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ABSTRACT: This article examines the controversy surrounding the Tren Maya
railway megaproject in Mexico’s Yucatdn Peninsula through the lens of so-
ciotechnical imaginaries. We argue that the Tren Maya, much more than a
technological intervention, came to embody differing visions of desired fu-
tures. Initially promoted by the Lépez Obrador administration as a State-led
reindustrialization program to mitigate social inequalities, the project was
engulfed by the nationalist-developmental imaginary of a “Fourth Transforma-
tion.” The local impacts that materialized in the construction process, howev-
er, sparked significant socio-environmental conflict and mobilized a diverse
opposition movement comprising Indigenous communities, scientific experts,
and environmental organizations. As the controversy unfolded, protest actors
leveraged various legal mechanisms to challenge the epistemic and normative
claims underpinning the government’s plans, eventually giving rise to a sub-
versive imaginary that reframed the Tren Maya as a criminal, “ecocidal” enter-
prise. Our study reveals the intricate interdependencies between material and
discursive processes in the (de)legitimization of competing infrastructural
imaginaries and their role in mobilizing social forces. In particular, we under-
score the crucial yet often-overlooked role of legal channels and institutions in
generating, validating, and amplifying imagined futures. By illustrating how
social relations and normative ideals are co-produced with technoscientific
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knowledge and material facts, this research contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of how different sociotechnical imaginaries interact, compete,
and gain traction in the context of infrastructural transformations.
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FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? iii

1. INTRODUCTION

In Gabriel Garcia Mdarquez’s magical realist masterpiece
One Hundred Years of Solitude, the construction of a railroad
through the tropical rainforest marks a critical turning point
for the village of Macondo. Suddenly connected to the out-
side world, foreigners and goods start flocking in, transform-
ing Macondo from a sleepy hinterland community into a
bustling town. This process is further accelerated by the ar-
rival of the “American Fruit Company,” bringing economic
prosperity but also increased segregation and social tensions
to Macondo. The upheaval heralded by the train finds a
bloody ending when the military opens fire on striking plan-
tation workers—a massacre that is immediately erased from
history and is only remembered by its sole survivor, José Ar-
cadio Segundo.!

Infrastructures are often primarily defined by their mate-
rial and technological characteristics. This conventional per-
spective, which emphasizes the function and composition
of physical components (e.g., railways, carriages, stations),
tends to overlook the complex social dynamics that infra-
structures incorporate and engender. The development of
infrastructural artifacts and interventions must be sustained
over extended periods to actualize the profound societal and
environmental changes they profess.? Hence, these under-
takings do not merely result from technical decisions; they
also require political and economic backing from critical ac-
tors, such as governments, communities, and investors, who
propel their implementation and address the technical di-
lemmas and social controversies that emerge along the way.
While organizational, material, and technical resources are
crucial for constructing and operating large-scale infrastruc-

I Garcia Méarquez (1967) 2007. The fictional episode is inspired by
the 1928 Bananeras strike in Colombia’s Magdalena region. See Elias
Caro 2011, 99.

2 Picon 2018.
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tures, mobilizing imaginative resources is equally decisive for
inserting them into the social fabric.?

Mirroring the fictional fate of Macondo’s railroad in
Garcia Marquez’s novel, the controversy surrounding the
so-called “Tren Maya” (Mayan Train) epitomizes the dilem-
mas that arise from infrastructural megaprojects. In 2018,
the newly elected Mexican government announced the con-
struction of a 1,500-kilometer railroad through the jungle
of Southeast Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula to connect vari-
ous tourist destinations. The project became the emblem of
Lopez Obrador’s presidency and its ambitious plans to revi-
talize the country’s notoriously neglected southern regions.
Initially regarded as an auspicious development opportunity,
however, the Tren Maya’s environmental and sociocultural
impacts soon elicited criticism and resistance. In the face
of mounting opposition, the government downplayed con-
cerns, deployed a nationwide media campaign, and even
transferred responsibility for the project to the military to
ensure its timely completion. Against this repressive back-
drop, protesters began to appeal to legal mechanisms and
vocabularies to advance an alternative narrative of the Tren
Maya.

This article analyzes the Tren Maya controversy as a clash
between two opposing sociotechnical imaginaries—that is,
collective visions of desired (or disputed) futures material-
ized in technoscientific undertakings and large-scale infra-
structure projects.* On the one hand, the Tren Maya encap-
sulates the nationalist-developmental vision of the “Fourth
Transformation,” a State-led reindustrialization program to
mitigate social inequalities by encouraging economic growth.
On the other hand, Indigenous communities and environ-
mentalist groups re-articulated the socio-environmental im-
pacts wrought by the project through the alternative frame
of “ecocide.” We examine the co-production of these imagi-

3 Picon 2018.
4 Jasanoff and Kim 2009.
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naries through a symmetrical perspective that draws out the
mutual dependencies between material and discursive con-
struction processes in (un-)making the Tren Maya. How do
different sociotechnical imaginaries emerge, interact, and
compete in the context of the Tren Maya project, and what
weight do legal institutions and practices carry in legitimiz-
ing or delegitimizing these visions? To address this key ques-
tion, we adopt a qualitative case study approach, drawing on
a comprehensive analysis of primary and secondary sources,
including government press releases, policy instruments, im-
pact assessments, judicial documents, activist publications,
and existing academic literature.

The article is structured in four parts. We begin by pre-
senting the analytical framework of sociotechnical imaginar-
ies and their co-production in and with infrastructure mega-
projects. This perspective is then applied to reconstruct
how the Tren Maya controversy unfolded. We start with the
project’s historical context and embedment in the “Fourth
Transformation” (3.1), which sparked first, if still largely dis-
articulated dissent (3.2). After construction commenced, the
resistance intensified and increasingly undermined the gov-
ernmental narrative of a benign development project (3.3).
One particular protest strategy focused on challenging the
Tren Maya’s environmental and social impacts in the courts
through legal means (3.4). The government responded by
handing the entire project over to the military and declar-
ing it a matter of national security to shield it from further
judicial scrutiny (3.5). In this increasingly repressive climate,
protesters launched an appeal to the civil society-organized
International Rights of Nature Tribunal, whose verdict au-
thorized an alternative vision of environmental and social
justice encapsulated in the notion of “ecocide” (3.6). In sec-
tion 4, we revisit and conjoin these elements to reflect on the
role of legal institutions in (de)legitimizing sociotechnical
imaginaries.

Our analysis highlights the importance of legal institu-
tions in validating and amplifying infrastructural imaginar-
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ies. Interestingly, the case of the Tren Maya suggests that this
potential is not limited to State-backed institutions but can
also hail from quasi-legal civil society initiatives in contexts
where the official legal system has lost its legitimizing force.
More broadly, our findings contribute to a closer examina-
tion of the contentious processes whereby multiple socio-
technical imaginaries interact, and eventually, prevail over
one another. Encompassing science and technology studies,
political sociology, and socio-legal scholarship, this article
underscores the importance of adopting a transdisciplinary
and integrative perspective when analyzing the entangled
social and material dimensions of large-scale infrastructure
projects.

2. INFRASTRUCTURES AND IMAGINARIES

Our world is defined by a set of “critical” infrastructures that
sustain the ordinary operation of social, political, and eco-
nomic systems—from electricity grids and transport networks
to digital platforms.® Traditionally, such infrastructures have
been viewed as complex material-technological artifacts that
connect people, knowledge, and objects across space and
time.® This conventional perspective, however, overlooks
the intricate social dynamics that infrastructures both em-
bed and engender. Recent transdisciplinary scholarship has
brought these social dynamics to the forefront, recasting
infrastructures as “technical-social assemblages infused in
politics and power relations.”” While infrastructure mega-
projects are shaped by scientific and technological expertise,
practical exigencies, and policy considerations, they critically
depend on social, political, and legal resources for their re-
alization and sustained operation. Mobilizing these resourc-

5 Scholz, Schauer and Latzenhofer 2022.
6 Larkin 2013.
7 Kingsbury and Maisley 2021.
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FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? vii

es—from local community support to political endorsements
and regulatory approvals—is crucial. Equally decisive is the
mobilization of imaginative resources for embedding infra-
structures into the social fabric and shaping their meaning
for collective life.

Previous research has evidenced how megaprojects like
hydroelectric dams,® nuclear plants,? and gasoline-powered
vehicles become entangled with utopian fantasies that exalt
their societal benefits, from achieving international peace
to dominating nature.!” These fantasies permeate popular
culture, fueling political and social support for their deploy-
ment. At the same time, they frequently obscure or brush
over technological limitations, budgetary constraints, politi-
cal risks, or the uneven distribution of economic, social, and
environmental costs.

To capture the epistemic significance of this domain,
Sheila Jasanoff and Sang-Hyun Kim have coined the notion
of “sociotechnical imaginaries” as “collectively held, institu-
tionally stabilized, and publicly performed visions of desir-
able futures, animated by shared understandings of forms
of social life and social order attainable through, and sup-
portive of advances in science and technology.”!! This con-
cept builds on a longstanding theoretical tradition that has
examined the role of imagination and fiction in social life.!?
Benedict Anderson, for instance, famously argued that na-
tions cohere around narratives, creative styles, and knowl-

8 Hommes, Hoogesteger and Boelens 2022.

9 Jasanoff and Kim 2009, 119-146.

10 Sovacool and Brossmann 2013, 204-212.

11" Jasanoff 2015, 6.

12 The concept of socio-technical imaginaries, particularly in its
application to infrastructures, bears a family resemblance to the older
idea of “Large Technical Systems” (LTS). See, e.g., Sovacool, Lovell and
Ting 2018, 1066-1097. One of the key differences between the two con-
cepts is their understanding of agency. While socio-technical imaginaries
direct attention to different practices of imagining in all their manifesta-
tions and varieties, LTS are more focused on the deterministic and syste-
mic features embedded in technological artefacts.
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edge that recreate a shared sense of collectivity—despite the
impossibility of their members knowing each other person-
ally and developing “real” bonds.!® Similarly, Charles Taylor
has traced how modernity emerged through moral and insti-
tutional transformations grounded in new social imaginar-
ies.!* As these studies show, imagination can no longer be
seen as an aesthetic illusion, escapism, or alienation; instead,
it emerges as a vital domain for understanding how societies
organize and cohere.

According to Jasanoff, sociotechnical imaginaries emerge
through the “co-production” of knowledge practices, techno-
logical artifacts, social representations, and political manifes-
tations.!® In other words, the collective visions undergirding
megaprojects take shape in a hybrid process that assembles
scientific expertise, engineering prowess, cultural meanings,
and institutional policies. Together, these heterogeneous el-
ements configure an interlinked domain of social and ma-
terial reality as the frameworks informing collective repre-
sentations become entwined with built infrastructures. Once
embedded in organizations and decision-making, imaginar-
ies publicly manifest in policy and technical choices. They
reflect and sustain a shared understanding of possible life
forms and social orders whose materialization hinges upon
scientific and technological initiatives.!® In this sense, socio-
technical imaginaries are an integral part of infrastructure:
They are not externally imposed or retrospectively applied
but co-produced alongside material constructions through a
reiterative and recursive process.

This lens illuminates how, with the onset of modernity,
science and technology, encapsulated in large-scale infra-
structure projects, have emerged as primary means for
driving societal change, thereby acquiring both social and

13 Anderson 1983, 2.

14 Taylor 2003.

15 Jasanoff 2004, 1-13.

16 Jasanoff and Kim 2009.
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political salience as vehicles for fulfilling hopes of a better,
shared future. In turn, it also emphasizes how influential ac-
tors instrumentalize science, technology, engineering, and
technical expertise to advance political and economic proj-
ects, whether public and private (or, indeed, hybrid).!” Ex-
amples range from the monumental national electrification,
highway, and telecommunications projects that consolidated
the authority of “modern” Nation-States in the twentieth
century to contemporary initiatives like the Trans-European
Transport Network, China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and the
United States’ Build Back Better Plan, all of which involve
colossal investments in transport, energy, and digital grids.
These grand undertakings operate as performative scripts
that amalgamate diverse values, interests, and regulations—
performances that, in turn, embed large technological and
infrastructure networks in shaping and making the sociopo-
litical order.

The co-production of sociotechnical imaginaries is not a
deterministic process, however. When these imaginaries are
translated into local contexts, they often clash with alterna-
tive visions that extol different economic and social virtues.
This clash, and the subsequent interaction between multiple
imaginaries, can take on either a constructive or a conflic-
tive dynamic. Consider, for instance, the merger of environ-
mentalist demands and capitalist logic into a ‘green growth’
agenda, as espoused by the European Green Deal and many
other initiatives. However, more often than not, dominant
visions, backed by powerful institutions and interests, tend
to suppress dissenting voices and displace or downgrade sub-
altern perspectives and practices. This is where socio-techni-
cal struggles emerge, leading to the formation of resistance
movements. In a competition for epistemic hegemony, influ-
ential imaginaries emanating from governmental or corpo-
rate actors are countered by subversive imaginaries propelled
by social movements envisioning alternative infrastructural

17 Barandiaran 2019.
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and collective futures.!® David Hess’s pioneering review of
the anti-dam movement in Brazil, for instance, demonstrates
the extent to which protest actors foster alternative techno-
logical options and underscore community needs to bolster
their narratives—successfully modifying the design of hydrau-
lic infrastructures in the process.!?

What, then, decides which imaginary-and to what ex-
tent—gains an edge over others and becomes stabilized?
Clearly, imaginative resources must find traction beyond
their original epistemic community in order to become col-
lectively sustained and unfold their full force.? Institutional
actors, such as legislatures, courts, the media, or other cen-
ters of power, play a pivotal role in this contest. As Jasanoff
observes,

It often falls to legislatures, courts, the media, or other institu-
tions of power to elevate some imagined futures above others,
according them a dominant position for policy purposes.
Imaginaries, moreover, encode not only visions of what is at-
tainable through science and technology, but also of how life
ought, or might not, to be lived; in this respect they express a
society’s shared understandings of good and evil.!

Therefore, sociotechnical imaginaries are inherently norma-
tive, seeking to actualize particular visions of a just, desirable,
and virtuous society. This normativity is deeply intertwined
with legal institutions and vocabularies, which offer a pow-
erful medium for these imaginaries to solidify, materialize,
and reproduce. The legal realm is not merely a passive re-
flection of sociotechnical imaginaries but an active site of
co-production where these are negotiated, transformed, and
realized.?? When an imaginary is articulated in legal terms, it

18 Gugganig 2021.

19 Hess 2018; Hess 2015.

20 Mutter and Rohracher 2021.

21 Jasanoff 2015, 6.

22 Lee, Natarajan, Lock and Rydin 2018.
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acquires a new dimension of institutional authority. Courts,
in particular, emerge as crucial arenas where imaginaries
compete and are reconfigured-not only resolving concrete
disputes but also validating or challenging particular visions
of development and shared future.

