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“We need to listen to the Mayan Territory, because we are Mayan, because we have our
Mayan language. Because we still have the Yum (winds) and guardians of the mounta in and
the cornfield and also the Upixan, the people who have not left and who are always tak ing
care of these lands... and the Aj men are present, who help us do the Mayan ceremonies.
Because we do the Mayan ceremonies, like Ch a cháa, to ask for and thank the rainwater, the
good harvests, the cornfield, and the seeds.” (Own Translation, Local Testimony. INAH et al,
2019:59)

“Necesitamos escuchar al Territorio Maya, porque somos mayeros, porque tenemos nuestra
lengua maya. Porque aún tenemos a los Yum (vientos) y guardianes del monte y de la milpa y
también a los Upixan, las personas que no se han ido y que siempre están cuidando estas
tierras... y están presentes los Aj men, que nos ayudan hacer las ceremonias mayas. Porque
hacemos las ceremonias mayas, como Ch a cháa, para pedir y agradecer el agua de lluvia, las
buenas cosechas, a la milpa y las semillas.” (Testimonio local. INAH et al, 2019:59)
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Abstract
In 2018, the Mexican President, Andrés Manuel López Obrador announced his emblematic
project: the Mayan Train or TSÍIMIN K’AAK in Mayan. It is a project that aims to bring
development, economic growth, and reorganization to the underdeveloped southeastern region,
the Peninsula of Yucatán. However, this project has been controversial since its announcement
because it will be built across several natural protected areas, archeological zones, more
importantly, it is a place where many Mayan Indigenous Peoples live. While at first instance
the project might seem a conflict between environment and development, it lies beyond a nature
and culture dichotomy. Therefore, this research aims to analyze the different narratives
underlying the Mayan Train. It intends to make visible the actors that are usually overlooked.
Cartography of controversies was used as the methodology, and the whole study was framed
under the third generation of Political Ecology, as well Fairclough´s Critical Discourse
Analysis was used for the analysis. Six main narratives were identified: Indigeneity and IPLCs,
Developmental, Environmental, Sustainability, (Human) Rights, and Culture. These narratives
have many nuances, as well as they intermingle creating a complexity of networks. Ideational
power was found to be embedded in everyday discourses, as well as dissenting voices resisting
those power relations. This research identified that this controversy lies beyond a dialectical
struggle, and it is a clash between multiple ontologies. Thus, this thesis aims to open a real
dialogue between these different actors to find a common solution that fits all realities.

Keywords: critical discourse analysis, controversy, ideational power, Indigenous Peoples,
Mayan Train, narratives, Political Ecology, resistance.
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The Mayan Train: Beyond developmental and socioenvironmental narratives

I.

Introduction

In 2018 the president of Mexico, Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO), announced a macro
project of transportation that will connect the most significant tourist attractions in the Yucatán
Peninsula: the Mayan Train or TSÍIMIN K’AAK in Mayan. This project will consist of 1,525
km of the railway that will cross the states of Campeche, Chiapas, Tabasco, Yucatán, and
Quintana Roo. 95% of the train will go through already existing railways, which will be
rehabilitated and enlarged. The remaining 5% will be made from zero. In total, the Mayan Train
will serve 18 stations, which will function as development centers and sustainable communities
(Secretaría de Turismo, 2019). According to the Mexican government, the project’s primary
purpose is to increase tourism in the region, diversifying the touristic zones (presently
concentrated in Cancún and Tulum), thus creating better opportunities for marginalized and
poor areas. Furthermore, the project will enhance economic opportunities; it will be a center
for development, reducing Central American migration to the United States. It is envisaged
that the train will create new jobs that will attract migrants to this region (CONACYT, 2019).
Additionally, the train will connect the ‘forgotten’ (i.e., ‘underdeveloped) South with the
Center of Mexico and link it with the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in Oaxaca, a strategic geopolitical
point for commerce and oil production (ibid).

Map 1. Mexican Railways Network (FONATUR, 2019)
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Map 2. Mayan Train Route (FONATUR, 2019)

The Mexican government has mediatized the project through a developmental discourse,
praising the project’s benefits. However, these official accounts do not mention the train’s
impact on the local people (many of them Indigenous), the environment, or archaeological
sites. Also, it has not recognized that not all people are in favor of the project, and ,AMLO does
not acknowledge there are opposition and dissent to it. An example of this was the request
submitted by the CEMDA (the Mexican Center for Environmental Law) which, together with
Indigenous Peoples, grassroots and civil society organizations demanded legal protection of
the Calakmul Biosphere by stopping the route from Bacalar to Escárcega - which crosses this
territory - until the proper social and environmental impact studies are completed. This has
been pushed aside by AMLO who argues that these organizations orchestrated resistance to
discredit his Administration; as a response, AMLO in turn tried to discredit these organizations
by requesting they be audited to investigate the provenance of their financial resources
(CEMDA, 2020). As is clear from the above, controversy surrounds the building of the Mayan
Train.

Currently, the controversy about the Mayan Train features two dominant discourses:
developmental and socio-environmental. On the one hand, the Mexican government and
private actors, argue that it will bring economic growth, richness, creation of new jobs, promote
tourism, and connect the impoverished south with the center. On the other hand, there are
socio-environmental discourses that oppose and resist the project, defending the protected
areas, the indigenous peoples, local communities, the cultural heritage, the archaeological sites,
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and the biodiversity of species. Yet, it is not as simple as a dichotomy between development
and the socio-environmental debates. There is a pluriverse of perspectives and narratives that
are worth telling, to learn from others, from their way of perceiving reality, and find solutions
that integrate this multiplicity of ontologies. Furthermore, it is important to recognize there is
no universal truth, and that not all of the actors have the same views, but if a dialogue, with
openness, is established, common ground can be found.
So far, what is missing in the mainstream media and the few existing research papers, is to
consider the diversity of actors involved in the project, humans, and non-humans (De la
Cadena, 2010), their perspectives, their narratives, and their interests. What is missing is the
recognition of these multiple ontologies that deserve to be listened to. This megaproject will
have impacts from the local to the global; hence all the actors have a story to tell, especially
those directly affected by the train. For example, indigenous communities have been given a
passive role; their voices are being diminished, while their livelihoods, their sacred sites, and
their cultural heritage might be affected by the project (Camargo, 2020). It is crucial to make
visible all the narratives and the interests underlying these, not only from the powerful actors
but also from the opposition and resistance, because “the (…) world is a pluriverse, not a
universe” (Schmitt, 1996).
Therefore, this research aims to analyze the different narratives underlying the Mayan Train. It
intends to make visible the other actors that are usually invisible because all the stories and
realities have the same value. Thus, the main research question is:
What are the main narratives from the multiple actors involved in the controversy of the Mayan
Train?
Since there exist resistance discourses which are worth telling, the second research question is:
Who are the actors opposing the Mayan Train, and what are their resistance discourses?
Finally, it is important to understand the power relations surrounding the project. Therefore, a
third research question is:
What are the dominant discourses underlying the controversy and what types of power do they
reflect?
These questions will be answered by using a Political Ecology approach, as well as a Critical
Discourse Analysis, which will be be further described in the Theoretical Framework.
11

II. Background and current situation of the Mayan
Train
As aforementioned, the project was proposed in 2018 by the current Mexican president,
Andrés Manuel López Obrador. It is intended to be finished by 2023 (2024 due to delays with
Covid-19), with an approximate cost of 6,000 million dollars (Pantaleón, 2018). It will cross
five southern states Chiapas, Tabasco, Campeche, Quintana Roo, and Yucatán, in which the
last three are part of the Yucatan Peninsula. This area is known for its white sandy beaches like
Cancún and Tulum, which have become important international touristic destinations in the
previous decades. Furthermore, the region was home to the Mayan civilization, whose
descendants still inhabit the area, and hence, the train is named after them. Over 1,773
archaeological and cultural sites have been found so far, being the most important ones Chichén
Itzá, Tulum, and Calakmul (Forbes, 2020). With this project, the government aims to
redistribute tourism along the region, to bring development and create new jobs in the
impoverished and rural areas.

This area is home to many indigenous communities, with over 1.5 million considered as Mayan
and with over 1.7 million belonging to Chol, Chontal, Tzeltal, Tsotsil, and Zoque ethnic groups
(Beatley, 2020), which livelihoods depend directly on forestry, animal husbandry, and
beekeeping (UNESCO, 2018). It is essential to highlight that in the Mexican Constitution; the
indigenous peoples are recognized to have rights of self-determination and autonomy to decide
their organization. Under the Indigenous People’s Law, they have the right to be consulted and
to free, prior informed consent (FPIC) if any governmental project will impact their
communities and livelihoods. Furthermore, Mexico has signed and ratified the UN Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and Convention 169 of the ILO, which also promotes the
right to self-determination and consultation (Camargo, 2020).
Since the project’s announcement, AMLO said that he would consult with the local
communities and Indigenous Peoples to ask for permission to build the project. As part of this
consultation, in December 2018, he performed a ritual with Mayan shamans to request Mother
Earth her permission to build the train, and according to the ritual, consent was granted
(Gobierno de México YouTube channel, 2018). (ONU-DH, 2019) Also, in December 2019,
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the Mexican government created a poll to ask indigenous and local communities if they agreed
with the train. As reported by the official results, 92% of the consulted people voted for Yes
(El Economista, 2019). Nevertheless, according to UNHRC (2019), this consultation did not
meet the required standards, and it violated the ILO 169 Convention. The information given to
the people only talked about the train’s benefits, leaving aside the project’s social and
environmental risks and impacts. Moreover, it was only given one month in anticipation before
the consultation, and only 2.8% of the registered people voted (Beatley, 2020). Both, the ritual
and the consultation were perceived by many IPLCs as pantomimic for the media and a
mockery of their Mayan culture (Gobierno de México, 2021) (Indígena, 2021).

Furthermore, the area where the megaproject will be constructed belongs to the Mayan Tropical
Forest, where there are two key protected areas, the Biosphere of Sian Ka’an and the Biosphere
of Calakmul. The Biosphere of Calakmul is located in Campeche and borders Guatemala. It is
the largest protected area in Mexico, with an area of 7,232 square km, and it is awarded as a
Mixed World Heritage Site. It is a humid tropical forest home to many endemic and endangered
species such as the jaguar, the tapir, the howling and the spider monkey, the puma, the peccary,
and many others. The area is also famous for its underground rivers and cenotes 1 (UNESCO,
2018). Calakmul is also known for its archaeological site, which annually receives around 40
thousand visitors, and with the Mayan Train, it is projected that it will receive around 3 million
visitors (Camargo, 2020). According to the route of the project, the trace from Bacalar to
Escárcega will cross the Biosphere of Calakmul, which will have environmental and social
impacts (ibid).

