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Preface: Close to the Old Frontier 

Torreón is an arid, dusty, charmless city where the bright, piercing, 
uncomfortable sun creates a pale shade of yellow over all. The air 
is dry. Despite the sun and the blue sky, grayness is omnipresent. It 
seems like the gray hue—along with the heat—emanates from the 
city’s concrete slabs, wide roads, factory roofs, and even the moun-
tains around. Heavy bridges, heavy traffic, heavy trucks, heavy 
busses filled with workers. Torreón—named the “new blue jeans 
capital of the world” (Gereffi et al., 2002) in the early 2000s—is 
actually part of a “metropolitan region,” the Comarca Lagunera, 
an industrial center in the north of Mexico where maquiladoras are 
widespread since the early 1990s. This is how I remember the area, 
after a one-day airport-to-factory-airport hurried visit2 in 2011.  

 
I was working in Mexico City as a Sustainability Analyst for a 
transnational jeans corporation (which is headquartered in San 
Francisco) and it was necessary to visit three contracted factories in 
Torreón. Part of my duties as an analyst consisted on assessing if 
the contracted factories complied with the corporation’s code of 
conduct but, up to that point, I had actually not visited a factory 
before. I gazed in awe once I arrived to Torreón. The sheer size of 
the maquiladoras was imposing: one thousand workers in a facto-
ry, three thousand in another. And I was struck by what I saw. I 
had never imagined or remotely considered that something as sim-
ple as a pair of jeans could need so many hands and steps to manu-
facture. The workers were divided into what appeared endless sec-
                                                   
2 The area was considered unsafe because of drug-related violence. 
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tions and subsections depending on the manufacture steps. Under 
the spell created by the machines’ hum, some were cutting fabric 
that came from China; others were sewing coin pockets, back 
pockets, belt loops; and then there was the ironing, washing, and 
giving the finishing touches to the jeans in the form of “whiskers,” 
a faded look, or holes. There was a strict quality control carried 
out before the garments were finally packed and shipped, mostly to 
the United States.  

 
The factories were industrially pleasant: tidy, bright, organized, 
clean, and filled with employees that seemed efficient, exemplarily 
working with consecutive, fast, and controlled movements. All 
three factories I visited that day had high production standards, 
compliance with the corporation’s code of conduct and the Mexi-
can labor law; unions were in place, the workers seemed happy. It 
would be impossible to describe these factories as sweatshops. In 
fact, most of the ten factories I ever visited in Mexico during my 
year at the corporation had “satisfactory” conditions. The corpo-
ration I worked for was a leader within its sector in good business 
practices, followed standards from the International Labour Or-
ganisation (ILO), and even collaborated with NGOs. The corpora-
tion of course made profits by taking advantage of tax breaks and 
Mexican cheap labor, but well, all was done under the legal 
framework of the maquiladora system.  

 
My short stay in Torreón made an impact. Being inside and feeling 
the atmosphere in the factories was a personal revelation: it felt 
like I had seen the entrails of global capitalism and it was both ee-
rily mesmerizing and supernatural, occult. There was a certain 
rawness in labor that became packed. I kept thinking after my visit 
to the factories that customers in the United States or Europe 
would likely never personally see the labor that was embedded in a 
plain pair of jeans. Marx’s commodity fetishism was suddenly so 
palpable. However, it also hit me, customers would likely never see 
the industrial dullness of where their abstract jeans came from. 
Torreón was connected to the world economy and yet was invisi-
ble. I began to wonder why did a city like Torreón look the way it 
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did. Were maquiladoras spitting out more than products but a cer-
tain type of materiality? How was the everyday in a city that felt so 
purposively built for industry?  

 
I knew my questions went beyond Torreón and jeans. The factories 
themselves, of course, were not a revelation, nor the theoretical 
understanding of capitalism or the knowledge of global production 
chains. However, the impact of gazing, feeling the atmosphere, and 
reflecting those factories were only small links in the chain of glob-
al capitalism was something else. This is how my research interest 
sparked (without knowing that my questions would reveal other 
questions I had not even considered and would take me to places I 
had not even thought about). The flow of research and reality—the 
drug-related violence in the north of Mexico—took me to the 
south, to Yucatán, a region that experienced a maquiladora heyday 
on fast-forward mode. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

I remember very well when Montgomery arrived… it was a 

detonator for Motul. Patricio, government official, municipality 
of Motul  
 

Motul was one before and after Montgomery. Motul’s mayor 
 

[T]he maquiladora arrives and gives many opportunities. … 

When the maquiladora began [operating]… I think… I don’t 

know if it’s already twenty years… I think it’s been twenty 

years if I’m not mistaken… I used to pass by and it was full 

with bicycles, only bicycles. Now, well, it’s only motorcycles. 

Vicente, motuleño working in Mérida 

 

Montgomery brought a working culture to Motul. Graciela, 
restaurant owner 
 

I see there are more jobs, more people with jobs. Sometimes … 

you need to go someplace else to look for a job. But now, well, 

it’s closer. It’s easier to come and work here [in Montgomery] 

because it’s closer. Mónica, maquiladora worker, Montgomery 
Industries 
 

[Montgomery] was something novel back then because you 

thought… gosh, a factory, a big maquiladora that is going to 

give jobs to a lot of people. And actually a lot of people went 

and worked there. Even today… people that don’t work… the 
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great majority… someone… at some point of their lives worked 

there. Jaime, local museum, Motul     
 

There is no other company in Motul that has this amount of 

workers. Ignacio, manager at Montgomery Industries 
 

We can’t deny that if Montgomery were to leave, the economy 

in Motul would fall, right? Pablo, ex-maquiladora worker at 
Montgomery Industries 

 

This is the story of how people in the city of Motul, mainly maqui-
ladora workers, experienced the boom, bust, and then decline of 
the maquiladora industry in their state, Yucatán. The story gives us 
an image of how it was to live in the maquiladora territory (within 
the sphere of influence of Montgomery Industries in this case), and 
it gives glimpses into how people’s lives changed, along with how 
their city transformed. With an analysis that starts with abstrac-
tions and zooms in to the level of the everyday, this thesis also tells 
us (a) how the state built infrastructural veins—explained through 
the concept of the Zone—to support the maquiladora industry; 
and (b) how the government tried to sell the idea of Yucatán as an 
exotic, maquiladora-friendly Mayaland, where Magical Mayas, the 
suitable workers of the land, await. Inspired by the work of Tsing 
(2009), the thesis gives an example of how the global in global cap-
italism actually unfolds in the everyday life of this particular case. 
It lets us glimpse into the lives of people in one of the many under-
belly cities that support the commodity chains of global capital-
ism—what Choplin and Pliez (2015) call the “inconspicuous spaces 
of globalization.” 
   
This thesis also tells a bigger tale. This is an analysis of the rela-
tionship between colonial legacies, urbanization, and global capi-
talism. The analysis shows how capitalism exists in tension be-
tween its tendency to homogenize and its propensity to thrive in 
differentiation. Through the power of abstract space, capitalism 
attempts to make everything homogenous, but at the same time, it 
cannot restrain from operationalizing local difference. Abstract la-



 

 
 

3 

bor and abstract space hide this homogenization/differentiation 
tension through magical twists that I call instances of magic. The 
instances of magic are moments where it becomes evident how ab-
stract space—sometimes articulated through colonial legacies—
veils or obscures the everyday and the daily, creating an alternate 
reality where the rationality of capital rules instead. There are in-
stances of magic throughout the thesis embedded in na-
ture/landscape, bodies/subjects, infrastructure/territory, and the 
commodity. These instances of magic serve as a conceptual hook to 
reflect on how capitalism’s tension between homogenization and 
differentiation actually takes place. Additionally, the thesis shows 
the connections that capitalism has to colonial legacies and to ur-
banization. All this is carried out inspired by McNally's (2012) ap-
peal for a “capitalist monsterology”—which is meant to expose 
how capital hides its own monstrosity under a cloak of normality.  

 
Aim and research questions 
   
The aim of the thesis is to study how capitalism and urbanization 
unfold in Yucatán through the case of the boom, bust, and decline 
of the maquiladora industry in the state. The analysis is carried out 
following the premise that it is fruitful to study global capitalism 
through its connections to the urban process (Brenner, 2013; 
Harvey, 2006). I follow Lefebvre’s (1991) premise that every mode 
of production produces its own space and reproduces itself through 
space. Lefebvre's (1991) theory of space—in addition to his con-
cepts of the urban (Lefebvre, 2003) and planetary urbanization via 
Brenner and Schmid (Brenner, 2014; Brenner and Schmid, 
2015b)—help me to reflect on the relationship between capitalism 
and urbanization. However, mindful of Eurocentrism and because 
of the context, I complement the Lefebvrian lens with a postcolo-
nial approach. (The mixing of Lefebvrian and postcolonial ap-
proach of course entails tensions but these tensions can be produc-
tive as long as they are addressed.) A postcolonial approach allows 
me to first analyze the archeology of the colonial scripts present, 
and second, understand capitalism through an acknowledgment of 
“historical difference” (Chakrabarty, 2000; Roy, 2016a, 2016b; 
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Tsing, 2009). I use Chakrabarty (2000) and Roy (2016b) to estab-
lish the difference between global and universal when studying cap-
italism and urbanization—in other words, it is important to reflect 
that while capitalism might be global in scope, it is not universal in 
the way  it unfolds (Roy, 2016b). I also complement my under-
standing of capitalism through Quijano's (2000) coloniality of 
power—a concept that argues traces of colonial domination con-
tinue to perpetuate its effects even in places where colonialism as 
an official political order has been eradicated. Furthermore, 
Quijano (2000) argues, coloniality is one of the organizing princi-
ples behind capitalism, entailing a racial distribution of labor and 
the continuous coexistence of different modes of production. These 
perspectives allow me to reflect on the rawness of capitalism and 
ponder how racialization, gendering practices, violence, and colo-
nization play a role in its unfolding. My theoretical framework also 
relies on other concepts from the postcolonial and coloniality 
toolkit (Moraña et al., 2008b), and it is informed by the literature 
of global commodity chains, export processing zones, and maqui-
ladoras.  

 
The research questions are as follows:  
 
• How does global capitalism unfold in Motul in connection to 

the wider context of the maquiladora industry in Yucatán?  
o What are the spaces of representation, the spatial practices, 

and representations of space surrounding the maquiladora 
industry in Yucatán?  

o How has the everyday changed in Motul since the arrival 
of maquiladoras?  

o What is the connection between maquiladoras and the ur-
banization process in Motul? How does the urban process 
unfold and how is it influenced by the logic of capital (un-
derstood as abstract space)? 

o What are the manifestations of coloniality of power in 
Motul unfolding through the maquiladora industry? 

o What contradictions, if any, emerge within abstract space? 
o What contradictions, if any, emerge between abstract and 
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differential space? What transformative possibilities do the-
se contradictions reveal? 

 
Justification 
 
The maquiladora industry is a good example to reflect on how 
global capitalism and the urban process unfold in Yucatán. Maqui-
ladoras are a relevant case because they have been considered an 
instrument of economic development and job-creation within the 
Mexican context since the 1960s (Iglesias Prieto, 1997; Plankey 
Videla, 2008). From an analytical perspective, maquiladoras are an 
illuminating example of the workings of global capitalism since 
they can metaphorically be seen as the tunnel from which global 
circuits of capital emerge from its centers and materialize into the 
local and the everyday. Maquiladoras are not unique to the Mexi-
can context, but a type of Export Processing Zone (EPZ): “global 
factories” that are constructed and operate under special tax re-
gimes and exceptional regulations and that usually manufacture 
products that are sold in the global North (Farole and Akinci, 
2011; Werner, 2016). Maquiladora is a common term to describe 
EPZs in Mexico and throughout Latin America and the Caribbean 
(Farole and Akinci, 2011); other terms used across the world are 
Free (Trade) Zone, Exclusive Economic Zone, Economic Develop-
ment Zone, and Special Economic Zone (Singa Boyenge, 2007). 
The different names is not only a matter of preference but may im-
ply differences in the size of the factories and variations in conces-
sions, subsidies, and regulations offered by the host countries 
(Singa Boyenge, 2007). EPZs cater to global capitalism’s need for 
“zones of exception” (Ong in Roy, 2011) and “diversity” (Tsing, 
2009)—as capital searches the globe looking for the most advanta-
geous and fluid conditions. Research on maquiladoras can be 
linked to studies of the “topography and imagination of globaliza-
tion” (Bach, 2011a), supply chains (Tsing, 2009) or “the global 
commodity chain” (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994 in Choplin and 
Pliez, 2015), and the effects that EPZs have on the built environ-
ment (Easterling, 2014).  
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Yucatán can give us insights into the urban process in an area that 
is still described through the classical lens of the urban-rural di-
chotomy and that has been historically considered as underdevel-
oped, poor, indigenous, and only partially integrated into the cir-
cuits of capital (therefore in need of more economic integration). 
Yucatán can also help us analyze the role that coloniality plays in 
global capitalism. Motul is an underbelly town of global capital-
ism, part of the “inconspicuous geography of globalization” 
(Choplin and Pliez, 2015). As an underbelly town, it is an invisible 
city that would probably only come under the spotlight as an “un-
canny” element (Arboleda, 2015b) if there was a disruption in the 
global supply chain. 
  
Significance 
  
The thesis makes general contributions to four areas: 

 
a) The thesis is guided by the aspirations of critical urban theory 
(Brenner, 2009) and is framed within the “third wave” of 
Lefebvrian thought (Kipfer, Goonewardena, et al., 2008); in this 
sense, it attempts to strengthen the understanding between space, 
difference, and everyday life—concepts that were studied separate-
ly in previous appropriations of Lefebvre’s work.    

 
b) The thesis offers valuable insights to the continuous debate of 
“the urban question,” What is the urban? What is the relationship 
between the so-called urban and rural? How do we study the par-
ticularities of “the urban”? The thesis takes a Lefebvrian stance 
and contributes to the study of urbanization at a global scale. The-
oretically, it takes the approach of planetary urbanization (Brenner 
and Schmid, 2015b) and contributes to the debate (see, for 
example, Davidson and Iveson, 2015; Shaw, 2015a, 2015b; 
Walker, 2015). Additionally, it avoids “methodological cityism” 
by recognizing that the “the city as a site” is something different to 
“urbanization as a process” (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2015). 
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c) The thesis contributes to the project of postcolonial urban theo-
ry. First, in addition to rejecting the idea of the city as a transpar-
ent, clearly demarcated site of research (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 
2015), the thesis rejects the idea of the city as a transparent, clearly 
demarcated, and coherent site of research in the West. This project 
acknowledges the need to construct theory about cities that were 
not forged by the industrial revolution and are outside the Anglo-
American and European heartland (Parnell and Robinson, 2012; 
Roy, 2009). Second, the thesis contributes to what Sparke (2007) 
calls “reterritorialization,” a process of presenting the “human ge-
ographies” of the global South in “more grounded, embodied and 
accountable ways.” “Mapping back” the global South, according 
to Sparke (2007), is  a form of “repossession.” This is reminiscent 
of Rabasa's (1993: 9) “decolonization of subjectivity,” which 
means dismantling canons of truth and creating counter-narratives 
in order to destabilize “the dominance of Western institutional fic-
tions.”  
 
d) There is a vast body of work on maquiladoras within the Mexi-
can and Central American context. For example, there are studies 
of unacceptable labor conditions (Bickham Mendez, 2002; Prieto 
and Quinteros, 2004), labor-related social movements (Knight and 
Wells, 2007; Williams, 2003), community unionism (Collins, 
2006), transnational cooperation networks (Bandy, 2004), work-
ers’ perception of their working conditions (Horowitz, 2009), and 
gender and subject formation (Cravey, 1998; Iglesias Prieto, 1997; 
Salzinger, 2003; Wright, 2006). The thesis makes a contribution to 
the field by deepening the understanding of racializing practices in 
subject formation, and by studying the impacts that maquiladoras 
have on the urban/built environment and on everyday life.  

 
Clarifying some concepts 
 
a) Capitalism vs. neoliberalism. Throughout the thesis, I will fol-
low Harvey's (2007) argument that neoliberalism is the current 
hegemonic system, alongside Duménil and Lévy's (2011) argument 
that neoliberalism is simply a new stage within global capitalism. I 
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follow Grosfoguel's (2011) view of the present “world-system” as 
“Capitalist/Patriarchal Western-centric/Christian-centric Mod-
ern/Colonial.” 
 
b) Global North vs. global South. I follow Santos (2011) and 
Werner (2016) in my understanding of the “global North” and 
“global South.” According to Werner (2016: 23), these categories 
do not presume a fixed geography. Rather, they are an exploration 
of the relational and on-going construction of North-South divides 
as we witness the acceleration of uneven development and the frac-
tured sociospatial divisions that are constructed through this pro-
cess. Comaroff and Comaroff (2012, original emphasis in Roy, 
2016b) have argued the South is a “relation, not a thing in and of 
itself.” Santos (2011) also rejects the use of global North/global 
South as fixed geographical concepts. For Santos (2011: 35, my 
translation), the global South is a “metaphor for human suffering 
caused by capitalism and coloniality at the global level and the re-
sistance to overcome or minimize it.” Even though a great majority 
of the global South lives in the Southern hemisphere, with this ap-
proach, we can also talk about a South within the global North 
and an Imperial South within the global South (Santos, 2011). 

 
c) Postcolonial theory vs. coloniality. The classic works from post-
colonial studies are invaluable; however, as a theoretical toolkit, 
the concepts cannot simply be applied to Latin America without 
any sort of reflection. In some cases, using concepts from the field 
of coloniality—an approach to postcolonial studies from a Latin 
American perspective (Moraña et al., 2008b)—is more fruitful. For 
example, the path to decolonization is different in places that expe-
rienced administrative colonialism, like India, or settler colonial-
ism—e.g., Australia and the United States (McLeod, 2010). Places 
that experienced mestizaje (miscegenation), like Mexico, require 
other theoretical lenses to understand colonial scripts and legacies 
(Pratt, 2008b). For example, racialization practices in Mexico have 
a specific history. During the colonial period of what is now Mexi-
co, the viceroyalty of the New Spain arranged society hierarchically 
through a sistema de castas, a caste system (Deans-Smith and 
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Katzew, 2009), which among other things, established a racial di-
vision of labor (Martínez, 2009). The main racial groups in the 
viceroyalty were peninsulares (Spaniards born in Spain), criollos 
(pure-blooded descendants of Spaniards but born in America), 
mestizos (the mix between Spaniard and Indio), and mulatos (a 
mix between Spaniard and Black). However, there were also other 
“races”—depending on all the possible permutations of the mix of 
the main racial groups—albino, torna atrás, castizo, morisco, zam-
baigo, lobo, coyote, pardo, moreno, chino, mestizo coyote, mulato 
lobo, coyote mestizo, and so forth (Martínez, 2009). According to 
Morales (2008: 480), this means that there are,  

 
intricate differential and differentiated mestizajes that constitut-

ed the colonial and postcolonial history of Latin America, and 

which produced a pluralistic mestizo subject who is located in 

all social classes and who is ethnoculturally differentiated by his 

or her respective mestizaje. This intercultural subject lives and 

creates cultural identities that he or she exercises from his or her 

articulated differences when he or she identifies him or herself 

in the act of identifying his or her counterparts as criollo(a), 

Mestizo(a), Indio(a), Mulato(a), or as any other possible identi-

fication yet unnamed.  

 

In other words, theorizing with notions like mimicry, ambivalence, 
the Other, and Manichean allegories—colonizer/colonized and 
black/white—become something more complex in a context of 
mestizaje. “Creative borrowing” from the postcolonial toolkit 
(Mazzotti, 2008: 101) is in some cases necessary. For example, a 
Manichean aesthetic or allegory is a system of representations 
where reality is seen in terms of oppositions or polarities that arise 
from a duality, explains McLeod (2010). In the words of 
JanMohamed (1985: 63), the Manichean allegory is,  

 
a field of diverse yet interchangeable oppositions between white 

and black, good and evil, superiority and inferiority, civilization 

and savagery, intelligence and emotion, rationality and sensuali-

ty, self and Other, subject and object. 
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In the case of mestizaje, if we think about the Spaniard Master 
(colonizer, self, civilized), then who is the Other? The Indio? The 
mestizo? All castas? Morales (2008), argues the plural reality of 
subjects in the “colonial, postcolonial, and neocolonial realities of 
Latin America” forces us to think beyond binary dichotomies since 
they do not explain the complexity of mestizajes. The different co-
lonial subjects all related to each other in ways that would seem to 
go beyond a binary such as Black/White. However, I would argue 
that while it is true a rigid binary dichotomy does not explain mes-
tizajes, a fluid, shifting understanding does. There is and there was 
a Master that established a precedent—a civilized, rational, and 
superior Self— and all mimicry would be attempted towards re-
flecting this Master. However, this in turn creates an absolute, but 
fluid and shifting, Manichean relationship where Master—White, 
male, and Christian—stands in relationship to x. Additionally, the 
colonial subjects were not stable; all colonial subjects had room to 
maneuver in their attempt to look like Master and aspire to White-
ness—understood in the form of the Spaniard—by, what I call, 
transfiguration. These particularities will become apparent later 
on.  
 
Chapter outline 
 
I begin by setting the context in chapter two by introducing Yuca-
tán, Motul, and other relevant places. Additionally, I include the 
boom, bust, and decline story of the maquiladora industry in the 
state. I then move on to chapter three, where I justify and explain 
my approach to Eurocentrism and my theoretical framework—
which mainly consists of a mix of Lefebvre and postcolonial theo-
ry. I justify both choices and discuss why this mix is productive 
based on their weaknesses and strengths. I expand on the concept 
of instances of magic and—through a discussion of space, capital-
ism, everyday life, and urbanization—present the theoretical tools 
that will be used later on. I present my methodology in chapter 
four and include a reflection of the challenges when mobilizing 
Lefebvrian theory into empirical research, a description of the re-
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search methods used, and methodological reflections. The follow-
ing chapters—five to nine—include the analysis and discussion of 
the empirical material. The chapters are ordered from abstractions 
going to the level of the everyday. Mayaland—a mythical maqui-
ladora paradise—is presented in chapter five and is analyzed 
through its assets: (a) geographically privileged and abundant trop-
ics, (b) dutiful workers, (c) roads paved for business, (d) no hur-
dles, and (e) “good living.” The chapter then explains how these 
assets are framed in terms of New World exoticism and analyzes 
the traces of abstract space that start to emerge. Chapter six intro-
duces the Magical Maya—the dutiful worker that can be found in 
Mayaland—and analyzes how this is a myth that racializes maqui-
ladora workers in a process of subject formation that occurs 
through transfiguration. Chapter seven then introduces the Zone—
the officially demarcated maquiladora territory—and discusses the 
magic of capitalism that happens inside the maquila and outside 
the Zone. The chapter concludes by explaining how the portrayals 
of Mayaland and the Magical Maya are an attempt to differentiate 
the maquiladoras in Yucatán within the vast Zone landscape. 
However, despite its ethnic and exotic twist, the Zone-as-
Mayaland is actually generic in the world of capital. Chapter eight 
exposes the maquila leftovers—the effects of the maquiladora on 
the surroundings—through an analysis of spatial practices, envi-
ronmental degradation, and imaginaries that refuse to disappear. 
The concepts of invisibility and planetary urbanization are used to 
analyze this as an inconspicuous hinterland of global capitalism. A 
reflection of the tensions of the Zone is also carried out. Finally, 
chapter nine zooms-in at the level of the everyday and presents 
snapshots of how it is to live with the maquila. A discussion of 
colonization and differential space is presented. Chapter ten con-
cludes by presenting the main findings of how colonial legacies, 
urbanization, and global capitalism unfolded in the land of the 
Magical Maya. 
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2. BOOM, BUST, DECLINE 

María Leticia (Lety) Dzul Dzul3 was born in 1977 in the land of 
the fading green gold. Francisco Luna Kan was the state governor 
in Yucatán, and the henequen industry—the engine that had sus-
tained the economy since the nineteenth century—was facing its 
most severe crisis to date (Quintal Palomo, 2010). The creation of 
a state-owned company, Cordemex S.A. de C.V., only sixteen years 
earlier in 1961 had not prevented a sharp decline in henequen yield 
levels and production (Canto Sáenz, 2001). Despite government 
subsidies, investment in modern machinery, and promises that the 
quality of life of producers would improve, the only actors that 
seemed to have profited from the creation of Cordemex were the 
old henequen lords that sold their companies to the state (Canto 
Sáenz, 2001).4 In the north of Mexico, the maquiladora industry 
was on its twelfth year of existence, and the federal government 
had appointed a commission to promote the model beyond the 
border states (Carrillo and Zárate, 2009). 

 
Lety was seven years old in 1984 when Víctor Cervera Pacheco, 
the strong-willed veteran politician that would continue to influ-
ence Yucatecan politics for the next two decades until his death in 
2004, became state governor for the first time. The year 1984 was 
also when the Henequen Restructuring Program and Comprehen-
                                                   
3 The names of most research participants have been changed. See “Appendix: List of Interviewees” 
for more details.   
4 The businessmen’s greatest problem, as they traveled to the heartlands of Mexican industrial activi-
ty, was being unable to decide in what or where to invest the 300 million pesos they had collectively 
received from the government in payment and compensation in 1964 (Canto Sáenz, 2001).  
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sive Development of Yucatán, the plan that is referenced as key in 
redefining the state’s economy from agro-based to aspiring indus-
trial powerhouse, was launched. 

 
By the time the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
was signed in 1994 and the winds of neoliberalism accelerated the 
expansion of the maquiladora industry across Mexico and in Yuca-
tán, Lety, at seventeen, already had six years of work experience. 
    
I met Lety in 2016 when she was thirty-eight years old. By then she 
had witnessed and participated in all the major economic moments 
of the last decades in her municipality, Motul. Her present was an-
chored in the henequen period and the maquiladora boom, both 
things of the past. In Motul, the maquiladora boom had unraveled 
in the mid-1990s, when Montgomery Industries and Mayan Palace 
had come to Motul, and began to slow down sometime between 
2002 (the year hurricane Isidore hit the peninsula) and 2008 (the 
year of the global financial meltdown). The arrival of Montgomery 
Industries and Mayan Palace5 to Motul was a watershed moment 
that established a “before” and “after” in the city and its comisa-
rías. Lety had worked at both maquiladoras. 
  
At the state level, the chronology of the maquiladora industry in 
Yucatán starts in 1981, when the first maquiladora, Ormex, 
opened6 (Canché Escamilla, 1998; Zarate-Hoyos and Albornoz 
Medina, 1999). By 1990, nine years later, there were only thirteen 
factories operating. However, an unforeseeable boom was ap-
proaching, by the year 2001, the number of maquiladoras had in-
creased to 131, representing a meteoric growth of 1007%. After 
2001, the boom bust and there was a steady decline of maquilado-
ras. Even if there was a slight improvement between 2006 and 
2008, by 2015 the number of maquiladoras had shrunk to 69 (see 
Figure 2.7). Lety’s everyday life, along with so many other work-
                                                   
5 All maquiladora names are real, except: Montgomery Industries, Mayan Palace, Horizontal Knits, 
and Mayan Knits. 
6 In 1973 two maquiladoras began operations in Mérida but closed a year later (Canto Sáenz, 2001), 
perhaps this is the reason Ormex is considered the first one by most authors.    
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ers, was transformed with the boom, bust and decline of the 
maquiladora industry in the state.7  
 
Yucatán 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.1!The state of Yucatán with some of the places mentioned in the the-
sis. Baca, a settlement that hosts the maquiladora Horizontal Knits; Hunucmá, 
settlement that hosted a Montgomery Industries warehouse; Maxcanú, settle-
ment that hosted Montgomery Industries’ second maquiladora; Mérida, the 

capital of the state; Motul, main fieldwork site; Progreso, the current seaport; 
and Sisal, old seaport during the golden era of the henequen. 

 
Yucatán is a state in Mexico that is categorized by the federal gov-
ernment as part of the “south/southeast” region (SEDATU, 2014). 
The “south/southeast,” which encompasses eight other states—
Campeche, Chiapas, Guerrero, Oaxaca, Puebla, Quintana Roo, 
Tabasco, and Veracruz—represents 26% of the Mexican territory, 
20% of the national population, and 68% of the total indigenous 
population in the country (SEDATU, 2014). According to the same 
report, 48% of the population of the “south/southeast” lives in ru-
                                                   
7 The title of this chapter was inspired by Broughton's (2015) Boom, Bust, Exodus. The Rust Belt, 
the Maquilas, and a Tale of Two Cities. 
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ral areas,8 while at the national level, the percentage is only 28% 
(SEDATU, 2014). With a few exceptions (e.g., the tourist zone in 
Cancún and the so-called Mayan Riviera), the whole region suffers 
from “weak infrastructural connectivity.” Furthermore, a “com-
plex physiography,” “dispersion of the population,” and “few 
economic engines,” bring about “conditions of social backward-
ness and poverty” (SEDATU, 2014: 15). The report adds, 

 
Thus, the region possesses the highest segments of the popula-

tion who live in poverty; have limited access to health services, 

housing and infrastructure; who have low incomes; and low 

schooling levels … Overall, the conjunction of negative factors 

generate a pattern that makes the RSS [south/southeast region] 

the least productive and the most backward in the country. 

(SEDATU, 2014: 15) 

 

The “south/southeast”—rural, indigenous, poor, and underdevel-
oped—has been the target of several development programs in the 
last decades. For example, Marcha hacia el Sur, launched in the 
early 2000s (Labrecque, 2005; Proceso, 2003); Plan Puebla Pana-
má, launched in 2001 (Presidencia de la República, 2001; Torres 
Torres and Gasca Zamora, 2004); and most recently, Proyecto 
Mesoamérica (Zamora Torres, 2016) or Programa Regional de De-
sarollo del Sur-Sureste (Gobierno de la República, 2013). 

 
The latest development plan published by the state government, 
Plan Estatal de Desarrollo 2012–2018 (COESPY, 2013), also em-
phasizes issues of poverty, indigeneity, underdevelopment, a sharp 
“urban-rural” divide, and deep inequalities across different parts of 
the state. Yucatán has a population of little more than 2 million 
people—2,097,175 to be exact (INEGI, 2015c). According to the 
development plan, 48% of the state population suffers from pov-
erty (COESPY, 2013).9 While this percentage reflects the state as a 
whole, poverty levels are around 70% in the northeastern, eastern, 
and southern parts of the state. To get a broader understanding 
                                                   
8 Defined as settlements with less than 2500 people.  
9 Close to the poverty percentage at the national level, 46% (COESPY, 2013: 84). 
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with a monetary indicator, in 2010, 53% of the total population in 
Yucatán earned less than two minimum wages (COESPY, 2013). 
The minimum wage in 2010 was 54.47 pesos (CONASAMI, 
2010), which would mean that around 1 million people in Yucatán 
were earning at the most 109 pesos—4.87 €10—per day. This situa-
tion stands in sharp contrast to the percentage at the national level, 
where only 39% earned less than two minimum wages. This also 
reflects the sharp inequalities across Yucatán: in the northeastern, 
eastern, and southern parts of the state, the percentage of people 
earning less than two minimum wages in 2010 was 75–79% 
(COESPY, 2013).  

 
The state government also uses the idea of “dispersal” to reflect 
upon the huge contrasts between urban areas, regional centers, and 
rural places. In 2010, 52% of the state population lived in Mérida, 
the state capital, and its metropolitan area (CentroEure, 2014).11 
Municipalities that have more than 15,000 inhabitants are consid-
ered regional centers since these settlements can offer urban ser-
vices in a radius of up to 20 kilometers. There are twelve of these 
regional centers, including the city of Motul (COESPY, 2013). The 
rest are the areas perceived as rural.12 Since the 1990s, the devel-
opment plans have highlighted the huge contrasts between the ur-
ban—Mérida and its radius of influence—and the rest of Yucatán. 
The urban-rural divide has been described as an “excessive urban 
concentration” in Mérida that makes it challenging to provide ser-
vices (education, health care) throughout the state (Gobierno del 
Estado, 1996); “an asymmetrical configuration” that translates in-
to different degrees of economic progress and social wellbeing 
(Gobierno del Estado, 2001); an “inconvenient dispersion of the 
population” (Gobierno del Estado, 2007); and finally, a “local-
ized” problem since the “challenges” associated to marginalization 
                                                   
10 Exchange rate (1 MXN = 0.044 €) from December 11, 2017.   
11 Which include the following municipalities: Conkal, Kanasín, Progreso, Ucú, Umán (CentroEure, 
2014).  
12 To get an idea of how the urban-rural divide is categorized in Yucatán, SEFOE (2010: 6) explains 
that 40% of the population lives in cities of more than 100,000 people; 20% lives in settlements 
between 15,000 and 99,999 inhabitants; 23% in settlements between 2,500 and 14,999 people; and 
17% in settlements with less than 2,500 people. 
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and poverty only exist in certain areas of the state (COESPY, 
2013). 
 
There are more statistics that paint a picture of Yucatán. Accord-
ing to the latest development plan, “Close to 6 out 10 inhabitants 
in Yucatán are Maya speakers. Approximately 8 out of every 10 
municipalities in the state are considered an indigenous municipali-
ty” (COESPY, 2013: 100). However, a few lines later, the docu-
ment is eager to emphasize that “it is evident that the municipali-
ties with high segments of Mayan speakers are located in the east-
ern region of the state, which is characterized by its high poverty 
rates, marginalization and social backwardness” (COESPY, 2013: 
100). The plan then urges that any development strategies must 
have an “ethnic” approach.  

 
Mérida 
 
Mérida, the white city, is the capital of the state and, according to 
the OECD (2007), the “commercial and services hub” of the pen-
insula. SEFOE (2010) maintains this claim. Mérida is the only 
“metropolitan area” in Yucatán and concentrates most of the eco-
nomic activity of the state in terms of jobs and economic growth 
(CentroEure, 2014). The city hosts an international airport and has 
access to federal highway #180, which connects the peninsula from 
Campeche in the west to Cancún in the east (CentroEure, 2014).  

 
Progreso 
 
Considered part of Mérida’s metropolitan area (CentroEure, 
2014), the seaport of Progreso is 26 kilometers away from the cap-
ital (SEFOE, 2010). Progreso is the third most important seaport in 
the Gulf of Mexico and has connections to Panama City, Belize 
Port, Veracruz, La Habana, and Tampa Bay, among others 
(SEFOE, 2011). The shipping companies that call on the port are 
Línea Peninsular, Maersk, Melfi, and Zim (SEFOE, 2011). 
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Motul 
 
Located in the old “heart of the henequen region” (Barceló 
Quintal, 2011; Moreno Acevedo, 2005), Motul is one of the cities 
in the state that is considered a regional center (COESPY, 2013). 
The city itself has 23,240 inhabitants but the municipality as a 
whole has 33,978 (INEGI, 2010). The municipality has thirty-five 
comisarías (INEGI, 2009), including Kancabal, Tanyá, Ucí, and 
Komchén Martínez, which are mentioned in this thesis. Motul 
hosts Montgomery Industries, the most important maquiladora in 
Yucatán and biggest employer in the city. 
 
Green Gold 
 

The henequen boom transformed Yucatán from one of the 

poorest regions in Mexico to the wealthiest and most industrial-

ised state in the entire country by the turn of the 20th century 

(Wells, 1985; Topik and Wells, 1998). However, Yucatán’s rap-

id economic growth was a textbook case of dependent devel-

opment—the region's economic future was completely reliant 

on foreign investment and tied directly to a single foreign mar-

ket. (OECD, 2007: 122)  

 

Henequen (see Figure 2.2), an agave endemic to the Yucatan pen-
insula, had been cultivated at a small scale since before the colonial 
era (Moseley and Delpar, 2008). However, it was not until the 
nineteenth century that hacendados (plantation owners, see Figure 
2.3) began to develop the commercial production of henequen 
“largely in response to the demand for cables and ropes associated 
with the growth of world shipping” (Moseley and Delpar, 2008: 
26). As demand increased, henequen became Mexico’s main agri-
cultural export (Zuleta Miranda, 2004) and Yucatán’s “green 
gold” (Baños Ramírez, 2010), creating a cornucopia that provided 
extreme wealth to an oligarchy, the casta divina,13 during a golden 
                                                   
13 The casta divina (divine caste) was “a group of thirty to forty families of planters and their bank-
er-merchant cousins and allies. Below them were some three hundred families who owned small or 
medium-size estates” (Moseley and Delpar, 2008: 28). 
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age that lasted between 1880 and 1915 (Moseley and Delpar, 
2008). The oligarchy developed the infrastructure that was needed 
for henequen to flow: tramways in haciendas to facilitate harvest-
ing and the extraction of the fiber, a railroad system across Yuca-
tán to facilitate the transportation of the commodity to the coast, 
and the construction of the seaport in Progreso (replacing the old 
one in Sisal) to facilitate the shipping process to the United States, 
its biggest market (Baños Ramírez, 2010; Barceló Quintal, 2011). 
The oligarchy also built to reflect their wealth and make Mérida a 
modern urban capital—reflecting its status as Mexico’s fifth largest 
and wealthiest provincial capital—public lightning was installed in 
central streets, a plan to develop a sewer system was launched (un-
fulfilled), a garbage collection system was implemented, some 
streets were paved, horse-drawn trams were introduced, an opera 
house was constructed, and Paseo de Montejo,14 the boulevard 
where the wealthy henequen landowners built their “palatial 
homes,” was inaugurated (see Figure 2.4 and 2.5)  (Archivo 
Histórico del Municipio de Mérida Yucatán, 2015b; Levy, 2012; 
Moseley and Delpar, 2008).  

 
The golden age of the henequen came to an end with the aftermath 
of the Mexican Revolution, when land reforms forced landown-
ers—the hacendados—to “give up” substantial portions of their 
land. Changes in the global market also facilitated the end since 
henequen began to be cultivated in other parts of the world such as 
Kenya, Sumatra, and Java (Canto Sáenz, 2001). Despite the end of 
the golden age, the henequen industry in Yucatán had peaks during 
the Second World War and later the Korean War (Canto Sáenz, 
2001; Moseley and Delpar, 2008). The state-owned company Cor-
demex S.A. de C.V. attempted to revive the henequen industry dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s but it was unsuccessful (Yoder, 2008). 
Moseley and Delpar (2008: 37) explain that “by the 1970s Yuca-
                                                   
14 Family name of the Spaniards that conquered the area and founded the city of Mérida (Archivo 
Histórico del Municipio de Mérida Yucatán, 2015a). The Paseo de Montejo is now a tourist destina-
tion in Mérida, a clean, wide boulevard with palatial residences from the henequen era that contrasts 
with the narrower, derelict, backstreets that run parallel to it. The Paseo was inaugurated in 1904 
and was hailed by Porfirio Díaz—Mexico’s Francophile pseudo-dictator that hoped to propel the 
nation into modernity—as an example of Order and Progress (Moseley and Delpar, 2008). 
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tán had become one of Mexico’s poorest states, sustained to a large 
extent by federal subventions.” By the 1980s, the henequen indus-
try suffered from low yields and low productivity and corruption 
practices within Cordemex. Following the wider neoliberal reforms 
that were happening throughout Mexico at the time, ideas about 
privatizing the henequen industry began to appear (Baños Ramírez, 
2010). By the 1990s, some parts of Cordemex were privatized 
while the rest was dismantled amid great economic loss for the 
state (Baños Ramírez, 2010). However, it had already been obvi-
ous since the 1980s that a “monocrop economy” could no longer 
sustain the state (Baklanoff, 2008a). In 1984, the governor of the 
time, Víctor Cervera Pacheco, launched the Henequen Restructur-
ing Program and Comprehensive Development of Yucatán,15 a plan 
that projected a diversification of the Yucatecan economy towards 
and industrialized future and that included, among other measures, 
prospects for the development of a maquiladora industry (Canto 
Sáenz, 2001).  

 

 
Figure 2.2! Pencas, sword-shaped leaves of the henequen. The leaves are 

squashed to remove the liquid content. A fiber is obtained and is put to dry. 
The dried fiber can then be used to make ropes, carpets, baskets, etc. 

 
                                                   
15 Programa de Reordenación Henequenera y Desarrollo Integral de Yucatán 
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Figure 2.3!Hacienda Yaxcopoil. Former henequen plantation.   
 

Figure 2.4!Palacio Cantón. Example of a casona along Paseo de Montejo. 
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The Old Frontier 
 
“Maquiladoras” or “maquilas”, as Export Processing Zones 
(EPZs) are known in Mexico, were first established in the country 
in the 1960s under a very specific tax regime that only permitted 
the assembly and export of one type of product. The restrictions 
also included that the assembly plants could only be located on a 
20 kilometer strip along the border with United States (Darity, 
2008; Plankey Videla, 2008). The maquiladora program was 
meant to provide jobs to Mexican men returning from the United 
States that had participated in the Bracero program16 and found 
themselves unemployed after the program had ended (Alvarez-
Smith, 2008). In the 1970s, the Mexican government allowed 
maquiladoras to be set up beyond the border and restrictions on 
the type of product that could be assembled were lifted (Alvarez-
Smith, 2008; Zarate-Hoyos and Albornoz Medina, 1999). Influ-
enced (or inspired) by the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund, and the U.S. Treasury, Mexico abandoned in the early 1980s 
its economic model of “Import Substitution Industrialization”17 
and became one of the first states to adjust, the so-called “structur-
al adjustment,” to a neoliberal agenda. The adjustment included 
liberalizing trade, privatizing state companies, increasing labor 
flexibility, and privatizing ejidos with the objective of “moderniz-
ing” Mexico and making it attractive for foreign investment 
(Harvey, 2005; Portes and Roberts, 2005; Spener et al., 2002; 
Teichman, 2009).  

 
In 1985, only around 10% of the maquiladoras were located in 
Mexico’s interior (Alvarez-Smith, 2008). Mexico’s accession to the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 was a 
significant factor in the expansion of the maquiladora program in 
Yucatán (Canto Sáenz, 2001; Mendoza Fernández, 2008) and 
throughout “interior locations” (non-border regions) in Mexico 
                                                   
16 A labor program that ran between 1942 and1964 and allowed Mexicans to be agricultural guest 
workers in the United States (Carrillo and Zárate, 2009; Núñez and Klamminger, 2010). The word 
bracero comes from brazo (arm) (RAE, 2015), reminiscent of farmhand.  
17 A popular economic model in Latin America that fostered “national industries by subsidies or 
tariff protections” (Harvey, 2005: 8). 
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(Spener et al., 2002). Mexico’s maquiladora industry became 
known for the following advantages over other production sites: a 
highly productive and low-cost labor force, transport and commu-
nications infrastructure of acceptable quality (in comparison to 
other developing countries), geographical proximity to the United 
States, and preferential tariffs and quotas for companies from the 
United States (Spener et al., 2002). 

 
The maquiladora legal framework has been transformed and up-
dated since the time of its creation. The latest legal framework was 
put in place in 2006 and is called the Manufacturing, Maquila and 
Exports Services Industry (IMMEX, in Spanish) decree (SEGOB, 
2016a). According to the Mexican Economy Secretariat, the IM-
MEX program is,  

 
an instrument which allows the temporary importation of 

goods that are used in an industrial or service process intended 

to produce, transform or repair foreign goods imported tempo-

rarily for its subsequent export or the provision of export ser-

vices, without covering the payment of the general tax for im-

port, the value added tax and, where appropriate, the counter-

vailing duties. (Secretaría de Economía, 2015)  

 

The current outlook of the maquiladora industry in Mexico is as 
follows. In 2012, the industry represented 65% of all exports and 
employed 80% of all manufacture workers in the country (Palencia 
Escalante, 2012). In 2014, 59% of the maquiladoras in Mexico18 
were still located in the states along the border with the United 
States—Baja California Norte, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo León, 
Sonora, and Tamaulipas—and employed 61% of the 2.2 million 
maquiladora workers (INEGI, 2015a). The industry produces au-
tomobile and aircraft parts, cars, apparel, textiles, medical devices, 
and electronic and home appliances (Alvarez-Smith, 2008; Gereffi 
et al., 2002; ProMéxico, 2015). 

 
                                                   
18 According to INEGI (2015a) there were 5020 maquiladoras in Mexico in 2014.  
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Figure 2.5!Quinta Montes Molina. Example of a casona along Paseo de Mon-
tejo. 

 

 
Figure 2.6!The Old and New Frontiers. In yellow, the “traditional” maqui-

ladora states in the border with the United States (the “old frontier”). In pink, 
Yucatán, the “new frontier.”  
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The New Frontier 
 

Undoubtedly robust growth rates that made of Yucatán one of 

the fastest regional economies in the OECD resided in FDI 

[Foreign Direct Investment] and maquiladora activities. (OECD, 

2007: 88) 

 

Most of the literature dealing with a description or analysis of the 
maquiladora industry in Yucatán usually presents a straightfor-
ward timeline that uses one of two storylines to explain its devel-
opment:19  

 
1. A story of the henequen industry—its golden era and de-
cline—is given. A description of the crisis and loss of jobs that 
ensued when the henequen industry collapsed follows, and 
ends with a description of the government’s decision to pro-
mote the development of the maquiladora industry in Yucatán. 
 