The relationship between sociotechnical imaginaries and
the legal sphere is multifaceted and dynamic. First, dominant
imaginaries about the supposed benefits of developmental
enterprises are often codified in regulations and laws, with
notable implications for the developmental trajectory and
characteristics of technologies, industries, and infrastruc-
tures. Barandiaran, for instance, demonstrates how distinct
sociotechnical imaginaries about lithium have shaped regu-
lations in Bolivia towards a State-led model, in Argentina to-
wards a mixed model, and in Chile towards greater State con-
trol with private participation, each seeking different benefits
from the industry’s development.?? Second, once internal-
ized in laws and regulations, these imaginaries legitimize and
reproduce specific development schemes over other possi-
bilities. The soybean imaginary in Argentina illustrates this
phenomenon, where the regulatory framework rooted in a
particular understanding of progress normalizes this indus-
try’s social and environmental costs.?4 Third, the law can also
serve as a platform to challenge established imaginaries and
promote alternative visions of “infrastructural justice.”?® For
instance, in 2019, a Kenyan court granted a petition launched
by residents and annulled the government’s permit for the
construction of a coal power plant linked to China’s Belt and
Road Initiative.2°

Despite this literature underscoring the importance of le-
gal institutions and practices in shaping sociotechnical imag-
inaries, the empirical processes through which these visions

23 Barandiaran 2019.

24 Giraudo and Grugel 2022.

25 We borrow this term from Kathiravelu 2022.
26 Bogojevi¢ and Zou 2021, 35.
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are translated into legal vocabularies and appeals to legal
authority remain poorly understood. This gap raises several
critical questions: Who is engaged in this process, and why?
What is lost and what is gained when contests between socio-
technical imaginaries shift onto legal terrain? How do legal
controversies impact the co-production of infrastructure’s
material and social dimensions? Furthermore, are binding
standards and judicial decisions necessary to solidify these
imaginaries, or is the mere invocation of legal arguments
and language sufficient to confer institutional legitimacy?

Addressing these questions requires a sustained interdis-
ciplinary dialogue between science and technology scholars,
political sociologists, and legal academics.?’” Our analysis of
the controversial Tren Maya megaproject aims to initiate this
crucial conversation. By examining how competing socio-
technical imaginaries are articulated and contested through
legal processes, we seek to shed light on the complex inter-
play between technical visions, legal institutions, and societal
transformations in the context of large-scale infrastructure
development. This approach not only contributes to a more
nuanced understanding of the role of law in shaping socio-
technical futures but also offers insights into how diverse
stakeholders navigate and influence the legal landscape to
advance their preferred visions of progress and develop-
ment.

3. Co-PRODUCING THE TREN MAYA

The following section sketches the formation and evolution
of two competing sociotechnical imaginaries around the
Tren Maya. In particular, we examine how these imaginar-
ies mobilized social forces in favor of envisioned futures and
how they clashed within and beyond legal arenas. Our analy-
sis builds on previous scholarship that casts the scientific and

27 For a laudable opening of such a debate, see Vanhala 2020.
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technical claims underlying environmental controversies as
contingent upon ingrained values, interests, and political
positions.?® Rather than attempting to adjudicate the verac-
ity of conflicting factual claims, then, we adopt a symmetrical
perspective that addresses these controversies as constructed
through the arguments and assertions of various social ac-
tors.??

Methodologically, we employ a process tracing approach
to investigate how the actions and decisions of various differ-
entially positioned actors resulted in specific discursive and
material outcomes. Following an inductive logic, we collect-
ed and analyzed two main categories of sources: (i) primary
materials, including official statements, communiqués, poli-
cy documents, and stakeholder positions; and (ii) secondary
literature, encompassing academic studies, policy reports,
and technical analyses. Based on this empirical foundation,
we identified and reconstructed the chain of critical deci-
sions and actions that shaped the controversy’s trajectory. As
such, our research benefits from the wealth of empirical at-
tention the Tren Maya has attracted among scholars, journal-
ists, NGOs, consultancies, international organizations, and
activists. While this reliance on openly accessible sources may
introduce some availability bias, the breadth, variety, and tri-
angulation of materials analyzed mitigate such concerns.

The case study is structured around six critical junctures,
with particular attention paid to the emergence of and inter-
actions between two critical imaginaries: the “Fourth Trans-
formation” and the notion of “ecocide.” In line with the co-
productionist idiom, our account juxtaposes technological
and social elements to elucidate the interactions between
these dimensions. Our primary objective is not to unearth
novel details about the Maya Train controversy per se (see,
Appendix: benefits, impacts and irregularities, in the digital

28 Sarewitz 2004; Fischer 2000.
29 Callon, Lascoumes and Barthe 2011.
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version of this article)3?, but rather to offer an alternative
interpretation that unmasks its concomitant sociotechnical
imaginaries and provides insights into the processes through
which this large-scale infrastructure project becomes legiti-
mized and contested.

3.1 Developmental Dreams and the “Fourth Transformation”

The tropical climate and fertile land of the Mexican Yucatan
peninsula have long ignited the infrastructural imagination.
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the government
of Porfirio Diaz erected an extensive rail network in the re-
gion to support the booming sisal (henequén) industry (an
agave species mainly used to produce fiber). Industrialized
agricultural production—-most of the henequén fibers were
exported to Europe-had disastrous effects on the rich local
ecosystems. Biodiverse primary forests were logged to make
space for monoculture plantations and transport corridors.
Meanwhile, the economic benefits of this boom accrued
mostly to landowners of European descent and brought little
prosperity to most of the local Indigenous population. In-
deed, the encroachment of plantations on Indigenous land
sparked the so-called Caste War between 1847 and 1901,
when independent Mayan communities revolted against the
influx of and exploitation by Hispanic settlers. During that
war, the existing rails were also used to transport Mexican
army troops and weapons.3!

Ultimately, during the mid-twentieth century, demand
for henequén was displaced by plastic materials, the planta-
tions disappeared, and the railway infrastructure slowly fell
into disrepair. From the 1970s onwards, the peninsula grad-

30 The Appendix to this article is available in the corresponding is-
sue and article of the electronic version of the journal: https://forointer-
nacional.colmex.mx/index.php/fi/index

31 For a detailed account of this history, see Wells 1992.
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ually developed a tourism-centered economy built around
Yucatan’s unique ecosystems, pristine beaches, and rich cul-
tural heritage. To boost the growing tourism sector in one of
Mexico’s poorest regions, various politicians have proposed
new rail projects over the years that would connect the re-
gion’s cities with its beaches and cultural sites. In 2012, the
administration of Enrique Pena Nieto (2012-2018) revealed
plans to build a “trans-peninsular” train across Yucatan, but
the proposal was quietly dropped amidst budget shortfalls.3?

In 2018, a month after his election, Pena Nieto’s succes-
sor, President Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador (also known
by his acronym AMLO), announced another attempt at
revamping Yucatan’s infrastructure: the Tren Maya. The
proposed megaproject foresaw the construction of roughly
1,500 km of railroad tracks, subdivided into seven sections
across five Mexican states (Chiapas, Tabasco, Campeche, Yu-
catan, and Quintana Roo) and was initially expected to cost
between USD 6 and 9 billion, more than three quarters of
which was to be raised from the private sector. It was also
conceived to connect with other major regional infrastruc-
ture projects, such as a railway across the Isthmus of Tehu-
antepec, projected as an alternative to the Panama Canal.
Although the proposal had not featured in his electoral cam-
paign, it quickly became one of the president-elect’s priority
policies for his upcoming six-year term.33

More specifically, the Tren Maya assumed a crucial place
in the developmental-nationalist imaginary promoted by the
Lopez Obrador government as the “Fourth Transformation”
(“Cuarta Transformacion”).3* The Fourth Transformation—
half political manifesto, half socio-economic development
program—projects a future in which comprehensive, State-
led reindustrialization and national development of critical
infrastructure deliver economic prosperity, reduce the stark

32 De la Rosa 2015.
33 Gobierno de México 2019.
34 Puga Espinosa 2021.
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inequalities plaguing the country, and regenerate the Mexi-
can nation. In an ostentatious claim to historical grandiosity,
the “Fourth” Transformation references three pivotal peri-
ods of disruptive protest and social upheaval in Mexico’s his-
tory—the struggle for independence between 1810 and 1821,
the reform policies and secularization pursued by President
Benito Juarez between 1858 and 1872, and the Mexican Rev-
olution between 1910 and 1920.3

The political regime emerging after the Mexican Revolu-
tion was characterized by the hegemony of the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (Partido Institucional Revolucionario, PRI).
The PRI emanated directly from the years of armed struggle
and embodied revolutionary demands for social justice. This
historical tie to the foundational process of modern Mexico
constituted an important source of legitimacy for the Fourth
Transformation, as did the uneven economic growth and po-
litical stability that the country experienced over much of
the twentieth century. In this context, advances in industri-
alization enabled the formation of new business constituen-
cies linked to the State that benefited from PRI policies pro-
moting economic development. Such State-driven growth,
in turn, lent popular support to the regime by gradually
improving living standards across broad population sectors.
Within this political framework, State investment in large-
scale infrastructure projects (hydroelectric dams, highways,
ports, among others) projected an image of national prog-
ress and technical prowess by the PRI regime. Likewise, it
served as a clientelistic tool and provided leverage for politi-
cal control in times of crisis. Thereby, the economic expan-
sion enabled by the PRI’s model of stabilizing development
functioned both as a validation of its supposed competency
and as a pillar propping up its prolonged grip on power.%6

In the 1980s, the neoliberal shift initiated under Presi-
dent Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) caused the first major

35 Puga Espinosa 2021.
36 Moreno-Brid and Ros 2009.
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schism in PRI history. In response to this change, in 1987,
the party’s Democratic Current faction, which represented
its more nationalist wing and advocated for a more direct
State economic role, broke away from the PRI, alleging that
the neoliberal pivot contradicted longstanding party prin-
ciples on economic policymaking.?” This rupture gave rise
to the most prominent contemporary leftist political fig-
ures such as Cuauhtémoc Cardenas, son of iconic President
Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940), followed later on by Andrés
Manuel Lépez Obrador.

The subsequent administration of Carlos Salinas de Gor-
tari (1988-1994) fully embraced the neoliberal policy trinity
of trade openness, sweeping deregulation, and globalization.
Consequently, it forged ahead with the broad privatization
of State enterprises across strategic sectors such as telecom
and banking; enacted severe budget cuts in areas like public
infrastructure, agriculture subsidies, and industrial develop-
ment; and rolled back the State’s historical function as the
steward of the economy and direct engine of growth and
industrialization.®® This structural overhaul catalyzed a radi-
cal shift in Mexico’s economic model, from one centered on
State-managed entrepreneurship and top-down technologi-
cal upgrading, toward a minimalist role for the State as mar-
ket overseer, regulator, and facilitator of private interests.
Such realignment converged with Latin America’s ascendant
political and economic neoliberal paradigm in that era.

The articulation of the Tren Maya as a centerpiece of the
“Fourth Transformation” thus reveals the multifaceted nature
of sociotechnical imaginaries in the context of infrastructure
megaprojects. By positioning it as a counterproposal to the
neoliberal shift and invoking a past marked by State-driven
growth and expansion, the Fourth Transformation serves as
a powerful tool of “governmentality”®-a State-sponsored

%7 Hernandez Rodriguez 2020.
38 Moreno-Brid and Ros 2009.
39 Foucault 2007.
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imaginary perpetuated through institutional arrangements,
political practices and historical accounts, which posits that
social progress and governability fundamentally relies on na-
tionalist development. As Jasanoff warns, “Such visions, and
the policies built upon them, have the power to influence
technological design, channel public expenditures, and jus-
tify the inclusion or exclusion of citizens with respect to the
benefits of technological progress.”

In this context, the Lopez Obrador administration, by
intertwining the Tren Maya with Mexico’s historical narra-
tive of social transformation, proposed not merely an engi-
neering project but an initiative that would materialize the
resurgence of State-led national progress. This articulation,
inscribed into the National Development Plan 2019-24, es-
tablished symbolic and affective connections with the cultur-
al legacy of post-revolutionary nationalism while delineating
the place that this physical infrastructure would occupy in a
shared future. The government argued that the Tren Maya
would boost national manufacturing and construction indus-
tries, create tens of thousands of jobs, and bring economic
benefits to a part of Mexico still marked by high inequality,
poverty, and social marginalization (see Appendix, Table A.
Benefits of the Project, in the digital version of this article.)*!

As such, the case study illustrates how large-scale infra-
structure projects can transcend a utilitarian cost-benefit
calculus to become tangible embodiments of broader socio-
technical imaginaries, encapsulating aspirations for national
development and societal transformation. However, as will
become clear, the materialization of these imaginaries is in-
herently fraught with challenges, reflecting the politically
charged and contested nature of visions for technological
and social development.

40 Jasanoff and Kim 2009.
4l Gobierno de México 2019.
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3.2 The Planning Process and the Indigenous Consultation

Initially, the “transformational” imaginary constructed
around the Tren Maya enjoyed widespread support. Lopez
Obrador had won the 2018 presidential elections in a land-
slide, and his governing coalition enjoyed a comfortable par-
liamentary majority in the national congress. The President’s
image as a self-stylized “outsider” and “man of the people”
fueled hopes that the Fourth Transformation could mitigate
the poverty afflicting one of Mexico’s most marginalized and
neglected regions. Many residents wanted to give the project
a chance, attracted by hopes of better jobs and economic
opportunities. Business actors, too, welcomed the train as an
auspicious occasion to expand their operations and increase
their revenue. This wave of support allowed the government
to mobilize significant resources in favor of its developmen-
talist vision and downplay the technological, economic, and
legal difficulties that arose during the planning stages.
From a technological perspective, the Tren Maya was
an extremely ambitious venture. Subdivided into seven sec-
tions, it involved refitting 600 km of existing rail tracks be-
tween Palenque and Valladolid (sections 1, 2, and 3) and
building approximately 900 km of new tracks, much of them
in complex, earthquake-prone terrain dominated by dense
vegetation (sections 4, 5, 6 and 7).#> The construction pro-
cess for the new sections required clearing a 60 m wide cor-
ridor through the jungle; condensing the porous, unstable
soil; and laying various layers of foundations for the rails to
rest on. Moreover, bridges, overpasses, touristic infrastruc-
ture, shopping malls, and around 20 train stations had to be
erected. The network further required installing a modern
system of signals and controls as well as electric overhead
lines for almost 700 km of rail. According to initial plans, 75
hybrid diesel-electric train carriages with a carrying capac-
ity of 300-500 persons each would transport over 8000 pas-

42 Gobierno de México, n.d.
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sengers per day at top speeds of 160 km/h—in addition to
increased freight service at maximum speeds of 120 km/h.43

Before the technological intervention could begin, how-
ever, several bureaucratic hurdles needed to be cleared. So-
cial and environmental concerns were raised early on in the
project, since the train passes through Indigenous land and
residential areas around large urban centers, as well as pro-
tected ecological reserves and sites of cultural importance.**
These concerns activated an arsenal of national and interna-
tional laws and regulations requiring comprehensive social
and environmental impact assessments to be conducted, and
prior informed consent to be obtained from affected com-
munities.*> Moreover, it was initially unclear if and to what
extent the proposed public-private funding model would
succeed in attracting sufficient investment, or whether the
project would be economically viable in the mid- to long-
term.*® Despite all these challenges, the government ambi-
tiously scheduled the entire planning and authorization
phase to be completed in less than two years (by 2020) and
for the train to commence operations before the end of the
President’s non-renewable mandate in the summer of 2024.