Since the announcement of the Mayan Train, the project has been controversial for many
reasons. First, there is a real concern for the IPLCs that live in the region, this in matters of
their rights but as well as for their cultural identity. Second, the social and environmental
impact studies, and the executive project have not yet been fully completed; thus, the real costs
and effects are unknown. Third, because the project will break through the Mayan Tropical
Forest, it will probably have negative environmental impacts such as deforestation,
displacement of species, separation of habitats, and pollution. Fourth, as aforementioned, the
region has many archaeological sites that could be affected by the development centers. For

1

Cenote definition: a deep sinkhole in limestone with a pool at the bottom that is found especially in Yucatán.
(Merriam Webster, s.f.)
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example, in the last months of building the first route from Izamal to Cancún, the INAH have
found over 2,187 archaeological sites, additional to the 1,773 ones known previously (Forbes,
2020). Fifth, the train will cross ejidos2 and communal lands, where many people live, probably
causing the displacement of many people (Tello, 2019). Finally, the project praises that it will
bring development and jobs to the impoverished people, but there is a concern that people will
not be directly benefited and will only have low-wage jobs, working for big companies (idem).
Amidst the pandemic, the project started in June 2020.

2

Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution defines the type of land tenure that exist in the country. These are ejidal
(use and usufruct rigths), communal land, small property (private property), agricultural & livestock, and national
lands (Registro Agrario Nacional, 2021). An ejido can be described as: “A tract of land held in common by the
inhabitants of a Mexican village and farmed cooperatively or individually” (Merriam Webster, n.d). It is
important to understand that ejidos were destined for agricultural activities, and that many of them were
administered by Indigenous Peoples. However, currently many of them have been abandoned, and with the
Land Reform held in 1991 they can be sold with the approval of a Communal Assembly (Registro Agrario
Nacional, 2021).
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III. Theoretical & Conceptual Framework
In this section, I will describe the main theories and concepts that will be used to analyze the
conflict of the Mayan Train in the Biosphere of Calakmul. First, I will define Political Ecology,
which will be used as the umbrella for the research. Second, a literature review of discourse
and discourse analysis will be described, as well as some of the main approaches such as
Foucauldian, Argumentative (Hajer, 2006), and Critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1993)
(Van Dijk, 2015). Following the conceptual framework where power and resistance will be
defined. In this section, Barnett and Duvall’s definition of power will be used, to describe
ideational power from Carstensen and Schmidt (2016). Finally, the concept of resistance
(Chandra, 2015) (O´Brien & Li, 2006) will be explained.

3.1 Political Ecology
Political Ecology is a broad interdisciplinary approach that analyzes the sociopolitical
relationships between the environment and society in complex contexts (Nygren, 2015). And
as Blaser and Escobar define it, “it deals with the interrelations among nature, culture, and
power” (2010:1). Moreover, Political Ecology is based on the consideration that any socioenvironmental conflict derives from a political process. In other words, environmental
problems are shaped by politics, their interests, and power relations; this is what Bryant calls a
“politicized environment” (1997:9).

It is crucial to remark, that Political Ecology has evolved, with the first generation beginning
in the 1980s as a response to the environmental degradation occurring during the seventies,
where much of the land degradation and land grabbing derived from power relations and
capitalism. Nature and culture were seen as separate, as well it did not consider other relevant
actors, such as non-humans or IPLCs, nor their socioeconomic or political context (Blaser)
(2010:23). In response to this, the second generation of Political Ecology emerged, which looks
to incorporate different actors and the contestation over natural resources and the inequalities
in these actors’ power. Furthermore, this Political Ecology saw these conflicts as a social
construct determined by ideas, discourses, and language, and how these gave a different
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meaning and interpretation of the conflict (ibid). Additionally, the current political-ecological
field determines that environmental processes and disputes should be analyzed under the axes
of scale, time, and power (Durand, 2015). However, this second generation still focused on
the dualism between nature and culture.

Over the last years, there has been a third generation of Political Ecology, or as Blaser &
Escobar (2010) coin it, Political Ontology. According to these authors, what distinguishes this
third-generation over the past two, is that it is not only based on different epistemologies and
actors, but it also focuses and recognizes that some other ontologies or worlds should be
considered in these conflicts. Furthermore, they argue that various entities and realities exist,
not only the modern Westernized ontologies, but a multiplicity of realities which we might not
be aware of (Blaser, 2010). In other words, this Political Ontology aims to give voice to other
actors, like IPLCs, who are normally made invisible, opening the possibility of a pluriverse of
realities.

As aforementioned, many environmental conflicts are generally seen as a dichotomy between
nature and culture, or development and environment. However, it is more complicated than
that. These dichotomies usually lie under the modern idea of a universe, where only the West
has the universal truth, and thus the knowledge, the rest is just culture (Blaser, 2010).
Nevertheless, there are different actors involved in this type of conflict, which have different
perceptions on the issue, and these conflicts may derive because of those differences. Blaser
(2010) relates this perception of environmental conflicts to reasonable politics which he
defines as this idea that what might be conflicting is “the possibility that what is at stake in the
conflicts does not fit within the nature/culture and left/right categories, but it is something that
goes beyond this dichotomy” (2010:17). In other terms, if there is dissent to a certain project
(i.e., the Mayan Train) this might be ideological motivated and not due to ontological
differences.

Moreover, according to Blaser (2010), Political Ontology entails multiple ontologies that
differentiate from Naturalism – or the modern ontology – not because of this division between
nature and culture, but because they have a different and own way of reality-making.
Furthermore, he argues that Indigenous Peoples are not just seeking to defend their territories
due to access to natural resources, but they are defending a “complex relation between humans
and non-humans, which for them is about kinship and not about property” (2010:14, emphasis
16

added). Also, according to Escobar (2016) in this type of conflict, power relations between
different knowledges should be taken into consideration, otherwise they are perpetuated.

One of the research objectives is to contribute to the Political Ecology third-generation, or as
Blaser and Escobar define as Political Ontology. Contributing to the premise that
environmental conflicts go beyond a dualism between nature and culture and that other
ontologies should be recognized as well (Blaser, 2010). More specifically, this research intends
to contribute to Mexican Political Ecology, which has already been explored with different
case studies throughout the country (Durand, 2015). However, so far there is no political
ecology analysis of a macro project such as the Mayan Train.

3.2 Discourse analysis
As mentioned above, one of the main concepts of Political Ecology is the discourses mobilized
by different actors and how these play a role in power relationships between them. Hence this
research aims to analyze the other narratives underlying the Mayan Train; for this, discourse
analysis will be used. The objective of this literature review is to understand and compare the
different types of discourse analysis to evaluate which approach is more relevant for the
research. Hence, first, I will describe what discourse analysis and discourse is. Second, I will
explain and compare three approaches, Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA), Argumentative
discourse analysis (ADA), and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA).

Discourse and discourse analysis have become recurring themes, not only in the academic field
but in the political area as well. However, there is no consensus on their definition, and are
often perceived as vague concepts. For this, I will explain some of the most common
definitions, and how I will use them in the research. Jorgensen and Phillips define discourse
as: “a particular way of talking about and understanding the world (or an aspect of the world”
(2002:2). They add to this definition that “language has different patterns that people’s
utterances follow when they take part in different domains of social life” (2002:2) and that
Discourse Analysis (DA) is the analysis of these patterns.
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For Alba-Juez, discourse analysis is defined as: “the linguistic analysis of naturally occurring
connected speech or written discourse (…) It is also concerned with language use in social
contexts, and in particular with interaction or dialogue between speakers” (2009:9). She adds
that DA is multidisciplinary because it is used to understand the relation of language with
social, political, and cultural aspects (ibid). Furthermore, there are two main approaches: the
formal approach which aims to study language beyond the sentence, and the functional one.
The latter focuses on the functions of the language and how it plays a role in society, also how
people use it to reach a particular objective. In order words, discourse analysis aims to analyze
what and how people use language (ibid).
Hardy et al. define discourse as “a system of texts that brings objects into being” (2004:20) and
discourse analysis as: “a methodology for analyzing social phenomena that is qualitative,
interpretive, and constructionist. It explores how the socially produced ideas and objects that
populate the world were created and are held in place” (2004:19). Hence, DA will analyze not
only the meaning of the language but how the meanings and the reality is produced. They also
claim that discourses “emanate from interactions between social groups and the complex
societal structures in which the discourse is embedded” (2004:20). Furthermore, discourse
analysis is based on a constructivist epistemology, meaning that social reality is created through
interaction, and that reality is built through discourses (ibid).

As we can observe, discourse analysis has different approaches; however, most of them have
roots in Foucault’s discourse theory (Jørgensen and Philips, 2002). Foucault defines discourse
as “a group of statements in so far as they belong to the same discursive formation (…) with
certain conditions of existence. Discourse is (…) from beginning to end, historical – a fragment
of history” (1972:117). His analysis aims to study the rules that define if a statement is true
and relevant, based on a certain historical context, as well FDA aims to show that knowledge
and truth are created through discourse (Jorgensen and Philips, 2002). Furthermore,
Foucauldian. One of the main concepts on FDA is power and how it is related to knowledge,
where he argues that power is not only seen as a form of repression, but it is also productive:
“What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only
weigh on us as a force that says no; it also traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure,
forms of knowledge, produces discourse.” (Foucault, 2003:307 as cited by McKee, 2009:470).
Moreover, Foucault sees power/knowledge as a relation, where power constitutes knowledge
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and discourses, which at the same time is formed by strategies, technologies, and programs
(O’Malley, 2006) (McKee, 2009).
Nevertheless, Foucault’s discourse analysis has some critiques. The first critique is that there
is only one knowledge regime in a certain period, where other authors say that there are many
discourses at the same time, while some of them are counter-discourses, meaning that different
realities coexist (Jørgensen, M. & Phillips, L. J., 2002). This leads to a second critique, where
Foucault does not recognize there is resistance to particular discourses, thus to power. He has
a more top-down vision, while there are contestation and opposition. Finally, he is critiqued
due to its lack of awareness of social differences, and he assumes that power relations will
affect all actors in the same manner (McKee, 2009).

Due to the aforementioned critics to FDA, alternative discourse analysis approaches emerge,
like Argumentative Discourse Analysis (ADA) and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). One
of the main exponents of ADA is Maarten A. Hajer, who describes discourse analysis as:
“[T]he examination of argumentative structure in documents and other written or spoken
statements as well as the practices through which utterances are made” (Hajer, 2006:66). He
also defines discourse as: “[A]n ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categories through which
meaning is given to social, physical phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced
through an identifiable set of practices”. (2006:67-72). According to Hajer, each discourse
construction has an underlying narrative, a storyline, and metaphors. He argues that narratives
create politics and that analysts should study political conflicts based on the narratives they lie
on (2006:72).

Furthermore, the author explains that certain discourses have more influence on politics, having
more power, and prevailing over others; this is what Hajer calls dominant discourse. For
discourse to be dominant, it has to start to influence the way an actor sees the world, and it also
has to permeate into institutions and organizations (Hajer, 2006). Another important concept
of ADA is discourse coalition which is the group of storylines and actors that share certain
storylines in a specific historical period. Additionally, he suggests that these coalitions, formed
by different stakeholders, are embedded in politics and that certain actors try to impose their
storylines, while others oppose them (ibid). In other words, ADA tries to analyze “what is said,
to whom and in what context” (2006:72).
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On the other hand, Critical Discourse Analysis emerges as an approach that intends to be
critical, as its name suggests. Its primary focus is to analyze how language constructs, socialpolitical context, different realities of the world, and how power relations play a role in it, as
well it analyzes how these discourses play a role to promote the interests of particular actors
and analyzes how reality is constructed through language. It is critical because it intends to
unveil how discourses are part of unequal social and power relations (Jørgensen, M. & Phillips,
L. J., 2002).