2. A description of the maquiladora industry in the north of 
Mexico is given, emphasizing how this was the old or tradi-
tional maquila region. An account of the neoliberal reforms 
that were implemented in Mexico in the 1990s is then given, 
followed by a description of the expansion of the maquiladora 
to the south of the country (aided in this case by the Yucatecan 
government’s decision to promote the industry).  

 
An uncritical summary of the story would go something like this: 
Yucatán was first forecasted, advertised, and then hailed as “the 
new frontier” or “the other frontier” (Canto Sáenz, 2001; Castilla 
Ramos and García Quintanilla, 2006; Rivas F., 1985) of the 
maquiladora industry in Mexico. What was the government’s 
wishful thinking in the 1980s became reality as the industry expe-
rienced a “dramatic shift” (Biles, 2004) reflected on the meteoric 
growth of 1007% experienced between 1990 and 2001. 

 
                                                   
19 I am aware that setting a context (deciding what to highlight or suppress in a story/account) and 
deciding how to frame an analysis, is already an act of participating in the production of space.  
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However, it is important to emphasize that the maquiladora indus-
try and its topography were built little by little (and to a point, 
even randomly). For example, the state development plan of 1983 
(Gobierno del Estado, 1983) has a brief reference to maquiladoras, 
in addition to foreign exports, the maquiladora industry needs 
promotion and “special” support, the text simply reads. The idea 
of transforming Yucatán into an “industrialized state” was already 
there but the goal was to develop the industry that already exist-
ed—which were the factories that provided goods and services to 
the whole peninsula (Gobierno del Estado, 1983). By 1987, maqui-
ladoras were still not considered the “backbone” of the “industrial 
development project” in the state, even if eleven maquiladoras 
were already functioning and the government had expectations 
that thirty-two more factories would start functioning (Cervera 
Pacheco, 1987). Fast-forwarding to 1996, maquiladoras were still 
not described in the state’s development plan as the ultimate goal 
of industrial activity or the only perceived solution to unemploy-
ment (Gobierno del Estado, 1996). The Development Plan from 
1996 was significant since only four years earlier, 40,000 thousand 
campesinos formerly employed at Cordemex had become unem-
ployed, and the government felt even more pressure to attract for-
eign investment (Canto Sáenz, 2001). Even though there were al-
ready forty maquiladoras operating in Yucatán in 1996 (INEGI, 
2015b), the plan pledged to be looking for lasting solutions that 
would create “permanent and balanced development” along with 
also permanent and well-paid jobs (Gobierno del Estado, 1996). 
The government believed that a mix of maquiladoras, tourism, and 
construction would “absorb” high numbers of the unemployed la-
bor force (Gobierno del Estado, 1996).  

 
By the year 2000, the unemployment rate in Yucatán was 1% 
(Gobierno del Estado, 2000), and the development plans and in-
formes de gobierno painted a different story where there was abso-
lute confidence in a maquiladora present and a path towards the 
future. The reality throughout the state seemed to be that Yucatán 
had indeed become the New Frontier of the maquiladora industry. 
Even though maquiladoras continued to be concentrated in the 
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north of Mexico, Yucatán became one of the states that had the 
highest number of new plants in Mexico’s interior (Baklanoff, 
2008b). In 1999, the president of the CANAIVE (a garment cham-
ber of commerce), was quoted saying there were so many unfilled 
job positions in the garment industry in Mérida that if a plant with 
300 workers suddenly closed, all 300 people would have jobs “in 
less than two hours” (DY, 1999a). In the year 2000, the city of 
Valladolid had to “import workers” from surrounding villages 
since the unemployment rate was 0% in the city (DY, 2000d). The 
major in Motul also announced an unemployment rate of 0% at 
some point.  

 
However, after the highest peak of 2001, the amount of maqui-
ladoras fell drastically the following two years, stabilized, had a 
slight peak in 2008, and then continued the tendency to drop every 
year (see Figure 2.7). The words “maquiladora industry” became 
indicators (Gobierno del Estado, 2001), historical precedent 
(Gobierno del Estado, 2007), and then faded (COESPY, 2013) 
from the State Development Plans. At the end of 2015, Yucatán 
had sixty-seven maquiladoras (thirty-eight within Mérida) employ-
ing a little bit more than 20,000 workers (INEGI, 2017). The 
maquiladoras in Yucatán mostly manufacture jewelry, apparel, and 
industrial machines and parts (IndexYucatán, 2015; SEFOE, 
2010). Further, 85% of the production is exported to the United 
States (Becerril et al., 2012; SEFOE, 2010).  
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Figure 2.7!Maquiladoras operating in Yucatán between 1981 and 2015. Own 

graph. Sources: (Canché Escamilla, 1998; Canto Sáenz, 2001; Canto Sáenz 
and Cruz Pacheco, 2004; Cervera Pacheco, 1987; INEGI, 2015b, 2017) 
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3. READING LEFEBVRE THROUGH 
POSTCOLONIAL THEORY	 

Since my research interest lies in exploring the relationship between 
global capitalism, urbanization, and colonial legacies, I have creat-
ed a theoretical toolkit that mainly mixes Marxism (via Lefebvre) 
and postcolonial theory20, particularly, coloniality—an approach to 
postcolonial studies from a Latin American perspective (Moraña et 
al., 2008b). The main purpose of the chapter is to present this 
framework. The chapter’s second purpose is to justify my choice of 
Lefebvre and, just as importantly, discuss the questions, why does 
postcolonial theory need Lefebvre? and why does Lefebvre need 
postcolonial theory? There are potential theoretical contradictions 
within this approach, but these are tensions that can be productive 
as long as they are addressed.  
 
Dealing with Eurocentrism 
 
My ontological and epistemological inspiration lies in the project 
of critical urban theory (Brenner, 2009). Within this Western 
Marxist tradition, I seek to contribute to the project of demystify-
ing the capitalist mode of production (McNally, 2012: 116), par-
ticularly in relationship to urbanization, and Lefebvrian theory is a 
powerful tool to do so. Other suitable approaches could have been 
                                                   
20 For a review of other authors that have followed a similar approach see Goonewardena and 
Kipfer (2013). 
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chosen to carry out the analysis,21 but this was my choice as a re-
searcher. As I said, the important question to reflect upon is the 
tension that exists between postcolonial theory and Marxism. This 
is something that has already been discussed in the literature—for 
example, in the work of Bartolovich and Lazarus (2002: 1), who 
attempt to deal with the “oversimplification, caricature, and 
trivialization [that] has crept into the discourse on both sides"; 
Chakrabarty (2000), who urges us to “provincialize Europe” by 
arguing that no history of capital can be universal; and Chibber 
(2013), who, on the contrary, argues for an universal history of 
capital. A discussion of Eurocentrism cannot be disregarded. 
Knowledge, after all, including critical theory, is contextual, histor-
ically specific, and embedded in power relations (Brenner, 2009).  

 
For Rabasa (1993: 18), Eurocentrism is both a “tradition that 
places Europe as a universal cultural ideal embodied in what is 
called the West” and a “pervasive condition of thought.”  Rabasa 
(1993: 181) expands his thoughts in another section: 

 
Eurocentrism... is more than an ideological construct that van-

ishes with the brush of the pen or merely disappears when Eu-

rope loses its position of dominance. The trace of European ex-

pansionism continues to exist in the bodies and mind of the rest 

of the world, as well as in the fantasies of the former colonizers.  

 

For Escobar (2007: 184), following Dussel and Quijano, Eurocen-
trism is “the knowledge form of modernity/coloniality.” Also 
thinking through Quijano, Castro-Gómez (2008: 280) calls Euro-
centrism the “epistemic nucleus” that “contributed to the legitimi-
zation of European colonial domination and its pretenses of uni-
versal validation.” Mignolo argues all knowledge has a “locus of 
enunciation” (Moraña et al., 2008a). What Castro-Gómez (2008: 
278) calls “the hubris of zero degrees” is an attempt at pretending 
                                                   
21 Other starting points could have been: feminist urban studies (see Peake and Rieker, 2013); urban 
political ecology (see for example the work of Gandy, Heynen, Kaika, Keil, Swyngedouw); Neil 
Smith’s “uneven development”, Milton Santos’ “used territory” or from an agrarian/land-
dispossession perspective (for example, see Levien, 2011).  
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there is no center to an observation, no perspective from which one 
speaks, no subjective representations, no actual locus, a point of 
view from “nowhere.” According to Castro-Gómez (2008: 279), 

 
One of the consequences of the hubris of the zero degrees is the 

invisibilization of a particular place of enunciation, which is 

then converted into a place without a place, into a universal. 

The tendency to convert local history into a global design runs 

parallel to the process of establishing that particular place as a 

center of geopolitical power.  

 

For Quijano (2007), Eurocentrism—along with modernity, the 
concept of rationality that emerged within the Enlightenment, capi-
talism and racial classifications of people—is the cornerstone of 
what he calls the coloniality of power, a form of domination that 
continues to exist even in places that officially are not colonies an-
ymore. However, there is also another face to domination. Quijano 
(in Castro-Gómez, 2008: 282) sees the imaginary that is Eurocen-
trism as a form of seduction, a symbol of aspirations since it also 
serves as means of accessing power.  

 
Within the critique of Eurocentrism, it is also important to think 
about Occidentalism, which according to Santos (2010: 105) could 
be understood in two ways:  

 
At least two very distinct conceptions [of Occidentalism] can be 

identified. First, Occidentalism as a counter-image of Oriental-

ism: the image that the ‘others’, the victims of western Oriental-

ism, construct concerning the West. Second, Occidentalism as a 

double image of Orientalism: the image the West has of itself 

when it subjects the ‘others’ to Orientalism.   

 

Taking this into consideration, it is important when dealing with 
Eurocentrism to acknowledge its “internal relativity” and avoid 
carrying out a stereotyping of “the West” (Santos, 2010).  The idea 
of “the West”—and “the rest”—is a creation, after all, a construc-
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tion, and it is exactly one of the things postcolonial studies at-
tempts to study (Roy, 2016b).  

 
My approach to Eurocentrism follows Roy (2016b) and Santos 
(2010). Eloquently, Roy (2016b: 205) explains, 

 
There is a specific way in which I want to broach the issue of 

Eurocentrism and its relevance for theory, method and peda-

gogy in urban studies. Following Mufti (2005: 473, original 

emphasis), I see Eurocentrism to be ‘an epistemological prob-

lem’. What Mufti means by this is the sheer impossibility of 

narrating the non-West by bypassing the West. He thus con-

cludes that ‘we are all Eurocentric in this sense’ (ibid.: 474, 

original emphasis), always telling the history of the non-West in 

reference to the master narrative that is Europe. […] For me, 

postcolonial theory is a way of inhabiting, rather than discard-

ing, the epistemological problem that is Eurocentrism. Post-

colonial theory then is not so much a way of interpreting and 

narrating the postcolony as it is a method for interpreting and 

narrating the West, or rather ‘the stories the West most often 

tells itself about itself’, to repeat Gregory’s (2004: 4) felicitous 

phrase. 

 

For Roy (2016b), Eurocentrism is an epistemological issue that 
does not imply a need to discard “Western” theory. What is im-
portant is to acknowledge “historical difference” (Chakrabarty, 
2000) and the right to speak back. “Postcolonial theory is a way of 
inhabiting, rather than discarding, the epistemological problem 
that is Eurocentrism,” Roy (2016b: 205) argues in the quote 
above. This means postcolonial theory is not about cultural relativ-
ism or exoticizing the global South, for example; it is about being 
aware of the “locus of enunciation” and rejecting “the hubris of 
zero degrees” explained above. It is about addressing the limita-
tions to theory by reflecting on a supposed, assumed, automatic 
universality and acknowledging that there are “new geographies of 
theory” (Roy, 2009). Theory can also be created from cases in the 
global South, in “the Rest,” in the non-West, and can be general-
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izable beyond it. Acknowledging this is accepting that fragments 
outside the center can also be a source of generalization and not 
simple examples of varieties of the same universal form—usually 
an empirical example from “the West” since “the West” tends to 
be a synonym for “universal” (Roy, 2016b). 

 
Santos' (2010) “Non-Occidentalist West” complements Roy's 
(2016b) approach to Eurocentrism. The “Non-Occidentalist West” 
according to Santos (2010: 103) is 

 
a vast array of conceptions, theories, arguments that, through 

produced in the West by recognized intellectual figures, were 

discarded, marginalized or ignored because they did not fit the 

political objectives of capitalism and colonialism at the roots of 

Western modernity.   

 

A complete rejection of Western theory for an essentialism of a 
“global South scholar” —for example, choosing a Mexican scholar 
simply because of its Mexicanness—is foolish. There is also an 
“Imperial South” within the global South that resists to overcome 
or minimize the inequality and suffering created by capitalism and 
coloniality (Santos, 2011). From this perspective, a Non-
Occidentalist-West scholar is not incompatible in the study of the 
global South as long as the limitations of the “locus of enuncia-
tion” are addressed and “the hubris of zero degrees” is rejected. 
   
Instances of Magic 
 
With my approach to Eurocentrism in mind, my theoretical 
framework is constructed around what I call instances of magic: 
moments where it becomes evident how abstract space and/or co-
lonial legacies veil or obscure the everyday and the daily22, creating 
an alternate reality where the rationality of capital rules instead. 
There are instances of magic throughout the thesis embedded in 
nature/landscape, bodies/subjects, infrastructure/territory (in the 
                                                   
22 The difference between everyday life, everyday, and daily life will be explained in the section 
“Everyday Life.”  
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form of the Zone), and the commodity. The theoretical tools to 
analyze all the instances of magic will be expanded in the sections 
below through a theoretical discussion of space, capitalism, every-
day life, and urbanization.  

 
First, it is important to mention that the instances of magic pre-
sented in this thesis are inspired by JanMohamed's (1985) concept 
of “magical essence,”  Taussig's (1997) use of the surrealist tradi-
tion to analyze power in his book the Magic of the State, 
McNally's (2012) interpretation of the monstrous and fantastic in 
the work of Marx, and more specifically to the context, magic(al) 
realism. Magic(al) realism is a literary style associated to Latin 
American literature and criticism that mixes “the fantastic and the 
realist” (Hutcheon, 1995). According to Merrifield (2009: 381), 
magical realism 

 
draws its artistic sustenance directly from reality, yet converts 

this often-stark reality into fantasy, into fantastic and phantas-

mal subjective visions that soon become more real than objec-

tive reality itself. In a sense, these visions become lies that bi-

zarrely tell the truth, that invent new truths, that lay bare truths 

we somehow relate to, almost instinctively, almost without be-

ing able to really see them.  

 

We will see later on in the empirical section how “visions become 
lies that bizarrely tell the truth.”23 This can be connected to the 
work of McNally (2012) and his argument for a need of “disrup-
tive fables of modernity,” “de-familiarizing techniques,” and 
“ways of seeing the unseen” to develop a “capitalist monsterolo-
gy”—“a study of the monstrous forms of everyday-life in a capital-
ist world-system.” After all, it is the role of critical theory to ex-
pose how capital hides its own monstrosity under a cloak of nor-
mality, McNally (2012) explains. Similar to McNally’s “capitalist 
monsterology,” magical realism serves as this type of tool with its 
juxtaposition of the fantastic and the real. There are empirical ex-
                                                   
23 Of course, I do not understand Merrifield’s argument as some sort of absolute “truth” with a cap-
ital T, but as the idea of exposing subjective visions that were invisible until that moment. 
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amples of this approach. For example, Wilson and Bayón (2017) 
develop the concept of “fantastical materializations” as a critical 
tool to expose the “uncanny dimensions” of capitalism in the case 
of the Manta-Manaus project in the Ecuadorian Amazon. In an 
example closer to this dissertation, I would argue Wright's (2006) 
Disposable Women and Other Myths of Global Capitalism uses 
the concept of the myth in a way reminiscent of magical realism. A 
myth, according to Wright (2006), uses “fantastic characters,” 
“extraordinary figures” to explain or validate social reality in a 
depoliticized way. In her work, “the myth of the disposable third 
world woman” exists in the “amorphous region” of “the third 
world,” and the narrative establishes how the “normal disposable 
third world woman should look, act, and be treated” within Ex-
port Processing Zones in Mexico and China. The myth also estab-
lishes her destiny, her fate: disposability. Through this approach—
the mix of the fantastic and what appears to be real—Wright criti-
cizes the logic behind the myth. 
    
While magical realism can be a powerful narrative strategy to tell a 
certain type of story that puts “fantasy” and “reality” into sharp 
contrast, the tool also embodies a tension that can be productive 
for this case. Chanady (2008) and Pratt (2008) argue how magical 
realism can also exhibit traces of essentialism and exoticism in the 
way Latin America is portrayed. For example, one of the precur-
sors of magical realism, Alejo Carpentier coined the expression 
“marvelous reality”24 to refer to what he believed were the incredi-
ble things found in the continent in terms of “luxuriant vegetation, 
imposing geography, ethnic diversity, the mixture of architectural 
styles”—whereas Gabriel García Márquez, another member of the 
literary movement, claimed (in the words of Chanady) that the 
“Latin American continent is more marvelous than any fiction” 
(Chanady, 2008: 429, 433). These descriptions to justify magical 
realism end up being a mirror of the myths surrounding the “in-
vention of America” (O’Gorman, 1995; Rabasa, 1993). According 
to O’Gorman (1995) and Rabasa (1993), America was not discov-
                                                   
24 Lo real maravilloso.  
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ered but invented. America came into existence by the grace of Eu-
ropean eyes when Christopher Columbus stumbled upon the con-
tinent in 1492 thinking he had reached the West Indies. As the 
process of exploration and conquest continued, more beings and 
things came “into existence in the act of their discovery” (Rabasa, 
1993: 38). The things that materialized in the eyes of the conquer-
ors were unheard-of, marvelous, exotic flora and fauna; a benevo-
lent climate; a feminized landscape that could be named, discov-
ered, and conquered; the noble savage (the Indio); and perhaps 
even the Earthly location of paradise (Rabasa, 1993). This is the 
exoticism attached to the New World. The instances of magic in 
this thesis also reflect the exoticism found in the idea of the New 
World and in Carpentier’s (1949 in Chanady, 2008) “marvelous 
reality,” which can be glimpsed in the understanding of Yucatán as 
a mythical place, Mayaland. Mayaland is a region where there are 
enigmatic creatures like Magical Mayas, cosmic Indios, vultures, 
ghosts, white elephants, pineapples, swallows, and flamingos; and 
wondrous places like cenotes, pyramids, blue moons, old frontiers, 
new frontiers, and paradise-Zones. 

 
Space 
 
One of David Harvey’s chapters in Spaces of Global Capitalism 
(2006) is titled “Space as a key word,” and he begins his text ex-
plaining “space” could be considered one of those loaded concepts 
such as “nature” and “culture” that have several meanings at-
tached. The multiplicity of the concept is not new. Olwig (2002) 
reports more than twenty compound definitions of space found in 
geographical discourse in the 1990s. Space continues to be a term 
that has several meanings within geography depending on the area 
of specialization or the methodological approach that is followed 
(Elden, 2009). Other geographers prefer to use the concept of 
“place” understood as something relational where a person takes 
up space but creates place (Cresswell, 2009). I chose to use 
Lefebvre’s understanding of space because (just like, for example, 
Milton Santos) Lefebvre understood “space as more than a mere 
recipient of societal relations” (Bernardes et al., 2017: 958). Broad-
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ly explained, Lefebvre (1991) views space as a product that is cre-
ated by the dialectical interactions between materiality (built 
things), discursive practices, and the everyday. As I will argue in 
this section, despite its “locus of enunciation,” a Lefebvrian 
framework to the study of space in Yucatán is not incompatible 
with a postcolonial approach. Analyzing the production of space 
via Lefebvre does not consist on making an inventory of things in 
space; the focus is on spatial practice and its product, which is em-
pirically observable regardless of time and geography. Schmid 
(2008: 29) explains,  

 
[S]pace and time do not exist universally. As they are socially 

produced, they can only be understood in the context of a spe-

cific society. In this sense, space and time are not only relational 

but fundamentally historical. This calls for an analysis that 

would include the social constellations, power relations, and 

conflicts relevant in each situation. 

 
Lefebvre (1991: 46) argues, 

 
If space is produced, if there is a productive process, then we 

are dealing with history … The history of space, of its produc-

tion qua ‘reality’, and of its forms and representations, is not to 

be confused either with the casual chain of ‘historical’ (i.e. dat-

ed) events, or with a sequence, whether teleological or not, of 

customs and laws, ideals and ideology, and socio-economic 

structures or institutions (superstructures). But we may be sure 

that the forces of production (nature; labour and the organiza-

tion of labour; technology and knowledge) and, naturally, the 

relations of production play a part … in the production of 

space.  

 

Lefebvre’s contribution is a framework that helps reflect how space 
is actually produced in a particular society: what particular “forms 
and representations,” what history, what organization of labor, 
and what perception of nature and knowledge is found at a partic-
ular place. Through this perspective, Lefebvre’s view on space is 
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compatible with Chakrabarty's (2000) call for “historical differ-
ence.”25  
 
With its origins in literary criticism, originally postcolonialism was 
pursued through a study of “representations, discourses, signs and 
images” (McLeod, 2010: 35). Of course, geography mattered in 
terms of establishing where the “centers/metropoles” and the “pe-
ripheries” were, in discussing the “geographical differences” be-
tween different colonial spaces, and between different groups of 
colonizers and the colonized (Nash, 2002). However, the focus was 
still on representations in literature and imaginaries, and not on 
“relational space.” For Kitchin (2009: 268), the concept of “rela-
tional space” is understanding space “to be contingent and active, 
as something that is produced or constructed by people through 
social relations and practices.” Missing an approach that under-
stands space relationally, Ashcroft et al. (1995) use space as a syn-
onym for cartographical representations or discuss it in terms of 
categories: cultural, historical, and social. Instead, Ashcroft et al. 
(1995) prefer the concept of “place.” In Ashcroft et al. (2013), 
“place” continues to be favored, but it is hard to pinpoint one sin-
gle definition since the concept is understood in multiple ways: in 
the sense of place-making or location, as representations in cartog-
raphy, as an outcome of modernity, as a linguistic creation, as a 
form of dislocation, or even to represent identity. Another limita-
tion in the way Ashcroft et al. (2013) understand “place” is that 
the focus and understanding of the concept seems to only encom-
pass English-speaking settler colonies. Coloniality scholars, such as 
Moraña et al. (2008b), implicitly give importance to “place” when 
discussing concepts like “locus of enunciation” or “the hubris of 
                                                   
25 This approach of course still has limitations from a decolonial perspective as understood by, for 
example, Grosfoguel (2007) since the theoretical framework still deals with the Western canon (even 
if the theoretical approach is critical) and fails to carry out a reflection from a different epistemic 
point/cosmology outside this Western canon. This approach would also fall short of Tuck and 
Yang's (2012) criticism that “decolonization is not a metaphor.” In contrast, Noxolo (2017: 318) 
argues a “decolonial geography” is one that addresses “how [a] colonial past is still active in the 
inequalities of the present” and recognizes “that knowledge is not ‘universal and independent of 
context’, but is always deeply imbricated in power, and in the contingencies of its time, location and 
relations of production” (Noxolo, 2017: 318). I take the postcolonial/decolonial debate seriously 
and acknowledge that with my approach to Eurocentrism explained above, this theoretical frame-
work might fail at a decolonial approach, but at least it follows a postcolonial one.  
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zero degrees” from the perspective that these are discussions about 
the “geopolitics of knowledge.” However, the understanding of 
“place” is limited to that and does not include any understanding 
around “place-making.” Space on the other hand, is also just un-
derstood cartographically by Moraña et al. (2008b). Teverson and 
Upstone (2011: 1) argue in the book Postcolonial Spaces: The poli-
tics of place in contemporary culture, “[i]n the field of postcolonial 
studies, however, space has always been central. From its very be-
ginnings, those involved in developing knowledge of colonial and 
postcolonial discourses have identified space in all its forms as in-
tegral to the postcolonial experience.” For example, Kipfer (2007) 
argues that Fanon approached the study of racism and colonization 
through an understanding of spatial relations. However, Soja 
(2011: x), in a foreword to the previously mentioned book, Post-
colonial Spaces, clarifies what he thinks is the main difference in 
approaching geography within postcolonial studies and the field of 
geography itself: postcolonial studies “thrives on spatial metaphors 
like mapping, location, cartography, and landscape, works pri-
marily with fictional literatures, and excels at literate textual analy-
sis.” He adds that both fields already overlap and proposes a 
“postcolonial spatial studies” (my emphasis) where “actual geog-
raphies” are analyzed.  

 
There are authors that have attempted to bridge the gap between 
postcolonialism/postcolonial theory and the field of geography, ei-
ther theoretically or empirically. Jacobs (1996) analyzed the 
“struggles over urban space in three contemporary First World cit-
ies in an attempt to map the real geographies of colonialism and 
postcolonialism.” Yeoh (2001) discussed the “prospects of getting 
past the ‘post’” when studying “postcolonial cities” by reflecting 
on what the postcolonial and the urban actually implied: was the 
“post” a moment after the colonial period or a theoretical frame 
against “dominant discourses” (including geography)? In a similar 
way to the point made by Soja (2011), McEwan (2003: 340) ana-
lyzed how postcolonialism was criticized as being “overwhelmingly 
textual, cultural and/or historical in focus” and explored how an 
engagement with geography could help produce an analysis of the 
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current “material realities of global inequalities.” Robinson (2003), 
on the other hand, made a call to “postcolonize geography,” 
whereas Roy (2009) argued there was a need for “new geographies 
of theory.” However, as a discipline, geography has not only ig-
nored certain parts of the world but has ignored its colonial past 
(Noxolo et al., 2008) and issues of race and colonialism for most 
of its history (until the 1990s)—inclining instead towards, for ex-
ample, studies of “cultural systems,” class, social justice, and capi-
talism (Kobayashi, 2014b). “Race was not recognized as the prop-
er object of the study of the science of space,” argues Kobayashi 
(2014a: 645).  

 
A Lefebvrian approach to postcolonial theory helps to ground the 
understanding of space relationally, beyond spatial metaphors, to 
answer Soja’s (2011) call for a “postcolonial spatial studies” where 
McEwan’s (2003) “material realities of global inequalities” are ad-
dressed. A postcolonial approach to Lefebvrian theory helps com-
plement the blind spots geography has had towards, for example, 
issues of race, racialization, and the effects of colonialism. Before 
reflecting more on what Lefebvrian theory lacks (and how it can be 
complemented), I will explain Lefebvre’s understanding of space. 
  
Abstract space 
 

[W]e fall into the trap of treating space as space ‘in itself’, as 

space as such. We come to think in terms of spatiality, and so to 

fetishize space in a way reminiscent of the old fetishism of 

commodities, where the trap lay in exchange, and the error was 

to consider ‘things’ in isolation, as ‘things in themselves’. 

(Lefebvre, 1991: 90)  

 

Back in the early 1970s, Henri Lefebvre was already criticizing, in 
his then recently published book The Production of Space, the “in-
definite multitude of spaces” that existed across disciplines and 
contexts: literary, personal, urban, physical, and economic, to 
name a few. In Lefebvre’s (1991) view, philosophers and scientists 
projected the idea of a disjunction between notions of space, which 
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created a schism in perception that needed to be fixed. For him, the 
idea of perceiving the physical, mental, and social as separate, iso-
lated, and compartmentalized fields of space was an empty abstrac-
tion. The dislocated view created misunderstandings, served ideo-
logical ends, and maintained the status quo, Lefebvre argued 
(Merrifield, 2006). To address this, Lefebvre proposed a unitary 
theory of space and argued it could illuminate the evident: “(social) 
space is a (social) product” (Lefebvre, 1991: 26). The phrase has 
several permutations: Social space is a product. Space is a social 
product. Space is a product.  

 
In other words, space is not something that gets filled with things 
or an object where things simply happen or unfold. Societies are 
able to produce their own spaces. A society—along with its mode 
of production and its social relations of production (e.g., division 
of labor) and reproduction (e.g., relations between sexes, age 
groups, and organization of the family)—creates its own spatial 
practices, appropriates and forges its own space. A society’s mode 
of production, along with the social relations of production and 
reproduction, is reflected in “the rhythm of daily life” and ends up 
having representations in signs, codes, buildings, monuments, and 
works of art (Lefebvre, 1991). This has the consequence that a cap-
italist mode of production will create capitalist space in a continu-
ous self-reinforcing process. However, it also implies that another 
mode of production will also create another space and vice versa 
(another space can create another mode of production). Regretful-
ly, the true nature of space is concealed from our eyes and we come 
to think of it as innocent, neutral, or independent—a thing in itself 
where life unfolds “free of traps or secret places” (Lefebvre, 1991: 
28).  

 
In reality, space is an abstraction, shielded by the “illusion of 
transparency” and the “illusion of natural simplicity” (Lefebvre, 
1991). Lefebvre (1991) makes an analogy between commodity and 
space, arguing that just like the commodity, space is fetishized. Ac-
cording to Marx (Bruschi et al., 2013), a commodity is any good 
or service that is there for exchange and is fetishized because it em-
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beds and conceals the concrete and abstract labor used to produce 
it. The fetishism of the commodity also hides “the social connec-
tion produced by humans” and how “the value of commodities is 
an expression of an overwhelming social interaction that cannot be 
controlled by individuals” (Heinrich, 2012: 74-75). Commodity 
hides the connection between human labor and value, especially 
abstract labor and exchange value. Lefebvre argued that space it-
self turned into a commodity with the development of capitalism 
(Stanek, 2008). If the commodity embeds concrete and abstract la-
bor and space is a commodity, then space also embeds concrete 
and abstract labor. Within the contemporary mode of production, 
analogous to abstract labor, abstract space unfolds. Just like ab-
stract labor facilitates the flourishing of capitalism, abstract space 
enables the “capitalist processes of production, distribution, and 
consumption” (Stanek, 2008: 76). Both abstract labor and space 
emerged with the development of capitalism.    
  
Abstract space plays an important role in the production of space. 
Abstract space is the space of capitalism (Stanek, 2008; Wilson, 
2013a), the “medium” where exchange can happen and where the 
world of commodities is spread out (Lefebvre, 1991). It is the space 
of power and, therefore, the dominant form of space. It seeks to 
“mold” what it dominates (e.g., the periphery) and reduce the ob-
stacles and resistance it encounters, often by violent means. It is al-
so the space where governmental strategies are put into effect, be-
coming a political tool (Lefebvre, 1991). Despite its power, ab-
stract space can be stopped. First of all, abstract space is the domi-
nant form of space, not the only one. Lefebvre (1991) acknowledg-
es that there are certain groups in society that have more power to 
produce space; however, no single entity (e.g., world market or 
government) or individual are the sole agents of the production of 
space. As it was explained before, space is produced by social reali-
ty: productive forces, means of production, technology and 
knowledge, division of labor, world market (commodities, capital, 
manpower), demographic pressures, and so forth. Space is “at once 
a precondition and a result of social superstructures” (Lefebvre, 
1991: 85). Second of all, despite itself and because of its innate 
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contradictions (emerging from the residues of the social spaces that 
existed before), abstract space also carries within itself the poten-
tial for differential space to appear (Lefebvre, 1991). “Differential 
space can be understood as the possible within the real, the poten-
tial postcapitalist space that exists as a ‘virtual object’ within ‘illu-
sory transparency’ of abstract space itself” (Lefebvre in Wilson, 
2013a). Which takes us to the third point: even if abstract space 
survives by dominating everyday life, it should not be forgotten 
that we have the ability to appropriate and produce space by 
changing our material and representational reality (Wilson, 
2013a). 

 
Lefebvre’s conceptual triad of space  
 

It [knowledge of the production of space] will help us to grasp 

how societies generate their (social) space and time—their rep-

resentational spaces and their representations of space. It should 

also allow us, not to foresee the future, but to bring relevant 

factors to bear on the future in prospect—on the project, in 

other words, of another space and another time in another 

(possible or impossible) society. (Lefebvre, 1991: 91) 

 

If we accept Lefebvre’s premises—his warning against fragmenting 
space, his theory that “social space is a social product,” the argu-
ment that abstract space is used by the hegemony to control and 
dominate, and the postulate that differential space is potential 
postcapitalist space that can come to being—two questions remain: 
How can new space be produced? How can differential space be 
unlocked? Lefebvre (1991) does not propose a path since space 
needs to be actively and collectively created and managed:  

 
The transformation of society presupposes a collective owner-

ship and management of space founded on the permanent par-

ticipation of the ‘interested parties’, with their multiple, varied 

and even contradictory interests. It thus also presupposes con-

frontation. (Lefebvre, 1991: 422) 
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Before the production of space can be appropriated, having an in-
sight of space’s inner mechanism opens the door to imagining how 
to produce something else (Harvey, 2006; Merrifield, 2006). In 
other words, abstract space needs to exposed, decoded, the fetish-
ism destroyed. In order to do this, Lefebvre (1991) proposes a tool, 
what he calls a “two-fold conceptual triad,” to explore how space 
is created. The triad can be imagined as a triangle where each cor-
ner is composed of two elements (see Figure 3.1). Lefebvre named 
each dimension of space represented in the triad a moment. Spatial 
practices, representations of space, and spaces of representation are 
the moments that represent the linguistic or semiotic aspects of 
space. The rest of the moments—perceived, conceived and lived 
space—refer to the phenomenological aspects (Lefebvre, 1991; 
Schmid, 2008).  

 
Lefebvre developed his three-dimensional dialectic in conversation 
with Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche. The common Hegelian or Marx-
ian dialectics26 only contains two movements (thesis and antithesis) 
and a synthesis where the contradiction ends, sublates, and gets 
solved. However, Lefebvre disagreed with this view. He believed 
the “resolution” of the thesis and antithesis does not end but trans-
forms itself into a higher level. The resolution also has within itself 
the seed of a new contradiction. Lefebvre also argued there was 
something else between the two movements (thesis and antithesis): 
a possibility for failure or an opening. Finally, Lefebvre’s dialectics 
dictated the contradictions arising could not end or get resolved in 
a synthesis as space is always being produced and reproduced 
(Merrifield, 2006; Schmid, 2008). The moments Lefebvre proposed 
reflect the contradictions and interconnections he saw in social re-
ality: material social practice via his engagement with Marx, lan-
guage and thought from his understanding of Hegel, and the crea-
tive, poetic act from his readings of Nietzsche (Schmid, 2008). 
Lefebvre’s second source of theory comes from French phenome-
                                                   
26 Dialectics means that “everything is dependent upon everything else and is in a state of interac-
tion” (Heinrich, 2012: 36-37). Thinking dialectically is recognizing that “social reality is marked by 
contradictions and can be understood only through the comprehension of these contradictions” 
(Schmid, 2008: 30).  
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nology, which also served as frame of reference to establish the 
two-fold nature of the triad (Schmid, 2008). 

 
The conceptual triad is not meant to represent space or project a 
disjunction. It is a guiding principle, a clue for developing an ana-
lytical method to help us see the dialectical relationships within 
space and “rediscover the unity of the productive process” 
(Lefebvre, 1991: 42). To avoid falling into the trap of the model, 
what is important to remember is dialectics. The conceptual triad 
should not be understood as something mechanical, static, or com-
partmentalized. Schmid (2014: 37) explains it clearly: 

 
[The conceptual triad] is not a set of three independent dimen-

sions, but an ensemble of three contradictions and thus interde-

pendencies between three poles. Therefore the goal cannot be to 

use the three dimensions like drawers to be filled with the corre-

sponding empirical examples or as a scaffold that serves to or-

der the abundance of social reality. Rather, it should be under-

stood as an instrument that can be used to actively advance the 

analysis. Therefore there are the dialectical relationships be-

tween the three poles that are of primary interest. The aim must 

be to regard such relationships as active elements and not to 

study them independently, but rather to analyse the dialectical 

interplay of the dimensions.  

 

The moments of the triad exist in tension and in need of each oth-
er. Trying to look at only one moment would make it an abstrac-
tion since the other moments are needed for understanding. In 
Merrifield's (2006) interpretation, “each instance internalizes and 
takes on meaning through other instances.” At the same time, the 
moments cannot be synthetized or brought together. The dimen-
sions of space exist in conflict and without hierarchies, all with 
equal value (Schmid, 2008; Stanek, 2008). To analyze the produc-
tive process of space is to deal with layers of history. However, 
common-sense historical periodizations need to be avoided. Fur-
thermore, since space exists in dialectical nature, the contradictions 
arising in space need to be emphasized if we want to learn anything 
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about the productive process of space. Changes from one mode of 
production to another are of particular importance since they im-
ply a change from one type of space to another. Examining the 
transition can reveal contradictions and illuminate how “fresh 
space” is generated, planned, and organized. 

 
Taking the previous warnings into consideration, Figure 3.1 is pre-
sented to make the reasoning behind my research design clearer. 
An explanation of the different moments of space is as follows: 

 
a) Spatial practices/perceived: This is the material dimension, what 
society’s production and reproduction secretes. Spatial practices 
ensure continuity and a certain level of cohesion in society (but it 
does not mean that it is coherent). This moment represents particu-
lar locations such as buildings, monuments, or landmarks and the 
networks and routes that connect daily life (work, private life, lei-
sure), such as highways, roads, and paths. Spatial practices mediate 
between the conceived and the lived and have a close connection to 
the perceived. The perceived space is the aspect that we can grasp 
with our senses (seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, and tasting) 
(Lefebvre, 1991; Merrifield, 2006; Schmid, 2008).  

 
b) Representations of space/conceived: This is the moment con-
nected to abstraction and the production of knowledge, generated 
and conceptualized by “scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic 
subdividers, and social engineers” (Lefebvre, 1991: 38). Assorted 
professionals and bureaucrats are also included on the list 
(Merrifield, 2006). Examples of representations of space are defini-
tions, descriptions, scientific theories of space, maps, plans, signs, 
and information in pictures (Schmid, 2008). It is the dominant 
space in society of ideology, discourse, power, capital, state, and 
the bourgeoisie (Lefebvre, 1991; Merrifield, 2006; Schmid, 2008). 
The representations are not random or innocent; they serve a pur-
pose (Schmid, 2014). In the words of Schmid (2014: 40), the repre-
sentations of space “privilege certain aspects and suppress others. 
This raises the questions of what is present and what is absent, 
what is illuminated and what is hidden—what is not shown is of-
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ten more important than what is shown.” Schmid (2008: 39) pin-
points to the connection between production of knowledge, ideol-
ogy, and power by arguing that “space cannot be perceived as such 
as without having been conceived in thought previously.” In other 
words, spatial practices can be experienced physically because its 
notion was conceived: defined and demarcated by a design, map, 
concept, or scientific theory (Schmid, 2012). The products of the 
representations of space are material. As previously mentioned, 
Lefebvre argues that power’s conceived representations of space 
crushes lived experience through abstract space.  
 
c) Spaces of representation/lived:27 In sharp contrast to spatial 
practices (the material world), according to Harvey (2006: 131), 
Lefebvre argued, “we do not live like atoms floating around in a 
materialist world; we also have imaginations, fears, emotions, psy-
chologies, fantasies and dreams.” This is the symbolic dimension of 
space, a moment where the production of meaning takes place 
(Schmid, 2008). It is a fragment “which imagination seeks to 
change and appropriate” (Lefebvre, 1991: 39). In contrast to rep-
resentations of space, Merrifield (2006: 109) calls this moment the 
“nonspecialist world of argot rather than jargon”: the world of the 
daily and not of specialized language. Examples are dreams, child-
hood memories, and symbolic works. It also the moment “linked 
to the clandestine or underground side of social life” (Lefebvre, 
1991: 33). The lived space denotes the way the world is experi-
enced, felt by people in their everyday life. The “nature” of or 
“feeling” in a city (safe, dangerous, successful, vibrant, etc.) can be 
understood within this context, for example. The affective core of 
lived space consists of and speaks through “ego, bed, bedroom, 
dwelling, house” or “square, church, graveyard” (Lefebvre, 1991: 
42). However, Lefebvre cautions, not all lived experience can be 
theoretically analyzed. There will always be a residue that can only 
be expressed through art, poetry, or photography (Harvey, 2006; 
Schmid, 2008). 
 
                                                   
27 Following Schmid (2008), I use “spaces of representation” instead of the term “representational 
spaces” used in The Production of Space (Lefebvre 1991 translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith).  
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Figure 3.1 Lefebvre’s conceptual triad of space  
 

As I will develop in the next chapter, Lefebvre’s triad of space is a 
guiding principle to develop a research design. The actual unmask-
ing of space, the analysis of the moments of space, needs to be car-
ried out with additional conceptual tools. Until this step and with 
the approach to Eurocentrism presented above, the mix of 
Lefebvrian theory and postcolonial tools is not problematic. Fur-
thermore, a “postcolonial spatial” (Soja, 2011) approach is im-
portant to not only uncover what Rivera Cusicanqui (2010)28 calls 
the “magical, fetishized words” of colonialism but also the effects 
that colonial legacies have on space. What needs to be addressed 
are the tensions and limitations when using the concept of abstract 
space. Taking into consideration the context, I will use the concept 
of the Zone (Bach, 2011a; Easterling, 2012, 2014) to complement 

                                                   
28 Concept also drawn from S. Rivera Cusicanqui, second plenary keynote, “Palabras mágicas. Re-
flexiones sobre la crisis civilizatoria actual” (June 16, 2017). Nordic Latin American Research Net-
work (NOLAN) 2017 Conference, School of Global Studies, Gothenburg University, Sweden. 
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my understanding of abstract space and reflect on (a) the effects 
that global capitalism has on the local built environment, (b) the 
Zone-spaces across the world, and (c) the enhanced abstract-space 
quality that the Zone exhibits. For Bach (2011a: 98), the Zone is a 
reading of export oriented zones as “a key location for understand-
ing the social and cultural impact of globalization on urban space.” 
For Easterling (2012, 2014), the Zone is an example of “extra-
statecraft” power and sees it as a “legal and economic instrument” 
that (a) helps shelter activities that would otherwise not fit in the 
economic logic of the rest of a country and (b) externalizes and 
diminishes obstacles to profit. Additionally, an argument can be 
made from a postcolonial approach that if abstract space has a 
connection to the knowledge that is bound to power (Lefebvre, 
1991: 50), then abstract space represents—inspired by Grosfoguel 
(2011)—the colonial, patriarchal, Western-centric space. Kipfer 
(2002, 2008) argues two of the “forces” that produce abstract 
space are patriarchy (“phallocentrism”) and Eurocentrism. How-
ever, since issues of colonization, patriarchy and racialization are 
not main concerns in the work of Lefebvre, it is fruitful if 
Lefebvrian theory is complemented with other approaches (Kipfer, 
Schmid, et al., 2008). However, before I continue analyzing the 
strengths and limitations of abstract space, a reflection of capital-
ism in relationship to postcolonial theory needs to be carried out.  

The Rawness of Capitalism 
 
Global but not universal 
 
I use Chakrabarty (2000) and Chibber (2013) to navigate the Eu-
rocentric ocean between postcolonial theory and Marxism when 
thinking about the question, does capitalism unfold the same eve-
rywhere? Even though both authors are at odds with each other, 
their arguments are thought-provoking and exhibit strengths de-
spite the different epistemological/ontological orientations that 
each author starts from. Chakrabarty argues against “universalistic 
thinking,” which, in his view, ignores how place actually has an 
influence on how thoughts and theory are generated. “Universalis-
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tic thinking” creates a way of thinking where theory that is pro-
duced somewhere actually appears to come from “nowhere” and 
“everywhere.” “Thought is related to places,” Chakrabarty (2000: 
xviii) argues. This is Castro-Gómez's (2008) critique of “the hubris 
of zero degrees” explained above. In his specific critique of Marx-
ism, Chakrabarty (2000: 70) further argues, 

 
No historical form of capital, however global its reach, can ever 

be a universal. No global (or even local, for that matter) capital 

can ever represent the universal logic of capital, for any histori-

cally available form of capital is a provisional compromise 

made up of History 1 modified by somebody’s History 2s. The 

universal, in that case, can only exist as a place holder, its place 

always usurped by a historical particular seeking to present it-

self as the universal.  

 

Chakrabarty then clarifies that he is not rejecting modernity or ad-
vocating for “culture-specific” theory but instead wishes to empha-
size that 

 
[The] globalization of capital is not the same as capital’s univer-

salization. Globalization does not mean that History 1, the uni-

versal and necessary logic of capital so essential to Marx’s cri-

tique, has been realized. What interrupts and defers capital’s 

self-realization are the various History 2s that always modify 

History 1 and thus act as our grounds for claiming historical 

difference. (Chakrabarty, 2000: 71)    

 

For Chakrabarty, establishing the difference between “History 1” 
and “History 2” is an attempt to criticize the belief that capital ex-
pands across the globe in a homogenizing fashion, turning every-
thing into “abstract labor.” History 2 is meant to “resist the idea 
that the logic of capital sublates differences into itself” 
(Chakrabarty, 2000: 50) and help us reflect that “ways of being 
human will be acted out in manners that do not lend themselves to 
the reproduction of the logic of capital” (Chakrabarty, 2000: 67). 
In contrast, Chibber (2013: 285) argues that the “universalization 
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of capital is real.” Capitalism universalizes a type of “economic re-
production” through “constitutive principles” that govern places 
homogenously across the world once capitalism is actually in place. 
Capitalism accepts, thrives, and generates heterogeneity; it adapts 
to difference and operationalizes it. Chibber (2013: 291) argues, 
“the reality of capital’s universalization is perfectly consistent with 
an appreciation for the persistence of difference.” In a way, both 
Chakrabarty and Chibber agree that capitalism does not destroy 
difference. Chibber even thinks this difference can be operational-
ized. However, both authors disagree on the potentialities sur-
rounding difference, which is an assessment of where can threats to 
capitalism actually emerge.  
 