To make good on these exorbitant promises, the Lopez
Obrador administration elevated the project to become one
of its flagship policies and invested significant amounts of
political and financial capital in its success. Soon after the
project was announced, and still before formally taking of-
fice, President Lopez Obrador privately organized a nation-
wide “citizen consultation” on November 24 and 25, 2018,
in which he subjected ten of his projects—including the Tren
Maya-to a “popular vote”. The Tren Maya was approved by
roughly 90% of respondents, although only less than 1% of
eligible voters participated (the other nine projects each

43 Gobierno de México, n.d.

4 Camara de Diputados (Comision Asuntos Frontera Sur) 2019.
4 “Los 8 requisitos legales...” 2018.

46 Reyna Quiroz 2018.
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passed with more than 90% approval, as well).*” Backed by
this supposed demonstration of popular approval, President
Lopez Obrador symbolically inaugurated the project mere
days after taking office in December 2018 with a Mayan rit-
ual. The responsibility was initially assigned to the National
Tourism Promotion Fund (Fondo Nacional de Fomento al Tur-
ismo, Fonatur), a public institution under the aegis of the
Ministry of Tourism (Secretaria de Turismo, Sectur).

Throughout 2019, Fonatur elaborated detailed plans for
the Tren Maya’s timely development and execution. Since the
agency lacked the expertise and resources to handle a task of
such proportions, however, it relied on external assistance.
In addition to UN-Habitat (the United Nations Human Set-
tlements Programme), which provided technical advice, the
government also contracted a host of private consultancies,
such as PricewaterhouseCoopers, to assess the project’s eco-
nomic, accounting, and legal aspects. During this preparato-
ry phase, the original plans experienced initial changes with
regards to the project’s financing and the exact route of the
train, among other aspects.*8

Interestingly, for all its ambition, the Tren Maya was a
highly opaque project from the outset. While it was praised
by the government as the “most important infrastructure,
socioeconomic development, and tourism project of its six-
year term,”* it was never specified comprehensively in any
single executive document. Feasibility studies and legally
required social and environmental impact assessments were
either lacking entirely or only submitted long after the plan-
ning stage had been concluded. This lack of transparency
and information made it difficult for a larger public to as-
sess the project independently during the preparatory stages
and initially shielded the government from political and le-
gal scrutiny.

47 “Consulta ciudadana de AMLO...”, 2018.
48 De la Rosa and Viazquez 2019.
49 Gobierno de México 2019.
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Yet, not long after the project was announced, observers
began to draw attention to the train’s potential impacts on lo-
cal communities, and in particular the government’s obliga-
tion to obtain the free, prior, and informed consent of affect-
ed Indigenous communities as mandated by the International
Labour Organisation Convention 169 (Indigenous and Tribal
Peoples Convention) as well as by national law.>* To satisfy this
crucial legal requirement, the government hastily set up a re-
gional consultation process. During November and December
2019, 30 assemblies were held in 15 Indigenous regions across
the five affected states. The first round of assemblies was “in-
formative” in character, whereas the second was aimed at “con-
sultation.” As part of the consultative stage, residents of 84
municipalities directly affected by the Tren Maya’s proposed
route were invited to vote on December 14 and 15, 2019. How-
ever, only 100,900 voters, or 3.6% of those eligible, responded
to this appeal, of which 92% approved the project.®!

While the government interpreted these numbers as
unanimous approval and regarded its legal duty as having
been fulfilled, local and international observers heavily criti-
cized the faulty manner in which the entire process had been
carried out.’? As an assessment by the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights in Mexico
noted, the information presented at the regional assemblies
was heavily biased towards the Tren Maya’s positive impacts
and mainly served to confirm the project without significant
modifications; many details, such as the precise trajectory,
were still uncertain; and no social or environmental impact
assessments had been conducted prior to the consultation.>?
The short timeframes, deceptive materials, and outstanding

50 Amnesty International 2018.

51 ASF 2020, 19.

52 For a critique of the consultation procedure in general based on
another Mexican infrastructure project, see Dunlap 2018. See also De
Castro 2019.

53 See OCHCR Mexico 2019. The information material presented to
the communities can be consulted at Gobierno de México s.f. b.
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uncertainties led many Indigenous collectives to boycott a
process they saw as a mere farce to legitimize the Lopez Ob-
rador administration’s political program.

Initial critiques voiced by civil society were all but ignored
by the government. Instead, Fonatur sought to create a man-
date by launching an initial round of project financing and
awarding the first construction contracts in early 2020. With
this step, the Tren Maya became engulfed by a powerful politi-
cal economy with vested interests in the project’s execution.
International investors saw an auspicious opportunity to reap
strong returns, manufacturing companies from around the
world competed for the lucrative construction contracts, and
even business actors with no direct stake in the train’s devel-
opment stood to benefit through lower transportation costs.>*
Ultimately, the construction was entrusted to a host of public
and private, international and Mexican actors (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 1
Map of the Tren Maya’s route,
subdivided into seven sections

Source: Webber and Stott 2021.

54 “El Negocio del Tren Maya...” 2020.
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Hence, at this initial stage there were already flaws in the
developmental dreams and engineering prowess coalescing
around the Fourth Transformation. The project’s planning
and consultation process exposed the complexities inherent-
ly involved in actualizing sociotechnical imaginaries, with re-
mote bureaucracies, technical experts, and economic elites
having to confront the material, political, and socio-cultural
unruliness of specific locales. Significantly, early criticism
arose not so much from the national political debate—domi-
nated by the near-total political hegemony of Lépez Obra-
dor’s governing coalition—but from local and international
spheres. It was primarily Indigenous communities and oth-
er residents on the one hand, and dispersed international
voices on the other, that questioned the government’s ambi-
tious planning and rushed implementation. Simultaneously,
the governmental imaginary became politically embedded
through the enrollment of powerful business actors.

This discrepancy between governmental vision and the
concerns of Indigenous and local communities underscores
the tensions that emerge between dominant imaginaries—of-
ten ideated in faraway offices—and local views rooted in lived
experiences and cultural relationships that unfold in con-
crete places. It also illustrates how planning, information,
and consultation processes, far from being mere technical
exercises, become crucial arenas where predefined visions
of development and progress are privately negotiated and
publicly performed to enhance their legitimacy.

3.3 Construction Commences, Contention Consolidates

In June 2020, construction officially commenced on sections
1, 2, and 3 of the Tren Maya, initiating a series of tangible
interventions including expropriations, demolitions, land
clearing, and deforestation. These material modifications,
coupled with the government’s dismissal of critiques raised
during the planning stages, catalyzed a process of co-produc-
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tion that intensified and consolidated opposing forces (see
Table 1). As the project’s concrete impacts became increas-
ingly apparent, the emerging backlash coalesced around
three primary themes that challenged the dominant socio-
technical imaginary of the Fourth Transformation (see, Ap-
pendix: Table B. Impacts of the Project, in the digital version
of this article).

First, the Tren Maya was denounced for its disproportion-
ate social impact on marginalized Indigenous groups. It was
not just the hastily and superficially conducted consultation
procedure that sparked public outrage. Another critical dis-
pute concerned territorial rights. More than half of the new
constructions occurred on ¢jidos—a type of usufruct right on
communal land granted to peasants by the government that
became widespread after the Mexican Revolution. Initially,
the government proposed to bundle the ¢jidos in a fund to
be traded on the stock exchange, with the ejidatarios becom-
ing shareholders. As this market-based solution would have
required extensive privatization and exposed the ejidatarios
to market fluctuations, the plans were ultimately discarded
in favor of indemnified expropriation. In addition to com-
munal lands, more than 30,000 private households in cities
like Campeche were expropriated, leading to accusations of
forced displacement.’® Indigenous collectives such as the Re-
gional Indigenous and Popular Council of Xpujil (Consejo
Regional Indigena y Popular de Xpujil, CRIPX) also alleged that
the influx of international businesses and mass tourism as
a result of the Tren Maya presents a threat to their cultural
identity and risks destabilizing the social fabric.??

Second, the project affected various sites and artifacts of
historical and cultural value. There are more than 30 pub-
licly accessible archaeological areas located along the train’s
route, some of which (Palenque, Calakmul, and Chichén

5 Torres-Mazuera 2023.
56 Morris 2023.
57 Camargo and Vazquez-Maguirre 2021.
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Itzda) are listed as world heritage sites by UNESCO. The ex-
pected arrival of or increase in mass tourism to sites like
Calakmul raised concerns not only about the sites’ physical
integrity but also surrounding cultural practices. Moreover,
excavations carried out in conjunction with the construction
works brought to light more than 25,000 artifacts, speaking
to the archeological riches buried in adjacent areas and po-
tentially damaged by the train. Although the National In-
stitute of Anthropology and History (INAH) and UNESCO
accompanied the project to minimize its effects, the rush to
conclude works before 2024 allowed little time for detailed
archeological appraisals and impact assessments.’® Further,
the project’s disastrous impacts on the peninsula’s world-fa-
mous underground caves—the cenotes-led Indigenous groups
such as the Assembly of Defenders of the Mayan Territory
Muuch’ Xiinbal (Asamblea de Defensores del Territorio Maya
Muuch’ Xiinbal) to stress the cultural and spiritual impor-
tance of these places in Mayan culture.®

Third and finally, public outcry was fueled by the envi-
ronmental impacts of erecting a massive infrastructure amid
a highly biodiverse and vulnerable ecosystem. Initially, L6pez
Obrador had promised that “not a single tree would be
felled.”® This aspect quickly became central to the contro-
versy, given the need to build new tracks through hundreds
of kilometers of dense rainforest. The project passes through
22 protected natural areas (one of which, the Calakmul Re-
serve, is recognized as a mixed cultural and natural world
heritage site by UNESCO), threatening deforestation, habi-
tat loss, species extinction, noise and chemical pollution, and
water contamination. The affected zones include the second
largest tropical rainforest in Latin America, mangroves, and
coastal dunes on top of a karst topography, whose limestone
rocks have created cenotes that harbor unique forms of life.

58 Ureste 2022.
59 Gémez Duran 2022.
60 Gobierno de México 2018.

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097



FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? xxvii

Although the precise effects will likely become apparent only
in the years to come, it is estimated that over 9 million trees
have already been cut and an area of more than 6,000 hect-
ares deforested.b!

These increasingly tangible social, cultural, and environ-
mental impacts were at odds with the government’s promise
of a better life for all through infrastructural development
and awakened increasing resistance to the Tren Maya. At the
beginning, the resistance was mostly led by local collectives
and Indigenous communities. Although Indigenous com-
munities had generally supported President Lopez Obrador
and had played an important role in his historic election in
2018, relationships quickly soured after the mishandled con-
sultation process and the government’s dismissal of claims
to Indigenous self-governance. Following failed mediation
attempts throughout 2019, the Chiapas-based Zapatista
Army of National Liberation (Ejército Zapatista de Liberacion
Nacional, or EZLN) and the National Indigenous Congress
(Congreso Nacional Indigena) began to actively denounce the
government’s “capitalist megaproject”.? In a December
2019 speech, Zapatista spokesperson Comandante Moisés
vouched to “defend [their territories from the Tren Maya]
to the death, if necessary.”%® Protests took various forms—
from creating leaflets and artistic artifacts (see Figure 2)%* to
landowners and ¢jidatarios refusing to cede their properties,
to activists blocking roads and obstructing constructions.%
Moreover, in November 2020, the CRIPX delivered a peti-
tion with 268,000 signatories—more than twice the number
of those who had approved the project in the 2019 consulta-
tion—asking the government to suspend the Tren Maya.%

61 Kishwari 2023.

62 Castellanos 2019.

63 Mariscal 2020.

64 Gonzilez Austria Noguez 2024, 158-177.

65 Rodriguez Wallenius 2023, 95-113; Greenpeace Mexico 2022b;
Gasparello and Nunez Rodriguez 2021.

66 Méndez 2020.
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FIGURE 2
Poster protesting the Tren Maya

Gran OM & Co. (Kloer). 2019. No al Tren Maya. 60 cm. x 90 cm.
(offset printing).
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With the onset of initial material interventions on the
peninsula, a broader coalition of national and interna-
tional actors began to voice their opposition to the govern-
ment’s plans. In June 2020, more than 150 Mexican civil
society organizations signed a letter to the President that
denounced the project’s various risks and shortcomings in
great detail.t7 Only three months later, a joint communica-
tion by six UN Special Rapporteurs alleged a severe risk of
human rights violations concerning the project and called
upon the government to cease, investigate, and remediate
any such violations.%® International NGOs such as Green-
peace or Salva la Selva/Rettet den Regenwald joined the
struggle and assisted local organizers through petitions,
information campaigns, and fundraising. Protest activities
even occurred abroad, such as when activists sprayed “Stop
Tren Maya” on a Berlin building owned by the German rail-
way corporation Deutsche Bahn, which was involved in the
project’s development.5

The alliance between local and Indigenous collectives on
the one hand and more conventional civil society organiza-
tions on the other was complemented by a host of scientific
experts from the fields of ecology, geology, archeology, and
anthropology. The latter was particularly relevant to contest
the knowledge claims underpinning the Tren Maya’s devel-
opmental imaginary. For instance, in 2022, the collective
Sélvame del Tren was formed as an alliance between resi-
dents and academic experts to document and publicize the
train’s catastrophic impacts on local hydro- and ecosystems.
With the involvement of well-known Mexican intellectuals,
scholars, and even public celebrities such as singer Natalia
Lafourcade, the opposition was able to reach new constitu-
encies among more affluent social classes in urban centers,
many of whom had been suspicious of previous claims to In-

67 See Greenpeace Mexico 2020.
68 OUNHCHR 2020.
9 Blut 2023.
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digenous self-determination and anti-system rhetoric. The
enrollment of epistemic and social elites in the anti-train co-
alition, in turn, elevated critiques of the Tren Maya from a
local grievance to an issue of national political importance.

