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Since the 1950s, the objectives of public policy and the basic vocabulary of govern-
ments and economists have been defined by notions of economic growth, techno-
logical modernization, improvement of the standard of living, and social inclusion.
There has been no other national project stronger than that of turning every coun-
try into a prosperous and democratic society. The aim of this chapter is to show,
through the analysis of land appropriation in Mexico and Central America, that the
strength of the “developmentalist conviction” has historically been contradicted by
reality: rather than development, these regions have experienced “maldevelopment”
(Amin 1990; Tortosa 2009). This text is divided into five sections. First, it provides a
theoretical introduction using the concepts of Plantationocene and environmental
violence as tools to address the issue in question. Second, it examines the differences
between Mexico and Central America in terms of the weight of the state in the ru-
ral sector. Third, it describes the main transformations in land use that occurred in
the region between 1950 and 1980. Fourth, it points out the most important changes
that have taken place since the 1980s, in the context of the rise of neoliberal policies.
Fifth, it considers the role of social and community resistance to the advance of new
forms of mining and agrarian extractivism in the region. Brief conclusions at the
end of the text discuss the importance of these tendencies for the understanding of
the Anthropocene and its impacts on land-use in the region.

Plantationocene and Environmental Violence

This chapter replaces the concept of land use with that of land appropriation to refer
to the changes that have occurred in the territories of Mexico and Central America
since the post-war period. The category land use, although obviously functional to
describe this process, carries the risk of making invisible the power relations that
at different scales have been behind the territorial transformations experienced in
this region since 1950. Rather than the result of a territorial lottery, the spatial dom-
inance of monoculture in the countries under study - to cite just one example —



386

From 1950 to the Present

should be understood as a dynamic of land, technology, and resource appropria-
tion by elites and other social actors. The action of these groups, through the mar-
ket, state policies, repression, or assassination, has led to the marginalization of the
poorest populations, their labor exploitation, their displacement to other regions
and countries, as well as their condemnation to marginal lands.

The concept of land appropriation places our analysis in the context of the
current debate on the so-called Plantationocene. As is well known, the discussion
around the Anthropocene has opened the door to the creation of alternative notions
and narratives that adjust, as well as broaden, the semantic scope of the term. The
most well-known has emerged around the Capitalocene, which defines modern
times as an era dominated by the market, industry, and the pursuit of profit through
the exploitation of human labor as well as the extraction of natural resources (Moore
2017; Moore 2018). Recently, the concept of Plantationocene has been proposed, un-
derstood as the transformation of agricultural areas, pastures and forests into
monoculture and extractive plantations, using slave or controlled labor under some
kind of coercion that uproots individuals from their places of origin (Haraway 2015:
162). According to Haraway, there is some consensus in understanding that the
colonial plantation system has been one of the foundations of the modern, mecha-
nized, energy-hungry industrial system. As Wolford suggests, the plantation, that
is, large-scale, export-oriented agriculture dependent on forced labor, has played a
determinant role in the formation of modernity through the expansion of Western
power in the Americas, Asia, and Africa. The concept of Plantationocene pinpoints
the racialized component behind the systems of production and social relations that
marked the origin of capitalism in the modern world, further describing its effects
on the simplification of landscapes, as well as on the transcontinental movement of
people, plants, and species (Wolford 2021: 1622-23).

Although the original term refers, strictly speaking, to the slave (and post-slave)
plantation economy, some authors have reinterpreted the plantation in light of the
contemporary monoculture boom in the tropics. Thus, for example, for Wang and
Xu, in their study of sugarcane production in Guangxi province, southern China, the
Plantationocene refers to the existence of plantations as a predominant form of pro-
duction, characterized by large-scale monoculture under the control of corporations
through intensive exploitation of labor. According to these authors, these are vast
tracts of land dispossessed from peasants and local communities by transnational
corporations and large landowners, where local inhabitants are displaced or become
wage laborers. Plantations represent simplified landscapes, established through the
alienation of land and labor (Wang and Xu 2022: 2).

Although it is not a specific tool for our analysis, the modern meaning of Plan-
tationocene frames, in the planetary context, the changes that have occurred in the
landscapes of Mexico and Central America since 1950, in five aspects in particular.
First, in the sense that the great devices behind land appropriation and use in the re-
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gion have been linked to the control of land and productive resources, exercised by
the elites, corporate agriculture, and the state. Second, this control has meant the
displacement, expropriation and territorial dispossession of peasant, Indigenous,
and Afro-descendant communities. Third, these processes have led to the formation
of masses of wage-laborers responsible for cultivating and harvesting the produc-
tion on entrepreneurial farms. Fourth, in addition to the above social consequences,
ithas meantahomogenization of agrarian landscapes due to the extension of mono-
culture associated with Green Revolution technology, contributing to deforestation
as well as the loss of biodiversity. Fifth, in the same way, such simplification has led
to the formation of territorial units dependent on a fossil-based energy matrix, with
high consumption levels of chemical inputs that for decades have altered soils and
waters, as well as environmental and human health. In this last sense in particular,
the expressions of the Plantacionocene in the study area have also been linked to the
development of the Toxiconocene, a productive growth sustained by the introduc-
tion of toxic substances to the agricultural activity. In the words of Jason W. Moore
(2016), this is a type of negative value accumulation that not only generates impacts
on the landscape and bodies, but also calls into question the viability of industrial
agriculture in the future.

