think 

about the wind itself and the energy being derived from its force as social 

infrastructures.  

 Much like the sounds of wind turbines etched in Irma's memory of the annual 

ritual procession honoring los lagartos, the presence of electric lighting in the streets of 

Juchitán has changed both what is visible, but also what is thinkable in this place. As 

Irma's story reveals, Isthmus Zapotec culture has formed and continues to shift in 

tandem with the conditions of possibility established by the state, and also with the 

materiality of place determined by energy infrastructure on the one hand, and the 

environmental conditions unique to this place on the other. 

Mestizaje to Multiculturalism in Mexico 

We are not indios (Indians) here. We are Binni záa, definitely not indios. I had no 
idea I was una indigena (an indigenous person) when I was a child. I never 
thought of myself as una india. Indios are […] Oohhh, weeee, ooooohh […] Indios 
are the people from your country, los Apachees. It was when I was about 28 years 
old, and I went to work at the Office of Culturas Populares in Mexico City, when 
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things started to change. My job was in the Department of Indigenous Culture. I 
got to work on the first day and my colleagues were like, 'Oh, this is great! You 
must know a lot about indigenous culture, because you are indigenous.' I looked 
back at them, and was like, Me? 'No, no. you must be confused, I am not 
indigenous.' There is just something about that word, indigenous — it has a 
feeling about it. Like something that used to exist — but doesn't anymore.  
 
The way I always thought about it was, like, those of us who live here in 
Juchitán, well, we are Binni záa. The people who live next to the ocean, they are 
los Huaves or Mareños, the Mixe live up there,' pointing Northwest toward the 
mountains. Asi era el asunto (the way things were), I didn't think of myself as an 
indio. But when I started that job in Mexico City in the late 1990s, all my 
colleagues kept talking about 'culturas indígenas, culturas indígenas, las culturas 
indígenas, los pueblos indios, and on and on […] I read about it, and I started to 
understand, 'Oh okay, this word is something generic.' I decided to accept it. But 
for me personally, if you were to say to me 'You are an Indian,' I would probably 
reply, 'No way, Los indios […] are those people from the Westerns on Canal Once 
(Channel 11), the ones who wear feathers in their hair, but not me.' 
 

 The term "indio" from which Irma recoils and indigeneity are joined by history, 

to which I turn next. The invention of the term indio emerged during the colonial period 

as a "homogenous category" to refer to everyone "the Spaniards ran into in 'New Spain' 

who were not 'from Spain,'" inventing one racial category for the hundreds of different 

ethnic groups they encountered (Stephen 2002, 84).8 From the turmoil of the Mexican 

Revolution (1910 – 1920) came a "revolutionary nationalism" whose legitimacy hinged 

on the redistribution of wealth from the elite (descendants of people from Spain) and the 

                                                        
 
8 The Zapotec of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec have a different place in this history. Historian Francis 
Chassen–López, in her study of the Traje de Tehuana (dress of the Tehuana) describes the ensemble. It 
includes a "blouse and skirt (with lace ruffle or flounce), scarf, gold filigree jewelry, hair braided with 
ribbons and flowers or both, and lace headdress." When efforts to engender a national identity began in the 
late 19th century, there was deliberate work done to reconcile the country's indigenous and Spanish pasts. 
To do this, elites imagined tried to imagine their own "aristocratic national heritage," which became 
embodied in the "exquisitely attired Zapotec Tehuanas." Chassen–López argues that this served as evidence 
of the "grandeur of pre-Columbian civilizations" (Chassen–López 2014, 282). 
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vast majority of Mexico's population (Coffey 2012, 6). The State reconfigured the very 

reality of racial and cultural mixture in Mexico into the racial trope of the mestizo. 

Mexican intellectuals, artists, and government officials transformed the mestizo into an 

"idealized and essentially assimilative mixture of the Spanish/Creole, configured as 

white and European, and the indigenous, understood as its racial and civilizational 

antipode" (ibid). Vasconcelos wrote in La Raza Cosmica (The Cosmic Race), his famous 

treatise on the subject, of this "fifth universal race" that acquired all the best qualities of 

everything past. Mestizaje encouraged a narrative of history as a natural progression 

from pre-Columbian times to the present, the country's "Indians" being proof of the 

timelessness of the nation (Vasconcelos 1997).  

 Mestizaje materialized in public art, infrastructure, and museums — seeping into 

the "aesthetics of everyday life" (Alonso 2004, 470). The work of famed Mexican painter 

Diego Rivera exemplifies the ideals of mestizaje — his works turn indigenous, colonial, 

modernist, and religious symbols into a unified aesthetic (Alonso 2004, 474). Images of 

the Zapotec people figure prominently in Rivera's paintings throughout his long career.9  

For example, in "Our Bread," we see a brown-skinned woman wearing traditional 

Zapotec clothing, balancing a basket overflowing with tropical fruit on her head. 

                                                        
 
9 Some other of Rivera's paintings which include the figure of the Tehuana are: "Tehuana Women"(1923) and 
"Baile en Tehuantepec" (1928) which was recently sold at auction on May 20, 2016 for $15.7 million dollars, 
setting the world record for the most expensive piece of art from Latin American. 
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Meanwhile, behind her is a sea of workers, peasants and soldiers — the mestizo citizens 

of the Mexican state.  

 

Figure 6. "Our Bread" (Rivera 1928) 

The contrast between foreground and background can be understood as rooting the 

process of industrialization "in the 'authentic' values and culture" that the figure of the 

Tehuana is understood to represent (Coffey 2012, 9).10 Elements of Zapotec life are being 

used to tell a story about mestizaje, while also refracting a distorted image of the Zapotec 

back to those very people who were still very much alive in Southern Mexico at the time.  

 Mestizaje, the intentional hybridization of the Mexican population was about 

more than uniting the nation (Alonso 2004, 460). It had a pernicious quality to it. That is, 

just as the state talked about the value and used images of its indigenous population, 

they were implementing policies that would actually erase its distinctiveness. The 

                                                        
 
10 According to Taylor, "The Tehuana maiden" envisioned by Diego Rivera and was a kind of "ideal type." 
That is, a " utopian figure " which embodies the promises of the Mexican Revolution (Taylor 2006, 835). 
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promulgation of mestizo nationalism both incorporated indigenous people into the state 

— for example, through universal Spanish language education — and also distributed 

land (via a system known as ejidos), sending migrants from other parts of Mexico into 

regions that had long been populated by a single ethnic community.11 Mexican 

anthropologist Roger Bartra (2002) has called this meeting of politics and culture — 

"cultura official"12 (official culture) — where "an ensemble of myths about Mexican 

identity" put revolutionary discourse to authoritarian ends (Bartra 2002, 5–6). This 

underscores the duplicitous nature of how the government has long sought to control 

the country's native populations through incorporation, what Alonso has called 

"conforming disconformity"(Alonso 2004). The name of the political party that held 

power in Mexico for nearly 71 straight years — the Institutionalized Revolutionary Party 

(Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRI) — underscores the double-speak at the heart of 

the Nation State.13 Bartra writes that the "official culture" told citizens: "If you are 

                                                        
 
11 Lynn Stephens writes about when the Ministry of Public Education established the federal system of 
schools in rural areas. This was seen as a key tool for the assimilation of Mexico's rural indigenous 
populations into the nation (Stephen 2002). 
12 Mexican anthropologist Roger Bartra (2002) writes about the relationship between nationalism and the 
PRI political Party. He writes, "In our country the official expressions of nationalism tell us: If you are 
Mexican, you must vote for the institutionalized revolution. Those who do not either are traitors to their 
deepest essence or are not Mexican. Nationalism is, then, an ideology that disguises itself with culture to 
hide its intimate means of domination […] neither the state nor the ruling class can direct this process from 
above. This is a global process shaped by the interplay of several factors, including the very formation of the 
national state" (Bartra 2002, 9). 
13 The PRI, founded in 1929, held power uninterrupted of the federal government the election of Vicente Fox 
in 2000. Initially known as the National Revolutionary Party (Partido Nacional Revolucionario, PNR), then the 
Party of the Mexican Revolution (Partido de la Revolución Mexicana, PRM), it was only later that they took 
their ironic name – The Institutionalized Revolutionary Party, known by its Spanish acronym, the PRI. 
Peruvian writer Mario Vargas Llosa (1990) famously called the PRI "la dictadura perfect" (the perfect 
dictatorship), referencing the double-game they have long played. That is, using revolutionary discourse to 
mask authoritarian power (Aguila 2008). 
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Mexican, you must vote for the institutionalized revolution. Those who do not either are 

traitors to their deepest essence or are not Mexican. Nationalism is, then, an ideology 

that disguises itself with culture to hide its intimate means of domination"(Bartra 2002, 

8). 

 This tension began to boil over in the late 1960s. The 1968 massacre of hundreds 

of students at the hands of the State, in turn, forcing the PRI to enact reforms to open the 

electoral process to opposition. At the time, however, the price of oil remained high, 

meaning PRI coffers were flush to buy support. That changed, however, with the oil 

crash in 1979, and their grip on power seemed tenuous at best. When the country 

defaulted on their loans in 1982, political power began to shift. On January 1, 1994, the 

Zapatista uprising, marking the moment when NAFTA became law, forced the 

government to reckon with its relationship to the country's indigenous population 

(Collier 1984; Hale 2005).14 Although the spectacle of the Zapatista uprising on television 

screens across the globe brought international attention to the experience of Mexico's 

native populations, challenges to the PRI began years earlier. In Juchitán, Oaxaca, a 

homegrown political party successfully defeated the PRI in local elections in 1981, 

marking a period of intense conflict that continues to put ethnicity at the heart of 

political life in the region today (Campbell 1994; Rubin 1997). 

                                                        
 
14 The EZLN is the acronym for the Spanish name of the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, the Zapatista 
Army of National Liberation. NAFTA is the acronym for the North American Free Trade Agreement. 
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  The Coalición Obrera Campesina Estudiantil del Istmo (the Coalition of Workers, 

Peasants, and Students of the Isthmus), known by its acronym, the COCEI— is a 

political movement which was formed by Zapotec residents of Juchitán in the early 

1970s and remains in control of Juchitán's municipal government today. 15,16 Initially 

more a social movement, the group was founded by young Zapotec men who had 

returned home from Mexico City after attending university. Many were participants in 

the student protest movements of 1968 and were radicalized by the violence they saw 

carried out by the state. These leaders had a different vision. They countered the PRI's 

narrative of mestizaje by relying on what made them unique, using Zapotec language to 

relate to the everyday struggles of the city's poor and middle class.17 This was a radical 

shift, as mestizaje tied nationalism to voting for the PRI.  

                                                        
 
15 The COCEI stands for the Coalición Obrera Campesina Estudiantil del Istmo. A Zapotec political 
movement that emerged in Juchitán, Oaxaca, Mexico, in 1973. 
16 After a series of successful strikes and protests in the 1970s, right-wing gunmen killed a dozen Coceístas, 
including Víctor Pineda Henestrosa, an activist who became a martyr for the movement. Victor "Yodo" as he 
is adoringly called, is the father of Irma, whose stories appear in this introduction. After the disappearance 
of Víctor Yodo, support for COCEI grew until they won municipal elections in 1981 in an alliance with the 
Mexican Communist Party. At this time, Juchitán was the first city in all of Mexico since the Revolution to be 
controlled by the left (Campbell et al. 1993). 
17 Many of Juchitán's wealthiest residents support the PRI, although this has shifted as the COCEI has been 
in power for nearly 30 years. Partisan politics in Juchitán often falls along not only class, but also religious 
lines.  
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Figure 7. COCEI logo  

 When the COCEI won mayoral elections in 1981, they became the first and, at the 

time, the only leftist government in the entire nation. COCEI leaders constructed a 

compelling narrative about their victory: it represented the strength of the Zapotec 

people and the righteousness of their struggle and resistance to the state. One place this 

narrative was shared was in the pages of the literary magazine Guchachi'Reza (Sliced 

Iguana), which presented the work of Zapotec poets and painters alongside Mexican 

intellectuals and foreign intellectuals. One COCEI leader put it, "After a long road with 

many sacrifices and obstacles, we had realized a Zapotec dream: to be the government 

[ser gobierno]" (Campbell 1994, 169).18 Between 1981 and 1983, the Ayuntamiento Popular 

                                                        
 
18 Jeffrey Rubin also discusses how COCEI leaders tended to oversimplify the complexity of local social 
relations when articulating themselves to the outside. That is, they created an us versus a them, and yet that 
us was far more heterogenous than leaders seemed to want to recognize. Rubin writes, "COCEI leaders and 
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(People's government) ran the city. During this period, the COCEI, according to 

historian Jeffrey Rubin, "literally changed the language used in public institutions in a 

way that simultaneously facilitated people's use of those institutions and reaffirmed 

their cultural identity." Quoting COCEI leader Daniel López Nelio, "Today in the 

municipal court, matters are resolved in Zapotec." The PRI had forced Juchitecos to speak 

Spanish in judicial matters "whether they could or not," but with the election of the 

COCEI, Zapotec was "spoken in the courthouse, police station, and mayor's office" 

(Rubin 1997, 165).  

 The unprecedented victory of the COCEI in 1981 changed the terms of political 

activity. However, when the COCEI seemed (from the point of view of the PRI) to be 

gaining too much power, the military (controlled by the PRI) was sent to take it back. 

The PRI played on cold war fear and legitimized their violence by labeling the COCEI as 

communists. The party's leaders were disappearing, sending others into hiding. This 

intervention did not have the intended effects. Rather, it transformed the COCEI from 

what was primarily a local political party into a kind of cause celeb for the country's 

restless opposition. Public intellectuals and artists descended on Juchitán to support the 

COCEI's political and cultural work. Zapotec artists and outsiders produced visual and 

literary work that would come to bolster the COCEI's political power while turning its 

                                                        
 
intellectuals assume both homogeneous class interests [that] Juchiteco peasants and workers share a 
common class position and corresponding material interests] and inherent Zapotec identity (that all 
Juchitecos are and know themselves to be members of an indigenous culture whose attributes remain fixed 
through time)" (Rubin 1997, 208). 
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leaders into martyrs (Rubin 1997, 161).19 Lynn Stephens writes that the COCEI's 

innovative blending of Zapotec ethnicity with political life helped free them from the 

history of negative associations regarding el indio, while also redefining the very terms of 

political struggle (Stephen 1996, 33). 

 When things calmed down, COCEI leaders returned to Juchitán, won citywide 

elections in a bi-partisan agreement in 1986, and took over again in 1989. This time, 

however, things were different. They were not as young as they had once been, so, 

rather than reject any presence of the PRI as they had in 1981, its leaders decided to 

negotiate. While this allowed them to operate, it undermined the radicalness of the 

change the COCEI represented. Juchitán entered the 1990s with Zapotec politicians in 

office, whose authority was being undermined by the very concessions that had to be 

made to be able to hold that office in the first place. Meanwhile, indigenous peoples 

across the Americas were mobilizing, demanding their rights be protected by the law. 

Just as institutions were being forced to rethink their relationship to native peoples, they 

began to compel nation-states to follow suit.  

 The International Labor Organizations (OIT) recognized the legal rights of 

"indigenous collectivities" in 1989, and were the first to codify them into law (Escárcega 

2010). The United Nations Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

                                                        
 
19 Political reforms were passed in 1977 which allowed opposition political parties to run in elections. It was 
this change that allowed COCEI members to run for office. They did so in an alliance with Mexico's 
communist party in the 1980 municipal elections (Rubin 1997, 164). 
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followed soon after. This document established a set of universal norms and rights for 

indigenous peoples (Bowen 2000). The Mexican government was also writing the rights 

of indigenous peoples into its legal documents. Finally, after nearly 30 years, the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples was adopted in 2007 by 143 Nations.20  

 No sooner did nations and institutions begin to define the rights of indigenous 

peoples than conflicts over how to access those very rights emerged. In Mexico, 

multiculturalist language was incorporated into policy, and state resources were used to 

support indigenous cultural production. Just as it claims to be upending decades of 

assimilationist policies, the Mexican state has escalated military and paramilitary 

operations within indigenous communities struggling to exercise that autonomy 

promised them (Taylor 2006, 83). This reflects the duplicitous nature of the Mexican 

state's approach to indigenous people that began with mestizaje: valorizing native culture 

when it is a thing of the past, while either incorporating resistance or resorting to 

violence when communities threaten to get out of control (Muehlmann 2009, 469). 

Following Sally Merry (1992), Shannon Speed (2005) warns that efforts to codify 

indigenous peoples into national and international laws have reinforced the centrality of 

                                                        
 
20 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, some 30 years in the making, passed was put to a 
vote on September 13, 2007. The declaration was designed to create an international instrument that could 
"frame and bolster the rights of "indigenous peoples," setting benchmarks for change in domestic regimes. 
This was adopted by 143 nations (according to GA/10612 [United Nations 2007]), with 11 abstentions and 
rejections from four voting states: The United States, New Zealand, Australia, and Canada" (Merlan 2009, 
304). 
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the law as the ideal means to resist state power — further entrenching the logic of 

liberalism that these movements were intended to push against (Speed 2005, 32). 

 

Figure 8. "Get out wind turbines" Graffiti in Juchitán. 

 Over the course of nearly ten months, between 2014 and 2015, the first process of 

"Free, Prior, and Informed Consultation" (FPIC) took place in Juchitán, Oaxaca. Activists 

were opposed to the way wind energy projects were being developed, so they brought 

developers to court, saying they had failed to carry out FPIC, a legal requirement, 

because the land is home to an indigenous community.21 A consulta indigena (indigenous 

consultation) was the law, and they needed to have a say in any development project 

destined for their community. No sooner did the consulta begin than conflicts over just 

who qualifies as a member of the "indigenous community" become a matter of some 

dispute. Scholars have struggled to address the ways in which the legal rights that 

activists have demanded often lead to the oversimplification of the identities these very 

rights are intended to protect. Sometimes referred to as "strategic essentialism," legal 

                                                        
 
21 I use various terms throughout this dissertation to refer to this process, including: consulta, FPIC, and 
consulta indigena. They all reference the same thing – a process of Free, Prior, and Informed Consultation 
(FPIC) that took place in Juchitán from October 2014 through July 2015.  
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rights can have unexpected effects when turned into policy. Sometimes critiqued, 

neoliberal multiculturalism does not fully consider the effect that recognition (or mis-

recognition, as it were) can have in the world, and the sediment and persistence of 

contemporary state policies and the legacy of colonial era violence (Povinelli 2002; Hale 

2005). Despite the best intentions of scholars, the deconstruction of essentialist categories 

does not erase the effect these same categories have in the lives of the people and places 

anthropologists study (Stephen 2002, 67). They, too, become sites of struggle, where 

time-honored stereotypes about indios return to center stage. 

Being Binni Záa 

The idea "los derechos de los indigenas" (the rights of indigenous peoples) — that 
comes from the government and the Zapatistas who said, 'We are all equal, so we 
all have a say.' But how did things function in Juchitán 600 years ago? It wasn't 
like everyone in the community went to an assembly and voted. No, we had 
institutions — the majordomo and velas — and these helped us to distribute and 
maintain power…Juchitán is a city where 95%–96% of residents are Zapotec. Not 
indigenous, but Zapotec. We are the majority. 
 

 Talking about identity is a challenge because of how quickly assumptions make 

an ass out of you and me.22 Like all of us, Juchitecos identify as many things at once — 

their identities formed where generalities and individual experience converge. This 

                                                        
 
22 Diane Nelson writes of the idea of assumptions in more detail as a case of the double entendre. She 
explains, "An assumption is taken for granted. It is the unconscious, unexamined prerequisite for those 
identities that appear self-evident. Second, it suggests false pretenses-an assumed identity is one that is not 
true, perhaps taken on for nefarious purposes. The unveiling of the "real" identity, as Edward Said (1978) 
and others have pointed out, can bring the thrill of conquest, the rush of epistemoerotics, the glee of 
assuming the mantle of truth teller, of being the non-duped. But assumption carries a third entendre, which 
is my "real" concern here. It means to take on an identity, to become-as in the ecstatic Virgin Mary's 
assumption to heaven, ensconced in a true, eternal identity" (Nelson 2009, 207). 
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throws a wrench in late-liberalism's promise to protect both our rights as individuals as 

well as the collective rights of indigenous people. The vast majority of Juchitecos 

identify as Binni záa (Zapotec), though most would never use the word indigena 

(indigenous) to talk about themselves. To use that word is often a political calculation — 

is it in my interest to translate my Zapotec-ness into something recognizable in this 

instance (Povinelli 2002)? That said, the word indigenous is having some very real-world 

implications in Juchitán today.  

 According to the Mexican government, 85.7% of Juchitán's population of over 

93,000 people is indigenous.23 Many do not speak Diidxazá (Zapotec del Isthmus, or 

Isthmus Zapotec, IZ), but they are still Zapotec. Being Binni záa doesn't depend on 

language alone.24 My fieldwork suggests that it lies more in the city itself — in place. 

Zapotec imagery is everywhere — spray painted on the sides of buildings. Zapotec 

rituals are part of everyone's social calendar, even for the rare residents who migrated 

from somewhere else. When a Vela begins, they are stuck in traffic with everyone else 

behind the parade. Even if they weren't invited to the neighbor's party, they will hear 

                                                        
 
23 According to the 2010 Census, and socio-demographic indicators of the total population and the 
indigenous population 2010 CDI in Oaxaca total population is 93.038 and the total indigenous population is 
79.719 people, i.e. about 85.68% of the total population is "Indian". Mexican government organizations 
(INEGI and CDI) added up the "sum of households where the household head or spouse speak an 
indigenous language" (Comisión Nacional Para el Desarollo de los Pueblos Indígenas 2010). 
24 Of the five Indigenous languages spoken in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Isthmus Zapotec is the most 
numerically dominant, with an estimated 85,000 speakers. Isthmus Zapotec is one of approximately 62 
varieties that make up the Zapotec branch of the Otomanguean language family. After Nahuatl and Yucatan 
Maya, Zapotec is considered the Indigenous language with most speakers in Mexico, although these figures 
overlook the internal diversity and lack of intelligibility between varieties of Zapotec (De Korne 2016, 23).  
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the music and have to shuffle around the two or three city blocks that were cordoned off 

for the event. They, too, must wear traje (traditional dress) to enter the event. In Juchitán, 

Spanish words are "Zapotecified," rather than the other way around.  

 At the center of all this is the mercado (market), where vendors (the majority of 

whom are female) switch easily between Diidxazá and Spanish. The relatively large 

number of people who speak Zapotec in Juchitán, compared with other indigenous 

languages in Mexico, is an echo of the power the Zapotec empire held in pre-colonial 

Mesoamerica. Sometime around 1400 CE, a group of Zapotecos left the valley of Oaxaca 

— then the city-state of Zaachila — for the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, pushing the other 

Indigenous people who had been residing in the region even further afield (De Korne 

2016, 25).25 Although much of the population was killed during the 16th century, the 

Zapotec people maintained some autonomy during colonial rule. They also engaged in 

notable acts of resistance, the most famous being the 1660 Rebellion of Tehuantepec, 

when they took over city government for an entire year (Borruso 2002). The Spanish 

took the most arable land, as well as the lucrative salt flats. Nonetheless, the Isthmus 

                                                        
 
25 Historian John Tutino (1993) writes that the Isthmus Zapotec went to "Tehuantepec as conquerors and 
colonists, subordinating and exploiting the Zoques and Huaves to reinforce the power of Zaachila in the 
Valley of Oaxaca. As Zaachila weakened, Tehuantepec emerged as the center of Zapotec power. Colonial 
settlers in a 'foreign' territory, Isthmus Zapotecs clung to their cultural traditions. And soon after settling the 
Isthmus and claiming power there, the Zapotecs had to grapple with the intrusion of the expansionist 
Mexicas. The lords of the Isthmus then demonstrated an ability to use a nuanced combination of armed 
resistance and diplomatic negotiation to prevent a collapse into simple subordination to the Aztec empire" 
(Tutino 1993, 44). 
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Zapotec engaged in commercial exchange throughout the colonial period (Acosta 

Márquez 2007, 14).  

 

Figure 9. Market in Juchitán, 2014 

 The mercado plays an important role in how Juchitán talks about itself. Run 

primarily by women, when foreigners arrive in the city, they have too often arrived at 

the incorrect assumption that the Isthmus Zapotec are a matriarchy.26 Women have a 

unique position in Zapotec life, myths about gender and sexuality here have lured 

foreign intellectuals, activists, anthropologists, as well as writers, painters and 

filmmakers.27 Their images linger in the city – and Iturbide's photographs of Juchitán – 

                                                        
 
26 Obdulia Campbell Ruiz (1993) writes that foreigners sometimes arrive at the impression that the Zapotec 
women "live in a matriarchal society, when the reality is quite different" (Ruiz Campbell 1993, 138–39). 
Similarly, Alfredo Mirandé writes: "Juchitán is not a matriarchal society," and yet it does maintain a "matri–
focal family system which persists in the face of patriarchy, where both men and women have important 
cultural and ritual roles and where women exercise a great deal of power and autonomy economically, 
socially, and in the kinship system. Because women assume the role of merchants and traders in the market 
they also control family resources and are recognized as economic heads of households" (Mirandé 2016, 
388).  
27 One of Mexico's best-known writers, Elena Poniatowska (1989, 1993) published an essay with photographs 
by Graciela Iturbide. These images and the text itself became iconic, and many people came to associate 
Juchitán more with their narrative and images than with the actual place. In her text, Poniatowska writes, 
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populated by bawdy (and large) women, and a muxe community – borders on the 

fantastic.28 But this all takes place alongside the national culture of machismo, a regular 

complaint even in this context.29  

 The images and stories about Juchitán are so prolific that they obscure 

inequalities and struggle. But whose interests does all this obfuscation serve? Images of 

Juchitán as a primordial Eden unspoiled by capitalism quelled an anxious Mexico City's 

elite nostalgia, while giving fodder to the PRI's narrative of mestizaje used to consolidate 

power. And yet, Juchitecos have long had what Miguel Covarrubias in 1946 called a 

"sort of provincial nationalism" — "an acute love and loyalty to their hometown" 

(Covarrubias 1946, 9). So, while we might have thought this served the interests of the 

PRI, the election of the COCEI to government nearly 30 years ago has buried the answer 

for good. Anya Royce has argued this has come to serve the interest of Zapotec elite.30 

                                                        
 
"Juchitán is a mythical space where man finds his origin and women find their profound essence" 
(Poniatowska 1993) 
28 The Zapotec term muxe is described by Mirandé (2016): "Muxes are biological males who also manifest 
feminine identities in their dress and attire, but they are not transsexual nor are they seeking to become 
women. They both self-identify and are generally recognized and accepted as a third gender, rather than as 
men or women, adopting characteristics of each gender. While lacking the religious significance associated 
with Two-Spirit indigenous persons, hijras […] muxes may have had such significance in pre-Colombian 
times" (Mirandé 2016, 365). 
29 Gender in Juchitán is different than the matriarchy as imagined by Poniatowska and other outsiders,"Es 
una sociedad que reconoce tres elementos que componen el orden de género: los hombres, las mujeres y los 
muxe. […]De hecho, a organización dicotómica, hombre/mujer, la sociedad zapoteca agrega un rasgo 
peculiar: no hay estigma y marginación social del varón homosexual, muxe en zapoteco […] Su visibilidad y 
presencia se percibe como un estatus de privilegio, si lo comparamos a la mayoría de las situaciones 
conocidas en México, al punto de crear el imaginario de Juchitán como 'paraíso queer' parecido al caso del 
'matriarcado'"(Borruso 2002). 
30 Royce ascribes the longevity of this community to what she calls "Zapotec style." She writes that the 
Zapotec in Juchitán "have a well-defined aesthetic about what an adequate Zapotec performance is and 
judge their fellow Zapotec accordingly. For example, it is not enough to be able to converse in Zapotec; one 
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Juchitán is draped in delicate layers of narrative, making efforts to unearth some sort of 

essence — to try and decipher fact from fiction, reality from expectation — not only an 

impossible task, but a futile one at that.  

Indigeneity in the Americas 

 This research builds on scholarly concerns for how history and power operate in 

definitions of indigeneity in Latin America. Identity is the way people have long laid 

claim to their rights in the modern nation-state (Speed 2005).31 Ideologies of liberalism, 

capitalism, and nationalism are central to how identities — assigned or assumed — are 

mobilized. Historically anthropologists have tended to essentialize native people into 

what Fatimah Tobin Rony calls "ethnographic taxidermy" — as if their culture could be 

stuffed and put on display (Rony 1996).32 Writing of his own experience, Paul Chaat 

Smith discusses the role that images have played in this: "We secretly wish we were 

more like the Indians in the movies," where the real thing is somehow always less real 

than the version on-screen (P. C. Smith 2009, 6). As explored elsewhere, native peoples 

were never as Indian as the anthropologist imagined them to be (Starn 2011, 182). 

                                                        
 
must be able to make speeches in it, incorporate references to famous Zapotec of the past, and have a keen 
ear for puns" (Peterson Royce 1982, 186). 
31 Speed writes, "Identity—the basis of many rights claims, such as those of indigenous people—also 
emerged in tandem with the rise of the modern nation-state, liberal ideologies, and capitalist relations." This 
has been tied to capitalisms concern for private property, where " identity as a concept has been used by 
rulers to "fix" the identity of their subjects as a means of social control" (Speed 2005:32). 
32 Orin Starn writes about the role of anthropology, and critiques which emerged in the early 1990s that 
solidified around the themes of colonialism and power. He references what Rony (1996) calls "ethnographic 
taxidermy" — where native cultures were frozen "as anthropologists sought to reconstruct them as they had 
once been and excused themselves from documenting either the bloody story of conquest or the trauma, 
poverty, upheaval, and dis-junctures of native experience as it actually was" (Starn 2011, 182–83). 
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Indigenous identity has always been refracting ideas of itself — it is a hall of mirrors. 

Recognizing the problematic history of representations of native peoples, 

anthropologists today write about what Starn and de la Cadena call "formations of 

indigeneity," explaining the term as a relational concept (Cadena and Starn 2007). 

Identity categories such as white, black, indigena, or mestizo do not signify something 

essential to a person or group of peoples. Rather, it is a category whose meaning is 

defined in relationship to other people and places. Native and indigenous exist because 

of "settler colonialism, nationalism and state formation, the political economy of global 

capitalism, and other forces near and far" (Starn 2011, 196). 

 I have struggled to write about indigeneity ever since I began this project some 

years ago. At each turn, I think I understand the meaning and its history, then it slips 

through my fingers. Diane Nelson notes the "unstable, unreachable variable at the heart 

of" ideas like indigeneity, the subject "shape shifts just as it seems legible" (Nelson 2009, 

xvii). While this is probably true about all identity categories, there is something about 

indigeneity that makes it particularly unstable. And so it is with a tentativeness that I 

enter these stormy waters.33  

 My unwillingness to define indigeneity should not be mistaken for a lack of 

curiosity, nor lack of interest in the topic. Rather, I am trying to stay true to what I saw 

                                                        
 
33 Ellen et al. reference this same topic of indigeneity as a so called "minefield" in the introduction to their 
edited volume "Indigenous Environmental Knowledge and its Transformations: Critical Anthropological 
Perspectives (Ellen, Parkes, and Bicker 2000). 
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in the field, humble before history, while also respectful to those who have struggled for 

their rights. It is to that end that I reject the allure to perform mastery over indigeneity, 

so that I, too, do not advance my own agenda by laying claim to its force. I invite readers 

to linger with me in ambivalence as I share moments from the field where efforts to fix 

meaning to the term fail.  

 Wind energy developers have used the symbolic powers not only of wind 

turbines but indigenous people to mobilize financial and political support for their 

projects. How could you not give money to this ethically righteous effort to empower 

indigenous people in an environmentally friendly way? The images blended so easy, as 

the dreamy yoga-esque ideals of renewable energy mapped neatly onto assumptions 

about indigenous peoples as stewards of the earth, closer and therefore able to protect 

nature.34 But all of this went unstated. Developers and those funding their projects 

assumed that companies were respecting these people's rights. They used the right 

terms: empowerment, green, sustainability. So, wind energy developers were given 

favorable debt financing, which they used to their advantage — even getting financial 

incentives from international institutions like the United Nations — just as private 

investors lined up to put their money into these seemingly responsible projects.35 In so 

                                                        
 
34 This references the longstanding and erroneous assumption that indigenous people are necessarily also 
environmental stewards. This is idea of the "Ecologically Noble Savage" which generalizes the idea that 
native peoples always have lived in harmony with their environments, has been the subject of some debate 
(Ellingson 2001; Hames 2007).  
35 For example, the wind energy development company known as Mareña Renovables was financed with 
investment from the Dutch Pension fund PGGM who claim to maintain standards about the treatment of 
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doing, wind energy development laid claim to indigeneity, seeking to make profits on 

the very ethics that simplified narratives regarding indigenous people have assumed to 

exist between the two.  

 

Figure 10. Zapotec woman in wind farm (Baragaña 2015) 

Measurement and the Making of a Renewable Resource 

 Wind energy is two words: wind and energy. Wind, the weather within which 

people experience everyday life, seems quite distant from phrases we so often associate 

with energy, such as "alternative," "green," or "renewable." Anthropological studies of 

energy have traditionally focused on fossil fuels and the politics of resource extraction, 

access, and environmental harm (J. Smith and High 2017; Strauss, Rupp, and Love 2013). 

My dissertation adds to this by considering how wind, a force previously unimagined as 

                                                        
 
indigenous peoples. Companies working on the Isthmus also often reference their help of indigenous 
peoples in their corporate literature. PGGM has written a response to their approach to indigenous peoples 
in the following terms, "As part of its Responsible Investment Policy, PGGM always emphasized to Mareña 
Renovables to adopt human rights practices that are in line with international best practice, and to minimize 
and remediate any environmental effects" (PGGM 2012). 
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a commodity, becomes available on the market in the first place. Recent scholarship has 

explored how nature garners new kinds of economic value (Fairhead, Leach, and 

Scoones 2012). Critical studies of bio-prospecting, ecosystem services, and ethanol 

production, for example, demonstrate so-called "green" and "sustainable" efforts to 

bestow nature with monetary value, which has the effect of reinforcing existing power 

dynamics and histories of structural inequality (Hayden 2003; McAfee and Shapiro 

2010). Nancy Peluso writes, "Once some component of nature or a 'natural resource' has 

been enclosed, territorialized or set aside, through coercion, cajoling or capture by other 

means, it is only a matter of time before those new fictitious commodities become 

normalized as commodities" (Peluso 2012, 84–85). New commodities are quite literally 

being created as if out of thin air.  

 While this research calls for a recognition of the similar processes that allow any 

particular natural force to become "investable," my ethnographic research also 

underscores the necessity of considering the very unique properties of the natural force 

being transformed — in this case, the wind (Li 2014). This project brings together 

economic anthropology's attention to knowledge practices like measurement and 

quantification (Zaloom 2004; Nelson 2015; Çalışkan and Callon 2009), with 

anthropological studies of the senses and the natural world (Pink 2009, 2011; Feld 2005) 

to explore the conflicts. It is only by attending simultaneously to the materiality of the 

wind and the knowledge practices giving it market value that we can better understand 

the conflicts emerging over transforming the wind into power today. The transformation 
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of the wind into a commodity, I show, has intensified inequality, further reifying the 

uneven distribution of wealth between indigenous peoples, the state, and international 

corporations (Castree 2008). 

 Energy transforms how people live in and move through space in material and 

symbolic ways. Following Braudel and others, Peluso explains that this is nothing new. 

As "pre-capitalist socio-political formations gave way to capitalist ones," she writes, the 

transformation of forests, fields, and rivers into commodities has profound impacts "not 

only the natures of those times and places," but also, "the disciplining routines of 

everyday life" (Peluso 2012, 85). This is, as Harvey would argue, germane to capitalism, 

as capital will always invent new technologies and find new and distant locations in 

which to invest its surplus. In the case of wind energy, the industrial turbine is 

transforming this momentary encounter between different atmospheric pressures into 

electricity, a commodity that can then be moved, sold, and turned into profit.  

 Resource extraction, commodity exchange, and environmental degradation have 

long been central to anthropological studies of indigenous communities in Latin 

America (Nash 1993; Taussig 2010; Finn 1998). Modernization, dependency, and world-

systems theory (Wallerstein 2002; Amin 1976) emerged as scholars sought ways to 

account for the legacy of imperialism and inequality, which emerged as resources 

extracted from the global south were used to generate wealth in the global north. Their 

work demonstrated the devastating effects of extraction and how environmental 

degradation inflects ethno-racial-identity (Foster George M. 2009; Briggs and Mantini-
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Briggs 2004). In Southern Mexico, historically coded as rural — and, thus, as indigenous 

— environmental and policy interventions have long been made in the name of the 

nation, modernization, and progress (Alonso 2004; Lomnitz-Adler 2001; Fitting 2011; 

Stephen 2005; Escobar 2001; Wolford 2010). Neoliberal reforms, particularly in Mexico, 

have transferred resources and access and control over communal resources (like land) 

to capital interests, producing a complex landscape of "quasi-private and communal 

spaces" (Brockington, Duffy, and Igoe 2008; Wilshusen Peter R. 2010; Perreault and 

Martin 2005). 

 This dissertation builds on research into the socio-natural histories of resource 

commodities by adding concerns about the labels of "renewable," "alternative" and 

"green" into the mix. This complicates the alluring "win-win" narrative of sustainable 

development, which depicts technology, like wind turbines, as the solution to climate 

change and poverty, while eliding the more difficult questions. By rendering climate 

change a technical problem with a ready solution, it allows everyone to avoid the 

challenging reality that these are the kinds of socio-natural relations upon which 

capitalism not only depends but proliferates. A defining feature of the 20th century, 

according to Valentine et al. is the "unacknowledged expectation" that nature has always 

been one of "modernity's workers" (Battaglia, Valentine, and Olson 2012). By adding 

anthropological evidence regarding the lived experience of conflicts over renewable 

energy, I argue that, much like fossil fuels, the processes transforming wind into 
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electricity result in benefits for some at the expense of others, in ways that map onto 

existing histories and hierarchies of power.  

Re-weathering the Anthropology of Latin America 

Man must have been more and more profoundly impressed with a sense of his 
own helplessness and the might of the invisible beings by whom he believed 
himself to be surrounded (Frazer 1940). 
 

 What would it mean to re-weather anthropology? Anthropologists working in 

Latin America at the intersection of the environment and social change are often forced 

to reckon with the early work of Julian Steward, as well as Leslie White, and the 

"cultural ecologists." These mid-20th-century anthropologists treated the environment as 

a limiting factor. Steward's work describes a "multilinear" cultural evolution, which 

details societies in Amazonia and their adaptation to the environment (Castro 1996, 180). 

It later provoked a critique of his functionalist and linear approach to nature and social 

change. As the work of Claude Levi-Strauss began to grow in influence, many 

anthropologists began to reconsider indigenous people from Amazonia and elsewhere 

in Latin America from a structural perspective. Anthropologists began to turn their 

focus away from the material realities of the environment, which were shaping but not 

determining people's lives, towards meaning. Structural anthropologists were interested 

in the emic categories that indigenous people used to make meaning and interpret the 

worlds they lived in.  

 I suggest we return to the weather, and the natural environment, albeit in a new 

way. Ethnographic studies, I argue, requires scholars to think with the weather, not as a 
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cultural limitation, but for the way it is constitutive of the social, political, and economic 

atmospheres where people live. Vannini et al. (2012) offer insight into what they call the 

"process of weathering." "We are not victims of weather ... we act toward the weather ... 

in agentic ways. As the weather moves, we move" (Vannini et al. 2012, 377). 

 The weather, however, is unstable, and is ever more so in the age of climate 

change. As the threats posed by a warming planet make their way into anthropological 

research, the weather itself needs to be returned to as subject of study. By taking the 

weather, and natural forces like the wind, seriously as objects of ethnographic inquiry 

and modes of investigation in their own right, this work calls for a re-weathering of 

anthropology to better understand lived experiences across Latin America and the 

globe. The weather itself is not proscriptive of social, political, and economic life. 

Nevertheless, as the weather is increasingly the subject of heated political debate in the 

age of human-induced global climate change, anthropologists need not fear a critique of 

environmental determinism. Rather, we must find ways to write and think with the 

weathered realities of the places we study. It is only by knowing how people inhabit and 

make meaning from their environments that we will be able to understand the 

consequences wrought by major environmental changes resulting from a warming 

planet. 

 Conflicts over the future of wind energy expose the ways in which wind, and the 

natural world, grow more contested in this new era — the Anthropocene, or the 

"capitalocene," as Donna Haraway (2015) puts it — in which global capitalism is 
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transforming more elements of the natural world into sites of latent economic potential 

(Haraway 2015). As I show, it is the actors least responsible for climate change who are 

now the first to bear the brunt of its negative effects. Meanwhile, those in positions of 

power (and those who are responsible for the crisis of climate change in the first place) 

continue to define what is the best way to solve it, choosing winners and losers along the 

way. It is time for a reevaluation.  

 

Figure 11. Winds  

Overview of Chapters 

 Chapter One follows the wind from their arrival, as the seasons shift just before 

the Day of the Dead, to moments in history marked by their force. What kinds of 

sociality are made possible by the wind? What are the material constraints that this force 

presents? The Zapotec residents of the Isthmus claim to have been molded by its force – 

tying wind and people to place over thousands of years. By taking natural forces like the 
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wind seriously as an object of ethnographic inquiry, this chapter is an effort to re-

weather anthropology. Scholarship about climate change and natural resource extraction 

in the age of renewable energy demands that we think with the weather — not merely as 

a limitation, but for its generative possibilities and the instability it provokes.  

 Chapter Two begins with the ascension of Mexican President Felipe Calderón 

Hinojosa (2006 – 2012). His presidency kicked off what many have called the "wind 

boom" on Mexico's Isthmus of Tehuantepec in 2006. The years he was in office parallel a 

period of exponential growth in this industry. Encouraged by financial incentives at the 

national and international levels, developers ran to take advantage of the favorable 

conditions on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. While the Mexican government created 

regulations, the passing of the Kyoto Protocol in 2007 created the Clean Development 

Mechanism (CDM). This came to incentivize green energy projects in the "developing 

world" – allowing for "Certified Emission Reductions" (CERs) credits to then be traded 

on the global market. These tools made investments less risky, allowing companies to 

secure loans easily and turn a profit in record time. In their haste to build, however, the 

concerns of Isthmus residents went unaddressed. Some complained of the noise, others 

the low rental payments and loss of regional autonomy. In this chapter I trace the role of 

energy in the Mexican state, and how recent policies designed to address climate change 

have emerged. Sustainable development has been defined by an alluring "win-win" 

narrative. So compelling that it has often silenced those who questioned its received 

wisdom –– renewable energy can bring economic development while also reducing 
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carbon emissions, just leave it to the market. The winds on the Isthmus would save the 

entire planet. Meanwhile, these projects were not put on the lands of people responsible 

for climate change. This chapter shows how the policies which encouraged wind energy 

development in Mexico were inscribed the uneven distribution of risks and benefits 

from the very beginning –– setting the stage for the intense social conflicts which have 

emerged in years since. 

 Land in Mexico (and across much of the world) is a source of social conflict. In 

Chapter Three, I lay out how the social tensions on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec were 

inflamed with the arrival of the wind energy industry arrived in the early 2000s. This 

chapter explores how wind energy development came to exacerbate simmering tensions 

both between residents, as well as between Istmeños and the State. As I show, the win-

win narrative promised by sustainable development hinges on a particular kind of 

erasure. That is, it depicts electricity derived from the wind as inexhaustible, but also 

immaterial. It is in this imagined immateriality that wind energy advocates fail to 

consider the social relations and deeply contested histories on the ground where wind 

turbines are installed. In so doing, the role of the Mexican State is shifting, challenging 

overly simplified narratives of the way neoliberalism has taken shape on the ground. 

 Chapter Four argues how despite ever improving accuracy, the translation of 

nature into future profits always remains incomplete. Bringing economic anthropology 

to bear on environmental anthropology, this chapter traces what gets lost as nature is 

translated into a renewable resource, and ever more aspects of the environment up to 
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financial speculation. In the 19th century, engineers, surveyors, and travelers arrived on 

the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, as they saw this place as an ideal site for interoceanic 

transit. In other words, today is not the first time the Isthmus of Tehuantepec was 

imagined as a site of future profit. However, despite the best efforts of financiers and the 

experts they hired, the unruly climate of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec often resisted 

efforts to quantify and manage its potential. By following the work of 19th century 

speculators to contemporary wind energy developers today, I show the ways that 

different technologies and kinds of expert knowledge open the natural world to 

speculation and the possibility for making profits.   

 Chapter Five travels with the winds that blow across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec 

to the virtual world. This chapter traces the ways that residents of Juchitán articulate 

their relationship to the environment through the idiom of the wind. Juchitecos talk 

about many aspects of their ethnicity, from ritual, to language, and place — core tenants 

in claims to indigeneity – by way of the wind, bringing contemporary claims to 

indigeneity to bare directly on ways people talk about and know the wind. The way 

Juchitecos talk about the wind comes into conflicts with the narrative the Mexican Wind 

Energy Association presents in a media campaign designed to garner good will. In a 

series of memes and advertisements, they perhaps unintentionally turn Isthmus Zapotec 

identity into something supposedly of the past, while wind energy is explicitly bound to 

a supposedly better future. It is here, I argue, where conflicts emerge. Advertisements 

produced to garner local support for wind energy projects assume a unilinear 
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progressive and forward oriented vision. This wind powered, and better future, seems 

to dismiss many of the ways Juchitecos think about their identity, and Zapotec ethnicity 

in the here and now. The industry's vision of green energy development fails to consider 

the very complicated cosmopolitan ways Zapotec identity is enacted in the here and 

now.  

 Chapter Six of this dissertation considers anew the question of indigenous 

resistance to natural resource extraction, in light of its recent greener tint. To that end, I 

return to the scene of the first-ever process of "Free, Prior, and Informed" consultation. 