In sum, the inception of construction work on the Tren
Maya initiated a process of co-production whereby material
changes on the ground not only concretized the dominant
sociotechnical imaginary of the Fourth Transformation
but also furnished the substrate for oppositional claims
and shaped dissident interpretive frameworks regarding
the project’s societal role. The project’s tangible impacts
on local environments and communities transmuted ab-
stract critiques into concrete problems spanning territorial
rights, cultural heritage, and environmental degradation.
This concretization not only bolstered the claims of local
opposition groups but also broadened and diversified criti-
cal voices to encompass scientific experts, multilateral insti-
tutions, and international NGOs (see Table 1). The enroll-
ment of such elites enabled the project’s contestation on
technical grounds and augmented the public visibility of its
local implications.
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As the emergence of a broad coalition against the Tren
Maya shows, the sociotechnical imaginaries constructed
around large infrastructure projects are inherently fragile
and open to contestation. Their materialization concretiz-
es dominant developmentalist visions but also catalyzes the
formation and consolidation of opposition and dissident
perspectives. The tensions between dominant imaginaries
and local realities that emerge during the implementation
of megaprojects are not merely articulated within different
epistemic and political communities, however. They are also
mediated through a set of institutional structures with deci-
sive implications for the resolution (or transformation) of
infrastructural controversies.

3.4 Mobilizing the Law

With the consolidation and diversification of resistance in the
wake of the first construction-related interventions, the Tren
Maya grew in political salience from a local problem to an
issue of national or even international proportions. In 2021,
the governing coalition incurred some losses in the midterm
elections, and the first signs of resistance against the project
began to form within the Mexican Congress of the Union.
Sélvame del Tren, in particular, managed to set the topic on
the agenda of the parliamentary opposition, first within the
Senate and later within the Chamber of Deputies.”
However, this strategy faced significant challenges from
the start. The opposition parties, which were predominantly
aligned to the right of Lépez Obrador’s governing coalition,
were an unlikely ally for the anti-train coalition. These con-
servative parties had historically shown little sympathy for
the political demands of environmental activists and Indig-
enous collectives. Furthermore, they had been involved in
pushing similar infrastructure projects in past administra-

70 Garcia 2022.

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097



FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? XXXV

tions or at the state level.”! As a result, their parliamentary
criticism was limited to specific aspects of the project, such as
its exorbitant costs. Moreover, the government’s comfortable
majority prevented any legislative intervention in the execu-
tive branch’s project, highlighting the limitations of the op-
position’s influence.

Other federal organs, such as the Superior Court of Au-
ditors of the Federation (Auditoria Superior de la Federacion)™
also attempted to rein in the government’s fervor but lacked
participatory avenues as well as the mandate to dispel the
Fourth Transformation. Political resistance at the state level
was similarly futile, since Mexico’s federal presidential sys-
tem granted the executive branch wide-ranging powers over
national infrastructure. International organizations such
as the United Nations Special Rapporteurs voiced legal
concerns, but their distance from local circumstances and
lack of enforcement powers failed to influence the project.
The impasse in the political sphere accorded increasing
significance to the judiciary in an attempt by the resistance
to locate new institutional spaces to give credence to their
epistemic critiques of and political disagreements with the
Fourth Transformation.

Almost simultaneously with the commencement of con-
struction, the first legal challenges started pouring into state
and federal courts (see Appendix: Table C. Irregularities and
Controversies, in the digital version of the article). These
lawsuits benefited from the dense tapestry of rules and stan-
dards governing the execution of infrastructure projects. On
paper, the Mexican legal system features a progressive canon
of environmental and human rights protections. Mexico is
party to most relevant international conventions, including
the Convention on Biological Diversity, the UN Framework

71 See, for instance, the dominant role of the PRI in instigating the
modernist-developmentalist policies of the twentieth century, as descri-
bed in section 3.1.

72 ASF 2020.
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Convention on Climate Change—including the Kyoto Proto-
col and Paris Agreement—, the World Heritage Convention,
the American Convention on Human Rights, and the recent-
ly concluded Escazi Agreement on Access to Information,
Public Participation and Justice in Environmental Matters
in Latin America and the Caribbean.” In addition to inter-
national commitments, the Mexican Constitution contains
multiple articles dealing with environmental protection, the
rights of Indigenous people, and individual human rights.
Environmental protections are implemented through the
comprehensive General Law of Ecological Equilibrium and
Environmental Protection of 1988 and have been further
strengthened in a strand of environmental rulings by the
Mexican judiciary and the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights over the past decade.”

Next to substantive provisions dealing with the protec-
tion of environmental, Indigenous, and human rights, Mex-
ico’s legal system also contains a powerful procedural tool
to remedy these rights—the amparo. The amparo is a consti-
tutional legal instrument that allows individual citizens and
collectives to file a lawsuit before the federal judiciary if the
State has violated its fundamental rights, granting broad
rules of standing—any natural or legal person with a “legiti-
mate interest,” whether individual or collective, can bring a
claim. If successful, the tribunal seized can compel public
authorities to implement comprehensive injunctive or reme-
dial measures. While the amparo has been criticized for its
procedural inaccessibility,” it remains an unrivaled sword
for experienced litigators and individuals with access to com-
petent legal expertise.

73 The Escazi Agreement, which imposes stringent transparency
and participation obligations on governmental authorities, did not come
into effect until April 2021. Its impact on litigative practice in the Tren
Maya controversy and elsewhere thus remains to be seen.

74 Revuelta Vaquero 2022, 111-143.

5 Pou Giménez 2014.
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Between 2020 and 2023, dozens of amparos were brought
against various aspects of the Tren Maya. Some of these were
filed by Indigenous collectives who alleged that the faulty con-
sultation procedure clearly violated the participation rights
enshrined in Article 2 of the Mexican Constitution as well as
in international treaties. Others hailed from environmental-
ists and civil society organizations like the Centro Mexicano de
Derecho Ambiental (CEMDA) denouncing violations of the
constitutional right to a clean and healthy environment. Atleast
one suit mentioned Indigenous people’s right to health, which
was alleged to be threatened by works on the train continuing
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent risk
of outside workers infecting vulnerable local communities. Yet
another class of complaints—this one predominantly brought
by urban dwellers along the route-relied on the right to prop-
erty and the prohibition of forced displacement.”®

Besides rights-based claims, many amparos also alleged
widespread violations of administrative rules and procedures.
Legislation such as the 2018 Federal Sustainable Forest Devel-
opment Law requires the government to conduct and approve
detailed environmental impact assessments (Manifestaciones de
Impacto Ambiental, MIA) before making any interventions. To
comply with this requirement, the first MIA for sections 1 to
3 was published by the Ministry of Environment (Secretaria de
Medio Ambiente, Semarnat) in June 2020 and approved in De-
cember 2020; the MIAs for sections 4 and 5 were presented
in August 2021 and May 2022, respectively, and approved by
Semarnat in August 2022; and the MIAs for the ecologically
most vulnerable sections 6 and 7 were published in August
2022 and approved only one month later by the Ministry of
Defense (Secreteria de Defensa Nacional, Sedena). Environmen-
tal associations such as Greenpeace and the Regional Council
of Xpujil (Consejo Regional de Xpujil) criticized this process as
deeply flawed, however, alleging that the assessments omitted
crucial information and included false statements. Moreover,

76 Bonilla Padilla 2023.
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the public consultation requirements mandated by legal reg-
ulations were barely met. Non-governmental organizations
were occasionally given only a few days or weeks to revise hun-
dreds of pages of technical documents and submit their ob-
servations.”” To complete the picture, construction work had
often commenced long before the publication of the relevant
MIAs. In the face of such blatant disregard for established
norms and obligations, several of these lawsuits resulted in
legal victories. At the bequest of judicial authorities, construc-
tion works on different sections of the Tren Maya were repeat-
edly suspended between 2020 and 2023.

Taken together, the legal mobilization against the Tren
Maya demonstrates the pivotal role that law and courts as-
sume in the co-production of infrastructure projects. Be-
yond adjudicating concrete disputes between conflicting
perspectives, judicial venues can serve as a crucial forum to
contest and (de-legitimize) dominant sociotechnical imagi-
naries and their proposals for shared development and fu-
ture. Petitioning the courts thus constituted a fruitful strate-
gy to scrutinize the claims of expertise underlying the Fourth
Transformation through the external normative framework
provided by law. On a practical level, the legal actions re-
sulted in a flood of injunctions that temporarily halted con-
struction work. More significantly, however, the judicial pro-
ceedings confirmed violations of the rights of Indigenous
communities and affected residents, as well as transgressions
of environmental norms and established evaluation and con-
sultation procedures. In this way, litigation conferred juridi-
cal legitimacy upon the opponents’ claims and critiques.

Yet shifting the controversy onto legal terrain ultimately
proved insufficient to undermine the powerful imaginary
produced and propelled by the government. To begin with,
the technical language of administrative prescriptions and
the inaccessibility of legal arenas and modalities to outsiders
circumscribed the scope of litigation strategies to a relatively

77 Greenpeace Mexico 2022a.
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small circle of legal elites. Furthermore, the limited nature
of the amparo system meant that only select aspects of the
project could be challenged, rather than the broader vision
enshrined in the Tren Maya as a whole. Finally, many of the
legal provisions in question focused on procedural obliga-
tions and risk assessments —such as whether the government
had undertaken diligent efforts to mitigate negative adverse
or whether the MIAs had been conducted in a timely man-
ner-rather than on their material outcomes. This procedur-
al focus enabled the government to comply with the letter
of the law by implementing additional safeguards without
abandoning its larger developmentalist vision or addressing
the broader socio-environmental implications of the project.

Paradoxically, then, the judicial interventions also al-
lowed the government to address, albeit partially, the proj-
ect’s impacts and criticisms, mediate with opposition groups,
and formally restore the project’s legal legitimacy in the col-
lective imaginary. This dynamic exemplifies the intrinsic ten-
sions in deploying legal mechanisms to challenge dominant
imaginaries: While they provide a space for contestation,
they simultaneously offer avenues for reaffirming and adapt-
ing these imaginaries within existing legal frameworks.

3.5 Militarization and Securitization

Soon after construction commenced, the government began
to perceive the burgeoning public and legal resistance to the
project as a threat to the Fourth Transformation’s overall suc-
cess. Rather than address substantial criticisms, it adopted a
militarization strategy that framed the Tren Maya as a secu-
rity issue. From 2020 onwards, Lépez Obrador’s administra-
tion gradually transferred the project’s responsibility from
Fonatur to the Defense Ministry, or Sedena. This process was
completed in September 2023 when the Tren Maya corpora-
tion was officially subsumed under Sedena, which has since
then been in charge of the project’s entire construction, op-
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eration, and commercial exploitation. The government jus-
tified this step as an anti-corruption and anti-privatization
measure, but critics feared that the move served to further
strengthen the power of the military—which had already been
putin charge of other pivotal infrastructure projects, such as
Mexico City’s Felipe Angeles Airport—and to intimidate dis-
sident voices.”®

The governmental response to the legal backlash shows a
similar strategy of escalation. While the authorities initially de-
fended their projects in court, they soon began to appeal un-
favorable sentences in order to delay their coming into effect.
Eventually, they ignored rulings altogether, continuing con-
struction work in clear violation of judicial instructions. More-
over, in late 2021, the Lopez Obrador administration officially
declared the Tren Maya a “national security” issue in order to
shield it from further judicial scrutiny. This move-heavily criti-
cized by civil society actors—allowed the government to take
legal and bureaucratic shortcuts and to release even less infor-
mation to the public. After the Mexican Supreme Court de-
nounced the government’s act as unconstitutional, President
Lopez Obrador accused the judiciary of a “technical coup
d’etat” that sought to “neutralize the executive branch.””

The escalating conflict with large swaths of civil society
and the judiciary branch increasingly threatened to derail
the Tren Maya’s timely completion. To ensure the full real-
ization of its flagship project, the government attempted to
mobilize additional imaginative resources and swing public
discourse in its favor—fully aware that the project continued
to enjoy substantial support among business actors and a
majority of Yucatdn’s residents.®” In a memorable press con-
ference in August 2020, President Lopez Obrador accused
civil society organizations of being steered by “neoliberal”
foreign powers and “exposed” donations they had received

78 Centeno 2022.
79 Carrillo 2023.
80 Kishwari 2023.
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from international foundations.8! As journalistic investiga-
tions later revealed, Sedena actively monitored the Zapatista
Army of National Liberation to prevent attacks against the
train’s infrastructure.8? Meanwhile, the construction process
continued relentlessly, bolstered by a social media campaign
under the hashtag #subetealtren. As the project neared its fi-
nal stretch, the government additionally launched a further
USD 13 million publicity campaign in August 2023 to pro-
mote the project more widely (see Figure 3).8

The first part of the new route between Campeche and
Cancun was officially inaugurated in December 2023, while
the remaining sections are currently projected to be in oper-
ation by late 2024. Ultimately, the project’s costs rose from a
projected USD 9 billion®* to USD 27 billion,® that is, roughly
three times the initially envisaged amount. Contrary to ear-
lier plans of mixed investment, this sum was paid entirely out
of the public pocket.

FIGURE 3
Tren Maya Advertisement in the Mexico City Metro

Photo: Daniel Bertram.

81 Cedillo 2020.

82 Garcia 2022.

83 Fonatur 2023.

84 Efectos sociales del Tren Maya 2020.
85 De la Rosa 2023.
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The militarization and securitization of the Tren Maya
reveal another tension between the constraining effects of
liberal legal safeguards and the exercise of executive power.
Though politically and legally controversial, the govern-
ment’s actions were supported by legal mechanisms that
shielded the Tren Maya from further scrutiny, reminiscent
of Carl Schmitt and Giorgio Agamben’s reflections on the
“state of exception” where the law is applied by being dis-
applied.8® By legally requalifying its flagship infrastructure
project as a national security issue,’” the administration of
Lopez Obrador effectively suspended legal regulations re-
lated to the disclosure of public information, institution-
al procedures, and even the jurisdiction of the judiciary
branch.

Through the lens of sociotechnical imaginaries, these ac-
tions illustrate the government’s determination to safeguard
the vision of the future embodied in the Fourth Transforma-
tion. Only by resorting to a logic of exceptionalism was it
able to surmount institutional and social obstacles and en-
sure the project’s materialization by the end of Lopez Ob-
rador’s term in 2024. However, this strategy had unforeseen
consequences for the Tren Maya’s co-productive dynamics.
As an exercise of power intended to produce a specific re-
ality, it simultaneously galvanized opposition and generated
new forms of resistance, exemplifying the complex interplay
between dominant imaginaries and emergent counter-nar-
ratives. Faced with closing institutional and legal avenues to
challenge the Fourth Transformation and an increasingly
aggressive countermobilization, opponents were compelled
to resort to spaces and vocabularies that transcended estab-
lished institutional and legal structures.

86 Schmitt 1921; Agamben 2003.

87 In fact, related infrastructure projects such as the airport of Palen-
que in the state of Chiapas were also included in the government’s de-
cree.
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3.6 Re-Imagining the Tren Maya as Ecocide

By the summer of 2022, the progress of conventional legal
mobilization efforts to stall the project and the government’s
exceptionalist and militarization tactics left the opposition
movement scrambling for alternative means to counter the
governmental vision and its ongoing materialization. While
the Tren Maya continued to be discussed critically on nation-
al media—partly due to the public disapproval of the govern-
ment’s claims voiced by various Mexican celebrities—execu-
tive, legislative, and judicial interventions to stop the project
had, by and large, lost their bite.

