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Abstract: Sustainable development is an integrated blend of energetic, economic, social,
environmental, and governmental actors, making it one of the most challenging and subjective
aims of the United Nations. A sustainability project that does not consider any of these parameters
can generate resistance among different actors of society. In this work, we have demonstrated that
the traditional definition of sustainability encompassing economic development, environmental
protection, and social justice does not adequately cover large-scale renewable energy projects. We have
presented an illuminating case study of solar development in the Yucatan state of Mexico to show
that the traditional three-legged stool of sustainable development fails to accommodate local power
relations and their role in energy decision-making. This point is made through a substantive and
illuminating ethnography of a solar project in the community of San José Tipceh, which involves the
importance of energy democracy and understanding power relations in any assessment of sustainable
development. These power relations are an important component of sustainable development,
and all megaprojects, especially renewable energy projects, require special attention in the governance
processes. Through an analysis of an example of implementation of a mega solar project, we argue that
the methodology through which the power is exercised is an exercise of great importance because it
leads us to a scientific discussion that structures an international reflection on sustainability. The case
study consists of mixed methods, including several techniques to deepen the analysis of sociocultural
aspects, and tries to present the limits and show the weakness of the sustainability perspective in such
megaprojects. It is concluded that environmental justice as a basic element of the new era of renewable
energies is limited and can generate social injustices. In the same way, this work shows how power is
exercised in the implementation of energy projects and in the absence of equitable comprehensive
governance that does not consider the local sociocultural contexts of the communities, resulting in
the generation of new powers and permanent conflicts. At the end of this work, a framework to
empower local sociocultural contexts for an equitable energy transition is recommended.
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1. Introduction

The urgency of environmental protection is evident in the face of the manifest damage caused by
human action. In 1987, the concept of “sustainable development” was first formulated and used at the
UN World Commission on Environment and Development [1] in the report entitled “Our Common
Future” [2]:

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains, within
it, two key concepts:

1. The concept of ‘needs’, the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding
priority should be given.

2. The idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on
the environment’s ability to meet present and future needs.

Thus, the goals of economic and social development must be defined in terms of
sustainability in all countries—developed or developing, market-oriented or centrally
planned. Interpretations will vary but must share certain general features and must flow
from a consensus on the basic concept of sustainable development and on a broad strategic
framework for achieving it.”

This new formation has placed economic growth and social equity as the development objectives
while equally presenting them as a new tool in the incorporation of sustainable use of resources.
The approach, called Sustainable Development, integrates three aspects (social, environmental,
and economic), considers development planning, where the effective participation of the actors is
vital, and requires the adaptation of science and technology to human needs. It is not enough that
investment projects are technically viable and economically profitable; it is also necessary that they
must be socially desirable [3]. All these factors were taken into account by the United Nations
General Assembly for the creation in 2015 of the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, where 17
Sustainable Development Goals were proposed, forming an integrated and indivisible framework of
169 targets and 232 quantifiable indicators [4].

Sustainability is a human-centered concept that encompasses multiple aspects and objectives of
different groups of interest. Sustainable development is not exactly measurable; it is a compromise
between different parts of society, some of which try to represent our future generations [3]. In the
present 21st century, it is no longer possible or sustainable to think of a development model disconnected
from the ecological perspective [5]. Production processes must be clean; not only must they tend
to reduce the use of natural and energy resources [6], but they must reuse waste, decrease the use
of energy, promote the use of renewable energy [7], and take care of biodiversity and the process
of normal reproduction of ecosystems. However, the concept of sustainability does not finish here
because, while keeping energy in the context of sustainable development, the social [8] dimensions
have equal importance. The production and use of energy must not only be compatible with the
environmental priorities of society but must also be organized in a way that supports the social
consensus that unites the social elements. According to the Rio de Janeiro Summit [9], the notion
of sustainable development has traditionally occurred around three main fronts that are ratified
even in the Johannesburg political declaration [4,10]: The commitment to “advance and strengthen
interdependent and mutually reinforced pillars, such as economic development, social development,
and environmental protection, at the local, national, regional, and global levels” [11].
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Currently, there is talk of a new dimension of sustainable development that incorporates elements
of a political and institutional nature, which are considered to be favorable elements due to the role
played by the state and institutions as guarantors of harmonization scenarios in the economic [12],
social [13], and environmental [14] spheres. The integration of these different aspects is presented
graphically in Figure 1.
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Another key concept in the search for sustainable development is that of energy democracy.
Unfortunately, this concept does not have a univocal definition. This is in juxtaposition to the dominant
neoliberal system. Energy democracy seeks that energy users and workers have power over the entire
sector. Therefore, energy democracy must be conceived as an ongoing democratization process within
the framework of the historical and geographical circumstances that each region experiences. In this
way, energy democracy turns into continuous regional struggles over who owns and controls energy,
and how, where, and for whom it is produced and consumed [15].

Energy strategies in the context of the transition are not possible without considering the factors
that must be taken into account when defining the strategic plans, which makes us think of the need
for energy democracy in the first place as a guarantee that each citizen has the same access to energy
services (thermal comfort, means of travel, household appliances, lighting, etc.) and to provide the
economic world with the energy resources necessary for the production of goods and services for the
communities and homes in worthy economic conditions. Secondly, the need to guarantee the security
of supply, routing, and distribution of the energy is necessary to provide energy services. It is necessary
to recover the idea of energy as a tool to satisfy needs in a context of finite resources and inequity
under a logic of rights.

The current energy transition represents the need for a radical change in the way we think about
energy. Beyond a simple technological evolution of our product mix, it is about building a needs-based
energy supply and then, using effective transformation means, determining our production. This chain,
from the need for energy services to production, must respect the challenges of our time and the
principles of sustainable development.