When the State and wind energy developers arrived in Juchitán to ask residents if they, 

the indigenous Zapotec community of Juchitán, agree (or not) to the installation of a 

proposed 132 MW wind farm – the question became, how was this community 

supposed to decide? What ways of knowing the wind came to matter in this context?  

 Scientists, engineers, doctors and economists were brought to Juchitán to explain 

to the "indigenous Zapotec community" mostly the benefits of wind turbines and their 

positive impacts. Residents countered their testimonies with other kinds of evidence. 

Istmeños wanted their voice to be heard, not to listen to what the "experts" from 

elsewhere had to say. Claims touting the benefits of wind energy and the assumption on 

how to carry out a process of Free, Prior, and Informed consultation, I argue, both value 

practices of enumeration over experience. In this chapter, I suggest that climate change 

underscores some of the limits to rights based indigenous activism, as this threat 

demands ways of talking about harm that evade translation. 
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Chapter 1. A Weathered World 
My uncle's name was Cesar. He was a singer and pretty well known around 
here. He died and was buried, and on the day before this Todos Santos, this Día 
de los Muertos, when I was in Mexico City, I dreamt that my uncle Cesar came to 
see me. 
 
‘Mi hijo, my son, I am lost,’ he said. I looked at Cesar and told him not to worry, 
that I would take him back to Juchitán with me on the bus. When we got close, I 
pointed out the window,’Look, uncle, we are here.’ We walked from the bus 
station downtown, and Cesar said to me, ‘I am so hungry.’ So we sat down 
below the Municipal building where they sell garnachas, tlayudas, and tacos. ‘I 
am so hungry,’ he said again, and I pushed my plate over to him, "Eat, uncle, eat. 
 
‘Mi hijo, I don't know where I live, will you take me to my house?’ ‘Uncle, you 
live all the way in La Ventosa,’ I said, but he asked again, ‘Please, take me.’ We 
walked from downtown to the bus stop by the highway, where the buses leave to 
go to La Ventosa. Once Cesar had got on the bus, I told him I was going to get 
off. ‘Listen Cesar, when you get off the bus in La Ventosa, someone there will 
recognize you, and they will take you home.’ 
 
It was such a strange dream, so I called my mom up to tell her about it.’Mi hijo, 
today is Cesar's first Todos Santos,’ she said. ‘Your cousins, you know they 
converted to Protestantism, and they never built an altar for your uncle on the 
first year after his death — they never did Xandú Yaa for him, they never placed 
candles out for him, there was nothing for him. Your uncle's soul,’ she hesitated, 
‘is probably lost.’ 
 
My mom rushed off the phone, ‘Listen, I need to call your aunt. I have to tell her 
about your dream, so that they will put something out for him tonight.’ 

 
 

 The weather and ritual are twin travelers on Mexico's Isthmus of Tehuantepec. 

Gusiguié, the season of the flowers, brings with it a gentle Southern wind, the Bi Nisa, 

ending in a torrent of heavy rain. Temperatures rise into the triple digits throughout the 

month of May, a period of almost daily celebrations known as Velas. A Vela is a multi-

day celebration involving a series of processions in the streets, as well as the offering of a 



 

 
58 

ceremonial candle to a patron saint.1 Residents sweat their way from one party to the 

next, until the penultimate affair honoring the city's patron Saint, San Vicente Ferrer. 

Juchitecos spend June nursing their hangovers and resting before the next shift — the 

calendula — a 40-day period of ever-mounting humidity beginning in late-July, which 

signals to farmers: prepare your fields, because the rain is coming. When the rain finally 

does arrive in late August, it does so with force.  

 Long before I first travelled to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, almost all foreigners 

arriving in Mexico would dock at the port of Veracruz in the Gulf of Mexico, the North 

port of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. In the sixteenth century, Hernan Cortéz arrived at 

this very port to enter the land he would conquer in the name of the Spanish crown. In 

the nineteenth century, travelers heading to Juchitán de Zaragoza would first traverse the 

jungles and tropical forests of Vera Cruz, through the Selva Zoque and the Chimalapas 

Mountains, then hitting the Sierra Madre Mountains. Today, this Eastern-Central region 

of the Isthmus is one of the largest remaining areas of tropical rainforest in the country. 

 The Isthmus of Tehuantepec, the narrowest strip of land connecting the Atlantic 

and Pacific Oceans, has long been of interest to foreign economic actors. There, 119 miles 

separate the Gulf of Mexico from the Pacific Ocean.  

                                                        
 
1 Velas are celebrations that occur in the Isthmus region and entail a series of processions in the streets, as 
well as the offering of a ceremonial candle (which is why the term vela is used, which means candle) to a 
patron saint. Velas are organized by a committee, which often requires a mayordomo, who is usually the 
largest financial patron of the event. The vela committees are able to year-in-year gather the resources and 
sponsorship to carry out the event. Velas integrate pre-Hispanic elements with elements picked up from the 
region's nineteenth-century encounters with European expats and travelers (Binford 1991). 
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The Isthmus is divided into three regions: the Gulf plains, the low central 

mountains, and the Pacific coastal plains. The lush northeastern portion of the Isthmus 

pertains to the Mexican State of Veracruz, while the Southern Isthmus of Tehuantepec, 

where this dissertation is focused, is part of the Mexican State of Oaxaca.  

The Southern Isthmus of Tehuantepec, known for its scorching dry heat, is 

bordered to the South by two lagoons — the Laguna Superior and the Laguna Inferior — 

which separate the land from the open ocean. Oaxaca is one of the largest and most 

diverse of Mexico's thirty-two states. The three largest cities on the Oaxaca portion of the 

Isthmus are Salina Cruz, home to a large port and the Pemex oil refinery; Tehuantepec, 

said to be home to Mexico's most beautiful women; and Juchitán de Zaragoza, the 

largest of them all, home to more than 100,000 fiery souls. Juchitán is the second largest 

city in Oaxaca in terms of population, and the cultural heart of the region's Binni záa or 

Zapotec community.  

The Season of the Tombs 

 A few weeks after I arrived in Juchitán in late August of 2014 — the height of 

rainy season — Juchitán began to dry off and a refreshing breeze swept through town. 

Over the following weeks, this gentle breeze grew in speed, force, and intensity. This 

wind — Bi Yoxho — can be translated from Isthmus Zapotec to mean "old grandfather" 

wind. Bi Yoxho arrives at an auspicious time of year, the end of October, which happens 

to be when the city celebrates Xandú, more commonly known as Dia de los Muertos, "The 

Day of the Dead." The elements and procedural details of Xandú facilitate a recently 
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deceased soul's journey of transformation from the world of the living to the world of 

the dead. The procedures to help this soul follow unspoken rules — as rituals often do. 

"If someone died on October 20th," explained local historian and activist Gubidxa, "you 

aren't going to make an alter for the Day of the Dead on October 30th of that same year, 

are you? No, you are going to wait until the next year. But why?" Gubidxa continued: 

"Our grandparents have taught us that this is because the deceased won't be able to 

make it back that quickly. They are still on their way. Where they going, who knows? 

But it's going to take them a while to get there." While the essentials — water, candles, 

incense, flowers, fruit, bread — are always displayed in abundance, people will also 

display chocolate, tamales, and, Gubidxa added, "if they liked tlayudas, well, you can put 

those out, too. If they preferred spaghetti, well, then you put out spaghetti. The souls 

will draw out the essence of this food to nourish themselves. Candles are set up to help 

illuminate the route to guide the soul home. Scents help in this as well. The glass of 

water, well, of course, the soul will likely be quite thirsty after its long journey." 

 I didn't go to Juchitán intending to study rituals — quite the opposite, in fact. I 

fancied myself a "modern anthropologist," there to explore pressing research topics like 

renewable energy and climate change. What could these topics have to do with an 

ancient holiday like The Day of the Dead? Yet here I was, starting my fieldwork, 

rethinking my whole approach. What was it about Xandú that captivated me? Was it the 

piles of glistening marigolds and cockscomb? Was it the warm aroma of Copal incense 

radiating from the Plaza Central into every nook and cranny of this city? When I try to 



 

 
61 

conjure what I felt, the days leading up to and just after Xandú stand apart from the rest 

of my fieldwork. Perhaps that is because my memories are all but silent from this time. 

As a city that is so unabashedly noisy, Juchitán was eerily quiet in these days. That is, 

except for the wind.  

The Wind as Agent 

 Today, many people tend to think of the wind as obeying its own cosmic rules, 

hardly an actor in the world we modern humans inhabit. It is indeed invisible, however, 

as I quickly found out, the wind, like the weather writ large, is agentive. The wind is far 

more than mere backdrop to our everyday lives; rather, the wind itself is sensual, social, 

material, and discursive (Latour 1993; Escobar 1999). In this chapter, I will trace the wind 

through Isthmus Zapotec life and beyond. By fully considering the agency of the wind, 

we can begin to understand the consequences of transforming that force into a source of 

electricity.  

 What do I mean by agency here? Following anthropologists working at the 

intersection of political ecology, sensual anthropology, and those studying indigenous 

cosmologies, I will argue for a study of wind energy that fully considers the ways wind 

participates in the construction of place – and the ways natural, social, and cultural 

worlds have always been shaped by its force (Cruikshank 2005, 3). If we accept the 

wind's agency, and therefore its sociality, then we can rightly assume that not only have 

the Isthmus Zapotec's cultural practices been inflected by its flows, but so too have other 

aspects of life in the region. "We do not so much see light as we see in it," writes 
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Merleau-Ponty, "(the) sensation of things is inseparable from the meanings and sociality 

of things" (Anderson 2006)(Bille and Sørensen 2007, 264). Similarly, we must consider how 

the feeling of living in a windy place gets intertwined with social, economic, and 

political life, thus allowing us to see the wind as a medium with the capacity to produce 

far more than electricity. That is, it's agency quite literally ties people to place, binding 

individuals and communities to their landscape.  

 During the Day of the Dead, I began to see the wind as a medium that linked 

Zapotec ritual practices and social relationships over time (via residents who have long 

since left this world) to the shifting patterns of the wind. The practices associated with 

The Day of the Dead, which facilitate the soul's transformation, occur amidst the windy 

reality of life in this place. The practices associated with the Day of the Dead bind 

Juchitecos to one another, to their ancestors, and to the very landscape they inhabit over 

time2 — all of which is mediated in a very intimate way by the wind. It is the wind's 

intimate role in Isthmus life that helps to complicate why residents struggle with, resist, 

and complicate efforts to commodify its force. When wind energy companies arrived 

                                                        
 
2 Ingold argues that places are created through the activity of "inhabiting the land…And in creating places, it 
also makes the inhabitants people of those places – it makes them local. People belong to the localities and 
environs in which they have grown up, just as much as the latter belong to them. To break the bond 
between persons and place along the lines of a division between cultural heritage and natural environment 
would be to cast tradition adrift from its generative source of meaning, leaving it as the vestige of an 
ancestral form of life long since overtaken by its representation as an object of memory. The effect of such 
displacement would be to rupture the continuity of tradition and to cut people off from their pasts" (Ingold 
2011, 194). 
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claiming to finally put the winds to use, they ignored the many ways the wind has long 

been "used" on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in practices of place-making and more.  

What Is the Wind and What Does It Do? 

 The wind is caused by differences in air pressure within the atmosphere. The 

wind is both part of a global atmospheric process of air in circulation, as well as subject 

to changes that are quite local in nature. "The winds of many localities" writes Hy 

Harries, "have peculiarities of their own which depend in a great measure upon the 

physical conditions of the surrounding country" (Harries 1888, 620). That is, a small hill 

or the cutting down of trees effects the way the winds blow in any given place. The 

wind, Harries adds, acts like "a huge sponge which, as it moves onward, collects the 

characteristics of the surfaces over which it is traveling" (ibid). This is symbolically 

important as well. The way in which the wind materializes distinguishes one place from 

another, while also and simultaneously underscoring the global and shared nature of 

this atmospheric force. As the air moves, it gathers the qualities of its previous stop, 

binding one place to another. 

 Not until the first World War did a team of Norwegian scientists discovered that 

the atmosphere is in fact differentiated into "independent volumes," each with its own 

properties and all in constant motion. Air, like water, is subject to the laws of fluid 

dynamics — flowing from regions of higher pressure to regions of lower pressure. 

Earth's atmosphere is "constantly, but unevenly pressurized," explained Chris Maier, a 

meteorologist with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's National 
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Weather Service, "with highs and lows at various places caused by the uneven heating of 

Earth's surface by the sun. The air at the North or South Pole is colder and denser, while 

the air at the Equator is warmer and rises more easily. The colder, more highly 

pressurized polar air is constantly trying to move down to the Equator to replace the 

warm, rising air. That creates Earth's overall global circulation" (Ault 2016)  

 The speed and force of wind result from the differences in air pressure — the 

greater the difference, the faster the air will flow. What we feel as wind, as we 

experience it, is the horizontal pressure differences as air moves from areas of relatively 

high pressure to areas of relatively low pressure. That said, the earth's rotation also 

plays a role. Air does not flow directly from high to low pressure, but is deflected to the 

right in the Northern Hemisphere and toward the left in the Southern Hemisphere (Ault 

2016) Either directly or indirectly, wind's primary purpose is to help "transport excess 

heat either away from the surface of the Earth, where sunlight causes an excess of 

energy buildup, or from warm regions (usually the tropics) to cooler regions (usually the 

higher latitudes)." "Wind belts," Maier explains "circle the planet along latitudinal lines, 

each having particular characteristics and creating specific weather patterns" (ibid). The 

winds which arrive on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec follow the rules and patterns 

discussed above, while also being the result of and resulting from the particularities of 

the region's geography. Tracing the wind requires us to move between the localized 

experience of the wind that materialize on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and the broader 

questions about the weather in the age of climate change at a global scale. 
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 In Juchitán, the wind has quite literally shaped where and how people live in 

and what resources they have to make their lives. The wind has also been an actor in 

local history. By following what the wind does, we notice the relationships it helps to 

mediate (between people and place) as well as its relationship to the local economy. The 

wind has long frustrated farmers and development projects alike.3  

Noting the shifting role of wind and water in making a living on the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec, it was not uncommon to hear farmers, now renting their land to wind 

companies to arrive at the following conclusion: "We are grateful that this wind, which 

long bothered us, filling our mouths with dust, is now being turned into gold." Others, 

opposed to this shift, asked, "What are we going to eat if the fields are turned into gold?" 

 Travelers' accounts from the mid-1800s were quite common as outsiders arrived 

along with foreign engineers looking for ways to build a route which could move people 

                                                        
 
3 The particularities of the region's climate, in particular its dryness is one reason that some scholars claim 
they have been comparatively successful in maintaining their language and "culture." Even during the 
colonial period, Zapotec communities maintained some control over their land when the Spaniards came to 
the region according to Judith Zeitlin. Zeitlin argued that "native fruits, cotton, achiote…" was being 
cultivated on fields where irrigation networks had been developed to carefully shelter the crops from the 
wind. This "complex" and "intensive" agricultural system also protected "at least an important segment of 
agricultural production from competition with Spanish ranchers…" This is because colonists could only be 
awarded land rights in places where the land was abandoned. Zeitlin concludes that the plots of land which 
the Zapotecos maintained, a necessity in the face of the arid climate and strong winds, worked to their 
benefit – helping them to establish "a physical barrier" which stopped the "extension" of Spanish ranchers 
(despite the occasional hungry cow)"(J. F. Zeitlin 1989). 

Similarly, in her 1973 ethnography, Beverly Chiñas writes of the role that seasonal flooding plays in 
cultivating terrain on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. "During the rainy season," Chiñas writes, rivers and 
streams are flooded, pouring out onto the "plain(s) from the vast watershed of a mountainous hinterland." 
While there is damage, "the silts carried by the flood waters" also act as a natural fertilizer, rendering "many 
fields perpetually productive." She goes on to speak of the Benito Juarez Dam, "a government irrigation and 
flood control project" that went in to operation in 1964, was designed to make "round irrigation available" to 
previously unproductive land. But this had the unintended consequence of limiting the patterns of seasonal 
inundations" Chiñas 1973, 25). 



 

 
66 

and goods quickly from one ocean to the other. Many of their written comments, 

however, remark upon the dramatic geographic shift which takes place at one particular 

point on their journey. "We descend suddenly," writes one mid-nineteenth-century 

visitor, as they moved from 735 feet above sea level to a mere 35 feet just outside the 

small town of La Ventosa, the gateway to the plains outside of Juchitán(na 1852a). 

Through the accounts of this journey, travelers would also comment on the dramatic 

landscape, climate, and ecology shifts that occur at this point: "The view from the 

Atravesado mountain summit is sublime…" wrote one traveler,  

"You look down upon mountains that have cost eight days of hard labor to 
ascend, and they seem like little hillocks, such as children might pile up in the 
sand. Immense plains stretch beneath your feet, streaked with the silvery veins of 
streams that have their source among these mountains…To the south, the blue 
mist of the Pacific breaks over a broad belt of sand, while on the east, the high 
mountains of Chiapas join the Andes, which end only at the Straits of Magellan" 
(na 1873a). 

 
This traveler's account places the geography of the Isthmus within a broader vision of 

the Americas.  

 The point at which the Sierra Madre de Oaxaca mountains flatten to form Chivela 

Pass, just before the Sierra Madre de Chiapas mountains resume to the south — it is here 

that the North America Continent and Central American continent divide/connect. The 

Chivela Pass plays an important role in this story for the unique climatological effects it 

provokes. As discussed previously, because the wind — following the laws of fluid 

dynamics — will move from areas of high pressure to low pressure, it is the break in the 

mountains, combined with the narrowness of the strip of land, which funnels the air and 
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acts like a siphon. The mountain pass channels the wind from the Gulf of Mexico, so 

when they come out the other side onto the Southern portion of the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec, they emerge in powerful bursts, making it one of the windiest places in 

the world. These winds have long been the subject of scientific interest. In the 1804 

edition of "The American Practical Navigator," Nathaniel Bowditch writes of some of the 

world's more unique winds. He dedicates an entire section to "the Tehuantepecer." "The 

Tehuantepecer," he writes, is a "violent squally wind" that travels "north or north-

northeast" and becomes ever more forceful as it passes "through the gap between the 

Mexican and Guatemalan mountains." This is where the Sierra Madre Mountain Range 

"shrink(s) many hundred feet in elevation," forming a "natural pass, or spillway," 

between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans (Bowditch 1804, 3412). William Hurd's 1929 

article in The Monthly Weather Review describes the natural phenomenon through 

metaphor. Imagine, Hurd asks, if you were to "pour the waters of a broad stream into a 

narrow gorge." The force of the water is "greatly intensified." In the same way, the wind, 

or "the anticyclonic air wave" found on the Isthmus "…presses into the comparatively 

narrow mountain pass," emerging as "a tumultuous gale that often spreads for hundreds 

of miles upon the waters of the Pacific" (Scribner’s Monthly (1870-1881) 1873). Coming off 

the Gulf of Mexico, the winds which arrive on the Southern Isthmus are "augmented in 

force and frequency by the course of the sun over these latitudes. The solar rays, playing 

upon the heated waters and land, warm the continuous air, which immediately rises 

upward into the higher regions and is replaced by a current of cool air, which comes 
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down from the north to fill the vacuum." When the Northern hemisphere has a "strong 

high–pressure system," it moves "southeast out of the Rocky Mountains," which "brings 

cold air down across the Gulf of Mexico, resulting in gale" (Barnard et al. 1872, 165). 

    

Figure 12. Wind Flow at Chivela Pass (Mersereau 2014) 

 Captains and navigators offer a different picture of what the wind does in the 

Isthmus. It was an "oppressively sultry" evening when, as Oswald recounts in his 1880 

story "Summerland Sketches," the experience of his crew:  

Before the boats returned, the coast wind spattered the deck with big drops of 
rain…Two minutes after the squall, there broke upon us a torrent of rain and 
spray that drenched me to the skin in less than ten seconds…the boatmen 
crouched under the thwarts, denouncing the shortcomings of their patron saint 
in the most unequivocal terms, and for more than twenty minutes we were 
unable to face the storm. At length, taking advantage of the varying wind, we 
readjusted the remnants of our jib sheet and managed to reach the pier, as wet as 
if we had come up from the bottom of the Pacific" (Oswald 1880).  
 

Similarly, one 1871 story tells of the "winter months" on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, 

which "bring a succession of hard gales…and the most terrific thunder and lightning 

experienced in any part of the globe: indeed, the thunder tempests of the Pacific Mexican 

coast are beyond description." The story continues,  
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"At the beginning of a clap, there is a peculiar rattling, hissing, and metallic 
sound; then a rent and a clash, as if heaven and earth were torn in fragments. At 
the same time, flashes of lightning, terrible in their vividness, give one an electric 
and blinding shock that cannot be resisted. Add to this a deluge of rain, with 
tornadoes of wind, and a heavy tumbling swell from seaward, and you have the 
winter weather, except that a cordonazo occasionally sweeps along the coast, 
spreading devastation on land, and lashing the ocean into foaming 
waves…"(Paul 1909, 5). 

 
A detailed account of the Isthmus written in the late 19th century, titled "Mexico 

Southland," was authored by a visitor using the pen name Kamar al Shimas. He was 

actually Norton Brand, the United States Consul, posted on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. 

His writing paints a vivid picture of the winds as they flow into town.  

"Through the depression in the hills to the north comes the winds, rushing with 
concentrated fury down the main street of the city. In a moment the air is full of 
blinding sand. The windows are battened down, and no one ventures on the 
streets without automobile goggles. Down the main street the norther rages, 
licking the sand clean to the very rock and piling it in eddies at the street 
corners…. Blowing wildly out to sea, the norther repels ships from the coast, 
often preventing for days at a time their entrance to the harbor" (Al–Shimas 
1922). 
 

Foreign accounts from the Isthmus link the cooler air (due to the winds) to the character 

of the people who live here. "As soon, then, as the traveler passes down the Pacific slope 

he enters the territory of the Zapotecas, a race incomparably superior to any on the 

Isthmus" writes one visitor. "They are intelligent, as compared with the other tribes — 

versatile and merry, hospitable and obliging. Their women are more beautiful, although 

not so careful of their morals. The men are said to be industrious and temperate; a strong 

race, brave and good-natured" (na 1873b). 
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 Foreign travelers read cultural meaning onto the weather, and the wind more 

specifically. While hot weather has long been associated with ideas of laziness and 

rebelliousness, the cooler air associated with the winds was used to explain why the 

Isthmus was a site of people with a more industrious temperament. In linking the 

weather to the temperament of the people, they were often furthering their own 

particular interests. For example, when nineteenth-century surveyors wanted to lure 

financiers to invest in their projects, they would highlight the strength of the wind as a 

force that made this place healthy, salubrious, and non-malarial in contrast to the sultry 

Northern portion of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  

Here is a land of low, hot, luxurious tropics, of palms and flowering trees, of 
people living as close to the reputed conditions of the Garden of Eden as mortals 
are permitted to live on this earth...This is not the realm of the sad Indian. Here 
Nature laughs, and life is happy and carefree and vividly colorful in dress; the 
sky is forever bright, and even during a rain" (na. 1873). 

 
Comparing the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to the "Garden of Eden" evokes not only a 

particular culture for the people — moral — but also an abundance and fertility to the 

land.  

Meaning in the Wind 

 Warwick Anderson and others have shown, despite the power of narratives 

associated with weather and civilization, they did not hold the power of erasure — they 

could not erase other ways of thinking and being in the weathered world (Anderson 

2006). Long before the arrival of colonial powers, the people who lived in the so-called 

tropics maintained their own understandings and relationships with nature, which 
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continued despite the epistemological and ontological violence of empire and the 

colonial project more generally. The rationalizing project of modernity, which bifurcated 

nature and culture, was never as complete as its missionaries may have hoped. Other 

ways of knowing nature remained, and natural phenomenon, like the wind, continued 

to challenge efforts at containment. Ideas which seeks to distinguish nature from culture 

are challenged when we turn towards the wind. The wind's duality, as an invisible force 

with material effects, blurs conceptual boundaries between the human and natural 

world. As anthropologist Sarah Strauss argues, by studying local winds, scholars reveal 

the wind as intertwined in "the hearts and minds, both literally and figuratively, of the 

people who live through them" (Strauss 2007, 166). 

 The wind is undoubtedly evocative. And yet, human capacity to control it 

remains the subject mostly of science fiction. The sensory relationship between humans 

and the wind, as both metrological phenomenon and respirations, is linked "in a web of 

associations concerning life and death and the cosmos at large" (Hsu 2008). In their 

introduction to a special issue on wind, Low and Hsu write of how the winds have long 

been "…It comes as no surprise…that ideas of wind persistently overlap with notions of 

spirit, divinity, breath, smell, and shadow. These concepts work together in a family of 

resemblances to inform ontology and epistemology" (Hsu and Low 2007, S2).  The word 

for wind, in many languages, is often the same one used to refer to "spirit, breath, and 

soul — as though each felt they clustered about the same essential mystery" (Watson 

1984, 286).  
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 Hippocratic physicians considered "the seasons, the waters, the prevailing winds, 

and the physical geography and soil" as linked to the climate (Bashford and Tracy 2012, 

495). Europeans considered the "character and health…" of residents of a place as largely 

determined by the "physical environment" (ibid). As evidenced by Irma's use of the 

reposo in the introduction to this dissertation, people on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec 

today continue to think of aires as capable of provoking both physical and spiritual 

illness (Campbell 1994, 287). 

 Human beings have "always had a problem with their weather," because "it is 

always unruly and yet in some way, as the atmosphere moves through the seasons, also 

regular" (Hulme 2015, 237). While some observers noted the "seasonal regularities" of its 

flow, others read in the wind otherworldly signs. For some, the wind offered insight into 

the "divine concern for the moral fate of mankind…. forewarnings, or reprimands" 

(Jankovic 2007, 37). However, when new "laws of the atmosphere" emerged in the 18th 

century, everyday experiences of the weather came to be thought of as merely beliefs. 

Along with modernity came a shift in thinking about the natural world and the import 

of so-called rational or scientific knowledge. Written into the winds, new kinds of 

knowledge transformed a hostile nature into a subject of expert inquiry, and poetic 

reflection, and yet, it remained an important force in the lives of indigenous 

communities across the globe. 
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Colonialism: A Bet on the Wind 

 The conquest of the Americas was a gamble on the winds. Christopher 

Columbus is revered (and reviled) for his supposed "discovery" of the "new world," and 

yet his voyages also revealed something else: the trade winds. The term "trade winds" 

dates to the late middle English word 'trade' meaning 'path' or 'track'  

(Braham et al. 2001). Others, however, claim the term "trade winds" has nothing to do 

with trade at all, but rather to the now obsolete word tred, meaning steady course 

(Bankoff, Frerks, and Hilhorst 2004, 67). The Portuguese used what they called the Volta 

de Mar, a particular wind pattern which allowed them to skillfully navigate the North 

and South Atlantic Oceans as far back as the fifteenth century (Muelder and Delo 1943). 

Travelers discovered the circular winds and sea currents which emerge as a pattern over 

the North Atlantic. The eastward wind pattern came to be known as the "trade winds" 

and enabled movement across the Atlantic. It was the pattern of prevailing winds that 

made particular points on the globe more or less accessible, directly impacting the 

project of Empire-building and, therefore, the political geography of the world as we 

know it today. While the rise of Western European Imperialism in the sixteenth century 

is often ascribed to the mariners and their ships, or the patterns of the oceans, as G. 

Bankoff (2006) writes, it might be more fitting to ascribe Western Europe's power as 

"Aeolian or wind-driven" to highlight the link that the places colonial governments 

tended to occupy were linked to "prevailing patterns of atmospheric circulation" 

(Bankoff 2006, 67).  
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 Colonialism's extractive economy, of course, also required wind to power ships 

between the continents. Bankoff writes, 

The routes that the initial explorers took and therefore the landfalls they made 
were largely dictated by the trade winds. The shape of the Manila-Acapulco 
galleon trade, the economic lifeblood of the whole Spanish endeavor in this part 
of the world, was likewise dependent on the westerlies for the passage out to 
Mexico and on the northeast trades for the westward return route to the 
Philippines" (Bankoff 2006, 70).  
 

The wind also brought Western explorers to what is now called Mexico, where they 

encountered different ways of thinking about this natural force — some of which remain 

present to this day. With the colonial expansion from Europe, travelers, explorers, and 

colonists wrote about environments they had not felt in before. Jankovic writes about 

how much like plants, people, diseases, and topography, travelers were fascinated by 

the foreign winds and their "odd and unsuspected qualities that captured the European 

imagination regardless of their relevance for philosophical or other forms of knowledge" 

(Jankovic 2007, S149). 

 The seventeenth-century Dominican Friar, Thomas Gage, published an account 

of his travels across the American continent in 1648. His was among the first 

descriptions of the region by a non-Spaniard. Influenced by Bartolomé de las Casas 

(1474 –1566), and possessing a generally anti-Spanish sentiment, Gage's writings offer 

insight into the way foreign travelers felt about the natural worlds they encountered, 

and in this case, the wind. He remarks on the particularly "cruel wind which impeded 

the traveler's progress" towards Guatemala. The image below presents and ominous 
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vision of the Isthmus and its winds. Along with his writing, Gage shares a sense of the 

natural world as hostile and threatening. The mountain is dry and barren while the sky 

looks sinister, as if warning the viewer of threats ahead. The Pacific coast behind the 

mountain appears inhospitable – as there is no human presence on the land. The only 

life is on the ships that appear only the ships in the far distant out at sea.  

 

Figure 13. "Gevaerlycke Passagie" (Gage 1700). 

 Moving into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Europeans began to think 

about the wind, and weather more generally, through the lens of an emergent 

enlightenment science. They saw the civilizing work of colonialism as operating on the 

climate itself, as if the weather, and the people, could be "civilized" to accord with 

European standards. The nascent scientific discipline of meteorology presented a world 

divided in two — the temperate zones and the torrid zones. "The temperate northern 

(principally northern European) latitudes" were described as "salubrious to health," and 

were seen as home to "races of men that were strong, industrious and intelligent." This 
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was opposed to the torrid regions where "the climate of the southern latitudes were 

conversely dangerous to the health, and produced races that were 'lethargic', 'effeminate' 

and 'indolent'"(Adamson 2012, 144). The scientific information that colonial 

governments were gathering in their territories recounts the people and the natural 

world of the Americas, which is then mapped onto the racial hierarchies emerging in 

Europe enlightenment science during this time.  

 As European travelers and colonial government representatives traveled the 

world, they needed cognitive tools to make sense not only of the world's diversity, but 

also to justify their efforts to exert control over other peoples and places. Accounts from 

this period relate "specific customs and institutions to the environmental conditions in 

which people lived," linking political and social institutions to "national character and 

historical progress…"(Golinski 2007, 4–5). This was a process of defining and structuring 

how humans relate to both nature and one another. Difference became one way of 

expressing not only what colonial scientists found, but how they saw themselves in 

relationship to their findings (Anderson 2003, 30). 

 The enlightenment ushered in new ways of thinking about weather and 

eventually to a new scientific discipline of meteorology. While we often refer to the 

nineteenth-century emergence of expertise, Golinski argues that "most 18th century 

writers" on nature "viewed human beings as subject to their own inherent nature. 

Human nature — of which the physical body was the irreducible material substrate — 

was the inescapable foundation of all society and culture" (Golinski 2007, 10). Over time, 
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however, scientists became the experts of the weather and traditional weather-wising. 

although it persisted, was seen as folklore, and something we more abstract – Science – 

came to speak on nature's behalf. This resulted in a shift in ways of thinking about the 

sky –and the flow of the winds which stood in for its force.  

 

Figure 14. Map of trade winds (Alamy 1850). 

River, Water, Climate 

 Juchitán has been a source of inspiration and subject of contemplation for both 

native Juchitecos and foreigners alike. Andres Henestrosa, a native Juchiteco and 

renowned Mexican author, published a collection of stories about his hometown in 1929, 

"The Men Scattered by the Dance" (Henestrosa 2009) At a time when the new post-

revolutionary state proclaimed support for indigenous culture and well-being as a 

mainspring of national identity, Henestrosa and his contemporaries wrote from Mexico 

City about their homeland in an effort to participate in the national culture while also 

strengthening a local, indigenous one. 

This is how Henestrosa described the founding of Juchitán:  
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After death of Santa Teresa, God needed someone to complete the city for his 
men. God sent one of his emissaries out to find San Vicente Ferrer, who, despite 
his young age, was already a Saint. "Go down to earth and complete Santa 
Teresa's work. Build a home for the men who survived the giant flood." San 
Vicente was excited about the mission and descended to earth under this celestial 
order. San Vicente found a lovely place when he arrived where the air was pure 
and clean, the rain, although it resided in the mountains, would come whenever 
it was called, and the nearby jungle was filled with ripe fruits. God then said to 
San Vicente, "This place is not right at all for my city…here the inhabitants would 
have no obstacles nor dangers. They would become indolent and slow of mind; I 
want to have capable and hard–working children." The following morning, San 
Vicente left that town and traveled across the region looking for a place where 
"the air was thick and dirty, the land arid, the water deep, the rain unruly, and 
the jungle sits in the distance at the base of the horizon." When he came upon this 
place, San Vicente gathered the men. They built the first house and dug the first 
well. The water was seven fathoms deep. Soon more houses and wells were built 
in this city for courageous men. To build a life in this place, one must travel a 
long distance to the jungle, which sits at the base of the horizon, to battle the 
beasts to gather wood for constructions, and where he can hear the footsteps of 
the wind mixing with his own. This city would give birth to hard working men. 
In order to quench your thirst when you live alongside a dead river, you have to 
dig wells seven fathoms deep, and rip at the chest of the earth. You must wait for 
the little rain that does come to give you any fruit. All future residents will be 
brave, born with the hardship and struggle of the ancestors in their soul 
(Henestrosa 1993).4 
 

What this story illustrates is clear — the weather, its tempestuous nature, is entangled 

with Zapotec culture — inseparable from the history and learned ways of being in the 

world.  

 At the dry season's extremes, the sun parches the ground, and the vegetation 

turns brown with deciduous trees losing leaves and revealing large arborescent cacti 

(Dorsett 1975, 49). According to historian Judith Zeitlin, the dry and windy climate helps 

                                                        
 
4 Translated from original Spanish by author. 
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to explain why the Zapotec people have maintained high levels of control over their 

land and way of life as compared to other autochthonous groups. Zeitlin argues that 

"native fruits, cotton, achiote, patlaste…" were being cultivated in region on fields where 

irrigation networks had been developed to carefully shelter the crops. This "complex" 

and "intensive" agricultural system erected to protect crops from the powerful winds 

also protected an important segment of agricultural production from competition with 

Spanish ranchers…" because colonists could only be awarded land rights in places 

where the land was abandoned. The Zapotec residents of the Isthmus were able to keep 

their land out of the hands of Spanish colonists because of the harsh conditions — the 

arid climate and strong winds worked to their benefit — as they had to continually 

maintain their irrigation systems. This allowed the Isthmus Zapotec to establish a 

physical barrier between themselves and the Spanish ranchers  (Zeitlin 1989, 51). 

 In her 1973 ethnography, Beverly Chiñas describes the vital role of seasonal 

floods. During the rainy season, water pours out from the region's rivers and streams. 

Despite the damage, the water carries silt which acts as a natural fertilizer, keeping some 

fields perpetually productive. However, the government funded Benito Juarez Dam, 

which opened in1964, while designed to make "year–round irrigation available" to 

previously unproductive land, it had unintended consequences –limiting these patterns 

of seasonal inundations, and the silt which fertilized large swaths of terrain. One result 

was that farmers then had to pay for expensive commercial fertilizers which have long 

term consequences for the land itself (Chiñas 1973, 25).   
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 This delicate irrigation network and the scare access to water has been affected 

by the arrival of wind turbines as well. Wind turbines require huge amounts of cement. 

In the fields outside of La Ventosa, many people referenced this change – noting that 

once installed, there was nowhere for the water to go except up. Standing outside his 

home, but 50 feet from a large wind turbine, an elderly gentleman looked out and 

explained the ways rainy season has shifted since the turbines arrived. The whole town 

flooded the previous year. They (the wind energy companies), "los taparon (closed) los 

caminos naturales," referencing the way the natural movement of the water has been 

disrupted. "Can you imagine," this old timer explain, "the water came all the way up to 

the windows! Of course, it flooded before, but the ground absorbed it. It wasn't like 

this."  

  

Figure 15. Wind turbines being installed into the ground 

 This is deeply related to the availability of resources — like water — and the 

effect of the wind. Rio de los Perros (The River of the dogs) cuts through the center of 

town. On the one side lie the Central Plaza, on the other, Cheguigo — a neighborhood 
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whose, when translated from Zapotec to English, means "the other side of the river." 

Cheguigo has its own mythology. It was said to be home to "the wild hunters" as its 

location allowed for residents to head into the monte to hunt armadillo and iguana, 

which they would then sell in the market (Dorsett 1975, 42). While merely a walk across 

the bridge from the center of the city, the Cheguigo residents I met with claimed that life 

was more authentically Zapotec on this side of the river. Not only did more people in 

Cheguigo speak Zapotec, but authenticity was tied to the number of trees that still stood 

on people's patios and the neighborhood streets. As I drove through the neighborhood 

with my friend Elvis one afternoon, he pointed out different tree species and talked of 

them as a crucial part of the city's living culture.5 They had not cut them down like they 

did in the city center. 

 Río de los Perros "flows" only half the year. Many Juchitecos refer the river 

flowing through the center of town as un rio muerto (a dead river) – it regularly dries as a 

result of the strong winds even during rainy season. The fact that much of the land in 

Juchitán is only arable during the wet season meant that Juchitecos needed to develop 

other industries. Diverse occupational groups emerged, writes Dorsett, in order to hedge 

against this risky environment. For example, many people who had land also worked as 

                                                        
 
5 Like with flowers and plants, anthropologist Anya Peterson writes about how:"Juchitecos carefully nurture 
plants in their patios — jasmine, hibiscus, siempreviva (Sedum dendroideum), bougainvillea, frangipani, 
among others, as well as flowering trees — lluvia de oro (golden rain tree, Galfimia glauca), Jacaranda 
[Jacaranda acutifolia), flamboyán (flame tree, Delonix regia), and clavellina (Bombax or shaving brush tree). 
Small shrines and crosses on street corners always have garlands of frangipani or the stray blossom" 
(Peterson–Royce 2011, 100). 
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fishermen (Dorsett 1975, 128). Similarly, many people raise cattle. The low–lying plains 

just outside Juchitán is useful for pasture, and the region became a center for dairy and 

meat production. This was particularly useful because "the cattle provided a year-round 

source of income which was otherwise doubtful in the hostile windy area" (Dorsett 1975, 

143).  

 

Figure 16. Río de los Perros, Juchitan 2014 

How Is the Wind Used? What Does It Produce? 

 In 1850, Juchitán was in outright rebellion against the then Governor of the State 

of Oaxaca, and soon to be President of Mexico, Benito Juárez. While much of Mexico 

continues to imagine the country's first indigenous president, Benito Juárez, as a hero, 

Juchitecos have a different take on the matter — they regard him with disdain. While for 
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many Mexicans, it was Juarez's role in ushering in the ideology of liberalism that earns 

him praise, in Juchitán, many regard him as a traitor. Juárez, it must be known, didn't 

think much of the Juchitecos either. "It would take a great deal of time to describe to you 

the state of immorality and disorder in which the residents of Juchitán have lived…" 

writes Juarez, "You know well their great excesses but you are not unaware of their 

degradation under the colonial regime and their attacks against agents of the Spanish 

government…." (Campbell 1993, 124). This letter harkens a period when the economy of 

Juchitán was tied to a commodity that today is widely available and maintains little 

value: salt.  

 At the time, salt was mined from flats lying just outside the city, which were 

under the collective control of its residents. But Benito Juárez wanted to transfer the 

right to the salt flats into the hands of private investors. Che Gregorio Melendez became 

the leader of a group of Juchitecos who opposed Juárez and his plan to transfer 

ownership of the salt. Melendez, however, did not himself work to extract salt. Rather, 

he was an educated lawyer, demonstrating his fortunate economic position for the time. 

Given his education, Melendez knew that Juarez had an entire army with more weapons 

on his side. To counter their power, Melendez decided that resisting Juarez required 

more than mounting a physical resistance on the battle field. He needed to amplify the 

case of the Juchitecos and garner public support. Due to existing relationships, Melendez 

took his story to Mexico City's nascent newspaper industry. Melendez decried "Juárez's 

arbitrary actions." 
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 The battle between Juarez and Melendez came to a head on Sunday, May 19, 

1850, in what has become known as "The Rebellion of Tehuantepec" (Cruz 1983). The 

struggle between Melendez and Juarez had been underway for over two years, and 

Juarez wanted to end the battle by overwhelming Melendez with force. In his account, 

Echevarría described this catastrophic end to the battle, which sent the rebels running 

into the forest. Echevarría insisted, however, that the fire was not the military's doing. It 

was the result of natural forces. Echeverría offered his version of the events. Juaréz sent 

General Echevarría and his troops to their base on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. On the 

morning of May 19, the troops left their base, marching toward what the paper refers to 

as "el pueblo rebelde," or the "rebellious town." The battle went on for hours according 

to General Echevarría but ended in a catastrophe — the entire town caught fire, and the 

army was unable to capture Melendez and his men, who escaped running into the 

forest. General Echevarría made it clear, however, that this horrible ending to this years' 

long struggle was not his fault, or the fault of his men. Rather, this could all be blamed 

on one uncontrollable and unanticipated natural force: the wind. As Echevarría recalled, 

"Right next to the fighting stood a few homes made of palm, and the sparks from the 

fighting set a few of them on fire. Then, a norte, north wind, blew into town with so 

much force that it spread the fire in every direction. The fire would have gone even 

further if the hand of god from above hadn't stopped the force of that wind, the only 

reason why part of the town was saved." For Echevarría, it was the powerful wind, not 
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the government's use of weapons, that was to blame for the violent destruction of much 

of the city.  

 In a letter directed to the Federal Government, Benito Juárez explained to the 

Minister of Interior Relations the government's side of the story as complaints were 

being made in the newspaper by Melendez and his followers, pinning the destruction 

which took place on that Sunday in May 1850. Juarez writes: 

So that you never think this government has covered up a crime or assume that 
this was a pre-meditated act, or an act to which he is being accused, I have the 
honor before this supreme government of attaching certified copies regarding the 
military operations which I ordered to take place in Juchitán, that reveal the 
origin of the fire and how it was stopped. The event was caused by the troops 
who were there to defeat Meléndez and his followers…the small rustic houses 
were burned as a result of the incessant pounding of the north winds, and only 
concluded when this natural phenomenon came to an end. Homes in Juchitán 
are built of palm. At the edge of the town where the battle was being carried out, 
the musketry and artillery being used created sparks. This circumstance, 
combined with the powerful winds, couldn't have been prevented. To look for 
another reason would require arguing against the laws of nature or accuse the 
authorities of horrible crimes, which are very far from what they have done… 
The view of the State, the Department of Tehuantepec, and the inhabitants of 
Juchitán (none of whom have raised their voice to issue a complaint) nor has 
anyone claimed that the event, to which some have first-hand knowledge, was a 
premeditated act. This slander is coming from enemies of the current 
administration who are constantly trying to discredit this government — to 
insult in order to vent their petty passions, profane the most holy and sacred of 
truths, to get the attention of the public to create false evidence at their 
discretion, to create evidence supporting their position, in which rests what they 
are calling truth….So that you may rest in this truth, please consider the 
documents published in La Palanca y El Hurácan as false, and remember that 
this government has informed the Supreme authority, the ministry under your 
worthy leadership, of all the causes which prompted the rebellion in 
Juchitán…which we hope convince you that between reality and the fiction there 
is little convergence…Los Juchitecos have been rioting since 1848 when they 
began robbing salt and cattle, protecting contraband, and refusing to obey the 
authority, as well as refusing to pay their taxes" we had to take the necessary 
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steps. Juarez signed the letter with the signature " God and Freedom (Juarez 
1971). 
 

 Juchitán's resistance to outside control has persisted since this 1850 encounter, 

which sets the stage for many future struggles. I want to highlight the way both General 

Echevarria, and Juarez himself, use the wind as a scapegoat. Melendez's struggle to 

maintain control over resources which were owned collectively are linked to the weather 

of this place, which sets the conditions of possibility for social, political, and economic 

change. While the material force of the wind itself may have led the fire to spread, 

Juárez took no responsibility for the sparks in the first place. The incident links the force 

of the wind itself to Juchiteco's efforts to resist outside influence. This tendency to fight 

back against outsider influence and control has persisted since this 1850 encounter. 

Juarez used the wind as a scapegoat — revealing how local efforts by Juchitecos to 

maintain control over their natural resources has long been tied to the weather of this 

place.6 

 But a century and a half later, the winds helped local residents to face down the 

military. In the Fall of 1983, residents of Juchitán found themselves once again in a 

struggle against the State. Residents had just elected a new mayor, a complex 

development. The newly elected mayor, Leopoldo de Gyves, was from the recently 

                                                        
 
6 Jeffrey Rubin argues that this incident, and the uprisings which followed in its wake, underscores how 
various classes of Juchitán's population joined together to opposed this "perceived outside usurpations" as a 
collective. "This Juchiteco vs. Outside identity," Rubin explains, continued in daily life, literature, politics, 
and economic life (Rubin 1997, 51). 
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formed COCEI political party. He was the first mayor not to come from the governing 

PRI political party, which had ruled Mexico since just after the revolution. In March 

1981, COCEI representatives entered municipal offices as the officially recognized 

victors of municipal elections. 

During the next seventeen months they governed the community despite an 
economic boycott by the state government, political intimidation, and physical 
harassment before they were impeached by the Oaxaca Congress in August 1983 
on account of their supposed inability to guarantee public order. COCEI refused 
to leave and occupied the Juchitán City Hall for four months, until physically 
expelled by the police and military (Binford 1993, 97). 
 

The situation in Juchitán received international press coverage, even appearing in The 

Wall Street Journal. Reporter Steve Frazier described downtown Juchitán: "The block long 

municipal palace is a crumbling masonry affair festooned with banners and guarded by 

sleepy-eyed men brandishing four-foot-long sections of steel reinforcing bars and by 

stout Zapotec Indian women armed with salty tongues"(Frazier 1983).7 Juchitecos from 

all walks of life had gathered in order to resist efforts by the State Police and military to 

retake city hall, as they claimed the election of de Gyves and the COCEI was illegitimate. 