These processes have occurred, for the most part, upon a framework of violence,
which will be referred to as environmental violence. In recent years, new interpreta-
tions have been made of the relationship between environmental alterations and vi-

»«

olence. This is expressed in notions such as “violent environments,” “environmental

violence,” “slow violence,” and “violence of development”, among others (Peluso and
Watts 2001; Nixon 2011; Mowforth 2014; White 2018; Marcantonio 2022). Although
written with different objectives, these approaches coincide in identifying the exis-
tence of a specifically environmental violence, derived from the various forms of ex-
ploitation of natural resources predominant in capitalism. Environmental violence
can be understood as a set of practices and processes of appropriation of natural
resources that affect the human condition, preventing the satisfaction of the vital
needs of the entire population, hindering the right of access to nature for the poor-
est populations, and in general, affecting the common good through the aggressive
alteration of landscapes. Environmental violence comprises a set of socially con-
structed devices that facilitate the exploitation of resources in favor of a particular
elite or social group. These devices, such as agricultural technology, allow the accu-
mulation and reproduction of capital, while at the same time having narratives that
legitimize their development through the externalization and invisibilization of en-
vironmental consequences.

Environmental violence is not exceptional in that it occurs within a specific
framework of social and power relations, as is the case with other types of violence.
In this sense, environmental violence is part of structural violence. It is distin-
guished by the fact that it arises in the process of the social appropriation of nature,
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expressing itself through critical factors such as resource scarcity, environmental
degradation, inequality, social conflict, environmental injustice and ecological
vulnerability, among others. This is why its marginal impact is greater for the most
disadvantaged groups in society. In summary, the dynamics of land appropriation
in Mexico and Central America since 1950 have been, essentially, a process mediated
by environmental violence.

It is worthwhile to make an observation regarding the exercise of power, state
building, and sovereignty. Despite the similarities in the historical-environmental
processes of Mexico and Central America, it is important to consider the contrast in
the shaping of state policies. While in the case of Central American nations, since
the mid-nineteenth century and throughout the last century, the state had been
characterized by systematic subordination to transnational markets; in Mexico it
was consolidated by a persistent regulatory presence between the 1920s and 1980s.
In general, according to a definition that holds a certain consensus, this chapter
understands the state as the material condensation of power relations, which
are expressed in the capacity for autonomous action of the institutional players
(Poulantzas 1978).

The State as a Major Catalyst of Development Violence (1950-1980)

In Central America, the state was constituted in a subordinate manner to the agro-
export model dependent on the international market, characterized by a concentra-
tion of capital and credit (Pérez-Brignoli 1988; Fonseca Corrales 2013). In the early
twentieth century, the agro-export model shifted from the hegemony of the nine-
teenth-century coffee oligarchies to the expansive presence of transnational com-
panies, a pattern of mono-export and land grabbing whose most visible representa-
tion was the United Fruit Company. Between the 1960s and 1970s, the vulnerability
of the regional economies subjected to the agro-export model became particularly
evident with the crises in international markets and the absence of strong national
states that could provide alternative mechanisms of containment to the exertion of
power from abroad. It was precisely in this decade when the first attempts at pro-
ductive articulation based on the common market were glimpsed (Bulmer-Thomas
1989; Guerra-Borges 1993), although the fragmentation and weakness of the states
in the region has prevailed.

Overall, the state was an architect of territorial transformation in Central Amer-
ica throughout the period under study. Even in agrarian-based economies, the state
acted as a catalyst for the expansion of capital in the rural world, consistently spon-
soring agricultural modernization (Guerra-Borges 1993). To this end, it was essential
to direct investment and credit to the most thriving productive sectors, expanding
the territorial coverage of banking agencies and other state, parastatal or private
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credit systems. Access to this financial capital was necessary to promote the adop-
tion of new cultivation, harvesting, and processing technologies required for mono-
culture production. Due to the growth in the level of investment in this industry, it
was also necessary to create crop insurance systems to protect capital against the
impact of extreme hydro-meteorological events, such as floods and droughts. Such
insurance was backed by public funds and, in general, constituted a hidden subsidy
to the richest producers such as rice growers.