Contrary to Chakrabarty’s History 2, Chibber does not leave room 
for cracks in the system—for emerging or remaining difference that 
is actually not operationalized by capital and that can be a threat 
to it. The next quote exemplifies this: 

 
The global economic crisis has brought into relief the basic fact 

that the entire world is now part of the same universal history, 

subject to the same underlying forces. There is no more dra-

matic illustration of capital’s universalization than the fact that 

the entire world has been engulfed by its effects … For the first 

time since 1980s, everyone is talking about capitalism – not al-

terity, or hybridity, or the fragment, but the ubiquitous, grind-

ing, crushing force of capital. (Chibber, 2013: 294, my 

emphasis) 

 

Chibber’s blind spot lies here, in the idea of “the ubiquitous, grind-
ing, crushing force of capital” (Chibber 2013: 294, my emphasis). 
For Chakrabarty (2000: 66), “History 2 is better thought of as a 
category charged with the function of constantly interrupting the 
totalizing thrusts of History 1.” Chibber (2013: 227, 228) 
acknowledges that “capital’s universalization does not require that 
each and every social practice abide by its logic of reproduction” 
since History 2’s “just as easily [can] continue to reproduce them-
selves on a parallel track” without being a “source of instability.” 
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Further on in the development of the same argument, Chibber 
(2013: 228, original emphasis) states, “Of course, it is probably 
true that some practices internal to History 2 will indeed conflict 
with capitalist dynamics. But even though they may conflict with 
capitalism, it does not follow that they will disrupt its reproduction 
or its universalization.” For Chibber, it is irrelevant if some social 
practices are outside the domain of capital since difference, under-
stood as History 2, “poses no systematic threat” to capitalism 
(Chibber 2013: 229, original emphasis). Chibber (2013) under-
stands difference in the sense of, for example, “different types of 
cultures” and in relationship to how capitalism can actually adapt 
to it. Chibber (2013) uses the example of how capitalism managed 
to spread universally throughout the globe in the twentieth century 
as proof that capitalism can expand despite difference (e.g., differ-
ent cultures). So Chibber acknowledges that there is difference but 
believes it is actually irrelevant once capitalism is in place since 
whatever was there before will be replaced completely by the rules 
of capital. Even if some difference remains, it does not constitute a 
“systematic threat” to capitalism.  

 
For Chibber (2013), what could actually pose a threat to capital-
ism are the “systematic contradictions” within capital’s logic of re-
production, and this is what in his view is actually important to 
analyze. The “basic rules of the system” establish that malfunc-
tions might occur within capitalism because of its propensity to cri-
sis, its need for constant accumulation, and “the universal interest 
that working people have to protect their well-being from capitalist 
authority and abuse” (Chibber 2013: 231). This traditional Marx-
ist approach disregards the fact that capital can survive its contra-
dictions (Harvey, 2014b; Mirowski, 2013) and does not take into 
consideration the issue of alienation and a discussion of hegemo-
ny—“the process through which capitalism survives despite itself” 
(Kipfer, 2002: 126). As explained above in the “Space” section, 
differential space is a postcapitalist space that exists as a “virtual 
object” within abstract space itself (Lefebvre in Wilson, 2013a). 
Despite its hegemonic nature, abstract space is not absolute, and 
cracks can appear because of its innate contradictions that become 
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apparent at the level of the everyday (Lefebvre, 1991). Difference is 
important in “counter-hegemonic projects” (Kipfer, 2002). This 
stands in sharp contrast to Chibber’s understanding of what capi-
talism’s “systemic contradictions” are. (I will expand on the issue 
of alienation below in the section on “Colonization.”) 

 
There is a second blind spot elegantly argued by Roy (2016b), who 
thinks Chakrabarty's (2000) call for “historical difference” is per-
fectly valid. Inspired by Chakrabarty, Roy (2016b) asks us to think 
about the differences between universalization/globalization and 
universalization/generalization, which Chibber (2013) fails to do. 
Capital is global, not universal, Roy (2016b) argues. Capital exists 
across the globe but does not mean that it unfolds in an universal 
fashion; instead, it unfolds differently according to place and histo-
ry (Chakrabarty, 2000). In the words of Roy (2016b: 203), “While 
urbanization may indeed take a global form, while capitalism is 
undeniably global, the universality of such processes is another 
matter.” Of course, the argument does not imply that generaliza-
tion cannot be attempted (which is of course a form of creating 
theory); this is where the difference between universalization and 
generalization needs to be established. What Roy (2016b) argues is 
that examples of capitalism from across the world should not be 
considered simple empirical variations of the same universal form. 
Historical difference, addressing Eurocentrism, provincializing Eu-
rope is about reflecting on the unequal epistemological value given 
to certain places, which is something that Chibber (2013) fails to 
understand according to Roy (2016b). Examples from the global 
South should be able to speak back to the constitutive nature of 
capitalism itself, rather than becoming empirical examples, or vari-
eties, of the same universal basic form (Roy, 2016b). Thus, gener-
alization should be able to be carried out from a “locus of enuncia-
tion” in the global South. This is Roy's (2009) call for “new geog-
raphies of theory.” 
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Bodies: Racialization and gendering practices  
 
If we accept Chakrabarty (2000) and Roy's (2016b) call for “his-
torical difference,” Quijano’s understanding of capitalism is helpful 
here. For Quijano (2000), the “discovery” and conquest of Ameri-
ca in the sixteenth century created the relations of domination and 
forms of production that continue to exist in global capitalism to-
day. The axis of capitalism revolves around forms of labor that co-
exist—“slavery, serfdom, petty commodity production, reciprocity, 
and salary”—divided according to race, which establishes “the hi-
erarchical difference between dominants and dominated” 
(Quijano, 2000). Quijano rejects a linear, developmental view 
where society went from different modes of production to another. 
In capitalism, several modes of production co-exist at the same 
time.29 Quijano (2000) calls it the “coloniality of power,” a “tech-
nology of domination/exploitation in which ‘race’/work [is] articu-
lated as to appear ‘naturally.’” Quijano's (2000) “coloniality of 
power” is useful to frame how global capitalism unfolds in Yuca-
tán, articulated with the help of the “Imperial South” (Santos, 
2011). Saldívar (2007: 339) states, 

 
Quijano’s coloniality of power, I argue, can help us begin to ac-

count for the entangled relations of power between the global 

division of labor, racial and ethnic hierarchy, identity for-

mation, and Eurocentric epistemologies. Moreover, the coloni-

ality of power can help us trace the continuous forms of hege-

monic dominance produced by colonial cultures and structures. 

(Saldívar, 2007) 

 

Following Quijano and Wallerstein, Grosfoguel (2011) argues that 
what coloniality of power represents is the “Capitalist/Patriarchal 
Western-centric/Christian-centric Modern/Colonial World Sys-
tem.” Only a label like this can capture the essence of global capi-
talism according to the author. This is a critique done not only to 
                                                   
29 Other Marxist scholars have also argued that there is no “stageism” in the modes of production. 
Capitalism can co-exist with other modes of production (Chibber, 2013). However, what Quijano 
brings to the discussion is his views on the articulation of race to establish a division of labor.  
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emphasize where the knowledge about global capitalism is created 
from (Western-centric) but also to draw attention to the patriar-
chal30 and colonial structures capitalism operationalizes to func-
tion. Additionally, the critique is also meant to highlight the traces 
that colonialism has left behind in the form of Eurocentric-
modernity31 and coloniality (the forms of domination that remain 
even after colonial administrations are officially gone). Finally, 
Grosfoguel's (2011) label is meant to emphasize the discursive use 
of Christianity to save barbarians from themselves in the name of 
civilization and progress. For Grosfoguel, the attempt to save bar-
barians from themselves has been used by the West throughout the 
centuries and are part of the same violent movements behind “the 
16th Century ‘christianize or I shoot you32,’ to the 19th Century ‘civ-
ilize or I shoot you,’ to 20th Century ‘develop or I shoot you,’ to 
the late 20th Century ‘neoliberalize or I shoot you,’ and to the early 
21st century ‘democratize or I shoot you’” (Grosfoguel 2011). All 
these elements—race, gender, sexuality, epistemology, and so 
forth—are not appendages to global capitalism but “integral, en-
tangled and constitutive” parts of the Capitalist/Patriarchal West-
ern-centric/Christian-centric Modern/Colonial World System 
“package” (Grosfoguel 2002 in Grosfoguel, 2011). 

 
Tsing's (2009) work on global supply chains, what she calls “sup-
ply chain capitalism,” is relevant to think with coloniality of power 
and the argument that capitalism is global but does not unfold in a 
homogenous fashion. Supply chains are a feature of global capital-
ism, and Tsing (2009) focuses on the transnational corporations 
that use outsourcing as a way to reduce costs and enhance efficien-
cy (with positive side effects as, for example, less accountability). 
Through the example of supply chains, Tsing argues that capital-
ism thrives on heterogeneity and diversity—features that are neces-
                                                   
30 Also thinking through Quijano’s coloniality of power, but emphasizing gender and patriarchy, see 
Lugones (2007). 
31 Grosfoguel (2011) does not argue against modernity but against its Eurocentric features.  
32 In less than fifty years from the time colonization began, the conquerors exterminated between 35 
and 65 million people in the area that covers the old Aztec, Maya, Carib, and Tawantinsuyan (Inca) 
territories through a combination of physical violence and the diseases they brought (which the in-
digenous peoples had no immunity to). A genocide and “cultural extermination” (Quijano, 1992, 
2007).  



 

 56 

sary for global capitalism to actually function. Tsing (2009) argues 
that “colonialism, patriarchy, and social and cultural diversity” are 
needed to establish different types of “labor-capital relations” in 
different places that answer to the various needs of capitalism. 
Capitalism uses and reproduces difference/segregation. In the 
words of Tsing (2009: 158), “Supply chains draw upon and vital-
ize class niches and investment strategies formed through the vicis-
situdes of gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, sexuality, 
age, and citizenship status.”   

 
Tsing (2009) draws attention to something else: workers also carry 
out a performance of identity based on the exact factors that are 
used to exploit them. The discursive qualities surrounding “gender, 
race, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, age, and citizenship status” are 
used, expected, articulated, or performed by the workers them-
selves (Tsing, 2009). The examples that Tsing analyzes are from 
the United States and Canada but are illustrative nonetheless: the 
Wal-Mart model works by virtue of “patriarchal family values” so 
that it becomes acceptable for females to earn less; white males 
choose to be “independent contractors” or “independent busi-
nessmen” in a process of self-exploitation “to hold on to their sta-
tus as self-employed” even if the profits are meager; corporate 
managers choose to have their assembly plants abroad because 
they think women in the global South have “superior sewing 
skills” which “are learned at home, not on the job”; and immi-
grants from southeast Asia do the “nonwork” of mushroom pick-
ing because they lack the cultural capital to find other jobs that of-
fer decent wages. Tsing's (2009) arguments connect to Quijano’s 
view on the division of labor according to understandings of race. 
With this in mind, we can start to reflect: who is entitled and who 
is expected to do certain types of labor?  

 
Marxism has a blind spot in discussing race (and gender, for that 
matter33). According to Carter (2008: 431),  

 
                                                   
33 See, for example, Derickson (2009) and Salzinger (2016). 



 

 
 

57 

Marxist theories have rarely challenged the notion of race itself 

and, in so far as they have failed to do so, they have reproduced 

many of the shortcomings associated with its use in orthodox 

social science. Marxists have largely failed to identify a distinc-

tively Marxian view of the phenomena of race and ethnicity.  

 

Harvey (2014b), on the other hand, thinks that even though capi-
talism is gendered and racialized, race and gender are not specific 
to capitalism and therefore cannot tell us specific things about the 
“internal contradictions” of the “economic engine” that is capital 
(not capitalism, he clarifies). 
 

Contemporary capitalism plainly feeds off gender discrimina-

tions and violence as well as upon the frequent dehumanisation 

of people of colour. The intersections and interactions between 

racialisation and capital accumulation are both highly visible 

and powerfully present. But an examination of these tells me 

nothing particular about how the economic engine of capital 

works, even as it identifies one source from where it plainly 

draws its energy. (Harvey, 2014b: 8) 

 

However, the division of labor is part of the “economic engine” 
that is capital. Harvey (2014b: 112) states, “The division of labor 
should, by rights, be positioned as one of the foundational features 
of what capital is all about.” A few pages later, Harvey (2014b: 
116) acknowledges that “[e]thnic, racial, religious, and gender 
prejudices and discriminations become deeply embroiled in how 
the labor market as a whole gets segmented and fragmented and 
how pay gets determined.” Harvey’s weak point lies in not giving 
enough importance to gender and race to explain the workings of 
capital even though he acknowledges these factors play a role in 
the division of labor. There are studies that have analyzed how 
capitalism uses gender, race, and nationality to generate capital, 
what Salzinger (2016) calls “categories of difference.” Sklair 
(1989), for example, reported the qualities that were attached to 
the women working in the “global assembly lines” that manufac-
tured for the First World. Salzinger (2004) explored the “tropes of 
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gendered personhood,” while Wright (2006) explored the “myths” 
surrounding the descriptions of the inherent qualities that make 
Woman, a fixed subject, suited for maquiladora work. Iglesias 
Prieto (1997: 115) labels this the “ideology of essential female na-
ture.” Labor is allocated in maquiladoras based on the ideological 
representations of female subjects (Wright, 1997) and masculinity 
(Salzinger, 2016). Werner (2011, 2016) also reports gender and ra-
cial hierarchies in Free Trade Zones in the Dominican Republic. 
  
The body is also important in these analyses, not only to reflect on 
how capital affects the body of laborers (Harvey, 2014b) but to re-
flect on how the body is the shell that embodies gendered and ra-
cialized assumptions. Butler (2011) argues the body is a “matter of 
production” that materializes through interaction or performance. 
If we take into consideration that racialization—understood as 
“the machinations of racism”—is described as 

 
[A] process whereby human differences are accorded differential 

treatment based upon hierarchal and stereotypical discourses 

and imaginings (Anderson, 2007; Appelbaum et al., 2003, p. 2; 

Kobayashi and Peake, 2000; Pulido, 2000). Processes of raciali-

zation unveil their historical constructions, which are built on 

presuppositions infused in racial discourse (Doty, 1996; Nayak, 

2005). These discourses are shaped by the past while simulta-

neously drawing upon new and contemporary projects without 

decentering racialized hegemonic orderings. (Mollett and Faria, 

2013: 117)  

 

The racialized or gendered body materializes from social construc-
tions, imaginings, and discourses at the moment of its production 
when it is gazed. The body is the inescapable feature where “visi-
ble” signs of difference can be detected so that a person becomes 
subjected to a process of “othering” (Ashcroft et al., 1995). It is a 
“site of inscription,” a “text,” an object “in which conflicting dis-
courses can be written and read” (Ashcroft et al., 2013: 202). The 
body can also be the object where acts of power (e.g., the rule of 
law) or discipline are executed. In his analysis of Marxism from a 
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"monstrous" perspective,34 McNally (2012) gives an account of the 
popularity of public dissections in Europe between the fifteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, and later on the “corpse economy” that 
developed in England between the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies as the popularity of anatomy skyrocketed. These dissections 
were performed on the corpses of criminals, laborers, beggars, and 
the poor in general. For McNally (2012), these acts were a way of 
maintaining social order and a celebration of power by the elite. It 
was a way of “inscribing the rule of law—of property rights and 
‘free trade’—on the body of an executed member of the lower 
ranks of society” (McNally, 2012: 27). Through these concepts—
bodies, racialization, and gendering—we can reflect on the subject 
formation of workers within the Yucatecan context through an 
analysis that takes into consideration “categories of difference” 
(Salzinger, 2016) and reflect on who the “exploitable workers” 
(Werner, 2011) are when “natural” ideas of race and domination 
are articulated. We can reformulate the question asked above into 
this: which bodies are entitled and which bodies are expected to do 
certain types of labor? 
 
Capitalism and abstract space produce homogeneity but also crave 
and harness difference 
 

Abstract space is not homogenous; it simply has homogeneity as 

its goal, its orientation, its ‘lens’. And, indeed, it renders ho-

mogenous. But in itself it is multiform. (Lefebvre, 1991: 287, 

original emphasis) 

 

Space thus understood is both abstract and concrete in charac-

ter: abstract inasmuch as it has no existence save by virtue of 

the exchange ability of all its component parts, and concrete in-

asmuch as it is socially real and as such localized. This is a 

space, therefore, that is homogenous yet at the same time bro-
ken up into fragments. (Lefebvre, 1991: 342, original emphasis) 

 

                                                   
34 Following “Marx’s propensity to enlist images of monsters to depict how capitalism operates” 
(McNally, 2012: 13). 
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To present the homogenous/fractured character of space as a 

binary relationship (as a simple contrast or confrontation) is to 

betray its truly dual nature. It is impossible to overemphasize ei-

ther the mutual inherence or the contradictoriness of these two 

aspects of space. Under its homogenous aspect, space abolishes 

distinctions and differences, among them that between inside 

and outside, which tends to be reduced to the undifferentiated 

state of the visible-readable realm. Simultaneously, this same 

space is fragmented and fractured, in accordance with the de-

mands of the division of labour and of the division of needs and 

functions, until a threshold of tolerability is reached or even 

passed (in terms of exiguity of volumes, absence of links, and so 

on). (Lefebvre, 1991: 355) 

 

Through the work of Tsing (2009), we can perceive how capitalism 
thrives on heterogeneity and diversity. The work of Salzinger 
(2001), Werner (2016), and Wright (2006) shows how capitalism 
operationalizes racializing and gendering practices. What about ab-
stract space? As explained above, abstract space is “the dominant 
form of produced space under capitalism” (Kipfer, 2008: 200). Ab-
stract space is “at the same time homogenous and fragmented” 
(Stanek, 2008: 70). As a commodity, with its exchange value quali-
ty, abstract space creates a difference between a “piece of space” 
and “the ‘place’ traditionally understood as characterized by 
blurred borders, and qualitatively defined by identity, natural pecu-
liarities, topography, authority, religion, tradition, and history” 
(Stanek, 2008: 71). Stanek (2008: 73) then expands this point: 

 
Just like the commodity [is] characterized by the general form 

of value, space for Lefebvre is defined by its form. Whereas the 

form of the commodity characterizes all commodities regardless 

of their specific features, the form of space is the most general 

relationship between locations that can be attributed to every 

location independently of the differences between them.  

 

The understanding of how abstract space homogenizes and frag-
ments is an aspect of Lefebvrian theory that can be further devel-
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oped. Kipfer (2008) explains how abstract space “harnesses” min-
imal difference in the process of becoming hegemonic. Minimal dif-
ference is “alienated particularity (individualism or group particu-
larism) that tends towards ‘difference-as-sameness’ and ‘formal 
identity’” (Kipfer, 2008: 202). I would argue the role that minimal 
difference plays needs to be further emphasized. Difference might 
refer to the concrete quality of space, which is “socially real and as 
such localized,” as mentioned in the quote above, and can also re-
fer to the difference that is harnessed (and that only appears) at the 
time abstract space is exchanged. The minimal difference that is 
operationalized by abstract space at the time of its exchange is not 
difference per se, but a mythical difference—a mythical difference 
that is created through racializing practices. These thoughts will be 
further developed in the conclusion, chapter ten.  
 
Everyday Life 
 
According to Lefebvre (2003), global processes—in this case global 
capitalism—are projected at the level of the urban (level M), 
which, in turn, acts as a mediator between the global (level G) and 
“everyday life” (level P). Before discussing “the urban,” I will in-
troduce the aspects of “everyday life” that are relevant for this the-
sis. Everyday life itself is important because it is the realm that ab-
stract space attempts to colonize, sometimes through violence 
(Lefebvre, 1991). The outcome under the hegemony of abstract 
space is that lived experience is crushed by power’s conceived rep-
resentations of space. The everyday is “conquered” by abstract 
space’s conceived ideas of what space should be according to the 
rationality of capital (Wilson, 2013a). What makes abstract space 
even more powerful and menacing is that it manages to carry out 
the conquering and crushing through a smooth movement that ap-
pears “natural.” Loftus (2015) describes this twisting of space as a 
“violent geographical abstraction” and adds: 

 
Abstractions achieve a practical truth in the world even while 

they appear innocent. Abstract space appears natural, stripped 

of its many determinations and devoid of the power it wields in 
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stabilising particular conceptions of the world and particular 

forms of rule. (Loftus, 2015: 372)  

 

Before discussing the violent and colonizing nature of abstract 
space and its connections to everyday life, it is important to actual-
ly define everyday life. Goonewardena (2008: 124) uses Guy 
Debord’s Lefebvrian definition of everyday life: “whatever remains 
after one has eliminated all specialized activities.” For Lefebvre, 
these so-called “specialized activities” are alienated and represent 
“fetishized economy, bureaucratic state, rarefied culture … domi-
nant ideology or urbanism,” Goonewardena (2008) explains. The-
se specialized activities (also called “superior”) derive and grow 
from the “soil” that is everyday life and are alienated because they 
are detached from the level of the everyday—despite the fact that 
the specialized activities actually emerge from the non-alienated 
aspects of the everyday (Goonewardena, 2008). In this sense, eve-
ryday life is “doubly determined” since it functions “both as the 
‘residual deposit’ and as the ‘product’ of all ‘elevated’ activities” 
(Goonewardena, 2008: 129). It becomes confusing to understand 
the dialectical aspect of everyday life and the difference between its 
alienated and non-alienated aspects. Kipfer (2008) comes to the 
rescue by explaining the difference between “everyday life,” “eve-
ryday,” and “daily life.” According to Kipfer (2008: 199, original 
emphasis), 
 

Lefebvre contrasted daily life (la vie quotidienne) with the eve-

ryday (le quotidien), and everydayness (la quotidienneté). Eve-

ryday life is where dominated, accumulative sectors (everyday, 

everydayness) meet undominated, non-accumulative sectors 

(daily life), “where both richness and poverty of modern life be-

come evident.”  

 

There is an intrinsic contradiction in everyday life; it is not only the 
ground where alienation unfolds but also the “soil” from which 
things come from—paradoxically, both alienation and difference. 
Sheringham (2006: 136) describes it as “the dual privilege of the 
everyday as both the place of alienation—it is only at the level of 
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daily life that we can register it—and the place of its potential ab-
rogation.” Kipfer (2008: 199) explains how everyday life is both 
the generator of alienation and capitalism: 
 

Everyday life is central to the reproduction of capitalism insofar 

as it is saturated by the routinized, repetitive, familiar daily 

practices that make up the everyday in all spheres of life: work, 

leisure, politics, language, family life, cultural reproduction. 

Everyday life is the best “guarantee for non-revolution” because 

it refers to what we take for granted, what seems self-evident 

(“that’s how it is”) and inevitable (“it can’t be any different”), 

irrespective of whether we like it or not.  

 

For Lefebvre, everyday life represents the true Marxist project since 
nothing is more important than the way “real life is lived” 
(Lefebvre in Goonewardena, 2008: 124). The use value of space 
needs to take precedence over its exchange value, and this can be 
done through “the political use of space” that could emerge from 
differential space (Lefebvre, 1991). For Wilson and Bayón (2016: 
350), the right to difference—in their interpretation, the right to 
the city—can actually occur “at the event horizon of black hole 
capitalism, where the crushing agglomeration of capital threatens 
to obliterate all social life.”  
 
Violence 
 
The violence of abstraction unfolds in everyday life and sometimes 
is articulated by the power of the state (Lefebvre, 1991). The word 
“articulated” is important since abstract space—space in general—
has no power “in itself” (Lefebvre, 1991). Lefebvre (1991: 321, 
original emphasis) explains, “It is not political power per se that 
produces space; it does reproduce space, however, inasmuch as it is 
the locus and context of the reproduction of social relationships—
relationships for which it is responsible.” In other words, the pow-
er of the state “makes use of realities and forms” surrounding ab-
stract space; it takes advantage of the veil created by abstract space 
while at the same time generating more abstract space (Lefebvre, 
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1991). For example, in his work in Chiapas—part of the 
“south/southeast” region in Mexico—Wilson (2013b) analyzes 
how the Plan Puebla Panamá unfolds in the area and argues the 
project unfolds through a process of depoliticization, where  
  

[t]he production of space embodied in the PPP [Plan Puebla 

Panamá] advances the consolidation of capitalist social relations 

and the extension of state power while representing this process 

as a pragmatic response to economic necessity in the interest of 

the common good. (Wilson, 2013b: 218)  

 

This articulation of power and abstract space by the state—which 
is justified by what is considered “the common good”—can be 
connected to ideas of development, modernity, and postcoloniality. 
Chakrabarty (2000: 65) talks about “the idea of history as a wait-
ing room.” What he means by this is how Eurocentrism, in con-
junction with its History 1, create local understandings of history 
in terms of lacks, absences, and incompleteness. In addition to the 
definition of incompleteness, History 1 also establishes how pro-
gress and development should look like. This in turn creates a pro-
cess where coercion and violence are, for example, carried out in 
the name of modernity (Chakrabarty, 2000). In his book Decolo-
nizing Development. Colonial Power and the Maya, Wainwright 
(2008) uses the concept of “capitalism qua development” to argue 
how development is of course carried out in the name of develop-
ment—“we cannot not desire development.” However, develop-
ment is actually a “site of great epistemic violence” and a Trojan 
horse for capitalism. Wainwright (2008: 13) argues development 
not only “has proven to be fundamental to the very ordering of the 
world” but has also helped to reproduce “an imperial, and hege-
monic, form of power.” This is an articulation of abstract space 
that exemplifies the power and violence of its apolitical nature. 
This is also complete fetishism:35 the worship of the supposed mag-
ical powers of “capitalism qua development.”  
                                                   
35 One of the definitions of “fetish” describes it as, “An animate object worshipped for its supposed 
magical powers or because it is considered to be inhabited by a spirit” (Oxford Dictionary of Eng-
lish). 
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Colonization 
 

[T]he very insidiousness of the capitalist grotesque has to do 

with its invisibility with, in other words, the ways in which 

monstrosity becomes normalised and naturalised via its coloni-
sation of the essential fabric of everyday-life, beginning with the 

very texture of corporeal experience in the modern world. What 

is most striking about capitalist monstrosity, in other words, is 

its elusive everydayness, its apparently seamless integration into 

the banal and mundane rhythms of quotidian existence. 

(McNally, 2012: 2, my emphasis) 

 

As mentioned above, another one of the features of abstract space 
is that it colonizes everyday life. McNally (2012) connects coloni-
zation to his concept of “capitalist monstrosity.” Goonewardena 
and Kipfer (2013) have studied the genesis of the concept in 
Lefebvre’s work and argue “colonization” can be understood from 
both a Marxist and postcolonial perspective, which in turn “pre-
sents a promising opening to understanding the ‘colonial’ aspects 
of urbanisation today.” Lefebvre at first began to use the concept 
in a metaphoric way “to capture the domination of everyday life 
by capital and state in the imperial metropole”; without forgetting 
that issues of colonialism, imperialism, and race were never his 
main concerns, Lefebvre did later on develop a more explicit un-
derstanding of the concept (Goonewardena and Kipfer, 2013). Ac-
cording to Goonewardena and Kipfer (2013), Lefebvre’s reformu-
lated take on colonization allows us to reflect on (1) the role that 
the state has in organizing relationships between centers and pe-
ripheries; (2) the role that the state has in reproducing “relations of 
production and domination”; (3) how the state articulates abstract 
space through homogeneity, fragmentation, and hierarchy; and (4) 
how “colonial strategies” unfold not only across levels but also 
across scales, allowing us “to connect ‘far’ and ‘near’ peripheries 
that are subject to forms of territorial control in (ex-colonies) and 
metropolitan centres.” These reflections are important, taking into 
consideration the connections between violence and the articula-
tion of abstract space by the state explained above. Furthermore, 
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point four is compatible with the understanding of the global 
North/global South nexus beyond the idea of a fixed geographical 
concept and opens more possibilities to think, for example, about 
the Imperial South within the global South argued by Santos 
(2011). There are, of course, other approaches to understand core-
periphery relationships within global capitalism; however, 
Lefebvre’s strength lies in allowing us to understand how “revolt-
ing peripheries, ‘far’ and ‘near’, are linked by world-wide urban 
transformations” (Goonewardena and Kipfer, 2013: 103). With 
Lefebvre’s understanding of colonization, we can therefore make 
the theoretical-reflexive jump to the concepts of everyday life, ur-
banization, and capitalism. Goonewardena and Kipfer (2013: 106) 
do not forget about the limitations of the concept and argue 
Lefebvre’s omission was to never address “the nature of racism as 
a form of mystification.” Other theoretical tools will be used in 
this thesis to bridge this gap.  
 
Urbanization: the Global South beyond Anomaly and Eso-
tericism 

 

Doing so [articulating new geographies of urban theory] re-

quires ‘dislocating’ the EuroAmerican centre of theoretical pro-

duction; for it is not enough simply to study the cities of the 

global South as interesting, anomalous, different, and esoteric 

empirical cases. (Roy, 2009: 820)  

 

If we also follow a postcolonial approach to the understanding of 
urbanization, just like Chakrabarty's (2000) project of provincial-
izing Europe is not about cultural relativism, Roy's (2009) “new 
geographies of theory” is not “about the empirical uniqueness of 
cities in the global South and thus a mandate for adding empirical 
variation to existing urban theory.” A post-colonial framework to 
re-conceptualize urban theory and “cities” in the global North and 
South has been proposed in the work of Parnell (Parnell and 
Oldfield, 2014; Parnell and Robinson, 2012), Robinson (2002, 
2006, 2016), and Roy (2009, 2011, 2016a, 2016b). According to 
these authors, urban theory needs to be dislocated from its center 
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and the assumption of a natural Euro-American field of urban 
studies needs to be put under the spotlight. “Western cities” have 
traditionally been seen as sites of innovation, dynamism, and mo-
dernity. In contrast, cities in the so-called Third World have been 
seen as objects in need of developmentalist intervention and in the 
process of catching-up to proper urbanization (Robinson, 2006). 
These deficient, poor, and polluted cities have been pushed “off the 
map” of theory (Robinson, 2002) or, when they are studied, are 
considered an interesting anomaly to be studied within Area Stud-
ies (Roy, 2009). Western cities cannot be the only sites that provide 
the experiences and histories of what the urban is; instead, “paro-
chial (Western) conceptualisations parading in the guise of a uni-
versal account” need to be unmasked, argues Robinson (2006:15). 
Furthermore, Robinson (2006, 2016) proposes postcolonializing 
strategies for urban studies that would consist of both excavating 
the limitations of Western concepts and engaging with, or at least 
acknowledging, the global South as a site of theory making on its 
own. 
  
My strategy is to use Brenner and Schmid's (2015b) neo-Lefebvrian 
concept of planetary urbanization—a “process-based conceptual-
ization of the urban”—to think about the urban in the Yucatecan 
context. The concept has also been advanced theoretically and em-
pirically by Angelo and Wachsmuth (2015), who use it as a tool 
within Urban Political Ecology to escape the limiting lens of 
“methodological cityism”; Arboleda (2015a, 2015b, 2016), who 
analyzes the “non-cities” and “space of extraction” that are opera-
tionalized in Latin America to support global capitalism; Madden 
(2012), who compares Lefebvre’s view on globalization with Jean-
Luc Nancy’s and discusses what a planetary urban condition en-
tails; Merrifield (2013a, 2013b), who reflects on the political im-
plications under planetary urbanization; Monte-Mór (2005, 2014), 
who uses the concept of “extended urbanization” to analyze traces 
of urbanization in the Brazilian Amazon; and Wilson and Bayón 
(2016), who also use a case in the Brazilian Amazon to describe 
planetary urbanization as “black hole capitalism.”  
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Critics of the concept argue that planetary urbanization has a zeal-
ous focus on metaphysics, philosophy, and theory (Walker, 2015); 
has no new explanatory value in comparison to concepts like hin-
terlands or globalization (Walker, 2015); erases political possibili-
ties (Shaw, 2015a, 2015b); disregards everyday life, nature, and 
“the rural” (Catterall, 2014); and dismisses the importance of “the 
city” as an object (Davidson and Iveson, 2015). I do not intend to 
address all of the criticisms directly but instead explain how the 
concept is useful in this thesis, taking into consideration its limita-
tions. In my view, developing the reading of planetary urbanization 
can be theoretically fruitful to “(re)theorize from the global South” 
(Parnell and Robinson, 2012) and study the places “from off the 
map” (Robinson, 2002) beyond the shadows of “slumdog cities” 
(Roy, 2011a), “Area studies” (Roy, 2009), and developmentalist 
approaches (Robinson, 2006). The theoretical abstraction of the 
urban through the concept of planetary urbanization can help shed 
a brighter light on capitalism’s impetus and unveil forms of urbani-
zation that would otherwise be overlooked. 

 
The concept of planetary urbanization asks us to re-conceptualize 
the notions of the urban and the city as theoretical concepts and 
not as clear, empirical objects per se despite the fact that these 
words still resonate strongly in daily life and ideological represen-
tation (Wachsmuth 2014 in Brenner and Schmid, 2015b). This 
shift in perspective allows us to concentrate on what Harvey 
(2014a) argues is the significant difference between the thing-
outcome (a settlement) and the process (urbanization). “Society has 
been completely urbanized,” argued Lefebvre (2003: 1) in The Ur-
ban Revolution. It sounds like a contentious statement, especially if 
we take into consideration it was proposed in the early 1970s. 
However, the complete urbanization of society should not be un-
derstood in terms of size or dimensions (like one giant city spread-
ing all over the globe), but instead it should be understood in terms 
of the “properties of the phenomenon” (Lefebvre, 2003: 86). In 
other words, it does not mean that “rural” areas have completely 
disappeared, that there is global homogenization of a certain “city-
ness,” or that there is urban sprawl across the planet (Schmid, 
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2014). The point is that the “global process of capitalist urbaniza-
tion” has caused the compression of space and time (Harvey, 
2014a) and has now reached a critical zone where the “implosion-
explosion” of the city (Lefebvre, 2003) occurs as in a “black hole” 
metaphor (Wilson and Bayón, 2016). The city has metaphorically 
imploded on itself and has explored tumultuously into the planet,  
making “countryside” things (roads, supermarkets, homes) or even 
“pristine” places (such as natural conservation areas) part of the 
worldwide urban fabric (Brenner and Schmid, 2011; Lefebvre, 
2003; Madden, 2012). Aspects of planetary urbanization, like ex-
tended urbanization, have operationalized “places, territories and 
landscapes, often located far beyond the dense population centers, 
to support the everyday activities and socioeconomic dynamics of 
urban life,” argue Brenner and Schmid (2015b: 167). Planetary ur-
banization also includes the immobile infrastructures for transpor-
tation and communication—roads, canals, pipelines, waterways, 
railways, seaports, and airports—that allow capital to be produced 
and flow faster (Brenner and Schmid, 2015b). Remote, “pristine,” 
encircling regions—such as rainforests, alpine zones, tundra, de-
serts, oceans, and the atmosphere—are also operationalized to 
support urban growth and consumption (Brenner and Schmid, 
2015b). 

 
Of course, the previous arguments require two clarifications: the 
city that has imploded-exploded must be the Western city of pow-
er, a center of capital. Even though the argument is not expanded, 
Brenner and Schmid (2015b: 167) are aware of this when they 
mention that “extended urbanization is intimately intertwined with 
the violence of accumulation by dispossession (often animated and 
enforced by state institutions) through which non-commodified 
modes of social life are destabilized and articulated to global spa-
tial divisions of labor and systems of exchange.” Secondly, 
Walker's (2015) point that planetary urbanization has no new ex-
planatory value in comparison to concepts like hinterlands or 
globalization needs to be addressed. While it is true that extended 
urbanization and the operationalization of hinterlands have a his-
toric connection to capitalism (Brenner and Schmid, 2015a), what 



 

 70 

is peculiar of the new cycle of urbanization seen since the 1980s is 
speed (the compression of space and time) in the form of instant 
communication (Harvey, 2014a), the unification and integration of 
the market (Merrifield, 2013b), synchronization and “extrastate-
craft” actors (Easterling, 2014), and the rate of environmental deg-
radation (Bellamy Foster and Clark, 2012). The expansive magni-
tude of the current cycle of capitalist urbanization has allowed 
(Western) cities to exist by stretching their tentacles—and im-
pacts—farther and wider than ever before.  

 
In this state of affairs, trying to understand the urban in terms of 
spatial dichotomies, such as urban/rural or city/countryside; typol-
ogies, such as city, town, suburb, metropolis, and region; a nomi-
nal essence, such as a certain city-ness; or degree of agglomeration 
obscures processes of urbanization (Brenner and Schmid, 2015b). 
Planetary urbanization, through its “process-based conceptualiza-
tion of the urban” (Brenner and Schmid, 2015b), helps not only to 
reject the urban or the city as self-evident entities but also to study 
the relationship between urbanization and capitalism—
acknowledging that urbanization is both the materialization of 
capitalism and its medium: 

 
[U]rbanization is indeed linked to these processes [capitalist in-

dustrialization and world market expansion], but its specificity 

lies precisely in materializing the latter within places, territories 

and landscapes, and in embedding them within concrete, tem-

porarily stabilized configurations of socioeconomic life, socio-

environmental organization and regulatory management. Capi-

talist industrial development does not engender urban growth 

and restructuring on an untouched terrestrial surface; rather, it 

constantly collides with, and reorganizes, inherited sociospatial 

configurations, including those produced directly through the 

social relations and political forms of capitalism. Urbanization 

is precisely the medium and expression of this colli-

sion/transformation, and every configuration of urban life is 

powerfully shaped by the diverse social, political and institu-

tional forces that mediate it. (Brenner and Schmid, 2015b: 172) 
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Planetary urbanization recognizes the importance of context de-
pendency: history, place, and “inhered sociospatial configura-
tions,” along with “social, political and institutional forces,” as 
mentioned in the quote above. Urbanization is the “medium and 
expression” of capitalism, which is nothing more than the outcome 
of the production of space. Once again, the words of Roy (2016b: 
203) are useful here: “While urbanization may indeed take a global 
form, while capitalism is undeniably global, the universality of 
such processes is another matter.” Planetary urbanization might 
represent Lefebvre's (2003) worldwide urban fabric, where space is 
fashioned in the image of capital through the power of abstract 
space, but this does not mean that it unfolds homogenously across 
the globe. I argue that planetary urbanization actually answers 
Chakrabarty's (2000) call for “historical difference” since it allows 
me to look at the global reach of urbanization/capitalism while re-
flecting that the actual unfolding is not the same. Planetary urbani-
zation also allows me to carry out a “postcolonial urban studies” 
approach by reminding me that reputed “rural” or “undeveloped” 
areas should not be seen as obvious “non-urban” places. Making 
an unreflecting, classical urban-rural distinction obscures the work-
ings of capital and urbanization under capitalism. Without disre-
garding the differences between sparsely populated regions and 
densely populated metropolitan centers, planetary urbanization al-
so allows me to stay away from “methodological cityism” (Angelo 
and Wachsmuth, 2015)—beyond, for example, the megacities of 
the global South. In other words, planetary urbanization is a useful 
conceptual tool to study urbanization beyond the “anomaly” and 
“esotericism” of the global South. 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

Mobilizing Lefebvrian Theory  
 
Attempting to mobilize the triad of space is problematic; Lefebvre’s 
theory, after all, is exactly that, a theory not a method (Schmid et 
al., 2014). The Lefebvrian project points me in the direction of 
what I need to analyze in order to study the dialectical relation-
ships of the production of space and advance the analysis, but it 
does not point exactly what to do methodologically. Schmid, 
(2014: 37) argues, a researcher cannot “adopt Lefebvre’s theory ‘as 
it is,’ but must advance it conceptually in constant interaction with 
social reality. This is why the theory must also constantly be fur-
ther developed: what is needed is an open and creative way of han-
dling it.” Additionally, Lefebvre’s theory of space might set the 
general guidelines for a research design, but the actual unmasking 
of space—in other words, the analysis of the material—needs to be 
carried out with additional conceptual tools.  

 
Carrying out an analysis of the production of space is nothing less 
than the opening of Pandora’s box, a researcher’s nightmare of ba-
sically trying to study the totality of existence. If the “moments” of 
space overlap with each other, and space is continuously created, 
how does one draw the borders of the chunk of space under analy-
sis? My first attempt to chart the triad of space resulted in a table 
that showed space in a demarcated and schematic way: a static in-
ventory of things in space. However, there are some ways of work-
ing through the mess. First, the present must be the focus of analy-
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sis. History becomes inscribed in space as the past leaves traces on 
place, forcing us to focus on the present, which both contains the 
production process and the process. An analysis of symbolic and 
relevant materiality—e.g., buildings, monuments, and landmarks—
should show part of the production process and the product itself. 
Merrifield (2006: 105) explains this process—along with its chal-
lenges—eloquently: 
 

And these interpenetrations [of space]—many with different 

temporalities—get superimposed on one another in present 

space; different layers of time are inscribed in the built land-

scape, literally piled on top of each other, intersecting and bur-

ied, palpable and distorted within three-dimensional “objec-

tive” forms that speak a flattened, one-dimensional truth. Thus, 

“it’s never easy,” Lefebvre warns, “to get back from the object 

to the activity that produced and/or created it” (POS, p. 113). 

Indeed, once the “construction is completed, the scaffold is tak-

en down; likewise, the fate of an author’s rough draft is to be 

torn up and tossed away” (POS, p. 113). Revisiting an aban-

doned construction site, delving into the wastebasket of history, 

retrieving a crumbled draft are henceforth tantamount to “re-

constituting the process of its genesis and the development of its 

meaning.”  

 
Second, the demarcation of the production of space—in other 
words, choosing what parts or aspects of the overall production of 
space will be studied—can be carried out by reflecting on the spe-
cific urban process one wants to study. Doing this would prevent 
demarcating the analysis of space production through arbitrary 
means based on the urban-as-form, such as municipal city limits. 
The chosen “urban process” needs to be defined through a process 
of theoretical abstraction: a specific demarcated place either in 
thought, representation, imagination, or action (Brenner and 
Schmid, 2015b). I defined the urban process I wanted to research 
as the urbanization processes generated by or linked to the 
“maquiladora industry in Yucatán.” Both Yucatán and Motul are 
specific places delimited by municipal and state boundaries. The 
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“maquiladora industry in Yucatán” has been demarcated in repre-
sentations of space created by the state and academic literature. 
Stanek (2014) presents an example of dealing with a theoretical 
abstraction in his study of the urban of an actual, administrative 
place. Stanek (2014) talks about the “city” of Nowa Huta, near 
Krakow, not because he is looking at the municipal limits of the 
city. Instead, Stanek (2014: 266) clarifies, “the name ‘Nowa Huta’ 
is a set of representations strongly embedded in various social prac-
tices, rather than an administrative or a spatial whole.” The 
“maquiladora industry” is not a spatial whole or a specific, demar-
cated entity. I have chosen to talk about the maquiladora industry 
because that is the concept of theoretical abstraction used in the 
representations of space. A similar reflection can be carried out 
with Yucatán and Motul. A city, Motul, was chosen to conduct re-
search. However, Motul itself was not studied as a site, but as a 
form. Inspired by Angelo and Wachsmuth (2015), the methodolog-
ical premise was to look at the urbanization process taking place in 
the city and acknowledging this urbanization process is not limited 
to the official boundaries of Motul (or the state of Yucatán for that 
matter). The lens/gaze of research became the city of Motul but 
“with an understanding of region, nation [and] planet-spanning 
urbanization processes” (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2015).  

 
Finally, when carrying out an analysis of the production of space, 
time and scales can be managed by taking snapshots of reality, of 
everyday life. An empirical example of operationalizing the theory 
behind the production of space is Bertuzzo's (2014) work in the 
streets of Dhaka. Bertuzzo (2014) uses Lefebvre’s “regressive-
progressive procedure,” and in order to deal with time and scale, 
she “gazes” and focuses on instants instead of sequences in spaces. 
The regressive-progressive procedure consists on first describing 
what there is, then bringing to light its historical determinants, and 
finally, through its historical determinants, creating an alternative 
narration of the present (Bertuzzo, 2014). “In order to see … we 
must first make the center of our vision void of the usual represen-
tations” (Lefebvre in Bertuzzo 2014: 54). Lefebvre also argues, 
“For how could we come to understand a genesis, the genesis of 
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the present, along with the preconditions and processes involved, 
other than by starting from that present, working our way back to 
the past and then retracing our steps?” (Lefebvre, 1991: 66). By 
zooming in and out of places (the private, the neighborhood, the 
urban level), Bertuzzo was able to show the “present” interrelated-
ness and contradictions of different scales by taking into considera-
tion historical determinants and narrating an alternative descrip-
tion of the present. It is important to clarify that I was not able to 
actually carry out a “regressive-progressive procedure,” but Ber-
tuzzo’s “snapshots of reality” and the zoom-in/zoom-out strategy 
inspired me to develop the methods that are presented below.   