One particular incident, however, is crucial to our interests in the way the winds have 

mediated events in moments of sociopolitical conflict. Frazier recounts one particular 

incidence, "State police did try to retake City Hall a few weeks back, but wind dispersed 

their tear gas. Bells were rung to summon a crowd bearing clubs and sticks: the police 

                                                        
 
7 As one report in the Wall Street Journal recalls, "State police did try to retake City Hall a few weeks back, 
but wind dispersed their tear gas. Bells were rung to summon a crowd bearing clubs and sticks: the police 
departed after a few hours" (Frazier 1983). 
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departed after a few hours"(ibid). On this particular occasion, the sheer force of the wind 

protected those who were guarding city hall, as the tear gas dispersed just as quickly as 

the police sprayed it in their direction. Over the following years, various waves of 

repression forced COCEI leaders underground. In 1984, the COCEI leadership 

resurfaced to join into a coalition government with the PRI. It was not until August 1989, 

however, that the COCEI won municipal elections on their own (Binford 1993, 97). 

Marcelino's Fields 

 The land too has been shaped by the force of the wind on the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec. I assumed that out in the campo, the fields, Juchitecos grow the items I saw 

for sale at the marketplace — corn, beans, tomatoes, calabasa. I soon realized, however, 

that the campo, and the campesinos who work this land, cultivate a far more diversified 

array of crops and animals than I had once imagined. According to Marcelino, a 

landowner and businessman from La Ventosa, the weather has a huge terrestrial impact. 

There are only a few specific micro-climates where vegetables can be grown. Marcelino 

grows ajonjolí and sorghum because these crops can resist the wind, but his acreage is 

today primarily dedicated to growing pasta, or pasture, for cattle. The reason ajonjolí, or 

sesame seeds, were successful was because they do not need a lot of water to grow. 

Marcelino explained, "The climate here is so extreme! It gets so hot and so windy that 

when a powerful gust blows through, it will blow anything tall over. We experimented 

with watermelons, but the wind caused problems there too, because it brought plagas — 

an insect — and they ate all the melons."  
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 Most people who live in La Ventosa, the small pueblo Marcelino calls home, about 

20-minutes outside of Juchitán, are likely to have a couple of heads of cattle, even if they 

don't own a large plot of land. One can raise about four heads of cattle on a hectare of 

land. Because the weather is so hot and so windy on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, not 

just any cow can survive there. The breed of choice among ranchers on the Isthmus is 

the Cebu Suiso. A mixture of Indu-brasil, Brahma, and Sardo Negor, the Cebu Suiso have a 

big jinn and a hump.  

 Economically, it is hard to make a living from the campo these days, but that 

doesn't mean people don't continue to try. Most ranchers, in addition to raising cattle to 

sell, will grow sorghum, a grain used in animal feed. "Coyotes" will come to Juchitán to 

purchase both cattle and grain. That said, many projects have sought to transform the 

fields of Juchitán — though they have faced many obstacles, some of which are posed by 

the wind. One important project whose impact is still felt today began with the 

construction of the Benito Juaréz dam and the associated 19th Irrigation network. 

Completed in 1964, the project rendered previously unusable terrain with fertile 

possibilities, as access to water meant planting possibilities and hopes of economic 

development to the region (Mendez, n.d.) One such effort involved rice. Marcelino 

recalled that they built an experimental farm and tried to plant different types of rice, 

but it didn't go anywhere. The scientists, Marcelino said, were surprised by the levels of 

erosion caused by the wind, which rendered efforts to grow rice at a large scale futile. 

The next big development project began in the 1980s when the government opened the 
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state-owned sugar refinery, Ingenio Jose Lopez Portillo. Caña, and the refinery, were pretty 

successful for a period of time. That is, until the government opened the Pemex oil 

refinery in nearby Salina Cruz in 1992. When the oil refinery was opened, all the funding 

for the campo dried up, because, as Marcelino explained, "Ya no habia incentivo," or there 

were no longer any incentives, as it was State subsidies keeping the campo, or 

agricultural sector, in the region alive.   

 

Figure 17. Cow and Turbines  

 Marcelino considers himself one of the lucky ones in his home town of La 

Ventosa. Rather than relying on caña, Ganado, or Sorghum, today he receives monthly 

payments from the Spanish wind energy company Iberdrola. Iberdrola has installed ten 

wind turbines on Marcelino's property. They also hired him as a consultant on various 

occasions to facilitate dialogue with some of his fellow property owners, who at times 
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were angry about payments or other aspects of their relationship with the company. 

From the looks of his home and the way he talked about his relationship to the 

Iberdrola, Marcelino was one of the Isthmus residents who didn't seem to mind seeing 

this wind put to new use. 

 Marcelino's experience is not entirely unique, but rather, the transformation of 

his fields from a space where one might make a living, however precarious that might 

be, vulnerable to the region's powerful winds and unpredictable climate, to something 

else entirely. Isthmus-based intellectual Amaranta Gomez Regalado described this 

emergent group of individuals whose wealth is growing in tandem with the number of 

wind turbines as "la nueva elite campesina al servicio de los transnacionales," or the new 

agricultural elite at the service of transnational corporations. In an op-ed article on this 

subject, Amaranta argued that this emergent social elite were beginning to garner 

political, economic, and cultural power on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. There was never 

one way to be a "campesino" or "farmer" on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Amaranta 

explains. The campesinado, or people who made a living from the land, were always 

diverse — there was never one way to be campesino on the Isthmus, rather campesinos 

adjusted to the ever-shifting local, national, and global circumstances, making a living 

through various efforts — from raising cattle to growing sorghum, often supplementing 

their family's income by heading out to fish the lagoon, gathering some fish for domestic 

consumption, and selling the rest at the market. She groups campesinos into four broad 

categories. The first, small-scale subsistence farmers getting by day-to-day. The second 
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are campesinos working from family investments to harvest products which they then 

sell to local and regional markets. The third grouping she describes are unionized 

campesinos with "official registration," receiving funds from SAGARPA (government 

agency) as financial subsidies, where the government assists in the purchase of 

machinery and purchase of fertilizers for the harvesting and irrigation of the land. Then 

there is the fourth group, of which Marcelino is representative, is this emergent category 

of the "elite campesina istmeña" or the elite farmers of the Isthmus. This fourth category 

of campesinos make a living from the rent payments they receive after renting their land 

for 30-year contracts with wind energy companies.  

 This emergent group — the "elite campesina istmeña" — highlight an important 

link between the wind and social/economic life on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Despite 

access to large swaths of open terrain that could theoretically be used to grow rice or 

sugar cane, for example, the particularities of the region's climate — the force of the 

wind itself — often rendered making a living from the land a precarious endeavor. 

When wind energy agents arrived on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in the early 2000s to 

rent land from local campesinos, they found a population struggling to make ends meet 

after the State had receded from its support. "For many of those who have signed 

contracts," Amaranta highlights, "this is a great opportunity, it is like finding the goose 

that laid the golden eggs on your side. This new elite group has joined the ranks of 

global profit makers — replacing their earlier dreams of one day having a little rancho" 
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with something bigger and far more global in nature.8 "It was like winning the lottery" 

was another comment that campesinos would make when I asked them about signing a 

contract with a wind energy company. While their lives have changed significantly, 

moving from the precarious life tied to the earth, it has also led to further stratification 

based on income within the Isthmus population — dividing a community of people who 

once struggled together against the climatological forces they found themselves 

confronting. It is here that we see a moment when the wind's force, once an obstacle, has 

become a source of economic power to those lucky enough to have land on sites rented 

by wind farm developers and yet a site of tension as relationships between residents 

shift as well.  

Sacred Wind 

 In tracing the meaning of wind on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, we must think 

more specifically about the relationship between language, nature, and identity. I 

explored these entanglements with Victor Cata, a linguist and poet, who teaches 

Isthmus Zapotec from his home in Juchitán de Zaragoza — we sat on the open patio at 

the Casa de Cultura one warm July afternoon. "How did you get interested in linguistics 

and poetry?" I asked. Victor began, "Well, my work as a writer, as an artist, began at a 

young age — from an intimate relationship with words and orality. My childhood 

memories are all in Zapotec. My home was bilingual, as was the community around me. 

                                                        
 
8 Translation by author from Facebook post. 
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All the kids I played with spoke Zapotec. We spoke Zapotec in our house and the stories 

we were told were in Zapotec. Life lessons were taught in Zapotec. As I grew up," Victor 

went on, "I started to grow impatient — I wanted to understand why, when it was time 

to go to school, did we speak a different language, Spanish? Why were we punished if 

we spoke Zapotec in school? When I went to college," Victor explained, "I studied 

history but then I learned about linguistics." Victor went on to list a number of other 

indigenous communities across the globe, from Japan, Russia, North America, straying 

somewhat from his own life story. "Perhaps what all native peoples share in common is 

a relationship with nature — Adoration for the sun, for the earth, for the things of this 

world, which without remain mysterious, mystical. Perhaps this is what we all have in 

common." Victor pauses, then returns to the subject of language. "We find expressions, 

metaphors, that if you analyze them help to reveal our relationship to nature, "To say 

that someone speaks well, you would say, 'you have sacred corn in your mouth.' This is 

because corn is the product from which we were made by the gods. So, there is always 

this association between language and nature. Between the human being and their 

geographic context, all the information is present in a language, the language tells you 

the history of its peoples." 

 I heard a related view from Profesora Bety when I first arrived on the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec in August of 2014. She was the head teacher at the community school, the 

only one where students were taught in both Spanish and their native Ikoojts. While the 

Zapotec community of Juchitán have been discussed as the most populous indigenous 
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community the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, along the lagoon live the Ikoojts, or Huave. 

While their numbers are much smaller, these communities continue to pursue 

livelihoods supported primarily by fishing the lagoons bordering along the Pacific 

Ocean. I asked Bety what I thought would be a simple question, with a simple answer — 

but it turned out to be much more complicated than that.  

 "We don't have the simple word ocean; it's not like Spanish. If you translate 

literally, our word would be sacred ocean. This also applies to anything that comes from 

the ocean. If in Spanish you say 'productos del mar,' — products from the ocean — for us, 

the literal translation would be 'the heart of the ocean' or 'children of the sea.' Fish aren't just 

fish. No, they are 'sacred fish,' 'sacred shrimp,' 'mother turtle.' This also applies to our word 

for the winds…The wind, when we refer to it, it is as 'Father wind from the North' or 

'Mother Wind from the South'… And you have to remember to show her just as much 

respect, because she will bring us rain. Wind from the North is mischievous, because he 

will send your skirt flying up when you walk. …This is part of the reason it's so difficult 

for people to conceptualize the wind as something that can be bought and sold. It was 

like this earlier, when they started to sell water. Before, when someone came over to visit 

I could just offer them a jicara of water. Today, I have to go to the store and purchase a 

bottle of it…You really need to talk to the fishermen about this, they are the real experts 

because they know all about the different kinds of wind. The winds indicate when is the 

right time to go out to fish — if there was wind last night, that means today there will be 

shrimp. So, they listen — we listen — because the wind is telling us something…"
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 The word in Zapotec for the winds which arrived around The Day of the Dead is 

Bi xandu'. This roughly translates as the "Winds which bring the souls," when the 

weather, as if by the flick of a switch, transforms. A maelstrom of air and activity arrived 

in the late days of October. Much like the arrival of the rainy season in late May, which 

comes in strong and swift, transforming the monochrome landscape into a vibrant array 

of lush green hillsides, the windy season arrives in a similarly hasty fashion. As we have 

discussed, meteorologists have explained how these winds arrive, as a phenomenon of 

air pressure, usually calling it a norte, North wind, or the Tehuantepecer. But for residents 

of Juchitán that I observed in the Fall of 2014, bi xandu' punctuated an important shift 

from regular life into ritual, and then the beginning of the windy season – a time when 

life ceaselessly oscillates between the ripples and waves of the air.  

 The winds, as is clear, do and mean many things for residents in Juchitán. For 

some, they come as a cool relief from the summer heat. For others, they are a constant 

struggle, as they sweep away dust and fallen leaves, only to see it return again within 

the hour — were their efforts for naught? This tricky wind, as Bety described it, plays a 

central role in marking the annual ritual cycle. And yet, as we will discuss in the 

following chapter, these winds, which are clearly so important to the feeling of life on 

the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, are now the subject of intensive observation and 

meteorological testing by those who seek to extract electricity from its notable force. As 

the subject of careful measurement, political regulation, and financial gain, the wind 

itself is increasingly the subject of a very heated debate among residents of the city of 
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Juchitán de Zaragoza, Oaxaca, as they debate the merits of wind energy and the kind of 

economic development they want to see in the future. 
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Chapter 2. Enticed by the Wind 
 In 1946, Basil Nikiforoff, an American electrical engineer, was the lead author on 

an article in the Journal of Electrical Engineering concerning Mexico's electrification 

program (Nikiforoff et al. 1946). The essay provided information about energy 

production, consumption, and distribution across the nation, followed by proposals for 

the future. The most popular forms of producing electrical power in the mid-twentieth 

century — hydropower and thermoelectricity — topped the list. However, the article 

then makes what at first glance is a surprising suggestion, arguing that Mexico should 

take advantage of the abundant "force of the wind" to meet the country's growing 

energy demand. 

 Nikiforoff and his coauthor's suggestion to harness the "force of the wind" for 

large-scale energy production seems extraordinary from our current vantage point. Isn't 

wind energy something novel, designed to address the threats posed by human-induced 

climate change? Today, supporters of wind energy eagerly enumerate the 

environmental benefits of wind turbines. However, in 1946, the wind, like water, was 

just one of the many natural forces engineers considered a potential resource when 

building national energy systems.  

 Nikiforoff does not offer any justification for using "the force of the wind" for 

power. This absence highlights how value-laden contemporary debates about renewable 

energy have become in the years since. Today, keywords like "sustainable development" 

and "green," or phrases like the "impending threat of climate change," are frequently 



 

 
99 

used alongside any mention of wind power. Wind turbines become icons — part of a 

collection of images where the production and consumption of green energy conjures a 

sustainable future all on its own. And yet, these ethical (symbolic) claims now appear as 

potential constraints to the growth of wind energy at a global scale.  

  In the years that followed the publication of Nikiforoff's article, Mexico would 

see huge economic growth, largely built on oil. Meanwhile, political and economic 

power associated with the extraction of oil and the profits derived from its sale slowed 

research and development for renewable energy. The electricity grid — the physical 

infrastructure — expanded throughout Mexico and supported the distribution of fossil 

fuels across long distances. Oil transformed into "large and unaccountable" income for 

the Mexican government, linking political relations to the flow of energy (Mitchell 2013, 

5).1 

 In the 1970s, however, the energy and economic crises changed the energy 

landscape, pushing engineers and scientists, as well as policy makers, to think about the 

"end of oil" and pursue other ways of generating electrical power — from other sources, 

                                                        
 
1 Timothy Mitchell, in his book Carbon Democracy explains: "The transformation of oil into large and 
unaccountable government incomes is not a cause of the problem of democracy and oil, but the outcome of 
particular ways of engineering political relations out of flows of energy." "The carbon itself must be 
transformed…the transformations involve establishing connections and building alliances — connections 
and alliances that do not respect any divide between material and ideal, economic and political, nature and 
social, human and non-human, or violence and representation. The connections make it possible to translate 
one form of power into another. Understanding the interconnections between using fossil fuels and making 
democratic claims requires tracing how these connections are built, the vulnerabilities and opportunities 
they create, and the narrow points of passage where control is particularly effective. Political possibilities 
were opened up or narrowed down by different ways of organizing the flow and concentration of energy, 
and these possibilities were enhanced or limited by arrangements of people, finance, expertise, and violence 
that were assembled in relationship to the distribution and control of energy" (Mitchell 2013, 7–8). 
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like the wind and sun. The technology that is now being used emerged in this context. 

Although wind turbines developed in the 1970s as a utopian technology that would 

generate power for small-scale residential use, the technology was quickly scaled up in 

the years that followed. The wind turbines now spinning on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec 

are designed to produce energy at a massive scale.  

 In what follows, we look at some of the initial constraints to renewable energy 

development in Mexico, and what was done to unleash the industry's rapid growth. 

Since Nikiforoff's essay was published, consensus has formed around the limits to a 

world built on fossil fuels. Regulatory and economic policies have been put in place to 

entice renewable energy investors to come to Mexico and extract energy from their 

bounty of wind and sun. From the discourse of sustainable development, the Isthmus 

Wind Corridor megaproject emerged. However, much like oil, the wind itself has 

become politicized within broader "regimes of environmental governance" taking shape 

across the global south (Campbell Jeremy M. 2014, 240).  

Energy and Resource Nationalism in Mexico 

In Mexico, there is the thinking that energy is a national resource that belongs to 
Mexico — but wind energy is a product…electricity is not a renewable resource.2  
 

 Energy, and oil in particular, is not merely political but deeply entangled in 

complicated and contested national histories. For Mexicans, the federal government has 

                                                        
 
2 Quote from presentation at the 2013 Conference "Mexico Wind Power Conference" by Claudio Rodriguez 
Galan, a PhD in Energy Policy. 
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garnered its legitimacy as the protector and arbiter of access to natural resources and 

energy. These debates, which were at the center of the Mexican Revolution and the new 

political order that emerged in its wake, are being debated anew as the wind energy 

industry takes shape on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. In order to better understand 

contemporary conflicts over wind energy — and the set of ideas about energy and 

natural resources that the Mexican State's legitimacy hinges on — we need to 

contextualize matters within the longer history of energy development in the country.  

 Prior to garnering independence in 1810, New Spain, as it was then known, was 

a collection of peoples and languages united by a shared subordination to Spanish 

colonial power. It was only in the late nineteenth century, under the Presidency of 

Porfirio Diaz (1876-1911) — a period of time referred to as the Porfiriato — when the 

people and places converged into our idea of a modern Nation. Diaz was inspired by the 

spirit of liberalism spreading across the globe, and his governing philosophy relied on 

an assumption that foreign investment would necessarily bring progress.  

 Threatened by the expansionist manifest destiny of his neighbors to the North, 

Diaz saw industrialization as central to stabilizing Mexico's place in the future. For this 

to happen, Diaz needed money. To get money, Diaz needed foreign investors. To get 

foreign investors, he needed to create the appearance that Mexico would not only offer a 

great return on their investment, but that it was home to a stable government, which 

would support them along the way. The appearance of political stability, together with 

favorable regulations, would do the trick. In 1902, The New York Times reported, "With 
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respect to the security of titles and the protection of life and property, Mexico at present 

leaves little to be desired…Conservative business methods are being adopted, and men 

of the soundest financial standing are beginning to interest themselves extensively…" 

(na 1902). Diaz and his government were successful in spreading the news — Mexico is 

open for business! 

 Mexico came to be seen as a land of vast, untapped natural resources just waiting 

to be rendered profitable, home to a government supportive of foreign investors. 

However, investment did not benefit all Mexicans equally. Profits were largely sent 

abroad or to the country's urban elite. Inequality between the country's wealthy urban 

residents and the rural, often indigenous population began to grow — and along with it, 

a mistrust of Porfirio Diaz and his government — ultimately leading to his ousting, and 

the start of the Mexican Revolution in 1910. This was a period of violence and instability, 

which emerged directly from the way foreign capital investment in Mexico's natural 

resources were distributed. These companies left little in the way of benefits for the 

majority of Mexico's largely rural and indigenous population (Rubio 2003, 8). 

 The violence of the Mexican Revolution came to a close, and discussions 

regarding the role foreign companies would play in the nation's future became the 

subject of debate. The government that was beginning to form saw an opportunity in the 

resentment toward foreign capital, which had fueled the revolution. Could the anger 

many had toward the United States, as well as the growing demand for access to 

electricity that was occurring simultaneously, allow them to bring the country's diverse 
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population together after so many years of discord and division? (By this point, Mexico 

had also lost half of its territory to the United States in the Mexican American war.)  

 Mexican business leaders (like those in the textile industry) began to complain 

about the cost of their electricity compared to the foreign-owned mining and petroleum 

interests, who, as big purchasers, were being given a favorable rate from the 

government (Brennan 1995, 45). In the wake of the Mexican Revolution, the population 

united in their anger toward outsiders and began to reimagine the role of their 

government. The government should not be engaged in protecting foreign companies 

who are sending resources (and their profits) elsewhere. Rather, the government's role is 

to act as the arbiter of the country's natural resources, which should be used to benefit 

the public writ large.  

 On March 18, 1938, then President of Mexico Lázaro Cárdenas declared that all 

mineral and oil reserves in the country belonged to "the Nation," bringing it under the 

control of the Federal Government. The move shocked governments and oil markets 

across the globe. He expelled all foreign oil companies and established Petróleos 

Mexicanos (PEMEX). PEMEX would be a government company, holding the exclusive 

rights over exploration, extraction, refining, and commercialization of oil in Mexico. It is 

in this moment when government control over natural resources became symbolically 

tied to Mexican sovereignty. This move also provided the ideological basis for the 

Cárdenas administration, and "the fundamental basis" for the legitimacy of what would 

eventually become the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) — the political machine 
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that would go on to control the Mexican government for seventy-one straight years 

(Bacon 2003, 33). 3  

 The PRI materialized their power, and their justification for existence, in the 

material infrastructures upon which a modern Mexican nation was being built. The 

construction of the nation as an ideological apparatus was quite literally dependent on 

the material constructions of roads, electricity, ports, and communications infrastructure 

(Coronil 1997; Ferguson 1994; Scott 2008).  

 While the oil had been nationalized, much of the country's electricity 

transmission capacity was still being built by foreign companies. This came to a 

standstill, however, in 1933, as Cárdenas formed the national power company — La 

Comision Federal de Electricidad (the CFE). Soon after, new laws were passed which kept 

electricity tariffs low in certain areas of the country, limiting how much profit private 

companies could make. Meanwhile, the CFE was buying up hundreds of small regional 

electricity monopolies, linking the country's different networks with common technical 

standards. As a result, foreign companies stopped building new energy transmission 

capacity, leading to a "de facto nationalization" of the country's energy system.  

  Between 1938 and 1950, the vast majority of investment in electricity was funded 

by State resources. It wasn't until 1960, however, that a constitutional amendment 

officially gave the federal government the "exclusive responsibility" over the generation, 

                                                        
 
3 The Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) managed to keep groups and diverse sectors of society unified 
until 2000 when they lost control over the presidency for the first time. 
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transmission, and distribution of electricity — putting an end to private participation in 

electricity generation for decades to follow (Kelly 1994). Arguing that, unlike private 

companies who could only make a profit if they installed electricity lines in areas with 

large populations, the government claimed that access to electricity was a fundamental 

right of all citizens. For this reason, the state-owned CFE needed to be in charge of 

electricity generation, transmission, and distribution. The electrification of rural 

communities would never be profitable for private enterprises. In contrast to the profit 

motive of private capital, for the government (and the PRI political machine), the 

electrification of Mexico was a nation-building project.  

 Rural electrification raised agricultural productivity through pumping and 

irrigation, and higher productivity raised rural incomes, extending and strengthening 

the domestic market. Not only did this help the country's rural agriculturalist in their 

fields, the construction and extension of Mexico's electric power grid by the CFE quite 

literally built a material relationship, which bound much of Mexico's rural population to 

the federal government (and therefore to the PRI party). In this moment, electricity in 

Mexico is rendered explicitly political. Energy becomes more than a way of improving 

the lives and economies of regular Mexicans — it also establishes the characteristic 
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"clientelist" relationship that has come to define the PRI political party and the way 

political power works in Mexico today.4    

Decentralizing Power 

 Funded by the profits from oil, Mexico's electricity grid extended farther and 

farther into Mexico's rural hinterlands, so too did the PRI's grip on political power. The 

PRI kept the cost of electricity for individual users cheap, subsidized by the price of 

Mexican oil, which was now being sold on the global market.5 This sparked what many 

called "The Mexican Miracle" — a period of rapid economic growth lasting well into the 

1970s.6 More Mexicans moved into the so-called middle class, becoming the dominant 

voice in Mexican politics. No longer their voting base, the PRI stopped implementing its 

"revolutionary" program redistributing wealth to the country's most impoverished 

citizens. The PRI used oil profits and economic growth to legitimize and maintain their 

single-handed control over political power — subsidizing the cost of electricity which 

                                                        
 
4 Political clientelism is generally understood as a vertical relationship that is voluntary, reciprocal, face-to-
face or broker-mediated, and possibly affective; it plays out over time, involving exchange of goods and 
services for political support, to mutual benefit. The process takes place in networks of informal 
relationships that cut across social class (Lomnitz, Adler, and Salazar Elena 2004, 24–26). 
5 A steady supply of new technologies (developed mainly abroad), as well as the economies of scale in 
building ever-larger power systems, made it possible to sustain low tariffs for end users for a long period 
without causing these firms to become a huge drain on the state budget. 
6 Cracks in this "miracle" could be seen as early as the late 1960s, particularly with the student protests 
movement and the military interventions prior to the Olympics which led to the massacres at. The most 
serious political crisis emerged when student protests over the regime's hard line approach and use of force 
against opposition and the enormous expenditures involved in hosting the Olympics in 1968. The crisis 
reached a crescendo on October 2, 1968, when security forces shot and killed hundreds of students and 
bystanders in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas (Plaza of the Three Cultures) at Tlatelolco in Mexico City. In the 
wake of this moment, the government's claims to revolutionary legitimacy would seem hollow, despite 
continued economic growth (Beezley 2009) 
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not only bound Mexico's diverse population to one another, but also to the federal 

government in Mexico City.  

 Soon, however, the PRI's discourse — that the state's control over natural 

resources was essential as they were using the profits from oil to improve the lives of the 

country's rural poor — became increasingly disaggregated from the actual experience of 

residents. This was made starkly visible in the 1968 army massacre that killed hundreds 

of students at the Plaza de Tlateleco, just before the Mexico City Olympics that same year. 

The agreement constructed between the PRI and the Mexican population was one of 

patron and client — we provide you with access to cheap electricity on the back of oil 

revenues, and in return, you continue to vote us into office. The PRI's claim to 

legitimacy, therefore, came crashing down along with the price of oil in 1982.   

 When the Mexican government wasn't able to pay its foreign debt, their 

international lenders came up with a plan. By agreeing, the PRI could no longer claim to 

be enacting the revolutionary redistribution of wealth as the public knew they were 

beholden to foreign lenders. This ushered in a period defined by the economic policies 

of structural adjustment, limiting the state's budget and therefore the PRI's ability to 

subsidize the cost of electricity. Import substitution policies were imposed, marking the 
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beginning of a long shift from "statist" economic policy to so-called "neoliberalism" 

(Laurell 2015).7  

 As the economy tanked, political opposition swelled. The 1988 presidential 

election was a deeply contested campaign between the PRI candidate, Carlos Salinas de 

Gortari, and the son of the man who first nationalized Mexico's petroleum resources, 

Cuauhtemoc Cárdenas. This was the first truly contested presidential election since the 

PRI came to power after the revolution. When Carlos Salinas de Gortari took over the 

presidency in 1988, it revealed what many already knew to be true — that the PRI's 

claim on political power and its political legitimacy was no longer valid. The social 

contract they claimed to be upholding (the redistribution of the country's wealth) had 

long been a policy in name alone (Teichman 1997).  

 Salinas began to make changes that would fundamentally alter the social contract 

undergirding the relationship between Mexican citizens and the federal government. 

Entire sectors of the economy, like telecommunications, which had been run by the state, 

were opened to private investment almost overnight. Even more profound, however, 

were changes made to Article 27 of the constitution, allowing much of the land that had 

been distributed in the wake of the revolution to be privatized.  

                                                        
 
7 David Harvey defines neoliberalism in the following way: "Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of 
political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating 
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong 
private property rights, free markets, and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an 
institutional framework appropriate to such practices" (Harvey 2007, 2). 
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 Foreign capital was eager for Salinas to open the energy sector to private 

investment. However, as discussed earlier, energy resources were central to PRI's claim 

on power. And so, at least to the public, energy remained off the table — closed to 

private investment. Without state investments, however, the country's energy 

infrastructure began to deteriorate, all while public demand for access and use of home 

electricity continued to grow. The CFE and PEMEX came to be seen as inefficient and 

corrupt. Salinas used the public's perception to his advantage, claiming the energy sector 

needed private investment in order to transform it into a "modern" institution (Harvey 

2007, 100–101). 

 To little fanfare and without public debate, Salinas made a small but ultimately 

critical change to energy policy. The new policy redefined the rules of the game. They 

defined the CFE's role — they were now in charge of providing electricity for public use. 

This meant that they would be responsible for providing energy for individual homes. 

That meant that the entire industrial energy sector suddenly became open for business. 

In the specification of residential energy as the arena controlled by the federal 

government, an opening was made for non-residential, or industrial, energy use. Salinas 

managed to avoid the public backlash associated with the privatization of other areas of 

the economy, which would have sparked massive outrage due to the symbolic import of 

energy in Mexico. The minor changes first implemented by Salinas proved essential to 

the emergence of the Isthmus Wind Corridor project — and was the first in a long series 

of incremental steps toward the privatization of Mexico's energy sector in the years 
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since. Private capital has made ever-greater inroads into the Mexican energy sector since 

the end of the Salinas presidency, all while never formally declaring Mexico's oil and 

electricity sectors open to foreign investment, let alone consulting the public. 

A Pact for Mexico 

 The Mexican government mobilizes conflicting discourses with regard to the 

energy sector today. On the one hand, they are actively inviting and facilitating ever-

more private investment. On the other hand, they continue to deny that these sectors 

have or are in the process of being privatized. This is evidenced by sweeping reforms to 

the energy sector passed in 2012, right after the current president, Enrique Peña Nieto, 

took office. The government's doublespeak on energy has worked to silence public 

opposition to these changes.  

 Referred to in Bloomberg as a "quiet energy revolution," President Peña Nieto 

built on his fresh political capital in 2012 to continue the work of his predecessors — 

clear the obstacles for private investment into the energy sector without signaling to the 

public that he was actually privatizing the energy sector (The Editors 2013). Peña Nieto 

argued that energy extraction, production, and distribution today, unlike before, is 

dependent on complex, expensive, and rapidly changing technological devices. 

According to Peña, Mexico does not have the machines or the know-how to retrieve the 

deep-sea oil that remains and therefore needs foreign experts (and capital) to bring their 

aging oil production capacity and energy infrastructure up to date. One outspoken 

political adversary of Peña Nieto called his bluff: "Since when is so much science 
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necessary to extract oil? Mexican technicians and workers have always done this. It 

involves drilling a well…It requires no science, not much technology" (Gallegos 2013) 

 Under the title "Pact for Mexico," Peña Nieto mobilized the legacy of the 

Cárdenas administration in his pitch to the legislative branch and the public writ large. 

He claimed that the "Pact for Mexico" was just a modernization of the social contract 

established in the wake of the revolution. He claimed the pacto, or contract, in which 

energy and the profits derived from natural resources are mobilized for social and 

economic betterment, remained intact — all while continuing the work of dismantling 

the state's control over the energy sector, which has long provided the financial means to 

actually make this happen. The "Pact for Mexico" is yet another performance of political 

doublespeak, which began long before the administration of Peña Nieto. However, he 

continued the work of legitimizing their rhetorical sleight of hand by arguing for 

reforms to further privatize the energy sector while mobilizing the well-known narrative 

that binds energy to national sovereignty and therefore political power. 

 The Pact for Mexico, and the series of legislative changes made before it, cleared 

the way for primarily European companies to enter into the Mexican energy sector and 

invest in places and resources never before considered viable for energy production, like 

the wind on Mexico's Isthmus of Tehuantepec. 

Calderón and Greener Futures 

There is a false dilemma when we say either we combat climate change or we 
combat poverty…There is a clear action in which we can promote economic 
growth and at the same time protect nature. There is a clear way in which we can 
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fight climate change and at the same time fight extreme poverty in our countries. 
And the answer to that is the green economy (Calderón 2010). 
 

 This is how the former Mexican President began his speech to those who had 

gathered in Cancún for the 2010 United Nations Climate Change Conference. Calderón 

argued that so-called "developing nations," like his Mexico, must rethink what has often 

been presented as an either/or choice — between economic development built on fossil 

fuels on the one hand, and environmental stewardship on the other. This is a false 

dilemma. Calderón goes on, "We need to defeat the wait-and-see strategy," with regard 

to climate change. "If in the next year we are able to demonstrate that governments are 

serious about this, then the private sector is going to jump into the new track because 

that's rational behavior…We're not talking about apocalyptic prophesies related to huge 

sacrifices," he said. "We are talking about an economy able to generate growth, jobs and 

profits for companies" (Morales 2014). Even amidst the growing violence associated with 

his "War on Drugs," Calderón often said he worried more about issues like "methane 

gas, dwindling forests, and dirty refineries" than the drug war raging in his country 

(Booth 2010).  

  Calderón is articulating the win-win narrative of sustainable development, 

which international development organizations came to accept as the consensus 

approach to combating climate change in the twenty-first century.8 

                                                        
 
8  While some people suggest this is up for debate now that Donald Trump was elected President of the 
United States, The World Bank recently reported it will no longer fund upstream oil and gas exploration 
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Figure 18. Calderón at wind farm inauguration (AP, 2010) 

 The win-win future Calderón envisions doesn't rely on creating a generation of 

ecological stewards, or spreading an ethics of environmentalism throughout Mexico and 

across the region. This is not a matter of changing how people, governments, and 

institutions think about extraction and consumption, or the value of nature for nature's 

sake. Rather, this win-win narrative of sustainable development allows Calderón, and 

the myriad institutions advocating this framework, to avoid rethinking how human 

beings have affected the natural world all together. This allows the debate over climate 

change to shift from ethics to economics. Investing in green energy is first and foremost 

an economic choice — its symbolic claims to "greenness," and the ethics of sustainability 

renewable energy is supposed to conjure, is mere icing on the cake. In this scenario, 

                                                        
 
starting in 2019, suggesting a shift away from fossil fuels and towards renewable energy 
(Democracynow.org 2017). 
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Calderón is articulating a new role for the Mexican state. In this scenario, the 

government is charged with creating the conditions within which "rational" economic 

decisions can be made.  

 The government's role is no longer the arbiter of the country's natural resources 

(the undergirding social contract rationalizing the PRI throughout much of the twentieth 

century), but to create policies that will make "green" choices profitable. All of this was 

incentivized by international organizations, like the United Nations. Calderón knew that 

by committing Mexico to cutting greenhouse gas emissions, the country would be first 

in line to "grab some of the $30 billion in "fast start" financing promised by Europe and 

the United States to help developing countries control emissions" (Booth 2010). This was 

ten times the amount previously available. This was international development in a 

somewhat altered and slightly greener form. The role of the state was shifting, and the 

social contract redefined. The role of the government was looking a lot more like it had 

during the Porfiriato discussed earlier in this chapter – it's role no longer to provide 

services to the public built on the back of the profits derived from the country's shared 

natural resources, but rather, to create the conditions of possibility in which the private 

sector could thrive.  

Boom Times Blow In 

Calderón saw the United Nations Climate Change meetings in 2010, held in 

sunny Cancún, Mexico, as the perfect opportunity to show that Mexico was "all-in" on 

the UN's sustainable development plans. It was there that he inaugurated the 1.5 MW 
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wind turbine manufactured by the Spanish company Acciona, marking his full-throated 

support not only for wind energy in particular, but also for the Spanish companies who 

have since come to dominate Mexico's market. This kind of public demonstration was 

crucial — infusing what may have been thought of as a risky investment with the kind 

of confidence that could lure financiers and convince banks to agree to a loan. 

Between 2006 and 2014, more than 1,500 wind turbines were installed on 

Mexico's Isthmus of Tehuantepec— transforming the region into one of the highest 

concentrations of wind turbines anywhere in the world. The Mexican government was 

very "ambitious about developing it," explained Professor Martin Pasquelleti, "they are 

trying to do in five years what California took 35 years to do" (Halwey and USA Today 

2009). Composed of many different wind farms, each with its own management, 

investors, and/or owners, the project is a "megaproject" with investment incentives for 

those willing to take the risk. "The Isthmus…is becoming the Saudi Arabia of alternative 

energy," wrote energy journalist Chris Halwey, with European companies staking a 

claim to "one of the world's windiest places." He described the feeling of life at the time, 

"Isthmus towns buzz with boomtown excitement. Engineers from Spain, Germany, 

France, and the United States fill the restaurants at lunchtime. The hotels in the town of 

Juchitán are packed…All day long, a seemingly endless procession of cement trucks 

winds through the fields toward the growing forests of steel…" (ibid). Other forces were 

colluding to support the rapid scale-up of wind energy on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec 

as well. This includes the diminishing price and increased efficiency of wind turbine 
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technology, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC)'s 

Clean Development Mechanism, which provided financial subsidies to investors — as 

well as the institutionalization of new legislation in Mexico.9 

As construction crews paved new roads, cutting across irrigation networks and 

dividing pasture lands, the physical, economic, and social landscape of the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec was being drastically altered at breakneck speed. Critics emerged, claiming 

the government and wind energy companies were using the discourse of environmental 

sustainability to cloud a different reality — these wind farms are dispossessing the 

region's indigenous farmers of their land, all while the electricity they were producing 

and the profits these companies were making were being sent elsewhere. The energy 

being generated by these wind turbines was not being used to offset the emissions of the 

average Mexico citizen. It was being sent to industrial off-takers, whose manufacturing 

facilities are located in distant cities, all while the profits flowed to investors and 

corporations headquartered in Madrid, Los Angeles, and Copenhagen.  

But what about the social contract, discussed earlier in this chapter, where the 

Mexican state was seen as the arbiter of natural resources, the profits from which should 

                                                        
 
9 The Clean Development Mechanism is one of the flexible Mechanisms which emerged from the Kyoto 
Protocol that provides for emissions reductions projects which generate Certified Emission Reduction units 
(CERs) which may be traded in emissions tradition schemes (IPCC 2007). Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM) is defined by the United Nations as follows: "The CDM allows emission-reduction projects in 
developing countries to earn certified emission reduction (CER) credits, each equivalent to one ton of CO2. 
These CERs can be traded and sold and used by industrialized countries to a meet a part of their emission 
reduction targets under the Kyoto Protocol." For more see: The United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change at www.unfcc.com. 
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be invested in the public good? Next, we turn to the legislative changes and policy 

framework that allowed the government to invite renewable energy developers into the 

energy mix. Minor changes in legal language decades earlier had huge consequences, 

allowing the government to claim to tell their constituents they were not privatizing 

energy, all while implementing policies inviting private investment — solely to the 

benefit of the industrial energy sector alone. 

The Self-Supply Model 

There came a critical point in the development of wind energy on the Isthmus 
when companies had to ask the question — 'But what are we going to do when 
there is no wind blowing?' 
 

 This was the question Victor and his colleagues asked themselves during one of 

their many planning sessions at the country's energy research center in Cuernavaca. 

Wind is intermittent, and there needs to be a backup plan for when there is no energy 

being produced. So, while companies wanted to invest, they needed the Mexican 

government to build both the material and political infrastructures to allow them to take 

that step. That is, there was a need for both regulations on the one hand, and to expand 

the energy grid — the physical infrastructure — on the other. Sitting in his air-

conditioned office on the third floor of one of Juchitán's larger buildings, Alvaro, now 

the regional director of one Spanish Wind Energy company, recalled the early years, 

before the wind boom. Alvaro worked for the Energy Secretariat in the State of Oaxaca's 

government. The government of the State of Oaxaca hosted a series of colloquiums, 

bringing together wind energy developers, policy makers, and potential off-takers at the 
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swanky Huatulco beach resort. There was consensus among the stakeholders that the 

Isthmus and its winds are a site of latent energetic potential, ready and waiting to be 

turned into profit. "The problem," Alvaro went on to explain, "was the lack of a 

legislative framework." So, while everyone saw the Isthmus's powerful winds as 

energetic potential, there was no way that potential could be transformed into profits, 

yet. As various industry insiders reminded me, it is one thing to be able to make 

electricity from the wind, but it is quite another to get that electricity from the site of 

energy production (on Oaxaca's Isthmus of Tehuantepec) to where that energy was 

needed (primarily in Northern Mexico where factories are located). The result was the 

Janus-faced system of Autobastamiento, or The Self-Supply Model. 

 The Self-Supply Model permits private power producers (wind energy 

developers) to partner with industrial energy users (like Coca-Cola or Walmart) or off-

takers to invest in the project from the beginning. This model has been mobilized by 

wind energy developers in what have been called Self-Supply Power Projects (SSPPs).10 

While industrial off-takers and wind energy developers form a partnership to generate 

the electricity, they both still need to work with the state. The Federal Electricity 

Commission (CFE) is the intermediary — they offer access to the energy grid, which 

                                                        
 
10 A self-supply power company (SSPC) is formed by a power developer to generate electricity, which is 
solely available to its partners and/or shareholders. Power and/or capacity delivery, conveyance, or transfer 
to third parties is not allowed. The developer (who formed the SSPC) promotes the power generation 
project to certain future off-takers (mainly industrial users, and in limited cases, municipalities). Off-takers 
will purchase a share or equity participation in the SSPC. The off-takers purpose isn't to participate in the 
equity of the company, but for legal and regulatory purposes, they must be shareholders or partners so that 
they are able to acquire power or capacity from the self-supply power company (Serra et al. 2017) 
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allows the wind energy companies transmission capacity to move the energy being 

produced onto the electricity grid. The CFE also provides reserve capacity for off-takers 

for the occasion when the wind is not blowing. Despite high upfront costs for 

developers, the Self-Supply Model has removed some of the financial risks associated 

with investing in the wind energy industry by allowing the long-term power purchase 

agreements. In addition, tax breaks, favorable interest rates on loans, and access to 

global climate change funds and carbon credits together made the wind energy industry 

on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec an appealing business venture.11  

 The Self-Supply Model addressed two of the political and material obstacles to 

wind energy development. First, developers needed legislation permitting them to 

connect their wind farms to the national electricity grid. The Self-Supply Model made 

private investment in energy generation possible, while giving the Mexican government 

some plausible deniability. They could claim, at least discursively, that the energy sector 

was, in fact, not being privatized (even though it was), because the Self-Supply Model 

established this kind of partnership between developers and industrial energy users, 

like Walmart, Coca-Cola, and CEMEX, not providing electricity to individual citizens. 

This caveat was crucial, because, as discussed earlier, the state relies on its discursive 

                                                        
 
11 The self-supply was described in The Financial Times by one reporter in the following terms: "For the past 
two decades, Mexico has given private companies the limited opportunity to generate power — allowing 
groups such as CEMEX, the cement producer, or Walmart, the Mexican arm of US supermarket group 
Walmart, to generate power, including wind or solar, for their own needs. Now, they will be allowed to sell 
that power to third parties, as will electricity companies that are already in, or about to enter, the newly 
liberalized market" (Webber 2014) 
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role as the arbiter of natural resources and electricity to legitimize its very existence. 

There was also the need for physical infrastructure — energy substations and 

transmission lines — which would allow them to move the wind, to transform it into 

electricity and then transmit its power to off-takers. This is expensive. The Self-Supply 

Model, required wind energy developers and off takers to put down cash up front, 

paying the costs of building energy transmission lines and electricity substations. 

Companies need to have large amounts of capital upfront, which privileged large 

transnational companies. As such, it was all but impossible for other ownership models 

to develop, like community-owned wind farms or small scale wind farms, as they were 

unable to compete in the bidding process for access to the electrical grid, due to the 

amount of capital required to even be considered (Cardona 2013).12 

 International institutions were also crucial. The Kyoto Protocol established the 

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), which provides economic incentives to 

encourage "developing" countries to make "green" choices when building new energy 

production facilities. The CDM gave wind energy the extra boost it needed to get off the 

ground in Mexico, as developers were able to sell the un-emitted CO2 — what was 

                                                        
 
12 As Mexico's wind energy industry grew, there was a push to build more transmission capacity to move 
the energy being generated on the Isthmus to places where it was needed. In order to do this, the Energy 
Regulatory Commission (CRE), began what they called temporadas abiertas (open seasons), in 2006. In these 
open seasons, companies submitted bids to secure space on the grid. Designed to modify and amplify the 
electrical grid and supporting infrastructure, 2,600 MW of space was reserved, with 2,000 MW being 
reserved for private off-takers. Only the 600 remaining MW of space would be used to distribute energy to 
residential consumers from the CFE's own wind farms. For more on this, see "Energías Renovables: Unidad 
de Inteligencia de Negocio" published by PROMéxico (Cardona 2013). 
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considered saved by the turbines they had installed — as carbon credits. This meant that 

it took developers a shorter time to pay back their bank loans, and therefore move 

quickly into the realm of profits. The CDM mechanism made the financial landscape so 

alluring as to offset many of the perceived financial risks associated with investing in the 

so-called "developing" world.13 

 As the final touches were being put in place for the Self-Supply Model, wind 

energy developers were arriving on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, signing lease 

agreements with land-owners. They would install anemometric towers and begin 

measuring the speed and force of the wind in the area they had leased. When the Self-

Supply Model finally did pass through congress, many of the developers had "already 

been measuring the wind speeds on the land they had signed reserve leases for at least 

two or three years…so companies felt they had plenty of data to go off of, and they 

began to start to develop their projects right away." A very small percentage of the 

energy being produced, however, would go to the residents that live here. It was being 

sent to industrial users who were getting a bargain on the cost of their electricity, all 

while the cost of energy for residential users on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec continued 

to rise. 