In this context, the Indigenous community organization
Asamblea Defensores del Territorio Maya Muuch’ Xiinbal
and the Mexican NGO Consejo Civil Mexicano para la Sil-
vicultura Sostenible decided to launch an appeal to the In-
ternational Rights of Nature Tribunal (IRNT) in June 2022.
Both organizations had participated in regular litigation
before the Mexican courts with growing disappointment.
The IRNT, by contrast, seemed to offer an alternative to the
formal Mexican court system that would allow the claimants
to retain the symbolism and normative authority of the law
without the restraints imposed by the amparo mechanism.

Founded in 2014 by the transnational Global Alliance
for the Rights of Nature, a network of various organizations
committed to promoting eco-centric legal reforms that rec-
ognize the inherent rights of nature, the IRNT is not a per-
manent judiciary body but an ad-hoc civil society initiative.
It draws inspiration from a long tradition of citizen tribunals
held by public intellectuals in order to provide a forum to
disseminate marginalized visions of law and justice.®® Previ-
ous iterations of the IRNT had focused on cases in Chile,
Peru, and Ecuador with similar profiles to that of the Tren
Maya—extractive industries and developmental projects that
had sparked socio-environmental controversies and affected

88 Krever 2023.
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Indigenous communities in particular. Upon inspecting the
Mexican complaint, the IRNT Secretariat (run by GARN)
decided to take up the Tren Maya as its tenth case.

While embracing a culture of legal formalism as a pre-
ferred mode of mediating the conflicting visions manifesting
around the Tren Maya, the IRNT differed significantly from
the official court system. For starters, there was little doubt
about the Tribunal’s ideological affinities. Over the past de-
cade, GARN has grown into a major international player on
the “deep green” side of the environmentalist spectrum, hav-
ing successfully advocated for legal reforms in several coun-
tries, from Ecuador to Bolivia and New Zealand. As such, de-
spite the appearance of a neutral judicial process, the point
of the Tribunal was to elevate the profile of an eco-centric
legal paradigm and its application to real-world scenarios.
Moreover, since the government declined an invitation to
participate in the proceedings, the traditional adversarial dy-
namic between claimant/prosecutor and defendant was re-
placed by a unilateral process in which the opposition could
voice its concerns uncontested.

The IRNT’s composition and procedure, moreover,
stood in stark contrast to the federal judicial system. To gen-
erate publicity and legitimacy, GARN had involved various
academic experts and intellectuals from Mexico and abroad.
Jorge Fernandez Mendiburu, an academic and experienced
human rights lawyer, was appointed the “Land Prosecutor.”
Another Mexican academic and outspoken critic of the Tren
Maya, Giovanna Gasparello, acted as lead plaintiff. The Tri-
bunal itself was composed of five judges: Maristella Svampa,
Argentinian sociologist and activist; Raul Vera Lopez, a Mexi-
can friar known for his social justice activism; Yaku Pérez, an
Ecuadorian politician and Indigenous rights activist; Fran-
cesco Martone, a former member of the Italian Senate, and
Alberto Saldamando, a Chicano lawyer based in the US.

To assess the claims raised by the Tren Maya protestors,
the Tribunal organized an extensive in-person hearing in the
city of Valladolid from March 9 to 12, 2023. During this hear-
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ing, the judges visited three communities directly affected
by the Tren Maya, inspected the ongoing construction work,
and heard the testimonies of 22 representatives from Indig-
enous collectives and scientific bodies. Next to GARN and
the Assamblea Defensores del Territorio Maya Muuch’ Xiin-
bal and the Mexican NGO Consejo Civil Mexicano para la
Silvicultura Sostenible, the Tribunal also invited other NGOs
such as Sélvame del Tren and Cenotes Urbanos to contribute
their expertise and perspectives. Crucially, the testimonies
provided were not only drawn from institutionalized scien-
tific methodologies but also from ancestral knowledge and
lived experience.? For instance, a Maya woman lamented
that the project was destroying the habitat of medicinal
plants and had strongly polarized the Indigenous commu-
nity, resulting in an increase in violence.?’ Through this par-
ticipatory exercise, the Tribunal not only managed to involve
a wide variety of actors in the proceedings but also allowed
diverse epistemic traditions to contribute to the legal evalu-
ation. The hearings thus differed strongly from the perfor-
mative governmental consultations and the highly limited
participatory spaces of the traditional courts.

As a final element, the Tribunal assessed the information
presented not exclusively against the normative backdrop
of positive Mexican and international laws, drawing on a far
more comprehensive range of normative materials. One cru-
cial instrument in this regard was the Universal Declaration
of the Rights of Mother Earth, a non-binding civil society dec-
laration adopted at the World People’s Conference on Cli-
mate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth in Cochabam-
ba, Bolivia, in April 2010. The Tribunal further considered
legal developments in other jurisdictions that recognized the
rights of nature, such as Bolivia, Colombia, and Ecuador.”!

89 A recording of the testimonies is available at GARN 2023.

90 TRNT 2023, 26.

91 IRNT n.d., 3. See also Kotzé and Villavicencio Calzadilla 2017,
401-403; Boyd 2017; O’Donnell, Poelina, Pelizzon and Clark 2020, 403-
427.
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The recourse to these and other normative registers—includ-
ing the “Wild Law” notion pioneered by South African jurist
Cormac Cullinan®?-led the judges to embrace a much more
eco-centric outlook than could be derived from existing and
applicable legal canons. While the verdict took note of the
amparos decided by and pending before the Mexican judi-
ciary, it directly criticized the seized courts’ “restrictive” inter-
pretations of environmental protection and justice.”®> Cham-
pioning the normativity harbored among the various actors
opposing the Tren Maya and privileging them over positive
Mexican law, the Tribunal repudiated the normative force of
the State-sanctioned rules and institutions that had thus far
proved unable to challenge the Fourth Transformation.

In July 2023, the Tribunal handed down a comprehen-
sive seventy-five-page sentence,’® which carefully reviewed
the charges brought in light of the evidence presented. The
judges ultimately found that the Mexican government’s ac-
tions not only violated the rights of nature and the “biocul-
tural” rights of the Maya people but that these transgressions
also amounted to “crimes of ecocide and ethnocide.”® In
doing so, the verdict not only managed to confirm and be-
stow institutional legitimacy upon the dissidents’ claims of
knowledge and normative orientations but also unified and
reconfigured these diverse perspectives around an alterna-
tive interpretive framework. As such, the IRNT’s interven-
tion can be read as a crucial turning point in the Tren Maya’s
sociotechnical co-production.

Throughout the project’s preparation and execution, re-
sistance was focused not solely on disagreements over the

92 Cullinan 2011.

93 IRNT n.d., 44-45.

94 IRNT n.d.

9 IRNT n.d., 204. The IRNT is not the first citizens’ tribunal to push
the ecocide envelope. Another tribunal organized (not by GARN) to
scrutinize the environmental practice of the chemical producer Monsan-
to (now Bayer) in 2018 came to a similar conclusion, although the con-
text of that case was a different one. MacCarrick and Maogoto 2018.
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project’s expected costs and benefits and their fair distri-
bution. Indigenous groups, in particular, rejected the very
identity of the Tren Maya, arguing that it was neither a train
nor was it Maya.?® They highlighted that the project was
more than a simple transport scheme—it was closely linked
to expanding airports, wind and solar power installations,
shopping centers, and even agricultural development pro-
grams. As such, the Tren Maya symbolized and heralded a
radical change in the lives of Yucatdn’s inhabitants.?” Critics
feared this development would lead to overtourism, gentrifi-
cation, economic inequalities, and ultimately, a loss of social
cohesion and cultural belonging. In other words, it threat-
ened the essence of Indigenous identity. Indigenous opposi-
tion was thus not merely political-relating to the distribution
of costs and benefits—or even epistemological-disputing the
claims of knowledge underlying the Tren Maya—in charac-
ter. Instead, it extended to an ontological level, rejecting the
forms of life authorized and prioritized by the government’s
envisioned future.”®

The avenues available to challenge the Fourth Transfor-
mation, however, including the federal courts, only allowed
select aspects of the infrastructure project to be attacked,
thus preventing the emergence of a unified alternative imag-
inary that could do justice to the ontological proportions of
the opposition’s critiques. Against this dearth of imaginative
engagement, the Tribunal’s “ethno-/ecocide” pronounce-
ment provided a powerful instrument to join the project’s
material impacts with normative visions of desired futures.
This was particularly true for the “ecocide” finding, which
resonated better with environmentalist organizations than
the seemingly human-centric accusation of “ethnocide”. As
one of the witnesses appearing before the Tribunal, Indig-

9 Capote 2021.
97 Gonzalez Austria Noguez 2024.
98 Giraldo 2022.
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enous lawyer and researcher Francisco Lopez Barcenas,”

explained:

Another manifest effect of the Tren Maya is ecocide, expressed
through the violation of Indigenous peoples’ right to their ter-
ritory and the natural goods existing therein. As presented in
the testimonies we have heard, Indigenous people do not dis-
tinguish between society and nature. This is a distinction im-
posed upon us by capitalist modernity to convert our natural
goods into merchandise. On the contrary, Indigenous peoples
understand themselves as being part of nature and consider
the Earth their mother. They do not use her as a resource but
maintain reciprocal relationships with her.!%

Ecocide hence served as a discursive hook to re-envision the
Tren Maya as a criminal enterprise aimed at eliminating lo-
cal forms of knowledge, social organization, and convivial
futures. The penal aesthetic conjured by the analogy to the
widely prohibited crimes of genocide, homicide, or femini-
cide configured a criminal framework that positioned the
government as an outlaw and renegade. This condemnatory
narrative differed substantially from the cold and complex
technicalities that had characterized previous legal mobiliza-
tion efforts.

At the same time, the Tribunal’s verdict connected lo-
cal struggles against the Tren Maya to longstanding, transna-
tional academic and policy debates among lawyers, criminol-
ogists, and public intellectuals over the scope and definition
of the ecocide concept.!%! In fact, the past decade has seen a
steep rise in interest in the term as both an analytical tool and
a legal category. Activists and legal experts around the Stop
Ecocide International campaign, for instance, have managed
to place the criminalization of ecocide on the agenda of vari-

99 IRNT 2023, 27.
100 TIDN 2023, 28.
101" See, e.g., Lindgren 2018; Crook, Short and South 2018.
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ous national and international institutions such as the Euro-
pean Union.!?2 Although the judges did not explicitly refer-
ence these current and prior engagements with ecocide, the
concept’s application in the context of the Tren Maya also
served to concretize such abstract debates and ground them
in the experiences of local stakeholders.

The ecocide verdict thus established claims to justice that
derived legitimacy from a grassroots level-through the inter-
active and participatory process of the Tribunal’s hearing—as
well as from transnational debates in academic and policy
spheres. By extending its roots into these diverse communi-
ties and basing itself in the material conditions on the ground
as reported and inspected by the Tribunal itself, the con-
cept of ecocide managed to condense, at least partially, the
claims of various opposition groups and was consequently en-
dorsed and reproduced by an extensive and heterogeneous
network of dissident actors and groups. Framing the Tren
Maya as an ecocide not only offered a novel interpretation of
this infrastructure as a criminal enterprise but also sowed the
seeds of an alternative vision for the region’s future. This vi-
sion rejected the project’s implications for the environment,
local communities, and their relationship with nature in ways
that conventional legal arguments had failed to articulate.

Starting with the Tribunal’s verdict, the ecocide imagi-
nary became widely distributed through Mexican and in-
ternational media and was taken up by protest actors. For
instance, the collective Sélvame del Tren began to frame
the Tren Maya as an ecocide in on-site protests and external
communications.'? The Tribunal’s verdict was also signed
by “honorary judges” with national and international re-
nown, including former Mexican Supreme Court Judge José
Ramén Cossio Diaz or actor Gael Garcia Bernal. Perhaps
even more astonishing, a mere four days after the IRNT ver-
dict, a congresswoman from the opposition party PRI intro-

102 Bertram 2024.
103 “Ecocidio del Tren Maya...” 2023.
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duced a bill seeking to add ecocide to the federal criminal
code.!”* Suddenly a ubiquitous feature of the Tren Maya
controversy, the ecocide label succeeded in capturing public
interest and imagination as a recalcitrant challenge to the
Fourth Transformation at large.

Unsurprisingly, the military refused to respect the con-
struction ban imposed by the IRNT—just like it ignored the
injunctions issued by federal courts—and relentlessly contin-
ued construction work. Despite its inability to put a halt to
the Fourth Transformation’s material embodiment, however,
the ecocide imaginary managed to bridge different symbolic
and material facts in a cohesive framework and establish it-
self as a powerful and relatively stable reference point in the
Tren Maya controversy. In doing so, it reshuffled the protest
practices on the ground and allowed new alliances to form.
While ecocide did not fully replace the Fourth Transforma-
tion as a dominant expression of infrastructural futures, it
contested its legitimacy and laid out a localized alternative
built around environmental justice, self-government, post-
development ideas, and socio-environmental conviviality.

The dynamics engendered by the IRNT demonstrate that
appealing to State institutions is neither necessary for, nor
necessarily conducive to, the contestation of dominant so-
ciotechnical imaginaries. Even civil society-led initiatives like
citizen tribunals may spur the collective imagination if they
ground their legitimacy in a broad participatory process and
retain at least a symbolic cloak of institutional authority. In
contrast to the epistemically and politically constrained spac-
es of formal legal fora, the Tribunal allowed protest actors
to freely formulate their claims and visions. These expres-
sions were then unified and connected to legal and norma-
tive categories through the Tribunal’s judgment. The Tren
Maya is thus also illustrative of the shifting terrain on which
infrastructural conflicts are being fought. Finally, the IRNT’s
“ecocide” findings and its subsequent proliferation also illus-

104" Camara de Diputados, LXV Legislatura 2023.
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trate how processes of international norm diffusion interact
with and concretize in local struggles. While the concept of
ecocide was discussed at a relatively high level and gained
little traction among various social actors in Mexico before
the Tribunal was held, the Tren Maya controversy gave ab-
stract definitional debates a concrete meaning and catalyzed
its development in a national context.

6. CONCLUSION

The Tren Maya case offers a revealing prism to examine the
complex interplay between imagined futures, material reali-
ties, and legal processes in the context of controversial mega-
projects in Latin America. Our analysis illuminates how these
elements co-produce one another, shaping the development
and contestation of large-scale infrastructures in ways that
challenge conventional conceptions of progress, wellbeing,
and environmental justice.