 
Methods 
 
Fieldwork 
 
I carried out two fieldwork periods in Yucatán comprising a total 
of thirteen weeks. The first fieldwork period, a pilot study, com-
prised of four weeks and took place in September 2014. I spent 
most of my time in Mérida but also carried out day trips to Pro-
greso, Motul, Umán, and a former henequen hacienda in Yax-
copoil. I visited and took photographs of the seaport in Progreso 
and industrial parks in Mérida (Parque de Industrias No Contam-
inantes, Parque Industrial BODEYUC), Umán (Parque Industrial 
Umán), and Motul (Parque Industrial Motul). However, the pic-
tures taken are only of the facades of the buildings since I did not 
attempt to get access to the factories themselves. In the case of the 
seaport, the pictures were taken from a public beach since the port 
itself was a restricted area. In order to get glimpses of lived spaces 
possibly connected to differential space, I attempted to establish 
contact with the former members of a non-profit organization 
called CEPRODEHL that was active between 2003 and 2007. CE-
PRODEHL was part of a bigger network in the Americas that 
promoted “human labor rights,” and it offered workshops on la-
bor regulations to maquiladora workers. I interviewed CE-
PRODEHL’s founder and director, but I was unable to gain her 
trust.  
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Unable to meet maquiladora workers, I focused instead on gather-
ing material that could be classified as “representations of space.” I 
carried out five semi-structured interviews with local academics 
and government officials at the state level. The interviews were 
with the Director of Investment Promotion at the Economic Pro-
motion Secretariat (SEFOE36); the Director of Sustainable Urban 
Development, Territorial Planning, and Built Heritage and the 
Head of Integral Sustainable Urban Management at the Urban De-
velopment and Environment Secretariat (SEDUMA); two academ-
ics at the Autonomous University of Yucatán (UADY) from the 
Economy Faculty that were part of a research group called Eco-
nomic Reorientation of Yucatán; and a sociologist at the UADY 
that has researched Yucatecan maquiladoras in the past and her 
research assistant, a local historian. The interviews were not rec-
orded but I took notes. 

 
I also gathered written sources. I analyzed two SEFOE reports 
(SEFOE, 2010, 2011) meant as advertising material for potential 
foreign investors. I looked at the websites of three industrial 
parks—Yucatan Industrial Parks, Parque Industrial Umán, and 
Parque Industrial BODEYUC—that attempt to attract maquilado-
ras. I used the search items “Yucatán” and “maquiladora” in 
Google Scholar to find academic articles and books. The academics 
I interviewed also provided additional references. The literature 
used as background information and examples of representations 
of space is listed as follows: 

 
• Articles. (Albornoz-Mendoza and Ortiz Pech, 2000; Becerril et 

al., 2012; Biles, 2004; Canto Sáenz and Cruz Pacheco, 2004; 
Castilla R. and Torres G., 2000; Castilla Ramos and García 
Quintanilla, 2006; Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora, 2007; 
García de Fuentes and Pérez Medina, 1996; Gravel, 2006; 
Navarrete, 2008; Ramírez, 1994; Rivas F., 1985; Zarate-
Hoyos and Albornoz Medina, 1999). 

                                                   
36 According to its website, the SEFOE is in charge of “promoting sustainable economic development 
in Yucatán” to make the state “the most important business center in the south-east of Mexico” 
(SEFOE, 2015b).  
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• Books. (Canto Sáenz, 2001; Castilla Ramos, 2004; Mendoza 
Fernández, 2008; Morales et al., 2001) 

 
• State Development Plans (Alpuche Pinzón, 1982; COESPY, 

2013; Gobierno del Estado, 1983, 1996, 2001, 2007) and in-
formes de gobierno (Cervera Pacheco, 1987; Gobierno del 
Estado, 2000). 
 

To get a glimpse of the everyday and familiarize myself with the 
context in Mérida, I observed the Sunday life of the main square 
and visited the main art and history museums to get an “official” 
view of history. I also had informal conversations with taxi drivers, 
my landlords, and two small-shop owners located down my street. 
I explored by walking the central parts of the city and the northern 
parts by public transport and taxi. I kept a diary of my impres-
sions.  

 
I received a grant from the Swedish Society for Anthropology and 
Geography (SSAG) to carry out my second fieldwork period. The 
final fieldwork period comprised of nine weeks split into two sec-
tions: five weeks between November 23 and December 27, 2015, 
and four weeks between January 11 and February 8, 2016. I decid-
ed to focus on one specific place, Motul, a city that hosts the big-
gest maquiladora in Yucatán—Montgomery Industries—and that 
is located approximately forty kilometers from Mérida. This meant 
a frequent commute in public transport between Mérida, where I 
stayed, and Motul. Motul has a population of 23,240 people, out 
of which 13,769 are “abled-workers”37 and is a “mid-sized urban 
settlement” within the Mexican context (INAFED, 2010). In con-
trast to Mérida, where there are other types of industry and where 
several maquiladoras were established, only two maquiladoras ar-
rived to Motul during the boom period of the industry: Montgom-
ery Industries and Mayan Palace. Mayan Palace stopped its opera-
tions, but Montgomery Industries remains in Motul until the pre-
sent. Zooming-in to Motul allowed me not only to reflect on the 
                                                   
37 Aged twelve or older, excluding pensioners. 
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urban process happening in the municipality but also reflect on the 
spaces of representation—the world of the daily—in an area that 
has been greatly influenced by one maquiladora (Castilla Ramos 
and Torres Góngora, 2009; Navarrete, 2008). 

 
There was no time or resources for an in-depth ethnographic study; 
nevertheless, I continued to rely on general ethnographic methods 
and took new inspiration from urban ethnography: go-alongs 
(walking and driving) (Kusenbach, 2003), walking interviews 
(Evans and Jones, 2011; Jones et al., 2008), and walking through 
industrial ruins (Edensor, 2008). Through a long chain of family 
acquaintances, I managed to get introduced to a gatekeeper in 
Motul. The gatekeeper is a local politician and government em-
ployee that introduced me to two research participants that became 
key informants and that helped secure interviews with informants 
that would otherwise have been hard to contact (e.g., the mayor 
and a manager at Montgomery Industries). With the legitimacy 
and trustworthiness bestowed upon me by the gatekeeper, I carried 
out snowball and purposive sampling until theoretical saturation 
was reached (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981; Blaikie, 2010).  

 
Access or entry is gained through “some combination of strategic 
planning, hard work and dumb luck” (Van Maanen and Kolb 
1985 in Bryman, 2008: 405). Meeting the person who became 
gatekeeper was a combination of luck and asking around. Howev-
er, during fieldwork, I used strategies that I thought would increase 
my chances of being accepted among the people I met. For exam-
ple, I adjusted myself to “‘fit in’ in a manner instrumental to gath-
ering data” (Harrington, 2003) by performing the awed tourist 
when the gatekeeper wished to show me the sights around Motul, 
drinking and eating what was offered to me, hanging out when 
there seemed to be no immediate purpose to my work but as a way 
of keeping social relations, performing “good humor” and polite-
ness even when I was tired or sick, sticking to Mexican etiquette by 
showing reverence and gratitude when I received help from power-
ful people, being respectful and friendly with all participants, and 
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presenting myself as respectable middle-class according to the gen-
der and social norms in place.  
 
I carried out 36 semi-structured interviews ranging from 10 to 105 
minutes. The average time of the interviews is 46 minutes and 32 
of them were recorded.38 The interviews took place in the partici-
pants’ workspaces or homes. All interviews were recorded with the 
interviewees’ consent. I used two types of interview guides. The 
first type of interview was oriented towards organizations, institu-
tions, and experts and took into consideration background infor-
mation I found online. I asked questions in relationship to the ex-
pertise of the person in question. The second type of interview 
guide was oriented towards motuleños and their perception of 
Motul. It comprised of two sections. The first section was meant to 
tease information (age, place of birth and residence, job descrip-
tion) and asked about the changes they had seen in Motul in the 
last fifteen years. These open ended questions allowed the inter-
viewee to give as much or as little information as desired and al-
lowed me in some cases to ask specific questions about working 
hours and salary. I made appropriate follow-up questions if the in-
terviewee had connections to a maquiladora or if an issue not in-
cluded in the interview guide was addressed or raised and seemed 
important. Depending on the eloquence and personality of the in-
terviewee, sometimes I allowed the interview to flow and just 
prompted short questions to keep the conversation going. I contin-
ued with the following standard questions (or similar versions de-
pending on context) if nothing told during the interview prompted 
change: 

 
• Do you remember when Montgomery Industries arrived?  

o How did people react? 
• Is there something in Motul that does not exist anymore but 

that you remember from your childhood? 
                                                   
38 In the case of the interviews that were not recorded, I took notes during the interview and wrote 
down or recorded my impressions as quickly as it was possible (usually at the end of the day). These 
interviews were not recorded because the circumstances did not allow me to take out my recorder 
(e.g., the interviewee started to talk right away and I did not wish to interrupt the flow of the con-
versation).  
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• What are the job options in Motul besides working in Mont-
gomery Industries? 

• Do you think that Motul is a city like Mérida?  
o What are the differences? 

• What is the most modern thing in Motul? 
• If you had the opportunity to live in any place other than 

Motul, where would you like to live and why? 
• What are the three things that a tourist should not miss in 

Motul?  
 

Depending on time, context, and the degree of comfort I perceived 
in the interviewee, I mixed both interview guides or shortened the 
amount of questions. The interviewees include government officials 
(municipal and at the state level39), maquiladora workers and ex-
workers, a maquiladora manager, and motuleños (the mayor, a 
journalist, members of the elite, and people working in Motul or 
Mérida). 

 
Informal conversations and participant observation/hanging out 
were also carried out. I took part in spontaneous/voluntary walk or 
drive-alongs in routes determined by the research participants. I 
kept a diary of my personal feelings. Depending on the situation, I 
either took mental notes or jotted notes until I could write down 
full field notes. As recommended by Bryman (2008), the field notes 
included location, names of the people involved, date, and time of 
the day. I also took photographs of Motul’s everyday life and built 
environment (such as roads, houses, and an abandoned factory). 
Newspaper records from Motul (La Voz de Motul) and Mérida (El 
Diario de Yucatán) serve to complement my material. 

 
I was open about my purpose and objective in Yucatán and what 
my university affiliation was. I was careful to explain my research 
project in non-academic language and in neutral terms (to avoid 
                                                   
39 At the state level: Institute for the Development of Mayan Culture in the state of Yucatán (IN-
DEMAYA). At the municipal level: Department of Public Services and Urban Image (Dirección de 
Servicios Públicos Municipales e Imagen Urbana); Rural Development Department (Dirección de 
Rural); Economic Development Department (Departamento de Fomento Económico); Tourism De-
partment (Departamento de Turismo). 
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bias and to not block my access to certain sites, e.g., the maqui-
ladora). The academic connection to Sweden turned out to be 
something that gave me legitimacy and credibility in some cases.  
 
Analysis 
 
I used ATLAS.ti—a qualitative data analysis software—to tran-
scribe and codify my recorded interviews. The transcription was 
done in the original language, Spanish. I only have an accurate 
verbatim transcript (with hesitations and silences but without the # 
“ums” and “ers”) of the most important and rich interviews. I 
made summaries of the interviews that were not as rich and only 
transcribed the sections that were illuminating. I also codified my 
field notes and diary entries. I used retrieval coding and interpre-
tive coding (Olsen, 2012). I created my own code words by deduc-
ing them from the context and the guiding research questions, a 
“deductive categorization effort,” according to Müller (2012). I 
created diagrams using the “Network” feature in ATLAS.ti to see 
all the quotes that were associated or linked to a chosen code or 
group of codes. I visually analyzed the material and created 
themes. 
 
Methodological Reflections 
 

Academic work is shaped by intellectual reading and under-

standing as well as the personal history of the researcher. Any 

division between them is not only impossible but also barren. 

Further, any division is a fiction, for the ‘personal’ and the ‘ac-

ademic’ are co-constitutive. Academia is a ‘culture,’ a political 

culture constructed in, by and through the discourses that we 

construct at the same time as they construct us—and which we 

embody. So I ask, how is it possible for one’s personal history 

to ever be outside of one’s intellectual reading and understand-

ing? (Farahani, 2010: 127)  
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The researcher’s gaze 
 

[O]ne cannot relocate in any possible vantage point without be-

ing accountable for that movement. Vision is always a question 

of the power to see—and perhaps of the violence implicit in our 

visualizing practices. With whose blood were my eyes crafted? 

(Haraway, 1988: 585) 

 

I am aware of space’s fluidity and that I become an actor in the 
production of space. My viewpoint has created glimpses of Yuca-
tán, a patchwork and collage of fragments. I am also aware that an 
academic product is shaped by the researcher’s personal history, 
the research participants, and “the (presumed) audi-
ence/readers/listeners” (Farahani, 2010). Haraway (1988) raises 
two important points: the crucial role of “situated knowledges40” 
and the power to see. To avoid doing research from viewpoints of 
“the cyclopean, self-satiated eye of the master subject,” the re-
searcher needs to avoid the “serious danger of romanticizing 
and/or appropriating the vision of the less powerful while claiming 
to see from their positions” (Haraway, 1988). My “Mexicanness” 
does not make me an expert when researching Mexico. As 
Farahani (2010: 121) argues, “an insider does not—simply because 
she shares some cultural, linguistic, and historical background—
have access to everyone and is not entitled to (re)present the voice 
of the whole community.”  
 
Haraway's (1988) quote on the power to see had a strong impact 
on me because of its powerful language. The sentence “With whose 
blood were my eyes crafted?” shook me. It reminds me of Žižek's 
(2009) “objective violence”—the concealed, systemic, and inherent 
violence in the normal state of things. My vision and legitimacy to 
see—of course with some limitations because of my gender and 
race/ethnicity but nevertheless as part of an official member of ac-
ademia that allows me to make knowledge claims—come from my 
                                                   
40 Similar to the “locus of enunciation” (Moraña et al., 2008a). 
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conformity with two systems (in addition to my overall conformity 
with capitalism), one in Sweden and one in Mexico: 

 
In Sweden, I become an ac-
tive participant of the global 
North’s accumulation by 
dispossession of the global 
South by living and consum-
ing in this society while hyp-
ocritically researching and 
criticizing that same system. 
The systemic violence (Žižek, 
2009) within the process of 
accumulation carried out by 
the global North by dispos-
sessing the South needs to 
exist in order for the com-
fortable life of the global 
North to exist.  
 

 In Mexico, I am part of a ra-
cial hierarchical system that 
continues to oppress, exclude 
indigenous cultures, and force 
them to assimilate to the heg-
emonic Spanish-speaking 
mestizo nation (Saldívar, 
2014). As a light-brown-
skinned mestiza, a degree of 
advantage was implicit within 
the hierarchy of skin color 
and phenotype that exists in 
Mexico (Flores and Telles, 
2012), even if I grew up in a 
low-middle income family. 
Within the global South, the 
Imperial South’s (Santos, 
2011) elite uses the rules and 
structures of capitalism and 
colonial legacies to also ac-
cumulate by dispossessing.  

 
My eyes were crafted with the blood of the people below me in the 
socio-economical and racial hierarchy. My arbitrary place in socie-
ty, even if it was low-middle class, gave me a head start in compar-
ison to the poor and extreme poor in Mexico. In the case of my 
fieldwork, I am well aware the two women that became key in-
formants only began to help me because the gatekeeper, their boss, 
had asked them to “give me a hand.” Perhaps at some point they 
continued to be research participants because it was their choice 
and there was a sense of friendship. However, I cannot disregard 
that the way we began our interaction was a power issue—a polite 
order from a superior—and that I benefited more from our interac-
tion than they did.  
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Guilt 
 

December 3, 201541 
I feel like I want to rest, take a day off, but then I remember 

how much is being spent so I can be here (40,000 SEK42) and I 

feel anxious. Marta said she used to earn 500 pesos43 per week 

at Montgomery Industries. 2,000 pesos per month. 24,000 per 

year. You would need more than three years of work at Mont-

gomery to afford this, three years’ worth of wages. 

 

December 8, 2015 

I feel so uncomfortable in my own skin, like a fraud. A double-

agent. … I have bourgeois dreams, European dreams. I dream 

of the Swedish life. I could have chosen any other project that 

didn’t cause me so many existential crises. This creates such a 

heavy emotional workload. Nothing can be fixed. Their life will 

not improve. I will have an academic gain through the dispos-

session of their stories. I feel so out of touch of Mexican reality. 

I don’t want to get to know them more. It’s so painful. Too 

much reflection? Makes me feel so uncomfortable with reality. 

 

December 14, 2015  

I feel like a thief of biographies, a stories thief.  

 
I have concerns and reflections of a “space invader” (Puwar, 2004) 
living in the material “Borderlands” (Anzaldúa, 1987) of my re-
search project. I was able to become a space invader across oceans. 
I am now a “transfuge” (Bourdieu in Puwar, 2004), a class defec-
tor still feeling the weight of the water in this new ocean.44 Bour-
dieu reflected on his entry into the academic world, the world of 
the intellectual, coming from a working-class background. In a dif-
                                                   
41 Own diary entries from the field. Author’s translation from Spanish.  
42 4,000 €. Exchange rate from December 11, 2017.  
43 232 SEK. Exchange rate (1 MXN = 0.46 SEK) from April 28, 2016.   
44 “Those who are in whatever regard – race, class, sexuality or gender - fish in water, whose habitus 
is immediately adjusted to the demands of the field, do not feel the weight of the water, and hence 
they do not see the tacit normativity of their own specific habitus, which is able to pass as neutral 
and universal” (Puwar, 2004: 131). 
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ferent habitus that he needed to blend into, insert his body into, he 
once commented,   

 
I do not feel “at home”; I feel like I have to be answerable—to 

whom, I do not know—for what appears to me to be an unjus-

tifiable privilege. (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2002 in Puwar, 

2004: 130) 

 

Taking into consideration the differences between Bourdieu’s con-
text and mine (he was still a global North, white male after all), the 
quote still speaks to me. In my case, the internal guilt, the “unjusti-
fiable privilege” concerns being able to legally live within Fortress 
Europe, have a salary in Swedish crowns, enjoy the freedom of 
travelling abroad and across, indulge in a feeling of safety45… 
while at the same time being Mexican; having family, friends, ac-
quaintances, and research participants in Mexico; having embodied 
memories of my country on the other side of the world. I know in 
my skin how it is to live in the global South, and I know in my skin 
how it is to live in the global North. In my embodied memories, I 
can internally feel the contradictions and dependencies of the two 
worlds. Even if I was not originally from it, have I become part of 
the imperial South while participating in the accumulation by dis-
possession carried out by the global North? 

 
(Mestiza) Maiden in Yucatán 
 

El tiburón/ The Mexican Shark46 
That sudden feeling that as a female I am actually defenseless; 

prey to scrutinizing eyes and unwanted stares and uninvited at-

tention. I need a man to protect me and legitimize me in this so-

ciety. A shark defending you, weak Woman, from other sharks. 

In other words, sharks are unaccountable and predictable, they 

are sharks. A Woman can only be by the protection of a shark, 

not because a shark knows better or is becoming less sharky. 

                                                   
45 A wave of organized crime and “drug related violence” has hit Mexico since 2006. See for exam-
ple Fuerte Celis and Pérez Lujan (2017). 
46 Own diary entry from the field. Originally in English. 



 

 86 

Open game. Game open. How dare you Woman walk alone, 

eat alone, travel alone, shop alone, research alone? You must 

WANT, NEED, EXPECT the attention of a shark. No marker. 

No ring on your finger to signal out-of-boundness. Space invad-

er. Thirty?! Thirty and not at your home cooking of picking up 

your kids at school or waiting for your husband-shark? What 

are you doing out of bounds? Too old to be at school, too old 

to not have a ring on your finger, too old to not be at work if 

you are not doing anything of the above. Nenita, bizcocho, 
mamacita, guapetona: You must WANT, NEED, EXPECT the 

attention of a shark. Be grateful before it stops once you get too 

old. 

 

Farahani (2010) explains via Halstead (2001 in Farahani, 2010: 
124) how “research participants position us whilst we are busy po-
sitioning them.” While doing fieldwork, the research participants 
were curious about my personal life and in some cases it felt only 
fair to share at the same level of intimacy that they were sharing 
with me. In other cases, their curiosity felt like an invasion (even if 
I am used to a Mexican level of familiarity). Through some of the 
comments and questions posed by the research participants, I real-
ized I was being perceived and positioned as a “young” student in 
my early twenties. This meant that I was either harmless or a prey. 
Being harmless meant that sensitive information could be shared 
with me since I was a mere (female) young student with no sinister 
intentions, simply working on her doctoral dissertation, and gave 
rise to some males wanting to help my research in a fatherly way.47 
I think this is one of the reasons I gained access to Montgomery 
Industries. The gatekeeper vouched and requested an interview for 
me over the phone with a contact he had at the maquiladora, a 
manager. The manager seemed hesitant at first but after passing an 
unspoken test first over the phone and then in person, I was invited 
to the factory two more times (which included a tour of the 
                                                   
47 Reflecting on her work with Free Trade Zones in the Caribbean, Werner (2016: 26) reports the 
opposite: “If my racialization and provenance afforded me some limited access to garment managers 
and owners, my gender and youth often circumscribed the depth and quality of information shared 
by these largely male business elites.”  
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plant).48 Against the rules,49 during one of my visits, the manager 
even offered to take pictures of the factory for me, and of me in 
front of the entrance and at the factory floor, so that I could “show 
at school I had actually been inside the factory.” He suggested the 
best angles so the factory floor could be appreciated, suggested a 
picture next to a worker (without asking her permission) so “it 
would look like I was talking to the worker” and invited me to sit 
in someone’s work station while the person was away (I was morti-
fied). I played along the role of being a simple student and “a 
harmless female” to not insult his “generosity” and, ultimately, to 
my research advantage. This can be interpreted as what Mazzei 
and O’Brien (2009: 371) describe as the “temporal activation of 
the gender script”—in other words, not challenging a gender script, 
or “strategically deploying… gender according to the culturally de-
fined script of a young woman in distress and in need.”    

 
Being a prey meant I was a potential target to hit on by men, re-
gardless of their socioeconomic and educational background. I ex-
perienced uncalled flirting (testing the waters to find out my rela-
tionship status and attempts to ask me out) from some of the re-
search participants and random, verbal sexual harassment on the 
street. Following Kloss (2017), I interpret this “sexual(ized) har-
assment” as a “social control mechanism, reasserting and recreat-
ing masculine dominance” and in no way sexual attraction or 
courtship. It was a practice to remind me, a woman, who is in 
charge in a hetero-patriarchal society, a way of reinforcing and 
manifesting power and the structure behind it.  

 
Kloss (2017) also explains how fieldwork is a gendered practice. 
My female body and apparent youth caused confusion. Some peo-
ple could not figure me out once they knew my real age, thirty. 
Why was I still studying? Didn’t I have a boyfriend? It remains a 
                                                   
48 I did not disclose that I had previous work experience visiting and assessing maquiladoras’ compli-
ance with corporate codes of conduct. 
49 I had to go through security every time I visited the factory. I had to sign my name, leave my I.D., 
laptop, and camera. Even with an appointment, I was not allowed inside the factory until the person 
I was scheduled to meet cleared me. There were signs across the factory floor with the message “no 
pictures allowed.”   
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mystery to me if my female body was perceived as young because 
of my actual physical appearance or if I became young in their eyes 
because I was a student running around that did not match the ex-
pectations of what a Mexican woman my age should be doing. My 
body in Yucatán became a maiden, containing both a young wom-
an and an old unmarried woman. (I call it a process of transfigura-
tion.) Sometimes the stress and discomfort of being inside a female 
body created a sense of vulnerability. At some point, I was tempted 
to buy a fake wedding ring,50 hoping it would serve as an amulet to 
keep the sharks, the predators, away.51  

 
My body portrayed not only gender but also race/ethnicity and 
class. I perceived that having a light-brown52 body gave me legiti-
macy with the middle and high classes since I was seen as one of 
them. Among other social classes, my non-Yucatecan/Maya body 
was welcomed by some (only after being introduced by the gate-
keeper) and seen with suspicious by others. However, I am not sure 
if this was a reaction to my mestiza body or simply to the fact that 
I was a huach. Nevertheless, a legacy from the colonial period, cer-
tain bodies and phenotypes in Mexico are associated with status, 
wealth, and high social class. Ethnic markers and skin color create 
racial hierarchies where non-indigenous-looking people have high-
er status (Flores and Telles, 2012; Saldívar, 2014). In a racialized 
context, “looking” mestizo is good, and the less dark-brown the 
better.  
 
Limitations  
 
• Since I was staying in Mérida and relied on public transporta-

tion with a limited schedule, I could not visit Motul in the early 
                                                   
50 I found out after fieldwork that this was a coping mechanism reported by Congdon (2015).  
51 As an early-career researcher with no formal training in ethnography, I now realize that regardless 
of how much we think we understand and are familiar with the context (e.g., in my case a Mexican 
doing research in Mexico), pre-fieldwork reflections on harassment would have been useful so I 
could have prepared coping mechanisms (Congdon, 2015; Kloss, 2017). 
52 I become different things in different places/spaces by virtue of my body, what I call transfigura-
tion. In Sweden, vis-à-vis Whiteness, sometimes I am just plain Brown: a static, identical, and inter-
changeable “non-Western woman” (Ong, 1988). However, in Mexico, the shades of Brown have 
nuances.  
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mornings and evenings. Even if I took long, random walks 
around Motul, I only saw glimpses of it and did not experience 
how it was to live there.  

• There were no resources for an in-depth ethnographic study. 
• However, taking snapshots of the present helps illustrate how 

the production of space has a dialectical nature, even if I only 
have created glimpses of Yucatán, a patchwork, a collage of 
fragments.  
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5. MAYALAND: MAQUILADORA 
PARADISE 

Irving L. Webber [Professor of Sociology at the University of 

Alabama] sat in the central plaza of Mérida in late May 1975, 

having his three-quarter-length boots polished and reflecting on 

the social structure of the provincial capital and its surrounding 

communities. “You know,” he mused, “Yucatán is one of the 

least-developed regions of Mexico, and lacks many characteris-

tics necessary for a modern society.” Pausing to relight his pipe 

for the third time, Webber concluded, “That’s the reason I like 

it so much.” Preface in Baklanoff and Moseley (2008: ix). 

  

It is intriguing that Baklanoff and Moseley (2008) chose such a 
preface for their book Yucatán in an Era of Globalization: the 
musings of the male professor as his “three-quarter-length boots” 
are polished by invisible hands—a person not worth describing—
and the assessment that, despite Yucatán’s lack of modernity and 
development, he still likes it very much. It is intriguing but not un-
usual, reminiscent of the travel writing through imperial eyes de-
scribed by Pratt (2008), where European explorers and scientists 
construct an image of the world through colonial lenses. Scripts 
sprinkled with colonial echoes are common when describing Yuca-
tán. Yucatán is what I call Mayaland: a geographically strategic re-
gion (García de Fuentes and Pérez Medina, 1996) in the balmy 
tropics (Ramírez, 1994) abundant with natural resources (Zarate-
Hoyos and Albornoz Medina, 1999) that is not only the mystical 
land of the ancient Mayas but is also replete with cenotes, archeo-
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logical sites, flamingos, and colonial architecture (SEFOE, 2010, 
2011). Paradoxically, globally connected for many decades 
through the henequen industry but “isolated” and “remote” from 
the rest of the country (García de Fuentes and Pérez Medina, 
1996), Yucatán has endured poverty (Zarate-Hoyos and Albornoz 
Medina, 1999) and has been judged to lack modernity (Baños 
Ramírez, 2000). However, as a result of the maquiladora boom pe-
riod that unfolded in the late 1990s, by 2007 the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) was describing 
Yucatán as a “lagging but dynamic region” that is “catching-up” 
(OECD, 2007).  
 
As I mentioned before, the development of the maquiladora indus-
try (and its topography) in Yucatán did not follow a blueprint but 
was built little by little through several years and administrations. 
An analysis of the “state development plans” and informes de go-
bierno reveals that the administrations acted in a reactive way to 
events unfolding at the national or global level, for example, Mexi-
co’s accession to NAFTA and the devaluation of the peso in 199453 
(Canto Sáenz, 2001). Despite what the governmental plans and re-
ports wished to portray during the boom of the maquiladora in-
dustry—a sense of endeavor, drive, determination, culmination—it 
was not until conditions were randomly ripe for capital that 
maquiladoras came as vultures and stayed long enough to squeeze 
out benefits, before moving on. Of course, there was an imperative 
and effort carried out by the Yucatecan government—particularly, 
the Cervera Pacheco administrations (Canto Sáenz, 2001)—but it 
was not a straightforward directive in the maquiladora direction, 
nor actions that could ensure results. As I explained earlier, the 
maquiladora industry was not considered the “backbone” of the 
“industrial development project” in the state in 1987 (Cervera 
Pacheco, 1987) nor even almost ten years later in 1996 (Gobierno 
del Estado), regardless of the fact that the government had already 
started investing in maquiladora-related infrastructure and adver-
tising in the beginning of the 1980s. The almost accidental success 
                                                   
53 The maquiladoras were one of the few industries that benefited during the devaluation of 1994 
since paying wages in Mexican pesos became even cheaper (DY, 1995c). 
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of the maquiladora industry was a self-creating, self-fulfilling event 
that confirmed that Yucatán was indeed a maquiladora paradise. 
This chapter will analyze how the state invested in the infrastruc-
tural veins that would support an industrialized state and discuss 
how it tried to portray itself as a maquiladora paradise.  

 
The Assets  
 
The sources consulted54 present Yucatán as a region with assets in 
terms of geography (a flat landscape not far from the United States’ 
east coast), natural cheap resources (abundant water, electricity, 
land, and workers), suitable infrastructure, and amenities for inves-
tors and their families.  
 
The geographically “privileged” and abundant tropics 
 
Arrows springing from Yucatán and pointing in all directions. 
Stars and shaded areas used to emphasize the location of places. 
Slogans that speak of a “strategic location” (see Figure 5.1 and 
Figure 5.3), boast “connectivity to all major ports in the United 
States” (see Figure 5.2), and promise “the best bridge to connect to 
the world” (see Figure 5.4). The maps that are used to illustrate 
Yucatán’s competitive geographical advantages share certain fea-
tures. Most arrows point to the north in an attempt to emphasize 
Yucatán’s proximity to cities in the United States like New Orle-
ans, Tampa, Miami, and Houston. An advertising campaign in the 
1980s labeled Yucatán as “Mexico’s other frontier” (Ramírez, 
1994; Rivas F., 1985)—not in relationship to the countries south 
of the state (Guatemala or Belize), which would have been the logi-
cal understanding, but in relationship to the United States. It seems 
that through the slogan, officials in Yucatán were trying to imply 
that if we only ignored the Gulf of Mexico—a mere distance of 
“460 nautical miles” (Rivas F., 1985) anyway—coastal cities like 
New Orleans were actually border cities, bordering of course Yu-
                                                   
54 SEFOE reports, websites of industrial parks, articles, books, state development plans, and informes 
de gobierno (see chapter four). Information also drawn from interviews with Becerril García, Canto 
Sáenz, Castilla Ramos, and Arturo (see List of Interviewees in the Appendix).  
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catán, the other frontier. The slogan is no longer used, but the idea 
of geographical proximity endures: “[Yucatán’s] geographical loca-
tion is privileged” reads an “investor’s guide” published by SEFOE 
(2010: 4). 
 
If we continue analyzing the maps (Figures 5.1-5.5), the use of 
miles is preferred in some cases instead of the metric system, which 
is standard in Mexico. The use of the English language is also 
common. Some arrows also point east and south of the state to 
emphasize the possibility of also reaching Europe, Central Ameri-
ca, or the Caribbean. Figure 5.5 looks like a doodle but becomes 
interesting if the context is explained. The image was drawn during 
an interview with Arturo, Director of Investment and Promotion at 
the Economic Promotion Secretariat (SEFOE). The director was 
explaining Yucatán’s advantages over other maquiladora sites 
when he began to draw a map on the white board in his office. He 
explained that “they” (collectively referring to the SEFOE) were 
aware other states in Mexico had more advanced industries like the 
automobile sector, bigger populations, and money to offer incen-
tives to investors.55 However, he argued—as he drew the Yucatan 
peninsula, the Gulf of Mexico, and Florida—there were so many 
more savings in logistics by shipping from Progreso. Other factors 
of added value, as he multiplied in USD, were a labor force and 
water supplies that were cheaper than in the rest of the country: 20 
pesos/person and 16 pesos/m3, respectively. He wrote down dis-
tances and prices for shipping, multiplied and subtracted, and tri-
umphantly came up with a final hypothetical quantity in savings.  
 
It was interesting to see how Arturo’s explanations had to be made 
in relationship to the United States but were also anchored on a 
comparison to other maquiladora sites. This logic brings to mind 
“the other frontier” slogan, where the purpose was to evoke the 
traditional maquiladora border. The “advantages” of Yucatán 
cannot be understood unless they reflect its competitors. Arturo al-
so tried to make his argument stronger by weaving arguments of 
                                                   
55 Not clear to me if he meant in tax exemptions or gifts in cash. 
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low-priced resources in addition to his emphasis on location. Fol-
lowing the same line of argument, another interviewee, Canto 
Sáenz, a researcher at UADY, explained that the neighboring states 
of Oaxaca and Chiapas also have low wages but the topography 
and lack of suitable infrastructure are a disadvantage. Yucatán, on 
the other hand, has no mountains, he argued. The connection be-
tween location/geography and the abundance of cheap natural re-
sources can also be found in the material consulted and in conver-
sations with other research participants. Both García de Fuentes 
and Pérez Medina (1996) and Castilla R. and Torres G. (2000) re-
port low electricity rates and the availability of land. Navarrete 
(2008) describes the availability of cheap water. SEFOE's (2011: 
17) bi-lingual brochure Business land includes a headline: “In Yu-
catán only 8% of the available water is extracted,” attempting to 
portray abundance. A common “fact” that I heard from the re-
search participants was, you only need to drill x meters—1, 2 or 10 
depending on the source—and you can find water. Knowing the 
actual meters did not matter; the important thing was to portray 
how easy it was to obtain cheap water in the geographically “privi-
leged” and abundant tropics.  

 
Figure 5.1 “Yucatán’s strategic location vis-à-vis the east of the United States, 

the Caribbean, and Central America.” Scan from Morales et al. (2001: 313). 
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Figure 5.2 “Connectivity to major ports of the United States.” Image is a 

print screen from digital flyer. (Uman Industrial Park, 2014). 

Figure 5.3 “Located in Yucatán, the industrial park is found on km 12 on the 

Mérida-Progreso road, just 20 minutes away from the main seaport and 15 

minutes from Mérida international airport, making it a strategic connection 

spot” (Yucatán Industrial Parks, 2015). Image is a print screen from Yucatán 

Industrial Parks (2015). 
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Figure 5.4!“The best bridge to connect with the world. It’s located less than 

56 hours by ship and less than 2 hours by plane to the east coast of the United 

States of America. The Yucatán Peninsula is the closest point to Europe in 

Mexico and a natural platform for the delivery of goods to Central and South 

America” (SEFOE, 2011: 4). Originally in English. Image is a print screen 

from SEFOE (2011: 4). 
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Figure 5.5 Yucatán’s proximity to Florida and calculated savings in compari-

son to other locations in Mexico. Interview with Arturo. Photo taken by the 

author with the interviewee’s permission. 

The dutiful worker 

Workers are also abundant and described in terms of natural re-
sources. The sources consulted create a myth where Yucatecans are 
what I call dutiful workers, in the sense that they are young and 
qualified (SEFOE, 2011), “unspoiled” (Castilla Ramos and García 
Quintanilla, 2006: 32) and “virgin”56 (Castilla and Torres 1994 in 
García de Fuentes and Pérez Medina, 1996: 26), cheap (García de 
Fuentes and Pérez Medina, 1996; Gravel, 2006) or said to earn 
“competitive” wages (SEFOE, 2010), workers that can carry out 
“quality work” regardless of their low cost (Zarate-Hoyos and 
Albornoz Medina, 1999), workers that have low turn-over and ab-
senteeism rates (Mendoza Fernández, 2008), and people who are 

          
56 Referring to their lack of previous industrial experience. The first wave of maquiladora workers 
were mostly women (Pérez Llanas and Cámara, 2002), which might perhaps help explain the conno-
tations of the chosen adjectives. 
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“rooted to their land”57 (Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora, 
2009: 31). The following quotes are illuminating to complete the 
picture of the dutiful worker: 
  

Why invest in Yucatán? … Availability of a young, qualified 

and stable labor force (low turnover and absenteeism rates). 

(SEFOE, 2010: 3).  

 

[T]he reality in a state like Yucatán, where the only abundant 

and competitive resource—because of its low price, docility and 

low turn-over rate—is precisely the labor force. (Canto Sáenz, 

2001: 225). 

 

The dutiful worker is portrayed as being unspoiled (not influenced 
by previous industrial experience), young, docile, and therefore, 
stable. Despite these positive characteristics, the dutiful worker still 
needs to go through a process of subject formation: receiving prac-
tical education so their bodies and minds can be useful according 
to what they are or can be expected to be (this idea will be expand-
ed in the next chapter). In response to the fact that most higher ed-
ucation centers were concentrated in Mérida, the late 1990s and 
early 2000s saw the construction of seven universities throughout 
the state—Izamal, Maxcanú, Motul, Oxkutzcab, Progreso, Tekax, 
and Valladolid—and the creation of a scholarship fund (DY, 
2000c; Gobierno del Estado, 2000). However, the construction of 
new universities and the attempt to increase the number of students 
through scholarships were carried out through a lens of instrumen-
tality. The relationship between education, training, and their in-
strumentality in securing a job or promoting the economy has been 
a common theme in several development plans since the 1980s. 
The development plan from 1983 emphasized the importance of 
education that is instrumental in securing employment (Gobierno 
del Estado, 1983). The informe de gobierno from the year 2000 
described how education was key to guaranteeing “economic dy-
namism” (Gobierno del Estado, 2000). Throughout the rise of the 
                                                   
57 The complete quote reads in Spanish: “A este atractivo se le agregan la mano de obra abundante 
arraigada a su tierra, de calidad y barata” (Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora, 2009: 31). 
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maquiladora industry, education and training were a priority since 
it was assessed that potential workers did not possess the required 
skills for industrial jobs. Between 1995 and 2000, almost 148,000 
people participated in “job training” programs at a cost of 307 
million pesos (Gobierno del Estado, 2000). 
 
A road paved for business 
 

The best conditions for your company to operate efficiently. 

(SEFOE, 2011: 16). Originally in English 

 

Yucatán offers suitable infrastructure for potential investors: an 
“efficient” seaport at Progreso, two airports (one located in Méri-
da and the second one in Chichén Itzá) that “open the skies to in-
vestment,” a network of roads and rail tracks “linking all of the 
peninsula,” nine industrial parks with plenty of room, supplies of 
natural gas, and enough capacity to produce 1,581 MW of electric-
ity (SEFOE, 2010, 2011).  

 
The state began taking small steps towards an industrialized future 
away from henequen already in the early 1970s. The first industrial 
park, Ciudad Industrial58 (Industrial City) was constructed in 1972 
and expanded in 1977 (Canto Sáenz, 2001). Parque Industrial Yu-
catán (formerly known as the Park for Non-Polluting Industries)59 
was set up in 1985 (SEFOE, 2010, 2015a). Around the same time, 
attempting to foresee the needs of an unknown industry that had 
not arrived yet, the state invested 118 million pesos in upgrading 
Ciudad Industrial and 273 million pesos in the installation of radio 
system via satellite in Parque Industrial Yucatán (Cervera Pacheco, 
1987). The generation of electricity was also prioritized: 6.4 billion 
pesos were invested in the power plants Mérida II, Nachi Cocom, 
and a new thermoelectric plant, Valladolid (Cervera Pacheco, 
1987). By the mid-1990s, when maquiladoras were becoming a re-
ality, the state began investing in infrastructure projects labeled as 
“essential” despite their high costs (Gobierno del Estado, 2000). 
                                                   
58 Now known as ”Felipe Carrillo Puerto Industrial Park.” 
59 Parque de Industrias No Contaminantes 
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These so-called “development detonators” were expected to “re-
activate” the regional economy by “smashing the bottlenecks that 
were slowing down our development” (Gobierno del Estado, 2000: 
46).  

 
The list of “essential” projects is long. Forecasting more industrial 
and maquiladora growth, the state’s capacity to generate electricity 
was increased. A gas pipeline, covering a distance of approximately 
800 km, was built from Ciudad Pemex in Tabasco to Valladolid in 
Yucatán. The gas pipeline was needed to feed a new power station, 
Planta Mérida III (Gobierno del Estado, 2000). The network of 
roads in the state was expanded and modernized at locations that 
were perceived as strategic. The airport in Mérida was upgraded so 
that it could accommodate larger airplanes (e.g., the landing strip 
was lengthened). A new airport, Chichén Itzá International Air-
port, was built in the eastern part of the state as a third alternative 
between the airports in Mérida and Cancún (even though both cit-
ies are only approximately 300 kilometers from each other). Chi-
chén Itza airport was designed so that Boeing 767-200 type air-
crafts, with a capacity to transport around 200 people, could land. 
A parking lot with capacity for 120 cars was built, including 160 
m2 reserved for buses (Gobierno del Estado, 2000). In total, 1,397 
million pesos were spent between 1995 and 2001 in road, airport, 
and telecommunications infrastructure that were meant to “sup-
port the economic development of the state” (Gobierno del Estado, 
2000: 573). 

 
The biggest “development detonator,” the crowning achievement 
that was supposed to launch Yucatán to an era of modernity and 
prosperity, was the expansion of the seaport in Progreso. Progreso 
was created from scratch in the nineteenth century, when the idea 
of the port came first and the town came later (Barceló Quintal, 
2011). The henequen oligarchy wished to replace the old seaport at 
Sisal so the henequen fiber could continue to be exported to the 
United States. Surveyors chose a spot that was the shortest route 
between Mérida and the coast—33,480 meters, to be exact. The 
federal government approved the creation of the port, and the 
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place was named El Progreso—progress—a place that would facili-
tate the flow of goods for Yucatán’s development. The government 
offered a solar and 60 pesos to the first 100 people that applied for 
a permit to settle there. A railroad track was built to connect the 
capital and Progreso. The value of land in the north of Mérida and 
haciendas along the train route increased (Barceló Quintal, 2011).  
 
The first expansion of the port came in the late 1930s (see Figure 
5.6) (Moreno et al., 2004). A 2-kilometer pier was constructed so 
that the depth of the port could reach 6 meters (shifting sands 
made it impossible to dredge the shallow bed next to the coast). In 
the 1980s, the pier was extended to 6.5 kilometers 
(PuertosYucatán, n.d.). In the late 1990s, powerful machines were 
used to dredge the ocean floor around the seaport to 12 meters 
deep so that bigger passenger and cargo ships could moor 
(Gobierno del Estado, 2000; PuertosYucatán, n.d.). Additionally, 
the port’s surface was extended from 4 to 40 hectares so that more 
containers could be processed (Gobierno del Estado, 2000). New 
facilities, like terminals, warehouses, and docks, were built. The 
total investment, paid by the federal government, was 1,130 mil-
lion pesos (PuertosYucatán, n.d.). The seaport at Progreso was 
supposed to represent several things: a “moral triumph” for the 
state (Cervera Pacheco, 1987), a “door to the east coast of the 
United States” (DY, 1995a) and to “the seas of the world… the 
natural link between this region and the global economy in which 
we live” (DY, 1999b), a symbol of the twenty-first century (DY, 
1999b), and a sign of confidence that the Yucatec people can con-
struct great infrastructure projects (DY, 2000b). If not a moral tri-
umph or a door to the “seas of the world,” the pier at Progreso is 
at least a “great infrastructure project.” In a satellite image taken 
by NASA Earth Observatory, the proportions of the pier, “one of 
the longest such structures in the world” (EarthObservatory, 
2014), can be appreciated (see Figure 5.7). 
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Figure 5.6!The section of the pier in Progreso constructed in the 1930s. 

 
Figure 5.7 “The pier that extends from Progreso into the Gulf of Mexico is 
among the longest such structures in the world.” NASA Earth Observatory 

image by J. Allen (EarthObservatory, 2014).60 

 
                                                   
60 For more pictures of Progreso seaport, see http://www.puertosyucatan.com/ap/fotos.htm (Accessed 
11 May 2017). 
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No hurdles on the road 
 
A road paved for business is more appealing if there are assurances 
that there will be no hurdles on the road. During an interview, R. 
Canto Saénz explained the type of infrastructure available in the 
state served as an incentive for maquiladoras to locate in Yucatán, 
but there was also another factor according to him: “the maqui-
ladoras used to arrive under the condition that there would be no 
unions. It was an understood fact.” A quote from García de 
Fuentes and Pérez Medina (1996: 26), two scholars writing for the 
Yearbook: Conference of Latin Americanist Geographers, echoes 
this idea,  

 
Additionally, because of the henequen crisis, there is an imme-

diate, large stock of labor force that has a peasant background, 

which ensures a lack of unionization tradition. The region … 

does not have a recent history of workers’ struggle and strong 

unionism, unlike the northern border. (My own translation)  

     

A non-critical academic analysis is one thing, however, Parque In-
dustrial Yucatán, now privately owned, advertised explicitly all the 
benefits it could offer investors. In addition to low costs, a good 
labor force, an emphasis on infrastructure, and strategic geograph-
ical location, the company advertised, “unions are not as powerful 
as in Central America and the north of Mexico.” The website has 
now been updated, and wordings like that have disappeared, but a 
scan of a hard copy still allows us to see it (see Figure 5.8).   
 