                                                        
 
13 On the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, the wind projects known as La Venta II, Eurus, Bii Nee Stipa (I & II), 
Parques Ecológicos de México, and Piedra Larga used the CDM mechanism. The wind farms at La Mata and 
La Ventosa received financial support from the Clean Technology Fund at the World Bank. The 
Acciona/CEMEX partnership at the Eurus wind farm was able to issue carbon credits through the CDM 
mechanism. This allowed projects to recuperate their debt more quickly (Sánchez 2009). 
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 The Self-Supply Model and the CDM made transforming the wind into energy 

not only possible, but profitable. These policies, however, along with the mounting cost 

of electricity for the average resident of the Isthmus, highlight the way in which wind 

energy was designed to benefit some by using the land of others. Both the energy and 

the profits derived from the wind were being sent elsewhere. In this movement — 

taking the wind transformed into electricity, and the value it generates, from its unruly 

natural state on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and sending it to other parts of Mexico (and 

the world) — conflicts began to emerge. 

On (Infra)Structures of Power 

 Wind turbines are creating new social relationships, translating mechanic 

operations into new ways of being in the world. Historical relationships are being 

reconfigured by technological change. Alongside the wind farms on the Isthmus, a new 

normal is emerging as resident's contest, maneuver, and negotiate their relationships 

with the state, foreign capital, and the natural world. 

 The anthropological study of infrastructure has long been situated at the edge 

between the visible and the invisible. Susan Lee Star, for example, argues that 

infrastructure makes up the invisible substrate of everyday life in contemporary society 

— only revealing itself upon breakdown. She writes, "People commonly envision 

infrastructure as a system of substrates — railroad lines, pipes and plumbing, electrical 

power plants, and wires" (Star 1999, 380). And yet, the word infrastructure often refers 

to things that are actually quite visible when you zoom out — from hydroelectric dams 
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to interstate highways. This image of the invisible infrastructure of everyday life, 

however, becomes more complicated when we look at "large scale technical systems in 

the making" as well as who is and is not being served by a particular infrastructural 

system (ibid).  

 Infrastructural systems, like energy, across the global South, and in Mexico in 

particular, never did fit into Star's definition. Rather, in many ways, it was the very 

visible quality of the energy infrastructure itself that was always of utmost import. The 

Mexican electricity grid was quite literally the physical manifestation of the power of the 

state. For many rural communities, this was their first, and perhaps most important 

encounter with the federal government. As Hetherington explains, infrastructure in 

places across Latin America was by no means invisible, rather, it was exceptionally 

visible — central to development projects that spread across the continent in the mid-

twentieth century. It was the visible presence of infrastructure, Hetherington goes on, 

which served as "spectacular proof of the presence of states, colonial powers, or 

multinational lenders" (Hetherington 2014, 191).. But a shift in this way of thinking 

began to occur in the 1990s. "Infrastructural investment," Hetherington writes, "would 

no longer be about marking the landscape with monuments to human intervention that 

might spur sluggish national economies; infrastructure instead would become a subtler 

affair, leading states to emphasize their role as scaffolders of human and natural 

capacities"(ibid).  



 

 
124 

 This shift is manifest on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, where international 

institutions (like The United Nations, The World Bank, and USAID) and the Mexican 

Government were not responsible for building wind farms. Rather, their job was less 

material — they needed to regulate and legislate. They created financial incentives to 

lure investment. They established the conditions of possibility for the Isthmus Wind 

Corridor Project to emerge.  

 Here we can begin to rework how many have come to define neoliberalism in 

Mexico. Neoliberal policies are not merely the opening up or giving away of public 

goods to private corporations, as it is often simplistically portrayed. Rather, as we see in 

the case of wind energy development on Mexico's Isthmus of Tehuantepec, the state and 

international institutions are taking on new roles. In fact, the state remains key.  

 And yet, the state's role has shifted. Its primary responsibility no longer hinges 

on the materiality of infrastructural investment. Rather, its work lies in creating policy 

and regulation, and the right financial incentives to entice investors to the region. But, as 

discussed earlier, in Mexico, the state's role in the energy sector has been central to the 

social contract established in the wake of the Revolution, which bound the diverse 

residents of this "nation" together. The legitimacy of the Mexican government has rested 

on the materialization of the state's presence in the physical world — notably, through 

electricity. And so, as the role of the state has changed, the expectations of citizens 

remains the same, as does the government's discourse which continues to rely on a 

narrative regarding State control over natural resources all while allowing private 
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companies to enter into the market with ever greater ease. As the relationship between 

citizens, corporations, and the state has change, and remains unaddressed, the stage has 

been set for social conflict – to which we turn next. 
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Chapter 3. Tensions in the Air 
While it might seem like we are fighting over the land, we are actually fighting 
over wind turbines. A wind turbine won't give you corn. It won't give you beans. 
What the wind turbine is giving you is energy, electricity, which translates into 
money. The issue is no longer for the campesinos to debate amongst themselves, 
but now everyone needs to be part of the debate. 
 

 Victor Tamayo, the community liaison for a French wind energy company and 

early renewable energy advocate, reflected on the early years of the industry. He 

recalled bringing some foreign developers to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. They got out 

of a car at La Ventosa, Victor explained. And when "they felt the wind blow against their 

skin," he went on, the investors were noticeably excited. At that very moment, one of the 

men, looking out at the expanse of land in front of him, asked Victor what he thought 

would be a straightforward question: "So how much would it cost us to buy up all this 

land?" Victor thought back on this moment in light of all that has transpired since. "I had 

to explain to them that, no, I am sorry, sir, but you are in Oaxaca, Mexico, and this land 

— it is not for sale."1 

 Victor's experience points to the essential paradox in large-scale renewable 

energy development in Mexico and beyond. While the wind itself is discussed as 

"renewable," and its energetic potential not only plentiful but seemingly limitless, wind 

turbines actually require vast tracts of land — by their very nature, they are limited and 

fixed in time and place. This chapter will explore the conflicts that emerged on the 

                                                        
 
1 Victor's work as a corporate social responsibility liaison demands scrutiny and contextualization which I 
intend to pursue in future writing. 
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Isthmus of Tehuantepec related to questions of land versus wind on the one hand, and 

technologies versus value on the other. When Victor's investors arrived on the Isthmus, 

their question about purchasing the land in front of them hinged on the myth of 

"immateriality" assigned to wind energy proffered in the win-win narrative of 

sustainable development — which depicts wind energy as not only inexhaustible, but in 

many ways, immaterial, while transforming what the investor saw as an unproductive 

landscape into a site of productive economic and energetic power (Rignall 2016, 542). 

The "fetishism" of wind energy's "inexhaustibility, cleanliness, and immateriality" — as 

espoused in the win-win discourse of green energy development — obscures the "social 

relations necessary for its production," which are deeply rooted in histories bound to the 

earth, not the air (ibid, 541).  

 The question of land — a historical flashpoint for conflict not only between 

residents of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and the Mexican state, but also between 

indigenous residents themselves — has emerged as a key point of tension in the conflicts 

over the future of wind energy development in the region today.2 While land tenure 

                                                        
 
2 The story of land ownership on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec is a complicated one and could be the subject 
of an entire dissertation in its own right. As I want to not linger on a subject explored in much more detail 
by others, I will offer some of the complexity through a translation of an article written by Sara Mendez for 
the Oaxaca based non-profit organization Codigo DH. Sara writes: "Regarding the Benito Juarez Dam and the 
19th Irrigation network benefitted Juchitán more than other cities in the area - exacerbating already existing 
friction between Juchitán and Tehuantepec. The irrigation network also brought with it the arrival of credit 
and commercial cultivation, but only for the ejidal land, on lands that now had secure access to water. This 
new situation resulted in stalling the legal fight campesinos in Juchitán had started in 1949 - they were 
trying to get their terrain to be recognized under the law as communal. However, because the primordial 
land titles had been lost in a fire in the xviii century, their claim was difficult to prove. However, on the 17th 
of June,1964, the land of Juchitán were in fact designated communal by Presidential decree. Then President 
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everywhere in Mexico is a complicated story, full of nostalgia for the promises made in 

the wake of the Mexican revolution, the inconsistencies and unresolved legal questions 

regarding the legal status of the lands outside the city of Juchitán de Zaragoza continue 

to spark furious debate, all of which emerges amid ongoing struggles over the rights of 

indigenous communities in Southern Mexico (Binford 1985; Campbell 1993; López 

Monjardin 1983; Rubin 1997). 

                                                        
 
Gustavo Diaz Ordaz's decree which gave the land, 68,112 hectares in Juchitán, legally part of the ejido 
regime. However, there was ambiguity within this same decree - making the land in fact an ejido regime 
with origins in the system of a bienes comunales (communal land ownership). This category was one off 
category invented for this situation in order to pacify the tensions but resulted in more confusion than 
clarification. A huge opposition from the campesinos in Juchitán emerged when their communal land now 
was recognized legally merely as ejidal land. It appears as though local business and political leaders (the 
monopolists, and land hoarders - those with large land holdings) reached an agreement with President Diaz 
Ordaz in 1966 that revoked part of the decree, in such a way that the Consulting Agriculture authority 
altered the presidential degree and creating something new, "Private land that originated from communal 
land". This formula was outside of the agrarian law and was created to allow the powerful local elite to 
maintain their hold over large swaths of terrain - giving them private property titles over the supposedly 
communal lands that were located in the newly established irrigation zones. On the 31 of May 1966, the 
Cuerpo Consultivo Agrario, the agricultural organization, handed over 2500 titles to property that reaffirmed 
the private ownership over approximately 25,000 HA of irrigated lands. In effect, this finished the process of 
making legal what had in fact been quite an illegal process in the local distribution and hoarding of land by 
powerful local elite. This ignited further conflicts between the agricultural groups under the control of the 
comisariado (the local agrarian authority). The rest of the land, 43,000 hectares stayed as ejidal terrain, in the 
same terms as defined by the 1964 contested presidential decree. The agreement negotiated was not 
published in the Diario Oficial, the official diary, as a decree by the president, officially violating the 
country's agricultural legislation. In the rush to acquire land titles, there was a wave of disorder and 
confusion as 170,000 of them were requested from the Registro Nacional de La Propiedad (National Property 
Register). The result is that many of the titles handed out do not correspond with the titles turned over to 
the agrarian authority, and between 10-15 percent of the titles were never legally ratified.  Local power 
brokers created new forms of hoarding which emerged as a result of the legal inconsistencies and regulatory 
gaps that began in the years of construction of the Benito Juarez Dam. New businesses popped up whose job 
it was to disassemble land in the irrigation zones, preparing it for new agricultural activity, resulting in new 
modes of hoarding now organized by employees of the state and federal agriculture authorities. Finally, the 
fight for land once again became the subject of dispute in 1975 when a student movement began organizing 
under the banner of the COCEI took over control of the comisariado in Juchitán. They sought to clarify the 
legal status of their lands which had become such a juridical mess in the previous years. These campesinos 
and students sought to fight the dispossession and hoarding of the communal lands that had occurred in the 
prior decades when some local elite argued their right to it as the land was not being used and was therefore 
considered idle and unproductive, and thus available for acquisition" (Mendez, n.d.). 
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Value in the Air  

 "The first contracts that wind energy developers signed were the easiest to get," 

explained the social coordinator for one Spanish wind energy company. When 

speculators first arrived in the late 1990s, farmers were in bad shape. The state was no 

longer subsidizing the sugar cane industry with fertilizer as they had throughout the 

late 1980s. The "Jose Lopez Portillo" sugar refinery closed when the PEMEX oil Refinery 

opened in nearby Salina Cruz.  

 As discussed in the previous chapter, the redistribution of land and resources in 

the wake of the Mexican Revolution was central to the political legitimacy of the federal 

government. However, in the wake of the market crash of 1982, foreign lenders 

demanded the implementation of structural adjustment policies and the logic of 

neoliberalism took root. On November 7, 1991, President Carlos Salinas de Gortari 

presented reforms to Article 27 of the constitution to the legislature. Article 27 had 

guaranteed land for landless rural communities and prohibited ownership of rural land 

by corporations. However, under this new proposal, ejidatarios (members of ejidos) were 

able to mortgage, rent, or sell their individual plots. "The re-privatization drive" served 

to reinforce the "official views of the economic superiority of private property and to 

decrease official support for alternative tenure arrangements" (Binford 1993, 96). The 

legislation was overwhelmingly approved that same year, effectively ending the 

redistribution of land to ejidos, paving the way for the transfer of rural lands to 

multinational corporations (Pérez 2003). 
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 The logic was that individual ownership was necessary to improve productivity 

and provide individual farmers access to credit and bank loans, allowing them to finally 

enter the "modern" system of debt and credit (Schmidt and Gruben 1992). International 

organizations, such as the IMF, applauded Mexico's "modernization" reforms. Like the 

regulatory changes to the country's energy law, which allowed private investment into 

the arena of industrial energy production discussed in Chapter 2, the reforms to Article 

27 of the Mexican Constitution set the stage for the speculators who would arrive to rent 

land on the Isthmus a decade later. Reyes & Kaufman argue that recent land reforms 

have had "devastating consequences for indigenous peoples," resulting in "a re-

spatialization of social control," turning land into "calculable space," which was seen as 

necessary for neoliberal governance (Reyes and Kaufman 2011, 518–19). The result is a 

region with varied and uncertain land tenures, with some Isthmus residents claiming 

wind developers are taking advantage.  

 The ambiguous legal status of land tenure in Juchitán — and the transformation 

of land into calculable space — serves the interests of those in power, facilitating the 

arrival of wind energy speculators while placing the region's most vulnerable residents 

at ever greater risk. 

Mareña Renovables: Failure and its Aftermath 

 When the first industrial-scale wind farm was installed on the Isthmus in 2004, it 

arrived to little fanfare. Few residents besides those renting their land paid much 

attention, let alone was there widespread resistance. However, as more and more 
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turbines were installed, local residents began to pay attention. Their landscape was 

changing, and so, too, was the feeling of everyday life. Between 2004 and 2012, the wind 

industry transformed the region's physical landscape. In addition to physical changes, 

the social and economic landscape shifted as well — income disparity between Istmeños 

increased, and well-paid wage labor became available in fits and starts. 

  The rapid speed at which the wind energy industry emerged on the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec left little time for residents to debate whether they wanted these wind 

farms, let alone articulate their concerns to their elected representatives. While some 

began to question the health impacts wind turbines were having, more people were 

concerned about the economic side of things. Let's not forget the win-win vision of green 

energy that Calderón articulated. But, ten years in, some began to wonder, is that 

sustainable future available to all? While some were (and remain) hopeful, as time 

passed, Calderón's vision of green economic growth seemed a distant reality, similar to 

failed development efforts of decades past.  

 Over time, wind energy became the subject of debate. However, it was the case 

of one particular wind farm where questions turned into outright conflict and violence 

— changing the terms of debate over the future of wind energy development in the 

region writ large. This project had various names and many more owners (and investors) 

before it became known as the Mareña Renovables wind farm. With funding from the 

Dutch pension fund PGM, as well as Mitsubishi and the Inter-American Development 

Bank, the project was designed for the narrow peninsula — the Barra Santa Theresa — 
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that stretches into the Gulf of Tehuantepec, flanked on one side by the Laguna Superior 

and on the other by the Pacific Ocean. 

 The project — set to be the largest wind farm in Latin America, promised huge 

returns, but brought with it similarly high levels of risk. While no one actually lives on 

the Barra, the site has long been a space of political and symbolic import, as well as a 

secure source of food (and livelihood) for residents. It has also been the source of bitter 

conflict between two neighboring communities. Existing tensions along with local 

political conflicts were exacerbated by decisions made by representatives of Mareña 

Renovables. This resulted in an explosive conflict — the effects of which are still being felt 

in the region today.  

 In their efforts to shut down the project, the fishermen and local activists 

mobilized a critique of structural inequality and the unfair distribution of resources. One 

of the most common complaints, however, concerned the cost of electricity. The cost of 

their home electricity bills, despite the fact that so much electricity was being produced 

right next door, was increasing. "At least we could get a discount" was a moderate quip, 

"free electricity" a more militant spin. This is how one friend explained it: "Look, this 

country — Mexico — is immensely rich, right? But managed poorly, politically 

speaking, by corrupt leaders who have sought to benefit solely for their own personal 

enrichment. We would have hoped they would develop policies that benefit its own 

people, but the opposite has occurred. Politicians join with the 'owners of the world,' 

with the financiers and their businessmen, to use the resources of this country to their 
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own benefit. For income, not for the development of the people. For example, the wind. 

How easy would it have been for them to say, 'We are going to take advantage of the air 

that covers the Isthmus in dust. We are going to install wind turbines. And part of the 

energy generated can be used to lower the cost of electricity for residents, so they don't 

have to pay so much for electricity — because electricity prices are so high.' What if they 

had said, 'We are going to install these turbines but some of it will be for the residents 

and the rest for sale to companies.' But, no. They just handed everything to the 

companies who are coming here only to make money. They aren't interested in anything 

besides profits. To capitalize on their investments, without considering their effects, 

without considering anything else. And for us, this — the wind — our culture has been 

molded by the wind." 

Fighting with the Law 

 Over time, however, the discourse of the lucha, the fight, shifted. They began to 

strategize with the law. With help from both Mexican and international civil society 

organizations, activists argued in court that the Mareña Renovables project should be 

canceled because the company violated their rights as indigenous peoples. They argued 

Mareña did not carry out a process of "Free, Prior, and Informed" consultation (FPIC). 

They took Mareña to court, using legal means to demand that their right to consultation 

be respected.  

 According to both the ILO Convention 169, as well as the UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, projects sited in indigenous communities must first 
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conduct a consultation with the population in order to acquire their "free, prior, and 

informed" consent. While Mexico signed ILO Convention 169 in 1990, the legal right to 

free, prior, and informed consultations had long remained an abstraction.3 Laws protecting 

indigenous peoples in Mexico have been incorporated into the Mexican Constitution 

since the San Andres Accords in the mid-1990s. In the wake of the Zapatista uprising, it 

was a 2011 amendment to the constitution that finally gave ILO Convention 169 the 

weight of national law. 

 

Figure 19. Attendees at consultation, February 2015 

 The opposition to the Mareña Renovables  project gained widespread attention 

from media and both national and international non-profit organizations. The ecological 

sensitivity of the barra, the claims (and eventual legal decision) that the rights of the 

region's indigenous population were violated, and the questionable tactics used by the 

                                                        
 
3 Indigenous and afro-descendent communities across the Americas, including Guatemala, Ecuador, Peru, 
Bolivia, Colombia, Argentina, Chile, and Canada, have increasingly mobilized international legal tools, such 
as ILO Convention 169, as well as the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples passed in 2007, to 
challenge large-scale development projects, especially mining or logging, as well as industrial agriculture. 
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company were just some of the reasons this project became a stand-in for many of the 

problems that had emerged alongside the rapid growth of wind energy in the region 

more general. This all made the court's 2013 decision even more dramatic. A judge ruled 

against Mareña, nullifying their contracts due to their failure to carry out FPIC. The 

project, having already made huge financial investments, was canceled. The cancelation 

of the Mareña project is seen as a turning point in wind energy development, throwing 

Calderón's and many others' vision for economic development powered by green 

energy into question. 

 A few months later, however, Mareña came back. This time, the project had a 

new location (outside the city of Juchitán) and a new name: Eólicos del Sur. However, 

when Eólicos del Sur went to the Mexican Secretary of Energy and the mayor to get the 

necessary permits, something had changed. SENER, along with the newly elected 

"leftist" mayor of Juchitán, hinged their permits on the law. The company would have to 

participate in what would be the first ever process of FPIC to be carried out in Mexico — 

a consulta indígena. Calls for respecting "rights" and the juridification of protest have 

become an ever-growing means of enacting indigenous activism, and it seemed as 

though it was taking hold.  

 The Secretary of Energy, along with the municipal and state governments, would 

organize a process of consultation following the principles of "free, prior, and informed" 

consultation of indigenous peoples outlined by the International Labor Organization 

(ILO). The consulta would ask this "indigenous community," "Under what conditions do 
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you agree to the construction of a 132 MW wind farm owned by the developer Eólicos del 

Sur?" The process, the government claimed, would bring transparency to wind energy 

development, while also giving them a narrative to push back against critiques coming 

from civil society activists and international institutions. 

The Politics of Consultation 

 Eólicos del Sur, the developers of the wind farm, had to work alongside all three 

levels of Mexico's government — municipal, state, and federal — as they moved through 

the various stages of developing their project. While conflicts could emerge at each stage 

and scale of governance, it is to the way in which developers have engaged at the 

municipal level to which I turn next. 

 The "win-win" narrative told regarding the Isthmus Wind Corridor Project 

(IWCP) was that wind energy would bring much-needed economic development to the 

region. And while there have been some benefits (e.g., a rental payment to those lucky 

enough to have a wind turbine sited on their land; a good, steady job, something in short 

supply for the region's many college graduates who want to continue to live near their 

families on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec), these benefits have not been distributed 

evenly. Benefits have mapped onto existing hierarchies of power, exacerbating 

inequalities between the region's rich and poor, bringing social tensions to the fore, 

many of which have been brewing for years (if not decades). The question at the consulta 

shifted to these so-called "benefits." What would these "benefits" look like? And who 

would be responsible for providing them — the company or the state?  
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 Wind energy supporter and local landowner Roberto stood to make a lot of 

money if and when the proposed Eólicos del Sur wind farm was finally built. After all, he 

had signed the reserve lease agreement with surveyors nearly a decade prior. Now he 

was waiting for the turbines to be installed so he could start receiving the higher 

monthly payments. It was in this context that Roberto stood up in front of hundreds of 

other Juchitecos gathered at the Casa de Cultura on a blustery March evening in 2015. The 

meeting was one of the more than thirty events just like it that made up the first-ever 

process of FPIC. 

 "Ten years ago, the wind bothered us," Roberto explained, "The air was so 

powerful it made us close our mouths so they wouldn't fill up with dust. But not 

tonight. Tonight, I open my mouth wide in order to say – thank you! Thank you, god, 

for placing us here on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Now is our chance to actually benefit 

from the powerful wind which have bothered us for so long…" In the four months since 

the consulta began, Roberto and the landowners he represented had grown increasingly 

impatient. As they saw it, this was their land, and they had the right to rent it to 

whomever they chose, and they chose to rent it to Eólicos del Sur, end of story. Despite 

much of the land on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec being owned collectively, the land 

under discussion was leased as though it was private property, even as that 

categorization was contested. 

 In order to move the consulta forward, the landowners that Robledo represented 

allied with a local labor union. Together, they were a potent mass, whose sheer numbers 
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had a visceral effect on the space of the consulta. When someone stepped on stage with 

whom they disagreed, they would hoot and holler, seeking to force the speaker to lose 

track of their words. This alliance pressured Eólicos del Sur to agree to hire only union 

employees for the construction of the wind farm. So when José, the charismatic 

representative of a construction union, stepped up after Robledo, he expressed a 

frustration shared by much of the public. We have "had enough," José explained, turning 

his back to the audience in order to look at the table behind him. Then he said to the 

government authorities, "We've had enough with these so-called 'leaders,' who claim to 

represent us. They manipulate us and take all the money for themselves…We welcome 

all investment here, whether from wind energy or any other industry, but we demand to 

be informed if any money is given to these so-called political leaders. They do not 

represent us." José's frustration was not with the company, but with the state – the whole 

lot of em. 

  Then came Gubidxa, who echoed José's point while addressing representatives 

from the federal government in Juchitán for the meeting that night: "These political 

leaders have hoarded millions of pesos from the wind companies…these are the very 

same politicians from the municipio (municipality) that are sitting alongside you 

tonight." He went on, "While they may look and sound like us, because they, too, speak 

Zapotec," I assure you, he concludes, "they do not represent us." Gubidxa's comment 
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highlights the reality of indigeneity on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and a central conflict 

at the heart of the consulta process.  

 Mistrust and anger was aimed with particularly intensity at the city's mayor, 

Saúl Vicente Vasquez, and the COCEI political party he was elected to represent. Wind 

energy developers were required to pay the municipal government for a permit re-

categorizing the land from agricultural land to its new status for industrial use. These 

permits, known as the "Cambio de Uso de Suelo" or "Change of Land Use" permits and are 

a windfall for the municipal government. But it is in this exchange of cash where 

suspicions emerge — what is actually being done with this money? Why was there so 

little in the way of benefits for the region writ large, while Saúl Vicente just put a new 

addition on his house? There was continuous speculation that the "real" negotiations 

were happening elsewhere — in some back room, accompanied by expensive whiskey 

paid for by the tax payers, or one of the wealthy investors. As one Juchiteca reporter 

explained to me over coffee, "If you look at the website for Eólicos del Sur, it says that it is 

a 100% Mexican company. So here is what I think. There must be people from the state 

and federal government who bought into the project when the Mareña project was 

canceled. I mean, for god's sake, they already have all of the 132 Danish wind turbines 

sitting in a storage locker in Salina Cruz. This project is happening! There has to be 

someone powerful in the government who will make a lot of money from this project. 

Otherwise, why would they be putting on this whole show?" This highlights a central 

question: who constitutes the "indigenous community" in a place like Juchitán, where 
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more than 80% of the city's residents identify as indigenous Zapotec or Binni záa? Who 

can legitimately represent the interests of all? If Juchitecos elected the mayor to 

represent them, then why did the Federal government and the company not negotiate 

with him directly? Why invest all this time and energy into the consulta process? Who or 

what interests does this process serve?  

How to Play your Role? 

 José and Roberto, much like mayor Saúl Vicente, are power brokers, seeking to 

tilt these windmills in their favor, binding the production and flow of supposedly 

"green" energy and its profits to political corruption (and even criminality, to be 

discussed later). In this context, Hector Sánchez — the mayor's most important political 

ally — took on a particularly important, albeit controversial, role in the process of FPIC. 

Sánchez and the COCEI party, that is, which has been in charge of Juchitán's municipal 

government ever since they wrestled power in the name of the city's indigenous identity 

in the 1980s. Over time, however, their governance style came to mirror the patron–

client relationships of the PRI political party that preceded it, not the Marxist discourse 

of its founders. And so, while Hector Sánchez and Saúl Vicente — and the COCEI 

movement more broadly — mobilize a discourse based on claims to indigeneity, 

Sánchez is not actually talking about a shared sense of culture but is actually wielding 

his power as he maintains power over a large swatch of the community: the invisible 
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clientelist and corporate relationships that still undergird city life and the distribution of 

resources. 4    

 

Figure 20. Héctor Sánchez at Consulta 

 Sánchez's interests at the consulta were constantly being questioned. While he 

would publicly criticize the federal and state governments' management of wind energy, 

many assumed he was making deals behind the scenes. When Sánchez approached the 

microphone, mobilizing what at first sounded like a convincing argument against 

structural inequality, transnational capitalism, and the unfair treatment of indigenous 

communities, few of those indigenous people he was making claims about took him 

seriously. In his nicely pressed collared polo shirts and tan driving loafers, he dressed in 

                                                        
 
4 Clientelism is defined in Mexico, which has long kept the PRI in power, is where goods and services are 
exchanged for political support. It is a Patron – Client relationship. Here, political leaders operate as patrons 
while the people or electorates are clients. In this system, the politicians (patrons) allocate benefits in 
exchange for support (Fox 1994). 
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a way that seemed to be highlighting, not hiding, his corruption. While he was an ardent 

believer in himself, to others, he epitomized the failed promises of the COCEI's claim to 

"radical" or leftist politics of struggle for indigenous autonomy in the early 1980s, and 

Sánchez was the most emblematic figure from that time. They felt he epitomized 

"engaño" –– deception. While the quality of life for many Juchitecos has diminished 

under the COCEI, Hector Sánchez's riches have greatly increased.  

 Sánchez's comments were about power. He was showing everyone the power he 

wielded not only over Saúl Vicente, the mayor, but also large swaths of the city's 

population. Not only that, he was willing to use that power if the company and the 

government did not concede to his demands. Still, the public openly mocked Sánchez. 

"You say you got a degree in law, Hector. I think you should have gotten a Ph.D. in 

rateologia," the science of being a rat, roared one aggrieved citizen. 

 

Figure 21. Mariano López speaking at Consulta 
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 Some unlikely alliances emerged. For example, the local asambleas — the 

indigenous rights activists who had opposed the Mareña project discussed earlier — 

often found themselves in line with the discourse of structural inequality that Sánchez 

mobilized. Remember, these civil society organizations were actually responsible for 

taking Mareña Renovables to court in the first place. They got the first project canceled by 

demanding their right to FPIC be respected. They brought this consulta into being.  

 When representatives from the asambleas stepped onstage, their comments were a 

takedown of the power structures — i.e., transnational capitalism and the Mexican state, 

as well as the municipal government of the COCEI, Hector and Saúl Vicente — and the 

negative impacts these allied forces have had on the indigenous people's ways of life. 

Mariano approached the microphone and pointed to Eduardo, the representative from 

Eólicos del Sur: "He talks about all the benefits this project will bring, but what has 

happened since this wind farms arrived in the neighboring communities? Where is all 

the supposed prosperity and economic growth he promises? I haven't [seen it]! We are 

not against development, but we want a kind of development in which we can all 

participate." Mariano references the failure of development projects past — from the 

Pan-American highway to the PEMEX oil refinery — both of which have brought huge 

changes to Isthmus Zapotec life, as well as the wind farms already operating in nearby 

communities. According to Mariano and his ideological allies, wind energy was not the 

"win-win" solution to climate change and poverty Calderón imagined, especially on the 

Isthmus, where politicians like Hector Sanchez seemed to be negotiating on their own 



 

 
144 

personal behalf. Wind energy is just the newest form of an age-old economy of 

extraction, built on the backs of the country's indigenous peoples. This was merely 

another attack by an economic system, in which the deck was clearly stacked against the 

poorest indigenous people — the rightful beneficiaries and arbiters of the wind. 

Win-Win for Whom? 

 When Alfredo Saynes stood in front of his fellow Istmeños during one session of 

the consulta, the crowd came to a hush. He is an ethno-botanist and quite well-respect by 

his fellow Juchitecos. "Let's take a look at this poster," Saynes begins. It was a flyer 

announcing the 10th Anniversary Celebrations for the city's Foro Ecologico, a community 

center focused on environmental conservation. Saynes went on: "Personally, I have 

nothing against the Foro, but look at this image. What do you see? Wind turbines!" The 

crowd was perplexed. "There are pictures of turbines in the flyers announcing our 

annual fiestas — they are cut and paste behind the musicians who will be performing at 

the event."  

 

Figure 22. Flyer advertising event featuring turbines. 
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 While his voice suggested he was making a statement of profound importance, to 

many in the crowd his comments seemed mere observation — so obvious that they need 

not be discussed. Saynes steps back, recognizing he needs to be a bit more explicit. Wind 

farms, he explains, are merely the most recent iteration of a longer and bigger social, 

economic, and political project — the privatization of communal resources belonging to 

indigenous people. "This has been happening ever since the arrival of the train. Then 

came the Benito Juarez Dam, and then you tried various agricultural development 

projects. First you wanted us to grow rice, then sugar cane, and then came sorghum," 

pointing to the officials seated at the table behind him. 

 

Figure 23. Alfredo Saynes at Consulta 

 Little by little, however, "wind turbines are becoming part of our culture." And 

it's true, images of the wind turbine appear everywhere — from the side door of the 

taxis cab to the canvas' of the region's most successful visual artists. You even see the 

image of a wind turbine used by activists in their opposition to wind energy. The icon is 
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that alluring. Turbines not only cover the physical landscape, but they also mark the 

virtual one –– with residents posting snapshots of traffic jams and weather reports 

— turbines also make an appearance.  

 "I know someone here is going to say, you are anti-eólico (anti-wind energy)," 

Saynes went on. "But I am not. I know that wind energy is probably one of the cleanest 

forms of energy that exists in the world today. But we need to ask ourselves, is this kind 

of development in accordance with our culture? It wasn't that long ago that the tree that 

sits at the edge of my land was a mark defining the boundary between my plot of land 

and yours. These days, however, that tree has a new price — everything seems to have a 

price — because that boundary line matters when the developers arrive with their 

turbines. Wind farms, Saynes concludes, are looking a lot like the development projects 

before them, which always benefitted those in power at our expense, "bringing with 

them a way of life (modo de vida) that isn't Zapoteco."  

 Turbines have come to dominate far more than the realm of the regional 

economy. They have become part of the array of symbols that comprise Isthmus Zapotec 

life. Turbines are simultaneously invisible, as Saynes' comments display, as well as hyper-

visible, becoming synonymous, in many ways, with the place itself. The wind turbine is 

more than a technology, more than a means of creating energy. They are icons. And the 

image itself articulates what some hoped could be a kind of détente — between nature on 

the one hand and capital on the other. That is what the "win-win" scenario of sustainable 

development promised after all, isn't it?  
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 Saynes' comments highlight my central argument. First, the future of wind 

energy on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec — and the consulta process itself — were never 

debates about wind energy alone. Nor, for that matter, is wind energy really only about 

making electricity from a resource that isn't a fossil fuel. The struggle over wind farms, 

and the debates which transpired, concern the limits of nature in the age of climate 

change and whose responsibility, or whose land will be used to fix it? This brings to 

light the larger sociopolitical struggle about claims to nature for the global good on one 

hand, and the specific claims to place and respecting the rights of indigenous people 

which has also become a powerful discourse in the world today 

 On the one hand, it's about the symbolic power of wind turbines in the 

international debate over climate change. On the other — in a global "economy of 

repair," it is about who is going to pay the price. 5 Can "green" investments in one place 

really rectify the environmental destruction that took/takes place elsewhere? And is that 

                                                        
 
5 The global economy of repair, in which people and nature in some places is subordinated to nature in 
other ways. Fairhead et.al. write of the ways that ''unsustainable use 'here'" is seen as something which "can 
be repaired by sustainable practices 'there', with one nature [and one population] subordinated to the other" 
continuing: "In the twentieth century, environment and nature were valued for what they offered: either for 
resources or for the 'conservation' and 'sustainable use' of resources. The twentieth century lexicon was of 
conservation and sustainability. Now, crucially, green grabs reflect the value of what we might call 'the 
economy of repair' as well (see also Leach et al. 2012). It is the repair of a damaged nature, and efforts to 
price the downside of growth, that have brought into being and enhanced the value of commodities such as 
carbon, biofuels and offsets of all kinds (whether biodiversity, species or climate). The economy of repair has 
been smuggled in within the rubric of 'sustainability', but its logic is clear: that unsustainable use 'here' can 
be repaired by sustainable practices 'there', with one nature subordinated to the other. Once this logic of 
repair is grasped, so a new interplay can be discerned which is doubly valuing nature: for its use and for its 
repair. The damage inflicted by economic growth generating unsustainable resource thus creates the basis 
for the new growth economy of repair. Nature serves both – and thus acquires value; some would say its 
'true', full value"(Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones 2012, 242). 
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right? This also comes in conflict with the rights-based discourse that has heralded "Free, 

Prior, and Informed Consent" is the ideal solution to challenging extractivism. The 

debate at the consulta was a struggle to confront whose claims to indigeneity and the 

wind matter most? Can companies and the state compensate the entire indigenous 

community for the changes private capital is bringing to everyday life?  

 Many of those who spoke at the consulta favored the wind project to varied 

personal or political ends. They focused on the need for jobs, education, and health 

infrastructure, and demanded so-called "progress" more generally, making their position 

hard to criticize, since the failure of the promise of progress only reveals itself in the 

future tense. For many, it seemed much easier to imagine yet another wind farm than to 

truly challenge the current model of economic development based on large-scale 

infrastructure and transnational capital. The question was not "if" this is the 

development model "we" want, but rather the "how" or "in exchange for what" the 

company would be permitted to build — the so-called "benefits." Many residents had 

accepted they were going to pay the price for the environmental degradation of others. 

They just wanted to negotiate the price.  

 The case described here, however, is about something renewable: the wind. 

Saynes' even points this out: "I know that wind energy is probably one of the cleanest 

forms of energy that exists in the world today." Does the debate over energy 

infrastructure, the state, transnational capital, and indigenous communities change in 

the context of renewable energy? The symbolic power of the wind turbines and the "win-
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win" discourse of sustainable development within which their image has garnered 

meaning, is imagined as an alternative to, not a continuation of, the kind of extractive 

economies that led to global climate change in the first place (and demands for FPIC for 

that matter). And yet, all this hinges on the land and the culture not of those responsible 

for climate change, but of those people and places least responsible, and who have 

benefited the least from fossil fuels and its climatic effects — the indigenous Binni záa of 

the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. 

Discussion 

 Ethnographic studies from Andean nations, including Tom Perrault's work in 

Bolivia (2015) and Cesar Rodriguez Garavito's in Colombia (2011), demonstrate that 

processes of FPIC tend toward legitimizing the power of both the state and transnational 

capital (Perreault 2015; Rodriguez-Garavito 2011). Environmental Law Professor 

Shalanda Baker (2012) claims there is always an "elephant in the room" when it comes to 

FPIC, as "development" itself is pre-determined in most cases (Baker 2012). Often, these 

legal endeavors effectively integrate activists opposed to development projects into the 

logic of neoliberal governance. The process of FPIC, they argued, had the effect of 

depoliticizing extractive economies while continuing business as usual. What is unique 

on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec is the kind of project under consideration — wind energy 

— and all the "win-win" promises of sustainable development green energy claims to 

guarantee. We need to linger with this. That is, the claims to sustainability and the 

claims to indigeneity undergirding the entire process of FPIC hinge on assumptions about 



 

 
150 

wind energy on the one hand, and indigeneity on the other. The scaffolding of the "win-

win" scenario of renewable energy requires on claims to ecological stewardship, and 

helping to lift indigenous and/or economically marginalized communities out of 

poverty. But, what happens when the very people who are claiming rights as indigenous 

people do not fit the expectations of those whose job it is to define their existence. Starn 

and de la Cadena point out that there is no single way of being indigenous in the world 

today –– indigenous people are part of and perhaps central to the "dense dialogical 

formation(s) of encounter and exchange, and state-corporate alliances" that comprise our 

worlds today (Cadena and Starn 2007, 7). 

 Linked closely to questions of indigenous cultural rights that came to gather 

steam throughout the 1990s, Charles Hale explores a "remarkable simultaneity" that 

occurred in 1990s Mexico. It is the same constitutional reforms passed by the Mexican 

state in 1994, legislation recognizing "the pluri-cultural character" of society, that also 

eliminated the "cornerstone of the revolution's historic agrarian reform" — and the 

agreement that profits derived from natural resources should be distributed to all ––

which provided indigenous peoples with access to and legal power over their land, 

while also helping many indigenous peoples to enter the middle class. Hale asks, "Do 

both initiatives form part of a single, coherent package of policies?"(Hale 2005; Povinelli 

2002). This points to the menacing quality of multiculturalism and mestizaje discourses, 

where claims to recognition like the process of FPIC can be understood within this 

longer history of neoliberal cultural projects by, a process Alonso (2004) describes as 
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"conforming disconformity," allowing people to articulate certain forms of dissent, those 

that are manageable, while sidelining the potential for radical activism (Alonso 2004). 

 Like other technologies, wind turbines possess more than their utilitarian value 

of transforming wind into electricity. Turbines also possess symbolic value — derived, 

in part, from the ethical claims they have been made to articulate. Wind energy 

advocates successfully transformed turbines themselves into an argument –– the 

turbines alone are sustainability –– the win-win" narrative of renewable energy and 

economic growth was built into the technology itself. No need to challenge the 

structures of social, economic, and political power that necessitated their existence in the 

first place.  The "fetishism" of renewable energy — "especially its inexhaustibility, 

cleanliness, and immateriality — obscures the social relations necessary for its 

production"(Rignall 2016, 541). Faith in technical fixes to social and economic problems 

underscores the win-win discourse of sustainable development (Huesemann and 

Huesemann 2011, 170). 

 What is happening on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec fits within broader debates 

regarding strategies of environmental governance in the age of the Anthropocene, as well 

as claims to indigeneity on the other. The benefits and risks of large-scale wind energy 

development are not being distributed evenly. Rather, these projects have come to 

benefit some sets of actors largely at the expense of others. But, the government knew 

this when they wrote the legislation setting up the self-supply model –– the regulatory 

deck was always already prefigured — stacked in favor of international investors who 
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had the capital upfront to invest. Advocates argue that advances in wind turbine 

technology on the one hand, and the mounting threats posed by global climate change 

on the other, make the Isthmus Wind Corridor Project inevitable. Others, questioned 

these claims, pointing out that their winds were being transformed into huge financial 

gains for investors, all at the expense of their autonomy and way of life. Similar to 

Rignal's (2016) study of solar energy in Morocco, residents on the Isthmus are aware of 

"their subordinate position in a national and global 'economy of repair'" which, as 

Fairhead et.al. explain "commodifies nature in novel ways on the presumption that 

''unsustainable use 'here' can be repaired by sustainable practices 'there,' with one nature 

[and one population] subordinated to the other"(Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones 2012) 

 The image of a wind turbine — bright, white, and shiny — is often presented on 

a clean, unpeopled landscape. However, a violent specter haunts the promises of a green 

energy future for Juchitán, and for citizens across the globe. Is it a coincidence that 2006 

marked the beginning of the "wind rush" on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, as well as 

Mexico's violent "War on Drugs"? Just as cartels have splintered to form smaller 

networks of criminality, so too have Mexico's traditional political parties, blurring the 

boundaries between criminal and governmental power. The convergence of the "War on 

Drugs" and the privatization of Mexico's natural resources has led to the fracturing of 

political power. Aranda (2014) argue that Mexico is not "experiencing a deficit of the 

state," but rather, it is the "excess of statehood practices" that is causing such 
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tension. There are "too many players" competing to "perform as small states"(Aranda, 

Menjívar, and Donato 2014, 154).  

 The role of the State has and continues to shift in the era of climate change. 

Rather than a classic neoliberal multiculturalism that critics may have anticipated, my 

ethnographic data reveals that the State is not just ceding power to the market.6 Rather, 

the state — with the support of international institutions like the World Bank, IMF, 

USAID — takes a powerful, though at times, less visual role that it had in the past when 

it comes to energy infrastructure and the management of natural resources. The state is 

tasked with creating and sustaining the conditions of possibility for so-called "green" or 

"sustainable" investments — made primarily with foreign capital —often at the expense 

of the legal rights its indigenous citizens have fought hard to acquire. In this context, 

governance takes different forms. That is, it is the state's job to create invisible 

infrastructures, like regulations, political process (like the consultation), and financial 

incentives — all designed to marshal the productive forces of nature and lure green 

investment, while also pacifying (violently if need be) any social resistance so that 

investment can proceed apace.  

 Green energy development hinges on this alliance between private companies, 

the state electricity monopoly, and political power-brokers (who are often themselves 

                                                        
 
6 Molly Doane (2012) writes of these circumstances in the following terms: "Neoliberalism has shifted the 
burden of responsibility from the state to the private realm to provide formerly public services.  This 
interaction gives power to the market, whereby markets take on political and social power in places they 
formerly did not" (Doane 2012). 
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indigenous) — devaluing land, making farming and fishing increasingly difficult, and 

limiting alternative economic possibilities. Advocates of the Isthmus Wind Corridor 

Project claim that this kind of large-scale and centralized model of green energy 

development is the most efficient way to extract power from the wind. And yet, if we 

consider some of the qualities of the wind itself — it's availability, accessibility, and 

renewability — it becomes clear that it is not the nature of the wind that demands this 

consolidated capital intensive infrastructural system. In fact, in the utopian visions of 

early green energy advocates, wind energy was a dispersed and decentralized form of 

energy production mirroring the very qualities of the wind itself. They saw this as a tool 

for facilitating the very kinds of local autonomy that indigenous rights activists in 

Mexico have long fought to establish.  

 The prospect of a truly "win-win" scenario resulting from green energy 

development was so alluring, it created what Swyngedouw calls the "techno-managerial 

eco-consensus" – an alliance between private capital, government and international 

institutions, experts, as well as the wind itself (Swyngedouw 2013). But this agreement is 

tenuous at best, as there was a failure to consider the long-standing material and 

symbolic role of both electricity, and the wind in the Isthmus' modo de vida, their way of 

life (Hetherington 2014, 193). 

 In the next chapter, I ask, how is the wind known? And how did its force become 

"thinkable"? What work was done to transform it from its unruly natural state into a 

valid source of electricity — a natural resource? As I will show, many actors and 
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interests worked to marshal the "productive forces" of nature (ibid).  Claims to know the 

wind, and to be able to quantify its potential to produce electricity, highlight a struggle 

over what kinds of data count will count as evidence, what models of expertise will be 

used in environmental governance, and whose knowledge of nature comes to matter in 

the era of climate change, not only in Mexico, but across the global South (Campbell 

2014, 240)?
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Chapter 4. Atmospheric Potential 
 "Once upon a time," wrote journalist Herbert Corey (1872–1954) in his May 1924 

cover story for National Geographic, "the Isthmus of Tehuantepec was — potentially, at 

least — a most important neck of land" (Corey 1924). The most enduring aspect of 

Corey's travel narrative lies in-between those two dashes. In this chapter, I explore the 

ways 19th-century visions of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec inform contemporary wind 

experts today. In both instances, profits have been derived not merely from actual 

material changes, but also — and, perhaps, more importantly — from the promise of 

things to come. That is, potential. What work was done to render the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec as a site of economic potential, and to what effect? Experts, primarily from 

elsewhere, have translated inherent qualities of place, what we might call nature,1 into a 

narrative that promises profit will be made in the future. This promissory value hinges 

on the work done to translate inherent qualities of place (e.g., its narrowness and/or its 

windiness) by both technologies and expertise.2  

                                                        
 
1 Raymond Williams writes that Nature is perhaps the most complicated word in the English language. In 
his essay, "The Idea of Nature" (1980) he argues that the term has a storied history. He sees understandings 
of nature as akin to a "constitutional lawyer" during the enlightenment. This changed with the theories of 
evolution, with nature emerging as a "selective breeder." The shift is essential because nature is then 
understood to have a level of intentionality, it can "do something" like "select" – which makes nature not just 
one historical force, but perhaps, the historical force (Williams 1980, 73). 
2 John Law (1987), in his discussion of Portuguese maritime navigation, writes that while the ocean and stars 
were "always there," maritime expansion did not hinge on the availability of technologies alone. Rather, it 
was the transformation of "stars" into latitudes –– the "practices of men" –– which were prone to distortion, 
that astronomical navigators came into being (Law 1987, 244). 
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 This chapter begins with value in the making, when Hernan Cortés, the 

conquistador (conqueror) of Mexico, wrote about his desire to connect the Atlantic and 

Pacific oceans via the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. I then turn to the effects of this letter on 

Alexander von Humboldt, whose writings sparked renewed interest in the Isthmus as a 

site of interoceanic transit centuries later (Sluyter 2006). The surveyors who followed in 

Humboldt's wake faced many obstacles in their efforts to build a route across the 

Isthmus, foreshadowing some of the challenges wind energy developers would face 

more than 100 years later. I then return to the present to look at the life of one particular 

document, "The Wind Energy Resource Atlas of Oaxaca," to demonstrate the 

complicated work done to translate the wind into potential profit.  