First and foremost, the Tren Maya vividly exemplifies the
dynamic and contested nature of sociotechnical imaginaries.
Initially conceived as an emblem of the “Fourth Transfor-
mation,” the project embodied a nationalist-developmental
imaginary that promised not only economic progress and
regional revitalization but also a profound transformation
of social and economic relations in the Yucatan Peninsula.
This utopian vision materialized in ambitious plans to con-
struct 1,500 kilometers of railway, traversing five Mexican
states and connecting major tourist hubs and archaeologi-
cal sites. It was never a universally shared vision, however.
From early on, local communities rejected and resisted the
future projected by the Fourth Transformation. This oppo-
sition intensified after the government failed to involve lo-
cal voices in the design and planning stages, its increasingly
authoritarian handling of critique and judicial challenges,
and its militarization tactics. As the project neared comple-
tion, the dispersed and diverse protest narratives gave way to
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a powerful counter-imaginary that reframed the train as an
“ecocidal” enterprise. As a result, this emergent understand-
ing challenged the dominant vision while imbuing the Tren
Maya with new signifiers of imposition, irreparable loss, and
struggles that redefined its place in social and natural orders
in a way that fundamentally altered the basis of its legitimacy.
The genesis and consolidation of this “ecocide” imagi-
nary is particularly revealing of the co-production processes
at play. Rather than emerging simply as a discursive reaction
to governmental propaganda, it formed through close inter-
action with the project’s material realities and the social and
legal mobilizations these engendered. The tangible impacts
of the Tren Maya—from deforestation in protected areas to
discovering archaeological sites during excavations—pro-
vided the empirical and symbolic substrate for articulating
this counter-imaginary. For instance, the felling of millions
of trees in the Mayan jungle, in direct contradiction to the
government’s initial promises that “not a single tree would
be felled,” became a powerful symbol of the ecological dam-
age associated with the project. Similarly, the alteration of
cenotes and underground water systems raised not only envi-
ronmental concerns but also touched deep cultural chords,
given the spiritual importance of these sites for Mayan com-
munities. As such, the legitimacy of the “ecocide” imaginary
was constructed through the interplay between scientific
knowledge, community activism, and legal processes. Scien-
tific and environmental groups provided technical evidence
of the project’s ecological impacts, while Indigenous and lo-
cal communities contributed first-hand testimonies about
the threats posed to their territories and ways of life. This
convergence of expert and local knowledge was crucial in
shaping and lending credibility to the counter-imaginary.
Crucially, our study illuminates the central role of legal
institutions and processes in this co-production dynamic.
Courts, environmental impact assessments, and even alterna-
tive forums such as the IRNT emerged as crucial arenas where
these imaginaries competed and were reconfigured. The se-
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ries of amparos (constitutional challenges) filed against vari-
ous aspects of the Tren Maya illustrates how the legal system
became a battleground for these competing imaginaries. Each
legal claim questioned technical or procedural aspects of the
project while implicitly suggesting an underlying alternative
vision that remained only partially articulated. For instance,
the amparos alleging violations of Indigenous consultation
rights sought to enforce a legal obligation and, simultane-
ously, affirmed an understanding of participatory governance
and respect for Indigenous self-determination. The govern-
ment’s response to these legal challenges, including declaring
the Tren Maya as a matter of “national security,” reveals an-
other crucial aspect of the co-production of imaginaries. This
legal maneuver aimed to shield the project from judicial and
public scrutiny and, in doing so, reinforced a particular un-
derstanding of national development in which infrastructure
megaprojects are conceived as strategic imperatives, supersed-
ing environmental considerations or local rights. Thus, far
from being a mere arbiter, the law revealed itself as an active
site for the co-production of imagined sociotechnical futures.

The central role of legal institutions and processes in
the co-production of sociotechnical imaginaries has thus far
remained understudied in both conceptual and empirical
terms. While previous research focused on the political and
discursive contestations evolving around imaginaries, our
analysis demonstrates how law and judicial institutions con-
stitute an active sphere to articulate, legitimize, and trans-
form imagined futures. In other words, these spaces assume
their own dynamic, at least partially separate from, e.g., party
politics or media discourse. The legal battles surrounding
the Tren Maya were not mere reflections of pre-existing con-
flicts but active arenas for the co-production of competing
imaginaries. Environmental impact assessment processes,
Indigenous consultations, and constitutional litigation not
only mediated between opposing visions but also provided
the languages and frameworks through which these imagi-
naries took shape and gained or lost legitimacy.
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One critical insight to underline is the pivotal role of
marginalized actors, especially Indigenous communities, in
using legal mechanisms to challenge dominant imaginaries.
The Tren Maya case vividly demonstrates how these groups
are not merely passive recipients of technical and political
decisions but actors engaged in the co-production of alterna-
tive imaginaries. Their ability to navigate between different
legal systems—national and international, formal and infor-
mal-and translate their worldviews into legal language re-
veals new dimensions of political agency in the era of mega-
projects. For example, Mayan communities’ appeal to the
IRNT was not primarily aimed at scoring a (symbolic) legal
victory but at generating an institutional space to enact a
possible socio-material reality grounded on Indigenous con-
ceptions of the relationship between humanity and nature.
This legal “forum shopping” act demonstrates how marginal-
ized actors can creatively leverage pluralistic legal structures
to give voice to their visions of the future.

Extrapolating to the current (geo)political context char-
acterized by a revival of large-scale public infrastructure proj-
ects as a method of consolidating the legitimacy and power
of the Nation-State, our study offers valuable insights into the
interaction between development discourses, environmental
concerns, and legal processes in the Global South. Although
the Tren Maya controversy is specific to contemporary Mex-
ico in many ways, it exemplifies the broader tensions inher-
ent in pursuing economic growth in the context of growing
environmental awareness and recognition of Indigenous
rights. How these imperatives were mediated through legal
and political processes offers important lessons for other
contexts where similar megaprojects are underway.

Specifically, our case study illuminates the intersection
between sociotechnical imaginaries and emerging notions of
environmental law and justice. The articulation of the Tren
Maya as an act of “ecocide” and a violation of “biocultural
rights” was not merely a rhetorical strategy but an attempt
to redefine the legal and ethical parameters within which
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infrastructure projects are evaluated. This discursive move
challenged the anthropocentric bases of conventional legal
systems and aligns with ongoing eco-centric law reform ef-
forts worldwide, from the growing recognition of the “rights
of nature” to the criminalization of “ecocide.” As such, the
Tren Maya shows how evolving international norms crystal-
lize around and are concretized in specific locales and strug-
gles.

The above analysis also provides important insights into
how the legitimacy of megaprojects is negotiated in contexts
of high biocultural diversity. The Tren Maya demonstrates
that legitimacy is not simply derived from nominal compli-
ance with legal procedures but involves a continuous and
multi-scalar negotiation of meanings, values, and future vi-
sions. Doing so suggests the need to rethink infrastructure
planning and governance processes to accommodate this
complexity. As such, the Tren Maya raises fundamental ques-
tions about the nature of both technical and plebiscitary de-
mocracy in the Anthropocene era.

First, it reveals the limitations of traditional consultation
and participation processes when dealing with large-scale
projects with long-term and wide-ranging ecological impacts.
The controversy surrounding the Indigenous consultation il-
lustrates this issue: Although it formally complied with le-
gal requirements, it was widely criticized for its superficiality
and lack of adequate information. Second, the government’s
widely publicized reliance on alleged majority support—main-
ly impersonal, detached, and distilled through surveys—for
distant development visions and their abstract benefits shows
how a thin understanding of plebiscitary democracy can be
instrumentalized as a popular mandate to advance large-scale
projects. In the case of the Tren Maya, this mandate was used
to impose a dominant vision and justify overlooking the ap-
preciations, desires, and rights of people and communities
who will directly experience these transformations and their
consequences. Finally, the emergence of alternative forums,
such as the IRNT, hints at the potential for more creative and
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fluid forms of citizen participation and public deliberation
in shaping technological futures. These unorthodox insti-
tutional innovations offer ample opportunities to articulate
and legitimize alternative imaginaries that may be excluded
and marginalized in more conventional institutional spaces,
potentially bridging the gap between abstract majoritarian
support and technocratic rationale on the one hand, and
experiential/situated knowledge on the other.

Ultimately, the Tren Maya invites us to fundamentally re-
think how we conceive, plan, and execute infrastructure proj-
ects in a world of rapid sociotechnical and normative change.
It challenges us to imagine new transformations that reconcile
aspirations for greater collective welfare with environmental
protection and respect for local worldviews and sensitivities.
For policymakers and project planners, our study emphasizes
the importance of adequately recognizing and incorporating
the multiplicity of views from the initial stages of the project,
seeing legal processes not as obstacles but as opportunities
for dialogue and co-creation, and developing more flexible
and adaptive mechanisms for infrastructure governance. The
Tren Maya reminds us that megaprojects are not mere en-
gineering exercises but profound interventions in complex
socio-ecological systems. Navigating the stakes and tensions
inherent in these projects requires a new paradigm of gover-
nance that is more inclusive, adaptable, and sensitive to the
diversity of visions that shape our societies. Only then can we
aspire to build infrastructures that are not only technically
sound but also socially just and environmentally sustainable.

REFERENCES

AGAMBEN, Giorgio. 2003. Lo Stato di Eccezione. Turin: Bollati Borin-
ghieri.

Amnesty International. 2018. “Mexico: Authorities Must Obtain
Free, Prior and Informed Consent for ‘Mayan Train’ from In-
digenous Peoples Who Could Be Affected”. Amnesty Interna-

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097



FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? Ivii

tional, 14 November 2018. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/
news/2018/11/mexico-el-tren-maya-debe-contar-con-consen-
timiento-libre-previo-e-informado-de-los-pueblos-indigenas-que-
pudieran-ser-afectados-2/

ANDERSON, Benedict. 1983. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the
Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London: Verso.

Auditoria Superior de la Federacién (asr). 2020. Grupo Funcional
de Desarrollo Economico. 2020. Fondo Nacional de Fomento al
Turismo: efectos sociales del Proyecto Tren Maya. https://www.asf.
gob.mx/Trans/Informes/IR2019c/Documentos/
Auditorias/2019_1385_a.pdf

BARANDIARAN, Javiera. 2019. “Lithium and Development Imagi-
naries in Chile, Argentina and Bolivia”. World Development, 113:
381-391. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2018.09.019

BERTRAM, Daniel. 2024. “Ecocide a la Bruxelloise”. Verfassungsblog.
March 9, 2024. https://verfassungsblog.de/ecocide-a-la-brux-
elloise/

Brut, Tanja. 2023. “Iren Maya: Activistas se Responsabilizan de
Ataque en Berlin”. Deutsche Welle, August 1, 2023. https://www.
dw.com/es/tren-maya-activistas-se-responsabilizan-de-ataque-
en-berl%C3%ADn/a-66412119

BoGOJEVIC, Sanja & Mimi Zou. 2021. “Making Infrastructure ‘Vis-
ible’ in Environmental Law: The Belt and Road Initiative and
Climate Change Friction”. Transnational Environmental Law,
10(1): 35-56. https://doi.org/10.1017/s2047102520000278

BoNiLLA PADILLA, David A. 2023. “Judicializaciéon de la Politica y
Megaproyectos en México: El Papel de los Jueces frente a la
Movilizacion Legal contra el Tren Maya”. Ratio Juris UNAULA,
18(36): 169-194. https://doi.org/10.24142 /raju.vl8n36a9

Boyp, David R. 2017. The Rights of Nature: A Legal Revolution That
Could Save the World. Toronto: ECW Press.

CALLON, Michel, Pierre LascouMes & Yannick BARTHE. 2011. Act-
ing in an Uncertain World: An Essay on Technical Democracy. Trans-
lation by Graham Burchell. Boston: MIT Press.

Camara de Diputados (Comisiéon Asuntos Frontera Sur). 2019. “Fi-
cha Técnica del Tren Maya: Aspectos Legislativos, Ambien-
tales, Econémicos, y Socio-Culturales”. September 2019.

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/11/mexico-el-tren-maya-debe-contar-con-consentimiento-libre-previo-e-informado-de-los-pueblos-indigenas-que-pudieran-ser-afectados-2/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/11/mexico-el-tren-maya-debe-contar-con-consentimiento-libre-previo-e-informado-de-los-pueblos-indigenas-que-pudieran-ser-afectados-2/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/11/mexico-el-tren-maya-debe-contar-con-consentimiento-libre-previo-e-informado-de-los-pueblos-indigenas-que-pudieran-ser-afectados-2/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/11/mexico-el-tren-maya-debe-contar-con-consentimiento-libre-previo-e-informado-de-los-pueblos-indigenas-que-pudieran-ser-afectados-2/
https://verfassungsblog.de/ecocide-a-la-bruxelloise/
https://verfassungsblog.de/ecocide-a-la-bruxelloise/
https://www.dw.com/es/tren-maya-activistas-se-responsabilizan-de-ataque-en-berl%C3%ADn/a-66412119
https://www.dw.com/es/tren-maya-activistas-se-responsabilizan-de-ataque-en-berl%C3%ADn/a-66412119
https://www.dw.com/es/tren-maya-activistas-se-responsabilizan-de-ataque-en-berl%C3%ADn/a-66412119
https://doi.org/10.1017/s2047102520000278

Iviii DANIEL BERTRAM AND NAIN MARTINEZ FILXIV4

Camara de Diputados. 2023. “Impulsan Reforma Legal para In-
cluir la Figura del Ecocidio y Sancionarlo hasta con 15 anos de
Prision”. Press Bulletin No. 4723. July 30, 2023, https://comu-
nicacionsocial.diputados.gob.mx/index.php/boletines/-im-
pulsan-reforma-legal-para-incluir-la-figura-del-ecocidio-y-san-
cionarlo-hasta-con-15-a-os-de-prision

CAMARGO, Blanca A. & Mario VAzZQUEZ-MAGUIRRE. 2021. “Human-
ism, Dignity and Indigenous Justice: The Mayan Train Mega-
project, Mexico”. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 29(3): 1-20.
https://doi.org/10.1080,/09669582.2020.1758707

CAPOTE, Nieves. 2021. “Selva la Selva, El Tren Maya: Ni Tren, Ni
Maya”. Otros Mundos A.C., July 2021. https://www.salvalaselva.
org/files/es/FOLLETOTRENMAYA.pdf

CARRILLO, Emmanuel. 2023. “AMLO Acusa a la SC]N de Pretend-
er un ‘Golpe de Estado Técnico’ por Detener Obras Prioritar-
ias”. Forbes México. May 29, 2023. https://www.forbes.com.mx/
amlo-acusa-a-la-scjn-de-pretender-un-golpe-de-estado-tecnico-
por-detener-obras-prioritarias/

CASTELLANOS, Laura. 2019. “La Guerra de los Pueblos Indigenas
contra el Tren Maya ya Comenzé en México”. The Washington
Post, December 16, 2019. https://www.washingtonpost.com/
es/post-opinion/2019/12/16/la-guerra-de-los-pueblos-indi-
genas-contra-el-tren-maya-ya-comenzo-en-mexico