The portrayal of Yucatán as a place that lacks unions and historic 
precedents of labor movements is something that is published and 
spoken candidly of by the SEFOE and its staff. The Investor’s 
Guide (SEFOE, 2010), a brochure with a cover that includes a pic-
ture of the pyramid of Dzibilchaltún and yet another map of Mexi-
co, includes the following information in its “Population and La-
bor Force” section: 

 
Approximately 90% of the companies in the state do not oper-
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ate with unions in their premises and the handful labor disputes 

[that appear] are solved before they become strikes. (SEFOE, 

2010: 8)  

 

 
Figure 5.8  “Los sindicatos no son tan fuertes como en Centroamérica y el 

norte de México.” Scan from hard copy. Old website “Yucatan Industrial 

Parks.” Accessed in fall 2014.  
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The next item on the document is a table displaying the amount of 
“strikes that have broken out” and reports a proud 0, every year 
from the year 2000 to 2009, with the exception of one strike in 
2003 (see Figure 5.9). 

Figure 5.9 “Yucatán: Strikes that have broken out.” Print screen from 
(SEFOE, 2010: 8) 

As Arturo, the SEFOE Director of Investment and Promotion, ex-
plained to me the virtues of the Yucatecan worker (cheap, loyal), 
the conversation turned into the topic of unions. He described fac-
tories in Yucatán did not have “local” unions in place; instead, 
there were only “nationwide” unions. This was a “great ad-
vantage,” he assessed as he chuckled in a way that could only be 
interpreted as self-congratulatory. In Mexico, there are official or 
“protection” nationwide unions, such as the Confederation of 
Mexican Workers (CTM), that actually protect employers and not 
the workers. In contrast, “independent” unions, which tend to be 
local, are the ones that are democratically elected and represent the 
workers (MSN, 2012). His chuckle did not need to be elaborated 
for me to understand what he meant. 
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“Yucatán offers good living”61 
 
Good roads without hurdles, but what of the things that have to be 
endured in a place that lacks modernity and is poor? Since the 
1980s, the appeal of Yucatán as a business destination came with 
the allure of its most advertised history: its Mayan past. For exam-
ple, once the campaign to advertise Yucatán in the United States 
had been launched, one of the articles released was titled “Yucatán 
Emerges from Pyramids, to Profit México Well Kept Secret” (sic) 
(Randón 1988 in Castilla Ramos and García Quintanilla, 2006: 
29). However, in the rationale behind the advertising strategies and 
descriptions of competitive advantages, the allure of pyramids is 
not perceived as sufficient to convince potential investors, execu-
tives, and possibly, their families. An emphasis on their comfort, 
well-being, and ease also needs to be carried out. A sort of business 
and pleasure combined. Arturo, the SEFOE official I interviewed, 
described the type of “personalized service” potential investors re-
ceive when visiting Yucatán: a welcome committee at the airport, a 
drive to their hotel, lunch at a hacienda, and mingles with foreign 
businessmen living in Yucatán. There is also a soft-landing package 
for the businessmen that do decide to invest in Yucatán. There are 
also recurrent themes in the sources I consulted of a “high living 
standard,” which is understood in terms of a perceived “American 
city-ness”; tourist attractions (archeological sites, colonial architec-
ture, and natural wonders); culture (Yucatecan cuisine and history, 
museums, theaters); amenities (golf courses, shopping centers, so-
cial and sports clubs); and low crime rates (Castilla Ramos and 
García Quintanilla, 2006; Mendoza Fernández, 2008; SEFOE, 
2010, 2011).  

 
According to Arturo, 

 
Yucatán has a high living standard, and when I say high stand-

ard… There is no other state in the country where people want 

to move to. It is a little United States in the South. … You have 

                                                   
61 Slogan in advertising campaign from 1988 (Castilla Ramos and García Quintanilla, 2006: 29).  
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everything… You have Porsche.  

 

Arturo went on to explain that this makes it easier for foreigners to 
adapt. The printed literature I consulted does not refer to this 
American city-ness but instead describes how Mérida offers all the 
“advantages” that “great” cities offer (Mendoza Fernández, 2008). 
I would have taken Arturo’s comment as an isolated view if it were 
not for another interviewee that spontaneously mentioned some-
thing similar. According to Becerril García, a researcher at UADY, 
“the quality of life [in Mérida] is impressive.” In his view, the 
north of Mérida is just like living or being in California, in sharp 
contrast to the south of the city where the “Maya community” 
lives.  

Figure 5.10 “Unique Quality of Life. Land of Wonders.” Print screen from 

SEFOE (2011: 20).  
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The section in the brochure Business land (SEFOE, 2011) that de-
scribes the living standards that Yucatán can offer is titled “Unique 
quality of life. Land of wonders.” The “wonders” are represented 
by a photo strip containing three images: mystical vines touching 
the surface of an emerald cenote engulfed in a half-shadow; a flock 
of elegant, shockingly pink flamingos; and a colonial church shin-
ing under sunlight and a blue sky (see Figure 5.10). On the next 
page of the section, a picture of Chichén Itzá completes the ensem-
ble. The introductory paragraph to this section of the brochure 
states,   

 
Magic land were the past becomes present every day, ancient 

land, of stories and everlasting wonders, with kind people and 

traditions which contrast with its modernity. It’s a place where 

it’s easy to get seduced by the sing (sic) of the birds and the re-

gional music, the trova. Full with archeological sites, such as the 

great pyramid of Kukulkan, the monumental Uxmal and the 

mystic Ek Balam, wonderful all of them, as well as its colonial 

cities, tropical forest and mysterious waterholes called in maya, 

cenotes. (SEFOE, 2011: 20). Originally in English. 

 
“The little cherry on top,” according to Arturo, that confirms Yu-
catán as a good place to not only live but to also do business are 
the “safety levels” in the state. Similarly, Becerril García considers 
that safety levels are an important pulling factor for investors. 
Echoing these thoughts, another “fact” that I spontaneously heard 
several times in different informal conversations was that Mérida 
had been named “the city of peace” in 2011.62 In a context where a 
wave of organized crime and “drug related violence” has impacted 
Mexico since 2006 (Fuerte Celis and Pérez Lujan, 2017), criminali-
ty, violence, and safety are common concerns and topics of conver-
sation. Therefore, the idea of “good safety levels” is something an 
                                                   
62 As I cross-referenced online, I could not find a website for “the city of peace award.” Online me-
dia sources reported contradictory accounts: one mentioned the award was bestowed by the United 
Nations (Notimex, 2011), another, by UNESCO. I finally discovered that the award was actually 
bestowed by a Mexican NGO that is “affiliated” to the Department of Public Information at the 
United Nations unit for México, Cuba, and Dominican Republic. See: Comité Internacional de la 
Bandera de la Paz, http://www.banderadelapaz.org/onu.shtml (Accessed 22 September 2017).  
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investor should know about. According to the Business land bro-
chure, Yucatán has “safety ratings comparable to European coun-
tries such as Belgium, Finland, and Switzerland” (originally in 
English, SEFOE, 2011: 7). Figure 5.11 is one of the images used in 
this section of the document: An armed cop with what seems to be 
a bulletproof vest on, standing next to a sleek, black car. In the 
background, an unbelievable-looking copper sunset with shades of 
purple. The headings proclaim, “The Safest State in Mexico,” fol-
lowed by “Tranquility to live and do business.”   

Figure 5.11  “Tranquility to live and do business.” Print screen from SEFOE 

(2011: 7). 
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New World Exoticism 
 
Maquiladora paradise 
 

Only two hours from the most important market, the United 

States, you find Nicaragua, a country with an abundant labor 

force, young and highly productive. A country with rich natural 

resources where the Nicaraguans will make you feel at home. A 

safe nation with a high level of productivity thanks to its human 

capital. This is the moment and this is the place—Nicaragua, a 

picturesque country for you and your business! (Tornhill, 2010: 

77). 

 

It is interesting to see the account of the geographically privileged 
and abundant tropics repeated in another tropical and maquilado-
ra space, Nicaragua. Nicaragua also has geographical proximity to 
the United States, abundant labor force and natural resources. The 
script is so similar that if we were to replace “Nicaragua” with 
“Yucatán” the paragraph would still be true, according to the ma-
terial I have previously presented:  

 
Only two hours from the most important market, the United 

States, you find Nicaragua Yucatán, a country region with an 

abundant labor force, young and highly productive. A country 

region with rich natural resources where the Nicaraguans Yu-

catecans will make you feel at home. A safe nation with a high 

level of productivity thanks to its human capital. This is the 

moment and this is the place— Nicaragua Yucatán, a pictur-

esque country for you and your business!  

 

The similarities continue between Yucatán and Nicaragua. The sec-
tion “Yucatán offers good living” describes how Yucatán’s natural 
wonders, archeological sites, and colonial architecture are there for 
investors to enjoy. Yucatán offers its riches for business but is also 
suitable for enjoyment. It is a perfect mixture of business and 
pleasure. Taking another quote from Tornhill (2010), once again 
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referring to Nicaragua, we can see that this amalgamation of busi-
ness and pleasure is not unique to Yucatán.  
 

This is a country where investors do not have to choose be-

tween business and pleasure; it offers beautiful beaches and 

mist-shrouded volcanoes, and, most important, it has a large 

supply of young workers. (Tornhill, 2010: 77) 

 

Once again, some words could be crossed out and it would be true 
for the narratives found in the representations of space presented.  

 
This is a country where investors do not have to choose be-

tween business and pleasure; it offers beautiful beaches pyra-

mids and mist-shrouded volcanoes cenotes, and, most im-

portant, it has a large supply of young workers. 

 

Tornhill’s quotes and the representations of space of the maqui-
ladora industry in Yucatán, exhibit traces of exoticism reminiscent 
of the European descriptions of the New World, the invented 
America where nature is infinite and offers its riches (Rabasa, 
1993). The invented America came into existence in 1492 by the 
grace of European eyes and a fiction of New World Exoticism also 
materialized: unheard-of, marvelous, exotic flora and fauna 
(Rabasa, 1993); unrecognizable “wild and gigantic nature” (Pratt, 
2008a); a benevolent climate (perhaps the earthly location of the 
biblical paradise) (O’Gorman, 1995); and the noble savage, the In-
dio (Rabasa, 1993). García Canclini (2014) argues Eurocentrism 
has seen Latin America as embodying everything that “Western ra-
tionalism has depressed.” There is a perception of an exuberant na-
ture, a romanticization of “edenic narratives” and “tropicalism,” 
which is a form of irrationality under the sun (García Canclini, 
2014). This understanding of (Latin) America as one big lump of 
land can be summarized in the following sentence: “Palm trees, 
papayas, and pyramids, tapioca, toucans and throngs; the condor 
flies overhead and on the spur of the moment we go to the Lacan-
don jungle to personally answer emails from the Zapatistas” 
(García Canclini, 2014: 59). This is Yucatán: a land of marvelous 
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wonders (both natural and constructed), a benevolent climate, 
abundant natural resources, and as it will be explained in the next 
chapter, mystical Indios, the Mayas. The narrative of America, re-
gardless of what specific country it is, offers its riches. The offering 
was first done to Europe and now it is offered to the United States 
of America. The tropics are perfect, fertile spots for maquiladoras. 
A maquiladora paradise.   
  
The taming and commodification of exotic nature  
 
Connections can be made to modernity and capitalism. America 
has exuberant nature and riches to offer Europe; however, it is 
necessary to first tame and sanitize these potential riches. Accord-
ing to Pratt (2008: 123), the European inventors and explorers of 
America saw it as “a primal world of nature, an unclaimed and 
timeless space occupied by plants and creatures (some of them hu-
man), but not organized by societies and economies; a world 
whose only history was the one about to begin.”  

 

Rabasa (1993) gives a good explanation and example to under-
stand the relationship between exotic nature and taming and why, 
according to the understanding of what modernity is, taming con-
tinues to be necessary.  

 
Our universality, today, bears the imprint of an imperceptible 

other in the projection of modernity as the historical destiny of 

all mankind. A bare reminder of our expurgated memory re-

mains in the saturation of the world market with, say, canned 

pineapples still tokened as an exotic produce. (Rabasa, 1993: 

147) 

 

Looking back, pineapples captured the imagination of Europeans 
when the fruit was “discovered” in America. Gonzalo Fernández 
de Oviedo, the Spanish crown’s official chronicler of the Indies, 
wrote about pineapples in 1535. Fernández de Oviedo was so tak-
en and confused by the fruit that he described its shape as combi-
nation of pine cone and artichoke, and sensuously as a “beauty of 
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sight, mildness of smell, taste of excellent flavor” (Rabasa, 1993: 
145). In his attempts to convey smell, once again using the things 
that were known to him, Fernández de Oviedo described it as a 
“combination of peach, quince, fine melons” (Rabasa, 1993: 146). 
The pineapple then was taken to Europe, where it was grown in 
hothouses, and it became a symbol of wealth. There is a painting 
from the seventeenth century where a royal gardener presents the 
first grown pineapple in British soil to King Charles II. Fast-
forward to the twentieth century: James D. Dole creates an empire 
of clean, sanitized, canned pineapples that can finally reach many 
more tables (Okihiro, 2009). “Sanitary, nutritious, and versatile, 
processed and fresh pineapples promised a taste of the tropics, 
which, like the pineapple, had been tamed through conquest and 
civilization” (Okihiro, 2009: 3). This is an example of taming the 
exotic, sanitizing it, and mass-producing it before it can reach the 
global North. As we will see in the next chapter, the commodities 
produced in maquiladoras in Yucatán also promise a taste, or in 
this case, an embodiment of Mayaland. 

 
Mayaland can be a place where its exotic nature is dangerous and 
unknown; however, at the same time, it is a place where travelers 
can explore, discover, and have adventures. The representations of 
space of Yucatán as a Mayaland have echoes of Mayanism, “the 
institutionalized Eurocentrist discourse that emerged in the nine-
teenth century to define, describe, and explain the Maya” 
(Wainwright, 2008: 102). The Mayanist scholars, mostly Europe-
an, produced a world where orientalist discourses were implanted 
to Mesoamerica (Wainwright, 2008: 117). In the “Maya world,” 
these brave, adventurous explorers made discoveries while their 
expeditions were protected in some cases with an “arsenal of 
weapons” (Wainwright, 2008: 121). Their representations of space 
can be reflected in some of the material they published. For exam-
ple, Thomas Gann, one of the most famous Mayanists of the early 
twentieth century published a book in 1925 titled Mystery cities: 
exploration and adventure in Lubaantún (Wainwright, 2008: 120). 
Mayanism is found in the descriptions of Yucatán as a place that 
“offers good living”—for example, in the idea that Yucatán, a 
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“well-kept secret,” emerges from pyramids (see p. 106). Mayanism 
is also present in the tension between “Yucatán offers good living” 
and the need to assure potential investors that “Yucatán is the saf-
est state in Mexico.” Of course, a part of the emphasis on safety is 
an outcome of the drug-related violence currently affecting Mexi-
co; however, there are also colonial traces. From a general perspec-
tive of post-colonial studies, the “exotic” has had “the connota-
tions of a stimulating or exciting difference, something with which 
the domestic could be (safely) spiced” (Ashcroft et al., 2007: 77). 
In the previous quote, the “domestic” of course refers to the 
“hearts of empire,” such as London (Jacobs, 1996). However, in 
the case of Mayaland, the domestic that can be spiced is found in 
the global North, where an unnamed elite might want to invest in 
Yucatán. The wonders in Mayaland are exotic enough but also 
safe enough. The description provided by SEFOE (2011) of Yuca-
tán as a “land of wonders” (see quote on p. 108 and Figure 5.10) 
emphasizes the supernatural, appealing, sensual but harmless quali-
ties of the region. The quote talks of a magic, ancient land with ev-
erlasting wonders where kind people live. The traveler can be se-
duced by sounds (music and birds) and can admire the wonderful, 
monumental, and mystic archeological sites along with “mysteri-
ous waterholes.”  

 
Traces of abstract space  
 
We start to see traces of abstract space filled not only with projec-
tions of capitalism but also with coloniality and modernity that 
end up shaping and dominating reality. Thinking through Lefebvre 
(1991), in Mayaland, nature gets lost to view and thought and rel-
egated to the background. Under the spell of capital, the social re-
lations of power embedded in the transformation of nature and 
changes to the built of environment get hidden (Swyngedouw and 
Heynen, 2003). Transformations, infrastructure, and development 
plans become depoliticized, and to take the words of Wilson 
(2013b: 218)—describing a neoliberal project of urbanization and 
development in Chiapas—the commodification of nature and space 
come to be seen as a neutral, commonsense, “pragmatic response 
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to economic necessity in the interest of the common good.” How-
ever, the apparent coherence and political neutrality in technocratic 
rationality are false and, in fact, are expressions of power that al-
low the expansion of abstract space (Wilson, 2013a). The expan-
sion of abstract space and the expansion of new opportunities for 
accumulation would not be possible without the intervention of the 
state. Muñoz Martínez (2004) calls it the production of second na-
ture when analyzing the development projects of the Plan Puebla 
Panamá. There are cycles of this production of second nature in 
Yucatán that reflect the development or economic project/model in 
place. For example, during the golden era of the henequen indus-
try, the oligarchy developed the infrastructure that was needed for 
henequen to flow: tramways in haciendas to facilitate the industrial 
process, a railroad system across Yucatán to facilitate the transpor-
tation to the coast, and the creation of the seaport at Progreso (re-
placing the old one in Sisal) (Baños Ramírez, 2010; Barceló 
Quintal, 2011). Just like the henequen lords developed the neces-
sary infrastructure for its commodity, the maquiladora technocrats 
updated and expanded the infrastructure that was needed for their 
project. The “essential” infrastructure projects described above, the 
so-called “development detonators,” were prioritized despite the 
significant monetary investment that was needed. The expansion of 
abstract space was promoted through a depoliticized discourse, 
and instead, the logic of capital was used as a “blueprint for mate-
rial transformation” (Wilson, 2013b). The development detonators 
in Yucatán can be interpreted as what Harvey and Knox (2012) 
call “enchanted infrastructure.” Enchanted infrastructure “daz-
zles” and is perceived to be instruments that deliver “the glitter of 
progress, the lure of profit, the promise of circulation, movement 
and a better life” (Harvey and Knox, 2012: 534). Enchanted infra-
structure is automatically seen as something for the social good 
when in reality it can be disruptive and destabilizing and represents 
an example of embedded statecraft.    

 
Abstract space shapes reality, twisting things. Echoing Harvey 
(2014a) and his reflections on capitalist urbanization, abstract 
space, for example, creates a space-time compression that is meta-
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phoric and real. In the representations of space I analyzed, Yucatán 
is Mexico’s “other frontier” and suddenly borders places like New 
Orleans, Houston, or Tampa. It sounds like a ludicrous statement, 
an attempt at a magic trick in geography, but spatial practices 
make it real. Capital willing, the infrastructure that was improved 
and built in the state make it possible for Yucatán to, indeed, be 
the United States’ second border region in addition to the north of 
Mexico, a new frontier. The metaphor of the frontier is useful 
when thinking of the infrastructural veins extending across the 
world through the urban fabric. If we reflect on what the frontier 
implies we can expand the original meaning of the slogan “Mexi-
co’s other frontier.” We can think of the “commodity frontier” 
(Moore, 2000), a perspective from world-system theory that tracks 
the beginning of a commodity chain, in other words, the places 
where the raw materials come from. We can also think of Neil 
Smith’s (1996 in Thörn and Holgersson, 2016) “urban frontier.” 
According to Thörn and Holgersson (2016: 668), Smith developed 
his concept of the “urban frontier” reflecting on the understanding 
of the frontier in the history of the United States, where it was per-
ceived “as a place located at the juncture between civilisation and 
the wilderness.” Smith argued that there was also wilderness in the 
city, or “the urban jungle,” places that were perceived as in need of 
“civilizing” and “repossessing” by the middle classes. Of course, 
Smith coined the concept to discuss gentrification and Thörn and 
Holgersson (2016) play with the concept of “frontier mythology” 
in this sense. However, their analysis serves as inspiration to talk 
about Mayaland. Mayaland and the rest of the southeast in Mexi-
co are surrounded by its own frontier mythology as seen by the 
number of development projects that the region has been subjected 
to for decades. The wild nature of Mayaland—the space outside 
the circuits of capital—can become civilized, developed, and mod-
ern as soon as it becomes part of the urban fabric. This interpreta-
tion can be expanded through the work of Rivera Cusicanqui. Ri-
vera Cusicanqui (2017, NOLAN Conference63) describes capital-
                                                   
63 S. Rivera Cusicanqui, second plenary keynote, “Palabras mágicas. Reflexiones sobre la crisis civili-
zatoria actual” (June 16, 2017). Nordic Latin American Research Network (NOLAN) 2017 Confer-
ence, School of Global Studies, Gothenburg University, Sweden. 
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ism as “savage,” a power that is masculine and representative of 
the state. Within post-colonial contexts, the concept of develop-
ment and the idea that the road to progress has to be built become 
“the punishment for being a heretic” and a force that squashes re-
sistance in an attempt to homogenize diversity (Rivera Cusicanqui, 
2017, NOLAN Conference). Abstract space embeds this power 
that is both masculine and colonial.64 Heresy means attempting to 
be outside the circuits of capital.  

 
Abstract space also twists words and, in some cases, crystallizes 
their meaning. Mayaland is also a place where the rationality of 
capital rules to a degree that it is acceptable to candidly talk, pub-
lish, and promote that there are no hurdles on the road paved for 
business. The dominion of abstract space is palpable in the narra-
tive, for example, of the dutiful worker that is not prone to con-
flict. Abstract space is also present in the definition of reality itself: 
words like “infrastructure” and “quality of life” can mean differ-
ent things depending on what type of infrastructure we are talking 
about and quality of life for whom. Importantly, discursive docu-
ments such as the OECD's (2007) “territorial review” of Yucatán 
and a presentation from the Economy Secretariat (SE) about 
Marcha hacia el Sur (SE, n.d.) also allude to the quality of life and 
infrastructure described by the research participants. The SE (n.d.: 
11) presentation describes, in the section that is supposed to give a 
background of the “south east,” that the region collectively has 
one hundred five-star and “gran turismo” hotels, thirty-one golf 
courses, tourist routes, and “art and culture.” Another slide (SE, 
n.d.: 14) describes the amount of international and national air-
ports and the length of train tracks and roads. Following the same 
pattern, the OECD (2007: 13) states in its “Assessment and Rec-
ommendations” section, 

 
Quality of life is one of Yucatán’s primary advantages due to 

abundant coastal and water resources, numerous cultural and 

tourism destinations, extensive physical infrastructure, attrac-

                                                   
64 Reflection suggested by Japhy Wilson during a seminar (June 12, 2017. Malmö University, Swe-
den). 
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tive year-round climate, quality service providers, including ed-

ucation and health care, low levels of serious crime, high levels 

of satisfaction, and a fair degree of social cohesion. 

 

Further down the pages, the report seems to contradict itself:  
 

Yucatán must be regarded as a lagging region with respect to 

the rest of Mexico. Furthermore, Yucatán displays the fourth 

highest incidence of extreme poverty in Mexico and is one of 

only 12 states with high or very high levels of marginality. 

(OECD, 2007: 114) 

 

Yucatán both has “extensive physical infrastructure” but at the 
same time lacks basic services (OECD, 2007: 143). It both offers 
“high quality of life” but is also plagued by poverty and marginali-
zation. These contradictory accounts tried to be solved by describ-
ing poverty as a rural, localized issue, describing Mérida as a “clas-
sic primate city” even if there might also be some “urban poverty” 
(OECD, 2007: 27).  An assessment between Mérida and the rest of 
the state ends up being: “the extreme variation in livelihoods in 
Yucatán is comparable to the gap between Switzerland and Mo-
rocco” (OECD, 2007: 96). The idea that Mérida is well off while 
the rest is poor obscures that, in reality, the idea of “high quality of 
life” is referring to the rich segments of the population and poten-
tial tourists or investors from the global North or the imperial 
South. If indeed all of the population in Yucatán had “high quality 
of life,” why would Yucatán and the rest of the “south east” of 
Mexico be the targets of so many development projects and pro-
grams? It is an oxymoron within the same argument that reveals 
the assumptions of who deserves quality of life and to whom the 
information is intended to. The oxymoron also reveals when infra-
structure is understood as “basic services”—such as piped water, 
sewage systems, or health care access—and when it is considered 
infrastructure for capital. Abstract space establishes an implicit un-
derstanding that there is an infrastructure and quality of life for 
capital and the elite, and another infrastructure and quality of life 
for the rest.  
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The description of Mayaland as a maquiladora paradise is almost 
complete, but a character is missing to understand it fully: the 
Magical Maya.  
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6. THE MAGICAL MAYA 

The quality of their minds is seen finally in superb artifacts, 

finely, beautifully fashioned, fashioned by hand. They are so 

skilled in the practical arts that their reputation should place 

them well ahead of the rest of the known world… The practical 

things that these people make are striking for their art and ele-

gance, utensils that are charmingly done, feather work, lace 

work. Mind does this. (de las Casas 1992 [1537] in 

Wainwright, 2008: 113). 

 

Within the restrictions of his Christian and Eurocentric outlook, 
Bartolomé de las Casas, a missionary, was one of the first advo-
cates for the rights of Indios (Wainwright, 2008). The quote pre-
sented above is an example of how the noble savage, the mystical 
Indio, can be traced back to the sixteenth century to the accounts 
and descriptions of the first European explorers, conquerors, and 
missionaries and the debate that unfolded as they tried, in baffle-
ment, to classify the creatures “discovered” in the New World 
(Castro-Gómez, 2008; Katzew, 2009; Rabasa, 1993).65 What I call 
                                                   
65 Castro-Gómez (2008) explains an ontological crisis unfolded as Europeans tried to make sense 
how the New World could fit in the established Christian cosmographic order. The baffling ques-
tions that emerged included: If all men are descendants from Adam and only the sons of Noah—
known to be spread across Europe, Asia and Africa—could be considered the direct descendants of 
Adam, who were the beings found in America? Could they be classified as men? Did they have a 
soul? Could they be under the jurisdiction of a Christian king? Could the new territories—of course 
virginal because they were unclaimed by any European power—be under the sovereignty of the 
Pope? The ethnic superiority of Europeans was not under question at any point, of course. When it 
was finally agreed that the New World was indeed an extension of Jafet’s land—the son of Noah 
from which all Europeans shared ancestry—the debate came to an end. There was suddenly legitima-
cy, an imperative need, and a sense of justice to the European endeavor of conquering America’s 
inhabitants and exploiting the continent’s natural resources. The Indios were indeed human, thus 
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the Magical Maya has both traces of the noble savage but also of 
Mayanism (Wainwright, 2008) and therefore exposes a more nu-
anced understanding of the way the Indio is perceived in Yucatán-
Mayaland. At first undetected, the first traces of the Magical Maya 
emerged in the background literature I consulted. The dutiful 
worker—who was a woman at first—was not prone to conflict but 
instead was docile and loyal. However, there were also conflicting 
accounts in the narrative of how the worker behaved. The worker 
was at the same dutiful but also accused of being late to work 
(Gravel, 2006), exhibiting high turnover rates (Castilla Ramos and 
García Quintanilla, 2006; Gravel, 2006), and guilty of absenteeism 
(Castilla Ramos and García Quintanilla, 2006; Zarate-Hoyos and 
Albornoz Medina, 1999). These negative characteristics were at-
tributed to a different “working culture” (Gravel, 2006; Mendoza 
Fernández, 2008; Navarrete, 2006). Cultural and racial descrip-
tions also indirectly emerged during interviews. When asked his as-
sessment as to why there were no social movements present in Yu-
catán, Becerril García explained it was a “cultural issue” since the 
Mayan community still lived with ideas from the colonial period in 
their heads. During his interview, R. Canto Saénz explained the 
Mayan indigenous community kept their native tongue, traditions, 
and customs; for this reason, they did not exhibit the “classical in-
centives” seen in people living within a capitalist economy. At the 
INDEMAYA—a state-run institute set up to “develop Mayan cul-
ture”—two government officials, Horacio and Vicente, explained 
how a Maya could be detected after I asked how they would rec-
ognize their target group. According to them, most Yucatecan peo-
ple have Maya-sounding last names, so this is not a reliable marker 
to detect a Maya. However, one could detect a Maya by knowing 
where the person lived (unlikely in Mérida but in an isolated, rural 
community), how the person spoke (broken Spanish or only Ma-
yan), what the person wore (“traditional” clothes like a huipil), 
and what the person ate. As more and more descriptions and imag-
es of a collective, homogenous, unalterable cultural/ethnic/racial 
                                                                                                            
they deserved to be Christianized. “It was only Europe that could shed the light of God” (Castro-
Gómez, 2008). 
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group appeared throughout the different documents I consulted, 
the Magical Maya materialized.  

 
The Myth of the Magical Maya 
 
Ideas of modernity, continuity, and discovery appear when the 
Magical Maya is analyzed. When reflecting on the social relation-
ships between Maya maquiladora workers and the management of 
a new foreign maquila, Castilla R. and Torres G. (2000: 215) de-
scribe an encounter between two worlds (“separated by a road but 
now united by a bridge”) as the daughters or granddaughters of 
Mayan campesinos learn to deal with a new working culture and a 
new social context. The authors explain that this encounter cannot 
be completely understood unless history and “Mesoamerican tradi-
tions”—that look for the leadership of a “responsible parent”—are 
taken into consideration (Castilla R. and Torres G., 2000: 218).  

 
The following two examples vividly reflect the perception of cul-
ture and race as two characteristics that are naturally linked. The 
authors speak of women because the majority of workers were fe-
male when the maquiladora industry first began operating in Yuca-
tán. In 1991, 76% of all maquila workers in Yucatán were women 
(Pérez Llanas and Cámara, 2002), by 1993 it had decreased to 
71% (Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora, 2009), and by 2006 the 
ratio was practically the same (INEGI, 2015b). 

 
Most of the maquiladoras operating in Yucatán require very 

delicate manual processes for which the local female labor force 

is particularly suitable, not because of their direct experience [in 

factory work] but because of their ancestral traditional crafts-
manship. Thereby, the young daughters of farmers and seam-

stresses from the henequen zone do not have the vices of obso-

lete systems of factory work, but instead, have a heritage of 
skills and sensibility that are very useful. (García de Fuentes and 

Pérez Medina, 1996: 27, my emphasis) 

 

The skills that have allowed them [Mayan female workers] to 
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produce high-quality work are not fortuitous, nor recent, nor 

the product of special training programs. … These aptitudes, 

abilities and dexterity were reshaped through special training at 

the factory, but grew out of their childhood culture, at home. 

[The skills] are part of their Mayan culture, and it is from their 

cultural heritage that they have evolved. (Castilla Ramos and 

García Quintanilla, 2006: 30, my emphasis) 

 

The two quotes speak of heritage and ancestral skills, a sort of in-
herent, glorified Mayan-ness that emanates special abilities that 
can be put to use in the maquiladora industry. According to the 
portrayal, the abilities of the Maya workers to perform “high-
quality” work “are not fortuitous, nor recent, nor the product of 
special training programs;” it is the Mayan culture at work. The 
Magical Maya performs despite lack of factory work experience 
since she knows, she is; the abilities she has learned since childhood 
only need to be reshaped for and by the factory floor. The Magical 
Maya in this case is also young and pure. They are “the young 
daughters of farmers and seamstresses from the henequen zone” 
and do not have “the vices of obsolete systems of factory work.” 
Yucatán’s lack of an industrial history becomes a virtue since this 
is the reason Mayaland can offer pure workers without vices or 
trade union experience. There is a hint of virgin territory that con-
trasts to the Old Frontier, where workers are neither pure nor doc-
ile any more.  

 
Figure 6.1 is the cover of a book titled Mayan women in robotics 
and community leaders. Weaving modernity (Castilla Ramos, 
2004). There is a picture of a woman dressed in traditional female 
Yucatecan dress, the huipil, alongside an example of modernity, a 
worker at a maquiladora. The title of the book is further symbol-
ized by images of circuits that look like they have embroidered pat-
terns. Figure 6.2 is also a book cover, of a publication titled From 
henequen to maquiladoras. The industrial policy in Yucatán. 
1984–2001 (Canto Sáenz, 2001). There is a man who appears to 
be chapeando or reaping henequen. Alongside, there are workers in 
a maquiladora. In both cases, there seems to be a “before and af-
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ter” that hints into the idea of the Magical Maya actually trans-
forming into a dutiful worker; the formation of a subject that will 
actually be fit for maquiladora work. I call it a transfiguration pro-
cess from Magical Maya to what Mazzotti (2008) calls an oscillat-
ing mestizo. I elaborate on this in the discussion section.  
 

 
Figure 6.1 “Mayan women in robotics and community leaders. Weaving mo-
dernity.” Book cover (Castilla Ramos, 2004). Published by Ayuntamiento de 
Mérida, Instituto de Cultura de Yucatán, and Universidad Autónoma de Yu-
catán. Photographs by Ireri de la Peña and book cover design by Mariana Ri-

hani Castilla. 
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Figure 6.2 “From henequen to maquiladoras. The industrial policy in Yuca-

tán. 1984-2001.” Book cover. (Canto Sáenz, 2001). Published by Instituto 

Nacional de Administración Pública, A.C.; and Universidad Autónoma de Yu-

catán. Book cover design by Edgar A. Rodríguez Cuevas.  
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The examples presented above are recurrent themes embedded in a 
longer, wider history of colonial scripts that is also reflected in the 
understanding that the government has had of the Mayas at least 
in recent decades. The “Mayan ethnic group,” “the Maya people,” 
“Maya-speakers,” “from a Maya origin,” or simply “indigenous 
people” have a special section in the development plans consulted. 
The Mayas are described in terms of an ethnic minority, vulnerable 
sector of the population, or a separate group when in fact they rep-
resent more than half of the population in the state. The develop-
ment plan from 2013 states that almost six out of ten people in 
Yucatán are Maya speakers and that approximately eight out of 
ten municipalities in Yucatán are considered “indigenous” 
(COESPY, 2013). Within the descriptions found in the develop-
ment plans, the Mayas are portrayed as the poorest of the poor. 
They are praised, acknowledged, differentiated, and made respon-
sible for their own social conditions within a description of a 
blurred someone—the so-called Yucatecan society in some cases—
that is in debt, should be ashamed, and needs to make amends. For 
example, the development plan from 2012–2018 states, 

 
A social policy of inclusion must give priority to those who 

have suffered the most marginalization in their own land, that 

is, the original indigenous groups, the Mayan people, who 

should be offered every opportunity for prosperity, undertaking 

and attention (sic), always respecting their collective idiosyncra-

sy and cultural wealth extending millennia. (COESPY, 2013: 

17) 

  

Pages later, in the section pertaining to “the Maya people,” the 
plan states that “[i]t is essential to advance towards the self-
managing empowerment of the Mayan people, so as to break the 
correlation between poverty and ethnicity” (COESPY, 2013: 100, 
my emphasis). Similar examples can be found in older plans:  

 
Heirs to one of the oldest civilizations in the American conti-

nent, the Maya people reached a degree of development that 

even in the present stirs up wonder throughout the whole world 
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because of their mathematical, astronomical and architectural 

contributions, their relation with nature, their values, and cul-

tural manifestations in general. The current Maya people make 

up an important sector of Yucatecan society and because of 

their approachability for an intercultural relationship they have 

shown ability to take co-responsibility for their development. 

Their existence in the integral development of the state must be 

taken into consideration with special care since they represent 

one of the most unprotected and vulnerable social groups. This 

is mainly due to the high marginalization social conditions in 

which they live. (Gobierno del Estado, 2001: 103) 

 

The Yucatecan society and the nation have a historic debt with 

the Maya people because they are indebted to them for: the un-

deniable experienced growth, the transcendence of [our] region-

al culture and the enormous contribution to Mexicanness. The-

se contributions are constituted with the sum of the efforts of 

this ethnic group [which are] the original owners and sovereigns 

of this land that we share today. This debt, never fully paid, is 

augmented by the indignation caused by verifying that it is pre-

cisely the Maya indigenous people [which make up] the great 

majority of Yucatecs in extreme poverty and victims of margin-

alization and discrimination. (Gobierno del Estado, 1996: 17) 

 

A difference is established between “Yucatecan society” and “the 
Maya people.” As a special ethnic group, the Maya are in need of 
special care and they deserve this care because of their glorious 
past and ancient contributions. As I will explore later on, even 
though poverty and marginalization are undeniably a verifiable 
condition; being poor while Maya is a shifting thing and connected 
to the dichotomy of what is urban and rural in the Yucatecan con-
text.  
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Magical Essences  
 
Ancient glory, modern decay 
 
Traces of Mayanism can be found in the examples presented 
above. According to Wainwright (2008: 123), there are two prin-
ciples in Mayanism. The first one is that “the Maya exist, that they 
are a race, and that their racial essence was formed over thousands 
of years in the Maya area” (Wainwright, 2008: 123). Echoes of 
this are found in the phrase “heirs to the one of the oldest civiliza-
tions in the American continent” (Gobierno del Estado, 2001: 
103), in the idea that the “Mayan people” have a “collective idio-
syncrasy and cultural wealth extending millennia” (COESPY, 
2013: 17), or when the Maya are described in terms of ancestral 
heritage in the quotes presented on pages 126 and 127. The second 
lesson is that “what was once great is now uncivilized” 
(Wainwright, 2008: 123). In other words, a process of degenera-
tion  (Wainwright, 2008: 124) has transformed the glorious, an-
cient Maya into the decadent figure we see today. However, the 
ancient glory of the Maya still commands respect regardless of 
their collapse. In the words of Wainwright (2008: 103), “the Maya 
are framed as a fallen people: once great and worthy of admira-
tion, they still receive appreciation as relics of an ancient and mys-
terious civilization.” This is reflected in the argument behind the 
quote “Heirs to one of the oldest civilizations” on page 126: the 
ancient Maya had a high degree of development and extensive 
knowledge of mathematics, astronomy, and architecture. They 
continue to stir up wonder, and for this reason, their existence 
needs special care since “they represent one of the most unprotect-
ed and vulnerable social groups” because of the “high marginaliza-
tion and social conditions in which they live” (Gobierno del 
Estado, 2001: 103). The message is, the Maya deserve respect and 
admiration because they were marvelous, but at the same time, 
they deserve special care because now they are poor. However, the 
analyzed representations of space describe a sort of continuity, an 
immutable essence, while at the same time also describing decay. 
Even though Wainwright does briefly address how the Mayas were 
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perceived in the first decades of the Spanish conquest, his main 
analysis is focused in the Mayanism of the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries and thus fails to see how the overarching narrative of 
the Indio also plays a role. To the European scholars of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, the Mayas might have appeared as 
a once great civilization that fell and decayed and these aspects of 
Mayanism can still be perceived in some of the examples presented 
above. However, colonial Spanish America and then independent 
Mexico also had their ideas about the Indio, and that is a genealo-
gy Wainwright fails to see. In other words, Wainwright ignores 
how the contradicting racial essence that he describes has yet an-
other contradicting twist that can only be understood through the 
concepts of ambivalence and transfiguration as we will see below. 

 
Gendering and racialization of (maquila) bodies 
 
As explained earlier, there are connections between the narrative of 
the dutiful worker and the Magical Maya. In the case of Maya-
land, both concepts could be used as synonyms; however, analyz-
ing them separately helps to see different genealogies and, in turn, 
helps reflect on the different characteristics attributed to the bodies 
of dutiful workers across different EPZ territories. The quotes pre-
sented on pages 122 and 123 describing the skills of female work-
ers have similarities with a statement made by Rivas F. (1985: 
1076) as he reflected on the “realities and fallacies” of the maqui-
ladora industry in Mexico in the mid-1980s: 

 
It is evident that the majority of the employed personnel are 

workers and generally of low schooling and qualification. In 

turn, most are women who, in addition to their manual ability 

for very fine production processes, exhibit greater malleability 

and [possibility to] control in regards to unionizing.  

 
Sklair (1989: 171-172) already reported accounts of the “litany of 
docile, undemanding, ‘nimble-fingered’ women workers uninterest-
ed in joining unions or standing up for their rights” that work in 
the “global assembly lines” that manufacture for the First World. 
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Salzinger (2003, 2004) and Wright (1997, 2006) have explored the 
“tropes of gendered personhood” (Salzinger, 2004) or the myths 
(Wright, 2006) surrounding the descriptions of the inherent quali-
ties that make Woman suited for maquiladora work. Labor is cre-
ated and allocated based on the ideological representations of fe-
male subjects (Wright, 1997) which create Woman, a fixed subject 
(Salzinger, 2004). The myth of “the typical Mexican maquiladora 
Woman” establishes that she is “docile, submissive, and tradition-
bound worker” (Wright, 1997) who is “inherently malleable” and 
“suited to the repetitive and tedious work characteristic of export-
processing” (Salzinger, 2004). According to Wright (1997: 279), 
these narratives can be traced back to Mohanty’s (1991) explana-
tion of the “discourses around women in third world contexts, 
who are said to be a homogenous type of female, uniformly tied to 
traditional roles and culturally oppressed.” Echoes of this are 
found in the examples presented above that emphasize women in 
Yucatán are suitable to carry out “delicate manual processes” 
(García de Fuentes and Pérez Medina, 1996) since they possess at-
tributes like “sensibility.” The female workers in Yucatán also 
have innate dexterity (Castilla Ramos and García Quintanilla, 
2006). However, the examples presented here have an intersection-
al twist where inherent female qualities are mixed with ethnicity. 
The workers are capable of delicate and high-quality work not on-
ly because they are women but because they are Mayan women, 
magical Mayan women. 

 
There are examples in the maquiladora literature that address is-
sues of intersectionality in the discourse surrounding (female) 
maquiladora workers. In her work, Wright (1997) discovered that 
the division of labor at a maquiladora located in Ciudad Juárez 
(the Old Frontier) was carried out based not only on gender but 
also on cultural and racial/ethnic markers. Wright (1997: 300) de-
scribes that in the maquiladora in question, “ascriptions of race of-
ten had little to do with appearances and more to do with family 
background, nationality and class.” She interprets this as the race 
discourse behind indigenismo, but I would argue this is actually a 
reflection of mestizaje. Labrecque (2005) reports on the use of eth-
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nic markers, stereotypes, and essentialist connotations in govern-
ment reports, advertisement, media, and used by investors when 
referring to or describing the qualities of maquiladora workers in 
Yucatán. She calls the process a “cultural appreciation of the 
workers” that comes hand in hand with their “economic deprecia-
tion” (Labrecque, 2005: 89). Even though this is an interesting 
point, Labrecque’s analysis treats Mayas as stable subjects and dis-
regards the connection between racialization and labor. My contri-
bution, the Magical Maya, allows for a more nuanced analysis that 
understands the process of racialization through the concept of 
mestizaje.  

 
However, the concept of the Magical Maya first needs to be un-
packed. JanMohamed (1985) describes a type of fetishization that 
“transmutes” the natives’ specificity and difference into a “magical 
essence.” He explains, “All the evil characteristics and habits with 
which the colonialist endows the native are thereby not presented 
as the products of social and cultural difference but as characteris-
tics inherent in the race—in the blood—of the native” 
(JanMohamed, 1985: 67). While JanMohamed used the term to 
describe the images of “the native” in colonialist literature, I pro-
pose the term can also be useful to analyze representations of 
space. A magical essence highlights the belief in the existence of 
quintessential, intrinsic characteristics and the assumption that 
there is a universal something-ness, in this case, Mayan-ness. The 
Magical Maya performs despite lack of factory work experience 
since she knows, she is; the abilities she has learned since childhood 
only need to be reshaped for and by the factory floor. The Magical 
Maya is also described as young and unspoiled, and in this descrip-
tion there is an echo to the ideas of a feminized America (Rabasa, 
1993): exuberant, virgin territory bursting with natural resources. 
The idea of unique, unspoiled natural resources implicitly empha-
sizes geographical location. Emphasizing the supernatural powers 
of the Maya helps to indirectly emphasize and sustain the narrative 
of Yucatán’s remarkable location and suitability for business, po-
tentially trumping other places that might also speak of location 
and abundant natural resources but that do not have the Magical 
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Maya (e.g., places like Nicaragua). Yucatán becomes important 
since the Magical Maya, at least in its pure state, can only be found 
in a Mayaland like Yucatán. 