One of the renowned CDA authors is Teun A. van Dijk. He argues that critical discourse
analysis is not a method to analyze language. Still, it is rather a multidisciplinary critical
perspective that mainly studies social-power abuse and inequality, and how these are
reproduced and resisted by discourse (Van Dijk, 2015:466). Besides, he argues that CDA has
certain properties like focus on social and political issues, it tries to explain discourses rather
than just describe them, and it focuses on power abuse (ibid). Van Dijk agrees with Fairclough
that discourse should be analyzed at the micro and macro level, however, they disagree on a
relevant concept: power. While Fairclough sees power as productive, Van Dijk sees it as
control, as well he only recognizes that there might be more or less resistance and counterdiscourse from the “dominated groups” (Van Dijk, 2015: 469). Moreover, he sees discourse as
a way of mental control; specifically, he argues that power abuse in language is manipulation.
However, one of the main critiques of Van Dijk’s approach is that he only understands power
as abuse and domination. Also, he does not recognize that there is resistance per se, but he sees
it as dissent from dominant discourses, although he admits that more work has to be done in a
matter of resistant social-class discourses (idem, page 479).

Critical Discourse analysis has different exponents; however, one of the most relevant authors
is Norman Fairclough. As aforementioned, discourse has multiple definitions, and he describes
it in three different manners. The first one as language use as social practice, the second as the
kind of language used in a specific field, and the third one as a way of speaking which gives
meaning to experiences from a particular perspective (Fairclough, 1993:138, as cited in
Jørgensen, M. & Phillips, L. J., 2002:7). Furthermore, he defines CDA as the analysis of:
“ [T]he opaque relationships of causality and determination between (a) discursive
practices, events and texts and (b) broader social and cultural structures, relations and
processes […] how such practices, events and texts arise out of and are ideologically shaped
by relations of power and struggles over power […] how the opacity of these relationships
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between discourse and society is itself a factor securing power and hegemony” (Fairclough
1993: 135; cited in Jørgensen, M. & Phillips, L. J., 2002:8).

For Fairclough, discourse is constitutive of, and constituted by social practices, meaning that
discourse not only creates certain aspects of society but at the same time the society and its
relations create those discourses, as well as language, is created by other non-discursive
elements. In terms of power, Fairclough sees it as a productive force and how it helps to
promote the interests of certain groups in society and their relations. What Fairclough’s critical
discourse analysis intends to do is to contribute to having more equal dialectical power
relations; this is why he focuses on “explanatory critique” and “critical language awareness”.
The author also advocates that for discourse analysis, both spoken and written language, as
well as images, should be analyzed. A critique of Fairclough’s CDA is that it is not clear, which
are the non-discursive elements and how to study those (Jørgensen, M. & Phillips, L. J. 2002,
2002:4-5).

Hence, I will use Critical Discourse Analysis from Norman Fairclough as part of the theoretical
framework. This approach is relevant for the research because it aims to analyze power
relations derived from discourse, as well it intends to explore non-discursive elements that are
part of social power. Fairclough’s CDA recognizes power as a productive force and not only
as abuse, and he acknowledges that there is resistance from other actors, which also have a
counter-discourse. Although resistance is recognized in Fairclough’s framework, is something
that has not been deeply analyzed, thus, this research will aim to contribute to this gap. Finally,
Critical Discourse Analysis fits the research because I will make an analysis not only from the
dominant discourse but also from the resistance side, aiming to unveil the power relations
behind those discourses. Finally, I intend to be critical in terms that all the actors should be
considered, all narratives should be visible, and they should be given equal importance.
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3.3 Conceptual framework
As already stated, two of the main concepts in political ecology and critical discourse analysis
are power and resistance. Therefore, in this section, I will define how the concepts will be used
throughout the research. As discourse, power has many definitions and interpretations. I will
use Fairclough’s interpretation of power, based on Foucault’s definition. The author sees power
as a productive force that creates subjects and agents, and it is not only a force that is exerted
over others – contrary to Dahl’s definition of power- (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). As
explained before, Fairclough unlike Foucault recognizes there is resistance to power, as well
he argues that discourse is used to reproduce unequal power relations between social groups,
this is what is called “ideological effects’ (ibid).

Power
However, alone the former definition of power is not enough to analyze power relations
underlying the Mayan Train. For this Barnett and Duval’s definition and taxonomy of power
will be helpful. First of all, the authors define power as:
“Power is the production, in and through social relations, of effects on actors shape
their capacity to control their fate. This concept has two dimensions at core: (1) the kinds of
social relations through which actors’ capacities are affected (and effected); and, (2) the
specificity of those social relations” (Barnett and Duvall, 2005:45).

From this definition, the authors created a matrix, where they categorize four types of power.
The first one, Compulsory power: Direct control over another, is based on Dahl’s definition of
power which is when A has the ability over B to do something that otherwise B would not do
(Dahl, 1957:202). To this definition, Barnett and Duvall add that compulsory power can also
happen unintentionally. Second, Institutional power: Actor’s control over socially distant
others, is the diffuse or indirect control over others using institutions and working through
procedures and rules. Third, Structural power: Direct and mutual constitution of the capacities
of actors, this is a direct type of power based on the social structures which define the social
position of an actor. Structural power often leads to unequal social relations and it shapes the
condition of an actor in society. Last, Productive power: Production of subjects through diffuse
social relations. This type of power is similar to structural power in the sense that it also shapes
social processes, however, this one works diffusely or indirectly. Productive power works
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through systems of knowledge and discourses; here the authors define discourse as “sites of
social relations or power because they situate ordinary practices of life and define the social
fields of action” (Barnett and Duvall, 2005:55-56).

Based on productive power, Carstensen and Schmidt built on the concept of ideational power.
They define it as “the capacity of actors (whether individual or collective) to influence actors’
normative and cognitive beliefs through the use of ideational elements” (2016:320). The
authors argue that ideational power is a more actor-oriented approach, where they focus on
how elite actors interact with less powerful groups in terms of resources and the position they
hold in certain institutions (ibid). An important point to remark is that they also recognize that
actors are rational, and they can be critical of the existing ideas, thus, if they dissent, they can
act in cooperation with other actors to (re)construct new systems (Carstensen and Schmidt,
2016).

Carstensen and Schmidt add that there are three different types of ideational power. The first
one is power through ideas, which is the capacity of actors to get others to adopt and accept
their views through ideational elements. The second is power over ideas, which is the
imposition of ideas and the power to resist others' ideas. The third one is power in ideas defined
as how ideational power becomes embedded in structures and institutions. Altogether conform
ideational power, these are useful to analyze how ideas are part of power and resistance
(Carstensen and Schmidt, 2016:320-321). As we can see, ideational power will be useful for
the research to analyze how the ideas and discourses underlying the Mayan Train, are a form
of exercising power but also, act as resistance.

Resistance

Another concept that is important for the research is resistance. It is relevant because the
construction of the Mayan Train has been a controversy since the day of its announcement, and
there has been a different discourse around it. However, there are discourses considered as
counter-discourses, because they dissent against the powerful ones. They are considered
resistance because they are against the project, thus they have a different way to see the world;
therefore, it is important to listen to these resistance discourses as well.
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The definition of resistance has also been contested over time; however, according to Chandra
(2015), resistance is seen as a dualism with power. Yet, according to Prakash and Haynes,
power and resistance should be seen as entangled, not as opposed (ibid). Based on this
statement, Chandra defines resistance as: “the conditions of one’s subordination, to endure or
withstand those conditions in everyday life, and to act with sufficient intention and purpose to
negotiate power relations from below in order to rework them in a more favourable or
emancipatory direction” (2015:565). From the abovementioned, resistance is seen as a possible
tool to change power relations using a bottom-up approach and to re-configure social structures
differently. Nevertheless, the author clarifies that this resistance might fail, but it is not the
same as failure to resist (ibid).

Moreover, Chandra (2015) also draws on different approaches of resistance, approaches that
are not subversive but they act within the system. These are, “lawfare” from Comaroff and
Comaroff (2006), Chatterjee’s “political society”, “rightful resistance” from O’Brien (2006),
and “everyday forms of resistance” from Scott (1989). However, I will only focus on the last
two concepts. O’Brien and Li define “rightful resistance” as: “a form of popular contention
that operates near the boundary of authorized channels, employs the rhetoric and commitments
of the powerful to curb the exercise of power, hinges on locating and exploiting divisions within
the state, and relies on mobilizing support from the wider public” (2006:2, as cited in Chandra,
2015:566). What the authors argue, is that this type of opposition does recognize the structures
of power, but they work with those structures to change things. Thus, rightful resistance is
crucial for the research because this type of resistance is being currently used in the Mayan
Train. For example, through the judicial protection that was imposed by the CEMDA altogether
with the local communities and grassroots to stop the construction of the train.
On the other hand, James Scott’s “everyday forms of resistance” tries to analyze those “lessthan revolutionary acts” coming from below, for example from local and indigenous
communities, and how innate acts of everyday life form those power relations (Chandra, 2015).
Additionally, Scott argues that by studying these acts, one can understand people’s real
interests and motivation to resist power structures (ibid). Hence, this approach of resistance
will be helpful to analyze the resistance discourse and the underlying interests to dissent from
the Mayan Train. Finally, these three approaches of resistance will be helpful to analyze the
other side of history to make them visible.
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IV. Methodology
The central methodology used to operationalize ADA was based on Latour’s Cartography of
Controversies (2004). The main objective of this methodology is to “just observe and describe
controversies” (Venturini, 2010). Cartography of controversies helps for mapping and
identifying all the relevant stakeholders or actors involved in a particular conflict or a
controversy. It is essential to explain what the author means with just and controversy. In just,
he argues it has three meanings or consequences: not to limit to any particular theory nor
methodology, observe from as many points of view as possible, and, really listen to the actors’
voices. He summarizes it as “observation devices are the more valuable, the more they let
those who are observed interfering with those who observe” (Venturini, 2010:6).

Moreover, the author describes controversy as Venturini identifies five common features in
social controversies: they involve all kinds of actors, they display the social in a dynamic form,
are reduction-resistant, controversies are debated, and they are conflicts (2010:8-9). Thus,
controversy can be defined as something uncertain, where actors disagree. It can also be seen
as a conflict or a struggle to conserve or reverse social inequality, and they are decided by the
distribution of power (ibid, page 7).
One of these methodology’s most essential characteristics is that it is designed to give voice to
all the relevant actors because all deserve to be listened to. Additionally, it aims to understand
the different networks formed by these actors, how power plays a role in the formation of these
networks, and how they are constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed (2010).
Therefore, the cartography of controversies proposes five entry points (or “lenses”) for
observing a controversy. The first one, from a literature statement, was used to analyze the
current literature about the Mayan Train, to identify relevant information about the topic and
the gaps in the literature. This step was part of the literature review, where official documents
from the Mexican Government, articles from journals, documentaries, scientific papers, and
social media were reviewed. The second one, from literature to actors, was through social
mapping to analyze the different actors involved in the controversy. The third one, from actors
to networks (and relationships between the actors) was used to identify, how those networks
are tied and untied. Once the actors and the networks were identified, there was a constant
follow-up of online documents and semi-structured interviews were held to analyze the main
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perspectives and discourses about the Mayan Train. From networks to cosmos, the fourth lens
aims to understand the meaning that the actors give to their narratives. Finally, a fifth step
(‘from cosmos to cosmopolitics’) will aim to observe that other worlds are valid. Thus, this
final step will be linked with Political Ontology and the conceptual framework.