From an environmental point of view, this implies limiting greenhouse gas emissions and industrial
risk, nuclear risk, space consumption, etc., as well as ensuring a minimal impact on biodiversity.
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The “social pillar” consists of guaranteeing access to energy comfort acceptable to all in acceptable
conditions, eliminating low-income households from their dependence on expensive and polluting
energies through emergency devices to combat energy poverty, but especially giving them access to
very energy-efficient homes and equipment. Finally, opportunities for economic development range
from the industrial production of efficient or renewable energy production equipment to agricultural
and forestry activities in construction, services, and engineering.

Considering these ideas, we must present our research question on the sociocultural limitations
of the energy transition, which limits energy democracy and puts development governance on the
table for criticism. One of its reasons concerns the conventional implementation trajectories of
sustainable development programs, which are currently in the top–bottom (global to local) order
(see Figure 2), where global implementation programs do not review the complexities of the local
ones, which can finally generate social disagreements, conflicts, and social unacceptability. Finally,
this will contribute towards the unsuccessfulness of sustainable development, yielding ineffective
energy transitions. In other words, there is always a gap between global sustainability policies and
the local implementation, especially the interlinkages [16], partnerships, and agreements between
the communities and the companies, as suggested by Hale et al. [17], who stated that the audits are
well developed in terms of environmental requirements, but are often less directly engaged with
issues of social sustainability. Phondani et al. [18] emphasized the consideration of the indigenous
practices of agroforestry systems in the Uttarakhand in the Himalayan region. Meadows et al. [19]
presented the environmental and sociocultural impacts of extractive industries working on the lands
of indigenous people and recommended to maintain transparency in the governance and assurance
processes. Karanasios et al. [20] implemented a multi-layer perspective assessment to examine the
diffusion and governance processes of the introduction of renewable energy technologies in the remote
indigenous communities of Canada. Schwoerer et al. [21] predicted the food–water–energy nexus
of wild food systems through the prism of energy transitions in isolated indigenous communities
of the Arctic and Subarctic regions. Fernández-Llamazares et al. [22] presented a socio-cosmology
connection to sustainability among the game masters of the indigenous people across the Amazon
Basin. To further strengthen our argument, we have presented a list of case studies in Table 1.
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Table 1. Literature review of different available studies correlating environmental and social injustices.

Reference Summary

[23]

This work presents a case of South Africa to understand the renewable energy transition
and mentioned that it is a simultaneously spatial and political injustice. The authors

argued that energy transitions are intrinsically bound up with both the materiality and the
historical and contemporary politics of land.

[24]

This article combines the theoretical base for defining the social, environmental, and health
injustices of the coal industry among the local communities. The authors pointed out that

the injustices, conflicting priorities, and power asymmetries are a triangular problem
between the industry, government, and inhabitants of mining communities.

[25]

The energy transition of India increasingly prioritizes solar energy infrastructure to meet
global sustainability goals, but this infrastructure requires an enormous land area.

The authors presented the case of the solar infrastructure of Kerala, which is associated
with social injustice. It is recommended to consider the local context while addressing the

energy transition.

[26]

The authors have analyzed the energy efficiency policies in housing and mentioned that
fostering the energy efficiency improvements has led to rising protests and conflicts

because investments made in retrofitting became a means of speculation and displacement
of low-income residents. The authors have used the social conflict theory to interpret the
different forms of conflicts in the case of Germany. It is also discussed that the state has
implemented energy standards for buildings without considering the socio-economic

status of residents and has generated a conflict between the housing companies
and tenants.

[27]
This paper explores the drivers and implications of Bulgaria’s renewables expansion to

assess general expectations of influential factors shaping renewable energy transitions in
the context of poor states.

[28]
The authors used data from the American Community Survey, U.S. Wind Turbine

Database, and the National Renewable Energy Lab, and outlined the current landscape of
wind energy injustice along social dimensions.

[29]

Editorial note from The Lancet Planetary Health has mentioned that environmental racism
shows that environmental and social issues cannot be neatly separated from each other and

concluded that environmental protection policies must not be considered individually,
and the individuals most affected by them should be considered as much as the

average population.

[30]
Emphasis is given that social research should be fundamental in the planification of the

energy transition of Mexico through examples of the implementation of renewable energy
projects that caused social opposition and conflicts in indigenous communities.

[31]
A case study is presented to evaluate the social acceptance of wind energy power in

Shandong Province, China. It was concluded that residents may accept renewable energy
due to their concerns about environmental issues.

[32] Presented three approaches of the social science research of renewable energy projects;
these are normative, criticism, and critical approaches.

[33] The authors say that framing discrepancies between the policy elites and residents
represents a reflection of procedural injustice.

[34]

The authors argued that solar products are celebrated as encouraging development,
and there is a limited discourse about the consequences of relying on off-grid solar markets
to address energy poverty. The authors presented a case study of Malawi to demonstrate

how a poorly regulated solar market has generated injustice in the local settings.

[35]
Research was carried out based on a qualitative methodological framework, and it was
concluded that conflicts around non-conventional renewable energy projects would be

linked to a reduction of ecosystem service provision in the context of La Araucanía, Chile.
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Table 1. Cont.

Reference Summary

[36]
A case is presented through examples of wind energy projects in Southern Mexico. It was
concluded by the authors that a bottom-up approach is recommended to understand the

complex concepts of energy justice with the indigenous community.

[37] The authors emphasized that sustainability and social justice deserve attention in the
sustainable energy transition plans.

[38]

The authors highlighted that, when it is aligned with environmental problems, political
ideology determines the public support only. The authors emphasized that Ontario,

Canada needs more effort to increase the level of public support while encouraging the use
of renewable energies.