 Scholars have focused on the commodification of nature and how the revaluation 

of land over time can lead to accumulation by dispossession. Donna Haraway writes 

that work on the social production of nature should not be reduced to studies focused 

on only "capitalization or commodification," but on the multiple processes joined and 

separated in what she calls "reaction sites" (Haraway 1997). In this chapter, I historicize 

the practices that have opened new realms of the natural world to investment, and then I 

take it one step further. That is, value is produced not merely in translating nature into 

potential one time, but also requires constant upkeep. Value is iterative, made in 

relationship to the constant accumulation of data produced over time.  

 This chapter builds on a growing body of scholarship in the fields of economic 

anthropology, political ecology, and science and technology studies concerned with the 
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relationship between expertise, technologies, and finance. Taking anthropological 

research regarding the ways in which nature is made legible to the state, I explore what 

happens next (Mathews 2011; Agrawal 2005; Scott 2008).  

 What happens when the state deploys its vision of nature to attract foreign 

investors and global finance capital? Turning nature into a site of financial speculation 

has consequences; acts of inscription and translation do more than merely sideline other 

qualities and ways of valuing nature and place (Akrich and Latour 1997; Latour 1983; 

Callon 1984, 1990). Wind energy's claims to sustainability, low labor requirements, and 

dependence on specialized knowledge, creates the impression that "riches reside directly 

in nature," its materiality translated into speculative gain (Coronil 1997, 389; Weszkalnys 

2015; Appel 2012). But the wind had to be made into a resource — helped by turbines 

and the engineers who know how to harness its force. 

Alexander von Humboldt and Hernan Cortés: A Love Story 

 On the far northern edge of the 125 miles separating the Atlantic from the Pacific 

Ocean, Hernan Cortés disembarked April 22, 1519. Soon after his arrival, Cortés sent a 

letter to the Spanish king: "In the opinion of many navigators...there exists a strait 

leading from the bay into the opposite sea, which is the thing above all others in this 

world I am desirous of meeting with, on account of the immense utility which I am 

convinced would result from it to the advantage of your imperial Majesty" (Barnard et 

al. 1872, 16). In this moment of "discovery," historian Janet Zeitlin writes that "Cortés 

seized hold" of the Isthmus' "potential early and decisively," transforming it into his 
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"quasi-feudal domain" — The Marquesado del Valle (Zeitlin 1989, 25). Although the 

region's vast salt reserves could be extracted, for Cortés, the Isthmus' value lie in its 

narrowness –– a route across this strip of land could shorten the trip between Europe 

and Asia. That said, narrowness only has value in relationship to elsewhere.  

 This drew famed Prussian naturalist Alexander Von Humboldt, who spends 

seventy pages dedicated to the subject of building a canal to shorten the distance from 

Europe to Asia. Humboldt proposes a number of possible sites — Nicaragua, Panama, 

Honduras, and Tehuantepec –– along with drawings and calculations. In the case of 

Tehuantepec, Humboldt relies on measurements taken by two Mexican engineers: de 

Cevallos and Herrara, who, he assures his readers, used "superb English instruments to 

take the measurements," thereby underscoring the validity of his work (Garay and Moro 

1848).  

 Alexander Von Humboldt arrives in Mexico in the early 19th century. 

Independence Revolutions were coming to a close in Latin America, and the Spanish 

crown was in retreat. It was not the church nor another monarchy that stepped in to fill 

the space colonialism left behind. Rather, European capital and enlightenment science 

came to fill the void (Wolf 2010). Stemming from Europe, an ever-expanding desire 

searched across the globe for knowledge, resources, and markets. In this context, 

Humboldt, much like Cortés before him, was interested in the Isthmus' capacity to 

connect networks of global trade. There was money to be made from moving raw 

materials, goods, and people at ever greater speeds. 



 

 
160 

 Humboldt's decision to reference Cortés' is interesting not merely for performing 

the "god trick" of enlightenment science.3 He uses history. Rather than reference the 

work of those two Mexican engineers (whose calculations he used to make his maps), he 

instead bases his argument on the letter that Cortés writes to the king.  

 

Figure 24. Potential routes between the two oceans (Humboldt 1812) 

Rather than erasing history, this map makes his argument all the more clear. It is 

as if his claims are a natural reflection of the world "out there." By citing Cortés, rather 

than the Mexican engineers whose data he used, Humboldt gives his image a history. In 

so doing, he lends his historically situated vision an air of inevitability. Value is not 

dependent on engineers, nor technology. Rather, in citing Cortés, Humboldt's writings 

                                                        
 
3 Haraway uses the metaphor of vision to think about the all-seeing eye of Western science, Haraway 
describes the position of scientific vision as a "god trick" a move that places the sciences as an omniscient 
observer (Haraway 1988, 582). 
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make it seem as if value was inherent in this place, burrowed into its very nature –– its 

geographic local (Humboldt 1812). In this specific case, profit derived from narrowness 

only exists in relationships –– its speculative value, or potential, is derived in acts of 

inscription and encounter. 

 The importance of Humboldt's text rests not only in what it says, but how it says 

it. Humboldt's work was popular, and it circulated throughout Europe. Once he turns 

the Isthmus into words and images, the practice of inscription turns latent potential into 

future profit. It is only once it has been inscribed that the Isthmus can become investable 

to financiers looking to park their surplus capital in the mere idea of a shorter route. 

Nearly a century after he first put his ideas into circulation, Humboldt's map was 

impacting global affairs. This is underscored by the following 1907 map, which 

replicates Humboldt's work a century earlier (Johnson, W.F. 1907). 

 

Figure 25. 1907 map with potential routes between oceans (1907) 

Mary Louise Pratt's (1992,1995) analysis of Alexander Von Humboldt's writing 

has been widely critiqued for its reductionist approach. Humboldt's text is more than an 

example of colonial science par excellance. Humboldt was a product of his time, and he 
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should not be held to the moral standards of ours (Sluyter 2006, 362). However, this 

critique of Pratt vastly oversimplifies not only her argument, but the very real effect that 

Humboldt's texts have had real, and not always welcome effects on actual places over 

time. This body of work is interesting not merely because he puts Latin America's 

natural environment into "European based patterns of global unity and order" (Pratt 

2008, 31). But more importantly, perhaps, because of their circulation. His words were 

not only read widely; they were referenced for decades (and centuries) after publication. 

Each time European investors arrive on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to carry out a 

survey to build a canal, they reference Humboldt. This citational practice matters, 

because who did Humboldt reference but Cortés. And in each case, investors try to 

mitigate their financial risk by lending their projects the kind of inevitability that 

Humboldt relied on Cortés to provide.  

A Speculative Venture in Emergent Mexico 

 Humboldt's writings began to circulate widely across Europe just as na new kind 

of power was taking hold across the Americas: capitalism. European and American 

entrepreneurs traveled the world prospecting for raw materials. The Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec was seen in this moment as a place where people and goods could be 

moved from Europe to Asia at a faster speed. 

 Newly sovereign Nation of Mexico had just barely gained its independence 

when it came under threat from its larger and more powerful neighbor to the north. The 

U.S.'s "fervent faith in manifest destiny" threatened Mexico's territorial integrity as the 
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frontier crept closer and closer to its borders (Craib 2004, 24). As one U.S. businessman 

explained, "anyone 'who cast a glance over the map of North America' could see that 

Texas 'naturally belonged' to the United States" (ibid, 25). A mere glance at the map 

revealed manifest destiny, giving this kind of visualization enormous power. No longer 

colonial subjects, Mexico had torn off the chains of their imperial past. As one journalist 

covering the future canal writes, "The jealous spirit of the Cabinet of Madrid can no 

longer repress the energies of the Mexicans...[who]...are ready and anxious to seize the 

opportunity of forwarding the work which is to render their country the great channel 

of communication between the Eastern and Western world" (na 1824) The Oriental Herald 

and Journal of General Literature, 1824) 

 The values of liberalism were sweeping through halls of power on the other side 

of the border as well. When "Mexico" became independent, it was not a unified "nation; 

instead, it was a diverse amalgamation of regions, ethnicities, and cultures. The Mexican 

government decided that creating one map would serve political interests — putting 

these pieces in the same image would allow people to imagine the nation. In creating 

this map, historian Raymond Craib argues, the Mexican government was also creating a 

"bounded space" that would set the limits "within which a newly emergent post-

imperial elite could purport to assert their power, confirm their continuing status, and 

legitimate their right to rule" (Craib 2004, 23). With threats to their sovereignty coming 

from the North, there were also rebellions throughout Mexico's northern territories. 

Texas and the Yucatán Peninsula seceded, and smaller scale "regional conflicts [...] 
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repeatedly raised the specter of total national disintegration" during the first half of the 

19th century (ibid, 24). Post-colonial Mexico was fragile, and its "very existence" still a 

question. This fragility is countered by the map. 

 In this context, the construction of a route across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec was 

always about more than a mode of transporting goods and people. However, in the 

national map, the entire nation seemed as if it always existed, these messy facts erased. 

Similarly, for the then President of Mexico, Antonio López de Santa Anna, the idea of a 

canal across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec gave the Mexican government more than just 

an upper hand in its struggle with the U.S. It was about more than the practical utility 

for the Mexican military or the potential profits that could be derived from any future 

toll roads. What Santa Anna realized was that all this pales in comparison to the 

rhetorical possibilities in the idea of a canal alone. The mere idea of the canal gave him, 

and the rest of the fledgling Mexican government, a way to tell a story about their new 

nation that extended both backward and forward in time — much like a map. For Santa 

Anna, the project was a way to legitimize both his own power and the nation's.  

 This felt even more pressing as Humboldt's texts were spreading his message far 

and wide. As one U.S. editorialist who read his text put it: "We confess to some 

impatience, having a Yankee curiosity to know more about Tehuantepec, and a Yankee 

itching to see its rich soil under Yankee cultivation"(na 1857).  To ensure it remained in 

Mexican hands, the exclusive rights were awarded to Don José de Garay. Their contract 

is written in future tense: "When its soil shall become the emporium of commerce, and 
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consequently teem with wealth and abundance"(Moro and Garay 1844).4 By talking 

about Mexico in the future tense, Santa Anna not only legitimized his position of power 

(which only lasted a year), but created an aspirational narrative, which conjured hope, 

the kind of affective attachments he could use to help Mexicans imagine (and believe in) 

the great potential (and even the existence) of the nation (Anderson 1983).5  

Government, Meet Capital 

 Upon being awarded exclusive rights, Garay organized a scientific commission 

and sent a team to survey the region (to be discussed in the following section). 

Unfortunately for Garay, his timing was slightly off. The fieldwork for the survey was 

                                                        
 
4 As written by G. Moro (1844) the Appendix reads as follows: "Feeling, besides, that in order to encourage 
the spirit of speculation, necessary to make concessions and confer privileges, by which alone enterprise has 
ever been fostered and that by this enterprise in particular the nation will obtain revenues with which 
cannot reckon at present, paid by the commercial interests of other nations, and immediately reap the 
advantages which must result from universal intercourse, when its soil shall become the emporium of 
commerce, and consequently teem with wealth and abundance, when it's various products shall become 
articles of exportation ; -- Therefore, by virtue of the powers and faculties vested in me by the seventh article 
of the convention signed at Tacubaya and sworn to by the Representatives of the Departments, I have 
determined to issue the following..." (Moro and Garay 1844). 
5 In his foundational text, "Imagined Communities," Benedict Anderson (1983) writes a theory of nationalism 
based on Durkheim's ideas of society and representation. Anderson argues that alongside the rise of print 
capitalism in the 17th century, came the rise of nationalism. Individuals living across vast or disparate 
spaces began to imagine themselves as closely connected to one another. He employs the term "imagined" to 
refer to the fact that "even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or 
even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion" (B. Anderson 1983, 6). 
Differing slightly from Durkheim, who is referencing the social as something inherently universal, 
Anderson's argument is located within a vortex of converging historical circumstances and technological 
innovations. His analysis begins with the rise of print capitalism as a means of imagining, and then 
circulating and replicating, the nation.  Language and its printed form are therefore the representations by 
which the nation is imagined as a community (ibid, 30). While much scholarship had located the emergence 
of nationalism in Europe, Anderson suggests nationalism was not a European invention. Rather, the 
willingness to die in war for one's country, was what united creole elite in the years after Independence. 
While the historical facts of Anderson's theory of creole nationalism have been disputed, Anderson helped 
to shift the scholarly gaze from Europe to the Americas, revealing an alternative perspective on the 
emergence of nationalism. 
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completed in 1843 and published first, in London, in 1844. Just as this document was 

starting to generate interest among the moneyed elite with surplus capital to invest in 

foreign lands, the Mexican–American War began in 1846. In the end, the war cost 

Mexico nearly half of its total territory, and Garay, recognizing his change in fortunes, 

sold his rights to construction to a British company.  

 After trading hands a number of times, the rights finally landed with the 

Louisiana Tehuantepec Company, a collection of politically connected bigwigs, such as 

Cornel A. G. Sloo of New York. In 1853, the project was the subject of an article in The 

New York Times. "As near as we can ascertain," writes the reporter, The Louisiana 

Tehuantepec Company "is composed of speculators" motivated not by a desire to 

actually construct a canal to connect the two oceans, but by a determination to "make 

money...by selling their speculative interest." The value, it seems, was not in the route 

but in the idea of it. The investors of The Louisiana Tehuantepec Company seem, the 

reporter continues, "fully prepared to abandon the work if they shall be called upon to 

make permanent investments in it"(Anderson 1983). Another editorial at the time points 

to the speculative quality of the carefully constructed narrative of the potential for a route 

to be built across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. "People are apt to imagine Tehuantepec to 

be a grant, a treaty, a passable thoroughfare, or something of that sort." The author 

continues, "We may be permitted to observe, as a significant sort of curiosity for the 

quidnunes, that Tehuantepec is really a North East breeze"(na 1852b). The idea, notably 

for this research, is so immaterial that it is like the wind. The author points out that even 
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the viability of the interoceanic canal should be questioned, and the project is as invisible 

as the wind itself. Anthony Trollope's 1875 editorial highlights the way value was being 

produced out of the idea alone: 

The object...was not to make a railway to Vera Cruz, but to float a company...Mr. 
Fisker seemed to be indifferent whether the railway should ever be constructed 
or not. It was clearly his idea that fortunes were to be made out of the concern 
before a spadeful of earth had been moved. If brilliantly printed programmes 
might avail anything, with gorgeous maps, and beautiful little pictures of trains 
running into tunnels beneath snowy mountains and coming out of them on the 
margin of sunlit lakes, Mr. Fisker had certainly done much (Trollope 1875). 
 

To do this, they used documents, "programmes" and "maps." Visual representations 

were particularly useful, because they could be easily and uniformly consumed by all 

who saw them. This narrative of the Isthmus as holding inherent value (like what is 

described by Humboldt, and what I call latent potential) not only facilitates but 

encourages financial speculation. The narrative of latent potential does more than 

assume the viability of the canal; it erases the complexity of the people and places that 

are in question, and also what these businessmen are actually doing by trying to turn a 

profit on storytelling alone: speculation.  

 Political theorist Timothy Mitchell raised the question of speculative finance and 

its relationship to the built environment by referencing Richard Wright's study of 

American railroads. Building on Wright, Mitchell shows that railroads were about more 

than moving people and goods from one place to another. They were also, and perhaps 

even more importantly, about moving money, creating sites to invest surplus capital. 

The idea of the canal, in this case — or the railroads discussed by Mitchell and Wright — 
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masks all of the decisions, assumptions, and work that went into creating sites for 

investment, and future profit. This work led to the uneven distribution of the promise of 

profit, sparking tensions with those who have long lived on this land. Speculative value 

relies on erasure — the processes and histories that contributed to the story of the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec as an ideal site for interoceanic transit. It was this kind of 

erasure that served the interests of speculators. But at what expense? 

Surveying Possibility 

 In 1841, Don José de Garay was given the legal rights to build a canal across the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec. This legal document had little material value in his time. For 

him to even begin to make a profit, Garay would need to do a lot of work. To get the 

canal up and running, he needed money. To get money, he needed investors. To get 

investors, he needed something else — an idea of potential. To this end, he arranged for a 

team of experts to head to Southern Mexico and survey the land.  

 Garay saw value in information. This, Garay thought, was where his profits 

would begin. His contract stipulates, "Should the land? of which I solicit a grant, come to 

have a value hereafter, my exertions will have caused this effect, for at the present day 

they have none whatever."6 Garay recognized that not only would value be derived from 

the toll roads he might imagine in some distant future, but from the production of 

information. This marks an important yet subtle shift from the work of Humboldt to 

                                                        
 
6 See Appendix titled "Memorial of Don José de Garay" from February 25, 1842 (Moro and Garay 1849, 3). 
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Garay. Where Humboldt's texts relied on a near total erasure of the work that went into 

their production, the power of the survey, on the other hand, lies in its obsession with 

presenting the work to the reader.  

 José de Garay established a scientific commission to be led by Gayetano Moro.7 

Done at Garay's expense, this survey would detail "the ground and direction which the 

route should follow, and also of the ports which may be deemed most commodious." 

The commission "set out for Tehuantepec...with all the appliances necessary for the 

surveys, which the liberal proprietor," referring to Mr. De Garay, "had aptly provided, 

the commission" on April 20, 1842 (Moro and Garay 1849, 3). They were instructed, as 

one version of the survey explains, to "take nothing on rumor, but to bring everything to 

the test of personal observation" (ibid, 3). 

 The team was composed of illustrious "gentlemen," well-known among "the 

scientific world" as the "most eminent in their profession." Lead engineer — Signor 

Gayetano Moro — was one of the primary narrators of the survey. Others who traveled 

with him included "Don Andres del Rio, who classified the geological portion of the 

survey." Rio, the text explains, had actually accompanied "Baron de Humboldt" during 

his time in Mexico. In noting Rio's affiliation with Humboldt, the author is seeking to 

bestow it with credibility. Alongside them was also the "learned astronomer, Mr. 

Arago."  

                                                        
 
7 This name is spelled differently in different locations, including Gaetano Moro and Caetano as well.  
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 Moro and his team had "the best methods" and "excellent instruments." Upon 

their return, so as to lend their measurements even further credence, the results, the 

survey claims, were "submitted to the distinguished Geographer, Baron de Humboldt, 

who took much interest in them, which is not surprising, when, as everyone knows, this 

idea of connecting the two oceans was one of his cherished hopes" (ibid, 3–4). Garay 

fashioned his team with the latest brand-name tools to carry out a detailed survey. For 

Garay, the measurements, and the conclusions one could draw from them, seemed two 

separate matters. On May 28, 1842, the commission arrived in Tehuantepec. Moro, the 

author of this portion of the survey, explains that the team decided to carry out an 

examination of "the state of the instruments which were to be used," since during the 

month-long journey from Mexico City, almost "all the instruments had been more or less 

injured". While the "vertical axis" of the theodolite "was bent" and one of the "sextants of 

Chevalier...was found to be quite useless," Moro decided the rest was satisfactory, and 

they would continue with their endeavors (Moro and Garay 1844, 15).  

 In noting damage to the instruments, Moro (the narrator at this moment) 

performs his expertise. Only if one knows how to use a theodolite would they recognize it 

had been damaged. Moro's continued insistence on the "very fine instruments" and the 

accuracy of the measurements is shown in the details he provides. His quest for 

precision was performed in the many pages of appendices, which recount with intense 

specificity the way the numbers were obtained and the calculations he applied.  
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 Moro tells us about the enormous amount of time and energy his team put into 

collecting measurements. Using modern "scientific instruments" and precise 

calculations, they created a huge amount of raw data, an effort to translate the messy 

materiality of the organic world into something that could be organized. They faced 

challenges along the way:  

As to astronomical observation their number was unavoidably limited in 
consequences of the greater part of the nights being cloudy, and also from the 
high winds, which made the use of artificial horizons, and consequently that of 
the reflective instruments, extremely difficult. Every attempt to determine the 
longitude of that place proved vain, and I could only ascertain its latitude (Moro 
and Garay 1844, 19). 
 

Much of this information does not appear in the body of the text, but rather, in the 

appendices at the end. The publisher is telling us their intended audience is less 

interested in the how and the what — the important takeaway from this document is the 

story. Don't worry about the numbers. 

 

Figure 26. Images from Tables in Survey (Garay and Moro 1848) . 
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 But if the numbers don't matter, why would Garay invest so much time and 

money into their production? Value is derived less from the thing that the numbers are 

supposedly referencing — or what they might tell us about the actual feasibility of 

construction — rather, it is in the mere fact of their enumeration that Garay follows in 

the path of many prospectors before him (Braun 2000). Garay translated the messy 

material realities of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec into the universally recognizable idiom 

of a number. Only then could he try and convince others of what he knew long before he 

sent Moro to conduct the survey — on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec lies vast latent 

potential. Not only is it the ideal site for interoceanic transit, but a potentially profitable 

one at that. Measurements have value. As they are translated into documents — like the 

survey, which can circulate — the measurements gather allies, as more and more actors 

become invested in the story now being sold as a fact (Latour 1983). 

Narratives of Value 

 Scholars have shown the way nature is socially constructed by stories of ancient 

bounty or quantified with scientific precision (Raffles Hugh 2002; Cruikshank 2001; 

Jasanoff 1996; Haraway 1988; O’Reilly Jessica 2016; Murphy, Mittman, Gregg, and 

Sellers 2004) But slippage also occurs. Where Humboldt (based on Cortés) depicted the 

value of the Isthmus as inherent to the geography of the Isthmus, José de Garay saw 

value as something that required work, produced by expert knowledge and precision 

instruments. While the surveyors recount with careful precisions their process of 

"scientific reconnaissance" in the appendices of "elaborate surveys, maps, and profiles," 
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Humboldt does the opposite. His images all but erase the Mexican engineers whose data 

he used to produce those maps. In each case, these documents circulate. The narrative of 

latent potential exemplified by Humboldt and Cortez, as well as that of science and 

expertise, underscores how much work was done to create the mere idea of a canal, 

which could then lure investors and, eventually, create value.  

 Modern science is not distinct from "prescientific" cultures (Latour 1993). Rather, 

what distinguishes the two is more akin to an international border; it has meaning and is 

subject to arbitrary regulation but does not represent some real boundary 'out there.' 

Experts from scientists to government officials patrol the border, working together to 

enforce 'the law.'  

 Experts can turn "nature" into numbers, convincing others the numbers are a 

reference to something 'out there.' They translate what they find into inscriptions — 

images, words, numbers, diagrams, maps etc. — which are "combinable, super-

imposable, and could, with only a minimum of cleaning up, be integrated as figures in 

the text of the articles people were writing" (Latour 1986, 21). The practice of citationality 

only serves to reinforce the border, and therein lies the power of expertise (not unlike 

Humboldt with Cortés, and the surveyors with Humboldt). 

 Data is part of the "epistemological phenomenon" Mary Poovey calls the 

"modern fact," whereby "practices associated with numbers" are seen as 

"epistemologically different from figurative language," creating the illusion that they are 
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"value-free" (Poovey 1998, 6).8 I am not trying to suggest that 19th-century actors erased 

other epistemologies and ways of knowing place. Rather, I am highlighting the way in 

which expert knowledge, finance capital, and technologies operate in tandem. That is, 

engineers can translate nature into speculative value and convince investors to take a 

risk along the way. Wind energy experts today are informed by this history, as they 

transform the force of the wind into data sets, maps, and predict returns on investment.9 

Their work carries the shadow of those experts who came before. Texts, maps, and data 

(inscriptions) "do work" in the world, extending the vision of their maker in both space 

and time, leaving only traces of the labor that went into their creation in their wake 

(Latour 1986, 32). 

Mapping the Wind 

 There is nothing inevitable about wind energy being extracted in the way it is 

today – in large concentrated sites with big (and expensive) machinery. Just like the 

route across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec dreamed up by Cortés, a lot of work has gone 

                                                        
 
8 Poovey continues: "The stages by which the ensemble of knowledge practices that dominated the ancient 
world was reordered in such a way as to separate numerical representations from figurative language and, 
gradually, to elevate practices associated with numbers over those associated with metaphorical 
language…I argue that the emergence of the modern fact coincided with this reordering –– indeed, was 
instrumental to it–– and that effacing this epistemological unit's characteristic peculiarity was central to 
creating, then sustaining, the illusion that numbers are somehow epistemologically different from figurative 
language, that the former are somehow value-free whereas the excesses of the latter disqualify it from all but 
the most recreational or idealist knowledge producing projects" (Poovey 1998, 6). 
9  Peter Redfield writes, for example, writes of how the humans who are the "subjects" of a technology, its 
users, inherit the "inequalities and incomplete transformations wrought by prior systems." That is, 
technologies are not installed on empty terrain, but are installed in places where unresolved struggles 
remain (Redfield 2000, 23). 
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into transforming the unruly winds blowing across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec into a 

renewable resource. How did wind energy developers know about the vast untapped 

winds blowing across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in the first place?10 To answer this 

question, I turn to one particular document: "The Wind Energy Resource Atlas of 

Oaxaca" (Elliott et al. 2003)  

 It took the alignment of myriad actors, institutions, and technologies, as well as a 

diverse set of knowledge practices, forms of representation, and regimes of value to 

work in tandem to translate the winds into a site of "speculative and promissory value" 

(Guyer 2004; Ho 2009; Labban 2010; Appel 2012; Weszkalnys 2015, 16). To better 

understand this, I first turn to the multistage process of "wind energy resource 

assessment" — where the wind is measured at different scales over long periods of time 

to determine the amount of energy (and profit) which can be made from its force. 

 The fact that the wind can produce energy does not in and of itself get investors 

to spend money. Raw meteorological data must be gathered, organized, then filtered 

through computer models and simulation devices.11 Many see the growth of wind 

energy on the Isthmus as the inevitable next step in a progressive model of technical and 

                                                        
 
10 Value is a word which could be the focus of an entire dissertation on its own. However, I am mobilizing 
the term as used by David Graeber who defines value in the following way: "Value is about how humans 
make meaning. "It is value, then, that brings universes into being. Whether anyone believes in the reality of 
these universes is usually inconsequential. This, in turn, is what makes it so easy, in contexts characterized 
by complex and overlapping arenas of values, for so many actors to simply stroll back and forth between 
one universe and another without feeling any profound sense of contradiction or even unease" (Graeber 
2013, 10). 
11 I am indebted to Canay Özden-Schilling, friend and colleague, who used this term in a manuscript I had 
the opportunity to read. 
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economic development — the sheer force and abundance, some suggest, demand to be 

rendered productive. Wind energy here is depicted as inevitable. Technical advances 

and global climate change make wind energy the logical next step in a progressive 

approach to the world. This story, however, fails to account for the political choices that 

have made the Isthmus Wind Corridor a viable site for economic and political 

investment. Huesseman argues, the idea of progress not only suppresses criticism and 

enforces passivity but helps avoid debate about the introduction of new technology. 

Criticism of technological and industrial development is often stifled by invoking the 

illusion of inevitability, the You can't turn back the clock argument (Huesemann and 

Huesemann 2011, 170). 

 For this to happen, the wind is turned into numbers, which are then made legible 

in a familiar document: a map (Edwards 2010). Maps are visual tools with a long history 

of making political decisions made in the process of production appear self-evident. 

Published in 2003, "The Wind Energy Resource Atlas of Oaxaca" is the product of a 

convergence of Mexican national interests with circumstances and actors on a global 

scale.12 For example, The United Nations, USAID, and the World Bank were rallying 

behind the "win-win" narrative of sustainable development and saw wind energy in 

                                                        
 
12 According to Duncan Wood (2010), the United States Government actively "promoted the use of wind 
energy in Oaxaca during the first years of the 21st century by sponsoring a survey of the wind power 
resources in the state in 2002. This initiative laid the foundation for the development of the energy program 
at La Ventosa and was exhaustively used to attract investors to the project (Wood 2010, 22). 
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Mexico as a way to create jobs and reduce carbon emissions simultaneously.13 Similarly, 

Spanish wind energy developers were looking for new sites to develop, as the European 

wind energy market was saturated just as the 2008 economic crisis brought new projects 

screeching to a halt.  

Rather than constructing physical infrastructure, similar to other efforts at 

sustainable development is the shifting role of state and international institutions in 

relationship to private capital. These institutions are no longer the ones actually building 

roads or even funding them. Rather, the do the work of collection, analysis, and 

visualization of data. Arturo Escobar described a model of development as one where 

foreign institutions funded and/or constructed new infrastructure, in the case of the 

wind energy on the Isthmus today, development institutions arrives as information – 

and the detailed maps built on the gathering and visualization of data – which is used 

by states to lure investors (Escobar 2001). As security replaces disciplinary power, 

detailed knowledge about the land and atmosphere becomes data mobilized by 

corporations to site and finance their projects. In a study of climate scientists, Jerome 

Whitington writes 

Climate change [is] an information event in which modeled and measured 
futures increasingly resonate with each other. As a project of information built on 
predictions and modeling, climate change mobilizes a grammar of uncertainty. 
Modeled scenarios…allow for deliberate work in the present, oriented toward an 
anticipated future (Whitington 2013). 

                                                        
 
13 International organizations were aided by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) of the 
United States who carried out the wind resources assessment campaigns not only in Mexico, but also 
elsewhere across the globe. 
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Before it becomes electricity, the wind, similar to 19th-century ideas of a route 

across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, had to be transformed into an idea — potential. From 

measurement devices to global forecasting algorithms, turbines are installed only after 

many years of testing and data analysis. Experts are the individuals with the tools and 

knowledge capable of translating wind into a renewable resource. Wind, therefore, is a 

very privileged domain of knowledge where a limited few have access. Capital 

speculates on the future to produce profits in the here and now. A map of the wind — a 

gross oversimplification of all its complexity — drew investors who wanted to make a 

profit on risk. Where does materiality fit into the production of speculative value? That 

is, how is the wind both similar to and different from the idea of a canal two centuries 

ago? 

Categorizing Potential 

Speaking of energy, it should be noted that the Isthmus of Tehuantepec is the 
place with the greatest potential for wind generation in the world.14  
 

Long before I ever travelled to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, other scholars were studying 

the winds blowing across the Isthmus. Late in the summer of 2013, I sat with Marco 

Borja, Ph.D. at Mexico's Instituto de Investigations Eléctricas (The Institute for Electricity 

Research, the IIE), a government-funded research agency in the city of Cuernavaca, 

                                                        
 
14 Quote from a 5/14/2012 article entitled "Mexican Wind Energy Boom Plays Out on Gusty Shores" 
published on reuters.com (Garcia 2012).  
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about an hour from the nation's capital.15 Borja was an old timer not only at the institute, 

but in Mexico's renewable energy sector, which was starting to get off the ground.  

In the beginning, the primary obstacles to developing wind energy in Mexico 
had to do with knowledge. Back then, nobody knew anything about its potential. 
The government only thought renewables could be used to power small ranches, 
or for rural electrification...They couldn't imagine the large centralized facilities 
with huge machines capable of generating large amounts of electricity that are in 
operation today.  
 

Borja goes on to explain that, while Mexican government officials were skeptical, foreign 

investors were starting to learn about the vast amount of winds on the Isthmus. "I mean, 

you have been to the Isthmus, the wind is really powerful there — it hits you right over 

the head." Even though the wind could hit "you right over the head," it was largely 

unimaginable as a source of large-scale energy potential many years ago.  

 1994 was tumultuous and memorable for Mexico. Not only was it the year the 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was signed into law and the 

beginning of the Zapatistas rebellion in the state of Chiapas, it was also the same year 

that the CFE installed the first seven Danish wind turbines on Mexico's Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec for testing.16 During the first years in operation, the CFE was keeping 

                                                        
 
15 Since this time, the IIE has been renamed to the "Instituto Nacional de Electricidad y Energías Limpias," or 
The National Institute for Electricity and Clean Energy 
16 This is the period often referenced when discussing "neoliberalism" in Mexico. Mexico, like other 
countries, experienced a divestment of the State from the economy during the late 1980s-1990s. 
"Neoliberalism" resulted in sectors of the Mexican economy that depended on State subsidies and 
investment suddenly saw the state withdraw, primarily foreign corporations have been waiting to fill the 
gap. In Mexico, the Zapatista Rebellion which began on 1 January 1994 is the most dramatic recent effort of 
Indian people to achieve equal rights in society. Timed to coincide with the signing of the North American 
Free Trade Agreement, the Zapatista armed takeover of the popular tourist town of San Cristóbal de las 
Casas, Chiapas, startled the world. According to conventional wisdom, Marxism and revolution were a 
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careful watch on what they found. Wind speeds were being observed. The data revealed 

wind speeds that fluctuated between 20 and 25 meters per second. These numbers 

meant the wind here was not just commercially viable resource, but there was vast 

potencía, or potential, lying in the Isthmus' winds. Only when the wind was transformed 

into data could its force be considered a real resource. This encouraged the CFE to 

expand their initial investment. In 1998 the first utility-scale wind farm was installed on 

the Isthmus — La Venta II — funded in large measure by international institution s 

including the World Bank (Bank 2006). 

 Fast-forward to Mexico City, late afternoon, May 2014. I am in the back of an 

overly air-conditioned conference room on the first day of the second annual Mexican 

International Renewable Energy Congress. "We all know Oaxaca has some of the best 

wind resources in the world. It is a true class-one wind site." The presenter, a slim, 

middle-aged man with an American accent went on: "Imagine if someone gave you a 

dart, and wherever you threw it, you always hit bulls-eye. That is what building a wind 

farm in Oaxaca is like. There is wind everywhere." He turns toward the large screen 

behind him and changes the PowerPoint slide. "Get used to this image — you are going 

to be seeing a lot of it over the next few days." On the screen behind him shines the 

                                                        
 
thing of the past in Latin America, and Mexico was entering a new era of economic prosperity and political 
democracy ushered in by the neoliberal policies of President Carlos Salinas. The mostly Maya Zapatista 
Army of National Liberation (EZLN), led by a charismatic non-Indian called Subcomandante Marcos, 
radically altered the political landscape. The EZLN's military actions—the capture of four important 
Chiapas towns and a twelve-day war with the Mexican military—graphically illustrated the profound 
dissatisfaction of Mexican Indians with the political status quo (Carrasco 2006). 
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"Wind Energy Resource Atlas of Oaxaca." This map is where the creation myth of 

Mexico's wind energy industry usually begins, where the wind is always already 

classified according to its potential. The map depicts the wind's resource potentiality as a 

fact, but it took them nearly twenty years to figure this out.  

 

Figure 27. Wind Resource Map of Oaxaca (Elliott et al. 2003) 

 The CFE installed the first anemometric towers on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in 

1986. These towers measure the speed and direction of the wind. The data proved so 

encouraging that they got funding from USAID and technical support from the U.S. 

National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) to study the winds in even further 

detail. Together, USAID, NREL, and CFE began a long-term study of "wind flow 

characteristics under different terrain conditions." Using Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) framework, they produced a 132-page atlas, with a series of glossy maps 

like the one above.  
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 "Wind Energy Resource Potential" is ranked on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 being 

"low wind power resource potential" and 7 representing "more than excellent resource 

potential." Each is assigned a color, overlaid on the topography of the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec. A ranking above four is considered a viable site for a wind farm. The 

colors make the maps easy on the eyes where wind class four appears in rose-pink, 

winds categorized as "Excellent" or "Class 5" potential, are in purple. Wind ranked even 

higher than excellent, classes 6 and 7, appear in red and blue respectively.  

 

Figure 28. Wind Power Classifications (Elliott et al. 2003) 

 While the Atlas includes pages of supporting evidence, it is this map that 

becomes particularly significant. I want to suggest it is the maps' capacity to circulate 

easily where the invisible force of the wind gets turned into something investable (Li 

2014; McCarthy and Thatcher 2017; Rignall 2016). Three years of "meteorological and 

anemometric data" estimated that "at least 5,000 MW of installable capacity" existed on 

the Isthmus: "enough to enliven the spirits of anyone, especially in a moment when the 

dreams of oil-fueled progress were becoming a heavy burden on the oil-dependent 
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Mexican economy."17 The atlas traveled, and investors were able to push the Mexican 

government to write policies that would allow this previously state-owned sector to 

open up so that private developers could exploit the value in the wind.  

 The same authors of the "Wind Energy Resource Atlas of Oaxaca" also 

"authored" Wind Energy Resource Atlases of "Armenia," "The Dominican Republic," 

"Mongolia," "The Philippines," and "Southeast China." The replication of the cover 

design, white text on a gray background, with an outlined and color-coded map, is not a 

mistake, but an asset, underscoring the atlas as part of a broader global project to render 

the atmosphere open for investment.  

   

Figure 29. Covers of Wind Energy Resource Atlas' around the world. 

To the viewer — a Mexico City technocrat, an investment banker in Belgium, a wind 

engineer in Barcelona, or a manager at an international development organization — the 

wind on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec looks the same as the winds they have already seen 

                                                        
 
17 According to Mexican energy expert Duncan Wood, who now runs the Woodrow Wilson Center in 
Washington D.C., this Atlas was the most important impetus for investors to put their money into wind 
energy development in Oaxaca (Wood et al. 2012, 6). 
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turn a profit in Denmark or Germany. For investors considering whether to lend money 

to a project, the fact that the winds in Mexico are homologous to the winds which they 

know to have fueled successful growth in Denmark and Germany offers a sense of 

security despite the risk.  

 Diagrams, like this atlas, are similar to the geological maps described by Bruno 

Latour in "Visualization and Cognition: Thinking with Eyes and Hands" (1986). Like 

maps that categorize what lies below the earth's surface into substrata, it also does 

something else: it turns the subsurface into a natural resource. This was only thinkable 

once the subsurface was made visible in a consistent visual language (Latour 1986, 14). 

The colors of the coded "Wind Energy Resource Atlas of Oaxaca" work in much the 

same way. The invisible wind is translated by experts into something fixed. Only then 

can the wind be made to circulate in the global economy. This knowledge is something 

that economic actors seek out and put to use because it is designed to truthfully 

represent something real. The winds over Oaxaca are made equal to the wind anywhere 

else in the world. But this kind of "representational logic" cannot account for all of the 

wind's potentiality (Hetherington 2011, 5). Other qualities and ways of assigning value 

to the wind were set aside. The power of the atlas lies in its clarity: there is a lot of 

money to be made. It signaled that the skies of Oaxaca are open for business. 

A Sea of Turbines 

 From a distance, all turbines look the same. They stand as if animals in a pack – 

huddled together with their own kind. I learned ways to differentiate between turbines. 
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At the wind farm just outside La Ventosa, the blades are short, and in varied state of 

disrepair. The charred remains of one turbine still stand, a testament to technological 

innovation that has long since passed its prime.   

 

Figure 30. Wind turbines on the Isthmus (EDUCA 2016).  

 Further down the Pan–American Highway, the packs of turbines change in size. 

This change indicating different ownership. The longer the turbine's blades, the newer 

the project. By increasingly the total surface area of one individual turbine, more energy 

could be made from fewer machines.18 These turbines, like humans, have a lifetime –– 

around 30 years to be exact.19 Much like doctors estimate the life expectancy of their 

patients using a number of factors, lifestyle, genetic testing, etc. Sometimes they just 

                                                        
 
18 Turbines come in different shapes and sizes, but in this instance, size matters. A 1MW (megawatt) wind 
turbine is considered a utility scale turbine. But the 1MW will have shorter blades than a 2MW turbine. 
These shorter blades also mean smaller surface area, so less energy is being made (1 MW versus 2MW). The 
classic design seen in contemporary industrial wind turbines is three blades. More specifically, " The 1.8-
megawatt Vestas V90 from Denmark has 148-ft blades (sweeping more than 1.5 acres) on a 262-ft tower, 
totaling 410 feet." (Watch 2018) 
19 According to energy.gov, "Wind turbines operate on a simple principle. The energy in the wind turns two 
or three propeller-like blades around a rotor. The rotor is connected to the main shaft, which spins a 
generator to create electricity." For more see: https://www.energy.gov/eere/wind 
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miss something. Engineers make mistakes as well. And so, the lifetime of a wind 

turbine, like a person, gets cut unexpectedly short. The charred remains of that sad wind 

turbine outside La Ventosa stands as a testament to this fact.  

 

Figure 31. Turbine destroyed by fire  

 Developers rent large swaths of terrain for 30–year periods from landowners. 

After extensive measurement campaigns, turbines are installed. Landowners often talk 

about this process like the lottery. If the engineers put a turbine on your land, its like 

you won because you get paid more each month. Although individual wind turbines 

don't take up a ton of space, wind farms are a different story. They require a huge 

surface area – the turbines spaced out across this expanse. Some cattle graze between the 

machines, but little besides grass grows there nowadays. To some folks, it just doesn't 

make financial sense. But there are other reasons as well When companies do install the 

turbines, they pour tons of cement into the ground. This has disrupted irrigation 

networks, leading to flooding in some spots and dryness in others. All this is on top of 
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the fact that it has always been hard to grow things here. Between the force of the wind 

and these new infrastructures, the terrain is now largely at the service of industry. 

 The Mexican Wind Energy Industry calls what they make energía eólica. But the 

word eólica isn't just the Spanish word for wind, that would be viento. Eólica is a latin 

word which references the Greek god Aeolus, the keeper of the winds. Wind farms, 

planted with turbines, are, as the industry claims, the most efficient way to harvest the 

power of the wind.20 This is because they require a lot of infrastructural support. 

 Individual torres (towers or turbines) connect to a power collection system and 

communications network on site before going to a substation nearby. At the substation, 

medium voltage currents are transformed into high voltage energy. This is when the 

wind becomes what we know as electricity – it can finally be put on the grid. This 

electricity holds no trace of the winds from which it came. Once the wind-turned-to-

electricity hits the grid, it leaves the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to travel where needed. 

Supply, meet demand. 

Turbulence and Speculation 

 "The wind has one fundamental characteristic — we can't see it. The only thing 

we can do is evaluate its effects." This is how Guillermo, the soft-spoken lead engineer at 

the EDF wind farm described the natural world one afternoon. Guillermo recalled the 

                                                        
 
20 Examples of this efficiency narrative abound. For example, on the US government's energy website,  
energy.gov, explain in their overview of wind energy that: "Larger wind turbines are more cost effective and 
are grouped together into wind farms, which provide bulk power to the electrical grid" (energy.gov n.d.). 
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early days, when operations were first getting underway. Their turbines were failing all 

the time. At first, they thought it had to do with the machines — they blamed the now 

defunct American manufacturing company who made their turbines. "Looking back, I 

think the reason our machines were failing all the time had more to do with qualities of 

the wind — our wind, it is very complicated." 

 The Atlas is based on the false assumption that "all points are equally usable for 

plant construction" (McCarthy and Thatcher 2017, 8). The seven categories used to 

quantify the wind leaves little room to account for anything "complicated." The Atlas 

speaks to a wide audience, but it has limitations. Companies are gathering information 

at every step. "Knowledge of the wind," according to the European Wind Energy 

Association, is central to each and every stage "of the development of a wind farm, from 

initial site selection to operation" (European Wind Energy Association 2007). 

 The first thing EDF did after they leased a large swath of terrain was install 

anemometric towers. These towers gather data. The data is used to determine the best 

spacing, location, and direction for each turbine. It also allows developers to choose the 

best type of machine given the area of land with which they are working. In the case of 

EDF, their studies categorized the wind as "Class 7" and was considered a "simple" site 

for development. They thought they had done everything right. Once they went online, 

however, their turbines began to fail. Those studies, Guillermo explained, "didn't give us 

the whole picture. We've learned through experience that the winds here are turbulent." 
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 A consultant working in Juchitán explained turbulence to me like this: "It means 

that the wind hits abruptly in strong bursts." On top of each turbine sits a small 

anemometer that feeds information to the other parts of machine, all of which are 

carefully calibrated. But when these anemometers stop working, it affects other parts of 

the machine — like the internal bearings, which get worn down from all the stopping 

and starting. "This takes a toll on the whole machine," José explained. Turbulence causes 

small and large-scale damages, meaning turbines require more repairs than estimated. 

This has consequences. When turbines fail, not only do operations cost go up, but the 

amount of energy being produced goes down. And less electricity means less profit. This 

winds up meaning — in the case of EDF, at least — that it took them far larger to pay 

back their loan and, as a result, for investors to make a buck. 

 

Figure 32. "Sala de Control" or Control Room wind farm.  

 Companies hire experts like Guillermo to avoid just this kind of situation, hoping 

to avoid what happened to EDF at all cost. In order to avoid this fate, they have sought 

ever-more detailed knowledge about the wind. Data translates to dollars and cents. This 
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was clear in my discussion at the offices with an engineer working for one a Danish 

wind energy company operating in Mexico. He had just moved to Mexico City from 

Seattle, bringing with him a wealth of experience in the wind industry.  

You can model the climate of the globe and you can model the climate of a city. 
what we do is, we have a global model that is modeling the climate all around 
the world based off of available data sets from all over the place: Meteorological 
stations at an airport, weather balloons, national weather service. All this data 
gets fed into our computers […] who take this data and use the proprietary 
models that we have designed. Our model has great resolution. So, we identify 
sites that we are interested in from this. Its only then that we actually install 
towers on the ground to measure in specific places. Then we are zooming in a lot 
closer […] The concern is that if you will own your project for 20 years, and you 
are trying to figure out what the wind speed will be for the next 20 years, there is 
no way to really do that […] If you think about weather forecasts, and you think 
about the Saturday forecast on Monday, we all know its worthless. These are just 
predictions. In the same way there is no way to actually know what the wind 
speeds are going to be in 20 years. What we do is we base our forecasts on as 
many years of data that we have from the past. And then we take that data to 
make our model for energy and profits, under the assumption that this will be 
the average going forward. 
 