4.1 Data Collection and Limitations
Data collection was made through a literature review where official documents from the
Mexican government, governmental webpages, press conferences, scientific articles, online
journals, YouTube videos, and social media as Twitter and Facebook were analyzed. The idea
was to identify the relevant stakeholders to held semi-structured interviews will them.
However, it is important to highlight that 30 emails were sent to request an interview, from
those only 4 replied; only 3 interviews were held, while the fourth actor – a grassroots
organization – replied that because it was a recent project and they did not have much available
information, they did not have an adequate perspective about it. Hence, the main source of data
collection was through secondary sources, as stated above. More than 70 documents were
analyzed, as well there was a constant following of social media, specifically AMLO’s morning
press conferences, the official Mayan Train twitter account, and other relevant events related
to the Mayan Train (i.e., round tables in YouTube). Once all the data was gathered, ATLAS.ti
9.0 was used for coding, using this software to organize the data and identify the main
narratives.

Due to the current situation of the pandemic, all information gathering, and interviews were
held online. This was a limitation because some essential actors, like local and indigenous
communities, cannot be reached online. Nevertheless, there was enough online information
about IPLC's opinions, yet it might be risky because, as in any interpretative analysis, they can
be misinterpreted or not well represented. An important limitation I found was that some actors
did not want to share their opinion because it is a project that is currently evolving, and that
there is a lack of truthful information. Also, an actor who I interviewed did not fully give his
opinion and he requested anonymity. This was because firstly there are many interests in
between and, second because it is a project that is extremely politicized, which will be further
discussed in the results section.
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Another significant limitation was that, because it is an ongoing project some of the
perspectives are based on speculations, and there was a constant change of opinions and
everyday new emerging actors. At the same time this was an opportunity to see the evolution
of the controversy and to gather different perspectives of multiple actors – that generally are
not being heard – and that due to the magnitude of the Mayan Train, they could express their
opinions and making them visible.

4.2 Data management
The data gathered was stored safely and carefully; it was only accessible to my supervisor
Gerard Verschoor and me. It was stored on my laptop, and a copy was made in my WUR
OneDrive external unit, only accessible to me. Also, the 3 interviews held were through online
platforms and they were not recorded because the interviewees did not grant their permission,
thus only jottings were made in my fieldwork diary. Because it is a trending topic in Mexico,
and it is considered as a politicized environmental conflict, confidentiality and anonymity will
be guaranteed to protect the interviewees. Their names only will be used if they grant
permission to do so. The research was done according to the WUR ethical code of conduct
(Wageningen University & Research, 2008). Hence with this research, I aim to contribute to
making visible the different perspectives underlying the Mayan Train, as well as contribute to
the third generation of Political Ecology and critical discourse analysis while analyzing
resistance discourses.
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V. Results
In this section, I will discuss the results of the research. One of the first steps of the investigation
was to identify the implicated actors in the controversy of the Mayan Train, therefore an online
research was made to find the possible involved actors in the discourse. Table number 1 reflects
the identified actors by scale and sector, it was an exhaustive list of the mentioned actors in the
media, however, they might not be primary actors in the narratives. The second table reflects
the principal actors with their narratives – which will be further explained – and the overlapping
narratives that a specific actor might have. The third figure is a map that shows the networks
formed between actors and their narratives.

Based on deductive analysis, six main narratives were identified. It is essential to highlight that
these narratives have different nuances and that while there is a dominant narrative in each
actor, most of them have more than one narrative. The identified narratives are arranged in
order of frequency which has a relation with the dominant discourses, i.e., how many times are
used by the different actors (as reflected in Table 2). Furthermore, these narratives have
overlapping aspects reflecting the networks formed derived from the multiplicity of discourses
and actors. Also, some of these ideologies might seem conflicting with each other. Instead, as
Venturini (2010) argues, they are conceptions of how the world should be, they are cosmos: "If
you fight modernization, chances are that you like tradition; if you sabotage global systems,
you are a potential partisan of local communities" (p.17).
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Table 1. Possible Involved Actors*
Scale

Sector

Actor

Local

Public

Calakmul Government

Private

Sociedad

Cooperativa

Non-Governmental

Chiquila

y

Public

INAH, INDEMAYA, ECOSUR,

Private

-

Non-Governmental

Fundación Haciendas Mayas, EZLN, Coordinación “Unir

Regional

Ejido

Turística
de

Repobladores

Conhuas

en

de

Calakmul

Fuerzas para la Defensa del Territorio”, Prodiversa A. C.,
Red de Productores de Servicios Ambientales Ya’ax Sot’
Ot’ Yook’ol Kaab A. C., Colectivo de Comunidades
Mayas de los Chenes, Muuch Kambal A. C., Consejo
Indígena de Atasta, Cladem Yucatán, Movimiento de
Resistencia

Civil,

Candelaria

Campeche,

Grupo

Ecologista del Mayab,
National

Public

SEMARNAT, INAH, FONATUR, INPI, SEDENA,
CONAGUA, SEGOB, CNDH, CONACYT,

Private

IMCO, SENERMEX, Daniferrotools, Grupo CEMZA,
Nexumrail,

Emartrons,

Grupo

Constructor

Zea,

Cicsa/FCC, La Peninsular with Carmargo and Cydssa
ICA, CAABSA, Grupo OMEGA, PINFRA, COPASA,
Prodemex, Caltia,
Non-Governmental

CNI,

CEMDA,

ANCJ,

Pronatura,

Unión

de

Organizaciones de la Sierra Juárez S.C., Tequio Jurídico
A.C., Servicios para una Educación Alternativa, Centro
de Derechos Indígenas Flor y Canto A.C., Servicios del
Pueblo Mixe A.C., y el Centro de Derechos Humanos
Miguel Agustín ProJuárez A.C, Colectivo Evis
Global

Public

-

Private

Bombardier, Alstom, GIA+A, OHL, Rubau, Mota-Engil,
China Communications Construction Company, Grupo
Azvi.

Non-Governmental

UNESCO, UN-Habitat, CEPAL, UNHR, Rettet den
Regenwald,
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*This is a non-exhaustive list of the possible stakeholders involved in the controversy of the Mayan
Train. It was created from a literature review on the current governmental, journals, media, and articles
that exist so far.

Table 2. From actors to narratives
No.

Actor

Narrative

Narrative

Narrative

Narrative

1

Academics

HR

Environment

Culture

Indigeneity

2

Altéptl

HR

Indigeneity

3

Amigos de Sian Environment

Culture

Development

Indigeneity

Environment

Indigeneity

Indigeneity

Ka’an
(Grassroots)
4

AMLO

Development

5

Anonymous

Development

Indigeneity

Business sector
6

Beekeepers

Indigeneity

7

CEMDA

HR

8

CEMDA

Environment

9

Cinvestan

Environment

10

CNDH

HR

11

CNI

HR

12

Comité

Indigeneity

Pro HR

Defensa
13

Conacyt

Development

14

Conmaya

Indigeneity

(Grassroots)
15

Consejo Nacional Environment
de

Sustainability

Silvicultura

(Grassroots)
16

Conservationists

Environment

17

CRIPX

HR

18

CRIPX

Environment

19

ECOSUR

Environment

Culture

Environment

Indigeneity

HR (property)

Development

Indigeneity

Development

(Organization)
20

ECOSUR
Students

21

Ejidatarios

30

22

EZLN

HR

Indigeneity

23

Fonatur

Culture

Development

24

Grain (NGO)

HR

Environment

25

Greenpeace

HR

Environment

26

ICA

Development

Business

Indigeneity

sector
27

INAH

Environment

Culture

28

INAH Union

Culture

Indigeneity

29

INDEMAYA

Development

Indigeneity

30

INPI

Development

Indigeneity

31

International

Environment

Media
32

IPLCS

HR

33

Kanan Collective HR

Culture

Indigeneity

Environment

Indigeneity

Culture

Indigeneity

Development

(Grassroots)
34

Leydy

Pech Environment

(commoner)
35

Local

Development

Government
36

Migrants

Development

37

National

Sustainability

Environment

Government
38

OHCHR

HR

Environment

39

Peasants

Indigeneity

Development

40

Pronatura (NGO)