In this context, the arrival of energy megaprojects in Mexico brought many inter-linked scenarios,
mainly owing to the perspectives of energy companies, government policies, and the local communities.
Zárate-Toledo et al. [39] reported that the wind energy projects in Tehuantepec, Mexico resemble an
extractive model and have no consideration for the local cultures. Mejía-Montero et al. [40] presented
the role of social resistance in shaping the energy transition policy of Mexico for the case of wind
energy power in Oaxaca. Martinez et al. [30] argued that these renewable energy megaprojects have
caused significant social opposition and even conflicts in the indigenous Mexican community. Likewise,
the arrival of the energy megaprojects in the Yucatan state (see Figure 3) of Mexico is an intensely complex
and heterogeneous issue, which explains the problems and reactions of rural communities, especially in
the case of an indigenous community living in a rural zone called San José Tipceh, where their resistance
and the process of negotiations have been very important from the anthropological point of view.
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In the present scientific work, through an ethnographic investigation of the social, cultural,
and political processes before the implementation of the San José Muna Solar Park, it is shown and
analyzed how the community reacted and how they lived the implementation experience; the objective
is to understand why sustainability is still a paradigm with sociocultural limits today. In the case of
San José Tipceh, an analytical description of the limits of the project and the double liminalities on the
part of the main actors (communities, state, and companies), as well as their forms of negotiations
during the implementation process of the Ticul A Solar Park (see Figure 3), is presented.

The manuscript is organized in a total of five sections. Section 2 presents the methodological
framework and research techniques; Section 3 presents the details of the interactions between
solar energy investments and the Mayan community. Section 4 presents the results and discussion,
which present the roles of different state, organization, and community interactions; the implementation
of this project is also discussed in terms of gender discrimination, and, finally, the work is concluded
with recommendations for avoiding social conflicts.

2. Research Techniques and Methodological Framework

The ethnography presented in this article is for the territory of the rural community called San
Jose Tipceh located in Yucatan, Mexico. The work shows a classification of different ways of exercising
power in the Mayan communities; in this case, this was done through observation and the study of the
community and ejidatarios (see Appendix A for the definition of ejido) during the implementation of
the Solar Park in community.

The methodological framework of this research considers ethnography not only as a method
that describes a complex reality and the invisibility of social reality, if not also as one that allows
us to bring project proposals to the research subjects and, thus, to strengthen the community as an
actor of local development in its territory. It is necessary to clarify that the research topic brings us
closer to the sensitivity caused by the dangerous triangle of topics for researchers, such as sexuality,
religion, and politics, which require methodological approaches and solid theoretical frameworks that
allow us to understand them. Our research process has not only been complicated and uncomfortable,
but also enriching; the contradictions that exist between practice and discourse in the field of energy
sustainability helped to deepen the main research question.

The subject is not only sensitive and controversial, but it also finds itself at an intersection of
several paradigms, where the scientific paradigm is what structures our approach. Our methodological
dynamics for the collection of information describe the liminalities experienced in time and space,
which put before us a series of negotiations with the methods and techniques among which there was
always a need to search for an alternative technique to try to understand the disaster that lives between
today and yesterday in the community.

To collect the necessary data, we used various techniques to evaluate our research problems,
which are presented in Figure 4. The fieldwork was carried out in the San José Tipceh community
during the period 2019–2020 while dealing with subjects like authorities, the ejido, and the community,
which are discussed in the subsequent sections.
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3. Mayan Communities: New Territory for Investments in Solar Energy

San José Tipceh (SJT) is one of the communities near Mérida, Yucatán, located 5.1 kilometers from
the town of Muna, where two tourist routes fork: the Puuc route and the Conventos route. Located on
the route of the convents, SJT has 513 inhabitants, of which 245 are men and 268 are women.

With the arrival of the solar project in the community of San José Tipceh, a new social chapter was
opened that allowed us to understand the limitations and transformations that are occurring with new
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investments in clean energy, as well as the impact of the implementation process. We analyzed the
practices of power and the context of social acceptability within the framework of megaprojects.

According to the narrations, of the 102 ejidatarios, five of them are against the project being
established in the community. Three ejidatarios in this group of five are the most radical, and do not
collect the rent that is being paid under the agreement achieved in the community consultation process.
Furthermore, it was determined by the authorities that the signatures of the dissidents were pending
for the project to begin in 2020. Until the last dates of fieldwork (December 2019), no judicial authority
had ordered to stop the project.

Asking how the project got to the community is key to understanding what happened, what is
happening, and what may happen in the future. Don Salomón, who was said to be the heir of the
Tipceh hacienda, is a key character in this story; as of today, he remains the sole owner. Even though
there is a legal dispute, the community occupies the lands that belong to the hacienda. The following
testimony by one ejidatario is strong: “Here in San José Tipceh, we all feel the duty to obey Don
Salomón, who has done many favors for the community.”

The first offer to buy the land from the province of Don Salomón, who “ . . . made his economy
and businesses grow by supporting our work, and he contacted us with his people to offer us to sell the
ejidos in exchange for a few pennies while he took care of the company,” according to one ejidatario.

In the last several years, most of the ejidatarios have stopped working in the lands due to various
environmental, social, economic, and territorial factors. Don Salomón affirmed that he buys the land to
grow citrus fruits, which would generate jobs for the townspeople.

Don Salomón offered help, meals, and other promises, including scholarships that promote the
social development of the community, to women and men. The environmental scenario and the
promises influenced the ejidatarios to agree to the sale of the land and to take the advances.

“The project never came directly to us so that we could understand and clarify our doubts. It was
from Don Salomón that he promised to buy the land—according to him, to plant orange groves.
When he established that, he gave food, small grants for the kids’ school, and meals until people got
drunk, which is what most people love to do here,” said a woman from the community.

A few months later, the community received information that everything had been a great deceit
by Don Salomón. An informant who lives in the municipality of Muna described what happened as
a trap by Don Salomón to make more money. He was also supported by the authorities along with
some other ejidatarios, without forgetting the company that hoped, according to the declarations of
both, to accelerate the time of the legal process for the beginning of the project. From our perspective,
this can show us a structure of (1) permanent domination and (2) negotiation in which the indigenous
communities are made to submit.