In post-revolutionary Mexico, the new state was constituted through the
creation and unification of diverse institutions, strengthening of the political
bureaucracy, and establishment of protectionist administrative, legal, and fiscal
apparatuses. The official discourse legitimized social demands and sovereignty,
supported by visible public investment in hydraulic and road infrastructure and the
exploitation of subsoil resources. The process of nationalization and state domina-
tion was particularly important in a society whose social pact rested on loopholes
that escaped the control and influence of the market and capital, exemplified by
the ejido, a form of collective land ownership, constitutionally recognized since 1917
(Roux 2005). At different times, either by strengthening the collective ownership
of ejidos and communities — as occurred in the economic cycles of 1934-1940 and
1970-1976 — or by limiting it in favor of individual ownership, as occurred between
1940 and 1970, the Mexican state wielded direct power in a manner that defined the
development process.

From the 1930s until 1980, the state was reorganized from a complex state ap-
paratus and an agrarian regime founded on the patronage of the one-party govern-
ment of the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) — from the perspective of peas-
ants and rural peoples - to large agro-industrial regions with transnational inter-
ests (Urquijo Torres 2017). To this end, it made use of different corporate organiza-
tions, which incorporated the great masses of producers and workers whose subor-
dination was decisive in the design of an authoritarian-corporate model that offered
rights in exchange for political loyalty. This formula of construction and represen-
tation of the Mexican state began its decline in the early 1980s, when it gave up its
hegemonic and sovereign role, in compliance with the structural adjustment and
economic stabilization programs demanded by the International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank.

Transformations in Land Use (1950- 1980)
The Agroexport Boom and Developmental Capitalism in Central America

The second half of the twentieth century in Central America saw the rise of export
agriculture (Pérez-Brignoli and Samper 1994), a process that shaped the social dy-
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namics and the regional landscape. The bonanza was common in coffee and ba-
nanas between the post-war period and the 1970s. Grain production increased even
in countries with a weaker agrarian tradition, such as Honduras and Nicaragua. This
expansion, especially in Costa Rica and El Salvador, occurred thanks to the adoption
of chemical fertilizers and the introduction of high-yield, low-input varieties that
proved to be very productive. The old polyculture coffee plantation gradually gave
way to full sun coffee with controlled shade (Samper 1993). In the case of bananas,
the transportation crisis during World War II and the impact of diseases such as the
Panama Disease, impeded production of the fruit in the region, but it managed to
revitalize itself by the 1950s. Although the Panama Disease led to the relocation of
the crop from the Caribbean to the Pacific, as was the case in Costa Rica, renewed
varieties made it possible to increase yields per hectare by replacing the Gros Michel
variety with Cavendish and Giant Cavendish. In addition, there was an increasing
presence of national producers in the fruit production and marketing chain (Ellis
1983; Lopez 1986; Viales Hurtado 2001).

Cattle raising was another of the dominant activities in the regional landscape.
After the post-war period, Central America became a beef exporting region to the
United States, due to the expansion of the fast-food market in that country. As is well
known, the foot-and-mouth disease quarantine, established by the United States for
South American meat-producing countries, increased the quota for meat exports
from Central America. Under these circumstances and thanks to funds linked to the
Alliance for Progress, national governments promoted the construction of roads and
other public infrastructure works, facilitating the transport of meat to the ports. In
Central America, a modern agribusiness made up of dozens of processing plants
was built with technology and refrigeration systems that ensured the quality and
safety required by the U.S. market. This meant the expansion of pastures at the cost
of forest clearing and the displacement of peasant farms. In other words, the export
of animal protein to rich countries pivoted on the profligate appropriation of plant
tissue by livestock elites (Williams 1985; Edelman 1992; Le6n, Barbosa, and Aguilar
1982; Ledn 2012).

Cotton and sugar cane were other crops characteristic of this agroexport boom.
Central America experienced a brief but impressive cotton boom between 1950
and 1970. Although cultivation has been important since the 1930s in El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Nicaragua, since 1950, the activity has increased dramatically in
agricultural areas, especially in the Pacific. Supported by the government and vari-
ous World Bank programs, cotton was the first “breakthrough” of Green Revolution
technology in the region. In addition to the concentration of production under
large-scale landowners, possibly the most distinctive feature of this expansion
was its dependence on the use of chemical inputs, specifically for pest and disease
control, leading to contamination of water, soil, and human bodies. The expulsion
of Cuban sugarcane from the U.S. market after the Revolution in 1959 led to the
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expansion of Central America’s participation. A higher export quota and rising
prices favored the growth of the cultivated area in the region until at least the
mid-1970s. Irrigation and the increase in milling capacity favored the increase in
production, as well as the introduction of new varieties, especially in the case of
Costa Rica. Sugarcane was also favored after the cotton crisis of the 1970s. Declining
international prices for this product motivated the substitution of many cotton
lands for sugarcane lands, as well as the reuse of mechanical technology in sugar
production (Guerra-Borges 1993).