 
Ambivalence and the need for transfiguration 
 
However, the figure of the Magical Maya exhibits ambivalence. 
The Magical Maya, in its pure state, is not fit for factory work. 
There is a duality in the character that requires intervention before 
it can properly transform. A need for transfiguration. McLeod 
(2010: 64) explains that the concept of ambivalence represents 
how the colonized Other is “domesticated, explicable, knowable; 
but also at the same time wild, mysterious, harmful. As a discursive 
projection, their representation vacillates between Western reason 
and fantasy.” In the particular case of Mexico, Katzew (2009: 91) 
explains that during the colonial period “the terms to describe In-
dians centered around two inconsistent notions: Indian as simple, 
timid, obedient, and perhaps stupid innocents; and Indians as de-
ceitful, malicious, cunningly disobedient subjects—children of the 
Seven Cardinal Sins.” Later on, as Mexico gained its independence 
from Spain, “the Indian body remained a powerful emblem, an ab-
stract category to wage philosophical debates and to articulate ide-
as of self-fashioning and nationhood that would take on an added 
dimension in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries” (Deans-Smith 
and Katzew, 2009: 11). A process of ambivalence can be discerned 
where the figure of the Indio is of course both despised and glori-
fied.  
 
In the case of Yucatán, the Indio continues to perform this double 
contradiction: the Maya is the heroic, proud, fascinating, advanced 
builder of pyramids and emblem of Yucatán. It is the glorious war-
rior that accessorizes public space in the form of statues or paint-
ings (see Figure 6.3 and 6.4), that promote tourism in the form of 
images, or that lend their name to big architectural projects in Mé-
rida like the “Grand Museum of the Mayan World” (see Figure 
6.5). At the same time, the Maya is the recognizable face of the 
maquiladora worker, not because we know they are Maya or con-



 133 

sider themselves to be Maya but because that is what the represen-
tations of space portray. The assumptions surrounding bodies that 
work in maquiladoras is what Wright (1997), following Sayer and 
Walker, calls the “social imaginary of work.” I would call it the 
hegemonic view and logic of abstract space, which is co-created 
with representations of space. One of the narratives in the exam-
ples presented here is the expected journey of improvement and 
modernity: the Magical Maya transfigures from henequen agricul-
tural worker or traditional Indio to modern factory subject (see 
Figure 6.1 and 6.2). In other examples, we can see that the Magical 
Maya is not only the investor’s gold mine but also the tourist’s 
amenity. However, the Maya can also be lazy: an unstable, irre-
sponsible worker that has a high turnover rate, does not come to 
work and suddenly resigns. These are seen as “cultural problems” 
that simply reflect what Mayas are or what they lack. The Magical 
Maya is known but at the same time “essentially” different. Their 
perceived cultural model needs to be polished for factory work. 

Figure 6.3 “Monument to the Homeland.” Paseo de Montejo, Mérida.  
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Figure 6.4 Man emerging from a corncob while the gods contemplate their 

creation. Mayan worldview. Palacio de Gobierno, Mérida. 

 
Figure 6.5!“The Grand Museum of the Mayan World.” The plaque com-

memorating the inauguration in 2012 states, “The Grand Museum of the Ma-
yan World in Mérida is a space where tradition and modernity converge to 

strengthen the Yucatecan people’s identity and pride. Which each visitor, the 
values and wisdom of a culture that has made their voice and song be heard 

for thousands of years, come alive.”  Mérida.  
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There is a process of subject formation. Just like the pineapple 
needs to be sanitized before it can be exported (as explained in the 
previous chapter), the Magical Maya needs to undergo what I call 
a transfiguration process before it can become a good maquiladora 
worker. The despised but magical Indio is in need of intervention 
so that it can become what Mazzotti (2008) calls an Oscillating 
Mestizo. Summarizing, the ambivalence seen in the character of the 
Magical Maya goes like this: the Magical Maya is found in Yuca-
tán, in Mayaland, and for this reason, it is the place for maqui-
ladoras to open. The Magical Maya is used as part of a marketing 
strategy. Why build a maquiladora somewhere else when you can 
build one in Mayaland? Since the Mayas are magical, they have in-
trinsic skills that make them excellent maquiladora workers. How-
ever, at the same time, the ambivalent Magical Maya is despised. 
As we will see in chapter nine, the Maya, the Indio, lives in rural 
areas, works in agriculture and faces several challenges: poverty, 
low levels of education, and problems to integrate into the Spanish-
speaking mestizo majority. He66 does not know how to work 
properly and needs to be taught how to do factory work. A para-
dox occurs. Labrecque (2005) illustrates this paradox in Yucatán 
by describing “cultural appreciation of the workers” that does not 
prevent an “economic depreciation.” In other words, if the Magi-
cal Maya is such an amazing worker why does he not get paid 
more? However, Labrecque misses grasping the paradox embedded 
in the racialized aspect of labor. The paradox goes like this: The 
Magical Maya is a good worker because he is Maya; at the same 
time, he gets paid little precisely because he is Maya (and therefore 
is a good worker because he gets paid little). However, being Maya 
also means that he needs to learn how to work properly. When the 
Magical Maya starts to work in the factory, he transfigures into a 
mestizo. He starts to be perceived as mestizo because he no longer 
is recognized as Maya and no longer should be recognized as a 
Maya (otherwise, he would not be a suitable subject for factory 
work. The factory needs a modern subject after all). The book co-
                                                   
66 Since women no longer represent the majority of maquiladora workers, I am referring to the Mag-
ical Maya as He to reflect the patriarchy in place. 
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vers presented above (Figure 6.1 and 6.2) illustrate this tension that 
does not get solved.  

 
How is this transfiguration possible? The understanding of the 
Magical Maya is not made based on identity or self-identification. 
It is made based on colonial scripts and perceptions. The Magical 
Maya might transfigure without knowing. Magical Maya one day, 
mestizo another. This is possible because the mestizo is an oscillat-
ing character (Mazzotti, 2008). Within the racial logic inherited 
from the colonial period, the mestizo has a chance to improve his 
position as (colonial) subject either by blood or through a perfor-
mance of class. This contrasts greatly with the white/black duality. 
If we think about Fanon, the idea of a Negro as a civilized, ration-
al, man was an aberration. Mimicry could occur, a white mask 
could be worn, but at the end, a Negro was just a Negro, not a 
man (McLeod, 2010). In the case of the New Spain, it was believed 
that the descendants of an Indio could achieve certain level of im-
provement and rationality as long as the ancestry was mixed with 
Spanish blood and was not tainted with a Black bloodline (Deans-
Smith and Katzew, 2009). The mestizo (and all colonial subjects 
for that matter) could achieve a certain high degree in the racial 
classification as long as he portrayed certain cultural and economic 
signs of distinction. Saldívar (2014) describes how “looks” still 
play a role in the present: an Indio-looking-person can suddenly 
seem or be considered mestizo or middle-class through certain 
transfigurations in a way of speaking and way of dressing that de-
note class. I would argue that the process of mestizaje that took 
place in what is now Mexico allows (colonial) subjects to have the 
power to transfigure in the eyes of others or through their agency. I 
draw the concept of transfiguration inspired in Morales' (2008: 
480) understanding of “the intricate differential and differentiated 
mestizajes” that exist in Latin America. In his words, 

 
[The mestizajes in Latin America]…produced a pluralistic mes-

tizo subject who is located in all social classes and who is eth-

noculturally differentiated by his or her respective mestizaje. 

This intercultural subject lives and creates cultural identities 
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that he or she exercises from his or her articulated differences 

when he or she identifies him or herself in the act of identifying 

his or her counterparts as criollo(a), Mestizo(a), Indio(a), Mula-
to(a), or as any other possible identification yet unnamed. 

(Morales, 2008: 480) 

 

In other words, being mestizo is an oscillating identity that is con-
structed in the process of interaction. It is not ethnically or biologi-
cally fixed but takes shape based on how you “look” and if others 
recognize you or not. 

 
Therefore, as the Magical Maya achieves modernity through facto-
ry work, he can now start to be recognized as mestizo. There are 
other examples that can be read through the lens of transfigura-
tion. For example, Werner (2016) describes a similar process with 
Free Trade Zone workers in the Dominican Republic. The differ-
ence between “social blackness” and “phenotypic blackness” per-
mits workers to undergo a “social whitening” that is “achieved 
through a combination of living in urban spaces, taking on an ur-
ban look, and engaging in forms of labor socially constructed as 
‘modern,’ which these workers associated with factory work” 
(Werner, 2016: 99). However, Werner (2016) clarifies that this 
“resignification of race” is not stable. In the case of the Magical 
Maya transfiguring into the Oscillating Mestizo, we can also see 
that the process of racialization is also malleable. After all, in the 
Latin American context, race, identity, and their classifications are 
constantly shifting. In the words of Deans-Smith and Katzew 
(2009:6), 

 
The making and marking of racial differences and identities re-

sults not simply from one variable—phenotype or skin color—

but from constellations of variables such as honor, religion, 

gender, occupation, local networks, and social practices which 

combine to determine an individual’s or group’s position in so-

ciety. 
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This is a way of understanding transfiguration but it is necessary to 
add an important note. Despite the Oscillating Mestizo’s agency 
and his instruments of power (when he chooses to transfigure), it 
should not be forgotten that pure, unequivocal White is still the se-
duction; the symbol of greatness, status, and class; a Master that 
sets a precedent of what it means to be civilized, rational, and su-
perior Self (Morales, 2008). The Oscillating Mestizo also wears a 
mask in the Fanonian sense, but contrary to what happens when a 
Black body wears a White mask, the mestizo gets accepted as a 
man in post/neocolonial Mexico. This mask gives him power, and 
the process of “looking mestizo” gets carried out regardless of the 
body. However, the ultimate face of power is White. Nothing es-
capes White since it defines the standard, the “universal somatic 
norm” (Puwar, 2004). All new and old colonial subjects that lack a 
White body exist vis-à-vis White. Lomnitz (2010) explains how ra-
cialization is a shifting process depending on who the non-White 
body encounters. For example, at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the concept of a “Mexican race” appeared as the numer-
ous racial categories that had existed within the Mexican territory 
until then were encapsulated in a single concept when “Mexicans” 
needed to be defined vis-à-vis “American,” “Anglo” Whites 
(Lomnitz, 2010). It was assessed that “even the whitest of the 
Mexicans” would never be accepted as White, but as Mexicans 
(Tylor in Lomnitz, 2010). This is when transfiguration occurs 
without one knowing or choosing.  

 
Cosmic race: the demise of the Indio 
 
Finally, in the unresolved and strained transfiguration of the Magi-
cal Maya to Oscillating Mestizo there are also traces of the demise 
of the Indio through development/assimilation and what Saldívar 
(2014) calls “the racial politics of Mexico.” As I explained earlier, 
it was believed during the colonial period that the Indio could be 
“improved” with infusion of Spanish blood. This belief continued 
to exist in independent Mexico during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries influenced by the scientific wave of eugenics 
and evolutionism of the time (Saldívar, 2014). According to 
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Saldívar (2014), concepts like mejorar la raza (improve the race) 
and raza cósmica (cosmic race) were part of the “racial ideology of 
mestizaje,” which held that—in sharp contrast to countries like the 
United States that had segregation policies—Mexico had always 
been a racial melting pot since the process of mestizaje represented 
inclusion, equality, and the prospect of national unity. The creation 
of Mexico was a product of miscegenation, and eventually, every-
body—most importantly, the Indios—would assimilate through 
education and social integration and blend-in into the mestizo na-
tion. This, in turn, would eradicate social inequality and bring de-
velopment to the nation. What only mattered was to be Mexican, 
the mestizo son or daughter of the Mexican nation.  

 
Even though mestizaje was framed within a discourse of pride, 
non-racism, and inclusion, the process implied, sometimes literally, 
a process of purification through the ages and generations 
(Saldívar, 2014). For example, the Mexican intellectual leaders of 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were advocates of Eu-
ropean migration to Mexico since they believed there was a con-
tinual need to improve the blood of the mestizo (Deans-Smith and 
Katzew, 2009). According to Justo Sierra (in Deans-Smith and 
Katzew, 2009: 15), one of the intellectuals of the time, European 
blood would “keep the level of civilization… from sinking, which 
would mean regression, not evolution.” This understanding of 
mestizaje was a rejection of the Indio, an expectation that he 
would eventually disappear, absorbed into the mestizo nation. In 
the words of Deans-Smith and Katzew (2009:6), mestizaje exhibit-
ed a “rhetoric of inclusion” but in practice produced “exclusionary 
mechanisms.”  
  
There were critics in the subsequent decades that denounced the 
“internal colonialism” present in Mexico (González 1963 in 
Saldívar, 2014) or how ethnic identity was lost through assimila-
tion. By the 1990s, there was a recognition from the federal gov-
ernment that Mexico was indeed a “pluricultural nation” 
(Saldívar, 2014). However, Saldívar (2014: 103) argues that “de-
spite conceptual and political shifts in the understanding of ethnici-
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ty and difference [through the twentieth century], the racial reifica-
tion of these notions has persisted.” Mestizaje has hidden a need 
for a discussion of racism in Mexico. Saldívar (2014: 103) adds, 

 
Given the opacities of mestizaje and ethnicity, racism has been a 

slippery subject in Mexico. But this ‘ambiguity’ or ‘fluidity’ is 

not due to the lack of clear racial boundaries. It is part of a po-

litical project that has used assimilation and recognition to blur 

the harsh lines of exclusion, inequality, privilege, and racial hi-

erarchies. At the core of the racial politics in Mexico is the ra-

cialization of the bodies and cultures of indigenous people; their 

ethnic, cultural, and physical qualities (real or perceived) have 

been defined as inherently different from the national identity. 

 

Phrases in the examples presented in the previous pages embody 
the logic of racialization explained by Saldívar, for example,   

 
It is essential to advance towards the self-managing empower-

ment of the Mayan people, so as to break the correlation be-

tween poverty and ethnicity. (COESPY, 2013: 100, my 

emphasis)  

 

The current Maya people make up an important sector of the 

Yucatecan society and because of their approachability for an 

intercultural relationship they have shown ability to take co-

responsibility for their development. (Gobierno del Estado, 

2001: 103) 

 

In Yucatán, capital’s impetus, colonial legacies, ideas of modernity, 
and a specific understanding of development have promoted the 
need to transfigure Indios, Magical Mayas, into mestizos. Indian 
problem solved through its demise. The demise of the Indio can, 
for example, occur through “capitalism qua development,” a con-
cept developed by Wainwright (2008: 12) that represents how “the 
sublime absorption of capitalism into the concept of development 
has created the effect that capitalism is development.” Another ex-
ample of “capitalism qua development” can be seen in Wilson's 
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(2011) work on Rural Cities in Chiapas, another state known for 
its high percentage of indigenous population. Wilson (2011) de-
scribes the project Rural Cities as a state-led housing/development 
project that has the purpose of constructing, from scratch, new 
towns with the object of offering “dispersed” indigenous and peas-
ant populations the possibility to relocate from their remote villag-
es. With descriptive phrases uttered by the local government such 
as “it is the construction of a new society” or “the start of a new 
age of citizen coresponsibility,” Wilson (2011: 1001) interprets the 
Rural Cities project as something that is meant to “erase the isola-
tion, poverty, and chaos of the ejido” and transform “the peasant-
ry” into “fully fledged citizens of the state” who have finally been 
“integrated into modernity.” In other words, mestizos finally inte-
grated into the Mexican nation. Wilson (2011: 993) also argues 
that the Rural Cities “constitute a strategy for the imposition of 
capitalist social relations and the administration of everyday life by 
the state based on technocratic rationality that erases the cultural 
practices of the region’s indigenous and peasant population.” 

 

Wilson (2011) also hints the Rural Cities are a manifestation of ab-
stract space, along other development projects in the area like the 
Plan Puebla Panamá (Wilson, 2014). The different dimensions of 
the colonization of everyday life (Goonewardena and Kipfer, 2013; 
Kipfer, 2007) and the expansion of abstract space will be devel-
oped in chapter nine. As we will see in the next chapter, there is a 
homogenization that comes with abstract space, but capitalism also 
needs diversity. Otherwise, how could the global division of labor 
(Saldívar, 2007; Tornhill, 2010) be carried out? In this case, the 
Oscillating Mestizo is needed for factory work, but at the same 
time, the Magical Maya is needed to differentiate Mayaland in the 
planetary topography of The Zone.  
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7. THE ZONE 

The story of the Magical Maya places him in Mayaland, maqui-
ladora paradise. This chapter zooms in to the Zone as we continue 
to explore how apparently smooth abstractions—fantasies and 
myths—actually shape reality and become embedded in it. This 
chapter will also show how the maquiladora paradise of Mayaland 
is actually generic in the world of capital, even if government offi-
cials and academics attempted to use a Mayan twist as difference. 
The tension between capitalism’s two movements—its tendency to 
homogenize and its craving for difference—starts to appear.  
 
The Magic of Capitalism 
 
Motul: From henequen municipality to “industrial city”  
 
The open confines of Motul Industrial Park are conveniently locat-
ed within easy access of federal highway #176: to the west lies Mé-
rida and to the east, Tizimín, through a route that allows traffic to 
circumvent Motul’s city center. Motul Industrial Park is a former 
ejido land of more than 100 hectares that was expropriated by 
presidential decree in 1993 (Diario Oficial de la Federación, 1993). 
Despite the vast grounds, only three buildings exist within the 
park, taking up around 6 hectares: Mayan Knits, a factory built in 
2014 with a public-private investment of 300 million pesos67 (SE, 
2012) that until 2016 was still not operational;68 the former Ma-
                                                   
67 Around 13.4 million €. Exchange rate from July 27, 2016 
68 Information also drawn from an interview with Antonio.  
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yan Palace maquiladora which stopped operations after hurricane 
Isidore hit the peninsula in 2002; and Montgomery Industries. 
Motul Industrial Park does not possess any symbols to communi-
cate the existence of the industrial park itself. There are no gates or 
fences to establish the perimeter of the park or other markers to 
showcase the “industrial activity” happening. The indistinguisha-
ble piece of land simply looks merged into the surrounding neigh-
borhoods and uncultivated land in the edge of Motul. However, 
officially the park is there: potential plots of land are waiting to 
transform when, if ever, more maquiladoras or factories arrive. 
 
The existence of Motul Industrial Park might be invisible, but the 
presence of Montgomery Industries is not. Montgomery Indus-
tries—headquartered in Hong Kong, with an office in Florida and 
more plants in China—is the most important maquiladora in Yuca-
tán and biggest employer in the city with 1,800 workers on the 
payroll.69 It is a sizeable building. During the weekends, the fences, 
the gate, the manned security booth, and the structures of the emp-
ty street food stalls across the street signal traces of something that 
is simply waiting to open (see Figure 7.1). In between the hours set 
by the shifts in the factory, the parked bicycles, motorcycles, cars, 
and buses give clues as to the amount of people inside (see Figure 
7.2). The seemingly static building explodes, for example, at 
lunchtime when an undirected, brisk ballet unfolds. The factory 
guards open the doors and gates to the factory a few minutes be-
fore lunch. As the bell rings precisely at 12:15, a sea of people rush 
out from the plant, walking with a sense of urgency or even run-
ning towards the main perimeter exit or the factory’s cafeteria 
within the grounds. The ones already outside head to the food 
stands across the street, to the ATM next to the security booth, to 
stand-by mototaxis waiting for customers, to their parked motor-
cycles, or simply hurry away, briskly walking towards the city cen-
ter. It is a frenetic movement that surprisingly keeps order within 
                                                   
69 Information drawn from interviews with Becerril García, Castilla Ramos, and Ignacio. Unless oth-
erwise stated, all facts about Montgomery Industries were drawn from information provided by Ig-
nacio during an interview (Motul, November 30, 2015), a tour of the factory (Motul, January 15, 
2016), and a presentation at CANACO (Mérida, December 2, 2015). The facts are complemented 
with information drawn from an interview with Carlos.  
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its chaos and even ends up looking orchestrated since everybody 
seems to know their destination. After ten minutes, and as the 
clock ticks away the remaining forty minutes they have for lunch, 
all people have either left, settled in a queue, or sat down to eat. A 
steady state, that feels surreal after such intensity, returns.   
 

 
Figure 7.1!The indistinguishable Motul Industrial Park. Industrial Park on 

one side of the street, neighborhood on the other. Motul. 
 
Relocating from Honduras after having been operating in that 
country for ten years, Montgomery Industries was inaugurated in 
1995 in what was considered a construction record time of twenty-
four weeks (DY, 1995b). Fourteen million dollars were invested in 
25,000 square meters that were supposed to be only stage one of a 
“megaproject” which was forecasted to eventually cover 14 hec-
tares (DY, 1995b). By the time of the inauguration, Montgomery 
Industries had already been in operation two months and had hired 
400 people; also, 20,000 jeans, some of them “Old Nave” (sic), 
were ready to be shipped (DY, 1995b). The inauguration ceremony 
was presided over by the state governor. The politicians and gov-
ernment officials accompanying the governor were quoted giving 
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their perspective on the new maquiladora. A representative from 
SECOFI, the former Economic Development agency in the state, 
said, “it [Montgomery Industries] will allow the people from 
Motul to travel the world with the ‘Made in Mexico’ brand” (DY, 
1995b). The mayor described Motul as an “important place” that 
from being a “henequen municipality is now transforming into an 
industrial city” (DY, 1995b). A politician attempted to clearly il-
lustrate the competitive characteristics found in Yucatán by ex-
plaining that while workers in other parts of the world earn 6 dol-
lars per hour, workers in Motul earn 4 dollars per day. He went on 
to say that a person’s wage in another part of the world for a day’s 
labor (48 dollars) is enough for Montgomery to pay the labor of 
twelve Yucatecan workers (DY, 1995b). 

 
Figure 7.2!The indistinguishable Motul Industrial Park. The former Mayan 

Palace building. Motul.  
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Figure 7.3!The ballet reaching a steady state. Outside Montgomery Industries, 

Motul Industrial Park.  
 

 
Figure 7.4!Across from Montgomery Industries, street food stalls during the 

weekend. Motul Industrial Park 
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Figure 7.5 Buses that transport workers to/from Montgomery Industries. 

Motul Industrial Park 

The expectation during the inauguration in 1995 was that Mont-
gomery Industries would provide between 1,400 and 2,000 jobs 
(DY, 1995b). Fulfilling the wildest dreams, in its heyday, Mont-
gomery Industries had 6,000 employees working across three dif-
ferent shifts and provided jobs not only to motuleños but to people 
from the surrounding villages as well (Morales et al., 2001). In 
1998, Montgomery Industries expanded by opening a second 
maquiladora in Maxcanú and subsequently a warehouse in 
Hunucmá, possibly in 2004 (Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora, 
2009). The warehouse in Hunucmá only employed 7 people, but 
the plant in Maxcanú employed between 1,000 and 1,300 people 
until its closure in 2009 (Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora, 
2009). Back in the 1990s, Motul was part of the political map 
when optimism was high and maquiladoras seemed to be a certain 
future. Headlines were filled with future plans for more and more 
maquiladoras, more and more jobs. Mayan Palace arrived to 
Motul Industrial Park in 1997, two years after Montgomery, with 
an investment of 60 million pesos and taking up an area of 2 hec-
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tares (DY, 1997b). However, most plans never materialized and 
instead simply remained newspaper headlines. For example, Origi-
nales Alejandra, a maquiladora from Tijuana with three plants in 
other parts of Mexico, signed an agreement with the governor after 
securing 8,000 square meters and promised an investment of 1.8 
million dollars and jobs for 1,000 people in the near future and 
4,000 in the long run (DY, 1995d). It was forecasted that Origi-
nales Alejandra would start operations in 1996 (DY, 1995a), but 
instead it simply faded from the newspaper. In 1999, it was report-
ed that Montgomery’s plan for Hunucmá was to invest 25 million 
dollars and construct five maquiladoras that would have provided 
jobs to 3,000 people (DY, 1999d). These plans never materialized. 
In this scenario, Montgomery’s arrival and permanence in Motul 
Industrial Park can be considered a success case. Montgomery and 
the rebuilt ex-Mayan Palace building, which now belongs to 
Montgomery, are the only remaining proof of the industrial city 
that never became one.   
 
Inside the maquiladora 
 
On the inside, Montgomery Industries was to me a familiar land-
scape of the type of apparel maquiladora that produces jeans and 
related denim products (jackets, shorts, etc.). In one of my three 
visits to Montgomery Industries, my contact, Ignacio, gave me a 
tour of the plant.70 The hum of machines and music filled the at-
mosphere of the first, and largest, section we entered, the sewing 
area. However, we made our way to the official start of the tour: 
the warehouse where all fabrics were stored according to weight, 
thickness, and stretchability. Most of it was imported, Ignacio said. 
As we walked out, a guard asked for my name so that it could be 
included in his log. It was company policy to write down all the 
names of people that entered the warehouse, my contact explained. 
(This was in line with all the other strict rules visitors were subject 
                                                   
70 As I mentioned in chapter four, I did not disclose that I had previous work experience visiting and 
assessing maquiladoras’ compliance with corporate codes of conduct. This allowed me during the 
tour to detect unstated details and have a deeper understanding of what certain comments meant. 
The random quality of the visit and the manager’s perception of me as a simple doctoral student 
allow me to believe that what I saw was an ordinary day at the factory.   
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to, like an inspection of your personal belongings before receiving 
permission to enter the factory. This was done to make sure visi-
tors were not carrying cameras or recording devices.) We then 
walked to the area where fabric was inspected before it was sent to 
the cutting room. In the cutting room, large rolls of fabric were 
stretched on tables at least 10 meters long. An order would dictate 
how much fabric was needed so the rolls would be stretched on the 
tables in layers, creating thick piles of 10 to 20 centimeters. The 
workers were cutting the fabric using manual industrial machines 
according to patterns that dictated the size and model of the order 
being produced at the moment. The sharp blades of the cutting 
machines moved so fast that they were invisible to the eye as the 
workers almost effortlessly, it seemed, and steadily cut through the 
fabric. The workers wore appropriate personal protective equip-
ment, like metal mesh gloves, to protect their fingers and dust 
masks to protect them from the small particles of fabric released in 
the process.   

 
I noticed that the cutting tables were not the modern sort I had 
seen in other maquiladoras in the north and center of Mexico: au-
tomatic, or with a sort of air hockey system (air flotation) on the 
surface to facilitate the cutting process. This lack of technology 
reminded me of something. In previous conversations, Ignacio had 
described to me that at Montgomery, a lot of things were still 
“handcrafted” and done manually with “Mexican skillfulness.” He 
explained that there are, for example, machines that could help 
workers do the finishing touches to jeans, decreasing the manual 
work that was needed; however, Montgomery did not have those 
types of machines.  In the past, a client would request 50,000 jeans 
with a specific design—a hole, lines, a faded look—but now Mont-
gomery might only get an order for 200–300 pieces. “A machine 
[like that] costs 300,000 dollars; a worker costs you 300 dollars 
per year,” Ignacio exclaimed as he laughed in what felt not a de-
rogatory way, but as if trying to emphasize the obviousness of the 
choice. He went on to say that if Montgomery had not decided to 
invest in those machines during its high production years, it was 
not going to do it now. During its highest peaks, Montgomery In-
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dustries produced between 10–12 million units per year. It now 
produces 2 million per year.   
 
We returned to the sewing section where the background humming 
of the machines was the loudest. As in the rest of the plant, yellow, 
thick lines on the gray floor clearly demarcated aisles and produc-
tion lines. There were rows and rows of different types of sewing 
machines with demarcated places according to which manufactur-
ing step came next. All smaller operations were on the left side 
(sewing a zipper or a pocket), and the sewing of the larger pieces of 
the garment were on the right side. The workers on the right side 
were divided into groups (A1, A2, etc.), and each group had a 
board showing their production goal for the day.71 Meeting the 
production goal meant being efficient, and zero production errors 
meant quality, which translated into a bonus for the workers. The 
bonus was individually distributed but calculated on the efficiency 
of the group as a whole and was worth between 100 and 150 pesos 
per day.72 This was a significant amount, taking into consideration 
that workers earn the daily minimum wage: sewing and laundry 
workers are entitled to 90 pesos per day and the rest, 70 pesos per 
day.73  

 
We then continued to the laundry, ironing, and finishing area. Ig-
nacio explained proudly that each one of their industrial laundry 
machines could take up to 450 pairs of jeans. He then described 
that washing and any other finishing touches that were given to a 
pair of jeans depended on the client’s request. Again, yellow lines 
on the floor demarcated different sections. There were some work-
ers hand scraping (the use of sanding paper to give jeans the ap-
pearance of a worn-out look) in one section and others hand-
painting (applying dyes or tints to jeans with a brush) in another 
section. For a brown-faded look, Ignacio explained, jeans needed 
                                                   
71 Each production goal, according to Ignacio, is calculated based on SAM (Standard Allowed Mi-
nute) the time in which an operation has been calculated it should be completed. For example, sew-
ing a zipper to a piece of fabric that will later be part of a crotch should take 5 seconds per zipper. 
All workers’ speed should follow SAM.   
72 Between 4.8 and 7 €. Exchange rate (1 MXN = 0.048 €) from May 4, 2017.   
73 4.3 and 3.3 €, respectively.  
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to be sprayed with potassium permanganate and then washed. Up 
to that point, I had been curious to know more about Montgom-
ery’s waste74 but did not want to raise the question directly. Know-
ing that potassium permanganate was being used was a definite 
sign that the discharge coming from the laundry operations was 
industrial wastewater since this substance is a bleaching agent that 
is hazardous not only to workers but also to aquatic life.75  

 
We finally made it to the last part of the tour, where the jeans were 
ready to be packed. By this stage, a basic pair of blue jeans would 
have passed by 45 different operations, while a more fashionable 
style (with holes or a faded or worn-out look) would have needed 
up to 70. In this area, a sample of jeans was chosen for quality 
control. The ones that had minor defects were fixed there by a 
small group of workers. The jeans that did not meet the quality 
standards were sold as faulty items at Montgomery’s Outlet across 
the street—the ex-Mayan Palace maquiladora—for 50 or 60 pe-
sos.76 The jeans that passed quality control were tagged with the 
brand’s official labels and packed in carton boxes according to the 
client’s specific requirements. While brand-less, the jeans could on-
ly be distinguished from each other by the type of fabric, model, or 
to the trained eye, an approximation of the number of operations 
that were carried out. Despite the fact that all jeans were manufac-
tured in the same place by the same hands, a brand’s tag would 
suddenly and magically differentiate them into a pair of jeans 
worth 6,800 yen or 20–89 USD. This stood in sharp contrast with 
the faulty jeans sold across the street for 50–60 pesos (2–3 €). 

 
The brands that I saw that day at the maquiladora were L.L. Bean 
and Polo Ralph Lauren. Currently, 87% of all the production at 
Montgomery Industries goes to the United States, 5% to Italy, 3% 
to Japan, 2% to Hong Kong, and the rest to other countries. In 
                                                   
74 In general, the type of waste that a garment maquiladora can produce is solid or wastewater. Solid 
waste can be classified as hazardous or non-hazardous. Wastewater can be classified as domestic 
(e.g., human waste) or industrial.  
75 See information from the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) in the 
United States, https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/ipcsneng/neng0672.html (Accessed 4 October 2017).  
76 2.4 and 2.88 € respectively.  
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2009, Montgomery produced jeans for “American Eagle, Levi 
Strauss, Eddie Bauer, Polo Ralph Laurent (sic), LLBean’s, Outfit-
ters, GAP, and Ann Taylor” (Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora, 
2009). 

 
Establishing reality through (local) mystification and fetishism  
 
Inspired by the understanding of the capitalist mode of production 
developed by Lefebvre (1991) and Quijano (2000) and the expla-
nations of capital offered by Heinrich (2012) and McNally (2012), 
one can argue there were several instances of magic appearing at 
Montgomery Industries. The most obvious instances of magic pre-
sent exemplify the mystification of capital and the fetishism of the 
commodity.77 There were also instances of magic generated by co-
loniality of power and by abstract space, which create a common-
sense-truth that, for example, defines the division of labor and es-
tablishes what types of wages are acceptable. This truth/logic also 
gave rise to the ideas that Motul could become an industrial city, 
that of course it makes more sense to use cheap laboring bodies in-
stead of machines, and that it is reasonable to expect objects to 
transform as soon as a price tag is attached to them. Abstract space 
dictates that it is reasonable to expect that an investment in infra-
structure will translate automatically into a bigger presence of capi-
tal. Maximization of profits and abstract labor dictate that it is 
reasonable to squeeze labor from bodies when the laboring bodies 
are cheaper than infrastructure since in this case labor itself (labor-
power) is perceived as interchangeable between flesh and machine. 
Coloniality of power and abstract labor dictate that it is reasonable 
to expect an exchangeability of labor where the wage-labor of 
twelve Yucatecan workers equals the wage-labor of one worker in 
another part of the world. The fetishism of the commodity dictates 
that it is reasonable to expect different exchange values in an item 
by simply sticking different price tags.  
 
                                                   
77 Following Bruschi et al. (2013: 122), the commodity fetish is understood as something that is not 
“merely a misapprehension” but that also has “a material reality at its foundation.” In contrast, 
“mystification” is understood “in the sense of obfuscation and actual false conception.” 
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The logic of abstract space extends over everything at Montgomery 
Industries laying the foundations of what is obvious and real. In 
this context, machines are expensive and workers are cheap. 
Montgomery Industries is willing to put more physical pressure on 
the bodies of workers and create an extraction of labor that is a lit-
eral squeezing of force and strength. Of course, not everything can 
become automatized at a garment factory; however, as described 
above, there are machines or industrial accessories that could ease 
the physical exertion of the workers by requiring them to use less 
force or carry out less movements. These instruments perhaps 
could even increase productivity. However, colonial legacies sus-
tain the truth that it is acceptable to expect certain types of Mexi-
cans to experience an intensified physical extraction of labor. 
Lomnitz (2010) describes that in Mexico up to the early twentieth 
century, tourists could find postcards that illustrated the different 
types or races of Mexicans that existed. One of these postcards 
shows what appear to be two campesinos carrying large stacks of 
wood on their hunched backs. The heading under the photograph 
reads, “A Mexican worker is cheaper than a horse” (Lomnitz, 
2010: 22). During the consolidation years of the maquiladora in-
dustry throughout the country, Mexico came to be known for its 
low-cost labor force (Spener et al., 2002). Zooming in to this con-
text, it is also valid to expect Mayan workers to perform extremely 
exhausting and hard labor. Historically, Mayas were the workers 
at the henequen haciendas. The slave-like conditions in which Ma-
yas have toiled for centuries since the beginning of the colonial era 
have been documented and are a well-known fact in local popular 
history. The toil of the Mayas even decorates the walls of the Pala-
cio de Gobierno, the seat of power in Mérida. One painting depicts 
heroic men in an ecstasy of pain as one of them attempts to break 
their chains of oppression. Another painting portrays a pair of rug-
ged hands and a second one, sturdy feet caught in mid-movement. 
Another example of the myth of the Magical Maya, the text under 
one of the paintings reads, 

 
What better than the hands and feet of the Mayan campesino to 

represent the character and the infinite sufferings of this glori-
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ous race that has bequeath us such a memorable universal civi-

lization (sic). The painter has understood it this way and depicts 

these rugged and callused hands …. These same hands bled 

with the thorns of the henequen during the time when the agave 

was cultivated. This industry made Yucatán immensely rich. 

(My translation. Palacio de Gobierno, Mérida. Gobierno del Es-
tado de Yucatán. Visited on December 10, 2015.)  

 

Hands bled but “made Yucatán immensely rich.” Castilla R. and 
Torres G. (2000) make the connection between the role of the Ma-
ya during the colonial era, the henequen period, and the new stage 
of production in Yucatán, maquiladoras: 

 
From our point of view, the long centuries of exploitation en-

dured by the Yucatecan Maya, because of the labor systems and 

organizations introduced by colonial society, were not un-

chained by Mexican Independence. Their condition of subordi-

nation continued as new masters appeared whose positions as 

proprietors of henequen haciendas would transform them into 

servants, or for some authors, in slaves. In this sense, the 

maquiladora exports model comes to occupy the place left by 

henequen plantations. (Castilla R. and Torres G., 2000: 218) 

 

Thinking through Wright (2006), we can reflect on the connections 
between the magic of capitalism and myth. In her study of global 
factories in Mexico and China, Wright (2006: 1) came across what 
she calls “the myth of the disposable third world woman.” This 
myth tells a tale of how women, despite having valuable traits for 
factory work like dexterity and patience, eventually become “in-
dustrial waste” that needs to be discarded and replaced by another 
worker. Apolitical, Wright explains, the myth serves to validate 
practices and establish truth and logic where characters, some of 
them “fantastic,” belong to natural hierarchical relationships. In 
the words of Wright, 

 
“another and related function of this myth lies in its explana-

tion that the disposable outcome of its protagonist and of those 
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women workers who resemble her is a matter of destiny. Ac-

cording to its logic, the corporate practices that treat such 

workers as if they were disposable are justifiable and unavoida-

ble, since to treat a disposable worker as if she were not dispos-

able would be silly and irrational. (Wright, 2006: 5) 

 

The myth of the Magical Maya, as analyzed in chapter six, con-
ceives and describes what the characteristics of a normal Magical 
Maya should be like. However, the myth of the Magical Maya also 
demonstrates that he, Indio, is disposable. Not extracting, squeez-
ing, his labor would be “silly and irrational.” After all, Mexican 
laborers are cheaper than a horse and the Mayas have always bled. 
  
The Magic of the Zone 
 
Quintessential abstract space 
 

[T]he Zone mediates as much as it segments, becoming a new 

kind of border not just between the Zone and the rest of the 

country, but between local and global, restructuring the rela-

tionship of local elites to global capital, and disciplining labor 

mobility while facilitating capital mobility. (O'Donnell 2001 in 

Bach, 2011a: 115) 
 

Maquiladoras represent a legally enhanced abstract space, the 
quintessential abstract space. Read through Bach's (2011a) concept 
of the Zone, maquiladoras exhibit a topography of business-
friendly space that attempts to be frictionless in both rationality 
and architecture so that capital can breathe free and flow fast. The 
logic of the Zone is to establish a clear division between its juris-
diction and the “outside”: in other words, between the Zone’s ex-
ceptional territory and the rest of a country’s “normal” territory. 
For this reason, the Zone needs to be demarcated. Both exceptional 
and normal spaces are established by the power of the state. Ac-
cording to Easterling (2012, 2014), the state uses the Zone as a 
“legal and economic instrument” to help “shelter” activities that 
would otherwise not fit in the economic logic of the rest of the 
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country and “externalize” or diminish obstacles to profit. Exam-
ples of obstacles to profit that capital might find are in the form of 
taxes, wages, labor standards, trade unions, and availability of 
land (Milberg and Amengual, 2008). The Zone helps to keep these 
obstacles at bay.  

 
Zooming in to the context, according to Mexican regulations, 
goods can be temporarily imported duty-free to the demarcated 
maquiladora territory so that they can be processed, transformed 
or repaired. The subsequent finished product can leave the maqui-
ladora to be exported tax free (Secretaría de Economía, 2015). The 
idea of temporality and location—the pillars of the Zone—allow 
for a legal magic trick in space and time. This magic trick happens 
in two movements. The regulations of the maquiladora regime are 
structured so that raw materials and parts can come in to the Zone 
to be processed by a local labor force and then shipped out as a 
finished product. The raw materials/parts temporarily “leave” 
Mexican territory, where other regulations apply, and instead exist 
within the Zone jurisdiction. This is the first movement of the mag-
ic trick in space and time. The second movement unfolds as fol-
lows: a labor force that would probably be unwanted in the com-
modity’s final destination, the global North, does not need to 
move. Embedded in the commodity, labor moves without moving. 
In the words of Wise and Cypher (2007: 120), after assessing the 
maquiladora industry in Mexico, “what is actually taking place is 
the disembodied exportation of labor or, alternatively, that the 
workforce is being exported without requiring Mexican workers to 
leave the country.”     

 
There is a strong tension between the maquiladora labor force, 
which must remain immobile, and the commodity, which should 
be as mobile as possible. The myth of the Magical Maya emphasiz-
es the existence of stable workers as one of the competitive ad-
vantages of Mayaland. The statement by a government official dur-
ing Montgomery Industries’ inauguration in 1995 sums up the ex-
pected immobility of the workers while the commodity gets to 
travel the world: “it [Montgomery Industries] will allow the people 
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from Motul to travel the world with the ‘Made in Mexico’ brand” 
(DY, 1995b). At the same time, the portrayal of Mayaland empha-
sizes the existence of suitable infrastructure for the commodity to 
travel: a seaport and roads, for example. The existence of the Zone 
within Yucatán in the form of maquiladoras completes this pro-
commodity setting. In the case of Montgomery Industries, the raw 
materials (fabric, official price tags, special branded buttons, and 
even detergent in some cases) and later on the finished products, 
can come and go as they please through the gates of the Zone: their 
capability to cross borders and travel across the world is impres-
sive. The products manufactured in maquiladoras and their free-
dom to travel echo Cook's (2004) ethnography of a Jamaican Pa-
paya’s political economy and geographies of travel. As a tropical 
fruit desired by consumers in the global North, Papayas are “flown 
to Miami or Gatwick. On direct, regular BA or Air Jamaica flights. 
Taking tourists home. Making diasporic and business connections” 
(Cook, 2004: 653). In contrast, the Jamaican papaya pickers and 
packers are not entitled to a visa. Just like the papaya labor force 
must remain immobile, the maquiladora labor force must do so as 
well within the architecture and rationality of the Zone.  

 
When exceptionality is the norm 
 
Just like the commodity, the Zone has mobility and can hop 
around when conditions start looking advantageous in other plac-
es. This is possible because, despite the exceptionality of the 
maquiladora territory, the Zone itself is actually common. As de-
scribed early in the thesis, maquiladoras are a type of Export Pro-
cessing Zone (EPZ), a regime that is not unique to Mexico but that 
exists across the world with different names according to varia-
tions in concessions, subsidies, size, and regulations. As a reminder 
of what was explained before, maquiladora is simply a term to de-
scribe an EPZ in Mexico and other places in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (Farole and Akinci, 2011). There are other types of the 
Export Processing Zones in the form of Free (Trade) Zones, Exclu-
sive Economic Zones, Economic Development Zones, Special Eco-
nomic Zones, etc. (Singa Boyenge, 2007). A Zone exhibits different 
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configurations depending on where it is established and can exist 
as a fenced-in factory, a demarcated industrial park comprising a 
few hectares, and even in the form of a “hybrid Zone-city” as in 
the case of Shenzhen, China and its 14 million people (Bach, 
2011b; Farole and Akinci, 2011).  

 
The idea of the Zone has a long history. Bach (2011a) argues that 
the “pre-historical” precursors of the Zone are medieval citadels, 
colonial trade ports, and Hanseatic cities. The Zone’s existence and 
logic “lies in capitalism’s impetus to maintain strategically ambig-
uous spaces to enable more fluid circulation of goods, people, and 
capital that might otherwise be permissible given political con-
straints of empires, and later, of nations-states” (Bach, 2011a: 
100). In its modern form, the Zone appeared in Shannon, Ireland 
in 1959 and expanded in the 1970s throughout East Asia and Lat-
in America (Farole and Akinci, 2011). The big expansion of the 
Zone began in the 1980s and continues to do so:  

 
Although the nature, scale, and scope of their success or limita-

tions will no doubt continue to be debated for decades to come, 

what is clear is that the attraction to policy makers of SEZs as 

an instrument of trade, investment, industrial, and spatial policy 

is undiminished. In fact, since the mid-1980s, the number of 

newly established zones has grown rapidly in almost all regions, 

with dramatic growth in developing countries. For example, in 

1986, the International Labour Organization’s (ILO’s) database 

of SEZs reported 176 zones in 47 countries; by 2006, this num-

ber rose to 3,500 zones in 130 countries (Boyenge 2007), alt-

hough many of these zones are single companies licensed indi-

viudally (sic) as free zones. SEZs now are estimated to account 

for more than US$200 billion in global exports and employ di-

rectly at least 40 million workers (FIAS 2008). (Farole and 

Akinci, 2011: 5) 

 

Maquiladoras can hop around because there is plenty of Zone-
topography to jump to, not only in the rest of Mexico, but in coun-
tries near Yucatán—for example, Guatemala (Goldín, 2011), Nica-
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ragua (Bickham Mendez, 2002; Tornhill, 2010), El Salvador and 
Honduras (Farole and Akinci, 2011), and Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic (Werner, 2011). The actual space of the Zone is excep-
tional but its widespread existence in different manifestations 
throughout the world actually makes exceptionality the norm. 
EPZs cater to global capitalism’s need for a “logic of exception” 
that allows governments to implement a “selective deployment” of 
neoliberalism or global commodity chains to try “innovative com-
binations of disciplinary and regulatory regimes” (Ong, 2006). 
This creates a context where citizenship becomes “differentiat-
ed”—in other words, rights and benefits are bestowed on people 
depending on their “marketable skills” rather than their member-
ship to a particular country, Ong (2006) argues. According to the 
World Bank, the Zone entails “a business environment that is in-
tended to be more liberal from a policy perspective and more effec-
tive from an administrative perspective than that of the national 
territory” (Farole 2011 in Farole and Akinci, 2011: 3). Another re-
port of the World Bank (FIAS, 2008: 12) explains that the four 
main reasons to establish a Zone, particularly in developing coun-
tries are (1) “In support of a wider economic reform strategy,” (2) 
“To serve as ‘pressure valves’ to alleviate growing unemployment,” 
(3) “As experimental laboratories for the application of new poli-
cies and approaches,” and (4) “To attract foreign direct invest-
ment.” Roy (2011) sees the logic of exception as a “zoning prac-
tice” of state power. It could be added that the zoning practice that 
happens in the Zone is also carried out by the power of what 
Easterling (2014) calls “extrastatecraft” actors.  