1. DOMINATION STRUCTURE:

“This project does not care about our community; unfairly, it ended up unbalancing us more
than we already were. The company and the government contacted the most capitalist
person in this community, Don Salomón, who made his fortune grow due to the work of the
community. We have all worked for him and to grow his capital. Most of the houses belong
to him. We only own the ejidos that the government gave us through agrarian reform and
ended the era of green gold. The henequen was not only a source of income and did not only
give work to families, but it was also something that ensured that we would continue having
income; even though it was little, it was permanent.” “In my opinion, with the arrival of the
unjust project, they tried to deceive us with Don Salomón, who gave us a few pennies to
accept, because nobody wants to work in the forest, and for most of the young people who
travel outside the city, the Edjidal land is far away. Most of the ejidatarios need this income
from the offer of the purchase of the land and, in addition to the purchase, from working on
it. After a while, we realized that Don Salomón did all that to be the sole owner of the ejido
rental project with the company, and also the sole owner of the land and houses where we
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have lived since we can remember. He wants to be the sole owner of the company, with which
he caused more than a conflict between ejidatarios, but also problems among the inhabitants
of the community.”

2. PERMANENT NEGOTIATION:

“This project came here that way because we lack a lot, and when entering in that way, they
knew that it could be done because most of the ejidatarios do not have a decent income.
The milpa is over and they are old; everyone thinks that any penny will be welcome,” said
one ejidatario who is against the project. “This solar park came that way because we, as a
community, are no longer a single hand; just seeing that the politicians and the ejidatarios
were in the context, as well as the women and people of the community, whenever there is
more money, there will be more demand. The damage was already done; it only located us,”
said another ejidatario. “In general, the context of the project must be understood because
the contact was made with the only person in the city who gave jobs. It is only necessary
to clarify that there is a difference in the sale of land so that it has one use and when it
is suddenly given another use. It can be said that the project reached people in disguise
and invisibly.”

The previous testimonies show us the different types of power implementation in the community
and how they are exercised by each actor. In the next sections, we will show with testimonial evidence
that, beyond energy sustainability, the issue of social impacts and their management is related to the
problem of governance. The presence of new infrastructures in communities—which are, in themselves,
too sensitive to external interference—polarized these governance deficiencies.

4. Results and Discussion

The section is divided into two parts. In the first part, the exploitation of the implementation
of power by different actors is presented, followed by a discussion on the permanent sociocultural
limitations and the absence of energy democracy.

4.1. Energy Transition between New Power and the Liminalities of Sustainability and Energy Democracy

In this section, a systematic description is presented of the triple face of power between the
interlinked conflicts of governance, Ejidal territory, and the indigenous community, which is expressed
in Figure 4. It states that the triple face of power comes in the form of economic power of the company,
political power of the government, and social and cultural power of the community, territory, group of
civil societies, and many others. This generates new types of domination, discrimination, negotiations,
conflicts, and fragmentation, which finally limit sustainable development and generate an absence
of energy democracy. This discussion is further extended in Sections 4.1.1–4.1.3 with evidence from
the locals.

4.1.1. Political–Economic Power of the Company and the Government: An Example of
Unethical Power

The analytical exercise that we intend to do in this work has the essential objective of approaching
the contexts of the implantation through a scientific paradigm to understand the methodology of the
implementation process. With the power of the authorities reflected by the statements and with the
help of notes of observations in the field, it is possible to speak of a power that did not only come to
establish communication among different groups.

The authorities of the state are the actors, as described by the interviewees, who always remained
as mediators (see Figure 5) between the community, the ejido, and the company. They always had
to give more explanations, to inform more, and to have fewer errors, according to their statements.
They came up with strategies to make the project. Several opinions were criticizing the state and federal
power, claiming that it was manipulative, corrupt, dominant, and lacked professional ethics [39].
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At this point, there are mixed opinions. A real conflict is located where people begin to narrate
the experience of the town; many speak of recognizing that what the government did was to move
forward, others describe the power at that time as responsible for the abuse by the sole owner of the
hacienda, and some even accuse the current power.

Talking about how power is exercised through the analysis of an example of implementation of a
mega solar project is an exercise of great importance because it leads us to a scientific discussion that
structures an international reflection on sustainability. Energy transition and sustainability in Yucatan
are very important issues, and to understand them, one cannot ignore how power was exercised by the
authorities to establish these agreements and negotiate the rights of the towns.

How power is applied in the implementation is not different from how power is exercised in other
projects; it is a model of neoliberal governance. It is still a part of the present with the energy transition,
where the socio-environmental conditions in the area were taken to be delimited, as the authorities
reported in their statements. In the beginning, the town would have been sold if these sales had been
allowed, especially since there were opinions that the former commissioner knew from the beginning
of the project.

“Well, here we think differently, as we have always come to accept what is offered, especially
from the government; almost nobody got upset. It did not take long until the presale.
Everyone now says it was out of necessity, but still, because there is plenty of trust in the
government, we have also had the habit of acting and less that of asking”. (field, 2019–2020)

At this level, one can speak of the tradition of community power, where people resist little and
support what comes from initiatives, especially when it is related to an economic benefit.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7432 12 of 23

“Here, money is always a blessing with what they come to offer us because the people here
need it, but we did not doubt until that day we went up; even both of them had doubts about
why Don Salomón would want to buy the entire ejido”. (field, 2019–2020)

The aforementioned observations allow us to reflect on the concept of resistance according to
Jemas Scott [41–43], who maintains that the central element in distinguishing resistance in the collective
sense is communication between subordinates regarding their common situation of subordination
while developing modes and strategies of opposition to such subordination. From this perspective,
we can understand what we call the dynamics of the authorities towards the community; among them,
there was a change of position of subordinate power, which ended with the use of various strategies by
the authorities to find a way to sign the agreement.

According to the narrations of the community, everyone came up to speak with the authorities
and tried to find how to balance the implementation process, consultations, and contracts, and even
how to manage various conflicts.

“Here, about the authorities, no one could understand their role; they seek to balance between
us and the company, up to where they defend us. I really cannot confirm it, but they did try
to bring that to a successful conclusion because I said yes”. (field, 2019–2020)

In this sense, other statements try to show that the authorities agreed to subordinate themselves
because they are “complicit and corrupt”.