 I asked Guillermo if, given his experiences, he thinks his wind farm's troubles 

had more to do with the machines or with the site where they chose to install them? "I 

have been asked this question a lot of times. I think the problems we are having at our 

wind farm probably has 30% to do with the quality of the wind, and maybe about 70% 

to do with the design of the machines. That said, if you come back and ask me that 

question in a couple of years, perhaps I would change my mind and give you a different 

estimate, maybe 40% the wind and 60% the turbines. But at this moment in time, that's 

my feeling." Guillermo's ambivalence underscores the insufficiency of the 

representational logic of the Wind Energy Resource Atlas of Oaxaca. Efforts to map 
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something so unstable as wind highlights something at the heart of human experience 

— the unexpected side of the natural world. Despite efforts to gather ever-more precise 

data on the wind, there is something in it that remains un-representable.  

 What I am trying to highlight is how wind, when scrutinized and turned into 

knowledge, retains elements that can cannot be fully accounted for. This is more than 

just mistranslation. That is, efforts to address climate change are relying on the very same 

epistemological assumptions that got us into this mess in the first place. Experts have 

relied on numbers and maps ever since the 19th century. Yet the undergirding faith that 

they truthfully represent the world "out there" did not anticipate or incorporate the long-

term effect that extracting carbon from below the earth would have on the climate.21 This 

underscores my attention to the ways in which experts translate nature and present it to 

the world. Will experts and politicians be able to find a solution to climate change by 

using the same ways of knowing and representing nature that created it in the first 

place? Just as more aspects of the natural world are quantified, the limits of expert 

knowledge seem increasingly clear. But here is the rub: financial speculation relies on a 

near total faith in the accuracy of numbers. Speculation, which allowed wind developers 

                                                        
 
21 Diane Nelson's 2015 monograph, "Who Counts? The Mathematics of Death and Life after Genocide" 
addresses the practices of enumeration in some length. She talks about it as a subject of anthropological and 
scholarly consideration when she write:  "Long running debates in Western philosophy began to settle 
(although never completely) into what Carolyn Merchant calls the 'mechanical model,' which sees (and 
makes) the world as dividable and rearrangeable (because composed of particles, based in a natural order 
from which knowledge and information are abstractable (i.e. context independent) and in which problems 
can be analyzed into parts that can be manipulated by mathematics" (Nelson 2015) 
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to acquire favorable loans to bring their green projects in Oaxaca online, rely on the 

epistemological assumptions embedded in numbers. 

 

Figure 33. Maintenance of turbines in La Ventosa. 

Atmospheric Potential 

Different companies who have wind farms here do not share the data that they 
gather, this is confidential information. Companies get jealous and protective 
about their measurements. 
 

 The above is the way the industry was described to me by a consultant working 

on the Isthmus. Profits are being made on the Isthmus out of more than wind alone. As 

one engineer on the Isthmus explained, companies don't share their data, because that is 

where the money is. What do Humboldt, 19th-century surveyors, and 21st-century wind 

energy engineers have in common? All these actors put to use documents, as if by 

magic, to turn nature, via expert knowledge, into an object of speculation (Mattern 2016).  

 Access to information, however, is no longer limited in space and time for the 

wind energy industry like it was in the 19th-century. Surveyors do not stand in the field 
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taking measurements. Instead, there is a continuous gathering and interpreting of data. 

Data flows from anemometric towers on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to office towers 

halfway across the globe. Resource assessment forms part of what Gregg (2014) calls the 

data spectacle. States and capital enact a "fantasy of command and control through seeing 

and visualizing data" (Gregg 2015, 37). They see both "what is there, and what could be 

there," erasing any trace of history that went into their production. Data, it seems, is 

never raw — it is always also about politics and power.22 

 Analysis of the social conflicts over resource extraction often highlights the 

uneven distribution of profits, as well as the threat projects pose to peoples' control over 

their land and resources, all of which are of utmost importance. However, this chapter 

adds another layer to this debate. David Graeber argues that "ontological claims" are 

always also political ones. When different claims of value come into contact, "universes 

collide." Only then, Graeber suggests, do different sets of actors begin to insist that their 

claim "is somehow more real than any of the others, or that it has some special purchase 

on the nature of reality, as in the case of science" (Graeber 2013, 232). The transformation 

of nature (its geographic location or the wind) into data, then information, opens that 

space up to global investment. In so doing, a claim to know is being made. But in this 

transformation of inherent qualities of a place into information, value is assigned to 

                                                        
 
22 I originally encountered Gregg's idea of a data spectacle (2014) through the work of James McCarthy 
(2017). I must also think Canay Ozden–Schilling for giving me the chance to read her chapter – as it got me 
thinking differently about data and its varied states of raw and cooked when it is used in reference to data.  
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information over other ways of knowing this force. And yet our weathered worlds are 

not mere information; they contain unpredictability as well as overwhelming, and 

potentially violent, strength and force.  

 The wind itself is multiple and excessive; it is many things at once. And yet, 

notable failures at the EDF wind farm demonstrate that technologies fail, and the wind 

itself cannot fully be known. The Wind Resource Atlas of Oaxaca is rooted in the 

"homogenizing and colonizing discourses" first put to work in the 19th-century, which 

prioritizes expertise (Smith and High 2017, 5). In so doing, the atlas offers a hard nudge 

as to the proper way to live in relation to the wind. That is, the mere presence of the 

wind all but demands they be put to use. But on the Isthmus, the wind is part of the 

feeling of place. It is the atmosphere according to both meanings of the term — a 

gaseous envelope and the feeling or mood. It is to this subject I turn next. 
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Chapter 5. Knowing the Wind 

Irene's Haircut 

 I sat with Blanca and Brella Hodich early one evening on our shared patio. We 

chatted, nibbling totopos and queso fresco, when there was a knock at the door. I looked 

through the small window in the iron security gate. It was Irene, a petite woman with a 

large presence. I noticed a change in her appearance. "I love your haircut! It looks great." 

"Ah, you do? This is my windy season haircut. I cut it every year around Dia de los 

Muertos. If I kept it long, well, the winds would just mess it up." It was only later, when I 

sat down to write field notes — that I began to think about Irene's new hairdo. The 

wind, I wrote, can be found even in the most mundane and intimate of decisions that 

people make in their daily lives.  

 This chapter begins where I did: in search of the wind. I spend a short while 

showing the effects of the wind as accounted for in the region's daily newspapers. I take 

the materialized effects of the wind as a jumping off point to delve more deeply into 

how individuals represent this force. Positive and negative encounters with the wind are 

a popular subject of status updates and memes on Facebook. Through the idiom of the 

wind, Istmeños are talking about other aspects of life — food, rituals, love, family, 

language, and place. This is about more than one individual's encounter with nature.1 

                                                        
 
1 Daniel Miller (2011) warns anthropologists against studying Facebook media as though it were somehow a 
separated from everyday life. While early work on the internet presented it as a "virtual place," Miller 
explains that Facebook and other forms of social media have become "more than a form of media 
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Talk of the wind is one-way Istmeños enact themselves as a community in the here and 

now – of el pueblo Zapoteco.2 From these encounters, I turn to the poetics of the wind and 

how Zapotec artists have and continue to write its force into the Isthmus Zapotec's long 

literary tradition.  

 The ways Juchitecos are talking about the wind differs from how the Mexican 

Wind Energy Industry represents it, and the vision of the future their representations 

seem to invoke. By looking at a media campaign designed to engender local support 

after the cancellation of the Mareña Renovables project, I find that the industry images 

themselves as offering a better future to Isthmus residents — powered by wind. But 

these promises are based on misguided assumptions about Isthmus Zapotec identity, 

experiences, and ways of making meaning from the natural world.3  

                                                        
 
communication: in some ways it is now also a place where we live and where everyday life happens…" He 
goes on, to explain how much in the same "way our lives are distributed between spending time at work, 
within the home or in a restaurant," so too with social media, which "is in no sense virtual" (Miller 2011, 2). 
2 El pueblo Zapoteco is a way of referencing the collective of different individuals who live on the Isthmus. 
This is the phrase that they use to talk about themselves and reference the community they claim 
membership in. This community is quite diverse, but is often represented by insiders to outsiders as if it was 
homogeneous. However, I suspect they also imagine themselves in these terms as well. One friend put it to 
me like this, "The pueblo Zapoteco, includes everyone from the fisherman, to the farmer and the merchant. It 
is the businessman. It is the politician. It is the professional. All of this diversity is what makes up el pueblo 
Zapoteco, and it is this whole pueblo that has the right to this territory" In his poetry, the Zapotec writer 
Enedino Jiménez (1951–2004) uses this phrase in one famous example of his work. For example, in his poem 
entitled "Los Zapoteco," he writes: "Somos el pueblo Zapoteca: los hombres y las mujeres que aman el 
prodigio de su origen." This translates to, "We are el pueblo Zapoteca: men and women who love the marvel 
of their origin" (Magariño and Terán 2008, 51). Notably, this term "pueblo(s)," Jackson and Warren (2005) 
explain, is often used to discuss indigenous communities in Latin America. It can mean town, community, 
and people, and is rooted in a history of sociality rooted in the idea of "belonging to pueblos rather than to 
minority or racial groups" (Jackson and Warren 2005, 550). 
3 The phrase, "sense of place," was used by Steven Feld and Keith Basso, is a way of referring to the "relation 
of sensation to emplacement; the experiential and expressive ways places are known, imagined, yearned for, 
held, remembered, voiced, lived, contested, and struggled over; and the multiple ways places are 
metonymically and metaphorically tied to identities" (Feld and Basso 1999, 10). 
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 Representations of the wind have high stakes. In all this talk about the air, 

residents and the wind industry are each asserting a vision over what will happen on 

this land now and into the future. Part of what has made the conflict over wind energy 

so intense lie in the unique qualities of wind itself – its immateriality and invisibility. 

The winds flexibility makes it a force of deep affective investment. Anthropologists have 

long recognized the role that the weather plays in social and cultural life. Strauss and 

Orlove (2003) write that "The physical experience of the weather," has been a "common 

focal point in many societies, through both commiseration and celebration" (Strauss and 

Orlove 2003, 3).4 But what makes the weather, and the wind in particular, such a 

productive idiom?  

Anthropological research about indigenous peoples, the senses, and nature tend 

towards bifurcation. Indigenous knowledge, learned through the body, is often opposed 

to expert knowledge, learned through expertise. I bring recent scholarly work on affect 

as well as the materiality of the wind itself to further interrupt the false binary that has 

been erected and remains imagined between the two.5 Wind offers a particularly useful 

medium for thinking this space between. Senses are not only cultural, informed by 

language and the natural world, but underscore the instability of the boundaries that 

                                                        
 
4  Vannini et al. write that the ways people  talk, develop emotional relationship to, and the way they make 
sense of and draw significance from meteorological processes," are not only interesting, "but also 
particularly valuable as keys to deciphering larger scale social processes" (Vannini et al. 2012, 362). 
5 In his study of illumination, geographer Timothy Edensor writes that theories of affect often neglect 
materiality. Edensor writes that affective experiences are "cumulative, and therefore historical, process of 
interaction between human beings and place" (Edensor 2012, 1105). 
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erected in order to try and produce a boundary – "The sensation of things is inseparable 

from the meanings and sociality of things, and their production (Bille and Sørensen 

2007, 264).6 Hugh Raffles explores the knowledge of nature as a set of practices as well as 

a lexicon that is deeply contingent and tied to place. This knowledge is unevenly 

distributed, tied to both "contingency and habitus." Rather than calling this "local 

knowledge," I will follow Raffles who chooses to use the phrase "intimate knowledge" as 

a way of getting outside the local/expert binary to describe the kinds of "affective 

sociality" engendered through the uneven and varied encounters people have as 

individuals and collectivities with the natural world (Raffles 2002, 326). 

Don Tadeo's Newstand 

 Every Sunday, while I was in the field, I would hand Don Tadeo 110 pesos and, in 

exchange, he would save a copy of three of the region's daily newspapers — El Sur, 

Enfoque Diario and/or Noticias. Soon thereafter, I would return to my apartment and start 

clipping. The all-too-elusive winds I had been trying to find materialized in the 

headlines and stories on nearly a daily basis. 

 The most common stories were predictive in. "A Strong Norther in the Gulf of 

Mexico" — "Gusts up to 90km/h are predicted for the Isthmus and Gulf of Tehuantepec." 

                                                        
 
6 Hsu and Low write in their introductory essay to the 2007 special collection on the wind, published in the 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute. They suggest there is value in what the wind allows us to 
think about "how the materiality of wind shapes social practice at a number of fundamental levels." The 
unique sensory experience of the wind has big importance, where nature becomes tied in webs of 
"associations" to everything from " life and death and the cosmos at large" (Hsu and Low 2007).  
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Many stories focused on the wind's effects or imprints, stressing or even relishing the 

power of the wind to flip over large objects. "A seven-meter-tall tree was reported fallen 

around 8:30 am," explained El Sur's October 20, 2014 edition. "The tree collapsed on top 

of a truck owned by the company Ricavilla. At the time of the incident, the truck was on 

its way to deliver a shipment of live chickens"(El Sur. 10/20/14 p.30). In a similar 

incident, we hear from a victim. The report begins, "Nearly half of all the thickest 

branches of a tree fell on the estate of la Señora Ariana Ortega." The story then recounts 

the events using Señora Ortega's own words. "Fortunately, the part of the tree that fell 

was on the far side of the house," she explains, "because if it had been on the other side, 

it could have caused serious damage to my home. Representatives from the civil 

protection unit haven't arrived with their machinery to cut down the branches…but my 

neighbors have been coming by… and taking what they could use for firewood." The 

incident of Señora Ortega reflects not only on the wind but on the failure of local 

government officials to attend to her needs in a timely way. Instead, her neighbors 

helped. Señora Ortega's bad luck speaks to the opportunism and resourcefulness of the 

neighborhood.  

 Cargo trucks pass by the city of Juchitán de Zaragoza by way of the international 

Pan-American Highway. On November 11, 2014, Faustino Romo Martínez reported that 

"A truck flipped over on the Pan-American Federal highway, between La Venta and La 

Ventosa, where gusts reached upwards of 130 km/hour…The Bureau of Civil Protection, 

along with the Federal Police, are urging all cargo trucks to avoid crossing this strip of 
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the highway, resulting in a line-up of more than fifty vehicles of various sizes sitting in 

the towns of La Venta and La Ventosa…For their part, truckers were waiting for 

recommendations from the officials as to when they could proceed. 'We will listen to 

their recommendations as to when we can pass. Our trucks are mostly empty right now, 

so we are at an even greater risk for turning over because of our light weight," explained 

Octavio Aguilar…In the meantime, Moises Rodriguez already knew that it was too 

dangerous to cross this section of the highway when the winds are strong. 'This section 

is very dangerous, especially if there is no warning…so we will sit and wait for word 

from the authorities as to when we can pass. We will probably go across two by two, as 

it offers us added protection from the wind. If the Federales tell us to wait, then we well 

do just that — wait" (Oaxaca Informa 11/19/14).  Rather than waiting for the government 

to clean up a downed tree, like in the incident on Señora Ortega's patio, the Pan-

American highway — and the international companies whose goods move along its 

routes — is carefully monitored during the windy season from multiple authorities 

including the State and Federal police, as well as the military who stand guard to protect 

international capital and Mexico's recently signed migration treaty with the United 

States, which has rendered the country's southern border an important stop gap in the 

flow of illegal migrants.7 

                                                        
 
7 Migration across Mexico's Southern border has affected life on the Isthmus. The train commonly referred 
to as la bestia or the beast has long been used by migrants to travel North. David Agren wrote in his 2016 
article about how the Mexican government, who had "previously paid little attention to the migrants 
transiting the country––except for the unscrupulous public officials and crooked cops who preyed on 
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Wind-induced damage to the electricity grid underscores a key irony regarding 

wind energy. While the region's wind farms are producing copious amounts of energy, 

less than a mile away the electricity cables are spread precariously across the city streets 

and buildings, vulnerable to the wind's erratic and powerful whims. On top of this, as 

wind farms were at or near maximum capacity during my stay in 2014, local residents 

found themselves without any electricity at all. A few headlines are indicative of a 

common occurrence — "Coconuts are hanging from electricity cables because of strong 

winds" and "Wind blows down antenna at Evangelical Christian Radio Station" (Noticias 

11/28/14). One story described an incident in the city center: "The winds whipped so 

forcefully that they fractured the base of the light post, which now threatens to 

fall…they will replace it if necessary." Front page headlines spread the news that had 

already arrived in the form of ashes in my second story apartment through open 

windows — "Juchitán: Fire Season has begun." News reports are a key reminder that 

these elemental forces are linked. "The windy season also means fire season has arrived 

here on the Isthmus…Plumes of smoke covered more than one kilometer of the Pan-

American highway today. With the onset of winds coming from the North, the threat of 

fire intensifies, and they can grow very large…"  

                                                        
 
vulnerable Central Americans or acted in cahoots with criminal gangs like Los Zetas…" has changed in 
recent years. "Over the past year," the Mexican government, who recieved funding and pressure from the 
United States, began to focus on their Southern border." With help from the US government, Mexico began 
to implement a Southern border plan in an effort to establish checkpoints, fixing infrastructure in the region 
and preventing migrants from climbing aboard the train (Agren 2016). 
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 While these articles highlight the materialized effects of the wind, others focus on 

the wind's potential to cause people harm. Preemptive information appears as the subject 

of news reports and interviews with local experts. The daily newspaper Noticias: Voz y 

Imagen de Oaxaca (News: Words and Images from Oaxaca) publishes in their "man on the 

street" style section called "The Citizen's Voice" four answers to the following question, 

"What preventative measures do you take to protect your family during the windy 

season?" "I wrap my son really well after he bathes in the morning." Another interviewee 

echoed this sentiment, "I put a heavy sweater when I dress my kids to protect them from 

the strong winds that are very cold…" and "I put a mask over their mouths for our walk 

to school" (Noticias 10/17/2014, p.2). Another example from "The Citizen's Voice" 

recounts how four men respond to the question, "What affects have your homes 

experienced as a result of the strong winds?" Interestingly, their responses focus on the 

material effects of the winds, in contrast to the physical protective measures the women 

pointed out. "In the neighborhood of Morelos, we suffer from a lack of light, the 

electricity cables fall down." Victor, and Gamaliel all mention the tree branches which 

fall down as a result strong wind. They "obstruct the movement of those passing by," 

recalling an incident when "athletes were not able to practice because the street was 

blocked" outside the arena (Noticias 11/18/2014). 

How to (Virtually) Feel the Wind 

 Juchitecos avidly use social media. Much like a physical space, Juchitecos inhabit 

Facebook, creating a virtual extension of the office buildings, patios, velas, wind farms, 
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classrooms, sidewalks, and political rallies where I conducted fieldwork.8 A stark 

example of this invariably occurred during the changes of the seasons. In October, at the 

beginning of the windy season, the force of the wind appeared everywhere on Facebook. 

As status updates, memes, jokes, and reflections, Juchitecos posted, liked, and shared 

their feelings about the wind on what they affectionately refer to as "The Face."  

 The Isthmus Zapotec have a long tradition of mediating the natural world 

through literature, visual art, and "flowery speech." And so, the appearance of the wind 

on Facebook shouldn't come as much of a surprise. These acts of creative expression 

integrate both words and images; their experiences range from frustration to hope.  

 I want to suggest that in all this talk of the wind, Juchitecos are asserting a claim 

to place.9 They are doing this by way of language, as they always have, in the face of 

colonialism, assimilationist state policies, and, most recently, large-scale industrial 

                                                        
 
8 Anthropologist Daniel Miller urges caution when studying Facebook. He explains, the "tendency to 
assume" that social media, like other new technologies and systems, "necessarily represents a shift from a 
supposedly more traditional situation, in which we were more socially defined, towards an increasing 
individualism and autonomy…" Rather, Miller continues, "social media tends to have the reverse effect. It 
makes us less individualistic and less autonomous. In some ways social media returns us to older ways in 
which our property as personal social networking sites shifts from the background back to the foreground 
of our lives" (Miller 2011, 4). 
9 Land has been a force of stability, writes Anya Peterson Royce, among the Isthmus Zapotec, in both a 
practical and mystical sense, and working the land brought with it respect. It also was a way of hedging 
risk, "When the businesses failed, when two trains a day instead of twenty rolled across the Isthmus, the 
land was still there." Juchitecos have long preferred to sell land to one another, rather than outsiders. Royce 
writes, "There is little good cropland available and there is notion that it is always preferable to sell to 
Zapotec. Outsiders also do not share the Zapotec feeling for the land." Among those from here is a "sense of 
common territory and a common past. Since its founding, Juchitán has been a city on the same land. It has 
never fallen into outside hands, unlike the land held by most Indian groups. The Zapotec share the many 
battles fought throughout their history in defense of the land and the integrity of Juchitán" (Peterson Royce 
1982, 182, 277). 
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development. Facebook posts about the wind fall into four broad categories: first, as 

information about its effect; second, as an idiom for interpersonal connections; third, as 

mode for asserting, albeit ambivalently, community – what I am calling el pueblo 

Zapoteco.10 Membership in el pueblo Zapoteco is regulated, as Facebook comments draw 

boundaries between who can be considered part of it, and who is not. Do you know the 

feeling of this wind? It is only if your answer is yes that you will get this joke. References 

to the wind sometimes took a darker turn. That was particularly apparent when the 

subject of wind energy development came up. And so, if it is through the idiom of the 

wind that the Zapotec community is being enacting, what does that mean now that that 

same force becomes is increasingly the subject of heated political debate? Does this have 

an effect on how people feel about their community? 

 The first way I encountered wind on Facebook was as information in the form of 

news articles, status updates, and exhortations from the city government. When the 

winds were strong in Juchitán, Facebook's algorithmic news feed made sure I knew. 

Informative posting was either done by individuals representing institutions 

(governmental or journalistic) or by the social media accounts of the institution itself. 

For example, the municipal government's reminder: "Do not drive on the highway!" 

                                                        
 
10 The sense of community, kinship, and cooperation embodied in the Zapotec term guendalizaa that begins 
with the nuclear family, and then to extended family. This word can apply more broadly as well – uniting 
all Zapotec people from Juchitán, implicitly separating "them from everyone else." Historically, when "the 
Zapotec have been threatened from the outside and in danger of losing their integrity as a people," they 
work cooperatively at this broad scale of community to "control local resources and take advantage of new 
income-generating activities. In this way," Royce explains, the Zapotec of Juchitán have "avoided the fate of 
most other Indian and rural groups" (Peterson Royce 1981, 284).  
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Tore Knape, a representative of The Oaxaca State Department of Civil Protection, would 

post weather and road updates on Facebook. Using cellphone snapshots, he posted 

images accompanied by text. A toppled trailer truck appears in one image alongside text 

that reads: "This is the 24th accident this windy season at kilometer 73 on the highway 

between Ixtepec and La Ventosa." Sometimes individuals might post a warning to their 

friends: avoid this intersection; electricity line down over here; a tree is blocking the 

road over there. Collectively, the posts had largely practical implications — informing 

Juchitecos how to navigate and move through this windy world.  

 

Figure 34. Pinche Nortazooo! Fall 2014 

 Meanwhile, many of my Facebook "friends" from the area, whom I have come to 

consider as "real" friends, expressed an ambivalence about the wind and its force.11 

                                                        
 
11 I use the term "friend" to reference people I was technically "friends" with on Facebook. On occasion, I did 
not know these people personally, like Tore Knape. However, the other people referenced in this chapter are 
not only my Facebook "friends," but people I came to know intimately over my time in Juchitán. 
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Juquila is an avid social media user who took to Facebook one November evening to 

vent her frustration: "The wind did his thing today and blew all the papers right out of 

my hands — god was laughing as he watched me run after them." Similarly annoyed by 

its force, Roselía posted of her troubles: "The strong wind almost tore the door right off 

of nacahui," her nickname, which is Zapotec for her beloved little car. Both Juquila and 

Roselía attribute an almost ironic agency to the wind. In both instances, the wind has 

proven enough of an obstacle to take note of its force, though not destructive enough on 

this occasion to cause any real devastation. In essence, they shared their experiences as a 

way of reaching out to others who also felt the strength of the wind — it's as if both 

Juquila and Roselía are saying to their friends, "You know what I mean?" This sentiment 

was echoed in a meme — a combination of a still image and written text — that 

circulated quickly one evening. In it we see the wind disrupting the serene face of 

Leonardo DaVinci's Mona Lisa. The text reads, "All across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec." 

The winds are so strong, even Mona Lisa's placid femininity is disrupted by its force. 

Why was this meme shared so widely and with such speed?  

 Juquila and Roselía's status updates, as well as the popularity of the Mona Lisa 

meme, underscore that the wind is productive of far more than electricity. In the foiled 

delivery of Juquila's papers and in Roselía's concern about her car door, or the shared 

laugh at Mona Lisa's face, I find that the wind is the shared space of place-ness. Even I 

understood this meme, because it put words and images together to articulate the 

embodied experience of being in place that we all were sharing. Like Mona Lisa, I, too, 
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know what it feels like when a rafaga smacks me across the face. In this sharing of 

experience, social relations are also being practiced and reinforced.  

 I don't want to give the wrong impression — Juchitecos have quite ambivalent 

feelings about the wind. It is not only a source of frustration or obstacle to navigate; it is 

also something more. Just a week after her previous post, Juquila, yet again, considered 

the wind in her status update. Below a stylized image of a ceramic mug, she posted the 

following text: "Warm hot chocolate and the wind." In this case, the wind was warm and 

comforting as she nestled in for the evening. In this moment, the wind enhanced her 

pleasure by creating the distinctive atmosphere in which it was taking place, similar to a 

snowy Christmas eve. The wind was the medium through which she was sharing her 

small pleasure with others who know the same feeling. These status updates are tiny 

pieces of art, creatively inviting their friends to reflect on the feeling she chose to share 

with them.  
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Figure 35. Vientos y Fiesta. 2/6/16  

 "Wind and parties" is the status update that Jacciel shared along with a simple 

image one chilly February evening. In the background is the hazy blue sky. In front, the 

leaves of a palm tree and a row of papel picado (cut paper), both in-motion. Similarly, 

Martín posts: "Look and listen to the palm trees — they are dancing with the winds on 

the Isthmus of Tehuantepec." While rather short and somewhat simple, these images 

and their captions articulate an entire universe of emotions and a complex 

amalgamation of feeling not translatable into one word, sentence, or image. These posts 

convey the whole world of feelings that mobilize more than your sense of sight, but 

sound as well. They also imply an awareness: you, too, should take a moment to reflect 

on our natural environment. It is a meditation on the wind and the worlds 

(atmospheres) it creates.  
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Figure 36. Facebook Post, 2/24/2015 

 Another widely shared meme depicts an illustration of a young woman, whose 

chin is tilted upward, wearing traditional Zapotec clothing, the huipil and enagua.12 The 

accompanying text reads: "In my pueblo, the wind combs my hair." The image ties 

Zapotec clothing and ideas of femininity to the force of the wind. The takeaway — Be 

proud of our distinctive Zapotec heritage — is voiced through the wind. The wind is more 

than an obstacle; it also helps you comb your hair.13  

                                                        
 
12 Women's clothing plays an important and visible role in how people talk about Zapotec culture. Not only 
does clothing figure prominently in outsider representations of Isthmus Zapotec women, but so too in how 
Zapotec people think and talk about themselves and their culture. An integral part of attire is flowers worn 
in the hair and cloth flowers embroidered on the huipil, or blouse, often passed down from one generation to 
the next (Campbell and Green 1996, 165). An enagua (or skirt) is one type of skirt, not the most formal. The 
most formal skirt is called a bizuudi' olan, a "long, full, gathered skirt of flowered material with a nine-inch 
white lace ruffle at the bottom (Kemper and Royce 2002). 
13 In her ethnography of Juchitán, anthropologist Anya Peterson Royce (1982) writes: "No ethnic group can 
maintain a believable (viable) identity without signs, symbols, and underlying values that point to a 
distinctive identity" (Peterson Royce 1982, 7). Like other places in Mexico, identity in Juchitán could be 
understood within the "Indian–Mexican, local-national dichotomies." However, there is something 
particular to Juchitán – what Royce calls "Zapotec style." This, she writes, is the way all classes of Juchitecos 
celebrate "an Indian identity." Rather than national culture invading, it has largely been the opposite. That 
is, Zapotec style imposes itself "on the rest of the inhabitants. Zapotec control of Juchitán is not just a moral 
triumph; the Zapotec control the city socially, economically, and politically. Three factors have enabled the 
Zapotec to maintain their position of dominance: rivalry or a sense of opposition; local autonomy; and early 
prosperity" (Peterson Royce 1982, 169). 
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Figure 37. Facebook Post, 2/22/2015  

Similarly, my friend Victoria posts an image of the wind lifting the bottom of her long, 

red enagua. Below the image she writes: "Why would I want wings, when I have my 

enagua to fly? The windy season is fast approaching here on the Isthmus." The sunlight 

in the image renders the contrast of the air moving across her body from the hard and 

fixed cement patio where she stands particularly stark. Her skirt is animated by the 

wind itself, which emboldens her to act in the world. Victoria doesn't need "wings" to 

put this wind to use; she has her enagua, signifying her Zapotec identity, which allows 

her to fly. Victoria links the wind to gender roles among the Isthmus Zapotec, who have 

a kind of empowered femininity that is traditional to the region and continues to be 

practiced and signified through traditional Zapotec attire. This subverts the well-

trodden stereotypes that render indigenous peoples (and their ritual attire) to the past 

rather than the future.  

 These posts transform the literal wind into its virtual other, expressed via a fresh 

and fast-evolving visual language. For social media acts like a language, enabling and 
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foreclosing ways of seeing the world, showing what a culture values at any given 

moment in time (languages have inherent hierarchies). My Facebook "friends" connect to 

one another by way of sharing their experiences of the real and physical wind. They 

affirm their individual experiences of the harsh environment of the Isthmus and express 

the personal challenges in the mediated online winds. Through the act of taking and 

reacting to images and memes of wind, they are engaging with the social and natural 

environments they inhabit, feeling what it means to be in their world. Not only does this 

online discourse reinvigorate social bonds by inviting friends and neighbors to share 

feelings about the wind and its force, it also underscores that this feeling that they are 

enflaming matters and has value in and of itself. These people, put simply, value having 

a personal relationship to nature. The wind is an idiom through which Zapotecos 

articulate their relationship to home. The wind is not only a topic that people are 

connecting about; it is a medium through which they articulate their feelings and 

connection to place.  

The relationship to place spans both backwards and forwards in time. Kinship in 

Juchitán is not limited to the present. On Sundays, many Juchitecos regularly visit their 

deceased parents at the cemetery, as obligations to one's parents extend beyond the 

initial mourning period. Dead family members, but especially parents, writes Chiñas, 

"exert great influence on the living" (Chiñas, B. 1973, 60). There is sense of mutual 

responsibility shared between the living and the dead which is enacted through ritual 

practices  (Royce, A.P. 2011, 98). Endpoints and beginnings, writes Royce (2011), are not 
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firmly fixed in Zapotec ideas of kinship. This is evidenced by the terms used in Zapotec: 

" Life and death, guenda nabani and guenda guti, literally, "living" and "dying," are 

gerunds rather than nouns" where each word " carries the seeds of the other within 

itself, and neither is a full stop." Both living and dying , Royce explains, require work 

from the community (Royce 2011, 25). 

According to Gregorio Lopez Lopez, it is almost impossible to express something 

in the Zapotec language as individual and concrete. Rather, the thing will almost always 

relate (tacitly or explicitly) to the whole – to "the species, class, group, or element to 

which it pertains" (López López 2016) In Zapotec, everything is "subordinated on a scale 

to some unity, or part of a whole." This means it is nearly "impossible to refer to the 

parts without referring to or implying the whole, or mentioning the group without a 

reference to the parts., or to speak of individuals without considering the group. In 

Zapotec […] to speak of things or people in isolation is very difficult to do. And it 

doesn't really make sense" (ibid).14 In their references to the wind, people are always also 

talking about place writ large. On Facebook, while they may be sharing their individual 

experiences with the harsh environment, in so doing they find their experience is not 

theirs alone. Through the act of taking and reacting to images and memes of wind, they 

are producing community through discussion of the natural world. The wind is an 

                                                        
 
14 Translated from original Spanish by author. 
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idiom through which Zapotecos articulate their relationship to one another by talking 

about home. 

Sensing Place 

 It was late January 2017, long after I had left Oaxaca and returned to Durham, 

NC, that my friend Diana posted the following reflection:  

When people ask me what I love most about my hometown, I tell them: The 
strong winds which mess up my hair; the tenderness of a mango with chile…the 
smell of the burning coconut branches from my neighbor's yard; the food 
(empanadas and arroz con leche) that they sell at the stand next to the train station; 
the sound of the horoscopes on the radio at 6:00am blasting from my neighbors 
speakers; the beach at Playa Unión, even though it is full of mud, I love the way 
it feels when it covers my feet (1/30/2017). 
 

This post captured a distinction I often noticed during my time in Juchitán yet had been 

unable to put into words. It is the question of how a place is known. Throughout the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec, I had witnessed attempts to define and determine the land via 

various versions of so-called "scientific knowledge." The land was being assessed in 

terms of its functionality with regards to how to harness the wind. Yet Diana's post 

speaks to a different kind of knowledge — a knowledge that is derived from the senses. 

Diane Ackerman writes, "There is no way to understand the world without first 

detecting it through the radar-net of our senses…our senses define the edge of 

consciousness" (Ackerman 1990, xv). Sensory knowledge is something we all share as 

"sentient" human beings. Yet we learn to practice sensing and embodying our senses in 

language in very different ways. Hugh Raffles (2002) writes,  
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The places I got to know were actively and continuously brought into being 
through the coming together of many human and non-human phenomena — 
physical labor, narrative, imagination, memory, political economy, the agentive 
bio-physicality of tides, plants, and animals…And I came to understand places 
best when I saw them as formed by the movement of people and ideas and as 
constituted by traces of pasts and futures; when I thought in terms of place-
making rather than of ready-made places (Raffles Hugh 2002, 329).  
 

 In his study of the social experience of light, Timothy Edensor has written that 

the values a culture gives to particular kinds of sensual experiences express that 

culture's ideals, hopes, and fears (Edensor 2006, 538). The continual noticing of the wind 

and references to it on Facebook suggest, in a basic way, that the feel of the wind — as 

opposed to its scientific specifications — matters to residents of the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec. Place, for Diana, is more than a view, food, sounds, or even family. Place 

emerges as the fusion of the sensual experience with other ways of being in place, like 

via history. Ackerman writes, "our senses connect us intimately to the past" (Ackerman 

1990, xvi). 

 Sensory experience in Juchitán is as diverse as anywhere. While Diana and many 

others can revel in the wind, many Juchitecos express ambivalence toward it. Over time 

I have come to see these ambivalent attitudes to the wind as connected in some way to 

feelings about the city and, more acutely, the future of their Zapotec identity. While at 

times beautiful, like the wind, Zapotec identity (indigeneity) can also be an obstacle or a 

threat. There seems to be a profound capacity among Juchitecos to simultaneously revel 

in their imagined sense of this city while also knowing that it is vulnerable. Juchitán has 

seen rapid change in recent years. Corruption has become rampant and violence — truly 
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horrific violence related to cross-continental immigration and the drug trade — has 

become commonplace. Many people have retreated from the city's streets, barricaded 

behind barred windows and security gates installed to protect their homes. This is just 

one of the many instances in Zapotec history where the region's lasos (nets or ropes) or 

redes sociales (social networks)15 are being threatened; social networks that long protected 

Isthmus Zapotec community life from outside incursion have been disrupted as well. 

Yet on Facebook, there don't appear to be such walls. The online space allows for an 

openness that the harsh realities of Mexican life don't allow for on the ground or in the 

streets. The wind is quite literally shared online, blowing through every Facebook 

account no matter rich or poor. There, Juchitecos are able to enact the kind of social 

relationships that bind them collectively to place. They can exist as el pueblo Zapoteco in 

tandem with the wind's force. Ultimately Facebook comments about the wind — much 

more than scientific or financial assessments about the environment and the land — 

reveal what is at stake when politicians, businessmen, and outsiders seek to harness the 

wind's power for profit. 

Spines of love 

To some extent, art is like trapping nature inside a paperweight. Suddenly a 
locale, or an abstract emotion, is viewable at one's leisure, falls out of flux, can be 

                                                        
 
15 The literal translation of the Spanish phrase "redes sociales" is "social net" or "social networks." This phrase 
is emic to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and is used to reference overlapping webs of reciprocal social 
relationships binding Isthmus Zapotec people to one another and to place. The system of reciprocity makes 
possible, Anya Peterson Royce, a "decent standard of living" for most residents of the region because "no 
one who participates in this web of relationships is allowed to go hungry…or die alone" (Peterson–Royce 
2011, 49)  
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rotated and considered from different vantage points, becomes as fixed and to 
that extent as holy as the landscape (Ackerman 1990, 277).  
 

     

Figure 38. Windows in Juchitán 

 I asked Victor about a poem he wrote: "The North Wind Whips." "Honestly, 

Stephanie, I don't remember that poem so well." He stands up and walks over to his 

bookshelf and grabs two copies of Las Espinas del amor," The Spines of Love, and hands me 

one. "Off the top of my head, I only remember one image from that poem — it is the 

electricity cables playing with the wind. During the windy season, the cables from the 

public lighting system sound like they are buzzing. They dance around in circles, almost 

as if they were playing a game with the air." He laughs to himself a bit while he recalls 

this image, then begins flipping through his book. Victor then reads his poem out loud 

in its original Zapotec. Then he switches back to Spanish. "Now I remember. This poem 

is about a man who, while waiting for a woman, begins to riff on the world around him. 

But in the end, she never shows up."  

 Victor followed this with a line-by-line analysis of the poem. "On the windy 

street, the trash starts to follow him. All the papers that had piled up and the leaves that 

had fallen were ferociously pursuing him as he walked down the street. The next line 
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says, 'the houses groan, and the dogs huddle together.' That is because the dogs are cold, 

and the houses make these noises when the winds blow. Later in the poem it says, 'No 

one is out on the streets for a stroll today with their shadow.' Who is going to go out for 

a stroll when such a strong wind is blowing? Everyone just stays inside. And once they 

are inside, they are forced to look at their own misery. Today, it says, 'the whole world 

remembered they could put their hands entrepierna." I missed the joke when I read it on 

my own. Then Victor made a gesture, reaching down toward his genitals, laughing. 

Ahhhh, entre-pierna, between the legs. He explained, "Everyone forgot during the hot 

season that they could go inside and be alone to masturbate, but they remember now 

that it is cold because they put their hands down there to keep warm." This line is 

interesting: "Everyone remembers to close the door." Victor explains, "You know, here in 

Juchitán, no one closes the door. Our houses are always open. But when the windy 

season starts, everyone remembers they have doors that could close." He laughs, "It's 

just so rare that people would even try to close the door." Or it was. 

 Does the Juchitán that Victor depicts in his poem — where people's doors are 

open so often that they might forget to close them when the winds arrive — still exist? 

At the beginning of this chapter, I described how I had to unlock and open a large gate 

to let Irene into my apartment's courtyard when she showed up with her new haircut. 

This is because nearly every home in Juchitán has a gate and bars on the windows to 

protect those living inside from the insecurity of the street. Yet Victor describes his open 

vision of Juchitán in the present tense. This dissonance stems from the dialectic process 
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at work within Isthmus Zapotec culture, always defined at the intersection of internal 

codes or norms, and the ways in which outsider's view and value these people. Let's 

consider this phrase yet again: "el pueblo Zapoteco". Here "pueblo" signifies a town and/or 

a people, yet Juchitán is a fairly large city with over 100,000 residents.  

A vast majority of Juchitecos would proudly claim membership in el pueblo 

Zapoteco, the Zapotec people. This pueblo Zapoteco, however, is under threat from both 

actual violence, and the kind of fear that insecurity tends to produce. Despite this, 

residents continue to talk about el pueblo Zapoteco as if it were not under threat. Just as 

many of my informants spoke often about mounting violence in Juchitán, which forced 

them to out of communal spaces behind locked gates and barred winds, aspirations of 

community life evoked in referencing the phrase el pueblo Zapoteco continues apace. This 

practice is rooted in a tradition of positioning themselves differently in relationship to 

one another and to outsiders, and how they narrate survival and struggle through 

referencing the natural world. My research suggests that this practice continues apace 

online, in the idiom of the wind. 

Representing Nature, Representing Identity 

 In the late-nineteenth century, Zapotec poets began to leave the region for 

Mexico City. One of the most well-known of this generation was Andres Henestrosa 

(1906-2009), whose poems reflect on his pueblo from a distance. In his poems he longs 

for his hometown while he makes a career in Mexico City. By writing down the stories 

his grandmother told him as a child, Henestrosa began to transform his personal 
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encounters and memories into a written-down history, forming part of what would 

become the heroic narrative of the Isthmus Zapotec.  

 

Figure 39. Los Dos Fridas (Kahlo 1939)  

 In many ways, Isthmus Zapotec identity16 has come into being through the 

encounter between languages and the inevitably inadequate process of translation. The 

Isthmus Zapotec figured prominently in the wake of the Mexican Revolution as the 

government mobilized the assimilationist discourse of mestizaje to claim legitimacy.17 

Famously, Diego Rivera transformed the Isthmus Zapotec clothing into an icon — "the 

Tehuana," and Frida Kahlo adopted their style of dress. Juchitán became what Mexican 

author Leticia Luna describes as a "mythical place." Luna muses that Juchitán's mythic 

status has a lot to do with "its geography, or the social and political struggles that have 

taken place there, or their fiestas, language and poetry" (Luna, n.d.). In the 1980s, 

Mexican photographer Graciela Iturbide, along with author Elena Poniatowska added: 

                                                        
 
16 Identity and indigeneity are both unstable terms. As Starn and de la Cadena write, Indigenous identities 
are ''not a fixed state of," but rather, are relational. Produced in dialogue with the so-called non-indigenous, 
and "emergent in different forms in different parts of the world"  (Cadena and Starn 2007, a11–a13). 
17 This idea is elaborated upon in more detail elsewhere where I explore how assimilationist strategies and 
the ideal of mestizaje engendered a sense of "the nation" in the wake of the Mexican Revolution. 
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"Juchitán is a mythical space where man finds his origin and women find their profound 

essence" (Poniatowska 1993). Iturbide's photographs depict powerful women, the myth 

of the matriarchy, and the muxe, who inspired curiosity the world over. 

 

Figure 40. Nuestra Señora de las Iguanas (Iturbide 1979) 
 

 This kind of mythic indigeneity has meant that the Isthmus Zapotec maintain their 

language, and with it, the "provincial nationalism" that Covarrubias noted over half a 

century ago. This pride, explained Juchiteco Daniel Lopez Nelio, is "almost "narcissistic." 

"We are like someone who loves looking at themselves in the mirror." "Juchitecos say 

jokes are more enjoyable (mas sabroso) in Zapotec" (Ruiz Campbell 1993, 468). But so, 

too, is food — huevos de tortuga, maíz Zapolite — and clothing, elaborate trajes, and fiestas. 

As one poet writes, "Zapoteco, Zapoteco / Those who underestimate you / ignore how 

much / your mothers love you." Juchitán is the "Ombligo del mundo," or the "umbilical 

chord" of the world, reflecting a pride, perhaps egotism, in a place that sees its own 

culture as on par with that of any European city.  
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 According to anthropologist Anya Peterson Royce, and confirmed by my friends 

in the field, the Zapotec's "extensive system of cults and neighborhood saints" has been 

consistently upheld by the city's wealthy and middle class (Peterson Royce 1975, 78). For 

many, this has allowed "Zapotec identity" to withstand the "destructive pressures" of 

Mexico's national culture because "economic advancement in the city did not equate 

with the casting off of indigenous language and other traditions" (Campbell et al. 1993, 

174). This was echoed in the field when a friend described how a small number of the 

city's most elite families were responsible for throwing the annual fiestas. If the elite did 

not wear local attire with pride, it is possible that these traditions would have been lost 

long ago.  

 The Isthmus Zapotec continued use of their language has long been a way for 

them to connect with one another. They have used this to strategically exclude or 

include outsiders at their discretion. The most recent politicized form dates back to the 

1970s as industrial and agricultural capitalism began to take root, altering more than the 

social and economic landscape while fomenting existing divisions within the population 

itself. Many of the region's "peasants" lost their land18 during the 1960s as the region's 

wealthy came to benefit from the construction of the Benito Juarez Dam project. In this 

moment, Arturo Warman explains, a professional and political class found wealth at the 

                                                        
 
18 Land was being taken over and given new kinds of promissory value when the government began to 
advertise the Benito Juarez Dam project in the early 1950s. The inauguration of the 19th irrigation district in 
1964 turned large swathes of previously unusable land into arable terrain. For more see "The Future of the 
Isthmus and the Juárez Dam," an essay written by Arturo Warman and translated into English for the the 
1993 edited volume, "Zapotec Struggles: Histories Politics, and Representations from Juchitán." 
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expense of their neighbors. Wealth disparity intensified "to a degree never seen in the 

past," resulting in an aggressive confrontation involving "Zapotec peasants against 

Zapotec elites" (Warman 1993, 16). Leaders of this movement used ethnicity to rally the 

population behind their left-wing political coalition known as the COCEI, or the 

Coalition of Students and Workers of the Isthmus, which envisioned itself as 

representative of peasants, workers and students. 