 
Homogenous but different? 
 
The Zone is the quintessential abstract space because of its homo-
geneity and reproducibility; however, the Zone (and the logic be-
hind it, the capitalist mode of production) also attempts to use dif-
ference. Tsing (2009) argues that global capitalism needs “diversi-
ty” in its labor subjects. Looking at the phenomenon of supply 
chains, Tsing (2009) analyzes how capitalism mobilizes the contex-
tual difference that already exists in a place and takes advantage of 
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the “performance of gender, ethnicity, nationality, religion, and cit-
izenship status.” Capitalism needs a homogenous abstract space, 
but it also needs difference. EPZs cater to both of these needs by 
exhibiting homogeneity in the form of exception and also exhibit-
ing variety. The Zone displays difference through its various con-
figurations: export manufacturing, entrepôts (warehousing facili-
ties), “integrated development” zones in the form of tourist or 
“urban revitalization” areas, science parks, or zones for financial 
services (FIAS, 2008: 10). The Zone also displays difference in the 
form of several types of labor subjects or landscape-plus-amenities 
that capital and investors can find in the various places where the 
Zone is located. An example of how the Zone is made to opera-
tionalize difference can be found in the portrayals of the Magical 
Maya and Mayaland. However, this difference is only different 
within the same. Even if government officials and academics at-
tempted to use Yucatán’s Mayan twist as difference, the maqui-
ladora paradise of Mayaland is actually generic in the world of the 
Zone. For example, as explained in chapter five, the colonial por-
trayal of Yucatán as a maquiladora paradise was similar to the 
portrayal of Nicaragua, another tropical maquiladora paradise. 
This was a generic attempt to be different, a “homogenous fet-
ishization of difference” (Japhy Wilson, 2017, personal communi-
cation). In other words, it was an operationalization of difference 
through the same logic (as if there was a handbook) and with the 
purpose of achieving the same (the expansion of capital and prof-
it).  
 
Abstract space unfolding through coloniality of power  

 
There are more examples of this “homogenous difference” with a 
twist of coloniality of power. Goldín (2001) explains how maqui-
ladoras arrived to Guatemala in the 1980s as a development strat-
egy and the expected labor subjects were rural Mayas. Goldín 
(2001: 49) criticizes, “As a group, they are considered to be ame-
nable to exploitation, willing to work for very small wages, docile, 
flexible, and with little or no alternatives. As such, Maya women 
and men are considered ideal sources of labor in the maquila in-
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dustries.” There are also traces of Mayanism. Thomas (2009), in 
his study of both the maquiladora-led and domestic apparel indus-
tries in Guatemala, criticizes the “spatial imaginaries” that portray 
“Maya men and women” as “purveyors of finely woven traditional 
garments.” Thomas (2009) also describes how the maquiladoras in 
Guatemala chose locations that could provide infrastructure for 
shipping and transportation. Goldín (2011: 139) laments, “The 
maquila industries in Guatemala come and go, often in search of 
better production conditions (lower salaries and tax exemptions).” 
Just like maquiladoras became the biggest job creators in Yucatán 
after the collapse of the henequen industry, maquiladoras played a 
similar role in Torreón (La Laguna area in the north of Mexico) 
after its cotton industry collapsed (Bair and Werner, 2011) and in 
the Dominican Republic after its sugar industry crumbled (Werner, 
2011). The Zone also played a role in Guatemala’s economic tran-
sition from agriculture (Goldín, 2011). 

 
The portrayals of Mayaland and the Magical Maya were an at-
tempt for maquiladoras in Yucatán to carve their place among the 
Zone landscape (the traditional Old Frontier for example) while 
portraying their competitive advantages. The representations of 
Mayaland and the Magical Maya showcased conflicted inclinations 
towards both homogeneity and difference. It was an attempt at dif-
ference within the generic which takes us to a point made by Roy 
(2016b): capitalism has an essence (and a reachability) that is glob-
al, but it does not mean that capitalism unfolds through an univer-
sal grammar. Capitalism relies on local structures of colonialism, 
patriarchy, and racism to function (Tsing, 2009). Quijano's (2000) 
coloniality of power helps to complement Tsing’s view and reflect 
on how certain types of labor are “naturally” associated to certain 
races. The racial division of labor begs a question, which bodies 
are entitled to do certain types of labor and which ones are ex-
pected? Puwar's (2004) work on “space invaders” in England is a 
good starting point for this reflection. According to Puwar (2004), 
“space invaders” are women and ethnic minorities—bodies that 
are racialized or gendered—that “come to occupy [work] spaces 
rarely occupied by them” and that stand in sharp contrast with the 
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universal, neutral body of the White male. Puwar focuses on the 
places and bodies of entitlement and the invasive bodies that 
should not be there, and a racial division of labor is implicit. Wer-
ner (2011), in a case closer to this study, analyzes the bodies that 
are expected to do certain types of work in an Export Processing 
Zone in the border between Dominican Republic and Haiti. “His-
toric patterns of exploitation,” layers of violence, dispossession, 
and neocoloniality, Werner (2011) explains, produced a space 
where the hierarchies of race among Dominicans and Haitians 
were clearly established within capitalist production. In the case of 
Yucatán, the layers of violence, dispossession, and “historic pat-
terns of exploitation” come from the henequen period and the leg-
acies of the colonial era. The natural relation of domination pre-
sent in Yucatán gives the Magical Maya their place within the 
Zone and the magic of capitalism.   
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8. THE MAQUILA LEFTOVERS 

Common but exceptional, the Zone mediates and represents a legal 
border between host country and global capitalism in the form of 
supply chains. Additionally, this is an imaginary but also material 
border between the local and the global. However, the Zone’s bor-
der is porous and misleading. The Zone has impacts on urbaniza-
tion and the (built) environment in the places where it is located. 
Hagemann (2015) calls it the “effects of globalization in cities” in 
her study of the relationship between the built environment and 
export-oriented factories in Turkey. Bach (2011a) and Easterling 
(2012, 2014) analyze the different types of “urban forms” emerg-
ing within/from the Zone. The effects of the maquiladora on the 
“outside” are even metaphorically reflected in the etymology of its 
name. The word “maquiladora” comes from maquila: the portion 
of flour that a miller would keep in colonial times as payment for 
grinding somebody’s corn (Sklair, 1989). What I refer to as the 
“maquila leftovers” is a metaphor for what remains in the host 
country after the commodity has left the Zone—for example, wag-
es (Wise and Cypher, 2007), impacts on the built environment 
(Landau, 2005), and environmental degradation (Grineski and 
Collins, 2008). The exceptionality of the Zone forces us to reflect 
between its inside and outside but also creates a misleading illusion 
between normal and exceptional space. Of course, legally, there is 
an inside/outside to the Zone, and the effects on the local might be 
a direct effect of the Zone’s exceptionality. However, the excep-
tionality of the Zone should not be the only point of study when 
analyzing its impacts since it obscures that the normal space of the 
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outside also exhibits abstract space. The Zone simply exhibits en-
hanced abstract space. An analysis that connects to wider processes 
of urbanization can be carried out by not confusing what Harvey 
(2014a) explains as the difference between “the process of urbani-
zation” and the “outcomes of urbanization.”  

 
This chapter will explore the visible and yet invisible maquila left-
overs and the tension that arises between seeing and not seeing. 
The power of capital reproduces a type of logic and truth where 
certain things are there and yet invisible. For example, an empty 
airport and an over-dimensioned seaport are not white elephants 
but “development detonators” and empty industrial parks are not 
industrial ruins but part of the competitive advantages that Maya-
land offers. The maquiladora leftovers are most obviously detected 
in materiality, for example, in the things that were built but might 
also be lurking in emptiness. Inspired by McNally (2012: 7), invis-
ible things are the “unseen forces of capital,” the “hidden circuits 
of capital” that yet are “fantastically real” since they dominate re-
ality, everyday life. The invisible, but fantastically real, maquila 
leftovers that will be discussed here are examples of spatial practic-
es, environmental degradation, and imaginaries that refuse to dis-
appear. Furthermore, this chapter will explore how the maquila 
leftovers are connected to wider processes of urbanization and cap-
italism.  

 
Invisibility 
 
Industrial ghosts 
 
As explained earlier, during the golden era of the henequen indus-
try, the oligarchy developed the infrastructure that was needed for 
henequen to flow: tramways in haciendas to facilitate harvesting 
and the process of obtaining fiber from the agave, a railroad sys-
tem across Yucatán to facilitate the transportation of the commod-
ity to the coast, and the creation of the seaport at Progreso that 
permitted exporting the product to the United States (Barceló 
Quintal, 2011). Just like the henequen lords developed the neces-
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sary infrastructure for its commodity, the maquiladora leaders up-
dated and expanded the infrastructure that was needed for their 
project. Before and during the maquiladora boom, immobile infra-
structures for transportation and communication that would allow 
the commodity to be produced and flow faster were invested upon, 
as described earlier in chapter five. Abstract space, the medium 
where exchange can happen and where the world of commodities 
is spread out, is easier to detect in the materiality of infrastructure: 
a seaport where the commodity can be shipped, a road so the 
commodity can be transported, or increased energy generation 
(pipelines and cables) so the commodity can be manufactured. 
However, abstract space can also expand to places where nothing 
has been built. 

 
Such is the example of Motul Industrial Park, an ex-ejido land ex-
propriated by presidential decree in 1993 (Diario Oficial de la 
Federación, 1993) as briefly explained in chapter seven. Regardless 
of the fact that only three buildings exist within it, taking up 6 hec-
tares out of 100, and despite the fact that there is no built perime-
ter or an enclosure, the industrial park is officially demarcated. In 
sharp contrast to the visibility of Montgomery Industries’ material-
ity, the remaining potential plots of land are waiting to transform 
into the Zone when, if ever, another maquiladora arrives. Unculti-
vated land, bush, monte is already potential abstract space, already 
put aside for a purpose. Something similar can be seen in the other 
industrial parks that were created and that stand almost empty in 
other parts of the state. Yucatán Industrial Park,78 the second big-
gest industrial park in the state in terms of area, was founded in 
1985 as the Park for Non-Polluting Industries79 (SEFOE, 2010, 
2015a). It is unclear how successful the state was in attracting non-
polluting factories, but the empty maquiladora buildings in Yuca-
tán Industrial Park now stand as reminders of lost success, as 
forms of industrial ruins of a project that waivered, boomed, and 
then busted. According to SEFOE (2010) only 19% of the 207 hec-
tares that make up the park is “urbanized” in some way (pave-
                                                   
78 Parque Industrial Yucatán 
79 Parque de Industrias No Contaminantes 
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ment, electricity), and out of the 19% urbanized land, only 16% is 
occupied. It is hard to grasp how big the park actually is when vis-
iting the site, but there are clues and signs. For example, a search in 
Google Maps gives an idea of the size of the park by looking at the 
grid created by the streets. On site, the maquiladoras that are still 
operational, like Operadora Ganso Azul and Industrias Oxford de 
Mérida, are recognized because of the cars and bicycles that are 
parked outside. The rest of the park transmits emptiness, futility, 
and barrenness. Paved roads with street lightning lead into green 
nothingness; the sidewalks flank empty lots of wild vegetation 
(Figure 8.1). A dirty “for lease” sign is supported by rusty poles 
(Figure 8.2). There are also abandoned buildings. So much vegeta-
tion surrounds the front of a building that has a façade inspired in 
Mexican colonial architecture that it actually feels like the trees 
and bushes have always been there and the building just fell from 
the sky (Figure 8.3). A square of cement (perhaps its former small 
parking lot) is being taken over by crawling grass (Figure 8.4). In 
contrast, another empty building, paint peeling off, has a well-kept 
front garden that seems to signal an eerie, patient wait for a maqui-
ladora, someday (Figure 8.5).  
 
At least four out of the nine industrial parks in Yucatán have an 
“urbanization rate” below 24%, and seven out of the nine have an 
occupancy rate below 44% (SEFOE, 2010) (see Table 8.1). Other 
empty buildings sit, for example, in Umán Industrial Park (see Fig-
ure 8.6), a place that offers available lots for sale (or a warehouse 
for rent) since its occupancy rate is only 31% (Figure 8.7). A simi-
lar “for sale” image (Figure 8.8) can be found at BODEYUC, an-
other industrial park close to Mérida, where the 33 urbanized hec-
tares of the park have an occupancy rate of mere 44%.  
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Figure 8.1 Paved roads with street lightning lead into green nothingness; the 
sidewalks flank empty lots of wild vegetation. Parque Industrial Yucatán. Mé-

rida, Yucatán. 

Figure 8.2 “For lease” sign supported by rusty poles. Parque Industrial Yuca-
tán. Mérida, Yucatán. 
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Figure 8.3 Empty maquiladora building with a façade inspired in Mexican 

colonial architecture. Parque Industrial Yucatán. Mérida, Yucatán. 

 
Figure 8.4 Perhaps a former small parking lot; a square of cement is taken 

over by crawling grass. Parque Industrial Yucatán. Mérida, Yucatán. 
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Figure 8.5 Empty maquiladora building with a well-kept front garden. Parque 

Industrial Yucatán. Mérida, Yucatán. 

Figure 8.6!Empty building with the old factory names still readable. Parque 
Industrial Umán. Umán, Yucatán. 
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Figure 8.7 “Terrenos en venta”/”Bodega para renta.” For sale or for rent, the 

red areas in the sign represent the available space. Parque Industrial Umán. 
Umán, Yucatán. 

 

 
Figure 8.8 “Private property. For sale.” Another sidewalk that flanks an emp-

ty lot of wild vegetation. BODEYUC. Mérida, Yucatán.
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Table 8.1 Area, “urbanization” and occupancy rates of industrial parks in 

Yucatán 
Industrial Park Area 

(ha) 
“Urbanization” 

rate 
Occupancy 

rate 
Felipe Carrillo Puerto 
(Ciudad Industrial) 

689 unknown unknown 

Polígono Industrial 59 12% 7% 
Umán 49 100% 31% 
Yucatán 207 19% 16% 
Yucalpetén 110 unknown 100% 
Valladolid 89 24% 14% 
Del Sureste 65 100% 8% 
Motul 100 6% 6% (sic) 
BODEYUC 33 100% 44% 

Source: Own table with information from SEFOE (2010: 31-32). 

 
These industrial ruins are ghosts: a manifestation from the past, a 
vestige of old dreams and plans. Gandy (2005: 34) reflects on the 
imaginaries surrounding the post-industrial city and speaks of 
“phantom spaces,” “dilapidation,” and “relics” when reflecting on 
the infrastructure that was “associated with the growth of the 
modern industrial city.” He uses the words of the science fiction 
writer William Gibson to describe these infrastructural relics as 
“‘semiotic ghosts’ of yesterday’s tomorrows” (Dery 2002 in 
Gandy, 2005: 34). These reflections are also apt to describe the in-
dustrial ruins throughout the industrial parks in Yucatán, which 
are the ghosts of yesterday’s expectations. Edensor (2008: 137) ar-
gues that the following happens when encountering industrial ru-
ins: 

In ruins, there are moments of reverie and recollection, an 

awareness of the cyclical characteristics of capitalist production, 

innumerable and obscure traces of the past, shocking reminders 

of long-forgotten phrases and popular cultural icons, abrupt 

alarms or surprises, a sudden grasp of the demise of a particular 

industrial future.  

 



 

 172 

The state of decay in most buildings in Yucatán is not severe and 
they are not “ruins” in the sense that they have disintegrated com-
pletely. If we take Figure 8.5 into consideration, the empty building 
has a well-kept front garden despite the paint peeling off. Howev-
er, the metaphor of industrial ruin is still powerful to reflect on 
abandonment and emptiness: shattered plans, a fading away of 
something that was so certain at some point. Industrial ruins are a 
blast from past, a “shocking reminder of long-forgotten phrases,” 
an invitation “to recollect” what was said when the buildings were 
not yet ruins. The informe de gobierno from the year 2000 offers 
powerful insights into how the boom of the maquiladora industry 
was perceived officially by the government. The document has a 
triumphalist tone. After the sluggish maquila growth of the 1980s, 
it seemed like the maquiladora industry was finally making leaps in 
the year 2000. After all, the growth of the last four years had been 
273% and there were 109 maquiladoras operating in the state 
(INEGI, 2015b). The governor of the time, Víctor Cervera 
Pacheco, in a thirty-six-paged proud introduction, exclaimed, “we 
are no longer in the desperate situation of 1995” (Gobierno del 
Estado, 2000: 30).  

 
Interesting extracts from the informe are as follows:  

 
Yucatán is today an important part of the national productive 

effort. We have been able to successfully move forward in the 

global markets. It is no longer economic dependence, nor social 
backwardness or the misfortunes of henequen production, what 
characterize and distinguish Yucatán. We are now leaders in 

livestock and fishery production. We are frequently cited be-

cause of the dynamism of our maquiladora industry. …. Yuca-

tán is now spoken of because of the transformations that we 

have accomplished, because of our high labor force participa-

tion rate and the productivity we have achieved. We indeed had 

to recover productive and economic dynamism; but it had to be 

done with a different perspective. We could not accept, indiffer-

ently, that the reactivation of our economy would be based on 

the low salaries of an untrained labor force. The point was not 
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to transfer the scheme of henequen exploitation to other 

branches of productive activity. (Gobierno del Estado, 2000: 

31, my emphasis) 

 

The accomplished achievements in matters of employment are 

palpable and impressive. After having appeared, for years, as 

one of the states with the highest levels of social backwardness, 

Yucatan currently exhibits one of the lowest unemployment 

rates in the country. Both residents of rural areas and urban 

centers now have remunerative activities and even different op-

tions to work. (Gobierno del Estado, 2000: 49, my emphasis)  

 

What Yucatán is experiencing is not sudden and fleeting 

growth. It is real development. Development with a regional vi-

sion; complete development; development based on a new pro-

duction structure and a new way of working and organizing 

ourselves as a society. For this reason we say that Yucatán has 

changed. In these five years we truly and deeply changed. 

(Gobierno del Estado, 2000: 64, my emphasis) 

 

In the imaginaries promoted by the government, maquiladoras 
were supposed to fulfill the dreams of modernity and industrializa-
tion as understood in Yucatán. In the Yucatecan context moderni-
ty/industrialization was expected to come in the form of economic 
growth through a transition that would leave “backwardness” and 
its agricultural past behind. These Yucatecan dreams were at the 
end generic dreams of development/industrialization, where, to 
take the words of Wainwright (2008: 12), capitalism is promoted 
and unfolded as if it was development. In a well-known argument, 
the typical “magic formula” for the “Third World” was “industri-
alization and urbanization,” the “inevitable and necessarily pro-
gressive routes to modernization” (Escobar, 1995). Perhaps un-
knowingly, in the explicit and implicit references to the henequen 
era, the quotes reflect “an awareness of the cyclical characteristics 
of capitalist production” as mentioned in Edensor's (2008: 137) 
quote above. The new maquiladora era was not supposed to exhib-
it “the misfortunes of henequen production” or the “scheme of 
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henequen exploitation” (Gobierno del Estado, 2000: 31). The 
maquiladora era was supposed to represent “real development,” a 
new society, and the success of the time was seen as the evidence 
that Yucatán had “truly and deeply changed” (Gobierno del 
Estado, 2000: 64). The industrial ruins in Yucatán are strong sym-
bols, spatial practices embedded discourse that, to reflect again on 
Edensor's (2008: 137) quote above, force “a sudden grasp of the 
demise of a particular industrial future.”  

 
There is in Motul another industrial ghost, an old cannery, that is 
not a maquiladora relic but that was part of the same project that 
drove the transition period between the henequen era and what 
came next. It is important to remember that the development of the 
maquiladora industry was not a straightforward path or a blue-
print. The purpose of the state governments in the 1980s and early 
1990s was simply to substitute the vacuum left by the henequen 
industry with something else. The general goal back then was to 
launch or develop any sort of industry or field (preferably industri-
al though) that could provide abundant, permanent, well-paid jobs 
to the people of Yucatán. Even though the maquiladora industry 
was something actively pursued by several administrations since 
the early 1980s, it was one of several proposed alternatives 
(Alpuche Pinzón, 1982; Cervera Pacheco, 1987; Gobierno del 
Estado, 1983, 1996). It was a sort of throwing darts and waiting to 
see which one would hit the mark. The cannery in Motul is an ex-
ample of the trial-and-error strategy that the government attempt-
ed before it became clear what was to become the new dynamic in-
dustry driving Yucatán.  

 
The cannery (see Figure 8.9 and 8.10), which opened in 1992 and 
closed around 1996, hosted three different companies: Agroporci-
nos del Sureste, which canned cochinita pibil; Yotuxkab SPR de 
RLN, which canned jalapeño peppers; and Primavera Peninsu-
lar/Primavera Yucateca, which packed cherry tomatoes harvested 
in greenhouses (Baños Ramírez, 2001). According to research par-
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ticipants,80 the canning section employed around fifty people and 
the tomato section around sixty. Most workers came from Motul 
and Kancabal-Tanyá. The cannery offered part-time jobs, and this 
flexibility, in addition to the location close to home, encouraged 
several women from Kancabal-Tanyá to seek jobs there. According 
to Baños Ramírez (2001), by 1999, there were eighty greenhouses 
distributed throughout seven municipalities in the state. Money to 
construct the greenhouses came from Fonaes, a fund set up by the 
federal government to finance social enterprises where rural com-
munities (understood as campesinos or indigenous people) would 
manage everything. A second source of funding came from Banru-
ral, another federal entity that sought to finance companies that 
were deemed to be potential promoters of rural development. At 
least in the case of Motul, the projects were run as private compa-
nies and not as cooperatives (Baños Ramírez, 2001), which meant 
that the campesinos and indigenous people did not receive the full 
benefits that the scheme intended (DY, 1996). The old cannery is 
another relic, brainchild of the same logic behind abstract space. 
An industrial ghost that also invites to recollect the demise of an-
other future that never was.  

 
White elephants 
  
Mayaland also has white elephants. In chapter five, it was ex-
plained how the seaport in Progreso developed through the years 
and what it discursively meant (or was supposed to mean) for the 
state of Yucatán. After years of improvements and millions of pe-
sos invested, the “symbol of the twenty-first century” (DY, 1999b), 
the “moral triumph” (Cervera Pacheco, 1987), and the proof that 
the Yucatecan people could indeed construct great infrastructural 
projects (DY, 2000b) is not being used to its full capacity. Accord-
ing to the 2012–2018 state administration, only 21% of the port’s 
capacity was used in 2012, down from 25% in 2007 (COESPY, 
2013). This means that the 64 hectares of the port, the 10 docks, 
and more than 7,000 square meters of warehouses (1500 square 
                                                   
80 Information provided by Lety and Pablo, who worked managing the cannery between 1993 and 
1995.  
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meters for refrigeration purposes) sit almost unused (CentroEure, 
2014).  
 

 
Figure 8.9!Old, abandoned cannery. Outskirts of Motul 

 

Figure 8.10 Old, abandoned cannery. Outskirts of Motul 
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A second white elephant sits partially hidden underground, in gas 
pipelines. As explained earlier, the Yucatecan government in the 
late 1990s wanted to ensure that there would be enough capacity 
to power the industrial development of the state (Gobierno del 
Estado, 2000). A 780-kilometer gas pipeline was constructed to 
feed a new power station, Planta Mérida III, and the total invest-
ment for both projects was 600 million dollars (Zarate-Hoyos and 
Albornoz Medina, 1999). By 2007, there was a fourth power sta-
tion already in operation, and the administration of the time ex-
plained that any electricity-related problems had to do with “dis-
tribution and transmission” since the state actually had the capaci-
ty to produce more than 2.4 times the electricity it consumed 
(Gobierno del Estado, 2007). In September 2017, responding to 
actual consumption, the power plants in Yucatán continue to only 
produce 39% of the capacity of 1,532 MW installed in the state.81 
In addition to this, these particular white elephants pose environ-
mental risks and life-threatening hazards to the population. A re-
port endorsed by SEDUMA and the state government but carried 
out by a third party warns of the risks posed by both the gas pipe-
line and three out of the five power plants in the state. The gas 
pipeline—which belongs to a private company, Energía Mayakan 
S. de R.L. de C.V. (SEFOE, 2010)—crosses the Cuxtal Ecological 
Reserve on its way into the city and then crosses densely populated 
areas (CentroEure, 2014). The three power plants in Mérida—
Mérida II, Mérida III, and Nachi-Cocom—are labeled “high risk” 
because of the dangers associated with storing and using natural 
gas and diesel in densely populated areas and because of the asso-
ciated environmental pollution (CentroEure, 2014).  
 
The third white elephant is the airport at Chichén Itza. Inaugurated 
in the year 2000, it was soon evident that the project was not prof-
itable since tourists continued to fly to Cancún and visit the arche-
ological site of Chichén Itzá by bus or car (Boffil Gómez, 2008). 
One would think that the futility of opening a third alternative to 
                                                   
81 Own calculations with information from the Energy Secretariat. SIE Database: “Capacidad efecti-
va por entidad federativa” and “Generación bruta de energía eléctrica por entidad federativa” 
(SENER, 2017). 
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the airports already in Mérida and Cancún and separated by only 
300 kilometers from each other might have been obvious. Howev-
er, the vision to construct the airport in Chichén Itzá was the 
brainchild of Emilio Díaz Castellanos, a businessman and close 
friend of the powerful governor Víctor Cervera Pacheco. A private-
public partnership was decided upon, and 135 million pesos were 
invested to construct the airport. When the project was finished, 
the president of the nation inaugurated the site. Despite the early 
evidence that the project was a failure, the administration that was 
in power eight years later decided to become the sole owner of the 
airport and invest to fix the decay that was starting to become ap-
parent. A second inauguration ceremony was organized where the 
tenor Plácido Domingo was present since he was on his way to the 
archeological site where a concert was planned. The bill mounted 
to fifty-six million pesos (Boffil Gómez, 2008). By the year 2016, 
the government was still trying to “re-activate” the airport 
(Cárdenas, 2016; DY, 2016). The government has given up trying 
to attract passenger traffic and instead has decided to focus on 
freight transport. The new investment on the airport is expected to 
be more than fifty-seven million pesos (Gobierno del Estado, 
2017). It is no surprise that the white elephants are what they are: 
“development detonators” are more important than any other type 
of infrastructure after all. As explained in chapter five, abstract 
space creates different definitions for infrastructure: there is infra-
structure for capital (that is considered essential despite its high 
costs), and there is infrastructure for things such as basic services 
that have a lower priority. The enchantment of infrastructure can 
dazzle and make us forget about the everyday.  

 
The fantastically real blue moon 
 
There are also maquila leftovers in the form of a case where Mont-
gomery Industries was involved that seems so frightfully fantastic 
that it becomes unsurprising that its existence comes out from a 
place like Mayaland. Navarrete (2008) reports what he calls “an 
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environmental tale” of the early days of Montgomery Industries.82 
In 2003, eight years after the inauguration of the factory, Mont-
gomery had the right to extract 908,000 cubic meters of water per 
year and deposit 544,000 cubic meters of chlorinated wastewater 
in receptive wells thirty meters deep. This was carried out not only 
in accordance with the regulations in place but also as another in-
stance of a common practice in the state. For years, municipalities 
in Yucatán, even the state capital, Mérida, have faced the daunting 
problem of what to do with is wastewater since wastewater plants 
are rare and sewage systems are almost non-existent. The geology 
of the region is blamed. According to Navarrete (2008: 111), 
 

Yucatán’s bedrock is formed of limestone, honeycombed with 

caves and sinkholes. … The use of wells to extract water is pret-

ty common in the region (K, J, & L interview, April, 2003). 

These geological characteristics also have prevented the gov-

ernment from building a sewage system in Yucatán (the lime-

stone can easily break), for which reason most organic waste is 

deposited in septic tanks and later discharged into the under-

ground water system through ten to twelve meters-deep wells 

(Y interview, 25 April, 2008). Interviewees informed me that 

the engineering works necessary to build a proper sewage sys-

tem in the state has not been judged cost effective or even tech-

nically feasible.  

 

The awareness and concern for the need to build sewage infrastruc-
ture in Mérida has existed at least since 1978 (Gobierno del 
Estado, 1978). In 1997, six years before Navarrete’s fieldwork, it 
was reported by a local newspaper that a French company had met 
with high government officials in Mérida and had offered its ser-
vices to build a sewage system in the city (DY, 1997a). However, 
the lack of wastewater treatment plants remains. In 2014, there 
were twenty-eight water treatment plants in Yucatán, unfortunate-
ly only processing 2.7% of the total water that is used in the state 
                                                   
82 Navarrete (2008) does not mention the name of the maquiladora in Motul, but by cross-
referencing, I confirmed it was Montgomery Industries. See: (Navarrete, 2006). Information also 
provided by B. Castilla Ramos.  
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(CentroEure, 2014). The state faces problems with pollution of 
their underground water sources (CentroEure, 2014; COESPY, 
2013). 
 
Waste management also is in a grim state of affairs since the ma-
jority of trash generated in the state is discarded in open dumps 
(COESPY, 2013). Such is the case of Motul. It is unclear how 
Montgomery Industries currently disposes its solid waste, but at 
least in 2003, the factory was allowed to dispose its industrial solid 
waste in the municipal dump (Navarrete, 2008). According to 
Navarrete's (2008) account, Montgomery had reported that it 
would only discard fabric. However, in 2001, the Federal Attor-
ney’s Office for Environmental Protection (PROFEPA) received 
complaints about the factory. A government official from the fed-
eral environmental agency (SEMARNAT) was dispatched and 
what he found at the open dump was a landscape covered by blue 
dust. The agent’s description of the scene is extremely illustrative: 

 
Apparently something peculiar was going on there. When I got 

to the waste dump I could not believe what I saw. Bear in mind 

that the municipal waste dump in Motul is one of the largest we 

have around here. It all looked like the moon. A vast area was 

tinted blue. The whole municipal waste dump was covered with 

a blue dust. “This is really terrible,” I said to myself, I was real-

ly concerned. I could see enormous plastic bags eroded by the 

heat of the sun. They were all broken and the blue dust they 

contained spread as the wind blew. This is pollution in its high-

est manifestation I thought. That first impression really scared 

me. (Navarrete, 2008: 114, my emphasis) 

 

Navarrete (2008) explains that the SEMARNAT agent reported 
back his findings, and the managers at Montgomery Industries 
were immediately contacted. However, instead of the issue becom-
ing a federal case, the municipal authorities stepped in. It was as-
sessed that the pollution at the site was not toxic since the blue 
dust, zinc trioxide, was a dye that only caused “visual” and “po-
tentially atmospheric” pollution. The solution reached between the 
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municipal authorities and Montgomery Industries was that the 
maquiladora could continue to discard their industrial solid waste 
but that it would need to use suitable bags that could be “resistant 
to the heat of the sun.” It was also envisaged that a landfill would 
be constructed and Montgomery would contribute to the cost 
(Navarrete, 2008).  

 
As of 2016, Motul continues to have an open dump, despite an at-
tempt by the municipality to run a landfill for some years accord-
ing to information provided by research participants.83 A quick 
Google Maps search shows what could be tanks or pools of a 
wastewater treatment system in Montgomery Industries’ lot. Pablo, 
a research participant, claims he was Montgomery Industries’ 
wastewater treatment supervisor for eighteen years before he was 
made redundant around 2015. It is unclear to me what he meant 
by “treatment” (what type) and if the type of treatment used at 
Montgomery changed or improved through the years. It is un-
known what policy Montgomery Industries uses now to discard its 
solid waste, which probably includes hazardous waste. What can 
be said with a degree of certainty is that Montgomery Industries 
“repeatedly violated Mexican environmental norms and posed un-
necessary environmental threats” at least between 1995 and 2003 
according to Navarrete (2008).  

 
It seems like environmental maquila leftovers are only addressed 
once in a blue moon, if they are addressed at all. Lax regulations 
and economic precedence over environmental concerns are com-
mon characteristics associated with maquiladora topography after 
all (Plankey Videla, 2008). As explained before, the Zone exhibits 
enhanced abstract space. This pollution example illustrates the ra-
tionality of capital reflected in the ludicrous solution of simply us-
ing sturdier bags. Reflecting as well on the case of the lack of 
wastewater management, this logic can be summarized in a single 
phrase: “Water in Yucatán is quite cheap, treatment plants are 
not” (Navarrete, 2008: 116). Economic factors always take prece-
                                                   
83 Antonio and Patricio.   
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dence over other concerns in contexts where abstract space rules 
(unless that economic factor is supposed to expand abstract space, 
in which case high costs are considered irrelevant). If we reflect on 
the quintessential characteristics of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion, the logic establishing who is expected to do certain types of 
work and for how much or, in this case, that it is preferable to ex-
tract labor from cheap bodies instead of machines is the same logic 
behind “water is cheap, wastewater plants are not.” The fetishism 
of abstract space sometimes can be easier or harder to detect in in-
dustrial ghosts, empty plots, white elephants, or lunar landscapes. 
However, all of them are, to take the words of McNally (2012: 7), 
“fantastically real” since they end up dominating reality (everyday 
life), as will be described in the next chapter. 

 
In the inconspicuous hinterlands of global capitalism  
 
The domain of invisibility in Yucatán is connected to wider pro-
cesses of capitalism and urbanization. The maquila leftovers in 
Mayaland are the local iteration of abstract space. Even if it is a 
dominant form, abstract space unfolds in different local ways. This 
sounds like a contradiction, an oxymoron. However, there is ho-
mogenization of a certain essence of abstract space through a pro-
cess of differentiation: abstract space thriving though local differ-
ence. The concept of planetary urbanization (Brenner, 2014; 
Brenner and Schmid, 2014, 2015b) is useful here to reflect on the 
tension between invisibility/visibility surrounding the Zone and 
how abstract space expands in other parts of the world. 

 
There are tensions surrounding the invisibility/visibility of the 
maquila leftovers. While Easterling (2014) argues the Zone “trans-
plants” its logic to the urban, creating an object which is “the city 
as zone and the zone as city” (Easterling, 2012), Bach (2011a) calls 
the urban object arising from the Zone the “Ex-City:” a “vestige of 
the ‘real’ city and hence ex in the double sense of originating out of 
the city and exemplifying that which was once known as city.” The 
Ex-City echoes Lefebvre's (2003) understanding of the “implosion-
explosion” of the city. However, both Bach and Easterling under-
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stand the urban forms emerging within the Zone are outcomes of 
globalization, whereas Lefebvre argues that all of urbanization is 
an outcome of capitalism itself. Bach and Easterling fail to under-
stand what Harvey (2014a) explains as the difference between the 
process of urbanization and its thing-outcome, a settlement. Under 
planetary urbanization, the whole planet has become the Ex-City—
reminiscent of Lefebvre's (2003) worldwide urban fabric, where 
space is fashioned in the image of capital. Global capitalism opera-
tionalizes the whole planet through abstract space so that urban 
life/the everyday can be lived in the centers. Brenner and Schmid 
(2015b: 171) argue,  

 
[U]rbanization mediates and transforms everyday life. Whether 

within dense population centers or in more dispersed locations 

embedded within the broader urban fabric, urban space is de-

fined by the people who use, appropriate and transform it 

through their daily routines and practices, which frequently in-

volve struggles regarding the very form and content of the ur-

ban itself, at once as a site and stake of social experience. The 

qualities of urban space, across diverse locations, are thus also 

embedded within and reproduced through everyday experienc-

es, which in turn crystallize longer term processes of socializa-

tion that are materialized within built environments and territo-

rial arrangements. 

 

Brenner and Schmid’s explanation of course refer to Lefebvre's 
(2003) “Level M,” which mediates between the global and the pri-
vate and is where social relationships are projected—consequently 
creating and reproducing the urban fabric. However, it is im-
portant to emphasize that the global urban fabric still has centers 
and peripheries, but these centers are not just centers in terms of 
“dense population centers.” Any point in the urban fabric can be-
come central (Lefebvre, 2003). What is important is to reflect on 
the centers of power, what Lefebvre (2003), calls “the decision-
making centers” that establish a relationship between “dominated 
peripheries” and “dominating centers.” 
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As explained in chapter three, there are tensions between 
Lefebvrian and postcolonial (urban) theory. However, both help 
each other. The reading of Yucatán/Motul and its maquiladora to-
pography through the concept of planetary urbanization can be 
theoretically fruitful; it can reveal an area where an urbanization 
process is not obvious at first sight because it lacks “evident” sym-
bols of urbanization (such as population density) or does not dis-
play the “universal grammar of cityness” (Roy, 2016b) found in 
the EuroAmerican heartland (Roy, 2009). This exercise can help us 
uncover an “inconspicuous space” of global production chains 
(Choplin and Pliez, 2015) and its connection to global capitalism 
and urbanization.  

 
Planetary urbanization in the form of extended urbanization can be 
seen in Wilson and Bayón's (2016) case of the Manta-Manaus mul-
timodal transport corridor across Ecuador and Brazil’s Amazon all 
the way to the Atlantic coast, which is part of an even bigger 
South-American wide infrastructure project called IIRSA that is 
meant to bring economic development to the region. Arboleda 
(2015b) looks at the urbanization of what he calls a “non-city,” 
Huasco, a village and mining settlement in Chile that supplies nat-
ural resources to the global circuits of capitalism. Mining in Huas-
co is voracious and visually obvious, “a bleeding wound in the sur-
face of the Earth” (Arboleda, 2015b: 247). Through his work, 
Arboleda (2015b) attempts to unveil a place and a process that 
would otherwise only come to light if there were a disruption in 
the system, “the world-ecological uncanny” (via Kaika’s notion of 
the “urban uncanny”), which is the hidden infrastructure that sus-
tains the global circuits of capitalism (e.g., a gas pipe or a water 
sewage system) and that only becomes visible when it does not 
function properly. Huasco and its urbanization, even with its 
bleeding wounds, only appears when there is disruption in the sys-
tem. In a follow up to his research in mining, Arboleda (2016) ana-
lyzes the type of “spatial fragmentation” occurring in Latin Ameri-
ca where only a small percentage of the land under concession for 
mining projects is actually used. Nevertheless, concession holders 
are the ones that can decide what to do with the land. This echoes 
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the case in Yucatán, where the maquila leftovers also function in 
the form of land dispossession. As explained above, most of the in-
dustrial parks in Yucatán exhibit industrial ruins or sit empty, yet 
the land is already set aside with a purpose. Abstract space found 
in emptiness, invisible. Wise and Cypher (2007) argue that the 
“precarization and disaccumulation” that goes within the Zone is 
not only in terms of labor (subsistence wages, job-related injuries, 
and economic insecurity for the workers) but also in the form of 
land dispossession. In the case of Motul Industrial Park, the dis-
possession of land was operationalized by the state when the ejido 
was expropriated.  

 
Motul is another one of those inconspicuous places that fuel global 
capitalism, perhaps even more hidden. There is no monstrous ma-
chinery or visual voracious depletion in Motul. There is no feel of 
heavy industry. There are no obvious wounds in the Earth. Even 
within a Mexican context, maquiladora production in the south of 
the country continues to represent a small percentage in compari-
son to the production in the north (INEGI, 2017). Motul is, with-
out a doubt, an important city according to motuleños and within 
the Yucatecan context. However, at the national level, in a country 
of 112 million people, Yucatán, a state of 1.9 million, is one of the 
smaller states (INEGI, 2010). The echo of a region suffering from 
lower productivity and lagging economically behind still lingers 
(Gobierno de la República, 2013). At the global level, Motul is an 
ordinary city (Robinson, 2006), not a metropolis, mega-city pe-
riphery or one of Sassen’s (2001 in Leon, 2017) global cities. Nev-
ertheless, the modest city of Motul, along with the Zone, sustain 
an everyday (urban) life elsewhere.  
 
It is important to clarify, Motul is not a Zone. Nevertheless, Motul 
functions in a similar fashion to the Zone, not because the city is 
under special jurisdiction but because it also functions under the 
logic of abstract space. Less effective than the Zone, Motul also ex-
ternalizes and diminishes the obstacles to profit, for example, by 
exhibiting lax environmental standards. This externalization and 
attempt to diminish obstacles to profit can also be found at the 
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state level. The industrial parks in Yucatán had radio systems via 
satellite while there was a lack of piped water, sewage systems, and 
healthcare facilities in the state. Lived experience was crushed by 
abstract space’s conceived idea of what space should be. An argu-
ment of anything-goes as long as economic development is 
achieved sets the tone, constructs understanding. Abstract space’s 
rationale defines what is important. Werner (2011), in her study of 
the garment export industry in both Dominican Republic and Hai-
ti, includes a phrase that in my view summarizes how abstract 
space expects capital’s rationality to rule. In disbelief, the owner of 
an EPZ in the Dominican Republic reflected on a highly publicized, 
union-related conflict that had occurred in his factory and stated, 
“We were bringing jobs to a town with 90% unemployment. I be-
lieved we would be greeted with a red carpet” (Werner, 2011: 
1587).  
 
The Tensions of the Zone: Trying to Deal with the Contradic-
tions 
 
Haunted by the shadows of the henequen past, there have also 
been maquila leftovers in the form of imaginaries that refuse to 
disappear.   

 
The lesser evil 
 
Before the maquiladora industry became indispensable and the un-
expected boom occurred, some of the downsides of the industry 
(its poor record) had already been acknowledged in the late 1980s 
by the government. The informe from 1987 has a short section 
where it attempts to address an unnamed source of criticism to-
wards maquiladoras. The text first attempts to clarify “the maqui-
ladora industry is not the backbone of our industrial development 
project” (Cervera Pacheco, 1987: 13). It then argues that, while 
critique is important, a proposal for a maquiladora industry in Yu-
catán cannot be “invalidated” by “extrapolating conclusions” 
from other places (Cervera Pacheco, 1987: 15). The argument in 
the text makes it clear that the government then was aware of at 



 

 
 

187 

least some aspects of the poor record that the maquila had in the 
north of Mexico, for example, poor workers’ conditions and the 
inability of the industry to trigger the local economy by establish-
ing supply-chain links with local businesses. The informe blames 
the poor record on the migrant status of the workers and the bor-
der area (where workers choose to spend their wages). After ex-
plaining how and why the deployment of the maquiladora industry 
would be expected to be different in Yucatán, the section is goes on 
to explain that knowing the experiences of other places beforehand 
can help prevent “possible damages” and foresee “adequate solu-
tions” (Cervera Pacheco, 1987: 15). The section ends by stating 
how, at the end of the day, Yucatán can only benefit from the 
maquiladora industry: 

 
In the short term, the maquila industry will leave great benefits 

since we have skilled workers but without any training and 

without industrial discipline. There are also enthusiastic entre-

preneurs and managers, but without the necessary experience in 

exports. (Cervera Pacheco, 1987: 14-15) 

 

There were also assessments of the virtues and disadvantages of the 
maquiladora industry in Yucatán during the boom period and after 
the dust from the bust had settled. Some examples in academic 
publications are Albornoz-Mendoza and Ortiz Pech (2000), 
Becerril et al. (2012), Biles (2004), the work of Canto Sáenz and 
different collaborators (Canto Sáenz, 2001; Canto Sáenz and Cruz 
Pacheco, 2004), the work of Castilla Ramos with also different as-
sociates (Castilla R. and Torres G., 2000; Castilla Ramos, 2004; 
Castilla Ramos et al., 2008; Castilla Ramos and García 
Quintanilla, 2006), García de Fuentes and Pérez Medina (1996), 
Gravel (2006), Mendoza Fernández (2008), Morales et al. (2001), 
Pérez Llanas and Cámara (2002), Ramírez (1994), Zarate-Hoyos 
and Albornoz Medina (1999). Research participants84 also assessed 
the maquiladora industry when prompted during interviews. In 
general, the opinions range from a disavowal of negative impacts, a 
                                                   
84 Becerril García, Castilla Ramos, Canto Saénz, and Arturo.  
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sense of TINA85 inescapability, or hard-nosed, callous pragmatism. 
The average judgment is to acknowledge the negative aspects of the 
industry but to conclude it is a lesser evil within a global status 
quo. Job creation, regional development, economic growth, better 
working conditions in comparison to the local industry, and a de-
terrent to international and internal migration are named as the 
positive results.  

 
Only Castilla Ramos unequivocally advocated for the maquiladora 
industry during an interview. In her view,  

 
Maquiladoras have the optimal working conditions… Some 

whiners say “oh, they [the workers] are being exploited,” how-

ever, after inviting journalists and students to the maquiladoras, 

they end up being impressed. (Mérida, 23 September 2014)  

 

According to Castilla Ramos, examples of the superior working 
conditions are air-conditioned premises and free bus transportation 
for the workers. She used Montgomery Industries and Motul as an 
example to explain maquiladoras have a “multiplying effect” in the 
communities where they are located. “It can be said that Motul 
had a before and after Montgomery,” she stated during the inter-
view, and she added that Motul even now has a Walmart, some-
thing unthinkable before. Taking into consideration her extensive 
research in the topic, her views are grounded in empirical material 
but framed by different epistemological and ontological orienta-
tions. Out of the blue, she mentioned “the pollution case” in 
Motul (“everything is fine now”) and counter-argued the common 
arguments against the maquiladora industry without me leading 
the conversation in that direction.  