CepiLLo, Juan A. 2020. “Fundaciones Extranjeras Financian
Oposicion al Tren Maya, Acusa AMLO”. Proceso, August 28,
2020.  https://www.proceso.com.mx/nacional /2020/8/28/
fundaciones-extranjeras-financian-oposicion-al-tren-maya-acu-
sa-amlo-248452.html

CENTENO, Ramoén 1. 2022. “;Coémo Entender La Militarizacion de
México En La Presidencia de AMLO?” LSE Latin America and
Caribbean Blog. November 17 2022. https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/
latamcaribbean/2022/11/17/militarizacion-mexico-presi-
dencia-amlo/

“Consulta ciudadana de AMLO: dan a conocer los resultados del
referéndum sobre el Tren Maya y otros 9 proyectos de Lopez
Obrador”. BBC News Mundo, November 16, 2018. https://www.
bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-46350407

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://comunicacionsocial.diputados.gob.mx/index.php/boletines/-impulsan-reforma-legal-para-incluir-la-figura-del-ecocidio-y-sancionarlo-hasta-con-15-a-os-de-prision
https://comunicacionsocial.diputados.gob.mx/index.php/boletines/-impulsan-reforma-legal-para-incluir-la-figura-del-ecocidio-y-sancionarlo-hasta-con-15-a-os-de-prision
https://comunicacionsocial.diputados.gob.mx/index.php/boletines/-impulsan-reforma-legal-para-incluir-la-figura-del-ecocidio-y-sancionarlo-hasta-con-15-a-os-de-prision
https://comunicacionsocial.diputados.gob.mx/index.php/boletines/-impulsan-reforma-legal-para-incluir-la-figura-del-ecocidio-y-sancionarlo-hasta-con-15-a-os-de-prision
https://www.salvalaselva.org/files/es/FOLLETOTRENMAYA.pdf
https://www.salvalaselva.org/files/es/FOLLETOTRENMAYA.pdf
https://www.forbes.com.mx/amlo-acusa-a-la-scjn-de-pretender-un-golpe-de-estado-tecnico-por-detener-obras-prioritarias/
https://www.forbes.com.mx/amlo-acusa-a-la-scjn-de-pretender-un-golpe-de-estado-tecnico-por-detener-obras-prioritarias/
https://www.forbes.com.mx/amlo-acusa-a-la-scjn-de-pretender-un-golpe-de-estado-tecnico-por-detener-obras-prioritarias/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/Es/Post-Opinion/2019/12/16/La-Guerra-De-Los-Pueblos-Indigenas-Contra-El-Tren-Maya-Ya-Comenzo-En-Mexico/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/Es/Post-Opinion/2019/12/16/La-Guerra-De-Los-Pueblos-Indigenas-Contra-El-Tren-Maya-Ya-Comenzo-En-Mexico/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/Es/Post-Opinion/2019/12/16/La-Guerra-De-Los-Pueblos-Indigenas-Contra-El-Tren-Maya-Ya-Comenzo-En-Mexico/
https://www.proceso.com.mx/nacional/2020/8/28/fundaciones-extranjeras-financian-oposicion-al-tren-maya-acusa-amlo-248452.html
https://www.proceso.com.mx/nacional/2020/8/28/fundaciones-extranjeras-financian-oposicion-al-tren-maya-acusa-amlo-248452.html
https://www.proceso.com.mx/nacional/2020/8/28/fundaciones-extranjeras-financian-oposicion-al-tren-maya-acusa-amlo-248452.html
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2022/11/17/militarizacion-mexico-presidencia-amlo/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2022/11/17/militarizacion-mexico-presidencia-amlo/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2022/11/17/militarizacion-mexico-presidencia-amlo/
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-46350407
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-46350407

FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? lix

CRrOOK, Martin, Damien SHORT & Nigel SoutH. 2018. “Ecocide,
Genocide, Capitalism and Colonialism: Consequences for In-
digenous Peoples and Glocal Ecosystems Environments”. Theo-
retical Criminology, 22(3): 208-317. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1362480618787176

CuLLINAN, Cormac. 2011. Wild Law: A Manifesto for Earth Justice.
Cape Town: Siber Ink.

De CasTrO, Douglas. 2019. “The Resurgence of Old Forms in the
Exploitation of Natural Resources: The Colonial Ontology of
the Prior Consultation Principle”. Veredas Do Direito, 16(34):
343-365.

DE LA Rosa, Alejandro. 2015. “Proyecto del Tren Transpeninsular
Descarril6 mds de 500 mdp”. El Economista, February 5, 2015.
https:/ /www.eleconomista.com.mx/empresas/Proyecto-del-Tren-
Transpeninsular-descarrilo-mas-de-500-mdp-20150205-0095.html

DE 1A Rosa, Alejandro & Jestus VAzQuEz. 2019. “Fonatur Modifico
el Trazo del Tren Maya; Prevé Ahorrar 7,500 millones de pe-
sos”. El Economista, June 18, 2019. https://www.eleconomista.
com.mx/estados/Fonatur-modifico-el-trazo-del-Tren-Maya-
preve-ahorrar-7500-millones-de-pesos-20190618-0020.html

DE LA Rosa, Yared. 2023. “Costo del Tren Maya Sube, Sube; Sobre-
costo se Prevé en 208%”. Forbes México, September 8, 2023.
https://www.forbes.com.mx/ costo-del-tren-maya-sube-sube-
sobrecosto-se-preve-en-208/

Dunrap, Alexander. 2018. “A Bureaucratic Trap: Free, Prior and
Informed Consent (FPIC) and Wind Energy Development in
Juchitan, Mexico”. Capitalism Nature Socialism, 29(4): 88-108.

“Ecocidio del Tren Maya: la obra requiri6 la tala de mas de 10 mil-
lones de arboles en el sureste de México, dicen activistas”.
2023. Forbes México, October 16, 2023. https://www.forbes.
com.mx/ecocidio-del-tren-maya-la-obra-requirio-la-tala-de-
mas-de-10-millones-de-arboles-en-el-sureste-de-mexico-dicen-
activistas

“El negocio del Tren Maya: Quintana, Slim, BlackRock ganan
mientras pueblos indigenas y comunidades pierden”. 2020.
PoDER, December 3, 2020. https://poderlatam.org/2020/12/

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://doi.org/10.1177/1362480618787176
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362480618787176
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/empresas/Proyecto-del-Tren-Transpeninsular-descarrilo-mas-de-500-mdp-20150205-0095.html
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/empresas/Proyecto-del-Tren-Transpeninsular-descarrilo-mas-de-500-mdp-20150205-0095.html
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/estados/Fonatur-modifico-el-trazo-del-Tren-Maya-preve-ahorrar-7500-millones-de-pesos-20190618-0020.html
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/estados/Fonatur-modifico-el-trazo-del-Tren-Maya-preve-ahorrar-7500-millones-de-pesos-20190618-0020.html
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/estados/Fonatur-modifico-el-trazo-del-Tren-Maya-preve-ahorrar-7500-millones-de-pesos-20190618-0020.html
https://www.forbes.com.mx/costo-del-tren-maya-sube-sube-sobrecosto-se-preve-en-208/
https://www.forbes.com.mx/costo-del-tren-maya-sube-sube-sobrecosto-se-preve-en-208/
https://www.forbes.com.mx/ecocidio-del-tren-maya-la-obra-requirio-la-tala-de-mas-de-10-millones-de-arboles-en-el-sureste-de-mexico-dicen-activistas/
https://www.forbes.com.mx/ecocidio-del-tren-maya-la-obra-requirio-la-tala-de-mas-de-10-millones-de-arboles-en-el-sureste-de-mexico-dicen-activistas/
https://www.forbes.com.mx/ecocidio-del-tren-maya-la-obra-requirio-la-tala-de-mas-de-10-millones-de-arboles-en-el-sureste-de-mexico-dicen-activistas/
https://www.forbes.com.mx/ecocidio-del-tren-maya-la-obra-requirio-la-tala-de-mas-de-10-millones-de-arboles-en-el-sureste-de-mexico-dicen-activistas/

Ix DANIEL BERTRAM AND NAIN MARTINEZ FILXIV4

el-negocio-del-tren-maya-quintana-slim-blackrock-ganan-
mientras-pueblos-indigenas-y-comunidades-pierden

Evrias CARro, Jorge E. 2011. “La masacre obrera de 1928 en la zona
bananera del Magdalena-Colombia: una historia inconclusa”.
Andes, 22. https://doaj.org/article/e3dceb6a2e704db9aa29d-
dball3al471

FISCHER, Frank. 2000. “Science and Politics in Environmental Reg-
ulation: The Polarization of Expertise”. Citizens, Experts, and the
Environment: The Politics of Local Knowledge. Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 89-108. https://doi.org/10.2307 /j.ctvl 1smwd9

FoucauLt, Michel. 2007. Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the
College De France, 1977-78, edited by Michel Senellart. Translat-
ed by Graham Burchell. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

GARcia, Carina. 2022. “‘Si no se Para Tren Maya, Millones no Ten-
dran Agua’, dice ‘Sélvame del Tren’”. Expansion Politica, April
26, 2022. https:/ /politica.expansion.mx/mexi-
co/2022/04/26/si-no-se-para-tren-maya-millones-no-tendran-
agua-dice-selvame-del-tren

GARCIA, Jacobo. 2022. “Del Tren Maya a los Simpatizantes ‘de Apari-
encia Extranjera’: El Asedio Constante de la Sedena a los Zapatis-
tas”. El Pais, October 8, 2022. https://elpais.com/
mexico/2022-10-08/la-obsesion-de-sedena-por-los-zapatistas.html

GARrcia MArRQUEZ, Gabriel. (1967) 2007. Cien Avios de Soledad. Ma-
drid: Alfaguara.

GASPARELLO, Giovanna & Violeta R. NUNEZ Ropricuez. 2021.
Pueblos y Territorios frente al Tren Maya: Escenarios Sociales,
Econdomicos y Culturales. Centro Intradisciplinar para la Investig-
acién de la Recreacion.

GIRALDO, Omar Felipe, ed. 2022. Conflictos entre Mundos: Negacion
de la Alteridad, Diferencia Radical, Ontologia Politica, Mexico City:
El Colegio de la Frontera Sur/Instituto Nacional de Antrop-
ologia e Historia.

GIRAUDO, Maria Eugenia & Jean GRUGEL. 2022. “Imaginaries of
Soy and the Costs of Commodity-led Development: Reflec-
tions from Argentina”. Development and Change, 53 (4): 796-826.
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12714

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://politica.expansion.mx/mexico/2022/04/26/si-no-se-para-tren-maya-millones-no-tendran-agua-dice-selvame-del-tren
https://politica.expansion.mx/mexico/2022/04/26/si-no-se-para-tren-maya-millones-no-tendran-agua-dice-selvame-del-tren
https://politica.expansion.mx/mexico/2022/04/26/si-no-se-para-tren-maya-millones-no-tendran-agua-dice-selvame-del-tren
https://elpais.com/mexico/2022-10-08/la-obsesion-de-sedena-por-los-zapatistas.html
https://elpais.com/mexico/2022-10-08/la-obsesion-de-sedena-por-los-zapatistas.html

FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? Ixi

Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature (GAaRrN). 2023. Tribunal
Local de los Derechos de la Naturaleza: Caso Tren Maya (vid-
€0). YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=cy5m97s8Kds.

Gobierno de México. Secretaria de Gobernacién. n.d. a. Infor-
macion del Proyecto Tren Maya: anexo técnico. Gobierno de Méxi-
co. Secretaria de Gobernacion. Instituto Nacional de los
Pueblos Indigenas. Fondo Nacional de Fomento al Turismo.
Mexico City. https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/
file/513993/TM_ANEXO_TECNICO_VF2__1_.pdf

Gobierno de México. Secretaria de Gobernacion. n.d. b Infor-
macion para las comunidades indigenas sobre el Proyecto Tren Maya.
n.d. https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/
file/530235/TM_Cuadernillo_GO_DIGITAL.pdf

Gobierno de México. Secretaria de Gobernacion. 2018. “Con cer-
emonia indigena dedicada a la madre tierra, presidente Lopez
Obrador inicia trabajos de construccién del Tren Maya”. De-
cember 16, 2018. https://www.gob.mx/presidencia/prensa/
con-ceremonia-indigena-dedicada-a-la-madre-tierra-presiden-
te-lopez-obrador-inicia-trabajos-de-construccion-del-tren-maya

Gobierno de México. Secretaria de Gobernacion. 2019. “Plan Na-
cional de Desarrollo 2019-2024”. Diario Oficial de la Federacion,
April 30, 2019. https://www.dof.gob.mx/nota_detalle.phprco
digo=5565599&fecha=12/07/2019#gsc.tab=0

Gobierno de México, Fondo Nacional de Fomento al Turismo (Fo-
natur). 2023. “Se realizara campana de difusion sobre el Tren
Maya”, August 29, 2023. http://www.gob.mx/fonatur/prensa/
se-realizara-campana-de-difusion-sobre-el-tren-mayaridiom=es

GOMEzZ DURAN, Thelma. 2022. “Iren Maya: ‘Lo Menos que hay es
el Respeto a la Cultura Maya’”. Mongabay, March 27, 2022.
https://es.mongabay.com/2022/03/tren-maya-impactos-am-
bientales-mexico-entrevista-pedro-uc-be/

GoONzZALEZ AUSTRIA NoOGUEz, Liliana. 2024. “Manifestaciones
Artisticas de la Resistencia Maya en Defensa de la Vida”. Revis-
ta Mexicana De Estudios De Los Movimientos Sociales, 8 (1): 158-
177.  https://www.revistamovimientos.mx/ojs/index.php/
movimientos/article/view/352

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/513993/TM_ANEXO_TECNICO_VF2__1_.pdf
https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/513993/TM_ANEXO_TECNICO_VF2__1_.pdf
https://www.gob.mx/presidencia/prensa/con-ceremonia-indigena-dedicada-a-la-madre-tierra-presidente-lopez-obrador-inicia-trabajos-de-construccion-del-tren-maya
https://www.gob.mx/presidencia/prensa/con-ceremonia-indigena-dedicada-a-la-madre-tierra-presidente-lopez-obrador-inicia-trabajos-de-construccion-del-tren-maya
https://www.gob.mx/presidencia/prensa/con-ceremonia-indigena-dedicada-a-la-madre-tierra-presidente-lopez-obrador-inicia-trabajos-de-construccion-del-tren-maya
https://www.dof.gob.mx/nota_detalle.php?codigo=5565599&fecha=12/07/2019
https://www.dof.gob.mx/nota_detalle.php?codigo=5565599&fecha=12/07/2019
http://www.gob.mx/fonatur/prensa/se-realizara-campana-de-difusion-sobre-el-tren-maya?idiom=es
http://www.gob.mx/fonatur/prensa/se-realizara-campana-de-difusion-sobre-el-tren-maya?idiom=es
https://es.mongabay.com/2022/03/tren-maya-impactos-ambientales-mexico-entrevista-pedro-uc-be/
https://es.mongabay.com/2022/03/tren-maya-impactos-ambientales-mexico-entrevista-pedro-uc-be/
https://www.revistamovimientos.mx/ojs/index.php/movimientos/article/view/352
https://www.revistamovimientos.mx/ojs/index.php/movimientos/article/view/352