“Here, nobody will tell me how and to what extent the authorities are in favor of the company.
If everyone who has money becomes a subordinate, it is because it suits them, as do their
strategies of calming down and being part of the protocol with the effort to talk to and invite
the community. After all, the bites were not lacking; even I said that the first business was
going to leave us with nothing. I was supported by the former commissioner; the current
one did not respond. He tried to be gentle, but they are the same, liars and corrupt.”

Everything that is happening finds explanations and similarities in the content of James Scott’s
first books [41–43]—The Moral Economy of the Peasant (1976), Weapons of the Weak (1985), and The
Dominated and the Art of Resistance (1990)—where elements connected by the same common thread
are located. From the study of class relations in Southeast Asia, he manages to develop his particular
theory on domination, hegemony, and resistance. Power and resistance remain empirical elements
that bring us closer to how power is exercised among various actors, where resistance turns out to be a
normal process. As discussed in the next section, according to us, reaction became art. As shown in
Scott’s work [41–43], it is an art with several aspects, where his objective is to convince the other by
having arguments to strengthen the resistant part and weaken part of the power.

4.1.2. Ejido and Community: A New Alternative Sociocultural Power with Limits

The task of classifying the resistance dynamics during the implementation of the Solar Park in the
community of San José Tipceh, Muna Yucatán was not only a methodological exercise to respond to
the problems of our research and validation of the hypothesis, but it was also a journey through the
memory and forgetfulness of the population through the records made in various meetings with the
community, sometimes disturbing, but at the same time, it was a part of the past and they wanted to
forget it.

Ejidatarios have dual membership in the ejido and the town. In the community, they have a double
valence: As owners of the agrarian rights to the land that the project will occupy and as residents,
in this sense, it is a group with more decision-making power than the rest of the residents. For this
reason, among other things, they receive more money for renting the land than residents. Previously,
the ejidatarios were not richer or poorer than the rest of the residents. The terms negotiated with the
government and the company, without intending to, become agents of social inequality.
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Addressing questions to the inhabitants, ejidatarios, and authorities was uncomfortable. People
want to avoid those memories, especially when talking about the conflict that has been most
characteristic of the present and the recent past.

From the first day, the energy company arrived. As this work describes, there was an immediate
reaction from the community and especially from the ejido to such an extent that they began to organize
to end the purchase of the ejido, which led to the stoppage of the presale with Don Salomón, and thus
the start of new negotiations with the same company, which, from the beginning, was not only open to
discussions of various offers, as we can see in the following statements:

“Listening to what the company mentioned on this day, we did not have to wait another
minute, as we had made the decision to paralyze Don Salomón and to recover our ejido land.
It was the day to end everything; not only to cancel the sale of the land, but also to start a new
negotiation with the company until achieving what can be called an achievement today”.
(field, 2019–2020)

The game of resistance arises from the change of role and the position of power of the ejido,
which was established as a dynamic of the first level of resistance. These realities in San José bring us
in a very punctual way to the Giddens [44] model, where he affirms that “all people and communities
have power in different spheres and can, with greater or lesser effectiveness, exert pressure on others.”
What Giddens [44] describes can be observed in one way or another in the community of San José
Tipceh, where the ejido, as a group, regained a power that they were about to lose; this power allowed
them to make decisions and act according to the situations that arose, and the pressure they applied
was necessary.

“We really must recognize the work done by the ejido. We not only have to recover the ejido
land that we were going to lose, but also come to have equal power. The event that happened
has made us work again as a community to fight for our rights”. (field, 2019–2020)

In the same context, the new power that the ejido had with these new dynamics in its relation to
energy investments at the local level, which is quite limited in its structure, is discussed.

“From this day on, the ejido feels value; unlike before, we will understand that the land is
worth more than we have thought, and if we protested against Don Salomón, it is because
we did not agree with what he had as a plan, so to fight him well, the ejidatarios did the right
thing”. (field, 2019–2020)

It can be said from the opinions that the ejido is an actor that came to regain its power and showed
that it must always fight as the only power in the community, which gives another image to the
ejidatarios that go against what the group thinks.

“Here in San José Tipceh, yes, we came to fight for the ejido, which, in the end, didn’t go to a
complete sale. That is why we are always at the forefront; we are not going to lower our level.
Those lands that are for urban expansion of the community, where we all have rights, from
time to time, they kept telling us that they belong to Don Salomòn. We are not Don Salomòn;
here, we continue struggling against the company and everyone. Even the authorities are
satisfied with what little is given to them, so for us, the fight is not over. We would have to
go to Panama and to contact academics and international foundations to know our rights
and our power. We will be the strongest so that our lands are respected”. (field, 2019–2020)

In this sense, the new face of domination shown by the affirmations of this group can be concluded;
now, using the territory, they try to control the reality, knowing that without their signatures, the ejidal
land cannot be used, and new negotiations will always arise in different forms of resistance.
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Regarding the powers of the company, the ejido, the community, and the owner of the hacienda
have almost started a discussion about a new era and a local context since the arrival of the solar
megaproject. All this has a meaning and validity according to the contribution of Richard Adams [45],
where he declares that “power is the control that someone has over the environment of another.”
In our case study, the territory, rather than authority, is a power of negotiation and domination in a
specific context.

Always, this power game that becomes resistance is a model that Foucault [46–48] taught us in
his work, which is explained in the social realities in societies over time, as well as in the changes
and transformations. From the specific framework of our work, that makes us wonder about the new
power of the territory in the face of new energy investments, where the ejido demonstrated that it can
not only paralyze the presale, but can also affect the progress of a megaproject. This model of San José
explains to what extent power, when one has it, can force one to do what one does not intend, or what
one has thought. This is the case of the company, which, according to them, came to completely change
its plan, and its accounts are shown in the following statement:

“Of course, no one can deny that the company assumed the loss of the money that we have
not returned to Don Salomón. They offered us more than they were planning to give to him.
They tried to offer us even more than they intended. That is, our pressure turned out to be
powerful, forcing even the authorities to submit to what we thought. That, of course, was the
first time we have lived as ejido and people. I still keep asking how long and if they gave us
what we asked for. I even got to hear that the company is leaving, and I hoped that it would
be true”. (field, 2019–2020)

The following brings us closer to a precise definition by Max Weber, who defines “power as the
ability to force people to do what they do not want to do”; without a doubt, that definition clarifies to us
what the role and the capacity of power are when it is executed in its entirety. In our research, we came
to identify what Max Weber explains, that power can arrive at what can be called uncontrollable
power. As inhabitants, some ejidatarios came to define it as passive power, as shown by the following
comment: “Here, things have already gone over the limit; the company has done everything they
were asked to do, and the last contract was signed with the presence of lawyers from both, but they
continue playing and pressing us. To me, it seems an abuse of power on their part. What is worse here
is that they are hurting us. If we are the majority who are in favor, of course, the community is with us,
and with a minority, you can speak of excess pressure, but they are manipulating it” (field, 2019–2020).