Environment

41

Railwaymen

Development

42

Regional

Development

Indigeneity

Business sector
43

Sectur

Sustainability

Development

44

Semarnat

Sustainability

Environment

45

UN-Habitat

HR

46

UN-Habitat

Sustainability

47

UNESCO

Culture

48

UNOPS

Development

49

Women

HR

Development

Development

Indigeneity

31

Figure 3. Actors, Narratives and Networks
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5.1 Different narratives underlying the Mayan Train
5.1.1 Indigeneity/Indigenous Peoples and local communities (IPLCs)
The main identified narrative is Indigeneity or Indigenous Peoples and local communities
(IPLCs). While this name functions as a discourse, it also functions as an actor, further
explained. As the project's name says, Tren Maya or Tsíimin K'áak references the Mayan
civilization. This millenary culture has a substantial presence in the country's southeastern
region in Mexico and Central America. As aforementioned, more than 3 million Mayan people
in the area are self-identified as Mayan Indigenous People (Beatley,2020). It is essential to
highlight that along with this research, Indigeneity is considered people who recognize
themselves as indigenous. According to Bello-Bravo, "To practice indigeneity in this sense
means simply to experience the lived, everyday realities of indigenous personhood"
(2019:117).
Along with this narrative, there are different perspectives. While some actors consider the
Mayan Train name a way to pay tribute to the Mayan civilization, others perceive it as an
appropriation of the name to make it seem friendlier. As an example of the first discourse,
according to the Mexican federal government, specifically AMLO, this name reflects the
exaltation of the Mayan people, and it is a way to reconnect and communicate the "ancient
Mayan republic with its 50 former cities and with modernity" (La Silla Rota, 2010). However,
academics, IPLCs, and dissent groups such as CNI and EZLN consider that this name is an
appropriation of the Mayan culture. They argue that the name has nothing to do with their
culture, traditions, nor identity. For example, the CRIPX stated: "The Mayan Train project was
not decided by the Mayan people, nor by any other Mexican indigenous people. The name is
looking to appropriate of the indigenous cultural denomination of the Mayan people, with the
purpose to make it more friendly" (Central FM, 2020).
Moreover, this narrative has many divergent. On the one hand, some actors such as
governmental institutions or international organizations use this Indigeneity to justify the need
for a developmental project such as the Mayan Train. They portray the indigenous peoples as
inferior and marginalized who will benefit from this project and have better future
opportunities. According to UN-Habitat, this work will be an opportunity to reverse this
historical lag, bringing economic growth (Personal interview, 2020). As we can observe in
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those mentioned above, this statement intermingles with the Developmental narrative, which
argues that this project will bring development to IPLCs. It will bring better opportunities and
modernity to the region to have a better future. Here, it is reflected what de Sousa Santos (2004)
called the "monoculture of linear time", making seem the indigenous people as "the residual"
or the ones that have lagged (Escobar: 2016). It is relevant to emphasize that some IPLCs agree
with this vision because they see this project as a chance to have a better future (Gutiérrez,
2019).
On the other hand, there is a counterargument from IPLCs themselves, academics,
environmentalists, and opposition groups, which argue that this Train will disrupt their way of
living, traditions, and identity Indigeneity. Nevertheless, what exactly being Mayan mean to
them? According to the analyzed documents, being Mayan means caring about their
community and the collective imaginary (Avendaño, 2020). To recognize and praise their
ancestors, keep practicing the language, rituals, traditional cropping, and values.
"We have the memory of our grandparents, of the Mayan language that is our language,
our word, of the older words, the strong words that have always accompanied us as Kool,
Sakab, Ixim Mayan Peoples. Our life, the bosom of the Earth, the seeds of life, of corn, the food
that gives us life, waiting for the rebirth, the renewal of our peoples" (Local Testimony, INAH
et al., 2020).
It is to think about their territories not in terms of property rights but as something that has been
inherited from their ancestors and must be taken care of, as their own lives, as something
sacred. The Mayans see themselves as part of nature, and they care about the non-humans as
they care about them; they consider the Earth as their Mother.
"We need to listen to the Mayan Territory because we are Mayan because we have our
Mayan language. Because we still have the Yum (winds) and guardians of the mountain and
the cornfield and the Upixan, the people who have not left and who are always taking care of
these lands... and the Aj men are present, who help us do the Mayan ceremonies. Because we
do the Mayan ceremonies, like Ch a cháa, to ask for and thank the rainwater, the good harvests,
the cornfield, and the seeds." (Local Testimony, INAH et al., 2020).
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As described in the introduction, in December 2018, the Mexican president decided to perform
an indigenous ritual to request permission from Mother Earth to ask for consent to build the
Mayan Train. According to the government, this ritual was done as a way to value the customs
and traditions of the Mayan people and as a way to bring "modernity from below and for
everyone" (AMLO, 2018 from YouTube Gobierno de México). This ceremony was not well
received by some indigenous communities, which saw it as a mockery of their culture and an
offense to Mother Earth. For example, the subcommander Moisés from the EZLN declared:
"A year ago, in December 2018, the foreman who mandates in the place called Mexico,
made a simulation where he requested permission to the Mother Earth to destroy her, then he
followed to some people disguised as indigenous people, and they put to the Mother Earth a
chicken, drinks, and tortillas. That is how the foreman believes Mother Earth will give its
permission to kill her and to build a train…". (Expansión Política, 2020).
Furthermore, other local people argue that this project uses the Mayan name to make it seem
friendlier. The ritual was only a way to simulate that he is respecting and considering the IPLCs.
For example, actors such as the IPLCs and academics see the Mayan Train as an opportunity
where their culture, values, and traditions fall into reification and folklorization (INAH et al.,
2020). While what they argue is that they will end up working as cheap labor where the big
corporations will get all the benefits and they will destroy their territories: "How many Mayans
are owners of the hotels there, no one! If I visit Chichén Iztá or Tulum, I have to pay to visit
what my grandparents did (referring to the Mayans), and then who we are? Manuel Uc"
(García, 2020). Pedro Uc, a member of the CNI, argues that this project is not representative
of their communities. They feel alien to it and perceive this as destruction to their ways of
living, identity, and culture (Chan, 2020). Other IPLCs consider this project – and the
appropriation of the name – as offensive because they feel like a touristic attraction (LatinUS,
2020). As it is observed, this narrative has many shades coming from multiple actors.
Simultaneously, some use the concept of Indigeneity as a way of justification for the project;
the IPLCs themselves see it as a threat to their identity and values as Mayan people.
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5.2.2 Developmental
Another recognized narrative is the Developmental one, which is the primary justification to
build the Mayan Train. This discourse is primarily used by governmental institutions and
powers, the Mexican president, the business sector, and international organizations like the
UN. The project's premise is to improve the inhabitants' life quality to pay off a historical debt
with the less developed region due to the lack of infrastructure for connectivity and
transportation. To boost the economy by creating employment, promoting tourism, bringing
territorial order, and modernization for a better future (Fonatur, 2019).
Besides, the railways will be accompanied by the so-called Development Poles, which will be
established along with the train stations. According to the government, these Development
Poles will be strategic centers to create better infrastructure and increase public services (i.e.,
schools, hospitals, and governmental instances), creating new jobs (Fonatur, 2019). Sectur and
Fonatur (the governmental institution in charge of the project) argue that the Mayan Train
building's central pillar is to bring development. Specifically, they refer to it as sustainable
development further explained in the Sustainability narrative (ibid). Moreover, Fonatur is
working closely with UN-Habitat, to guarantee an "integral and ordered development" and
reverse the historical lag in the region: "UN-Habitat is working on the development of actions
to reverse current growth trends in the Southeast that have negative aspects, such as
spontaneous or unplanned growth, or other high territorial consumption of environmental
zones" (UN-Habitat personal interview, December 2020).
As aforementioned, another actor that shares this vision is the business sector, and they
completely support the government. They argue that this project will bring economic growth
and connectivity to the region. They see it as a way for poor people to have better opportunities
and a better quality of life. They also consider this a chance for the south to develop and
generate money because it has lagged behind the northern part of Mexico (Cancún Mio, 2021)
(Sector, 2021).
One of the Mayan Train's central premises is to boost tourism in the region, moving away from
Cancun and La Riviera Maya; so, this Train can connect many other "Mayan jewels", attracting
tourism to other emblematic archaeological sites and integrating the region. Also, they argue
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that they want to promote a more sustainable or eco-tourism to avoid over-tourism just as it has
happened already (UNESCO, 2019). According to Rogelio Jiménez Pons, Fonatur's director,
this is a significant project for the regional development, which has a similar relevance to the
one Cancún had in its time: "it will bring a new development model to communities under a
very different scheme, more inclusive (…) and that respects the actors in a very particular way"
(El Financiero, 2018).
Nevertheless, many actors, such as IPLCs and human rights defenders, do not share this opinion
because they do not want another Cancún. However, because it has had a boom in recent years,
it has grown in an unsustainable and uncontrolled manner, which now is overcrowded. The
tourists have surpassed the carrying capacity, and natural resources have been overexploited;
the once pristine beaches are now highly polluted. If this was not enough, it has become a
center for drug cartels, causing insecurity, human trafficking, and deaths (García, 2020).
"We do not want another Cancún because, in Cancún, there are ten or more daily
deaths due to organized crime and human trafficking; there is a lot of drug cartels invasion.
We do not want that violence (…). I have a presage that we will not stop this project because
this project is a campaign promise. After all, if someone has to die, the project has to
continue…" (García, 2020).
Pedro Uc Be, a Mayan land rights defender who is part of the Múuch'Xiimbal Assembly and
to the CNI, argues that this project does not represent their idea of development, nor it shares
their visions: "It is enough to take a look into the touristic developments of Cancún and the
Riviera Maya to see that the local communities have been stripped away from their territories,
and they live with the hope that one day the development and wellness promises will be
fulfilled" (Grieta.org, 2020). While according to the INPI director, Adelfo Regino Montes, this
project has to be done with the development visions from IPLCs, where their ideas are taken
into consideration, so together they can curb poverty in the region (Gobierno de México, 2020).
Continuing with the counterarguments, Mayan people and local actors consider that this type
of project will risk their traditional crops and beekeeping and increase harmful and polluting
activities such as pig farms agroindustry. For example, Leydy Pech, a Mayan commoner, and
awardee of the Goldman Prize argues that the Mayan Train will be detrimental to the
environment because it will bring more water and soil pollution (i.e., causing harm to the
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cenotes). They are also displacing communities from their territories, forcing them to look for
alternative economic activities and ending up as cheap labor in the big resorts (Ribeiro, 2020).
It is essential to highlight that this narrative has created a polarization between the IPLCs. On
the one hand, there are indigenous and local peoples that are looking forward to this project
because they see it as a way to get out of poverty and marginalization and as a way to have
better-paid jobs (TV UNAM, 2020). On the other hand, there are opposition groups (see
Resistance section), such as the EZLN and the CNI, which claim that this megaproject is a
"mask for capitalism and colonization" and has a neo-extractivist nuance (Grieta.org, 2020)
(Bachelot, 2020). In response, the government has classified them as "subversive movements";
AMLO replied that they do not have the complete information of the project and that the Mayan
Train will benefit the IPLCs, not harm them (Animal Político, 2020).
One final argument about the Developmental narrative added is the geopolitics subject, which
has to principal discourses. The first one is that since this project will be built close to the
southern Mexican border - with Guatemala and Belize – there is a worry that it will attract
Central American migrants to the region who will look for a job. According to the director of
the Indemaya, Eric Villanueva, the Mayan Train could increase the migration into the region
because it will be an economic detonator. He urged people to avoid racism and xenophobic
acts against them (La Jornada, 2019). Eric Villanueva considers that "they would seek the
Mayan dream, instead of the American dream" (idem, 2019).
The second argument, coming from actors such as international media and organizations and
academics such as CONACYT, is that the Mayan Train is part of a more extensive network of
projects looking to create a "giant special economic zone" (Grain, 2020). For example, in the
region, they are also building a trans isthmic corridor at the Istmo of Tehuantepec (located in
Oaxaca), which will also be connected with the Mayan Train. Grain NGO stated that "The
result will be to open up a geopolitically valuable nexus with the United States (…) It will turn
the gulf into a mare nostrum, providing easy access for US interests to extract resources and
impose communications, services, and goods — from industrial products to human trafficking"
(Grain, 2020).
As we can observe, Developmental discourse has many shades. It is also one of the most
controversial narratives because it raises many questions: Development for whom and how?
What does development mean for the different involved actors? Do they all share the same

38

meaning? Moreover thus, will it be a sustainable development as the federal government
claims?