Maize, beans, and rice showed mixed performances across the board. Maize and
beans prevailed throughout the period as typical peasant crops, concentrated on
hillside lands with degraded soils. Although efforts were made by national and in-
ternational institutions to improve the technological resources, both crops showed
fluctuating trends in production and yields per hectare. An aspect that complicated
their situation, especially in the case of maize, was the growing importation of grain
from the United States through programs such as PL-480 (Public Law 480), which
filled Central American markets with products at subsidized prices, affecting the
competitiveness of local production. Rice was one of the crops where the technology
of the Green Revolution was fully adopted. Located in the Pacific lands of Panama,
Costa Rica, and Nicaragua, it received strong support from the state and interna-
tional organizations for the promotion of technification, as well as for the estab-
lishment of crop insurance systems. This favored the expansion of production from
the 1970s, when new crop varieties were adapted from the International Center for
Tropical Agriculture in Colombia. Rice, unlike maize and beans, was predominantly
produced by agribusinesses, protected by the state and under the control of large
landowners (Picado-Umaia 2013).

In social terms, the extension of pastureland displaced the poorest population,
a circumstance that coffee, sugar cane, and banana producers took advantage of to
employ the masses of landless farmers in harvesting crops and other temporary
jobs. The adoption of Green Revolution technology increased social inequality in
the countryside and favored the migration of the poorest families to the cities. In
the cities, this resulted in the formation of marginal and precarious squatter settle-
ments, lacking public services and located in areas of environmental risk. Industrial
growth, especially important between 1960 and 1970, benefited from this labor force,
although most of it was incorporated into the informal urban economy. In ecolog-
ical terms, beyond the productive dimension, technological modernization created
an environment of toxicity in agroecosystems due to the intensive and uncontrolled
use of agrochemicals; a phenomenon little understood by the agrarian and health
authorities of the time, which in many cases affected the bodies of workers, home-
makers, and even the mother’s milk that nourished infants.

Other processes contributed directly and indirectly to the transformation of
the Central American territory and landscape. The first of these was the so-called
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agrarian reform. With the exception of the reform promoted by Jacobo Arbenz in
Guatemala, as well as that implemented during the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua,
the reforms in Honduras, El Salvador and Costa Rica did not lead to a radical and
direct transformation of the land tenure structure. In these cases, the reforms were
redistributive, as they focused on alleviating the land conflict and its aggravating
factors, and not on attacking the structural causes of the conflict: the unequal
distribution of land between the agrarian elite and the peasantry. In this con-
text, the creation of colonies and peasant settlements was the predominant policy
adopted by the state to avoid expropriation processes that were unacceptable to
large landowners. In general, none of these reforms threatened the land dedicated
to export (Mora Alfaro 1990; FAO 1990).

The other major process was the creation of protected areas. In the midst of
the global debate on tropical deforestation, a hallmark of the 1970s and 1980s, the
formation of national parks became increasingly important in the region (Parsons
1976; Evans 1999). Changes in economic policy in the 1980s and the expansion of the
tourism economy in the following decade solidified the ecological and economic rel-
evance of these conservation areas (Lopez and Granados 2016; Lopez 2020). It is im-
portant to note that, as the case of Costa Rica shows, land policy and conservation
policy often came into conflict, with the precaristas (squatters or landless peasants)
and conservationists as fundamental — and often antagonistic — actors in this drama
(Picado-Umana and Botella-Rodriguez 202.2; Picado-Umafia and Botella-Rodriguez
2023).

The Uneven Development of the Mexican Agricultural Sector

The 19508 marked a boom in Mexico's agricultural sector which, thanks to innova-
tion and government intervention, brought stability to exports and allowed for food
self-sufficiency in basic products. To a large extent, this was the result of the in-
vestment and planning that structured agriculture in the context of World War II
and connected it to the U.S. war economy. On the one hand, protection was pro-
vided to producers of raw materials destined for foreign markets — such as rubber,
guayule, henequen, ixtle, and cotton — and on the other hand, the intensification
of maize and wheat production for domestic consumption was established as a pri-
ority (Torres 1979). The “battle for production,” as this intense period is known, led
to an unequal development of the rural environment that favored producers dedi-
cated to crops that were highly valued in international trade, or to a growing market
of grains for national consumption supported by the incorporation of Green Rev-
olution technology (Fujigaki 2004). The so-called pequefia propiedad (small plot) was
then placed at the center of economic planning, which caused agrarianism to lose
the management of production and the possibility of retaining the political central-
ity with which it was positioned during Cardenismo (Méndez Rojas and Hernandez
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2023). In other words, control of production remained mainly in the hands of busi-
nessmen rather than of ¢jidatarios (De la Pefia and Morales Ibarra 1989).

