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SUMMARY 

This doctoral thesis examines what industrial-scale wind turbine development really implies ‘on the 

ground.’ Exploring wind energy development in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec region in Oaxaca, Mexico, 

this thesis peers through the marketing of renewable energy companies and provides insight from the 

front lines of wind energy development through the perspective of the partisans of the resistance 

movement fighting to defend their land, sea and cultural integrity. The research presented here, as 

discussed in the introduction, was carried out with a critical disposition towards anthropology. 

Anthropology and all social science research have the potential to be weaponized by the state, national 

and transnational corporate actors. This is especially true in areas of resource extraction and conflict 

where social scientists are frequently employed to gather data and information in areas of social 

contestation as a means to pacify social tensions undermine resistance movements and push through 

the desired policy or development projects. Such collaboration undermines anthropological ethics. 

Anthropologists have near endless institutional support if they work with police, military and resource 

extraction companies in conflict areas, using the low-intensity periods of a conflict zone—‘peace 

times’—as an opportunity to monitor, take notes, collect data and perform the logistics of preemptive 

intelligence gathering on target populations. This was a problem in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, where 

social scientists were used by or worked directly with wind companies to undermine resistance, which 

implies failing to address structural or systemic grievances associated with wind energy development in 

the area. This heightened the local population’s distrust of all researchers, consequently heightening the 

danger for all researchers in contested spaces.  

 The first chapter will provide context by giving a brief history of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec region 

(Istmo), Oaxaca Mexico. Drawing on all of the English literature I could find, I give brief history of the 

Istmo from pre-colonial time to the arrival of the wind turbines. This chapter highlights important events 

from uprisings to land resolutions, patterns of colonial collaboration and negotiation. This includes 

discussing important regional figures like Che Gomez and General Heliodro Castro Charis, development 

projects such as the Benito Juárez Dam as well as the emergence of The Isthmus Coalition of Workers, 

Peasants, and Students (COCEI). The intention of this chapter is to provide a brief historical background 

about the political fault lines and dispositions within the Istmo, where now wind energy is the latest 

chapter in this region’s history of negotiating foreign development interventions. 

The second chapter discusses the experience of wind energy development in La Ventosa.  I will show 

that many people in the area felt there was no social or collective benefit from the wind turbine projects 

except for the land owners, political authorities and their associated unions. Instead of (collective) social 

benefits, the wind energy projects brought discomfort to those living close to wind turbines, social 

divisions and a type of rural gentrification in which the arrival of wind energy bureaucrats and workers 

influenced local lifestyles and habits and triggered a rise in land, rent, food and electricity prices. I also 

heard health complaints of nausea, hypertension, insomnia and chronic headaches that resonated 

acutely with other accounts of the controversial wind turbine syndrome. 



This moves to documenting the takeover and resistance to the construction of the Bíi Hioxo wind park 

on the outskirts of the seventh section neighborhood of Juchitán in Chapter three. Here, the chapter 

details the repressive techniques employed by state, private and informal authorities against popular 

opposition to the wind park’s construction on communal land. I explore the use of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 

counterinsurgency techniques to marginalize and pacify resistance to enable the completion of the wind 

park. The chapter then moves to document and discuss the environmental concerns raised by locals 

living and working around the wind park, subsequently concluding that the Bíi Hioxo wind park has 

caused violent social divisions, damaged subsistence and cultural practices with severe consequences 

and implications for Indigenous populations still valuing these relationships in the region. 

The fourth chapter deals with the struggle of Álvaro Obregón to defend the Barra de Santa Teresa from 

wind energy development. This is a story of resistance and its complications, providing a glimpse into 

the reality of wind energy development, but also the complicated micro-politics of land acquisition, 

conflict and unrest faced by a semi-subsistent community. This section begins with a chronology and the 

community’s reasons for rising up against the wind companies and, eventually, the political parties with 

the peaceful takeover of the town hall. I discuss the divisions in the community and the complicated 

relationship between protecting the sea, fighting for autonomy and dealing with attacks from a rival 

faction working with the political parties and wind companies—the constitutionalists or Contras. The 

chapter also relates observations and accounts of the wind turbines construction environmental impact 

in a rare and sensitive ecological zone. The story of my research in the area ends with my decision to 

leave the community because I was being targeted by a hired gun and the town was preparing for the 

possibility of a military siege to force elections on the town. 