5.2.3 Environmental
Just as the Developmental discourse, the Environmental narrative is one of the principles and
more evident ones. This narrative might be considered as opposed to the Developmental;
however, it also has many nuances like the rest. The principal assertion for this vision is that
the Mayan Train will cause a substantial environmental impact. As aforementioned, the
Yucatan Peninsula is a megadiverse region, where many protected areas and natural reserves
are located, such as the Biosphere of Calakmul, Biosphere of Sian Ka'an, Uxmal, Chinchorro,
Palenque, Chichén-Itzá, and the Reserve of the Cenotes Ring. Furthermore, there are endemic
and endangered species in these reserves, such as the jaguar, howling monkey, tapir, quetzals,
ramon tree, cedars, and mangroves. Also, there is one of the most significant bats' caves in
Mexico (CEMDA, 2020).
According to the analysis, the biggest concern is the Biosphere of Calakmul, which is registered
as a World Heritage Mixed Property at UNESCO (UNESCO, 2018). Calakmul is part of the
route in the seventh section of the project (from Bacalar to Escárcega with 287 km extension),
which along with the sixth section, they will not be built over existing railroads, but they will
be built from zero. This means that the Train will cross the Calakmul reserve and "supposedly"
will establish a stop in Xpujil. In reaction to this, actors like conservationists,
environmentalists, activists, IPLCs organizations, academics, and international media have
raised their voices against the project. For example, in Xpujil, the CRIPX altogether, with other
organizations, filed an injunction to suspend the Train in that city. They argued that this project
"violates their indigenous rights to integrity in their territories, their habitat, and the exercise
of self-determination and autonomy" (Vázquez, 2020).
Moreover, actors are worried that the Mayan Train will exacerbate water pollution and existing
problems. The water supply of this area depends entirely on underground rivers and cenotes. It
is essential to highlight that the land in this region is composed of karstic material, which is
hugely permeable (i.e., this is why cenotes exist). Thus, it is easier for toxic material and
pollutants to permeate the underground (CEMDA, 2020). Currently, there is pollution in the
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region due to agro-toxics coming from pig farms, sewage disposal, and residue
mismanagement (ibid). As mentioned earlier, the cenotes ring is a significant concern, not only
due to water supply, and they are also an emblem for the region. They are part of the Mayan
cultural identity. Several studies show that from 55-70% of the cenotes are polluted. According
to the Defendants of the Mayan Territory Múuch Xíinbal and the Mexican Council for
Sustainable Forestry, the cenotes are in a critical situation because they are becoming more and
more deteriorated due to touristic megaprojects, agroindustry, and real estate development
(Escoffié, 2020) (Vázquez, El Economista, 2020). Likewise, noise pollution is part of the
concern, especially for the bat cave, because there are no studies on how the project could affect
them and their radar (CEMDA, 2020).
As stated before, the area is known for its biological richness. Because it belongs to the Mayan
Tropical Forest, a main worry is deforestation, with Campeche state as one of the most
deforested states in Mexico (Ribeiro, 2020). According to academics and international
organizations, deforestation will cause the fragmentation of ecosystems, interruption of
biological corridors; it will affect many flora and fauna, especially the endemic, keystone, and
engendered species, such as the jaguar (CEMDA, 2020) (Soto, 2020) (Conacyt, 2020).
Nevertheless, the government has replied to this argument that "Not a single tree will be
cut…and that environmental degradation is a consequence of poverty and marginalization"
(Aristegui Noticias, 2018). One of the project axes is that it will bring ecological ordering to
avoid illegal deforestation and illegal species trafficking (Fonatur, 2019).
Additionally, Semarnat established that they will remove only second vegetation and that there
will be a reforestation ratio of 1:16 (Animal Político, 2020). They argue that they will build the
project mostly over existing railroads, but what about the sections that will be made from zero?
What about the development poles that certainly will take space?
As part of any infrastructure project in Mexico, the Mayan Train needed an environmental
impact assessment (EIA) to analyze the impacts it will cause to the environment. The EIA is
presented to the Semarnat to get an authorization to proceed with the works or not
(Observatorio de Latinoamericano de Geopolítica, 2020). In June 2020, the EIA was presented
to the correspondent authorities, and it was not until December 2020 that it was authorized;
note that the project started as well in June of the same year. This caused many actors' anger,
which argued it was illegal to do and that it has not been realized previously and transparently
(Vázquez, 2020). The CRIPX submitted a letter to Semarnat - with more than 250 signatures
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from diverse actors – where they request the secretary to deny the EIA's authorization (Central
FM, 2020). As can be observed, it was not enough to reject the assessment.
Along with the EIA complaints, there are arguments that it was not made according to the
proper standards and incoherencies and voids. For example, the EIA only refers to the touristic
project, but it omits the impact the cargo and transportation train will cause (Observatorio de
Latinoamericano de Geopolítica, 2020). A remark is that the project is divided into phases,
currently in phase 1, and the EIA presented is only for this phase. Therefore, the other two EIA
must be submitted in the upcoming months to Semarnat (ibid).

5.2.4 Sustainability
While the word Sustainability could be easily mistaken or taken as equal as Environmental, it
is not the case. This narrative addresses different sustainability types from social to the
management of natural resources, tourism, consumption, and growth. The federal government
states that development is one of the Mayan Train's main pillars, so it is sustainable. For
example, in the Mayan Train webpage, the first sentence one sees is: "The Mayan Train is a
project to improve the quality of life of people, take care of the environment and boost
sustainable development" (Fonatur, 2019). As aforementioned, the government wants to create
development poles around the stations and to build Sustainable Communities whose main
objective is to order urban and commercial growth in the region (Tren Maya Mx, 2021).
According to Fonatur, these sustainable cities will bring a new model of sustainable
development that is based on four premises: respecting the continuity between nature and cities,
take advantage in an efficient manner of the resources, focus on the life of the community, and
ensure the mobility and connectivity (ibid).
As aforementioned, Fonatur will work together with UN-Habitat to bring a sustainable and
ordered development, this with the vision to empower local communities. Thus, they will be
the main benefactors of the project (Tren Maya Mx, 2021). The secretary of Sectur, Miguel
Ángel Torruco, argued that "Sustainability is the best option to face challenges that demand
the new reality (…) to make the transition towards a tourism that is socially inclusive,
economically just and environmentally responsible" (UNESCO, 2019). As we can observe,
sustainability is an essential discourse that actors such as governmental authorities and
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international organizations follow. However, there are counterarguments that the Train will not
bring any sustainable development, and it is just a discourse from the government to justify the
project. According to the CEMDA, there is no objective evidence for this statement, on the
contrary, it presents many environmental and social risks, and it does not contribute to the
definition of sustainability (2020). Amigos de Sian Ka'an argues that the so-called "Sustainable
communities" will not be sustainable at all. They will have several impacts and bring more
chaos into the region, creating a new type of Cancún (Alonso, 2020). Most of the IPLCs do not
agree with this definition of sustainability either. For example, the Mayan Indigenous Regional
Council of Bacalar stated: "The 'sustainability' put forward by these governments is very
different from the kind we practice; they are trying to help the corporations, even at the cost of
forest devastation, as occurs with 'renewable' energy" (Grain, 2020).
In this narrative, not only environmental sustainability is considered, but also social
sustainability. According to Jiménez Pons, this project will bring sustainable development
which encompasses social inclusion and economic justice (El Financiero, 2018). Nevertheless,
NGOs and academics argue that there is no social sustainability because it will cause more
social impacts than benefits, risking the indigenous communities and their culture (CEMDA,
2020). Patiño Díaz, a representative of Mérida Cinvestav, stated that this megaproject would
bring wealth to investors, not the people (Chan, 2020).
While many actors use the concept of sustainability to refer to different contexts, most of them
do not define the concept, which makes it difficult to understand what sustainability means. As
it is observed, environmentalists, IPLC's and academics disagree with the sustainability the
federal government is using. We are currently living in a world where the concept of
sustainability and sustainable development are frequently used, but does it have the same
meaning for all the involved actors? Are the multiple ontologies taken into consideration to
merge the different definitions? These questions will be further addressed in the Discussion
section.
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5.2.5 (Human) Rights
As previously stated in the introduction, from November to December 2019, indigenous
peoples' and local communities' consultation was held to ask the IPLCs if they agreed with the
Mayan Train. According to governmental statistics, over 92% said yes to the project, while the
rest said no (El Economista, 2019). This could be seen as a success and significant approval of
the Train, yet, many actors disagreed with the consultation. Until now, it continues to be a
considerable controversy. According to many of them, international organizations, IPLCs,
human rights defenders, grassroots organizations, and academics, the consultation was not
made according to the international human rights standards. Thus, it violated ILO 169
convention, specifically the rights to self-determination and autonomy (Camargo, 2020). For
example, the CEMDA declared that the Mayan Train is a violation of indigenous communities'
human rights, and "it does not contribute to the conservation of the biocultural heritage"
(2020).
It is essential to address that, according to the Mexican government, the consultation aim was
to include the opinion of the IPLCs, mainly because they will be the most impacted by the
project, as well they did not want to be seen as "authoritarian" former governments where they
did not care about indigenous people: "Before it was respected and admired the death of the
indigenous, they were politically used, but nothing was done for the alive indigenous who had
suffered from poverty and marginalization" (Animal Político, 2020) IPLCs groups such as the
CNI, Kanan collective and the EZLN counterargued that it was just a simulation and anticonstitutional because it lacked information and transparency, mainly because the information
provided only presented the benefits of the project. It did not talk about any of the possible
effects it could bring (ibid) (Díaz, 2021) (Kanan Derechos Humanos, 2021). An important
question arises, how could they present trustful and complete information if they did not have
the EIA, and until now, there is no existing executive project?
" there be an impact assessment of what the Mayan Train could cause to the
environment and the heritage? Of course, you cannot have a fixed budget either" (MateosVega, 2020).
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More than seven amparos (judicial injunctions) have been filed to request some section of the
Train suspension in response to the consultation. They have been filed under the argument that
the consultation violated indigenous people's rights, but they have not decided on the project;
hence it violates human rights. These amparos/lawsuits were filed to establish that the EIA was
not adequately made and, therefore, it was incomplete, violating the right to a healthy
environment (Animal Político, 2021) (Kanan Derechos Humanos, 2021). Besides, to the
already filed injunctions to the Mexican Supreme Court of Justice, the Assembly of Defenders
of the Mayan Territory Múuch Xíinbal and the Mexican Civil Council for Sustainable Forestry
– in the representation of sixteen Mayan communities - requested to the Interamerican Court
of Human Rights to issue precautionary measures in for the protection of the cenotes (Escoffié,
2020). It demonstrates that not only indigenous rights are taken into consideration, but as well
as environmental rights.
Another argument under the (Human) Rights narrative is property rights. In Mexico, communal
lands and ejidos, generally in indigenous people's hands, are mainly used for agricultural
purposes (Bresciani, 1990). This opened a debate among diverse actors due to the historical
context this entails and because many IPLCs livelihoods depend on these ejidos. Furthermore,
international and regional organizations are worried about land dispossession, arguing it is a
violation of property rights and establishing it as a land-grabbing way (CEMDA, 2020) (Grain,
2020). However, AMLO stated: "(Gutiérrez, 2019). Some ejidatarios are "happy" to donate
their piece of land to benefit from the new infrastructure it will be built around the stations;
they see themselves as partners of the project (Milenio, 2019). The most valued good is the
land. The hoarders and the monopolists dedicated to disposes of their lands to ejidatarios and
small owners, to later become owners and turned them into luxury residential, buildings, malls,
etc. (Chan J., 2019).
As it can be observed, while property rights are an issue for many actors, Mayan people have
a singular meaning. They see it as a separation from their ancestral lands and sacred sited; they
see it as a violation of not only their rights as Mayan but as well as for non-human rights. It is
part of their identity and their culture: "We disagree because the land is our patrimony, it is my
land. Because we have to respect the land, it is like our Mother. Because the land is sacred,
because it feeds us, because we defend our seeds, we have many varieties (…) Because it is to
take care of our culture as Mayan people" (INAH et al., 2020). As aforementioned, in the
Indigeneity narrative, indigenous people also care about non-humans' rights; they consider
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Earth as their Mother and as something sacred that must be respected. Which raises the question
of whose rights are we talking about? Humans, indigenous peoples, local communities, or nonhumans?