There is a discussion of the new power that these communities are taking, from the new value of
their lands to the agreements that are sought during the consultations to test those projects. At the same
time, this discussion analyzes how the subject approached a model of how the power works in rural
communities, while most of the settlements remain between capitalists, authorities, and companies,
but the case of San José is another case. Reaching this last level brings us back to the basic discussion,
where all the actors were a part of the power and all have come to resist according to the different
contexts and the life of the implementation, but describing this process brought us closer to new
realities and social fragmentations that have arisen since the arrival of the megaproject.

In the same way, we can explain that, in the power game applied in the case of the megaproject,
there is no talk of a form of power that came especially with clean energy. This is a model that has
worked in several programs, where the authorities have the same mechanisms in reaching the energy
transition. In various contexts and declarations, it is shown that these are new sustainable policies with
global models; these are still neoliberal policies subject to a context of national and local power that,
according to our perspectives, should be reflected with new models of the design of those policies using
a socio-environmental approach as an emerging condition, especially in rural Mayan communities,
such as in our case study.
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Returning to Ortner [49], who affirms that the resistance category, even when it is ambiguous, is
reasonably useful, this affirmation allows us to understand the strategies and dynamics on the part of
the company as resistance practices to continue with the plan for the implementation of the draft.

Several ambiguous actions happened, but they were advantageous. In the case of the study,
what the company faced was an inseparable blow, which disordered all its calculations. As the data
show, the company came to solve problems that it had not initially considered.

“The company returned the money to Don Salomón, to whom nobody wanted to return.
Besides, the company gave us a courtesy while initiating the contract, but as the first contract
was signed, 4,000 pesos were given to each person as an expenditure for the signature.”

In general, one can speak of an explosion of powers and the birth of resistance dynamics.

“In the case of the company, they always tried to open negotiations and tried to understand
our version without letting us understand that we are fighting because they lean towards
the government. They are the people of the government, along with other authorities,
who validate the environmental impacts and risk assessments and issue permits.”

Finally, from the arrival to the present time, a vacuum was created, which made this project longer,
beyond what was determined by law. Equally, the resistance was increasingly diverse; they lacked
policy analysis, and the company came only with an economic analysis, so its resistance passed from
one group to another, from one structure to another, from one actor to another, and from one conflict
to another, assuming the expenditure load that came in between. This debate can be found with
Keesing [50], who suggests, in the absence of political analysis by the actors, to call this displacement
of resistance, as can be seen with this statement with which our debate concludes: “The arrival
of the company here was not correct considering the support of Don Salomón and the authorities.
They thought that we are easy to manage, which is not true, but now they have experienced so much
that they suffered with us, and now we feel strong and with a power not only to have land that the
company needs, but we still know what it is, and we can even negotiate for most of them because the
companies live on the pity of us as poor, they know that we need those pennies” (field, 2019–2020).

4.1.3. Sociocultural Limitations for Sustainability and Absence of Energy Democracy

Analyzing the approach to social liminalities from the role assumed by the community during
implementation is one of the key axes of this work, where we can observe the social challenges that
large companies faced in the framework of the energy transition. In the context of the global economy,
we all know that the first objective to consider is the strengthening of capital, leaving incalculable
environmental damage. However, we are facing the birth of a new sector with an alternative and
sustainable discourse. That is why, from the case study, we will see those liminalities that this new sector
faced without taking into account the sociocultural contexts, resulting in an absence of transparency
and abuse of power that leaves us facing several stimulating questions that enrich the discussion and
deepen the debate. Can we ask ourselves, then, to what extent was the company’s project accepted,
rejected, or negotiated, and how was the community’s resistance process?

This discourse and position, as explained by some members of the community, developed slowly,
and one of the factors that made it stronger is the procedure of how the consultations happened.
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“No one cared about being indigenous or not until the conflict grew, and then everyone
took refuge in being Mayan, even the young people who live by working in Cancun”.
(field, 2019–2020)

In the same context and from the perspective of women, “Here, as the matter was given great
importance, especially by the newspapers and young people on Facebook, we came to realize that being
Mayan gives us rights; even though we have not been part of the ejido since then, we all empowered
ourselves to be Mayans, to demand our rights, and to seek more benefits” (field, 2019–2020).

Instead, there were opinions where not only was the power of identity discussed, but they also
expressed that today, with the arrival of megaprojects, the end of indigenous groups is coming.

“I don’t expect any offer here. In that community, they only want to end the indigenous,
the local, the original, but they also do not want anyone to remain Mayan. With their projects,
they plan to end us; instead, nobody defends us”. (field, 2019–2020)

It is necessary to mention that these contexts cannot be analyzed without considering the model
of Michel Foucault [46–48], “Power and Resistance”, in which analysis of power and resistance is
offered in his works, from Discpline and Punish to the elaborations of the first volume of his History of
Sexuality. According to Michel Foucault [46–48], “resistance is neither reactive nor negative, it is a
process of creation and permanent mutation.”

The proposed model shows that the dynamics of resistance are present not only in parts, but also
in the levels of power, which means, according to its conception, that when there is power, there is
resistance. This speaks of the naturalness of the process and means that, in the case of the community,
a level of resistance was manifested because there were various forms and levels of power, as we
showed earlier.