In line with the incentives conferred by the state, agriculture continued to be
a primary factor in the regional formation of the territory (Bassols Batalla 1992).
Intensive cotton production can be considered as the monoculture farm that best
expresses the terms of this occupation in the northern states, specifically in areas
linked to irrigated agriculture such as the Comarca Lagunera, the valleys of Mexi-
cali, Yaqui, Mayo, Culiacin and El Fuerte, as well as in the districts of Delicias and
Andhuac. In the first cycle of expansion, which took place between the 1930s and
1950s, cotton cultivation led to population growth, urbanization, cultural identifica-
tion and labor organization that was sustained by the economic boom represented
by its transfer to the international market. This also increased the number of produc-
ers in the form of private companies, partnerships with the state and workers’ orga-
nizations that managed their occupation from unions and confederations (Aboites
Aguilar 2013).

The productive integration of the northern part of the country with the rest of
the economy, however, came at the cost of a mercantile dependence on the United
States. It was precisely this factor that caused the million hectares devoted to cotton
to spiral into a strong crisis, when at the beginning of the 1960s the Mexican prod-
uct ceased to be competitive due to the granting of economic support to U.S. pro-
duction and the introduction of dumping. These circumstances were compounded
by other factors that, depending on the area in question, were aligned in different
orders: the fall in the international price of fiber, substitution by synthetic deriva-
tives, soil salinization, soil erosion, the presence of pests, and the indebtedness of
producers (Carrillo Rojas 2013). The result was a 60 percent decrease in total produc-
tion (Aboites Aguilar 2013). In this scenario, corrective measures were undertaken,
such as the promotion of work in the maquiladoras, which proved ineffective in con-
taining the pauperization of inadequately planned cities, the spread of a climate of
violence encouraged by drug trafficking that occupied key areas and an accentuated
migration to the neighboring country (Aboites Aguilar 2018).

The 1970s represented a turning point in agricultural production, as exports
lost momentum due to the fluctuation of international commodity prices and
the protectionist measures adopted by the United States in relation to Mexican
crops, which, in addition to cotton, had an impact on the trade of tomatoes and
some fruits. At the same time, and without being sold in the U.S. market due to
a quarantine imposed in 1914, avocados were consolidated as a monoculture in
the Purépecha plateau in Michoacdn, with the planting of the Hass variety, which
allowed California to emerge as its main producer (Hernindez Fernindez 2021).
The spread of avocado trees led to the replacement of endemic species such as pine
and oak, which was not only encouraged by the profitability of their production,
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but also as a result of a productive diversification strategy on the part of the state
towards coffee-growing areas, such as Apatzingan.

As in the case of cotton, avocado producers made use of the various options
that the state opened up for them, from cooperative organization to the creation
of transnational companies that gained predominance by mobilizing one-fifth of
world production. Despite this, it was the peasants and ejidatarios who were the first
to face the effects of environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, and widening
technological gaps. In fact, these groups were able to enter avocado production until
the 1980s, due to the risky investment involved in starting avocado cultivation and
changing the region’s former forestry vocation (Hernandez Fernandez 2021). These
transformations implied rearticulations in the exercise of power and the uses of vio-
lence that at the local scale determined land management and shaped national pol-
itics by transcending agrarian violence for the properly rural (Piccato 2022). It was
not until 1997 that Michoacan avocados were able to move seasonally to the United
States.

As far as consumer commodities are concerned, it is important to note that the
technology of the Green Revolution, together with a strong investment in research
and education, access to hydraulic works, and orographic conditions conducive to
mechanization allowed the development of specialized wheat agriculture in north-
ern areas of the country, such as Sonora, which enabled the country to achieve self-
sufficiency in the mid-1950s and even generate exportable surpluses (Méndez Ro-
jas: in press). Maize production did not demonstrate growth comparable to that of
wheat, due to the heterogeneity of its producers, the biology of the grain that was
less malleable due to the hybridization technique, and the lack of access to credit for
small producers and ejidatarios (Gutiérrez Nufiez 2017). In spite of this, the trend
of the period shows a transfer of the largest volume of production from rainfed to
irrigated land in the Bajio, central Jalisco, and the Mexico-Toluca-Puebla-Tlaxcala
valleys. By 1970, both wheat and maize reported a drop in productivity and self-suf-
ficiency was lost.

Within the framework of these transformations, livestock farming was shown
to be a stable contributor to the Gross Domestic Product, after overcoming the ef-
fects of the foot-and-mouth disease epidemic that broke out in 1946. Its manage-
ment was linked to political uses that affected small organized producers, such as
those in the state of Morelos, more than those linked to national and international
supply chains located in Chihuahua, Durango, Coahuila, Nuevo Ledén, and Tamauli-
pas (Padilla 2015). The extension of fodder crops, such as alfalfa, and the inclusion
of varieties that transformed the agricultural landscapes of entire regions also con-
tributed to the strengthening of livestock farming. This was the case with the re-
placement of maize by sorghum in the Bajio region, which addressed both the need
to explore options capable of achieving adequate yields and incorporate crops resis-
tant to drought cycles (Gutiérrez Nuifiez 2020). The sum of these elements allowed
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some sectors to increase their meat and dairy consumption in the following decades,
despite the fact that the general panorama in rural areas was one of caloric and pro-
tein underconsumption. Because of this, in the 1980s the government-initiated pro-
grams such as the Mexican Food System, aimed at achieving food sufficiency and
rooting rainfed producers in the cultivation of basic grains (Pedroza Ortega 2018).