The recent attempt by the Mexican state to follow constitutional guidelines to provide the people of the 

Istmo with Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) to further wind energy development is examined in 

chapter five. In November 2014, the first FPIC consultation was called for the Eólica del Sur wind project 

in Juchitán. Lasting eight months, the consultation was responding not only to the UN International 

Labor Organization’s (ILO) convention 169 that Mexico signed in 1990, but also to the widespread 

uprisings against wind energy projects in the region. This chapter begins with a review of FPIC literature, 

followed by sections examining the consultation in Juchitán, its spatial layout, emerging discursive 

positions and the repressive atmosphere. Then I analyze the discursive techniques deployed by the FPIC 

technical committee (TC) which—despite unanswered questions and popular opposition to the wind 

energy project—granted project approval on June 30th, 2015. The chapter concludes that the FPIC 

consultation undermined Indigenous autonomy, reinforcing a context of substantial political and 

economic asymmetry between state, corporate and elite interests and Indigenous fishermen and 

farmers. The consultation reinforced state power while serving as a marketing platform for development 

projects, and created an illusion of real dialogue, negotiation and democratic decision making. 

In the sixth chapter I will argue that wind energy in the Istmo furthers industrial economic processes of 

grabbing Indigenous land and exposing people to the subsequent social and environmental impacts that 

threaten locals’ livelihoods and cultural values, risking the continuation of colonial genocide by wind 

energy. I will outline a definition of colonialism in order to identify the continuation of the colonial 

project and to understand its relationship with wind energy development. Then I will review the 



literature on colonial genocide studies, discussing the relationship between the colony model, bio-

disciplinary power, accumulation by dispossession and the intent inherent in market operations. I will 

show that green market processes in the Istmo are expanding the colonial model and are part of a ‘slow 

industrial genocide’ of cultural and biological diversity in the name of mitigating anthropogenic climate 

change (Huseman and Short, 2012). I will conclude that the environmental destruction entailed in the 

development of renewable energy threatens to go unnoticed in the shadow of methods of extreme 

energy extraction and production, such as processes associated with oil, hydraulic fracturing, coal and 

nuclear energy production.  

The thesis conclusion summarizes my findings and reflects on the rebranding and intensification of 

industrial capitalism with renewable energy technologies in general and wind energy in particular. I 

briefly examine shifts in the technological organization of corporations between the two World Wars, 

describing how these changes in corporate organization allowed the possibility of infinite organizational 

growth and profiteering, which wind energy in particular and renewable energy in general resemble a 

similar technological shift. This is a technological shift that holds the possibility of infinite industrial-

infrastructural and capitalistic expansion across the world. This process of technological change and 

possibility is highly dependent on advances in recycling rare earth minerals and other metals, but new 

changes in promoting industrial sustainability is renewing capitalism and could advance the spreading of 

industrial infrastructure to every corner of the earth. This frames a discussion about resistance from 

environmentalists who narrowly focus on carbon and limit their criticisms to the fossil fuel economy. 

The distinction between fossil fuels and renewable energy is misleading and surreptitious in that wind 

energy requires intensive processes of extreme energy extraction—mining of metals, oil, concrete, 

processing and so on. Concerned citizens and environmental activists limit their critique of industrialism 

to fossil fuels, which manufactures a politics that leaves the structural oppressions embedded in this 

system untouched, and have the possibility of strengthen the industrial system through demands for 

wind energy and other renewable technologies. Problem-solving the fossil fuel economy by uncritically 

pushing for renewable energies, which itself is the product of fossil fuel extractivism, risks intensifying 

the regimes of production, consumption and state control. The end result of affirming the existing 

models of economic development then renews and expands capitalism, conflict and environmental 

destruction—the opposite of the marketing associated with wind energy development. 

 