Seeing this conception, the social reaction from the ejido and the community is understood,
which makes Foucault’s [46–48] validity evident in any reflection on the resistance; with the subjects,
it was possible to understand that the positions and the reactions would continue to be generated
according to the power that arose, as the following statement shows.

“Here, in the case of San José, the reactions we had as a town, community, and ejido had
a source. We did not do that emptily; we had reason to stop the sale. After hearing
what the company said, we could not stop, even that is not above this group that is
against it, who continue to fight due to their vision of where that bad weather takes us”.
(field, 2019–2020)

As they confirmed, the majority understood that resistance is like power. They showed that they
became powerful because it was necessary; it was a power that arose from the power of the dominant
and capitalist majority, a power that wants to manipulate them.

“I want to be honest with myself. Don Salomón did not pay us to accept and to sell the land;
that’s why when we knew what was going to happen, and thank God I went with time,
we came to paralyze the presale where we had not only one chance, but several occasions to
negotiate with the company”. (field, 2019–2020)

This finding can be expressed in the content of the renowned interview conducted by Bernard
Henry-Levy called “No to the Sex King”, where Foucault [51] maintains that resistance is similar to
power and that it closely resembles it [51]. This permanent parallelism of power and resistance is very
clear and justified in the statements of the population of San José Tipceh.

“Here, it was not a created process that we sought to fight. It was since Don Salomón deceived
us and upon learning that from the voice of the company, that, in the end, what he bought
from us was rented. Our fight was not to leave that injustice against him, and afterwards
against the same company, until negotiating what today, as a majority, we have signed with
the presence of the government”. (field, 2019–2020)
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In the same sense:

“Here, everything that the community did was right; it does not seem to me that they
were right in that this group continues with their ideas, against which we have signed”.
(field, 2019–2020)

It is possible to speak of resistances that show several faces (see Figure 6). They have been
permanent; with the true power of the ejido and the community, the latter turned out to be a parallel
power to the ejido power.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 18 of 24 
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“We got to do everything, fight, shout, press, negotiate, see for our economy, as a rural,
indigenous community, that this territory belongs to us, and we can negotiate for it because,
according to me, that which was necessary was done. The case of San José is already
known; I do not need to speak, it is registered in any social network or newspaper page”.
(field, 2019–2020)

Resistance, as Foucault [46–48] expresses in his works, is not only parallel to power; according to
us, it is even formulated into new types of powers. “Here, we are aware, and we will not go down
until we achieve everything. The company comes to win and the community does not care because
it offered better options and it saved us from failure, but in exchange for that, it will take away our
identity with its ideas, its plans that are called social. I do not see that something is clear so that I can
stop here; we must continue fighting until the end. I do not leave my community” (field, 2019–2020).
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“We can understand that the resistance was not stable. At all times, there is talk of some
dynamics. It was contextual, but many times they said that the resistance did not have a
balanced voice and that it was the same group that negotiated, demanding as a representative
of the community, but in several consultations and assemblies, almost the same person and
the same speech were spoken of, which sometimes led to lawsuits and disputes that could
have been avoided”. (field, 2019–2020)

Following the use of gender as a new face of resistance is a present theme equal to that of the
rural community. “Here, we get to negotiate our rights, but we are not living badly; our basic work
is as bricklayers. The women here do not work, they are always doing the chores at home; that
gave us the right to negotiate, which was established from what the company says is a social project”
(field, 2019–2020).

Supporting our analysis according to Foucault’s ideas [46–48], this ends up being close to what
the town of the San José Tipceh community refers to as the distribution of power. In its origin is
resistance, where the interviewees expressed that there was a dynamic and order in the negotiations,
and that most of them were tense; the authorities, according to the people, interfered to explain what
was put up as a Mayan translation and what was oriented by speaking with the community’s and
town’s commissioners. As can be determined from the discussion, according to Foucault, resistance is
“inventive, mobile, and productive. Power needs to be organized, clotted, and grounded” [46–48].

Interestingly, we are facing a complex model just by describing the tension that occurred when
talking about the energy transition, especially in the implementation of the Solar Park. The case study
gives us a general idea of how the state and federal power came to play in this process, where power
exists to measure and reconcile on several occasions and in the same consultations, as people say, or to
establish discussions with the ejidatarios and community.

“Here, it was not easy to heal the wound from the beginning, but the authorities insisted
that we continue to listen, above all, to the version of the same company. Here, the matter
was discussed a lot. We were worried about if the company got fed up and the project was
cancelled. I don’t know how we are now that many of us have found work during the six
months in which we cleaned the land; we have been collecting the rent for almost two years
because, in the end, it still helps, but now we have sued the company and even SENER
(Spanish abbreviation of Secretariat of Energy)”. (field, 2019–2020)

In the majority of the field notes, the current level of the project is mentioned and the dynamics
of the resistance as power are also discussed, especially now that it is concentrated at the level of
ejidatarios as a minority, who came to sue the same company and even government structures for
having implemented an unfair and manipulated consultation process.

4.2. Sustainability and Gender Discrimination

On September 25, 2015, more than 150 world leaders attended the United Nations Summit on
Sustainable Development in New York to approve the Agenda for Sustainable Development. A total
of 193 world leaders established the commitment to achieve 17 Goals for Sustainable Development
(SDGs) for the year 2030, which are applicable to all the participating countries. Specifically, goal 5 of
the SDGs refers to gender equality and the need to curb discrimination and violence against women
and girls. International law has, for decades, banned all forms of discrimination based on gender.
Indeed, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, the Fundamental Charter of Human Rights
formalized in 1975, and numerous international conventions in later decades reaffirm the principle of
non-discrimination, stipulating that states must guarantee equal rights for men and women to enjoy all
the fundamental rights in the social, political, labor, cultural, educational, economic, and health fields.