The Neoliberal Shift: The Appropriation of Globalized Land
(1980-present)

At the end of the 20th century, Latin America experienced a series of structural
changes through national policies that, linked to globalized capital, altered the
forms of land access and use (Offner 2019). The adoption of the neoliberal model
projected that the countries of the region, being developing economies, required
the support of large international investors in order to articulate capital, markets,
and technologies. In general terms, the strategy applied was the same in Mexico and
Central America: elimination of state agencies and subsidies for the countryside;
cancellation of taxes and withholdings for exports; advantages for competition
and the international market; and the signing of free trade agreements, among
other aspects. Ultimately, the neoliberal model had a negative impact among small
and medium rural producers, who were unable to compete with large agribusiness
companies, due to the consequent fall in the prices of their products in local markets
(Urquijo 2017).

In Mexico and Central America, the hegemonic neoliberal model was favored
by transnational public policies in which the different governments acted jointly. In
2001, the heads of state of Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, Nicaragua, El Sal-
vador, Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia launched Plan Puebla Panama (PPP) with
the aim of providing solutions to social marginalization and poverty. The agreement
contemplated eight strategies for the exploitation of natural resources, the promo-
tion of tourism, the facilitation of trade, road integration, energy interconnection,
and the linking of telecommunications services (Cedefio 2002). In 2008, the agree-
ment was restructured as the Mesoamerican Integration and Development Project.
In reality, the initiative strengthened the conditions of dependence of the countries
in the area on large corporations and governments in the United States, Europe,
and Asia (Capdepont Ballina 2011). With the terrain marked since the late 1980s, the
first decades of the new millennium were marked by an unprecedented strategy of
regional unity aimed at facilitating the free intervention of transnational markets,
especially in the areas of agriculture and access to natural, mineral, and energy re-
sources.

In Mexico, the 1990s opened with an economic reform that allowed the commer-
cialization of agricultural land by encouraging the disintegration of the ejido. This
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accelerated a process of transnationalization of nature, with the consequent loss of
the state’s management capacity, which resorted to new intermediaries following
the crisis of the organizations in charge of the agricultural sector. It was in 1992 that
constitutional reform to Article 27 and the issuance of a new Agrarian Law estab-
lished the idea of the predominance of private property over social property. How-
ever, in contrast to what was anticipated by the promoters and critics of the consti-
tutional modification, the ejido was not completely privatized. The transformation
of the property regime took place in areas oriented to tourism development and ur-
ban growth. To date, about 50% of the rural area is still under the social property
regime (Torres-Mazuera 2020: 50). The dynamics of land use concessions in recent
decades contrasts with the post-revolutionary history, which was marked by politi-
cal arrangements that granted certain social protection to the groups that inhabited
and sustained themselves from these territories.

At the height of neoliberalism, activities such as mining returned to a priva-
tized status for both national and international capital (Garibay and Balzaretti 2009;
Garibay et al. 2014). Likewise, legal modifications favored the promotion of tourism,
which resorted to plundering the Caribbean and Pacific coasts through the construc-
tion of large hotel consortiums (Cafiada 2015). New markets, such as water, were
opened to speculation as they became necessary inputs for neo-extractivist activi-
ties. Today even the deep ocean is a source of finance for minerals (Nufiez Rodriguez
2020).

In Central America, the oligarchic model and massive foreign investment placed
the forces of capital at the center. The displacement of community or collective land
management forms increased during the most violent periods in the region. As in-
dicated above, except in the case of the reformist attempt in Guatemala in the 1950s
and the Sandinista experience in Nicaragua, most countries experienced late and
partial agrarian reforms (Pino and Thorpe 1992). The common denominator of the
situation in Central America is the weakness of the sovereignty of the state. With the
nuance of Costa Rica, all the states of the isthmus operate as mediators of the great
global capitals and the territories in dispute. This situation leaves governments as
the architects of land management in favor of companies seeking to promote elec-
tricity or mining projects. A telling example happened in Honduras when conces-
sions were granted to the Inversiones los Pinares mining project in a protected area
thatincludes tributaries of the San Pedro and Guapinol rivers. To this must be added
the fragility of the economies that are exposed to the vagaries of the world market,
which, in times of falling prices, generate migratory exoduses.