5.2.6 Culture
The final narrative identified is Culture. This discourse is closely linked to Indigeneity;
however, it covers various arguments such as cultural and historical heritage and archaeological
sites. The region is known not only for its natural richness but also for its archaeological sites,
such as Chichén-Itzá, Palenque, Tulum, Uxmal, and Calakmul. Hence, it is a high priority for
the Mexican authorities, such as the federal INAH and Fonatur, to salvage the archaeological
vestiges (INAH, 2019). More than 1500 archaeological vestiges have been found along the
railways located between Calkiní and Campeche, which could implicate the change of the
project's route and delays (Martínez, 2020).
On the one hand, federal INAH argues that no archaeological vestiges and zones will be
damaged. There will be a proper salvage. On the contrary, the Train will help connect other
Mayan sites and open them for tourism (INAH, 2019).
On the other hand, there has been strong criticism from the INAH itself, specifically from
researchers, INAH at the regional scale, and the union ("false nationalistic vision" that will
only cause harm to the cultural and historical heritage. It will only generate benefits for the
corporations and the government; it will leave only the "crumbles" to the IPLCs. They also
compared the Train to other extractive megaprojects in Argentina and Chile (Chan J., 2019).
Moreover, the SNIPCD general secretary, Ramírez Castilla, established that the project began
without approval from the INAH, and the salvage has not been made in time nor form. Besides,
he argued that there are not sufficient researchers due to cutting the budget to the institute. He
also remarked that there have been constant changes in the Train route due to the lack of an
executive project and that not carrying capacity studies have been made so far (ibid) (MateosVega, 2020).
Another example of mismatching argument is one of ECOSUR (an academic institution) and
ECOSUR students. ECOSUR signed an agreement with Fonatur to help them with scientific
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research, technical assistance, and connection between local communities and the government
(El Financiero, 2019). Yet, the students of ECOSUR debated that they did not support the
project nor the agreement. Thus, they sent a letter to El Heraldo de Chiapas (a local journal) to
inform about their discontent, requesting the annulment of the agreement, and establishing that
the project will have detrimental impacts on the IPLCs, their culture, and traditions and to
defend "life, earth, and territory" (Gómez, 2019). Likewise, just as amparos have been filed to
suspend the project due to violation of human rights, the CNI declared they are also preparing
to file injunctions to protect the Mayan cultural heritage, specifically in the Biosphere of
Calakmul (Tourliere, 2020). Finally, it is relevant to highlight that this narrative has polarized
opinions coming from the "same" actors but at different scales, which shows the division in the
narratives and each actor's interests.
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5.3 Power relations and resistance

As Bryant (1997) mentions, socio-environmental conflicts are formed in a "politicized
environment" molded by power, interests, and politics, which is no different in the Mayan Train
controversy. Along with the six narratives mentioned above, different power relations are
present and, thus, resistance, which are entangled concepts. To analyze this, Barnett & Duvall's
(2005) matrix of power was used: compulsory power, institutional power, structural power,
and productive power. This last one is defined as a type of power that works indirectly through
discourse and knowledge (2005:55). Also, Carstensen and Schmidt (2016) used ideational
power, as well as a diffuse power that focuses on how elite actors interact with less powerful
groups in terms of resources and the position they hold in certain institutions (ibid). Finally,
rightful resistance – which is to work within the structures of power to change things – from
O'Brien & Li (2006) was used in this analysis.
Productive power was mainly used by governmental authorities such as Fonatur, Sectur,
executive power, and international organizations such as UN-Habitat and UNESCO. These
actors use the Indigeneity and Developmental discourses to exert their power. One could argue
that these are the dominant discourses because they are the most used by multiple actors (as
shown in Table 2), and second because powerful actors use them. The reproduction of these
discourses was mainly made through the Mexican president's morning press conferences and
social media such as Twitter and YouTube channels. Besides, the productive power employed
by the actors mentioned above shaped social processes. For example, through the use of
Development and Indigeneity, they often referred to the IPLCs from the southeastern region as
"poor and marginalized", the ones that need modernity, infrastructure, economic growth, the
ones that have lagged (Forbes México, 2019). This example can also be linked to structural
power. It is evident that along with the whole Mayan Train controversy, social structures
prevail, which leads to unequal relations between actors.
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Ideational power can be considered similar to productive power because it is indirect and
diffuse; nonetheless, this one centers on how powerful actors shape and influence other actors
and how they use resources and position for this (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). This type of
power can be observed in relations between powerful and non-powerful actors, such as
governmental institutions and IPLCs. However, it is also used between the "same" actors but
at different scales. For example, in an interview with the Escárcega major, Rodolfo Bautista
Puc, he declared that he supported the Mayan Train because it would bring urbanization and
economic development. However, he also stated that he was in talks with the federal
government to request certain public services, such as hospitals and universities (UN-Habitat,
2020). Here we can observe that federal institutions are negotiating resources with municipal
authorities in exchange for support. Another example of ideational power can be seen in the
overlooking of opinions from "lower levels" of the same institutions, such as the federal INAH
with the regional INAH and the union, and ECOSUR institution with its students.
As part of ideational power, power through ideas is present in the controversy of the Mayan
Train. Since its announcement in 2018, this project has been mediatized with the premise that
the Train will boost the economy and productivity of the region, with many actors accepting
and adopting the developmental discourse. Also, power over ideas can be observed when the
federal government, specifically AMLO, does not recognize the dissenting voices and tries to
diminish them. For example, when the EZLN argued that the Train would destroy their
territories and will defend the "territory with our lives," AMLO replied, "I would say to them
they do not have the complete information. The indigenous communities will not be affected at
all; on the contrary, the indigenous peoples are being benefitted as they have never been"
(Animal Político, 2020). Finally, power in ideas is present because the Mayan Train project,
along with its discourse, has been institutionalized.
Carstensen and Schmidt (2016) argue that another aspect of ideational power is that actors can
be critical about those prevailing ideas. Thus, they can dissent to construct or reconstruct
discourses. This is observed along with the different narratives, where networks between actors
are formed to create counter-discourses, which are entangled in the same discourse. It is also
intrinsically linked with the concept of resistance, which is a strongly present notion throughout
the Mayan Train. Actors resist the dominant narratives because they have different perspectives
due to their interests and their differences in ontologies.
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Rightful resistance is highly perceived along with the controversy, this type of resistance acts
among the law and use it as a tool for dissent: "We demand respect for "Our right to continue
being People", as in the community of Chablecal, who organized, defended and fought in the
courts and with the businessmen and neighbors themselves, to recover and protect the land
(…) That is why it is imperative that the resistance and alternatives are known, the legal
struggles that we have won are apparently small, but they have shown that it is possible to win
against the ambition, power and money of the government and the businessmen" (INAH et al.,
2020).
Some actors have explicitly mentioned resistance; an example of this can be seen with the CNI,
who argued that their resistance plan against the megaproject combined three strategies: "The
social organization of the communities; the denunciation in the media and national and
international human rights instances, and the deployment of a legal strategy through amparos
(…) One way alone is not enough" (Tourliere, 2020). The most prominent example of rightful
resistance can be observed in the filed amparos to suspend the Mayan Train. INAH's union
declared to the Proceso journal that they are already preparing amparos against the possible
damages that will be caused to the archeological vestiges (Tello, 2019). Another example of
rightful resistance is letters that have been submitted to the governmental authorities to
demonstrate their rejection of the project. In June 2020, CEMDA, along with more than 159
organizations and 85 activists, addressed a letter to the federal government to request the Train
suspension. This letter stated that the project would directly impact indigenous people. It will
have irreversible impacts on the environment, and it violated human rights such as selfdetermination and autonomy (Soto, 2020). Another example is a letter sent by the CRIPX and
signed by more than 200,000 people, requesting the Semarnat to reject the EIA (Central FM,
2020).
In response to these letters, the government publicly shamed organizations such as the
CEMDA, Animal Político (an independent journal), and the CRIPX, establishing that they
wanted to investigate where their resources came from to ensure nothing was illegal (Reyes,
2020). As is it observed, actors have been dissenting in a rightful way to protect what they
believe in or what is right for them and their interests; however, not all of them have the same
reasons. Environmentalists are against it because they want to protect the environment,
archeologists because they want to protect the cultural relics, human rights defenders are in
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favor of rights, researchers because they support those mentioned above, and IPLCs because
they defend their territories, their identity, and what is sacred for them.
Moreover, powerful actors such as the Mexican President have been using legal tools (as the
fiscal investigation) to "counterattack" this dissent. In December 2020, the Federal Government
announced that the last two sections – sixth and seventh – of the Train would be built by the
military. One could argue that this announcement is related to the resistance that is present in
the region. First, in these sections, the Biosphere of Calakmul and Sian Ka'an is located.
Second, "subversive movements" (Tourlier, 2021) are present in this region, such as the CRIPX
and the CNI, which support the EZLN. Both the CNI and the CRIPX have filed successful
amparos to suspend the Train sections (Avendaño, 2020) (Bachelot, 2020). Third, many
archeological vestiges are located in this zone, which also researchers and the INAH union are
filing amparos against (Mateos-Vega, 2020). While the government argued that the military
would run these sections to give them jobs and contribute to their pensions, this could be read
differently. Between November 2020 and January 2021, Fonatur bid a contract for "generating
strategic intelligence" to identify the socio-political actors, specifically the presence of criminal
risk groups and subversive movements in the region (Tourlier, 2021). This can be identified as
compulsory power because it demonstrates that the government is aware of the resistance to
the project. There might be fears over delays in the Mayan Train's construction, therefore using
the military to control it.
While productive power and ideational power are the types of power most used by the actors,
institutional, compulsory, and structural power were identified, which intermingled in many
cases. In response to these power relations, there is resistance from multiple actors, but as
aforementioned, their reasons for dissent diverge. Rightful resistance is the most evident used,
and while everyday forms of resistance might be present, they could not be identified in the
analyzed media. This does not mean they do not exist, but as Scott argues, they are not
mediatized and are hidden in daily life (Scott, 1989).
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VI. Discussion
The Mayan Train is being accompanied by different narratives which multiple actors repeat.
However, due to the underlying interests of each actor, many shades of them have emerged.
One of the dominant discourses –along with the Developmental one– is the Indigeneity or
IPLC’s one, which is the core not only for the project (as its name shows) but also for the
controversy itself. The Indigeneity narrative demonstrates that there are different ontologies
out there in the world that are worth telling; however, it depends on how the story is told. On
the one hand, from the perspective of powerful actors such as the Mexican president,
governmental institutions, the business sector, or international NGOs, Indigeneity must be
respected and even praised because it is a way to connect Western people with Mayan towns,
culture and traditions. On the other hand, these same powerful actors see the Train as an
opportunity to bring development to the region and to provide new opportunities for the poor,
marginalized indigenous people: they see ‘Indigeneity’ as a way to connect the ancient with
the modern.
The dominant discourses can be seen as a reflection in which powerful actors try to impose
their vision of how reality should look like. This is what Howitt & Suchett-Pearson (2006)
called "hall of mirrors", where there is a constant reflection of those proposing universal forms
of knowledge and reality (2006: 326). Concepts such as sustainability, development, and
modernity are part of Western storytelling. However, according to the results of this thesis,
these concepts have different interpretations for the different actors involved in the Train’s
controversy. Nevertheless, due to the colonization of ontologies, the Western vision tends to
impose its definitions over other visions. An example of this colonization is the notion of
development, which to powerful actors implies having a better job, integrating IPLCs to
progress, and have them be like Western actors. While the current Mexican government has
made attempts to include IPLCs into the Train’s discussion, this has been deceitfully done and,
for many IPLCs, it has been a mockery of their culture and identity. Two particularly clear
examples of this were the ritual portrayed by AMLO requesting permission to Mother Earth
and the so-called IPLCs consultation. Both events shared the idea of including IPLCs and to
pay respect to their beliefs; still, they only performed as a pantomime for the media.