Now, from the social axis of sustainability, as established in 1987, the goal is the highest level
of well-being. This implies education for all, access to water, food, health, decent housing, and a
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fair distribution of wealth. In other words, it is the search for equality. In recent decades, there has
been no doubt that gender is an analytical category that must be transversal. Therefore, it has been
incorporated into the international agenda through the Millennium Goals (MDGs) and now in the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In 2013, for the first time in Mexico, it was incorporated as a
transversal axis in the National Development Plan (2013–2018), as well as in the National Program for
Equal Opportunities and Non-Discrimination against Women (PROIGUALDAD; 2013–2018) [52].

Unfortunately, despite all these international efforts, there are still great inequalities in the
labor market, discrimination in decision-making in the public sphere, gender violence, and sexual
exploitation, among other problems. In Mexico, it is still a remarkable reality, especially in the rural
world, and in this article, we try to show some levels of this discrimination experienced by women,
especially in the face of this new wave of the arrival of energy capitalism, which today is considered a
great dynamic for a sustainable development that must protect environmental matters, preserve the
rights of women, and establish the policies and strategies to achieve gender equality.

No one today can deny the vital role of clean energy and its indispensable role in our contemporary
world. Its importance in the development process, its close connection with various fields of sustainable
development, and its dimensions became evident. The case study presented in this research seeks to
provide evidence on the existence of a significant relationship between hegemonic masculinity and
economic rationality in decision-making.

At the first level, it can be said that the perspective of gender equality remained only a discourse
without application, and that from the percentage of women’s interventions in consultation meetings,
it could be seen that the male voice dominated in negotiating, criticizing, demanding, and asking,
and that is what the women declared. “I actually attended these meetings, but in total, I was late or
shortly after they started, because we women feel that we are useless beings in expressing opinions or
being part of the debate because sometimes, all the discussions were focused on what the economic
benefit is and how the community will benefit in terms of money, leaving us somehow protected by
our men in the form of husbands, fathers, or brothers.” In the same sense, a 28-year-old mentioned, ”
. . . because in the consultations talking about women’s rights, for me, it was like a political discourse,
that the project is here to improve the situation of women and empower them, but there were no
meetings or contact with them to find out how we think about improving our conditions. In one way
or another, it was a package that contains a plan for women, that is, it is part of the company’s policy
or the protocol required by the government.”

Another dimension that seems very important to us while dealing with the issue of gender
equality is that, in the community, most women follow what men decide. There is still a relationship of
domination, such that the same women declared: “Here, even women cannot feel free. Everything is
still in the hands of men; you can still notice the changes, but in big decisions, we are in second place.”

Gender was a manipulated discourse; the group that was against the arrival of the energy project
only used women to express their voices, and expressed that they are members of the community.
In this regard, as declared by an ejidatario that “women generally do not have an opinion here,
and especially if it is about large projects like this, but the fact is that we have heard women who
oppose the company and renewable energy.” The female voice was ultimately used for the resistance
of this group to these new investment processes, which does not lead us to conclude that we are facing
a discourse that was constructive, not only from the reality that we describe in the implementation of
ethnography, but also from the dynamics of the subjects, especially some ejidatarios who are now the
group against the megaproject and are advised by lawyers, academics, and even politicians.

It is a resistance that Foucault [46–48] describes in his theory that arose from logic, which can be
explained using the data of the natural growth of a social process, where each force seeks to dominate
more—a power where one seeks to establish profit without considering what the common order is.

When analyzing the promises of the same company to the community, one can speak of a third
level where it can be seen that the gender perspective was a strategy of pressure in the consultation,
using its nature as a social projects in its entirety, aimed at improving the family conditions and
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improving the situations of women; we can observe that in the following testimony: “In reality,
the company spoke a lot about how the women of the project will benefit at an economic, social,
and educational level, and how the women, for whom they left almost a hundred of the scholarships
that are going to be given, could be the best resource managers. I do not see it as a decision that would
improve. It seems to be a policy to convince us and women to accept the project.”

It can be concluded from this section that the neoliberal economic system has been designed
from an androcentric vision. Men play the main roles in decision-making, are in the most powerful
positions, and have a direct negative or positive impact on sustainable development.

5. Conclusions and Recommendations

Through this work, we have analyzed the social conflicts generated between different sectors within
an indigenous community upon the arrival of a megaproject for renewable energy. The work indicates
that the approach for the implementation—from the global to the local—of energy projects generates
uncertainties in human-centered sustainable development. Our study also describes a deployment
scenario of the powers of different members of the indigenous community, the government, and the
renewable energy company. A complex relationship between these actors and their implementations
in various ways are illuminated. This shows us that, in communities with mobilization and
cohesion capacity and with an interest in negotiating benefits, consultation is useful to negotiate
better compensations.

The existence of patterns of inequality within this type of community is highlighted. Land tenure
is generally not transferred to women, reducing their decision-making capacity at the assembly
level, while men have generally migrated to the United States or have aged, and those who join the
community (called residents) have no right to participate in assemblies. This implies the appearance of
various conflicts, especially if community members negotiate benefits that deepen inequalities between
themselves and residents.

The empowerment of ejidatarios and residents arises from the fact that the federal government
authorities disclose the solar energy project because the law requires prior consultation with the
community and their approval. Empowerment of the ejidatarios is because of the right that they
formally have on the land where the project will be installed. Empowerment of residents is because of
the protection of human rights in settlements near the project.

For the current situation, the residents of San José Tipceh (including ejidatarios) did not recognize
themselves as an indigenous community as the government names it; they are not even a community
(fighting for something in common). In this sense, the sustainability of the project is in danger in the
long term, because once the negotiation period has passed and the project begins to function, the power
of the community will tend to disappear.

We also proposed a framework (see Figure 7) to empower the local sociocultural context for an
equitable energy transition of Mexico to strengthen the energy democracy and sustainability in the
long term. We believe that the analyzed renewable energy project can leave deep social footprints
between the community, the government, and companies. Therefore, a reverse sustainability approach
must be implemented—from local needs to global strategies—along with direct and reverse feedback,
which can help in the resolution of such conflicts.
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