The long-standing neoliberal policies in Central America did not affect the evo-
lution of agricultural production for export the same way as in Mexico. Crops such
as sugar cane, coffee, and bananas have maintained their territorial weight since the
1990s, although with moderate growth compared to what occurred between 1960 and
1970. Maize and beans, still associated with family farming, are barely withstanding
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the onslaught of the food import market, while rice remains strong, especially in the
south of the region. Cattle ranching, once dominant in the flats and lowlands, went
into crisis starting in the 1980s, freeing up pastures that would later be reforested
or used to grow crops such as pineapple and oil palm. Indeed, the great territorial
change that has taken place since the 1980 crisis and trade liberalization has been
the emergence of non-traditional activities; in addition to oil palm and pineapple,
these include melons and forestry plantations. These crops put increasing pressure
on land dedicated to basic grains and intensively consume resources such as water
and nutrients, under a new form of agrarian extractivism. Oil palm in Honduras and
pineapple in Costa Rica are evidence of this new extractivism, which in addition to
degrading soils and polluting aquifers with agrochemicals, favors the exploitation
of the labor force of poor peasants and immigrants and is the cause of violent so-
cial conflict that is made invisible by the states. The greatest poverty in the countries
is concentrated in these growing areas, clearly defined as female and indigenous,
which also affects millions of children (State of the Nation 2021 Program).

Resistance and Conflict (1380-present)

In both Mexico and Central America, the persistence of forms of plundering of labor
and nature has led to the emergence of antagonisms anchored in the struggle for
access to land and other natural resources, which have resulted in mobilizations in
the defense of territory and the construction of autonomy. The region as a whole has
been affected by forms of violence — including environmental violence — associated
with the new criminal economies that have escalated their volume of production and
circulation. In Mexico, this process was supported by the practices of selective re-
pression applied to armed groups in the 1970s (Avifia 2018). This environment corre-
sponded with a growing corruption of the state framework that led to an escalation
in territorial defense that gained visibility in the community police in Guerrero and
the self-defense groups in Michoacdn (Castro Soto 2005; Hernidndez Navarro 2014).
Meanwhile, in Central America, open conflict settled after the desolate panorama
at the end of the cycle of civil wars in the 1990s, which were particularly intense in
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.

After the climate of mobilization associated with agrarianism and with the ad-
vent of neoliberalism, one of the most persistent social responses to the irruption
of the North American Free Trade Agreement was the uprising of the Ejercito Zap-
atista de Liberacién Nacional (Zapatista Army of National Liberation, EZLN) in 1994.
Its appearance in the state of Chiapas marked the radicalization of the autonomist
option. In its formation, it abandoned the theoretical moorings of the left and im-
mersed itselfin the indigenous world, which provided it with the necessary referents
for a radical critique of capitalist modernity and the homogeneous nation. In addi-
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tion, it incorporated women as a fundamental subject in the defense of the territory
(Millan 2014). Rebellious social organization was also encouraged by the emergence
of megaprojects with local impacts. Examples of these are the construction of the
thermoelectric plant in Huesca, Morelos, the International Airport in Texcoco, State
of Mexico, the dam in La Parota, Guerrero, and the settlement of Canadian min-
ing companies in San Luis Potosi (Boni, Garibay, and McCall 2015). Along with the
defense of the territory, the rural movement acquired another route of articulation
around resistance to the cultivation of transgenic crops in the country, which added
the defense of biodiversity (Boege 2008; De la Torre 2019).

In Central America, resistance has taken on more dramatic tones. Societies ex-
hausted by civil wars and processes of repression paved the way for a less conflic-
tive consolidation of neoliberalism, to which was added the defeat of the only tri-
umphant revolution in the region in Nicaragua in 1990. However, with the new cen-
tury, rearticulations took place that gave impetus to mobilization around the ter-
ritory and its defense. New coalitions have positioned themselves against extrac-
tivist megaprojects, while disputing the management of natural resources. In Costa
Rica, in 2011, several organizations demonstrated from San José, the capital, to Mi-
ramar, in the province of Puntarenas, in opposition to the Bella Vista-Miramar min-
ing project. The same was done in 2010 by a social front united against gold min-
ing in Crucitas, bordering Nicaragua. In 2014, different groups protested from the
municipality of La Libertad, Chontales, Nicaragua, to Managua against the Liber-
tad mine; in Guatemala, coalitions in defense of territory carried out the Marcha
Indigena, Campesina y Popular (Indigenous, Peasant and Popular March) in 2012
and the Marcha por el Agua (March for Water) in 2016 (Bran-Guzmdn 2017). Some
of these actions find their organizational antecedents in experiences linked to the
democratic management of production, as was the Salvadoran case in which the
cooperative organization in places such as Chimaltenango favored peasant politi-
cization and empowerment to confront hydraulic projects (Chévez 2017; State of the
Nation Program 2021).