 Juchitán was the center of press and activist attention when, in 1981, the COCEI 

wrestled control of the city's government and made Juchitán the first city in Mexico to be 

out of the PRI's control. The COCEI mobilized Zapotec identity in their effort to pry 

political power from the PRI. In its earliest form, the COCEI represented its political 

movement as the "natural" evolution of the "great Zapotec race," which had long 

struggled to maintain autonomy against outside forces. In its narrative of history, the 

COCEI depicted itself and its political movement as the natural heir in an unbroken 

"chain of rebellions, resistance and defense" of Zapotec culture. At rallies, politicians 

would use "micro-specific local references and Zapotec idioms," effectively excluding 

outsiders (Campbell 1994, 365). Supporters responded "enthusiastically to these 

picturesque jokes," helping to "unite movement supporters against their enemies" while 

linking current political objectives to "Zapotec heroes of the past," reinforcing the 

COCEI's version of history, in which they claimed Zapotec control of political power 

and the territory of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec with an air of righteous inevitability. As 

Poet Macario Matus explains, "Juchitán is a branch of the great tree that is the Zapotec 
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race…and as such inherits rebelliousness and detests subjection… The Zapotec race has 

always been free…Juchitán, of this great Zapotec race, has been a town that was beaten, 

burned, torn up, injured...The victory of the COCEI is the history of a people" (Matus 

1993, 127).  

 Identity in Juchitán has long been mediated through the written word of the 

region's many well-respected poets who link Zapotec identity to the natural 

environment. Nature and geographic location have always been taken as indicative of 

the strength of the people who live in the region. If they can survive here, then they 

must be strong. Yet it is precisely nature and location that have been a main source of 

vulnerability. As the force of the winds and the arid climate make farming a challenge, 

the region is prone to drought. The winds are harsh and destructive. For well over a 

century, the Isthmus Zapotec have worked to maintain a diverse array of economic 

activities as preparation for this challenging weather, in particular the wind. The 

marriage of strength and vulnerability in the natural world is reflected in Zapotec 

poetry. For example, as Macario Matus ends one of his poems about Juchitán: "Manifold 

iron flower I carry you / in my whole fragile heart."19  

 The mediation of identity and nature through poetry originates in Zapotec but 

must then be translated in order for people who don't speak Isthmus Zapotec to 

                                                        
 
19 Translated by Claire Sullivan (2012) in her essay, "The State of Zapotec Poetry." 
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understand it20. This act of translation, from original Zapotec to Spanish, is often done by 

the poet herself. Zapotec poet and translator Irma Pineda describes the Zapotec and 

Spanish versions of her poetry as "parallel" poems. They are different and entangled but 

live in tandem with one another. This is called "auto-translation" — "the translator is the 

author, the translation is an original, the foreign is the domestic, and vice versa" 

(Sullivan 2012, 199). Poet Natalia Toledo struggles with the dialectic of art and culture. 

"(A)s cultures are squelched by other cultures, they are also enriched and even created 

by their contact with others" (ibid). She takes advantage of this in her work. In a poem 

dedicated to T.S. Eliot, she asserts that her cosmopolitan identity is not in conflict with 

her Zapotec identity.  

Perhaps I am the final branch who will speak Zapotec. 
My children, homeless birds in the jungle of forgetfulness,  
will have to whistle their language.21  
 

                                                        
 
20 Language practices are shifting in Juchitán, explains linguist Haley De Korne in here 2016 working paper, 
someone who I met working in the field. According to De Korne, the symbolic value of Isthmus Zapotec has 
changed across time and among social groups. She writes, "Diidxazá is currently an integral part of 
communication practices in Juchitán and several other municipalities in the Isthmus, including social 
domains from local commerce to social gatherings and the home. There is an active Diidxazá literary 
movement dating at least to the early 20th century, including poetry, narrative, traditional music and hip-
hop. An un-marked alphabet was established in 1956 and is used in formal written production, but the 
majority of speakers have not learned it." She continues, "The vast majority of residents of the Isthmus also 
speak Spanish, and an increasing number are monolingual or dominant in Spanish, especially among 
younger generations. The dominance of Spanish has been and continues to be promoted through the 
education system." The shift towards market-oriented public policies in Mexico has seen a simultaneous rise 
in policies of cultural recognition. These structural changes, De Korne writes, has given indigenous 
languages in Mexico new kinds of value on the "linguistic market" where "Isthmus Zapotec is taking on new 
forms of value relative to its status on local, national and global markets" (De Korne 2016, 23–24). 
21 Poem titled "For T.S. Elliot" by Natalia Toledo. Published in "The State of Zapotec Poetry" by Claire 
Sullivan (2012). 



 

 
225 

Natalia, along with her colleagues like Irma and Victor, blur the boundaries between 

here and there, indigenous and other, and create art from these interactions. 

 While the act of translation can be a violence, corrupting the form and meaning 

of the original, these poets recognize that translating their Zapotec into Spanish is also 

necessary. Through the sharing of poetry between cultures, the language — and the 

culture of which it speaks — is given another kind of value. Seeing others admire one's 

own culture in part makes possible how a community comes to see itself (Campbell 

1994). While Isthmus Zapotec language and culture may be enriched by dialogue with 

other communities, the speed and medium in which these encounters are happening are 

also speeding up.  

Does the speed at which these kinds of encounters are taking place present a new 

threat to this language and the natural world that inspires it? Claire Sullivan, who has 

translated Natalia Toledo's recent book into English, writes of a "haunting reality." Not 

only is the Zapotec language at risk of extinction, but so, too, are the elements of the 

natural world that cannot be translated. While this extinction discourse is familiar and 

invariably negative, what might be gained from this encounter (Sodikoff 2012)? I posit 

that it might yield a recognition that much remains outside any neat boundaries that 

distinguish one language from another, one vision of nature from another.  

 In any case, contemporary Zapotec poets express an anxiety as well as a 

steadfastness regarding the future that has echoes of an earlier generation of Zapotec 

authors. This anxiety about the loss of the Isthmus Zapotec language, along with the 
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hard work of using and translating it into Spanish, has given it value that these authors 

have put to productive use, giving it a kind of cache that has helped to fund language 

revitalization efforts to protect and sustain Isthmus Zapotec for generations to come. One 

must ask, however, does this value transfer onto the environment and cultural worlds 

from which these poets so derive inspiration? Natalia Toledo asks, in a metaphor that 

reiterates her connection to the natural world: "Perhaps I am the final branch who will 

speak Zapotec." Irma remains similarly steadfast, repeating the phrase "No me verás 

morir" (You will not see me die) in her poem of the same name.  

You will not see me die 
you won't forget me 
I am your mother 
your father 
your grandfather's old stories 
age-old traditions 
the tear welling from an old willow 
the saddest branch 
lost among the leaves 
You will not see me die 
because I am 
a reed-woven basket 
where the old spiny lobster 
still waves his pincers 
the fish eaten by God 
the snake that gulped a rabbit 
the rabbit that always teased the coyote 
the coyote that swallowed a wasps' nest 
the honey that wells from my breasts 
I am your lifeline 
and you will not see me die 
You may think everyone has gone away but 
you will not see me die 
There will be a seed 
hidden in the scrub by the path 
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that must return to this land 
and seed the future 
and feed our souls 
and our stories will be reborn 
and you will not see me die 
because we will stay strong 
we will always survive 
our song will live forever 
we will be ourselves and you 
and our children's children 
and the earth's quaking 
that will shake the sea 
and we will be many hearts 
anchored to the core of the Binni záa 
and you will not see me die 
you will never see me die 
you will never 
see me die22 
 

The Mexican Wind Energy Association 

 The Asociación Mexicana de Energía Eólica (The Mexican Wind Energy Association) 

also known by its acronym AMDEE was established in 2005 to represent the wind 

energy industry. Its stated purpose: to contribute to "the clean and sustainable growth of 

the Mexican economy"(Amdee.org 2015).23 As it happens, they, too, mediate the winds 

that blow across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. The wind energy industry — comprised of 

developers, turbine manufacturers, parts and materials providers, consulting firms, and 

others — all pay a membership FEE to AMDEE, and in turn, expect AMDEE to represent 

their interests. AMDEE is not in day-to-day operations at any given wind farm, nor are 

                                                        
 
22 Wendy Call translated Irma Pineda's poem from Spanish to English and it was published in 2015 (Pineda 
2015). 
23 For more information, visit the Mexican Wind Energy Association's website: www.amdee.org 
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they interested in developing new technologies. Rather, AMDEE is working in a 

different mode and on a very different scale; they are crafting a story about the Mexican 

Wind Energy sector writ large. Their mission is to proselytize the "win-win" narrative of 

renewable energy development; in other words, their role is to shroud the industry's 

interest in profit margins behind the discourse of sustainability. 

 Initially, AMDEE worked primarily with the regulators and policymakers in 

Oaxaca City and Mexico City, yet that situation only lasted until the industry came 

under scrutiny in the wake of the Mareña Removables debacle in 2013. Local resistance 

had grown and become untenable, and developers were worried. So AMDEE realized 

they had some work to do. The wind energy industry's reputation needed to be restored 

(or created) for residents of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  

 It is in this moment (early 2014) that the following advertising campaign was 

disseminated. An extensive advertising campaign circulated in popular regional and 

citywide newspapers, as well as on radio stations and websites. The campaign was 

composed of five distinct but similar advertisements. In newspapers, for example, each 

advertisement bore the same general aesthetic and tagline, yet were accompanied by a 

variety of photographs. It was only years after my field work, one afternoon when I 

looked carefully at an image, I realized that my friend's son, Jacciel, Jr., was actually in 

one of the photographs. I wrote him a quick note and found out that, yes, it was Jacciel, 

Jr., and it was photographed by Jacciel, Sr., a photographer from the region who often 

works with national and international companies and news media. His images are 



 

 
229 

edited dramatically to enhance the color saturation. This makes the bright blue sky the 

perfect backdrop for a line of text. The text, which appears on the top third of the image, 

differs according to the people who are represented.  

 The following sections explore two version: the first representing old age and the 

second youth. 

The Old 

 These images cast elderly individuals in front of an idyllic landscape full of wind 

turbines. Local readers would recognize that the pictured people call the Isthmus home, 

yet this fact is never said outright. Rather, it is illustrated through carefully chosen 

details. In the left image below, this older couple wears garments — a huipil on the 

woman and a straw hat for the man — that, to Isthmus residents, would be immediate 

markers of their Zapotec identity. 

  

Figure 41. Campaign (Amdee.org 2015) 

The woman gazes lovingly at her presumed husband, as he holds out his arm while his, 

gesturing at the land. Above his hand, text reads: "A better future for your 
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grandchildren lies in the wind passing through your fingers." The man pictured here 

would read to locals as a middle- or upper-class landowner who has rented his land to 

the wind energy company; clearly, he and his wife are quite happy with their decision. 

Another image from the same series (above, right) shows an elderly man leaning against 

a wooden fence. He looks out at the field of wind turbines at sunset. The text: "The wind 

brings a better future for your children."  

 These two images reveal some of the industry's assumptions, which demand 

analysis. Let's begin with the claim these images make regarding landed property and 

gender among the Isthmus Zapotec. In the photo on the left, we are to assume that it is 

the man (husband) who not only works the land but owns it and is responsible for 

making economic decisions about the family's long-term investments. While AMDEE 

may be using the right icons to indicate that the people in their advertisements are 

Zapotecos (huipil and straw hat) — and they be attempting to speak to those in the region 

who are skeptical of the wind energy industry — the text and the gesture of the female 

depicted does not align with the ways economic power is distributed between the male 

and female members of a partnership and the households they support. 

 In her 1981 analysis of Isthmus Zapotec households, anthropologist Anya 

Peterson Royce writes that, "Women are just as likely to own land as men…." Upper- 

and lower-class women have long "invested their surplus capital in land" to establish a 

secure investment for future generations (Peterson Royce 1981, 275–76). In the wake of 

the construction of the Trans-Isthmus Railroad, speculators arrived "and with them new 
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opportunities for making money." What was once mostly an agricultural economy now 

had "hardware stores, restaurants, banks, cantinas," etc., to meet travelers passing 

through. The "Zapotec women boldly seized opportunities to open businesses or to buy 

up now valuable property." This wasn't revolutionary for women on the Isthmus; rather, 

"For them to do so was only natural. Selling, acquisition of capital, investment, all these 

were part of woman's role as the other half of the domestic/economic unit." It was this 

process of investing surplus capital in the land — and largely closing that market off to 

outsiders — that the "land" became a "force of stability both in a kind of mystical sense 

and in a very practical sense. Owning land and working land brought respectability. 

When the businesses failed, when two trains a day instead of twenty rolled across the 

Isthmus, the land was still there" (ibid, 274). While it is of course interesting that AMDEE 

seems to be speaking to men in these images when they should also be speaking to 

women, there is more to it than that. 

 AMDEE is actually making an important assumption about value that serves the 

interests of their clients — the wind energy industry writ large. That is, value lives not in 

the terrestrial, not in the land, but in the wind. We can assume this because as they claim 

it is the wind, not the land over which it blows, that will bring the "better future" for 

your grandchildren. And yet, it is only in the very materiality of the land, and the 

turbines that will be erected there, by which value will be created through the magic of 

the turbine. It is in the immateriality of the wind that AMDEE lays its claim. 
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The Young 

 

 

Figure 42. Campaign (Amdee.org 2015) 

 The three above images follow a similar aesthetic paradigm as the other two, yet 

they depict children rather than elderly adults. In the image on the far right, which 

centers around a young boy, we see very little of his face as his he reaches his arm up 

toward the sky as if grabbing something just out of frame. In the far-left image, two boys 

on horseback travel down a gravel road, each side flanked by wind turbines. The text 

reads, "The wind blows in favor of the next generation." In the center image, three kids 

pull kites through the air as they skip, the landscape marked by turbines as well. The 

white text in this image reads, "That wind you are playing with is the energy of the 

future." On the bottom of each image in this advertising campaign is a white rectangle 

with text: "In the wind blows hopes for a better future." Below this, "The strong winds which 

flow across the Isthmus region can be harnessed to generate electricity that does not contaminate. 
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It is time we work together for a better future. Inform yourself — www.amdee.org." AMDEE's 

pitch to Istmeños: By renting land and/or supporting the wind energy industry, life on 

the Isthmus will be better in the future than in the past (because people will have more 

money). Their argument hinges on a conception of a unilinear forward progression 

through time and does not take into account the complex ways in which kinship, 

ancestry, and wind are enacted on the Isthmus.  

 These advertisements infuse the wind with forward momentum, but there is 

nothing in the nature of the wind that would make one assume it blows forward (it 

blows in all directions). This implicit forward-ness renders the force with an inherently 

progressive quality, capable of engendering economic prosperity as if out of thin air. 

This rings falsely to Istmeños, who know that not only does the wind blow in all 

directions, but so, too, does time. 

 To put that another way, the obligations of kinship for the Isthmus Zapotec extend 

both backward and forward in time. As Royce explains, "The living and the dead are 

drawn together in mutual responsibility through the rituals that they share" (Peterson–

Royce 2011, 98). Life and death, like the wind itself, do not follow straight lines on the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec, but rather, maintain a kind of simultaneity. The souls of the 

Binni gula'sa' (the ancestors, old ones) are present not just as they transition from the 

community of the living to the community of the dead; they are always present. There 

are particular moments, like when they visit their families each and every Palm Sunday, 

that their souls quite literally arrive. My friend Alvaro texted me that morning: "Will I 
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see you at the cemetery tonight? The whole city will be there to hang out with our loved 

ones who are coming to visit." Kinship relations, and the associated obligations to visit 

the grave on Palm Sunday, while they extend both backwards and forwards in time, are 

bound to this particular place. That is, to where the body is buried –– as it is here where 

the souls will return. 

  In its campaign to convince residents of the benefit of wind energy, AMDEE 

strikingly mis-recognizes how Isthmus Zapotec conceptualize themselves and kinship 

networks. Not only are the Isthmus Zapotec responsible to future generations, but also, 

to the Binni gula'sa' who came before. 

"Con el Veinto a Favor" 

 AMDEE's tagline –– "Con el viento a favor" –– is almost purposefully difficult to 

translate. It could mean "With the wind at your back," "With the wind in your favor," or 

even, "With the wind on your side." The organization uses this ambiguity to subtly urge 

the viewer to see the benefits wind energy will bring. The "wind at your back" 

underscores the unstated progressive teleology of the entire media campaign, while the 

"wind in your favor" assumes that the wind is a thing that can be manipulated, put to 

use to make electricity. 

 Here we see that AMDEE has translated this natural force into a natural 

resource, and this is where some of the conflicts over the future of wind energy on the 

Isthmus emerge. In any translation of this slogan "con el viento a favor," the wind is not 

the sensuous atmosphere in which everyday life, history, or kinship relations take place. 
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Nor is it even an obstacle to navigate. Rather, it is a site of latent potential. And potential 

must always be rendered productive. Furthermore, potential profits can be manipulated 

so that the benefits of the wind's transformation into electricity can be tilted in one's 

favor –– or not.  

 AMDEE's claims hinge on multiple acts of translation that are far more 

problematic than the ambiguity of its tagline. In its promises that this transformation 

will make the lives of Istmeños better in the future, dividends accrue for investors while 

rent payments and benefits to Isthmus residents remain meager at best. The entire 

renewable energy industry relies on winds being transformed into "electricity that does 

not contaminate." Many local residents have a relationship with the wind that has 

nothing to do with profits or development; it is an intimate relationship that filters into 

their social encounters in life and online. Are these versions of the wind — AMDEE's 

and local residents —irreconcilable? 

 

Figure 43. Facebook Post, 10/25/16 
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The above Facebook post sparked an intense exchange of words in the comments section 

below: 

October 20, 2016. #Redsky #Isthmus #arbol de Ave.  
"Beautiful landscape!" 
"Beautiful? Then appearances can be deceiving…this is terrible!" 
"You know what this is a picture of – a landscape that is fucked!" 
"Sure the scenery looks nice, but those turbines of imperialism make it look 
grotesque." 
"This image depicts a strange and terrible paradox: The beautiful majesty of 
mother nature alongside the brutal and aggressive ambitions of a few 
individuals…" 
 

AMDEE and other wind energy advocates see the region's value in the wind, despite the 

fact that it is the land on which they are placing turbines that their efforts depend. Wind 

can only become a natural resource after it is transformed by the turbines — fixed and in 

place. The rendering of the wind as a resource is more than a definitional or boundary-

making project regarding the particular substance in question, explains Ferry and 

Lambert (2008). It is also a conceptual project that "frame(s) the past, present, and future 

in certain way…they inscribe teleologies" (Ferry and Limbert 2008, 4). But the wind 

which binds the Zapotec community need not, necessarily, conflict with the wind-as-

resource articulated by the industry in their advertising campaign. But what the 

encounters with the wind shared on Facebook and in Zapotec poetry reflect is that this is 

one way that Juchitecos continue to enact culture. Adriana López Monjardin writes of 

Juchitecos as a people who are not just proud of the past, but that for the Isthmus 

Zapotec, the past remains materially present in the here and now. There is "no 
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dichotomy between the then and the now; the history that speaks of yesterday is 

simultaneously alive and their own" (López Monjardin 1983, 65).  

 And yet, AMDEE's promise of a better future is akin to the way wind energy 

(and sustainable development projects more generally) are being sold to communities 

across the globe. That is because green energy hinges on a logic of equivalence. 

Meaning, carbon emissions in one place are neutralized by carbon savings in another. 

But this relies on a standardized (or standardizing) view of people, place, and 

atmosphere. Just as carbon is made equivalent, so too is the wind, and the very personal 

and specific becomes calculated space. In this way, intimate relationships between 

humans and the natural environment (both as individuals and collectives) matter less 

when we are talking about something as dire as global warming.  

 The logic of equivalence is alluring, and convincing. And yet, these other ways of 

thinking and feeling about the wind persist. Is the intimacy of the particular always 

erased by global claims to particular resources and their promises of a "better future"? 

 Zapotec scholar and poet Victor de la Cruz wrote a poem entitled "Who are we? 

What is our name?"  

Who got these words down on paper? 
Why write on paper at all 
instead of on the ground? 
Earth is huge, 
broad, extensive. 
Why don't we write below the sky's surface 
everything our minds speak out, 
everything born in our hearts? 
Why don't we write on the green leaves, 
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on clouds, on water, 
on the palm of the hand? 
Why on paper? 
Where was paper born 
that was born white 
and imprisons our own speech, 
the word our father sculpted among flowers 
they sand at night 
when they created their dance, 
they used to decorate their houses, 
inside their shrines, 
in their royal palaces? 
Who brought that second language 
coming to kill us with our own word, 
coming to trample down our people 
as if we were maggots 
fallen from trees, scattered over the ground?  
Who are we? What is our name? 24 

 
Paper was "born white," he writes, a product of the colonial encounter. Paper, like the 

Spanish language, "imprisons" that which not only can be said but imagined. Zapotec, 

on the other hand, can write "on clouds, on water," and even "below the sky's surface." 

In writing that Zapotec is a language "sculpted among flowers," Cruz is doing more than 

idealizing a romanticized vision of the ties that bind indigenous people to the natural 

world. Rather, what I think he is saying is that Zapotec culture is quite literally enacted 

through the materiality of the environment. That is, nature, identity, and their 

representations are deeply entangled with one another. The question becomes, what 

falls out of view when Zapotec is forced onto paper? 

                                                        
 
24 "Who are we? What is our Name?" by Víctor de la Cruz and translated by Nathanial Tarn (de la Cruz 1993, 
117–18). 
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 This is akin to the standardized view of the atmosphere, carbon emissions, and 

space more generally on which wind energy relies. This view has the effect of 

standardizing temporal relations to the future and the people who live in it, failing to 

account for very specific and locatable claims to place in the present. As many follow, 

Clifford Geertz wrote about how no one lives in the world in general. And, for the 

residents of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, past experiences and future hopes merge 

perhaps into what Feld and Basso have famously called "senses of place" (Feld and 

Basso 1999). Just as kinship for the Isthmus Zapotec cannot be narrated from past to 

present and future, so too does the wind blur the boundaries between the Zapotec 

people and the land that has been their home. The logic of equivalence justifying 

sustainable development imagines these winds are like those anywhere else. But for the 

people who call this place home, that story erases what is really at stake — their very 

existence, as this particular place is the essence of their identity. 

 My friends on the Isthmus see the wind as many things at once: an object of 

poetic reflection, a pain in the ass, and a natural resource. Most Juchitecos do not have a 

problem with the idea of wind energy, in theory. Rather, it is the way in which wind 

energy development has gone down that causes most concern. While the benefits (like 

profit) are mostly sent abroad, the negative effects (which are less than carbon 
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extraction) burrow into this place, their home, without even the faintest recognition that 

there is any harm being done at all.25 

                                                        
 
25 This is increasingly important today as Sheila Jasanoff writes about as questions about how the earth's 
climate is represented are increasingly the subject of political debate. Jasanoff argues that "what constitutes 
legitimate knowledge, who is entitled to speak for nature, and how much deference science should 
command in relation to other modes of knowing" remains the subject of serious political dispute (Jasanoff 
1996, xv). 
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Chapter 6. Claiming the Wind 

Whose Time Is It? 

 The wind howled as it moved across the rows of "papel picado" still hanging 

from the previous night's fiesta, the decorative paper fluttering in rhythmic succession.1 

Tonight's asamblea (assembly or meeting), like many before it, would begin late. Not 

merely an example of stereotyped depictions of Latin American bureaucracy, this 

meeting is in Juchitán –– and in Juchitán, time is always political.  

 I first realized this a few weeks earlier, when Horario de Verano (HV) —  Daylight 

Saving Time — went into effect. My cellphone automatically fell back an hour. After I 

missed one too many meetings that week, I finally figured out what was going on. The 

municipio (municipal government) does not follow Daylight Saving Time. Setting the 

clocks back is la hora de Fox (the time of Fox), one local official explained, referencing the 

former right-wing president of Mexico, who, under the auspices of "saving energy," 

made Daylight Saving Time official policy in 2001.2 

 While the municipio doesn't follow HV, the majority of businesses operating in 

Juchitán do. Their hours are bound to national and international markets. Others, like 

                                                        
 
1 Papel picado is Spanish term to refer to colorful cut paper that is used as decorating at fiestas throughout 
Mexico. 
2 On the 29th of December 1921, then President Álvaro Obregón signed the international agreement which 
established the 24 hour international time system. The "Horario de Verano" was introduced in 1996 with the 
initial idea of syncing up with the United States. It was applied differently relating to different time zones 
established by the government. It was only in December 29, 2001 that the Mexican congress approved the 
Ley del Sistema Horario which is published in the Diario Oficial. Daylight Saving Time is referenced as one of 
the efforts that the government was taking to "save energy" nationally, along with other efforts at energy 
efficiency (Centro Nacional de Metrología 2018). 
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ranchers and fishermen, underscored the way time was politicized. "Only officials care 

about the time, 'el rancho no tiene horario,'" or the ranch doesn't have a schedule. Ruben, 

who fishes the Laguna, told me he works on la hora de díos or god's schedule, hinting at 

the way tidal patterns dictate his work schedule.  

 

Figure 44. Horario de Resistencia, Flyer 4/17/15 

 When a group of artists held an event to show solidarity with the families of 43 

students who had gone missing, things got even more complicated. The flyer said the 

event would start at 6 p.m. That is, with one minor caveat — 6 p.m. on the horario de 

resistencia, the schedule of the resistance. "That was a schedule I had yet to learn about. 

 Similar to the municipal government, the artists who organized this event did 

not use Daylight Saving Time — the resistance here is to the federal government. The 

municipal government's rejection of Daylight Saving Time reflects a similar position. 

And yet, these groups are not political allies, although they might have been at one time. 

The organizers of this march would not want to be associated with the politics of the 

COCEI party in its current form, though many of their parents were its strongest 
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advocates in its first instantiations, during the 1970s and 1980s. Los mismos corruptos como 

todos (They are all the same, corrupt!).3 What they share in rhetorical posturing toward 

the federal government reflects the spirit of resistance to state power deeply entangled 

with identity in this Zapotec city.  

 In this instance, through their decision to reject Daylight Saving Time, actors 

were laying claim to Zapotec identity in their posture toward the state.4 Officials in the 

municipal government, as well as local artists, define themselves in opposition to the 

federal government. Despite the fact that they are using the same terms, they certainly 

are not political allies. And yet, internally, it is excessive. These claims to time overlap, 

and yet that masks the ways power, inequality, and legacies of state violence reverberate 

today. The municipal government's rejection of the federal government's policies 

underscores how proudly Juchitecos wear their "spirit of resistance." But this spirit has 

been undermined by the local political leadership, complicating what the state might 

have thought was a process to standardize discontent. Zapotec identity, and political 

and economic power, operate by different sets of rules.  

 This story underscores just some of the ways in which power and discontent 

oscillate in Juchitán. The consultation process is a state effort to address conflicts over 

                                                        
 
3 Here, the speaker is correlating the PRI political party with the COCEI political party. 
4 This claim to identity being made through the idiom of temporality mirrors the claim to idenity through 
the idiom of nature (and the wind) discussed in the previous chapter. 
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the future of wind energy development in the region with a standardized approach.5 

This process is an effort to standardize discontent that bares significant resemblance to 

the assimilationist state policies toward indigenous peoples, which characterized the 

PRI. The state's process of FPIC was not a "do-over" in Juchitán. Rather, this political 

process was being carried out in the shadow of mestizaje, a state policy that laid claim to 

images of indigenous people in order to assert legitimacy when their "Indian–ness" was 

a thing of the past, while making it all but impossible for indigenous people to "be 

indigenous." Adding to this complexity is the nearly 30-year history of the COCEI 

political party, which mobilizes a populist rhetoric in support of a unified Zapotec 

public, claiming to represent their collective interest, just as they, too, subvert that same 

collective through policy decisions.6 

                                                        
 
5 The international consortium then known as Mareña Renovables was forced to withdraw from a project 
designed for the barra in the Gulf of Tehuantepec. A Mexican judge ruled their rental/lease agreements with 
local landowners were illegal because Mareña failed to carry out a process of Free, Prior, and Informed 
Consultation (FPIC). Discussed in Chapter Three as well, Mexico signed ILO Convention 169 in 1990, 
however, the right to FPIC remained an abstract ideal until this case. What this process of FPIC actual 
entails, however, was not legislated. This became the subject of some political concern in March of 201 when 
Mareña Renovables went back to the Mexican government (now with a new name, Eólicos del Sur) asking for 
permits to build a wind farm in a different location. Pressure from anti-wind energy activists, and even 
Juchitán's municipal government, hinged their permits to the company "Eólicos del Sur" on their successful 
completion of a process of FPIC. The Secretary of Energy would lead the first ever consulta indigena – their 
intention was to follow the ILO principles to ask the indigenous Zapotec community of Juchitán the 
following question: Under what conditions do you agree to the construction of a 132 MW wind farm owned 
by the developer Eólicos del Sur. 
6 Mexico is home to political practices rooted in what is referred to as corporatism, and also clientelism. 
Corporatism is system where political alliances are set up between the PRI political party and other state-
structured interest groups. Scholars have argued this system had long helped the PRI maintain power by 
allowing them to exchange access to public resources in return for votes. These benefits were usually 
accessed through an individual leader (Collier and Collier 1979) 
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 Individuals and groups both for and against wind energy development often 

sought to control, challenge, and/or manipulate time to varied ends — in essence, 

seeking to assert their particular temporality (based on their particular interests) over 

others. Historically, anthropologists have distinguished between the circular or cyclical 

time of so-called indigenous peoples in opposition to the "linear" time of modernity. 

Similarly, there is an assumption that maps indigenous knowledge as embodied in 

contrast to scientific knowledges based on practices of enumeration. This chapter looks 

at the ways actors manipulate time on the one hand and knowledge on the other to 

underscore the diverse ways indigenous residents of Juchitán are asserting their rights. 

Both time and knowledge have material qualities. That is, they are not merely the subject 

of debate, but social forces that can be leveraged to political ends.  

 Juchitecos mobilize different temporal horizons and different kinds of 

knowledge according to their particular interests. The rhetorical disavowal of Daylight 

Saving Time by Juchiteco artists, the city government, farmers, and ranchers does not 

indicate they are all the same. Rather, the subtle differences in the ways they articulate 

their disavowal highlights the sheer range of ways this "indigenous community" asserts 

itself as distinct from the broader nation-state.  

 Over the course of the consultation process, time and knowledge had material 

effects in the present. They have each been manipulated by duplicitous government 

policies, resurfacing painful memories for "the community," while officials from the state 

and federal governments barely seemed to notice. The municipal government, in 
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contrast, knew exactly what it was doing. It mobilized the global discourse of 

indigeneity, as well as associated stereotypes regarding indigenous people's cyclical 

relationship to time and embodied relationship to knowledge, in order to maintain and 

even extend their hold on power. 

 Meanwhile, wind energy developers, like Eólicos del Sur, demonstrate the moral 

legitimacy of their project by their rhetorical support of the process of Free, Prior, and 

Informed consultation. Turbines, installed in the present — with their claim to mitigate 

the future impacts of climate change, and their promise of economic development — are 

predicated on a standardized view of people and space. Just as wind energy only works 

within a logic of equivalence, where carbon emissions in one place are rendered neutral 

by carbon savings in another, so, too, with a political process like "Free, Prior, and 

Informed" consultation. A standardized view of the atmosphere, of space, also sought to 

standardize Juchitecos' discontent, yet failed because of its inability to account for the 

multiplicity of ways of being in time and ways of knowing among the population. 

Perhaps because of this diversity, or maybe in spite of it, there is something that binds 

this Zapotec population together, despite the forces and interests pulling it apart. 

Setting up a Dialogue 

It was November 3, 2014. The meeting — at the Foro Ecologico, the Environmental 

Center in downtown Juchitán — was set to start at 5 p.m., which also happens to be 

when the narrow alley in front turns into lover's lane; young couples hidden between 

the densely packed cars parked on either side. Representatives from the Secretary of 
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Energy (SENER) set up a table at the entrance to ask people to sign-in and provide their 

age, gender, the organization they were with, and whether they spoke an indigenous 

language. In return, they were handed a copy of the protocolo (protocol) and a glossy 

pamphlet about the Eólicos del Sur's proposed 132 MW wind farm. On the pamphlet's 

cover were black-and-white cows (not the humpback Seibu variety found in the 

Isthmus), with one wind turbine set in a green pasture.  

 At least fifteen representatives from local, state, and federal government agencies 

sat behind the long mesa at the front of the crowd. This was the first of many asambleas 

(meetings) organized by SENER to be "the first ever" process of "Free, Prior, and 

Informed" consultation. At the heart of the debate was this question: Do you, the 

indigenous Zapotec community of Juchitán, agree to the proposed 132 MW wind farm? 

If you do agree, what are your conditions? If you do not agree, you must give us 

"reasonable" reasons why. 

 Juchitán's mayor, Saul Vicente, called the meeting to order: "Padiuxi" He 

welcomed the crowd, first in Zapotec, then in Spanish. Each of the officials introduced 

themselves: Katya Puga, Secretaria de Energía (SENER), Javier Jimenez, Secretary of the 

Interior from the Oaxaca State government, and many others. Katya presented first. She 

began by asking the crowd what she thought would be a simple yes-or-no question: "Do 

you want this meeting to be translated simultaneously into Zapotec, or would it be 

better to just translate when something needs clarification?" The tone was set in an 

instant. 
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 Shouts came from the audience: "This should be translated into Zapotec 

simultaneously as is required." The moderator called order: "How many of you in the 

audience would like simultaneous translation? Please raise your hands." Rodrigo, a 

well-known anti-wind energy activist, stood up from his seat and addressed the crowd: 

"The protocol you handed us states quite clearly — there should be translation. Please 

take your job seriously, and act responsibly. You are creating an antagonistic dynamic. 

Translation should be done "por un principio" (as a principal)." The crowd applauded. 

This was a very rare, brief, moment of consensus: the consulta should be carried out in 

both Spanish and Zapoteco.  

 Katya continued, "In this session, we are going to provide information regarding 

this process," then she paused for her words to be translated into Zapotec. During the 

translation, the crowd rumbled once again. They were correcting her translation. "Please 

quiet down and let this woman do her job — translate," said the moderator. The woman 

sitting next to me offered her opinion in a loud whisper, "Well, then, she should actually 

translate, instead of offering her opinion." Mariano, another activist stood, pointing to 

the government officials sitting upfront: "You are responsible for hiring someone who 

can translate accurately. We demand you translate from Spanish into Zapotec correctly."  

 The officials at the table looked dumbfounded, then an older gentleman from the 

crowd stepped in front to the microphone. He spoke to the audience in Zapotec, before 

shifting to Spanish. "We know Zapotec is a difficult language, but it's integrity needs to 

be respected. I love, no, I adore my language, Zapoteco, just like everyone here tonight. 
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We didn't come here to hear this translator's opinions. She is not translating well. If you 

let me, I can translate as best I can instead." The audience met his offer with an 

enthusiastic applause. The translator retired to her seat. 

 Katya returned to the microphone. "This session is part of the first phase of this 

consultation process, Prior Agreements. The next stage is called the Phase Informativo 

(Information Phase). In that phase, we will share with you the relevant information 

regarding this project. Then, we'll move on to the 'Consultation Phase,' which is when 

we hope to come to an agreement." She paused for translation, then went on: "The focus 

for tonight's meeting — norms and procedure. We are going to explain to you your 

'right to consultation.' We have worked over many months to develop this procedure 

and are happy to share it with you tonight." Rodrigo, and Edmundo, who I was 

standing next to at that point, already seem frustrated. Edmundo whispers to me: "The 

new energy laws make energy a 'strategic priority,' so the government has the right, 

even if we say no, to expropriate the land anyway. This whole thing is a farce." Rodrigo 

chimes in and points at a group of men standing by the gate. "You see all those people 

over there, they already leased their land to the company. They just want this consulta to 

end as soon as possible, so they can start getting paid."  
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Figure 45. Hugo at Consulta 

 The next presenter was Hugo Aguilar, a lawyer from the state government's 

department of indigenous rights. "The process of consultation is a collective right of 

pueblos indigenas, designed to resolve the historical problem of exclusion." Aguilar 

outlined the various reforms that have turned the rights of pueblos indigenas (indigenous 

communities) into law. "This is the first time a process of consultation of this nature is 

being carried out in Mexico. In 1996, constitutional reforms established the rights of 

pueblos indígenas, and that is when fulfilling the right to consultation became obligatory 

in order to resolve the historical problem of exclusion of pueblos indigenas." This 

transformation — hundreds of years of struggle and violence rectified — sets the bar 

pretty high for the consulta as a means of resolving deep historical tensions. Hugo 

continued: "The entire process is designed to arrive at an agreement through dialogue. 

What happens if we don't reach an agreement? The goal of the consulta is to avoid the 

imposition of a project, which has traditionally been the way development projects have 
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been installed in our communities, but there is no policy requiring the government to 

get consent. This is an effort to dialogue with indigenous communities." 

I would come to know Hugo and his fastidiously coiffed head of black hair, the 

shape of which, to my surprise, could withstand even the strongest gusts of wind, over 

the coming months. I could see he was frustrated, gripping and fiddling with his pen as 

he hunched over the table. And yet, his bespectacled face had an almost uncanny 

capacity to remain expressionless, a trait he shared with many of the government 

representatives seated alongside him tonight. 

 Hugo then highlights what makes a consulta indigena different from other modes 

of direct democracy. "The right to 'Free, Prior, and Informed' consultation is a collective 

right, something we participate in as a pueblo — a process that helps to guarantee the 

other rights of indigenous peoples, like cultura, naturaleza, and territorio (culture, nature, 

and land). But we do this through dialogue, not through voting. Agreements aren't 

made through a ballot — that is a decision-making process used by ciudadanos (citizens). 

But this is a consulta indigena, so we cannot use voting for decision making. Over the 

coming months, we will give you information, and then you will be asked to make a 

collective decision about this project." He pauses, as if to highlight the importance of his 

final statement: "This is a historic event, where we will put our collective rights as 

indigenous peoples into practice. If we don't use this collective right, we may still be 

Zapoteca, but not a community of Zapotec people. Just individual Zapotecos." 
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 Being the first of its kind, few knew what to actually expect going into the first 

meeting.7 What followed was nine months of touchy negotiation, inter-community 

conflict, and a resolution, which is currently being reviewed by courts. For assembly 

meetings, bureaucrats from Mexico and Oaxaca City made 5–12 hour trips to the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Representatives from the International Development Bank, 

based in Washington D.C., investors from the Netherlands, Australia and Japan, 

                                                        
 
7 In the days leading up to the first meeting, responses could be generalized into a few categories. The far 
political left, many of whom have participated in either anti-wind energy activism or social 
justice/indigenous rights activism more generally, doubted that the consulta would lead to genuine dialogue. 
A dialogue between The State, The Company, and "El Pueblo Zapoteco" was already so inherently unequal, 
and commentary was filled with words like farsa, simulación," and teatro. Alfredo, a Juchiteco with a PhD 
sighed, "Eso es un mascarada" (This is a mascaraed), "and we need to reveal it for what it is." Alfredo's 
comment, however, suggests, at the very least, the desire to undress the local, state, and federal government 
rhetoric — to reveal to everyone that "the emperor has no clothes." A similar response was shared by a radio 
host of the local 2-hour nightly show, La Caminera Istmeña. One of the three hosts described why he isn't 
going to go to the consulta: "I already know the result. I know they are doing this just to legitimize the 
project when the company begins construction. Our President (the mayor) is so attached to the famous ILO 
Convention 169, and while he might be arguing for our rights, I do not know what he thinks he is going to 
get out of it. This company, like all the others, will build their wind farm, and they are going to pay 
whatever they decide is the right amount, and that is just how it will be." This is a critique resigned to a 
status quo, which, so far, had made a few local politicians and large landowners very wealthy, with little 
benefit to the majority.   Some, withholding what would later turn towards cynicism, looked on the bright 
side. "It doesn't matter how it turns out," my friend Gubidxa explained. "It's important that we engage in 
this process. We haven't had a democratic form of decision making here in nearly a century. If this helps 
create that, then I am all for it." The final point of view came from those with a monetary stake in the wind 
energy project itself — whether it's the landowners who wanted the rent payments from the company that 
would arrive each month, or the construction workers and union leaders who wanted to land the big 
contracts. While they may have never wanted the consulta in the first place, once they resigned to the fact 
that it was happening, they decided it was their job to get the process done as quickly as possible. Some of 
the so-called landowners, whose ownership remains a subject of debate (to be discussed later), did not 
accept the notion that the pueblo indigena had a say over what he did with his own property. So, the sooner 
this whole thing was done, their rent payments would go up, and job opportunities would flood in for 
construction, however briefly. Finally, there was a more populist approach — this was the opportunity to 
"get something" from these foreign companies who were earning huge profits and leaving little material 
benefit for the community. In particular, the mayor's political party, the COCEI began circulating their 
demand — "Luz con Luz Se Paga," which translates to something along the lines of, "If we are giving you 
our land to make light, then we want free electricity (or at least a discount)." 
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international lawyers from Austin to Virginia, human rights advocates from the United 

Nations, all came to observe this historic event. 

 From first meeting, alliances were made. Politicians staked claims. Voices were 

silenced. Threats were inferred. All of which added sufficient fuel to the existing fire for 

cynics and skeptics alike. Was this all a show? Wouldn't this turn out as things always 

did, where the "real" decisions were being brokered in backroom negotiations between 

the COCEI leaders and the federal government? This feeling that the people would, 

inevitability, get screwed, seemed a natural response. If an analysis of the consulta 

focused on the intricacies of international legal norms and standards, the veracity of 

information presented, or the final conclusion that approved the wind farm installation, 

it would fail to account for the work the consulta actual did.  

 

Figure 46. Mayor of Juchitán, Saúl Vicente Vazquez  

What happened in Juchitán between November 2014 and July 2015 was indeed 

historic, but perhaps not in the way Hugo hoped. Residents, the state, and a corporation 
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came together night after night — sometimes in sweltering heat or through powerful 

gusts of wind. They sat through hours of meetings, which happened first in Spanish, 

then again in Zapotec. Meetings lasted five, six, seven hours. They came when they were 

frustrated and bored, and they came when they were angry. What motivated this level 

of commitment? The stakes of this process, I want to suggest, were not merely about the 

fate of one project. Rather, the consultation was a deeper reckoning with unresolved 

tensions, mounting inequality, and how this diverse and, at times, divided population 

wanted to be positioned in relationship to those from outside. 

Dialogue vs. Process 

 Late May 2015, I sat down with Katya Puga, the official from the Secretary of 

Energy charged with leading the consulta in Juchitán. The "entire energy sector was 

basically paralyzed," Katya explained, when the Mexican Supreme Court sanctioned the 

Secretary of Energy for not carrying out a consultation for the Mareña Renovables project. 

From that point on, "Everything became contingent on the completion of a 

consultations." Katya continued: "This was a pretty dramatic moment, because there 

were investors from at least five countries, and the project had loans from the Inter-

American Development Bank (IDB). It was one of the largest financial investments in all 

of Latin American." SENER needed to figure out a way to move forward, despite the fact 

that it didn't seem like any legislation was going to be passed in the near term to give 

them more guidance. "We asked ourselves," said Katya, "What tools do we have at our 
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disposal? What we did have was ILO Convention 169…This, we hoped, would allow us 

to move forward." 

 The primary juridical mechanisms regulating the process of "Free, Prior, and 

Informed" Consultations (FPIC) begin with ILO Convention 169, as well as soft law 

norms from international financial institutions and the UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, signed in 2007 (Rodriguez-Garavito 2011).8 Signatories to the ILO 

Convention must take "special measures" to account for the historic and contemporary 

vulnerabilities of indigenous communities. The consultation is imagined as a mechanism 

by which "stakeholders" — companies, communities, investors, and governments actors 

— come together to negotiate the potential impacts of a project and decide on the best 

ways to "safeguard the persons, institutions, property, labor, cultures, and environment" 

(International Labor Organization 1991). The article, however, is ambiguous — and it 

lacks procedural specifications. This means the standards are varied, and there are no 

clear terms as to how to carry one out. There are very few people who have spent as 

much of their career as James Anaya focused on the rights of indigenous communities. It 

was an important moment when, after weeks at a standstill, the Mexican government 

                                                        
 
8 ILO Convention 169 outlines special measures that must be taken when projects will affect indigenous 
communities. The convention states: "Consultation with indigenous peoples should be undertaken through 
appropriate procedures, in good faith, and through the representative institutions of these peoples…with 
the objective of achieving agreement. The parties involved should seek to establish a dialogue allowing 
them to find appropriate solutions in an atmosphere of mutual respect and full participation. Effective 
consultation is consultation in which those concerned have an opportunity to influence the decision taken. 
This means real and timely consultation. For example, a simple information meeting does not constitute real 
consultation, nor does a meeting that is conducted in a language that the indigenous peoples present do not 
understand" (International Labor Organization 1991) 
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brought Professor Anaya to Juchitán. Along with his person came his expertise. If 

anyone could help, surely it was him. Anaya's work has been crucial in defining the 

legal rights of a global "indigenous" population. Anaya, who intentionally writes in 

broad terms, defines indigenous peoples as "the living descendants of pre-invasion 

inhabitants of lands now dominated by others" (Anaya 2004). Anaya's presence, his 

academic degrees, published papers, and his position as the former United Nations 

Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples, were an effort to get this process 

of consultation back on track.9  

 Outside La Casa de Cultura, where the consulta was being held February 5, 2015, 

the crowd from the patio swelled into the streets. Vendors followed the crowd, 

gathering in front of the Casa, selling comida chittara (snacks) — eloté, tamales, chips, and 

candy. I walked through the large, wooden doors and began to make my way through 

the crowd. Every couple of feet, someone I had met during the past few months stopped 

me to offer a little tidbit of chisme (gossip). Martín, a local anchorman, whispered not so 

softly, "You know why there are so many people here tonight? I heard that the 

propietarios and obreros came to some kind of agreement. They are going to work in 

cahoots." My friend Alvaro told me he heard that the anti-wind energy activists had met 

with Professor Anaya that morning, and that Anaya met with the landowners in the 

                                                        
 
9 Professor James Anaya was the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
from May 2008 to May 2014. Anaya was a Professor of Law at the University of Arizona during the period 
of the consulta and is now the Dean of the University of Colorado Law School in Boulder, CO.  
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afternoon. Jorge, a student and anti-wind energy activist, offered another perspective: 

"The obreros (workers) all live in my neighborhood — the Septima Sección. They are really 

opposed to the wind farms, but they were told if they didn't come tonight, that they 

would be blacklisted." I finally sat down alongside the other "observers" who had 

arrived in Juchitán just for the night — representatives from human rights organizations, 

academia, and NGOs. Trash from the growing crowd swirled on the patio, accumulated 

into a small pile, then spread in every direction with another gust.  