Ixii DANIEL BERTRAM AND NAIN MARTINEZ FILXIV4

Greenpeace Mexico. 2020. “Comunicado sobre el Proyecto Tren
Maya en el Marco de la Visita Presidencial para su Promocion”.
June 1, 2020. https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-
mexico-stateless/2020/06/4e47bb73-visita-lopez-obrador-co-
municadofinal.pdf

Greenpeace Mexico. 2022a. “El Tren Maya, La MIA y El Poder de
La Gente”. Este Pais, July 5, 2022. https://estepais.com/ambi-
ente/tren-maya-mia-poder-gente/

Greenpeace Mexico. 2022b. “Greenpeace Presenta Analisis Técni-
co de Tramo 6 y 7 del Tren Maya y Concluye que se Pone en
Grave Riesgo a la Selva Maya”. Greenpeace México, September 5,
2022. https://www.greenpeace.org/mexico/noticia/51312/
greenpeace-presenta-analisis-tecnico-de-tramo-6-y-7-del-tren-
maya-y-concluye-que-se-pone-en-grave-riesgo-a-la-selva-maya,/

GUGGANIG, Mascha. 2021. “Hawai’i as a Laboratory Paradise: Diver-
gent Sociotechnical Island Imaginaries”. Science as Culture, 30
(3): 342-366. https://doi.org/10.1080,/09505431.2021.1884217

HERNANDEZ RODRIGUEZ, Rogelio. 2020. “La Persistencia de una
Idea: El Nacionalismo Revolucionario. Del PRI a Lopez Obra-
dor”. Foro Internacional, 60 (2): b501-536. https://doi.
org/10.24201/1.v60i2.2732

Hess, David J. 2015. “Publics as Threats? Integrating Science and
Technology Studies and Social Movement Studies”. Science as
Culture, 24 (1): 69-82. https://doi.org/10.1080,/09505431.201
4.986319

Hess, David J. 2018. “The Anti-Dam Movement in Brazil: Expertise
and Design Conflicts in an Industrial Transition Movement”.
Tapuya: Latin American Science, Technology and Society, 1 (1): 256-
279. https://doi.org/10.1080/25729861.2018.1548160

HomMEs, Lena, Jaime HOOGESTEGER & Rutgerd BoELENS. 2022.
“(Re)Making Hydrosocial Territories: Materializing and Con-
testing Imaginaries and Subjectivities through Hydraulic Infra-
structure”.  Political Geography, 97: 102698. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2022.102698

Jasanorr, Sheila. 2004. “The Idiom of Co-Production”. States of
Knowledge: The Co-Production of Science and the Social Order, edit-
ed by Sheila Jasanoff. London: Routledge, 1-13.

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-mexico-stateless/2020/06/4e47bb73-visita-lopez-obrador-comunicadofinal.pdf
https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-mexico-stateless/2020/06/4e47bb73-visita-lopez-obrador-comunicadofinal.pdf
https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-mexico-stateless/2020/06/4e47bb73-visita-lopez-obrador-comunicadofinal.pdf
https://estepais.com/ambiente/tren-maya-mia-poder-gente/
https://estepais.com/ambiente/tren-maya-mia-poder-gente/
https://www.greenpeace.org/mexico/noticia/51312/greenpeace-presenta-analisis-tecnico-de-tramo-6-y-7-del-tren-maya-y-concluye-que-se-pone-en-grave-riesgo-a-la-selva-maya/
https://www.greenpeace.org/mexico/noticia/51312/greenpeace-presenta-analisis-tecnico-de-tramo-6-y-7-del-tren-maya-y-concluye-que-se-pone-en-grave-riesgo-a-la-selva-maya/
https://www.greenpeace.org/mexico/noticia/51312/greenpeace-presenta-analisis-tecnico-de-tramo-6-y-7-del-tren-maya-y-concluye-que-se-pone-en-grave-riesgo-a-la-selva-maya/

FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? Ixiii

Jasanorr, Sheila. 2015. “Future Imperfect: Science, Technology,
and the Imaginations of Modernity”. Dreamscapes of Modernity:
Sociotechnical Imaginaries and the Fabrication of Power, edited by
Sheila Jasanoff and Sang-Hyun Kim. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

JasaNorr, Sheila & Sang-Hyun Kim. 2009. “Containing the Atom:
Sociotechnical Imaginaries and Nuclear Power in the United
States and South Korea”. Minerva, 47 (2): 119-146. https://
doi.org/10.1007/5s11024-009-9124-4

KATHIRAVELU, Laavanya. 2022. “Infrastructural (In)Justice: Intro-
duction to Special Section ‘Infrastructures of Injustice’: Migra-
tion and Border Mobilities”. Mobilities, 16 (5): 645-655. https://
doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2021.1981546

KINGSBURY, Benedict & Nahuel MaIsLEY. 2021. “Infrastructures
and Laws: Publics and Publicness”. Annual Review of Law and
Social Science, 17: 353-373. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-
lawsocsci-011521-082856

KisHwARtI, Soraya. 2023. “Mexico’s Maya Train is an Environmen-
tal Disaster”. Time Magazine, January 12, 2023. https://time.
com/6245748 /maya-train-tulum-yucatan-indigenous-people-
land/

KotzE, Louis J. & Paola ViLLAVICENCIO CALZADILLA. 2017. “Some-
where between Rhetoric and Reality: Environmental Constitu-
tionalism and the Rights of Nature in Ecuador”. Transnational
Environmental Law, 6 (3): 401-433. https://doi.org/10.1017/
$2047102517000061

KREVER, Tor. 2023. “From Vietnam to Palestine: Peoples’ Tribunals
and the Juridification of Resistance”. Making Endless War, edit-
ed by Brian Cuddy and Victor Kattan. Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 233-261.

LARKIN, Brian. 2013. “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure”.
Annual Review of Anthropology, 42: 327-343. https://doi.
org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155522

LEE, Maria, Lucy NATARAJAN, Simon Lock & Yvonne RypIN. 2018.
“Techniques of Knowing in Administration: Co-Production,
Models, and Conservation Law”. Journal of Law and Society, 45
(3): 427-456. https://doi.org/10.1111/jols. 12122

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://time.com/6245748/maya-train-tulum-yucatan-indigenous-people-land/
https://time.com/6245748/maya-train-tulum-yucatan-indigenous-people-land/
https://time.com/6245748/maya-train-tulum-yucatan-indigenous-people-land/

Ixiv DANIEL BERTRAM AND NAIN MARTINEZ FILXIV4

LINDGREN, Tim. 2017. “Ecocide, Genocide and the Disregard of
Alternative Life-Systems”. The International Journal of Human
Rights 22 (4): 525-549. https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.20
17.1397631

“Los 8 requisitos legales que debe cumplir el Tren Maya”. 2018.
Obras por Expansion, December 14, 2018. https://obras.expan-
sion.mx/infraestructura/2018,/12/14/los-7-requisitos-legales-
que-debe-cumplir-el-tren-maya

MAcCARRICK, Gwynn & Jackson Maocoto. 2018. “The Signifi-
cance of the International Monsanto Tribunal’s Findings with
Respect to the Nascent Crime of Ecocide”. Texas Environmental
Law Journal, 48 (2): 217-237. https://tinyurl.com/m3wf{j9up

MARISCAL, Angeles. 2020. “EZLN Advierte a AMLO: Defenderan
su Territorio contra Megaproyectos”. Pie de Pagina, January 1,
2020. https://piedepagina.mx/ezln-advierte-a-amlo-defend-
eran-su-territorio-contra-megaproyectos/

MENDEZ, Ernesto. 2020. “Mayas de Campeche entregan 268 mil
firmas contra el Tren Maya”. Excélsior, November 25, 2020.
https://www.excelsior.com.mx/nacional/mayas-de-
campeche-entregan-268-mil-firmas-contra-el-tren-ma-
ya/1418751

MORENO-BRID, Juan C. & Jaime Ros. 2009. Development and Growth
in the Mexican Economy: A Historical Perspective. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Morrts, Louise. 2023. “‘A Megaproject of Death’: Fury as Maya
Train Nears Completion in Mexico”. The Guardian, May 23,

2023. https:/ /www.theguardian.com/global-develop-
ment/2023/may/23/fury-as-maya-train-nears-completion-mex-
ico

MUTTER, Amelia & Harald ROHRACHER. 2021. “Competing Trans-
port Futures: Tensions between Imaginaries of Electrification
and Biogas Fuel in Sweden”. Science, Technology, & Human Val-
ues, 47 (1):85-111. https:/ /doi.org/10.1177/0162243921996052

O’DONNELL, ERIN, Anne POELINA, Alessandro PEL1ZZON & Ciristy
CLARK. 2020. “Stop Burying the Lede: The Essential Role of
Indigenous Law(s) in Creating Rights of Nature”. Transnation-

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.2017.1397631
https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.2017.1397631
https://piedepagina.mx/ezln-advierte-a-amlo-defenderan-su-territorio-contra-megaproyectos/
https://piedepagina.mx/ezln-advierte-a-amlo-defenderan-su-territorio-contra-megaproyectos/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/may/23/fury-as-maya-train-nears-completion-mexico
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/may/23/fury-as-maya-train-nears-completion-mexico
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/may/23/fury-as-maya-train-nears-completion-mexico
https://doi.org/10.1177/0162243921996052

FILXIV4 DEVELOPMENT OR ECOCIDE? Ixv

al Environmental Law9 (3): 403-427. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S2047102520000242

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OUNHCHR). 2020. Communication of 21 September
2020, doc. num. AL MEX11.2020. https://spcommreports.
ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunication
File?gld=25562

Picon, Antoine. 2018. “Urban Infrastructure, Imagination and
Politics: from the Networked Metropolis to the Smart City”.
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 42 (2): 263-
275. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12527

Pou GiMmENEZ, Francisca. 2014. “El Nuevo Amparo Mexicano y la
Proteccién de los Derechos: ¢Ni tan Nuevo ni tan Protector?”.
Anuario de Derechos Humanos, 10: 91-103. https://anuariocdh.
uchile.cl/index.php/ADH/article/view/31696

Puca EsriNoOsA, Cristina. 2021. “La Puesta en Escena de la Cuarta
Transformacion”. Estudios Politicos, 53: 13-30. https://doi.
org/10.22201 /fcpys.24484903e.2021.53.79428

REVUELTA VAQUERO, Benjamin. 2022. “La Consolidacion del
Derecho Ambiental en México. Tendencias y Desafios”. Derecho
Global. Estudios sobre Derecho y Justicia, 7 (21): 111-143. https://
doi.org/10.32870/dged;j.v7i21.369

REYNA QUIROZ, Julio. 2018. “Financiamiento, el Principal Obsta-
culo para el Tren Maya”. La Jornada, October 10, 2018. https://
www.jornada.com.mx,/2018,/10/10/economia/027nleco

RopriGUEZ WALLENIUS, Carlos A. 2023. “Proyectos Autonémicos
de las Resistencias Socioambientales contra las Obras de
Infraestructura en el Sureste de México”. Veredas. Revista del
Pensamiento Sociologico, 23 (44): 95-113. https://tinyurl.
com/ 3vwsvh6j

SAREWITZ, Daniel. 2004. “How Science Makes Environmental
Controversies Worse”. Environmental Science & Policy, 7 (5):
385-403. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2004.06.001

Scamitt, Carl. 1921. Die Diktatur: Von den Anfingen des Modernen
Souverdnitatsgedankens bis zum Proletarischen Klassenkampf, Ber-
lin: Duncker & Humblot.

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25562
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25562
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25562
https://www.jornada.com.mx/2018/10/10/economia/027n1eco
https://www.jornada.com.mx/2018/10/10/economia/027n1eco

Ixvi DANIEL BERTRAM AND NAIN MARTINEZ FILXIV4

ScHoLz, Cornelia Stefan SCHAUER & Martin LATZENHOFER. 2022.
“The Emergence of New Ciritical Infrastructures. Is the cov-
ID-19 Pandemic Shifting Our Perspective on What Critical In-
frastructures Are?”. International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction
83:103419. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2022.103419

SovacooL, Benjamin K. & Brent G. BRossMANN. 2013. “Fantastic
Futures and Three American Energy Transitions”. Science as
Culture, 22 (2): 204-212. https://doi.org/10.1080,/09505431.2
013.786999

SovacooL, Benjamin K., Katherine LOVELL & Marie Blanche
TinG. 2018. “Reconfiguration, Contestation, and Decline:
Conceptualizing Mature Large Technical Systems”. Science,
Technology, & Human Values 43 (6): 1066-1097. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0162243918768074

TayLOR, Charles 2003. Modern Social Imaginaries. Durham: Duke
University Press.

TORRES-MAZUERA, Gabriela. 2023. “Dispossession through Land
Titling: Legal Loopholes and Shadow Procedures to Urban-
ized Forestlands in the Yucatan Peninsula”. Journal of Agrarian
Change, 23 (2): 346-364. https://doi.org/10.1111/joac.12520

URESTE, Manu. 2022. “Las Prisas Por Concluir El Tren Maya Po-
nen en Riesgo Miles de Restos Arqueolégicos y Meten Presion
al INAH”. Animal Politico, May 12, 2022. https://animalpoliti-
co.com/2022/05/prisas-tren-maya-riesgos-restos-arqueologi-
cos-inah

VANHALA, Lisa. 2020. “Coproducing the Endangered Polar Bear:
Science, Climate Change, and Legal Mobilization”. Law &
Policy, 42 (2): 105-124. https://doi.org/10.1111/lapo.12144

WEBBER, Jude & Michael StorT. 2021. “‘In Love with Bad Ideas”:
Lopez Obrador Takes Mexico Back to the Future”. Financial
Times, March 23, 2021. https://www.ft.com/content/
b2537ad5-d72e-4b72-885b-01ceb543c253

WELLS, Allen. 1992. “All in the Family: Railroads and Henequen
Monoculture in Porfirian Yucatan”. Hispanic American Histori-
cal Review, 72 (2):159-209. https://doi.org/10.1215/00182168-
72.2.159

Foro Internacional (FI), LXIV, 2024,
nam. 4, cuad. 258, i-Ixvi

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOLI: 10.24201/fi.v64i4.3097


https://animalpolitico.com/2022/05/prisas-tren-maya-riesgos-restos-arqueologicos-inah
https://animalpolitico.com/2022/05/prisas-tren-maya-riesgos-restos-arqueologicos-inah
https://animalpolitico.com/2022/05/prisas-tren-maya-riesgos-restos-arqueologicos-inah
https://www.ft.com/content/b2537ad5-d72e-4b72-885b-01ceb543c253
https://www.ft.com/content/b2537ad5-d72e-4b72-885b-01ceb543c253