In Mexico, the electoral triumph of Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador in 2018
opened a new juncture in which the anti-corruption discourse took an ascending
course that became a questioning of the political and economic model (Concheiro
Bérquez 2022). The policy towards the agricultural sector chose to break the cy-
cle of corporativism, which has generated a schism among the peasant groups
that encountered limits to their role as intermediaries in the representation and
management of resources. The new government has assumed the direct and indi-
vidualized distribution of incentives as part of a plan that contemplates the transit
from intermediation to peasant self-management, without this implying the ejido
and its communities as a territorial base (Garcia Jiménez 2019; Herndndez Garcia
2022). The principles of the Sembrando Vida (Sowing Life) program, which aims to
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combat rural poverty and environmental degradation through the implementation
of agroforestry production systems, are an example of this shift.

The Fourth Transformation, as the self-named process opened by obradorismo
maintains broad links with the agrarian world from where it assumes practices
pointed out by its critics as evidence of the persistence of a neo-developmentalist
model. Autonomist leftists, for example, denounce the construction of the Mayan
train in the Yucatan Peninsula as a reiteration of projects based on territorial dis-
possession and the commodification of nature. Despite this political shift, the lack
of state protection for environmental leaders, who are targets of persecution, and
assassination in Mexico is condemned. In Central America, the same has occurred
to the detriment of leaders such as Berta Caceres in Honduras, who have succumbed
to violence, which is one of the contemporary expressions of land appropriation.
These episodes evoke the worst moments of past repression, under the auspices of
territorial and environmental disputes.

Conclusions

Since 1950, the lands of Mexico and Central America have shown the characteristics
of violent development. On the one hand, territorial transformation in these envi-
ronments has occurred at the same time that various processes of insurgency, civil
war, and political protest in general have taken place in their societies (Torres-Rivas
2013). In this sense, development as a political aspiration has coexisted with violence
as a social reality and practice. War and insurgency were variables that undoubtedly
altered spatial dynamics, especially among the most marginalized populations in
each country. This meant not only impacts on agricultural production but, above all,
the mobilization and forced displacement of thousands of families to other regions
and countries (Morales 2007; Vargas et al. 1995). But this is not a simple relationship
of parallelism or simultaneity. Development has been one of the causes of the social
and environmental violence that has marked the history of these territories since
World War I1. The developmentalist policy in the rural sector, obsessed with increas-
ing productivity through the Green Revolution, widened social inequality, favoring
support for the richest producers, exploiting peasant labor, and expelling thousands
of landless families to the city. Recent development, disguised under the banner of
sustainability, has been dedicated to the abuse of land and natural resources, pro-
moting the expansion of crops such as avocado, oil palm, and pineapple at the cost
of the exploitation of migrant labor, as well as the degradation and chemical con-
tamination of commons such as soil and water.

Despite the modernization of economies, which are increasingly focused on the
service and technology sectors, the countryside is still a space of power and conflict
in Mexico and Central America. The assassinations of the women and men who lead
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environmental causes, or of Indigenous people defending their lands, call into ques-
tion the role that states play as protectors of the rights and living conditions of the
most vulnerable populations. Rather, they highlight a function that this institution
has had as a priority since 1950: to favor the expansion of capital in the countryside,
ensuring its reproduction and viability. In this context, a phenomenon has emerged
in recent decades that, without calling into question the capitalist structure in our
countries, is certainly changing the territorial dynamics in many ways, integrating
land, land use, poverty, police repression, violence, and social armament in a single
transnational space, even on a global scale: namely, drug trafficking. Drug traffick-
ing causes the forced displacement of populations just as it did during the civil war
between the 1970s and 1980s, while taking advantage of protected areas and seas for
unimpeded transit. This is, however, a territorial variable of violent and virtual land
appropriation that is still under study.

In Mexico and Central America, land appropriation has been a dramatic indica-
tion that, rather than development, this region has experienced maldevelopment.
Despite the wealth generated by agro-exports since the 1950s — now expanded by
new crops such as avocado, pineapple, and oil palm - social inequality prevails in
the territories under study. Poverty is often rural, Indigenous, and Afro-descen-
dant, and particularly affects women and children. Moreover, increases in food
production occurred at the same time that malnutrition dominated the Mexican
and Central American countryside, affecting children, especially between the 1960s
and 1990s. Finally, the uncontrolled use of agrochemicals for decades has caused
persistent contamination of soils, water, and human bodies. There can be little
doubt that the dynamics of land use in Mexico and Central America over the last
three quarters of a century show a representative and well-defined trace of the
impact of the Anthropocene on the Earth system.
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the territories under study. Poverty is often rural, Indigenous, and Afro-descen-
dant, and particularly affects women and children. Moreover, increases in food
production occurred at the same time that malnutrition dominated the Mexican
and Central American countryside, affecting children, especially between the 1960s
and 1990s. Finally, the uncontrolled use of agrochemicals for decades has caused
persistent contamination of soils, water, and human bodies. There can be little
doubt that the dynamics of land use in Mexico and Central America over the last
three quarters of a century show a representative and well-defined trace of the
impact of the Anthropocene on the Earth system.

Translated by Eric Rummelhoff and revised by Luisa Raquel Ellermeier.
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