 

Figure 47. Juchiteca speaking at Consulta.  

 The meeting ran for hours before Professor Anaya was invited to speak to the 

gathering. The wind hit the microphone, making a hiss. "This consulta is a historic 

endeavor. It will be an example not only for Mexico, but for the world. Among you here 

tonight are many great orators, and I applaud your coming here and passionately 

articulating your sentiments. That said, what I think is lacking here is a dialogue — 

exchange. This is the only way to reach a consensus…Perhaps you won't be able to 



 

 
258 

arrive at consensus, but the idea of the consultation is to at least try." A few months 

later, I spoke with Professor Anaya about that night. He was there so briefly, I wanted to 

know what his impressions were. He spoke to me about Katya, and her team from the 

Secretary of Energy. "These people who are running the thing are doing the most 

thorough and deep preparations I have ever seen…They aren't just some government 

bureaucrats, these people are real experts…The process they are creating is towards the 

ideal…The fact that they asked me to go and offer guidance on how to make the process 

better, that says a lot." That said, Professor Anaya hesitates, "They do seem to be having 

difficulty with the implementation." 

 The idea of a consultation is thought to be something of indigenous communities 

— isn't that how decisions were made? The formulation was really limited, explained 

Tizok. Tizok was also at every meeting. He was hired to translate from Zapotec to 

Spanish and back again, replacing the translator after the previously mentioned debacle. 

The government's "formula is: Okay, we are going to bring together a few people…It 

doesn't matter really how many people show up...you all sit over there, we'll set up a 

table, and we will sit behind it. Then, we will present some kind of information to you. 

And then you will have a chance to speak about the information…at the end of the 

night, we are going to say, 'Okay, good night,' we will see you at the next session." Tizok 

continued: "The meetings very quickly become separated" where "we were having one 

conversation amongst ourselves in Zapoteco," and to be honest, "that just cannot be 

translated to the state. It has gotten pretty confrontational given all the different interests 
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at play. There are some Zapotecos completely convinced that wind energy is the right 

path forward. And I mean, this is valid. There are others saying, No! This is exploitation. 

There is this other category of people who come to the meetings as well. These people 

rarely speak. But the fact that they are there — their presence alone — says something. 

We, los Juchitecos, we know them. The state and federal government doesn't see the 

confrontations this is sparking internally. 'You are this,' they say, 'you are that.' 'Say yes 

to this project,' 'Say no this project!' At each meeting there is this struggle taking place 

over where this consultation should take us. About how things should be done. That is a 

conversation that is much bigger than one particular wind farm, right? I really don't 

want to think that the state is doing this maliciously, but it is hard not to think that they 

must prefer it this way. They are probably thinking: 'Let them fight it out amongst 

themselves. We can organize the meetings, let them vent about this thing or that thing. 

And we can just sit here, patiently. We can wait them out until the meeting eventually 

ends. I mean if they wanted to have a real consultation, a real dialogue — if they really 

wanted to know our point of view — don't you think they would have a thousand 

questions to ask us? But they never seem to ask us anything." 

 Herein lies the tension. What James Anaya remarks upon is the amount of 

expertise and time that went into designing the process of consultation. What the state is 

struggling with, he says, is the implementation. He urges Juchitecos to have a dialogue 

where they can work toward consensus. These two things come into conflict — dialogue 

is flexible, contingent, and rooted in both place and time. It is a back and forth, an 
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exchange of information that does not prioritize one kind of knowledge over another. 

Processes, on the other hand, are very different. They are formulas. They are universals. 

They hinge on a particular way of thinking about knowledge and time. They assume 

that linear movement will lead to an eventual resolution. They assume that "real experts" 

who work hard enough can develop mechanisms to rectify conflicts.  

 

Figure 48. People gathered for Consulta 

 The noun "process" means "a series of actions or steps taken in order to achieve a 

particular end." It can also mean "a natural or involuntary series of changes," for 

example, "the aging process." This double meaning — something designed to reach a 

conclusion, or as something natural, like the "aging process," conflict with one another. 

Both process and progress are derivatives of the same Latin prefix pro, meaning 

"forward" or "to or towards the front" (OED Online, 2018). The consulta assumes forward 

momentum, while leaving recent history behind, unresolved.  
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 Hodges calls for an ethnographic attention to the idiom of the "processual." It is 

easy to forget this is a socio-historical concept (OED Online 2018). Beginning in the 18th 

century, the processual idiom was utilized in Western scientific practices to discipline 

the "transit through time" so as to arrive at a particular goal (Hodges 2014, 40). In this 

way, the legal expertise of indigenous rights experts imagines the streamlining of a 

messy reality, internal divisions, anger, skepticism, and discontent, which had led the 

Supreme Court of Mexico to put all energy projects on hold until a consultation was 

carried out. A process turns lived experience, unresolved histories, anger, engaño, into a 

manageable "thing," which could — hypothetically, at least — be rectified through a 

process.10 

 The government's near total focus on the process of the consulta left little room 

for them to address the material effects of recent history. While it might seem like people 

were debating the forward progress of the consultation process, there was another 

conversation going on here as well. Juchitecos, while they may all be Zapotec, actually 

hold very different, perhaps incommensurable, ideas about what has happened in the 

past, and how they imagine and what they want to see in the future. The Mexican state 

cleverly mobilized "time/space" in order to identify a "before, during, and after as 

simple, superficial, and temporary divisions, as relative temporalities" abdicating their 

role in the conflicts to which Tizok alludes (Cocom and Luviano 2012, 6).  

                                                        
 
10 In her exploration of the subject of engaño, Diane Nelson gestures towards the way it can obscure 
intentionality, writing of the difficulty "distinguishing eñgano from knowing very well" (Nelson 2009, 204). 
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 The problem here is that history flashes up at every turn.  

Unresolved Histories 

 The Zapotec residents of Juchitán maintained communal ownership over their 

land during the colonial period and well into the early years following independence 

from Spain. According to Esparza, Juchitán began the 20th century in "relative peace 

with respect to its land," and the clearing and planting of communal land was subject to 

little regulation well into the 1950s (Dorsett 1975, 128). A series of government-funded 

development projects, starting with the Benito Juarez dam and irrigation networks, 

changed all that. This project infused previously unusable swaths of arid terrain with 

economic potentiality, as new areas suddenly had access to water. "Claims to the dry 

brush country proliferated once knowledge of the large-scale infrastructural investments 

diffused" (Binford 1985, 137–39). But it was "Juchitecos with foresight, capital, and 

political connections" who benefited the most, as they "bought, stole, or forcefully 

expropriated land from small-scale cultivators" (ibid). This began an endless cycle of 

legal and political battles over land tenure, which remains unresolved.  

 Powerful political actors had manipulated the circumstances to their advantage 

to take control over the irrigated portions of the land. Inspired by social movements 

across the Americas, a group of young, educated indigenous men began to advocate for 

their communal rights to the land, an area whose legal tenure has been obfuscated by 

different temporary arrangements. 
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 This was the first effort in the movement that would eventually lead to the 

political party: the COCEI. Activists were met with violence and repression. People 

disappeared.11 This silenced the debate over land ownership in Juchitán for decades — it 

became a taboo subject. This was one of the many "public secrets" undergirding the 

meetings at the consulta. The consulta became a reckoning, of sorts. But this reckoning 

wasn't only about land ownership, it was about the memories, anger, fear, and mistrust 

that came in its wake. And it was about the disappointment, the failures of the COCEI to 

complete its promises. This was about the recent past, and a longer history, all of which 

could surface in an instant. 

Am I an Indian? Or Citizen? 

Abel, a retired engineer from a large, well-respected family, stepped to the 

microphone. "Good evening," he began. "I wanted to welcome those of you at this table 

who are in charge of this very important meeting here tonight.” He looked at the long 

table beside him, then continued: "I hope you can forgive me for my ignorance — como 

soy indigena, tengo algo de ignorancia (seeing how I am indigenous, I am also a bit 

ignorant." Abel's tone was more than sarcastic; it was one of downright condescension. 

"I would like to ask a question, and I would really appreciate if you could respond. This 

                                                        
 
11 Víctor Yodo, his nickname, was a leader of the COCEI student movement. He was kidnapped from the 
center of Juchitán by a military envoy of the Mexican Army in July of 1979. There has never been a 
reckoning with his absence. In the wake of this, crowds at COCEI rallys often changed "Victor Yodo, 
Libertad!" (Free Victor Yodo!). In 1981, the COCEI took over the Guatemalan embassy in Mexico City to 
protest government repression. COCEI activists and would-be mayor, Oscar Cruz López, told Howard 
Campbell about "how he was beaten by a high ranking Mexican political official after being captured in the 
embassy. He was then jailed for six months in military and civilian prisons" (Campbell 2001, 89–90). 



 

 
264 

is a question, okay." Abel went on: "INEGI estimates there are 100,000 people living in 

Juchitán, 80% of whom are classified as indigenous…My question is — do you really 

think that the 200 or so of us here tonight really represent the entire pueblo indigena? 

Furthermore, if we approve this project, and allow them to install their 132 wind 

turbines, does that mean we are giving legal cover to the 1,000 wind turbines already 

installed here, but done so without a consulta?" Abel paused, and the rumble of the crowd 

rose to fill the silence. Before he stepped away, Abel reminded the officials, "I just asked 

you a question. So please respond to it…Many thanks. And again, please excuse my 

ignorance." 12  

 Abel turned to head back to his seat, his commentary met with gritos and 

applause. Then, Enrique Figueroa, moderator and member of Juchitán's city 

government, quickly approached the microphone. "Before we move on to the next 

question, I would like to make clear to those of you here tonight. There are people like 

me, at this table here tonight, who are indigenas zapotecas (indigenous Zapotec people). I 

want to make clear, being indigenous is not synonymous with ignorance." 

 What is notable in this exchange is not only that Enrique failed to respond to 

Abel's question. Abel's question highlights just some of the feelings and histories that the 

state's categorization of Juchitán as a pueblo indigena engenders. I would come to know 

                                                        
 
12 The Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, The National Institute of Geography and Statistics, is 
referred to by its acronym INEGI and does work similar to what the United States Census Bureau is charged 
with.  
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Abel over the ensuing months. He is anything but ignorant. And he is certainly not 

ashamed of his ethnicity. Rather, he does not much appreciate the role the federal 

government has in telling him what he is and what he is not, nor how they should make 

their decisions. It was insulting, because it was a definition put on him. Yet Abel does 

think they should have this "right to consultation" that comes from getting that label. 

Enrique's tone-deaf response allowed him to elide Abel's actual question. Does he not 

care? Or does his seemingly earnest response purposefully misrecognize the way Abel's 

tonal shifts use irony to assert power through condescension? Figueroa is there as a 

representative of the city's COCEI municipal government, a political party whose power 

is entangled with Zapotec identity.  

 

Figure 49. Watching the Consulta 

 Universal processes, like FPIC, are predicated on a number of unstated 

assumptions. First, they imagine themselves as a sort of "restart" button, where their 

mere existence erases the unresolved histories of inequality undergirding the 
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relationship between "indigenous peoples" and "the state." Furthermore, the process fails 

to consider the sedimented and unresolved histories of particular places. In this case, 

when the COCEI emerged in the 1970s and early 1980s, the movement worked to re-

signify the role that ethnicity played in local politics. However, when Hector Sanchez 

won mayoral elections in 1989, the COCEI was no longer an opposition movement but 

part of the political establishment. This meant that Zapotec ethnicity was now tied 

inextricably to power — ethnicity became a means for accruing not only political, but 

with it, economic power. Abel's comment underscores how a universal process like 

"Free, Prior and Informed" consultation actually upsets the way in which ethnicity has 

been mobilized in Juchitán's recent past. 

Time and Federal Government 

 The Mexican state and indigenous people emerged contemporaneously. This 

took a unique form in Mexico, because of the "revolutionary" nature of the state — the 

revolution had ousted Porfirio Diaz in the name of el pueblo. The modern Mexican 

state's fundamental task was to "ensure system integration or 'pattern maintenance'" 

(Gross, D. 1985, 65). This meant a shift away from force, toward the use of "new and 

subtle kinds of pressure, including the manipulation of symbols, values, and frames of 

meaning," and in particular, as Gross highlights, by "shaping the forms of temporality." 

Leaders of this new state sought to bring its disparate communities together. The state 

realized "that controlling a population's sense of time was not only a source of power 

but one of the most important ways of exercising power" (ibid). 
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 Mexico's first Secretary of Education, Jose Vasconcelos, implemented a policy 

known as indigenismo. Indigenismo brought disparate peoples in contact with the state via 

networks of education, teaching "the Indios" to speak and read one language: Spanish. 

One of the key challenges in forging a cohesive nation was the comparative strength of 

regional alliances as opposed to a sense of nationalism. Vasconselos sought to rectify this 

through a nationwide system of education. Visual art, literature, and history text books 

produced and distributed a historical narrative, which established an unbroken 

continuity from the precolonial era to the 20th century. If all Mexicans spoke Spanish 

and knew the same history, this uniformity would necessarily lead to a sense of 

cohesion. It was only once the state began the general project of education13 that it 

"possessed" an effective method, through which “it could inculcate its perspective on 

temporality" (Gross, D. 1985,69). The active production of history is part of what 

transforms the experience "of time" into a "politics of time"(Lazar 2014, 92). 

 The "politics of time" mobilized by the new Mexican state was a simultaneous act 

of recognition and erasure as it related to the country's indigenous population. 

Vasconselos' education project was an effort of the state to "officially encourage" a "new 

temporal orientation" in the "name of the whole." But this project was, of course, partial 

and incomplete. With ecclesiastic institutions making way for state institutions, the 

"manipulation of temporal schemata" became a powerful tool for "political domination" 

                                                        
 
13 Gross writes also about how schooling was seen as a way of engendering an allegiance to the nation-state, 
since, as Durkheim pointed out, education was central to guaranteeing social solidarity (Gross, D. 1985, 69). 
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(Gross, D. 1985, 67). The goal of indigenismo was to conjure the idealized mestizo nation 

through a particular narrative of the past. Starting in the 1960s, as the state began to 

recede, the network of institutions that had helped to proselytize its values receded as 

well. The Institutionalized Revolutionary Party (PRI) — the only political party to hold 

power in the country since the revolution — came face to face with mounting 

opposition. To satisfy the public demand to open the political process, a successive 

series of new electoral policies were passed. A series of crippling debt crises led to 

growing international pressure toward austerity. The institutions that promoted 

Vasconcelos' vision of indigenismo began to recede, but so, too, did the State's near total 

control of the country's natural resources — ceding power to private interests. In the 

wake of the 1980s debt crises, like elsewhere across Latin America, international 

institutions (the World Bank and the IMF) stipulated the terms of their loans on the 

opening-up of the Mexican economy to the private sector. Once considered “the 

patrimony of the nation,” the communications, oil, and mining sectors (just to name a 

few) were now open for business. Meanwhile, state institutions such as the Secretary of 

Indigenous Affairs, responsible for carrying out the vision of indigenismo, were 

dismantled.  

Sanchez Sells Out 

 In 1988, Carlos Salinas de Gortari was "elected" in a hotly contested presidential 

election that many still consider a fraud. Coming off a decade of structural adjustment 

policies imposed after the 1982 debt crisis, Salinas embodied the neoliberal economic 
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policies of the country where he was educated — The United States — rather than the 

populist policies undergirding the PRI's claims to legitimacy. Salinas further privatized 

some of Mexico's most important state-owned assets.  

 When Hector Sánchez won municipal elections in 1989, the COCEI's radical 

movement faced a new challenge. No longer the political opposition, they would need to 

govern. President Salinas arrived in Juchitán in 1990, and Sanchez welcomed him — 

along with his $3 million dollars in federal aid — to Juchitán, under the auspices of 

"Programa Nacional de Solidaridad" (PRONASOL).14 This was part of Salinas' policy of 

engaging directly with established opposition organizations — known as "concertación."15 

Government funding was given to local authorities for distribution, with little public 

accounting. This is part of what happens when political movements assume power. As 

Dudley reported from Juchitán in 1994, "Now, instead of confronting local landowners 

and merchants with charges of abuses, the leaders work with them. Instead of 

denouncing capitalist excesses, they try to attract investors to the city. Instead of 

bemoaning the meddling of state and federal government, they try to get them to spend 

ever-greater amounts of money in Juchitán" (Dudley 1994).  

                                                        
 
14 The National Solidarity Program (PRONASOL) was created after Salinas became president. It was a 
program which claimed to be alleviating poverty. It provided matching funds for local projects. Salinas 
hailed PRONASOL as evidence of his government's success in completing the Mexican government's 
revolutionary mission – to improve the living standards of the poor. This project, however, was also linked 
to a policy of divestiture. Solidarity funds were spent to ensure the PRI's electoral strength at a time when it 
was under threat (Teichman 1997). 
15 For more on Carlos Salinas' neoliberal policies, see Judith Teichman's article " Neoliberalism and the Transformation 
of Mexican Authoritarianism" (1997).  
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 The federal government simultaneously began to implement neoliberal austerity 

measures, withdrawing financial support for public welfare programs. Local mayors 

were suddenly flush with money and found a population in search of government 

support. Not surprisingly, COCEI mayor Hector Sanchez, and those who followed in his 

wake, siphoned money to their supporters, spurning citizens of other factions. As June 

Nash wrote of PRONASOL, the policy turned "conflict inward [as] local interest groups 

fought with each other for scarce resources" (Nash 2006, 138). 

 Rather than the assimilationist policies of indigenismo, which dominated the PRI's 

relationship to indigenous people in the 20th century, the policies that began to take 

shape in the early 1990s under Salinas and his successors were based on the discourses 

of cultural recognition, human rights, and good governance.16 Rather than an adversary, 

the government became the benevolent "arbiter" of rights. But there was a paradox. Just 

as neoliberal economic policies dominated the marketplace, new legal regimes that 

applied to collectivities emerged. That is, just as the collective undergirding the Mexican 

Revolutionary State was undermined, a new set of rights for indigenous peoples were 

enshrined in the Mexican and Oaxacan State constitution. What accounts for this 

paradox, and, furthermore, are these efforts as discordant as they may at first appear? It 

                                                        
 
16 Recent years have seen a "convoluted strategy of conciliation and repression when dealing with 
indigenous demands for economic, political and cultural autonomy. In its public, conciliatory mood, the 
governing elite has incorporated the multiculturalist and anti-sexist language of neo-Zapatismo into its own 
political rhetoric and sponsored initiatives aimed to foment indigenous cultural production. Yet in its covert, 
repressive mood, it has escalated military and paramilitary operations within indigenous communities 
struggling to exercise that autonomy promised them" (Taylor 2006, 83). 
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is in this Janus-faced approach to indigeneity — and the state's use of it to garner 

legitimacy — which the COCEI itself seems to be performing as well. The public knows 

not much will come from the COCEI's use of Zapotec ethnicity, but they continue to be 

elected due to complex client–patron relations.  

How to Access Your Rights? 

 The conflicts that emerge beg the question: how do residents of Juchitán access 

their rights? The decision over the Eólicos del Sur wind farm had to be arrived at 

through consensus, because the right to FPIC belongs to the "indigenous community," 

not to individuals.  

 “This doesn't make much sense,” explained one friend sitting at Bar Jardín, 

talking through the previous night's meeting. "We haven't had a collective decision-

making procedure in Juchitán in more than century." He went on: “There is this 

romanticization, the government is like, 'ah las comunidades indigenas,' where there was 

this assumption that everyone was equal." But how did things actually work here in 

Juchitán?” I asked. "It's not like the whole town went to a big meeting,” he responded. 

“This just isn't how things worked here, or probably anywhere for that matter." 

 The process of FPIC relied on the assumption of equality among a collective. 

Being the "noble savages" that they are, they will make a decision that has the best 

interests of the collective in mind. This is problematic for many reasons. The problem I 

want to highlight here is not to point out that this egalitarian indigenous community 

never actually existed. Rather, I want to underscore the way the very idea of it operates, 
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creating a process in which this fallacy is made to appear as if it was reality — one 

everyone is supposed to accept.17 Rather than resolving histories of marginalization, 

violence, and inequality, this enacting of a "politics of recognition" actually elicits 

discontent in the name of resolving it. The collective right to FPIC both gives and takes 

away. It offers the right to have a say in development projects, but the very subject of 

those rights — the egalitarian collective-interest-minded community of indigenous 

Zapotec people — does not exist. This is an epistemological violence that needs to be 

taken seriously. Furthermore, the qualities of Zapotec ethnicity that have made 

Zapotecos distinct — to give them this collective right to FPIC — has been undermined 

by the politicization of ethnicity here (and across Mexico) during 30 years of COCEI 

control over city government. Add to this the neoliberal economic policies and the 

"transition to democracy," which has taken place in Mexico during that same period.  

When I was around 14, I read George Orwell's book, Animal Farm. You know the 
scene where all the animals are complaining about how it is unfair that the pigs 
are the only ones who get to eat apples and milk. One of the pigs says something 
like, 'We need this nutritious food, because it’s really hard to be your leader.' 
When I finished, I remember so clearly thinking to myself — this is the 
COCEI!…At one time, maybe in the ‘70s and ‘80s, there was an authentic concern 
for the Zapotec people, because everyone was being dominated by a group of 
caciques who were pushing people off their land…So these students wanted to 
help people out of this situation…But that is like what has happened to so many 
social movements when they actually take power. They started fighting and 
become divided. That is why there are so many different leaders and factions of 
the COCEI today, there isn't really even one COCEI — it is many different 
groups…The current iteration of the COCEI is like Frankenstein, a monster that 
they created, but cannot be controlled now that it exists…These people who were 

                                                        
 
17 In her writing, Diane Nelson (2009) writes of the "Difficulties of distinguishing eñgano from knowing very 
well"(Nelson 2009, 204). 
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young and idealistic twenty years ago, now they just seem like vampires, 
awakened from the dead. 

 
 In Juchitán, political leaders have used outsiders’ assumptions about indigenous 

people to enrich themselves and further sediment their hold on power.18 In the Mexican 

national context, policies of corporatism and clientelism meant that individuals could 

only access state resources through lideres (political leaders) through their membership 

in a sector where legal regimes have never been applied uniformly, making the 

government's process suspect. Furthermore, they put into question James Anaya's 

comment that the government is just having "problems with the implementation." This 

underscores that it is the process itself that should be put into question. 

                                                        
 
18 Jeffrey Ruben (1991) writes, "COCEI claimed for itself and the lower-class majority the right to define and 
shape this culture and to tie it to a political project. The partial split between elite and lower-class culture is 
indicative of a change in the identity of the pueblo, a switch from a predominantly pueblo vs. outside 
orientation of the past (the pueblo is all the predominantly Zapotec residents of Juchitán to one of the 
pueblo vs. the rich, the official politicians, and the agrarian bureaucracy. (The pueblo is the poor majority 
and those who support the just claims of that majority.) The origins of this shift in the 1960s, in the course of 
economic development projects, electoral and non-electoral political mobilizations, and public discourse in 
the local newspaper" (1991:94). 
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Figure 50. "Luz con Luz se Paga" or "Pay us with Light". 

The Perversity of Power 

 Legal recognition that designates Juchitán as a "pueblo indigena" emerges where 

interests and histories overlap. While Mexican "corporatism" and caciquismo do not 

adequately attend to the complex ways power and identity works, there is a general 

sense that people feel los politicos do not represent their interests.19 Jolie Olcott's 

                                                        
 
19 Powell writes of the feelings engendered by participating in corrupt politics. "Cognition of impunity, in-
scripted by tales of aggression and violent acts that go unpunished, works by investing the powerful with 
what might be called "coercive capital" — the social-political advantages derived from the association of 
power and authority with violence. The low-intensity coercive force embedded in clientelist practice counts 
on and abets the exemplary and disciplinary effects of intermittent physical violence, continuously avows 
hierarchic relations of power and their logic of disdain, and reveals how "violence is constitutive of various 
dimensions of social life," and not merely an "extraordinary measure of last resort": insecurity and the 
specter of violence reside within clientelist relations and the impunity of the powerful and are integral to 
their logic. That personalistic practices might nonetheless be engaged as "popular strategies" does not 
reduce their coercive and violent supply, nor does it provide an alibi for their pernicious relationship to 
rights" (Powell, K. 2012, 221). "There is a general relationship between political ritual and localized 
appropriations of state institutions (corruption). The expansion of state institutions is historically linked to 
the conflicting demands of antagonistic local groups, a factor that strengthens the importance of ritual, of 
festivities, and of the redistributive actions that are associated with them…The inception and growth of state 
institutions involves the production of ritual, so the patrons of these rituals have a degree of control over the 
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description of citizenship in 1930s Mexico "as a set of social, cultural, and political 

processes that both shaped and refracted contemporary political discourses and 

practices" (Olcott 2006:17) continues to ring true today. This is where the consulta 

indigena offers insight into how rights are understood and accessed in the "new" "post-

authoritarian pluricultural Mexico. 

 In their description of "everyday forms of state formation" in Mexico, Joseph and 

Nugent (1994) describe the state as a set of power relations, which is embodied in the 

processual quality of governance. State actors, they continue, engage with "popular 

cultural groups" vis-à-vis locally recognizable idioms, which results in a fraught struggle 

over "words, images, symbols, forms, organizations, institutions, and movements" 

(Roseberry 1994, 361). In Mexico, "global processes" (Appadurai 1996) confront a state 

simultaneously "committed to facilitating global flows and fearful of the social 

instability that such flows facilitate" (de Avila 1995). Increasingly, the state's power is not 

derived from the "consent of the governed" — as representation itself is repeatedly 

questioned — but is produced and reinforced through processes and struggles over the 

very form of governance itself. Due to this fear, the expansion of capital into new arenas 

of the natural world, like in the case with wind energy, is always "accompanied by an 

expansion of the state apparatus” (Haenn et al. 2014, 111).   

                                                        
 
local branches of those institutions" (Lomnitz-Adler 2001, 22). Taylor writes, "The institutional move away 
from indigenismo and toward multiculturalism can thus be understood as a state tactic to manage and 
redirect the radical propositions of these movements" while not altering the essential power relations 
between ruler and ruled" (Taylor, A. 2005, 82). 
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 The temporal logic of the consulta imagines the present as a time of planning for 

the future, hedging risk. Simone Abram argues in her study of planning professionals 

that their "relentless focus on worlds yet to be and work yet to be done" has the effect of 

"quickly leaving behind" the meaningful past (Abram 2014, 130). In essence, the 

unresolved histories, which seemed to resurface at the consultation, don't have much 

place. Nor do other kinds of claims — like those built from firsthand experiences with 

corruption and impunity. This consultation process implies that we can just jump 

toward the future without resolving what took place in the past or is happening in the 

present. In this framework, expert knowledge and scientific planning are implicitly 

privileged over supposedly unsubstantiated claims made from firsthand experience. 

"Processual time" materialized in documents, and moments, when the process itself 

became the focus of discussion. Hodges argues that process and "the hegemony of 

processualism" is actually "symptomatic of contemporary historical circumstances...in 

particular, neoliberal political economic practices" (Hodges 2014, 26). The state wanted 

to create a process that was "fleetingly concretized" into the protocol. This document 

served the government as it gave the "appearance of solidity and endurance," although it 

was always in a state of "revision and reinvention" (Abram 2014, 133).  

 The consultation brought multiple "institutions" — the state, international legal 

regimes, and local political parties/alliances — into one space. Carol Greenhouse has 

argued that the emergence of new institutions, such as the consulta in Juchitán, bring 

"temporalities...into contact" within the same "contiguous social field." This convergence, 
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she writes, often makes itself known as "social tensions," because different temporalities 

are competing for dominance (Greenhouse 1989, 1636). While the linear time of the state 

may be the most powerful, it can only dominate if indeterminacies are carefully 

managed so as to allow it to encompass the widest possible array of interests, "but 

tightening it again when the efficacy of public institutions," comes into question (ibid).

 Despite attempts to constrain the consulta to a linear temporality of forward 

progress, the state was challenged at every turn. Nancy Munn writes: "Control over time 

is not just a strategy of interaction; it is also a medium of hierarchic power and 

governance" (Munn 1992, 109). The State's power to impose a particular temporality on 

Juchitán was undermined, suggesting that the power of the state to articulate and 

homogenize time from above is no longer (though it never was) the only source for 

temporal legitimacy. 

Discussion 

You are better off not wasting your time at the so-called ‘consulta.’ Our leaders 
have sold us out. You should study how they are using the consulta for their 
own purposes. It makes me sad! The consulta is a waste of time — it winds up 
being the same thing every time. We all know how this is going to end. I hate 
how the government obligates their people to come, acarreada, just to serve their 
interests. That is not a consulta indigena! The ones that speak the most, they are 
the most capitalistic in all of Juchitán. Just install the aero–generadores (wind 
turbines), and let’s get on with it. 

 
 This quote is a text message I received from a friend, someone who would be 

classified as an "indigenous" resident of Juchitán. In his text, Alfredo reveals the way in 

which legalistic categories of indigeneity have not only affected the way the State views 
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Juchitecos, but also the way Juchitecos see themselves. Alfredo, despite knowing the 

complexity of his own community, is disappointed to see the way the most capitalistic 

residents of Juchitán are using the consulta to their own ends. What is so alluring about 

the idea of the consulta itself that it seems to generate a set of expectations about 

communality and collectivity that do not exist. And yet, Alfredo was saddened by his 

own community.  

The procedural logics of the consulta mirror what the Comaroff's describe as a 

"fetishism of the law," reflective of a "global faith in the capacity of constitutionalism, 

and contract, rights, and legal remedies to accomplish order, civility, justice, and 

empowerment"(Comaroff and Comaroff 2007, 134). This "culture of legality" is alive and 

well in Mexico (ibid). And yet, there is near total impunity for corruption and violence at 

the hands of both criminals and the state. The two are indeed increasingly seen as one 

and the same. 

 The consulta meant that the population of Juchitán was making a claim on the 

state. But somehow this status — pueblo indigena — seemed to contradict the ways they 

have historically made demands on the state. In Juchitán, their ethnicity has long been a 

source of political leverage, allowing them a certain amount of autonomy. Today, 

however, the "law's role" appears "a means of equalizing differences." “The language of 

the law," writes Garavito in his study of a similar consultation process in Colombia, 

"affords an ostensibly neutral medium for people of difference…to enter into contractual 

relations, to transact unlike values. In so doing, it forges the impression of consonance 
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amidst contrast…facilitates the negotiation of incommensurables across otherwise 

intransitive boundaries" (Rodriguez-Garavito 2011, 293). This results in "the projection of 

the neoliberal legal subject onto the plane of collective rights,” where the "legal subject" 

is produced in order to participate in processes like "consultations." In this process, long-

standing debates about collective conflicts are transformed into negotiations that, at least 

on paper, appear governed by due process. The fallacy, however, lies in the assumption 

that subject of collective rights is equal to those with whom they are negotiating. In this 

scenario, negotiations avoid what Garavito called "the epistemic tower of babel" — 

where very different ways of understanding the world are being debated and 

transformed as a result (ibid).  

 In the gap between international legal conventions and the everyday working of 

bureaucratic institutions, the practicing of rights is creating new kinds of violence and 

risk. Charles Taylor argued that "identity is partly shaped by recognition of its absence, 

often by the misrecognition of others, and so a person or group of people can suffer real 

damage, real distortion," if what is mirrored back is a confining reflection. Taylor 

concludes, "misrecognition can inflict harm" (Taylor 1992). What happens to the 

residents of Juchitán, who, proud Zapotecos, are confined in this "hall of mirrors" 

version of a pueblo indigena? When the state comes asking for your opinion, but you are 

filled with skepticism and indignation, do you tell the state what you think? Can the 

state even hear you?
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Conclusion: In the Time of Sismos y Vientos  
In the time of Earthquakes and the Winds 
 

July 30, 2015. Juchitecos gathered once again. But tonight, was different, because it 

would be last meeting of the consulta indigena. Yet again, a long table was set up in front 

of rows of folding chairs. Representatives from the Eólicos del Sur sat alongside local, 

State, and Federal government officials. Those who came from elsewhere traveled to 

Juchitán for the big event. The different officials who had come down once or twice 

during the previous nine months all were all there. It was like a reunion show with the 

whole cast back together again, including those with only cameo appearances.  

The meeting was called to order. No sooner did an official from the municipal 

government begin to describe the plan for the night's meeting than that plan was 

disrupted. Gloria Sánchez – sister of Hector and soon to be mayor of Juchitán – stepped 

to the microphone. She began to read from a piece of paper in her left hand: "These are 

our terms." 

 Jeers from the crowd. I caught the eye of a friend who was one of the land–

owners supporting this project. He resented Gloria and her brother's intervention into 

the entire process. He smirked, rolling his eyes as if to say, 'okay, Gloria.' This, he knew, 

was her performance. A statement of the power she could wield over large groups of 

Juchitecos. Despite gritos from the audience, Gloria kept reading. She looked up and 

invited her coalition to hand their signatures of support to the officials at the table. 

Eighteen different people holding folders filled with paper paraded in front of the table. 
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Finally, her long diatribe came to an end and she left the mic. Now everyone wanted 

their say. Jaime Laguna wrestled the microphone next, asserting his group's – Juchitán 

Democratico – would support the project, but wanted any money given to the city to be 

done so in front of the public – "We need transparency!" he shouted. Once Laguna put 

down the microphone, the moderator asserted control. The event would begin with 

Katya Puga who would share with Juchitecos what the government would give in return 

for their support.  

 

Figure 51. Eduardo Senteno presenting at Consulta  

 Katya stepped in front of the crowd: "We have done a lot of work together over 

these past nine months. I will present to you what the government is calling 'A Strategy 

for Sustainability in Juchitán.' You have raised the problem of the high cost of electricity 

here on the Isthmus. The government can't give you free electricity. But what we can do 

is come up with a plan to reduce the cost. We have signed an agreement with the State 

government to install two wind turbines. The energy these towers produced is estimated 

to reduce the cost of your home electricity bills by up to 35%." This was met with roaring 
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applause from the crowd. A number of other government representatives followed, each 

laying out the "benefits" that the approval of this Wind Farm would get for citizens of 

Juchitán. The final presentation came from Eduardo Senteno, the representative from 

Eólicos del Sur. Thank you for being here tonight. He then laid out a list of what he called 

direct and indirect benefits. Concluding his remarks, "These benefits are proof of what a 

community, a company, and the government can achieve when we all work together."  

Once again, the microphone was opened for comments. For three hours, a familiar cast 

of characters stepped to the microphone, articulating their support and opposition for 

the proposed 132 MW Eólicos del Sur wind farm. “This is a historic night because 

Juchitán is saying ‘Yes’ to the wind farms. Construction workers, do you agree with this 

wind farm being built?’ ‘Siiiiiii….’ ‘Unions, do you agree?’ ’Siiiiii….’ To those of you 

sitting at this table – I beg of you, tonight must be the last meeting. We can’t do this 

anymore. "Ya no queremos mas – No mas consulta!" They are done –sick and tired of the 

consulta.  

As the comments went on and on, it got later and later. The crowd was 

dispersing, and they had yet to come to a final conclusion. Mayor Saúl Vicente stepped 

in, it was time to come to a decision. To the 200 or so individuals still sitting on the 

open–air patio, Saúl Vicente asked the questions: “How many of you are opposed to this 

project?" His question met with silence. He then asked, “How many of you are in favor 

of this project?" Hands shot up in the air. It appeared as if there was unanimity. Saúl 
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then asked, “Would anyone like to abstain?" At first his question was met with silence. 

Then, “Señor President," Gubidxa shouted, “we would like to abstain."  

This was an unexpected turn of events. Frustrated, the middle-aged man 

standing next to me decided to break the awkward silence with a joke: “Why did you 

forget to give him a sandwich?" Most of the crowd burst out laughing, but not Gubidxa. 

He didn’t even crack a smile. Everyone else’s vote it seemed was “bought." Surrounding 

by a crowd of jeering laughter, his choice to abstain took a fair amount of chutzpah.  

The crowd had overwhelmingly voted in favor of the Eólicos del Sur wind farm. When 

the decision was announced, a weird kind of collective effervescence overwhelmed the 

patio.  

 

Figure 52. Voting at Consulta  
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One landowners couldn't hold back his enthusiasm, shouting as if on the edge of tears 

"¡Viva Saúl Vicente! ¡Viva Juchitán!" His friend looked at him, bewildered. “I can’t help 

myself – I am just so happy!" Even I got goosebumps watching everyone hug each other, 

celebrating this “huge success." I got that feeling, pena ajena, which doesn't have a great 

English translation. Embarrassed for them, and for myself. If we all knew this whole 

thing was tamaleada, cooked from the beginning, then why was everyone so excited? The 

enthusiasm of the crowd that night was short-lived. Almost as soon as government 

officials and company representatives got back to Mexico City, did they find out they 

were being sued. Various anti-wind energy activists and human rights organizations 

claimed that the outcome of the consulta was not legitimate, the process did not meet the 

standards of “free, prior, and informed" as international standards set forth.  

 

Figure 53. Celebrating at Consulta  
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Was a process of "free, prior, and informed" consultation ever possible in 

Juchitán in the way these organizations and activists imagined it should be? Can a 

consulta be considered "free" in Mexico, a country where narco-politics currently pervade 

political life, threatening the safety and security of entire communities? If the "prior" 

implied by ILO Convention 169 was written so as to include indigenous communities in 

designing a model of development that would allow them to sustain their territory, way 

of life, and culture, then is it possible to consider this process "prior" when, at the time of 

the consultation, there were already 21 wind farms in operation? Is this "prior" when the 

landowners had long ago determined their interests when they signed contracts to rent 

their land to Eólicos del Sur? Finally, and seemingly the most black and white of the three 

requirements, "informed," itself does not stand up after further scrutiny. The 

information the government and company presented, while attempting to present itself 

as neutral and/or a-political, was shared and constructed in a top-down manner that 

sought to use numbers and facts as the sole means of evaluation of risk. Not only did 

some activists and civil society organizations challenge the veracity of the information 

provided, but perhaps more importantly, quantitative information was mobilized to 

present one version of the truth, while silencing other kinds of knowledge, such as the 

lived experiences of residents and their long-standing relationship to the natural world.  

What emerged in the process of the consulta in Juchitán is ambiguous. Existing 

conflicts and inequalities in crystallized into a discourse used by project supporters 
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around the need for so-called progress. Long unspoken tensions and simmering 

grievances were brought to the surface. Nonetheless, the consulta did create what 

previously did not exist—a space where diverse sectors of the population came together.  

What does this particular consulta and the reactions to one project tell us about the 

political will regarding extractive industries, large-scale development projects, and 

indigenous rights in Mexico more generally? Unlike elsewhere in Latin America, 

however, the majority of those who spoke at the consulta actually favored the wind 

project to varied personal or political ends. They focused on need for jobs, education and 

health infrastructure, and demanded so-called "progress" more generally, making their 

position hard to criticize, as the failure of the promise of progress only reveals itself in 

the future tense. For many, it seemed much easier to imagine yet another wind farm be 

built than to truly challenge the current model of economic development based on large-

scale infrastructure and transnational capital. But the development framework of 

industrial scale wind energy was never really up for debate. The debate was therefore 

constrained: The question was not "if" this is the development model "we" want, but 

rather the "how" or "in exchange for what" the company would be permitted to build. 

Environmental Law Professor Shalanda Baker (2012) calls this "the elephant in 

the room," highlighting how "development" itself is pre-determined in most cases of 

FPIC. Ethnographic studies from Andean nations, including Tom Perrault's work in 

Bolivia (2015) and Cesar Rodriguez Garavito's in Colombia (2011), have shown the ways 

in which FPIC has tended to- ward legitimizing state power as it is integrating into 
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regimes of neoliberal governance. The limitations of the debate therefore effectively 

depoliticize extractive economies, constraining social unrest, while continuing business 

as usual. 

In many ways the logic in which "free, prior, and informed" consultations were 

imagined is at odds with the logic and temporality of transnational capitalism—and to a 

lesser extent with state governance. By the time the consulta indígena transpired in 

Juchitán, Eólicos del Sur not only had contracts with local landowners, but also had 

financial loans, and therefore was under pressure to begin operations. Juchitán is a 

deeply polarized community that is integrated into Mexico's political party system. The 

question of who legitimately represents the collective interests of the "indigenous 

community" is therefore also up for debate. Finally, who is actually even able to speak at 

the consulta itself hinges on long-standing structures of violence, inequality, and access 

to power, as well as class, race, gender, and age. From the very first meetings in 

November 2014, the space of the consultation could be seen to reinforce the power of the 

state, as it was the state institutions, including the judiciary, that responded to the 

demands that the rights of this indigenous peoples be respected. Similar to other 

countries in Latin America, organizations have questioned the antagonistic rationalities 

and the feasibility of a truly "free, prior and informed" consultation, and if state 

institutions are sufficiently neutral or have the legitimacy to lead this process.  

I must express my own ambivalence. There were two obvious positions for this 

ethnographer to take. The first would be to praise the State's efforts to actually carry out 
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this consultation at all. After decades of activism, indigenous peoples were finally being 

consulted regarding large-scale infrastructure projects destined for their communities. 

Another take would be to approach the consulta in solidarity with local activists who 

have critiqued the consulta’s failure to adhere to international standards. While either 

approach is legitimate, they are both also partial, failing to consider what else took place. 

Despite the likely backroom deals being made, it is nonetheless true that over the course 

of nine months, residents of Juchitán showed up time and again to voice their opinions 

and to listen to others. And they did so with passion, hope, and fear. Despite concern 

that this was all a mere performance, opponents to the project continued to attend 

meetings in spite of their marginal position—still uttering (and shouting) their critique. I 

remain ambivalent. If you don't applaud the effort, you fail to recognize the fact that so 

many people had fought for so many years for this consulta to happen. And yet, by 

applauding it, are you support something that did not satisfy the demands of the 

thousands of activists that had spent so long demanding this right?  

Rather that fitting the consulta (or wind energy for that matter) into a good/bad 

dichotomy, I have sought to for the many excesses of the process itself, and what became 

possible as a result. “Often," Mol and Law write, "it is not so much a matter of living in a 

single mode of ordering, or of 'choosing' between them. Rather…we find ourselves 

where these modes join together. Somewhere in the interferences something crucial 

happens...'' (Mol and Law 2002, 11). I want to linger in this tension –– staying with the 

trouble.  
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Glossy leaflets listing possible environmental impacts and corporate social 

responsibility pledges will no longer be enough for residents of the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec. This kind of unsubstantiated discourse falls on deaf ears here. Only by 

providing detailed information about financing and payments, with accompanying 

expert testimonies and studies conducted by impartial individuals, will communities be 

able to negotiate, and hold not only companies but the Mexican government 

accountable. Meanwhile, the wind energy industry is expanding, and new parks are 

being built across Mexico. At the same time, the 396MW Eólicos del Sur wind farm 

approved July 30, 2015 during the final meeting of the consulta remains in legal limbo. 

The Mexican Supreme Court ordered construction to a halt in January 2018, when more 

than 1,000 claimants issued an "amparo" or injunction on the grounds that they had not 

been properly consulted or given their authorization for this project to go ahead 

(Milenio 1/11/2018).  

Like other kinds of large-scale energy and infrastructure projects, the arrival of 

wind turbines has brought different ways of being and living with nature into 

conversation. Champions of wind energy – from private developers to turbine 

manufacturers, from government officials to national and international financial 

institutions – have long assumed that wind turbines effect different places uniformly. 

Turbines, however, are not installed in abstract spaces. Rather, they operate in specific 

places, bringing abstract engineering plans and policies designed to address global 

climate change into contact with real people and their histories. While many see the 
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growth of wind energy as the inevitable next step in a progressive approach to green 

economic development— the presence of the wind alone is not sufficient evidence that 

turbines will reduce the future risk posed by climate change. Renewable energy will 

only help to address climate change if and when the social and the natural landscapes of 

development are considered in concert.  

 

 

Figure 54. "Vivos Los Queremos." Protest for Ayotzinapa  

 
 
 I often thought to myself while I in the field, “This is really a pivotal year in 

Mexican history." It is easy to think of one’s own present as somehow unique or 

extraordinary. Upon reflection, however, I wonder, was it my own sense of self-

importance making me think that I was witnessing something historic? And yet, 

something was happening in the political atmosphere as the Summer of 2014 turned 
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towards Fall. On September 26, 2014, 43 student teachers went missing from the 

Ayotzinapa Normal School in Iguala, Mexico. Just as people took to the streets in protest, 

the Mexican news magazine PROCESO published what would become the "Casa 

Blanca" story, accusing Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto of corruption. With each 

month came another horror, and another scandal. As if out of a telenovela, ‘El Chapo’ 

escaped from a Mexican prison through an underground tunnel. When elections took 

place in Juchitán in June 2015, striking teachers set their ballots ablaze. El pueblo esta 

harto! (The people have had enough!) they shouted. All the meanwhile, people on the 

Isthmus were getting sick. Fever, rashes, aches and pains. Chikungunya. And no one 

seemed to be doing anything.   

 That year of seemingly extraordinary events was perhaps more ordinary than it 

may have seemed. On September 7, 2017, an 8.2 magnitude earthquake hit Mexico. Its 

epicenter – Juchitán. By the time the strongest aftershocks started to fade, at least 58 

people were killed (Villegas, Malkin and Semple 2017, A4). Thousands of homes were 

damaged, and the hospital was evacuated. Vulnerable before the earthquake, the 

physical and social fabric of this place is under ever mounting pressure. The earthquake 

destroyed much of the already crumbling physical infrastructure –– bringing the iconic 

city hall to the ground. No one, it seems, went unscathed. Everyone in Juchitán, rich and 

poor alike, slept in the streets for weeks and months on end. Everyone was afraid to go 

inside. 
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 It was less than two months after the earthquake that Juchitecos, still sleeping in 

the street, felt the wind begin to pick up in speed and intensity. Of course, it does this 

every year right before The Day of the Dead. But this year was different. 

 

 
. 
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