51

Some IPLCs disagree with the Western vision of development because it did not align with
their realities. They claimed the same about the concept of sustainability. Such a mismatch
between those concepts is not surprising because, according to Howitt & Suchett-Pearson
(2006) and Blaser (2009), it comes from the lack of recognition between different worlds or
realities rather than a linguistic confusion. Arguably, this misinterpretation between worlds
arises from the idea of the existence of one single universe in lieu of a pluriverse. According
to Escobar, it would be "subjecting all other worlds to its own terms, or worse, to nonexistence; this is a World where only a world fit" (2015:15). This is what Escobar calls the
One-World World (OWW), where only a single world is recognized. This idea implies that all
other worlds should align to this “single world” vision or, even worse, that other worlds should
not exist at all, drifting away from the possibility of the existence of multiple realities or a
pluriverse (ibid). This invisibility of worlds is what Sousa Santos (2004) calls sociology of
absences, where non-existence is produced by monocultures of knowledge, linear time,
classification, the universal and the global, and of criteria for productivity (2004: 15-17).
The Development discourse is also dominant in the Mayan Train controversy, being one of the
central premises of the project. This narrative argues, in general terms, that (sustainable)
development must be brought to the region because the area has lagged behind the rest of the
country, and it is a way to bring modernity to make the southeastern part of Mexico productive.
As observed, the Developmental discourse follows the monoculture of linear time, where
indigenous people are underdeveloped, and the residuum must catch up with the modern
Western world. The monoculture of capitalist productivity is present where powerful actors
argue they want to have an economic boost and a productive region. In other words, it is a way
to transform all other worlds into one (ibid:20). Indigeneity and Developmental narratives
intermingle, where one is the absence of the other.
The idea of nature itself is another fundamental discrepancy among actors. As the results show,
the Environmental narrative is present in most of the actors' discourse and is contrasting with
the Developmental one. Many actors claim that the Train should not cross the region because
there are protected areas and biosphere reserves in the project’s trace, arguing that the
environment should be protected at all costs. This belief arises from the nature/culture
dichotomy, where nature should be separated from humans, be pristine and portray the vision
of wilderness (Cronon, 1996). Nevertheless, the conflict originates from different notions of
the concept of nature. While some actors, such as environmentalists, protect nature due to the
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PAs, Indigenous Peoples protect nature because, for them, it is Mother Earth, it is part of who
they are, belonging to a whole world where non-humans are something sacred, something that
goes beyond this dichotomy.
"The things that indigenous movements are currently making public (cf, Latour 2005)
in politics are not simply non-humans, they are also sentient entities whose material existence
– and that of the worlds to which they belong – is currently threatened by the neoliberal of
capital and the state. Thus, when mountains break into political stages, they do so also as
earth-beings, "contentious objects whose mode of presentation is not homogenous with the
ordinary mode of existence of the objects thereby identified" (Rancière 1999:99)" (De la
Cadena, 2010).
From the above, one question arises: how many non-humans are taken into consideration? This
difference in perspectives opens a debate between actors and leads to defending one reality
over the other, creating dissent and resistance. Escobar (2015) refers to this as an ontological
struggle, which is the struggle to maintain multiple worlds or a pluriverse over OWW. A clear
example of a battle to keep the idea of a pluriverse is reflected in the Zapatista’s motto, which
literal translation is “a world where many worlds fit” (“un Mundo Donde quepan Muchos
Mundos”; 2015:20). With this last premise, it is no surprise that the Zapatistas are also present
in the Mayan Train controversy because they are fighting to defend not only their territories
but also their ontology.
Some actors such as the Zapatistas, CRIPX, or the CNI are openly resisting the Mayan Train
because they want to defend their territories, their identities, and what is sacred to them. These
actors are using media to express their opinions. Other actors like environmentalists,
academics, NGOs, and others are using rightful resistance to defy the megaproject. While
rightful resistance is one of the main concepts used in this research, it is essential to highlight
that everyday forms of resistance are worth considering to understand the underlying actions
and interests that IPLCs and other actors might have. This should be further analyzed because
it might provide insight into the multiplicity of ontologies. Besides, it is essential to highlight
that not all IPLCs are resisting the same things; in fact, many see the project as an opportunity
to be integrated into the modern world. While in the daily discourse of the Mayan Train it might
seem that the dissenting actors (such as the IPLCs) are given a voice, they actually may fall
into reasonable politics, where these actors are given rights but what it is crucial for them –the
non-humans and the sacred– is not recognized (Blaser, 2010).
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Moving away from resistance, another concept used to analyze these narratives was power.
The main types of power that were analyzed were productive power and ideational power.
These concepts reflect that power can be embedded in ideas and discourse without forcing or
controlling another actor into doing something that otherwise it would not do (Barnett &
Duvall, 2005). This research was mainly focused on productive power and ideational power,
analyzing power in and over ideas, which are reflected in the Mayan Train's different
narratives. Although these concepts are crucial for discourse analysis, there might be other
types of power worth looking at because they could reflect other types of power relations that
are being overlooked. For example, a more classical approach to power (i.e., compulsory
power) could be used to analyse the development of the project in sections 6 and 7, where the
military will be in charge.
Both resistance and power are essential concepts of Fairclough's Critical Discourse Analysis
(Jørgensen, M. & Phillips, L. J. 2002). Using this approach allowed me to unveil the power
relations present in discourse, and that might not be evident in other approaches such as ADA
or FDA. For example, one crucial aspect of CDA is that it recognizes a way to resist ideas and
that it is a possible tool to change power relations; however, this resistance is absent in the FDA
(ibid). As aforementioned, the concept of resistance is crucial to analyze and understand the
Mayan Train controversy. Moreover, FDA lacks awareness of social differences and assumes
power relations to have the same implications for the actors, which is unlikely given the results
of this thesis, that show that IPLCs might be the most affected by the project. On the other
hand, if Van Dijk's CDA would have been used along with this research, the focus would have
been solely on power as control, rather than as a productive force, making power relations
invisible in ideational power (ibid). This research however lacks an analysis of non-discursive
elements such as images and gestures, which could have helped to get a deeper understanding
of the unspoken elements.
As previously stated, this research aims to contribute to Political Ecology, specifically to the
third generation of Mexican Political Ecology. This research also intends to demonstrate that
the Mayan Train lies beyond an environmental and developmental conflict, that is a clash of
multiple perspectives and ontologies. Furthermore, this investigation aims to make visible the
actors and their realities that are often diminished or ignored. It also opens a road that leads to
the study of who these multiple actors are and what their ontologies are. Moreover, it opens the
possibility to understand the controversy from a different angle, as well as to establish a
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dialogue between these actors to reconcile their visions. Likewise, it is a possibility to move
away from a "hall of mirrors", giving the opportunity of a pluriverse instead of a universe.
While this is not an exahustive research of the multiplicity of ontologies, it might represent an
onset to explore them and make them visible. This research could be the starting point to the
decolonization of the mind, and as De la Cadena (2010) stated, it is a way "to illuminate
effective paths towards the planet's ontological reconstitution" (as cited in Escobar 2015:21).
The Mayan Train is a project in progress, which means that there is still an opportunity to do
things different, listen to the dissenting voices and their perspectives, and build bridges between
them to find a solution that fits all realities.
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VII. Conclusion
The main objective of this research was to understand the underlying narratives regarding the
Mayan Train and make visible that this controversy is more complex than only developmental
and socio-environmental discourses. Thus, six main narratives were found: Indigeneity &
IPLCs, Developmental, Environmental, Sustainability, (Human) Rights, and Culture.
Indigeneity & IPLCs, and Developmental were the dominant discourses because they are
repeated most often by multiple actors and they are used by powerful actors such as the
Mexican government. It is essential to highlight that the narratives intermingle and overlap,
creating a web of networks, connecting actors with different narratives, showing that even
though there are nuances, some actors might share the same perspectives or at least part of it.
Or, on the contrary, they might see the same narrative as opposed to their interests or beliefs.
As part of these interconnections between and within narratives, power relations become
evident from elite actors who want to impose their discourse onto less powerful actors. This is
called ideational power, which is deeply embedded in everyday media, and specifically in the
governmental press and the President’s morning press conferences. It is crucial to highlight
that there are also resistance discourses by multiple actors opposing these dominant discourses.
Even though dissent reasons might not be the same, they all try to make visible their interests
and realities. Also, rightful resistance to change the power relations using a bottom-up approach
was common ground among dissenting actors. Although everyday forms of resistance were
part of the conceptual framework, it was impossible to analyze this type of resistance, mainly
because it is hidden in daily life: it is not evident in the media. Therefore, this might be relevant
for future research.
Even though it seems that powerful actors sympathize with less powerful ones such as IPLCs,
this does not mean that they share the same interests or ontologies but that they use them as an
alibi to justify the project. Albeit powerful actors such as the Mexican President do not publicly
recognize the dissenting voices, this does not imply they do not exist; it only means that they
are trying to make them invisible because they do not go along with their discourse nor their
interests. For this, they have been using power over ideas and compulsory power to
counterargue and control the resistance narratives. While this is a technique that has worked so
far –because they continue with the project despite the several injunctions filed– this does not
mean that it could perform all along with the project. Yet, this is worth analyzing in the future
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as the controversy evolves, mainly because new actors might emerge and the current narratives
might change. As Venturini (2010) argues, it is a controversy because it is constantly evolving;
it is fluid and not static.
Part of the conflict comes from the lack of recognition of a pluriverse and a focus on a OneWorld World where only the Western world is valid, and where other realities do not exist or
are invisible. This research aims to demonstrate that different ways are possible and that
decolonizing concepts and narratives are crucial to making visible the actors and the realities
that are overlooked. Furthermore, this investigation intends to contribute to the Mexican
Political Ecology by analyzing the sociopolitical relations between society and environment,
moving away from the nature/culture dichotomy. Finally, this thesis aims to give a broader
perspective of a conflict that, at first glance, seems to be between environment and development
but it is far more complex: it is a controversy where multiple actors and narratives intermingle,
creating a complexity of networks and realities that are worth making visible. Thus, this
research pursue to create a starting point for a dialogue to build bridges between ontologies
going beyond developmental and socio-environmental narratives.
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Annexes
1. Updated timeline
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2. Questionnaire for semi-structured interviews

No. Entrevista:
Fecha:
Nombre:
Escala:
Sector:
Organismo:

Preguntas para entrevista

1. ¿Cuál es su opinión/perspectiva sobre el Tren Maya?
2. ¿Cuál es su opinión/perspectiva sobre el Tren Maya, en el tramo de Calakmul?
3. ¿Está a favor o en contra del Tren? ¿Por qué?
4. ¿Qué actores/personas considera que van a ser (mayormente) impactadas por el Tren?
(Impacto: costos y beneficios)
5. ¿Considera que hay relaciones de poder implicadas el proyecto?
6. ¿Considera que hay resistencia por parte de algunos actores hacia el proyecto? ¿Por
qué?
7. ¿Considera que hay alguien más que quisiera o pudiera otorgarme una entrevista?
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