 
The voices of the hard-nosed, callous pragmatists sometimes over-
lap with the voices of the there-is-no-other-alternative. These views 
describe capitalism as that’s-just-the-way-it-is with a it-could-be-
                                                   
85 “As Margaret Thatcher infamously declared, ‘There is no alternative’, a quote so frequently re-
peated to assert the dominance of neoliberalism that it is now referred to simply as TINA” (Lave et 
al., 2010: 661). 
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worse logic. In his interview, Becerril García (Mérida, 24 Septem-
ber 2014) explained to me  “it is impossible to go back from glob-
alization.” Biles (2004) argues, “economic growth is a necessary 
condition for regional economic development.” According to 
Mendoza Fernández (2008), maquiladora salaries “are not that 
high” in Yucatán but are at least higher than the ones offered by 
the local industry. Without reflecting that it is illegal for companies 
to not provide social security benefits to all of its employees, 
Castilla Ramos and Torres Góngora (2009) report better job bene-
fits at maquiladoras—for example, access to social security bene-
fits, something “not frequent in the local industry.” Canto Sáenz 
(2001) states that “even with such low salaries, the spillover of 
economic effects” is a plus. In his interview, Arturo (Mérida, 18 
September 2014) echoed this thought by explaining,  

 
A maquiladora detonates the economy of a village… the one 

who sells food… the motorcycle driver that takes the employee 

to work… [as in a taxi service].  

 

In another segment of the interview, when asked why he thought 
maquiladoras are important for Yucatán, Arturo answered,  

 
Everything is important… I don’t care what you do as long as 
it’s legal and you pay a salary. As long as you generate jobs and 

a spillover economic effect. (my emphasis)    

 

The voices that highlight the inescapability of the situation ask 
questions in terms of “What other options does the countryside 
have?” (Interview with Becerril García, Mérida, 24 September 
2014). In that interview, Becerril García attempted to describe the 
hardships of working in agriculture by interrogating my common 
sense: “What if I said, go work in the fields, to the milpa, at this 
hour..?”86  He carried on explaining people in the maquiladoras 
                                                   
86 After feeling like an incandescent body that emanated heat even when the sun was gone, and deal-
ing with a numbed brain everyday between 12:00 and 16:00, I could understand his point. Yucatán 
is warm and humid. The interview was carried out in September at around 11:00. During that time 
of the year, the temperature could be 22°C at around 7:00 increasing to 33°C by noon.  
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work under a roof and have air conditioning, good food, and mu-
sic. Additionally, people socialize, and the maquiladora becomes a 
meeting point for men and women. Canto Sáenz offered a more 
critical view, during his interview (Mérida, 18 September 2014) he 
denounced maquiladora salaries as unacceptable and described the 
factories pollute to a degree that would not be allowed in the Unit-
ed States. “Maquiladoras did not come to do us any favors,” he 
said but then continued, “The industry is either here or not, and if 
it is, it pollutes.” After explaining that other local industries in Yu-
catán also pollute, he added, “This is what it is if we want it, if we 
don’t want it, it’s worse for us since then there are no jobs. We 
have to accept it, not passively but…” He trailed off as if signaling 
the status quo is as it is. He continued to explain he was well 
aware maquiladoras are “capital golondrina,”87 hot money that 
comes and goes as it pleases. However, according to him, maqui-
ladoras do create jobs (one maquiladora could for example instant-
ly create 1,000–2,000 jobs), improve local economies, and serve as 
deterrent to migration. A catch-22. He was quick to add though 
that maquiladoras, in their current status, were not a long-term so-
lution for the development of the region. Which takes me to the 
next point.    

 
If only we could get it right… 
 

CFA: Tell me three words you think of when I say “maquilado-

ra.” 

 

Volatility, low salaries, temporary employment. (Interview with 

Canto Sáenz, Mérida, 18 September 2014).   

 

Development. Fleeting. Beneficial but left people in distress… 

(Interview with Dzul Sánchez, Mérida, 23 September 2014).   

 

Aware of the contradictions and the negative aspects of the indus-
try—low salaries, lack of technology transfer, few linkages to local 
                                                   
87 A golondrina is a swallow; migratory bird that is a symbol of farewells in Mexico.  
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industries, etc.—these perspectives speak of a never-reachable fu-
ture when the conditions will be better. Echoes from Carrillo’s 
work88 (Carrillo, 2014; Carrillo and Zárate, 2009), the idea of 
transitioning the maquiladora industry in Yucatán to second or 
third generation maquiladoras has been mentioned throughout the 
years (Canto Sáenz and Cruz Pacheco, 2004; Castilla R. and 
Torres G., 2000; Castilla Ramos and García Quintanilla, 2006; 
Mendoza Fernández, 2008). Dzul Sánchez explained during his in-
terview that the government has promised to bring to Yucatán 
companies that use more technology—like software developers, the 
aerospace industry or the metal-mechanic industry. He adds that 
the government has recently constructed the Yucatán Scientific 
Park. Arturo corroborated this information during his interview 
and explained one of SEFOE’s goals was to increase the “added 
value” of factories by promoting the car, aeronautics, and medical 
industries. He was quick to add that he was not trying to discredit 
the textile industry, but the industries in question involve more 
technology and therefore offer better salaries. In contrast, Canto 
Sáenz believes the idea of bringing the aerospace and car industries 
is filled with “good wishes, aspirations, good intentions, nothing 
more,” he explained during his interview. He then added he had 
been listening to the same story for the last twenty years and con-
cluded that “reality tends to impose itself time and again”: Yuca-
tán simply lacks industry.  

 
It is interesting to see that there seems to be a tension between a 
duality that I call “our intrinsic advantages–our intrinsic faults” 
and that, in my view, is grounded in the colonial scripts shared by 
the Magical Maya and Mayaland. This duality avoids trying to put 
                                                   
88 “The generational evolution of maquiladoras” is a concept developed by Carrillo (Carrillo, 2014; 
Carrillo and Zárate, 2009) since the 1990s which claims there are different types of maquiladoras 
categorized into “generations” according to their performance and degree of complexity. Only first-
generation maquiladoras are exploitative since the next generations have more “added value” and 
can therefore offer better wages. Carrillo and Zárate (2009: 344) argue, “The first generation [of 
maquiladoras] is defined by manual labor and simple assembly (‘assembled in Mexico’). The second 
generation is defined by the rationalization of labor (‘lean production’), manufacturing, and adop-
tion of new technologies (‘made in Mexico’). The third generation is defined by intensity of 
knowledge, and research, development, and design activities (‘designed in Mexico’). A fourth genera-
tion can be defined by the centralized coordination of activities for the group of plants located in the 
country and owned by the same company (‘coordinated in Mexico’).” 
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any blame on the essence of capitalism itself, like its creative de-
structive nature (Harvey, 2007, 2014b), but instead appears under-
standing of the workings of capitalism. During their interviews, 
both Becerril García and Arturo explained maquiladoras leave if 
you put too many conditions; both believe the maquiladoras in 
Yucatán left because of imposed extra federal taxes and environ-
mental regulations. Becerril García further tried to explain the log-
ic, asking me to self-reflect, “If you were a capitalist…” as if that 
settled the matter. Within the duality, the idea that Yucatán is lack-
ing something is common. Mendoza Fernández (2008) believes 
Yucatán needs a “new business culture.” Similar judgments are 
made by other authors: Yucatán does not have the appropriate 
business attitude or culture (Canto Sáenz and Cruz Pacheco, 2004; 
Castilla Ramos and García Quintanilla, 2006), and the economy is 
backwards and has no vision (Canto Sáenz, 2001). Biles (2004) re-
ported that an assessment that was done in the mid-1990s was still 
true in the early 2000s: Yucatán lacked the competitive advantages 
to compete with other regions in Mexico. While the north had 
been able to “create more complex linkages to the U.S.,” Yucatán 
on the other hand had “become little more than a supplier of cheap 
labour” (Biles, 2004). In accordance with Biles (2004) and 
Mendoza Fernández (2008), Becerril et al. (2012) believe the best 
alternative to improve the maquiladora industry in the state is to 
expand the linkages to local businesses and train more skilled 
workers.  

 
The ghost of the henequen industry looms around in the narratives 
of how-to-get-it-right. Becerril et al. (2012) justify their proposals 
to avoid the fate of the henequen industry, “which failed because 
of its reliance on a single product.” Mendoza Fernández (2008) 
warns, “The failure of the henequen monopoly which led its work-
ers to tremendous losses and to a desperate situation, and the state 
to an extremely weak situation, should not be forgotten.” Others 
have looked to horizons beyond the maquiladora industry, saying 
it is a welcomed short-term solution, but instead advocate to focus 
on the husbandry tradition of the state (Albornoz-Mendoza and 
Ortiz Pech, 2000) or invest in traditional activities (like handcrafts) 
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that take the lifestyles of the Maya communities into consideration 
(Interview with Canto Sáenz, Mérida, 18 September 2014).  

 
The new, recycled Zone 
 
Through the rise and fall of the maquiladora industry in Yucatán, 
the words “maquiladora industry” became indicators (Gobierno 
del Estado, 2001), historical precedent (Gobierno del Estado, 
2007), and then faded (COESPY, 2013) from the State Develop-
ment Plans. The newer administrations chose to talk about “indus-
trial development” and “exports” in general. The latest develop-
ment plan from the 2012–2018 administration, in addition to the 
general goals that every administration has had in the last decades 
(expand foreign investment, increase exports, and create better 
paid jobs) proposes more tourism, industrial clusters, and a logis-
tics industry in order to (1) take advantage of Yucatán’s geograph-
ical location between Panama and the important markets in Eu-
rope and the east coast of the United States, and (2) act as a link 
between the United States and Latin America (COESPY, 2013). 
The government’s plan to invest in the logistics industry means 
building logistics platforms in Progreso (Centro Integrador Logísti-
co de Yucatán) and Valladolid (Centro Logístico y de Distribución 
de Valladolid). These places would be “virtual perimeters” where 
products could be temporally imported into “Zones for Logistics 
Activities”—that is, warehouses where products could be tempo-
rarily stored (COESPY, 2013; Mejía, 2013).89 The government was 
expected to invest sixty-three million euros (Mejía, 2013), but as of 
2016, construction work has not started (Gobierno del Estado, 
2017).  

 
The logistics platforms project is an attempt to revive some of the 
unused infrastructure. For example, the plan to construct a Logis-
tics Distribution Center in Valladolid includes using the Chichén 
Itzá airport as part of an infrastructure network that will offer 
storing goods being transported from Miami as a stopover on its 
                                                   
89 Information also drawn from interview with Arturo.   



 

 194 

way to somewhere else (Mejía, 2013). The plan to build logistics 
platforms falls within a bigger project being promoted by the fed-
eral government: Zonas Económicas Especiales (Special Economic 
Zones, ZEE in Spanish). A new federal law was passed in 2016 es-
tablishing the characteristics of the ZEEs within the Mexican legal 
framework. Like a flashback from the past, a ZEE “is a geograph-
ically delimited area where an exceptional business environment is 
offered” (AFDZEE, 2017). The federal government describes that 
ZEEs will offer tax benefits, a special customs regime, an efficient 
regulatory framework, competitive infrastructure, and special pro-
grams and incentives (AFDZEE, 2017). The purpose of ZEEs is to 
boost the economic development of the poorest states in Mexico, 
specifically the southeast, in order to “increase investment, produc-
tivity, competitiveness, jobs” and decrease poverty (AFDZEE, 
2017; Gobierno del Estado, 2017; SEGOB, 2016b). In two upbeat 
videos90 created by the federal government, a confident, male, deep 
but friendly voice describes Mexico is a nation of contrasts: while 
the north and center of Mexico have developed economically, the 
south has grown very little. “But Mexico is only one!” the voice 
exclaims and goes on to explain a strategy has been developed for 
the first time in the history of the country to close the economic 
gap between the north/center and the south. According to one of 
the promotional videos, there are several success stories of Special 
Economic Zones around the world, and the new legislation has 
taken the best practices into consideration. The examples that are 
listed are places like Colón, Panama; Manus, Brazil; Shannon, Ire-
land; Incheon, South Korea; and Shenzhen, China.  

 
In essence, it is difficult to differentiate between ZEEs and 
EPZs/maquiladoras since, despite the different names, both instru-
ments seem to offer the same along the lines of tax benefits, special 
customs regime, etc. It is a peculiar erase and rewind strategy 
where it is hoped a name will do a magic trick to convince this 
“new” policy has not existed before. The new ZEE project even 
                                                   
90 http://www.gob.mx/zee/videos/que-son-las-zonas-economicas-especiales-89586?idiom=es and 
http://www.gob.mx/zee/videos/cuales-son-los-beneficios-de-las-zonas-economicas-
especiales?idiom=es (Accessed 10 May 2017).  
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has similarities to other projects that do not include the word 
“Zone.” ZEEs echo the Plan Puebla Panamá (Canto Sáenz and 
Cruz Pacheco, 2004; Wilson, 2013b) because of the project’s target 
area and goals: boost economic development in the south of Mexi-
co. Additionally, general descriptions of Special Economic Zones 
or Export Processing Zones will usually include the case of the 
maquiladora regime and places like Shannon to talk about the ge-
nealogy of the modern free trade zones in the world (Bach, 2011a; 
Farole and Akinci, 2011; Portes and Roberts, 2005). However, it 
seems now in this attempt to rewrite maquila history, Shannon is 
one of the “success stories” the new ZEEs will try to emulate. Just 
like in 1987 the Yucatecan government chose to ignore the reports 
from the north of Mexico of the downsides of the maquiladora in-
dustry, it seems like the ZEE proposal wants to ignore not only its 
maquiladora genealogy but even the World Bank’s assessment of 
Special Economic Zones as “mixed record of success,” “white ele-
phants” that create jobs in the short term and do not “extend ben-
efits outside their enclaves” (Farole and Akinci, 2011). Regardless 
of the name, it is still the same Zone (as explored conceptually in 
chapter seven) that attempts to, in Easterling's (2012, 2014) view, 
help “shelter” activities that would otherwise not fit in the eco-
nomic logic of the rest of the country and externalize or diminish 
obstacles to profit. Exceptionality continues to be the norm, and 
Zone-space, abstract space, continues to expand according to the 
rawness of capitalism.  
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9. LIVING WITH THE MAQUILA 

From abstractions, this chapter finally zooms–in to the level of the 
everyday to try to present snapshots of how it is to live with the 
maquila since it is important to understand how structural vio-
lence, colonization, and the unfolding of capitalism look on the 
ground. In order to unveil abstract space, it is necessary to expose 
how spatial practices and representations of space penetrate and 
permeate the everyday (and define it). Beyond homogenization, 
there is difference. The snapshots are presented through Lety’s life 
story and through snippets into the life stories of Adela, Carlos, 
Marta, and Armando; all maquiladora workers and ex–workers. I 
present “rich” material, in other words, material that “offered par-
ticularly in–depth descriptions of patterns and processes present in 
many other interviews” (Müller, 2012). I use a “before” and “af-
ter” style in the narrative because this was the tone established by 
some of them: an intergenerational comparison of their lives vis–à–
vis their parents and their children. The themes that are presented 
here come from the issues the research participants chose to high-
light themselves triggered by a general question, “What are the 
changes that have happened in Motul in the last 15 years?” The 
life stories of the maquiladora workers and ex–workers presented 
here are contrasted to other voices and “facts” to get an overview 
of how life is and has changed in the land of the Magical Maya.  
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Everyday Life 
 
Around seven kilometers away from where Montgomery Industries 
stands and fifty kilometers from Mérida, you can find a dirt path 
(see Figure 9.1). Grass would take over the dirt path if it were not 
for the cars, motorcycles and people that transit it everyday. In the 
outskirts of the already small Kancabal–Tanyá, the dirt path runs 
alongside the house where Carlos’s parents live. Their home stands 
surrounded by lush green, agave here, palm there. An exuberant 
green is overall. In their solar there is a well. There are also hens, 
roosters and turkeys in a pen; pumpkins, yucca, yams, sweet and 
bitter oranges, limes, cilantro, spring onions, tomatoes, papaya, 
and herbs (for seasoning or for cases of stomach aches). A low wall 
made of stone surrounds their plot of land. In the middle of the 
plot, their small one–room brick house has an attached roof with 
two walls, and this section serves as a kitchen and eating area. 
There is an open wood fire in a corner of the dirt floor. A wooden 
table next to the opposite wall is used to keep a few pots, pans, 
glasses, plates, and cutlery. Another slightly bigger table in the 
middle of the area has some chairs and is used to have meals.  
   
Continuing on the dirt path towards Kancabal–Tanyá’s main 
street, you find yourself on a paved road (see Figure 9.2). Some 
houses look just as small as Carlos’s parents’ home, but others, like 
Lety’s stand out not only because the façade is smooth and painted 
in a bright color, but because it has more than one built room. Lety 
and her husband, a bricklayer, have been constructing their house 
for years now, little by little as money becomes available. Two 
rooms in her house have cement floor, while a third room and the 
kitchen still have a dirt floor. The beneficiary of good fortune, Lety 
has been able to furnish parts of her house with second–hand items 
inherited from an old employer’s family. As Lety gave me a tour of 
her home, she proudly presented all the gifts she had not expected 
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to receive: a bedside lamp, a wooden wardrobe, a bed, and tiles to 
cover her kitchen walls.91  

 
Figure 9.1!The dirt path that runs alongside the house where Carlos’s parents 

live. Kancabal–Tanyá. 

 
 

                                                   
91 In a context of low salaries where any sort of work–related benefit or extra–bonus is based on 
goodwill and personal relations, Lety’s devotion to the family she had served and a sense of gratitude 
were evident.  
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Figure 9.2 The main street in Kancabal–Tanyá. 

Child labor and dropping out: “Studying was a luxury back then” 
 

“I knew what it was to help out at home since I was eleven years 
old,” Doña Lety said to me as she listed all the jobs throughout her 
life until the present (2016): live–in babysitter in Mérida, employee 
at a tortillería in her comisaría, harvester and packer at the former 
greenhouse–cannery in Motul, domestic worker in Mérida, seam-
stress at Mayan Palace for six years, seamstress at a garment facto-
ry in Dzemul92, seamstress at Montgomery Industries for two 
years, domestic worker once again, municipal staff in the 2010 
panista administration93 in Motul, and finally, municipal staff a se-
cond time in the 2015 administration bearing the same political 
flag. And in–between jobs, Lety explained proudly, she was never 
idle and knew how to make money from home by for example, 

          
92 Settlement that is located around 17 kilometers from Motul.  
93 A system of clientelism is in place in Motul. The mayor who wins the municipal elections (which 
take place every three years) brings in new staff when the administration starts. (Some people keep 
their jobs but almost everybody is replaced.) The jobs in the administration are a sort of bestowal for 
the work done during the campaign period. Lety, Adela and Marta got their respective jobs in both 
panista administrations (2010–2012, 2015–2018) this way. The jobs granted are bestowed in a hier-
archical manner.  
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selling things she had made: purses, backpacks, and decorative ta-
blecloths.  

 
Her parents had tried hard to convince her to stay in school when 
she was a child but she had been adamant to drop out from fifth 
grade. The kids at school had given her a hard time because she 
carried a plastic bag instead of a backpack and had one single pen-
cil that was meant to last the whole school year. “Now that I come 
to think of it, just like you see on TV and the news, I suffered from 
bullying,” using the English term as she described how tough the 
mocking had been. Lety’s father had been a henequen campesino 
with little cash. Even though the plot of land around their house 
provided pumpkins, cucumbers, corn, and oranges; and they had 
space for hens—securing there was food on the table—his father 
only received cash when he harvested and sold his henequen. One 
of Lety’s older cousins was a live–in domestic worker in Mérida 
and one day asked Lety if she wanted a job at the house where she 
worked. The employer needed an extra hand taking care of a baby 
since Lety’s cousin was already in charge of cleaning. It was a 
straightforward matter. Lety, eleven years old, would travel with 
her cousin from their comisaría, Kancabal–Tanyá, to Mérida—to 
be housed and fed from Monday to Friday—and return home dur-
ing the weekends. “I felt like a millionaire,” Lety described, after 
she received her first wage, fifty pesos94 for a week’s work.  
  
While the affluent families from Motul could afford to send their 
kids to study in Mérida—such as the case of Verónica from a fami-
ly of landowners and mayors who studied in Mérida since elemen-
tary school or Alma, also a daughter of a mayor, who attended 
university in the state capital—child labor and school desertion 
were common in the life stories of the maquiladora workers and 
                                                   
94 This is unlikely since the event must have happened in 1988. The currency in Mexico changed 
from pesos to nuevos pesos in 1993 because of hyperinflation and the peso “lost” three zeroes. 1,000 
pesos became 1 peso. Taking this into consideration, the quantity could have been in fact something 
like 50,000 old pesos. This was not clarified with Lety. The minimum wage in 1988 was around 
7,200 pesos per day. See Comisión Nacional de los Salarios Mínimos: 
http://www.conasami.gob.mx/pdf/salario_minimo/sal_min_gral_prom.pdf (Accessed 29 November 
2017). 



 

 
 

201 

ex–workers I met. Carlos, thirty–five years old from Kancabal–
Tanyá, also started working at the age of eleven, right after com-
pleting primary school. His had been a slightly better story than his 
father’s (who dropped out after third grade since it was the highest 
year available in his community during his generation). It was also 
common for children, especially older siblings, to feel pressured to 
work. Carlos explained, “He [a father] needs someone to help him 
and the first son is the one that helps.” For four years Carlos 
worked helping his father, a henequen campesino just like Lety’s, 
chapeando (clearing the ground around the agave of weeds). He 
explained, “There was no way how we could pay for school since 
we were five [siblings]. So then… I decided to work.” In 1994, at 
the age of fifteen, Carlos left for Mérida to work at a body shop 
and paint garage where he also lived and was the caretaker during 
the weekends. He went home every two weeks or once a month. 
Four years later, aged eighteen, Carlos began to work in Mont-
gomery Industries and has remained there until now, seventeen 
years later.  

 
Lety echoes Carlos in describing how their parents’ generation had 
even less school opportunities than her generation. The work that 
the children carried out with their parents helped increase the 
household income. In her case, her father studied until second 
grade. Lety explained, “Why? Because you either studied or 
worked, it was not possible [to do both.]” 

 
Marta—who is thirty–five, has two kids, and is from the outskirts 
of Motul—worked in Montgomery Industries for nine years ap-
proximately between 1999 and 2008 after briefly trying out Ma-
yan Palace. I met her working as municipal staff in the local ad-
ministration in Motul. She managed to finish her secondary educa-
tion but began working at the age of fifteen. In her words, “Back 
then there was no money to pay for school… you could go [to 
school] until you could afford it.” She began working in a shoe 
store, quit, and then took two jobs because the salaries were so 
low; in the morning she worked in a produce store and in the af-
ternoon in a paletería. She had seven sisters and even though “all 
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[siblings] studied and everything,” her mother sometimes struggled 
to feed them. Marta describes, what she calls, the “old–time style 
of upbringing” she experienced as a child, a time when there were 
flip–flops instead of shoes, sabucanes instead of backpacks, and 
hardly any school allowance. 
  
In addition to economic limitations and pressure to work, there 
were also hindrances in the form of gender scripts. Adela, Carlos’ 
wife and one of Lety’s cousins, from a family of eight siblings, also 
left school after finishing primary education. In a similar fashion to 
Lety, Adela also left Kancabal–Tanyá for Mérida for a job as a 
live–in babysitter and came home every weekend. In contrast to 
Lety though, who left her comisaría at eleven, Adela left at the age 
of fifteen. Before Adela’s first wage job, she had helped out her 
grandmother sell fruits and vegetables door–to–door in and around 
Motul. At eighteen, Adela began working at Mayan Palace and 
then was employed briefly in Montgomery Industries. Adela also 
worked in the 2010 administration and has been working in the 
2015 one since the municipal staff took their places. Adela has 
three children and quit the jobs she had after the birth of each one. 
She complemented the household budget by working in informal 
activities such as selling candy, snacks (chicharrones), or fruits 
from her plot (chilies, mandarins, and grapefruits). When looking 
back on her childhood and school, she described with pride she 
had been a good student, number one in her class who had even 
won a math contest where the prize was cash. After winning the 
competition and about to finish elementary school, she had been 
encouraged by her teachers to continue on to secondary school. 
Adela lived with her grandparents because her parents were, as de-
scribed by her, too poor to feed all of their children. Adela’s grand-
father had already agreed to make an effort to pay for what was 
sure to be additional expenses when her grandmother intervened: 
the thirty–minute walk to Motul, where the middle school was lo-
cated, was too dangerous for a girl. Adela explains the episode in 
her own words,  
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It was a lot of money back then, for me at least. I think it was 

around 300–400 pesos. I don’t remember exactly. … Well, I 

was a girl, eleven or twelve. My grandfather said, you can’t 

have that much money, I’ll take it and when you need it, I’ll 

give it back but in another way. ... My hammock was all old 

and torn… that money that I got… my grandfather said, “I 

know what I’ll get you,” and he bought me a hammock. He 

bought me a hammock with the money I won in that competi-

tion. And my teachers spoke with my grandfather and said that 

I study… that I like to study, that I was good in math and eve-

rything… and asked, “Why don’t you keep on paying for her 

studies?” And my grandfather said, “OK,” if she likes it and 

you say she is good at studying, all right, she will keep on 

studying. I finished elementary school and I was happy because 

I was going to be sent to study. Back then there were no 

telesecundarias in Tanyá. The schools were in Motul and you 

had to come from there all the way here. My grandfather had 

said yes. Me feeling happy, happy because I was going to keep 

on studying, I loved it. But then I think he spoke to my grand-

mother and my grandmother said “Nooo. How is the girl going 

to study in Motul? So hard. How is she going to go if there is 

hardly any transport? Is she going to take a bike? What if some-

thing happens to her on the road?” And this, and that... So one 

day my grandfather said to me, “You know what child? You’re 

not going to keep on studying because your grandmother says 

girls should not study. What if something happens to you? It’s 

better if you stay and help your grandmother at home.” And 

now I tell my husband and kids, I cried sooo much. Because I 

wanted to keep on studying and my grandfather said no. I felt 

that I got angry, and kept on saying, “I want to keep studying.” 

“No, no, no, girls do not study… boys do because they can go 

to study and nothing happens to them on the road, it does to 

girls.” So I tell my son, so be it. I stopped studying because they 

could not afford it, so to say, and because I’m also a girl.  
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Aspirations: “The day that I have a child, it will not go through 
what I went through” 
 
In contrast to the stories of lack of basic school opportunities, 
school desertion, and child labor that the research participants ex-
perienced in their childhood and were common in their parents’ 
generation, the interviewees dream that the life of their kids can be 
different. Getting an education and a better job are the aspirations 
for their children. However, despite changes in both Kancabal–
Tanyá and Motul—like the new availability of full primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary education—their dreams continue to be con-
strained by the reality of poverty.  

 
Lety’s son will begin secondary school soon and wants to study 
“something to do with computers.” Her son’s welfare is one of 
Lety’s biggest concerns, and a topic of conversation that was 
brought up by Lety herself in our recorded interview. As I followed 
up with questions, it became clear that schooling and “getting an 
education” for her son are topics that she greatly cares about. 
Lety’s vision of a “good job” or “the highest [level] you can study” 
is being a teacher studying for a master’s degree. Her present, 
along with her expectations and dreams, are shaped by the experi-
ences of her childhood. Lety has a strong conviction that the past 
should not be repeated and aspires to improve the welfare and liv-
ing conditions of her family by working hard and attempting to 
leave a “legacy” to her son: an education. Lety’s own reflection on 
her deprived childhood, her son, and his future, 
 

My son is fifteen now and I’m always working. What for? For 

him. Because as I told my husband one day… the day I got mar-

ried I told my husband, that the day that I have a child, it 

would not go through what I went through. And my husband 

said it was the same for him. My husband, just like me, we suf-

fered a lot of hardship, then our intention, our way of thinking 

was that when I had a son or daughter, whatever God [unintel-

ligible]… I was not… my son would not go through the same. 

And thank God, now I’m trying to take care of that so that my 
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son has what I didn’t have. Schooling is what matters the most 

because, to tell you the truth, now, wherever you go the first 

thing that… for example, here in Motul or in Mérida, I don’t 

know, wherever you go to look for a job the first thing they ask 

is schooling. So unfortunately, if you don’t have it, you don’t 

have a job. So this is what I tell my son, “study, son.” Because 

either way you see it, we, well… as we could, but we had jobs, 

had things to do… but, no, no, not everything… [unintelligible]. 

So I always tell my son that yes, it’s better if he studies.  That’s 

my goal for him, I tell him, the best legacy that I can give you 

son, I don’t have, we don’t have sort of, say money, but as they 

say, the best heritage that parents can leave their child is that 

they get a good education. So that’s what I’m trying to make 

him do, that he studies so he can have… well, a profession or 

something like that. Because we, to tell you the truth, we had a 

very, very hard time. We didn’t have… a lot of advantages… 

why? Because our parents didn’t have… didn’t have the 

means… perhaps my parents wanted… [Brief interruption.] So 

perhaps they wanted for example… I always told… I have even 

told my mother… that I don’t blame them because perhaps they 

had all the intention of giving us an education or something, 

but unfortunately, it was the economy that limited them.  

 

Reminded of a phrase that Lety had said during one of our first 
conversations—“studying was a luxury back then”—I asked if for 
example studying at Motul Tech95 would now still be considered a 
luxury. She responded that times had changed and studying was no 
longer a luxury but a necessity. Her view was pragmatic and linked 
to the ability of getting a job: before you needed your primary 
school certificate to work, then it was the secondary school certifi-
                                                   
95 Instituto Tecnológico Superior de Motul, or Tec de Motul (Motul Tech) in its short form. A uni-
versity that specializes in awarding engineering degrees in five fields (ITSMOTUL, 2017). Inaugurat-
ed in 2000 in twenty hectares with eighty–six students and four small buildings, it was projected that 
Motul Tech could expand to serve up to 90,000 students (DY, 2000a). According to Palma Gómez 
and Worbis Ávila (interview, Motul, 29 January 2016), the university currently has 800 enrolled 
students and has managed to attract students from other neighboring states and 40 different munici-
palities within Yucatán. Before its construction, high school graduates from Motul and its comisarías 
that wished to obtain a bachelor’s degree had to travel to Mérida. 
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cate, then high school, and now, she added, “sometimes if you 
don’t have a degree, you have nothing.”  

 
Despite improvements in accessibility—Lety emphasizes there are 
more school opportunities in her comisaría since, in addition to el-
ementary school, Kancabal–Tanyá now hosts a middle school and 
soon a high school program will launch (both as a “distance educa-
tion” model)—she still sees obstacles. When I asked if she thought 
her son’s generation has more opportunities to dream, she re-
sponded they do not have 100% but more like a 60%. Monetary 
limitations continue to be an issue. Aware that the school–related 
costs are higher in Motul than in her comisaría, she hopes that the 
costs will continue to be lower in Kancabal–Tanyá once the high 
school program opens. She also reflects that it has become easier 
for households to cover costs since now both parents tend to work, 
in contrast to her parents’ generation where only the man did.96 
She concludes by saying that there are still a lot of things missing 
for a “100%” dreaming potential.  
   
Adela feels something similar. Her children were a constant feature 
woven in her narrative and when asked directly, she responded 
with evident emotion, as if I had touched a nerve, 

 
CFA: What dreams do you have for your children? 

 

Adela: Oh God… (voice quivers)… I tell my son, you know 

what? I tell him… I don’t want, I don’t want you to be like us, I 

mean, poor. That’s why I ask you to study, to study… You can 

have a better job if you study. Not be like grandpa…to be… in 

the fields, out in the sun. Or being a bricklayer, like your father 

that sometimes has to do bricklayer work… At what time do 

they leave? At what time do they come back? And they get tired 

in the sun and everything. When you study, I tell him, you can 

have a better job, be in the shade, in an office, I don’t know… I 

start to tell them. 

                                                   
96 She did not reflect on it, but Lety was referring here to wage labor.  
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She explains her husband, Carlos, does not earn “thousands of pe-
sos” in Montgomery Industries but his salary is enough to put food 
on the table. Adela emphasizes she has never been idle and has al-
ways found ways to increase the household income. Yet still she 
mentions: “I don’t want you to be like us, I mean, poor.” She 
wants her kids to fulfill their dreams and reflects that even though 
her generation had so many limitations, there are schools closer to 
home now. Carlos, in a separate interview and asked the same 
question, explains that as any parent, you want your kids to be 
successful and achieve “the best they can.” However, he also 
sounds hesitant, by adding, “It remains to be seen,” but then adds 
on a positive note that there are more opportunities now. The lim-
its of Carlos and Adela’s household income are a constant reality 
that encapsulate and constrain their dreams and aspirations for 
their children. An example of how their aspirations are restrained 
by harsh reality and uncertainty is the following, which contrasts 
Adela’s previous response: 

 
CFA: Until what grade would you like them [your kids] to 

study? 

 

Adela: Well... (sigh), to tell you the truth, like I tell them, until 

I  can afford it. Yes, my son is about to finish middle school. 

He is going to start high school. He says, “Mom, am I going to 

high school?” Yes, of course you are. If at the moment of 

paying I feel like I can’t, then there I’ll say, “this is as far as I 

can go. I won’t be able to keep on paying your studies because I 

will not afford it.” I think in that moment we’ll say, “it’s not 

because I don’t want to but because my means and money 

won’t allow me to afford it.” So, until I can manage, I tell 

them… If it’s within my means to pay for a degree and that you 

finish well, and you say “I want to be a doctor, I want to be a 

teacher…” whatever you like… if I can afford it, we’ll pay. So 

you can finish with a degree. But if I can’t because I don’t have 

money or dad is not working, doesn’t have… We don’t know 

what’s going to happen with time… So wherever I manage, 

that’s where we’ll get. But where I can, we’ll continue. The 
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truth is, I would like them to get a degree so they can be a doc-

tor, teacher… I don’t know… someone with a career, whatever 

they could or would like to reach. But, like I said, our means… 

we don’t know.   

 

Marta answered along the same lines where a profession is seen as 
the highest academic achievement but the economic aspect is al-
ways present, regardless of aspirations, 
  

CFA: Until what grade would you like your kids to study? 

 

Marta: If we manage, until they… even a degree… because life 

is, well, expensive. Until when can afford it. 

 

The dichotomy of “yes, of course you are (going to keep on study-
ing)” followed by a “until we can afford it,” expressed by Adela 
summarizes the reality of the three women and Carlos. There is a 
cloud of uncertainty and the undeniable pressure of reality. As if 
their dreams where squeezed within that reality; the 60% dream 
potential they can realistically have. However, the unleashed 
dreams of a profession for their children (being a teacher or a doc-
tor) represents leaving poverty behind and working in an office 
under shade, away from the merciless sun in the henequen fields. 
They all ask their children to study as if it all depended solely on 
their personal responsibility and rational decision–making. Their 
dreams echo aspirations reported by other maquiladora workers. 
One of the research participants in Iglesias Prieto's (1997: 5) eth-
nography of female maquiladora workers in Tijuana97, carried out 
in the late 1970s, states, “I thought, or rather dreamed, that per-
haps I might be able to give the best to my children so that they 
wouldn’t have to experience what I’ve been through, so they might 
study and be decent, upright individuals.” A research participant in 
Broughton's (2015: 139) study of maquiladora workers in Reyno-
sa98 tells her daughter: “I don’t know how we’re going to do it, but 
we’re going to do it. Look, I don’t have an inheritance for you. The 
                                                   
97 A city in the Old Frontier of the maquiladora industry.  
98 Also the Old Frontier. 
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only inheritance that I can give you is your education. That’s your 
great treasure. If you don’t remember to value education, you’re 
just going to end up the way I did.” 
  
Accessing and staying in school was a bit easier for people actually 
living in Motul or in a comisaría close to it. However, some stories 
were exceptional. Pablo—forty–four years old from Komchén 
Martínez—against the trends in his village and thanks to the finan-
cial support of his parents that worked for a while in the United 
States, managed to obtain a degree in Mérida, Chemical Engineer-
ing. He worked for eighteen years at Montgomery Industries as a 
wastewater treatment supervisor. Laura, twenty–four years old 
from Ucí, obtained a degree at Motul Tech and after trying out a 
job as a shop clerk, worked seven months at Horizontal Knits, the 
maquiladora in neighboring Baca99. It is unclear to me if Laura’s 
parents were able to afford paying her school fees because she 
comes from a higher social class or because she already belongs to 
the new generation that has more school opportunities.  
  
New jobs and less poor100: access to cash, credit, and social security 
 
Lety was introduced to the life of two families in Mérida that could af-
ford a maid while she worked in their homes as a live–in domestic 
worker in 1988 and then between 1991 and 1996. Regardless if 
these two families were middle or high class (something that I do 
not know), the living standards that were normal for these 
meridanos, sharply contrasted with Lety’s own living conditions. 
The experiences and glimpses into this type of life that was not 
hers made a big impact on Lety. Lety’s house in Kancabal–Tanyá 
had a roof made of thatch (the use of guano palm or grass were 
common), which leaked when it rained. On one of these rainy oc-
casions, Lety remembers sitting in a hammock next to her brother 
while their mother placed a sheet of plastic around them, covering 
their heads. Across from them, on another hammock, their mother 

                                                   
99 Settlement located around 14 km from Motul. See Figure 2.1 
100 I am aware the difference between extreme poverty and poverty has a real impact on people’s 
lives.  
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stayed vigilant, making sure her kids remained dry. A guano–palm 
thatched home with walls made of wood or stacked stones held to-
gether with mud and grass suddenly seemed to Lety worlds apart 
from a house made from bricks and cement. She asked herself, 
“Why is God so unfair that they have these things, live like this 
and we don’t?” Improving her home became a dream and priority 
and she urged her father to leave the henequen behind and try out 
his luck as bricklayer.  

Adela complements the story of life in Kancabal–Tanyá in the late 
1990s by describing “the little cardboard houses” that were typical 
in the comisaría. Asphalt–coated corrugated fiberboard sheets and 
wood were also a material option to build a rooftop as an alterna-
tive to thatching. It was all that the families dependent on hene-
quen money could afford, and Adela explains the rooms had to be 
made small otherwise more building material, and thus money, 
was needed. Her parents managed to construct two small rooms 
where they lived with their nine children (eight once Adela was 
sent away). There was no piped water, no sewage system, no toilet, 
and no electricity (nor candles in Adela’s case). As explained before 
and according to Adela, their plots provided subsistence: corn to 
make tortillas and pumpkins to make a stew. Cash was intermit-
tent, available only when henequen was sold. 
  
Both Lety and Adela have vivid memories of going into town as 
girls, of what it meant and evoked to walk to Motul, and have no 
money. Lety somberly remembers that she could not even afford 
“to buy a popsicle.” Adela used to walk everyday to Motul since 
she helped her grandmother sell vegetables and fruits. Next to the 
path, there was a “hollow” where people used to throw away their 
trash and Adela enjoyed the possibility of discovering unwanted 
things—shoes and toys—unearthed treasures for her. She explains 
it in her own words, 
 

I used to like passing by, I tell my son, because when I go by, 

there were pretty things that people threw away… I guess peo-

ple who had money would throw away, “Oh, I don’t need 
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this.” They went to throw it away. When I walk with my late 

granny, I tell you, I saw that they had thrown away toys. There 

were shoes... I pick up the shoes that are all right, I’m looking 

at them… because I see they’re all right… There were a pair of 

patent leather shoes, I remember… the shoe shined but it was 

unglued and I said, “oh, it’s the best.” I took them, I tell my 

son. I remember that in catechism class101 I had to… They were 

organizing a dance number and I had to dance jarana. I didn’t 

have [proper] shoes and was asking my grandpa, “can you buy 

me shoes?” And he answered “but your shoes are new! I just 

bought you a pair of shoes. There are no new shoes.” You 

didn’t get a new pair of shoes until they were worn out. So I 

picked up that unglued shoe, I tell my son, I took them. And 

who knows how I did it? But I glued them, sewed them... I 

don’t know what I did… I cleaned them and the next day I was 

dancing jarana with my shoes. I even have a picture. 

 

In the period of time before poverty and gender scripts forced Ade-
la to become a wage laborer, in addition to scavenging, there were 
other coping strategies that her family used to provide a sense of 
childhood—in response to her pleas to be treated like the other 
kids she met at school. For example, when Adela asked for money 
to buy Sabritas or candy at school, her grandmother began to pre-
pare elaborated snacks with old tortillas or masa that she would 
spice with salt and chili, put in a plastic bag, add a slice of lime, 
seal (so it would look like the real thing), and then place in Adela’s 
school bag. The child in Adela still speaks fondly of these memo-
ries, even if the deprivations still cause pain. 
  
Living conditions began to improve by chance in Kancabal–Tanyá 
because of a hurricane. In 2002, hurricane Isidore hit the Yucatán 
peninsula with devastating consequences (Alpuche Escalante, 2017; 
Villamil, 2002). The peninsula has a yearly hurricane season but 
Isidore made an impact in recent, local memory because of its in-
tensity—it meandered for thirty–five hours over Yucatán 
                                                   
101 Catequismo. Roman Catholicism. Religious instruction in preparation for a child’s ‘First Com-
munion’ ceremony.  
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(CONAGUA, 2002)—and aftermath. According to Adela, previous 
administrations used to send asphalt–coated corrugated fiberboard 
sheets as part of disaster–relief resources. After Isidore, the federal 
government sent “little houses,” described Adela, bricks, cement, 
and even paid for the labor costs. “Everybody that lived in a little 
cardboard house got a little room,” explained Adela, as federal 
emergency money poured in. Adela does not know why, but all 
subsequent federal administrations send better aid, no more card-
board sheets, but “little houses.” Adela also perceives that munici-
pal aid has improved its quality and there are resources every three 
years to allocate to households or communities—through politi-
cized channels—a limited number of bathrooms, bricks, cement, 
and the paving of certain streets.  

 
Lety describes Kancabal–Tanyá “opened up” in her generation and 
people began to leave the comisaría looking for other jobs, transi-
tioning into other means of livelihood. In Lety’s point of view, 
“grandparents” were the only ones that remained working in the 
henequen fields since her parents’ generation transitioned from 
campesino to bricklayers, and her generation “grew up” being do-
mestic workers in Mérida and maquiladora operators in the vicini-
ty. It was a common “known fact” heard among the motuleño re-
search participants (both from the city and the comisarías) that 
men do bricklaying work, and women become domestic workers. 
While being a bricklayer or domestic worker means a daily com-
mute to Mérida, maquiladoras offer jobs closer to home. Limited 
job options remain to someone that does not want to be a brick-
layer, domestic worker, or maquiladora operator: working as a 
store clerk or migrating to Cancún or the United States. 
  
Montgomery Industries: The burdens and the benefits 
 
There was a feeling among research participants that there was a 
“before and after” Montgomery Industries. The benefits of a 
maquiladora job cannot be played down since bricklaying and do-
mestic work do not come with access to the social protection en-
shrined in Mexican labor law. A maquiladora job does offer this 
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access to social security. Social security coverage means access to 
public healthcare and childcare, a pension, a potential IN-
FONAVIT mortgage, being entitled to aguinaldo, access to loans 
to buy goods and services through FONACOT, maternity leave, 
and severance payment when dismissed. A maquiladora job also 
means spending less and decreasing the problems that arise from 
commuting. These are not simple nuisances but burdens. The time 
spent on commuting might include a combination of walking, cy-
cling, and public transport (especially if a person lives in a comisa-
ría). Additionally, commuting becomes an extra household expense 
since commuting not only implies transportation costs but an in-
crease in eating–out expenses. If we take the example of commut-
ing to Mérida from Motul, a round trip cost 42 pesos in 2016, 
which translates into 210 pesos per week. For a person that earns 
between 800 and 1,000 pesos per week, this cost can represent be-
tween 21% and 26% of a weekly wage. Martín, a tired–looking 
employee at Montgomery Industries that has been working in the 
factory for 20 years, used to be a henequen worker. A resident in 
Motul, he was assigned to work “in the middle of nowhere,” 13 
kilometers from the closest settlement. There was no transport so it 
was easier for him to stay at his workplace from Monday to Friday 
and only commute during the weekend. He also worked in Mérida 
for some time but it was stressful to queue to get a spot in one of 
the colectivos (vans that transport people between Motul and Mé-
rida102), he explained. In contrast, a maquiladora job usually offers 
transport to its employees as part of the “extra–benefits” it offers. 
A bus or van will pick up workers at designated spots, ensuring 
they are on time everyday. The same buses or vans will return them 
home every evening. 
   
Ignacio, a manager at Montgomery Industries, describes the bene-
fits that the maquiladora offers (in addition to the already men-
tioned): a “good atmosphere” since music is played through loud 
speakers; air conditioning; an annual Christmas raffle where work-
ers can win gadgets, kitchen appliances, and watches; a bonus of 
                                                   
102 I observed there could be up to 100 people queuing during rush hour for one of the 15 seats 
available on each of the vans that continuously, and sometimes slowly, ran the route. 
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200 pesos if a worker helps fill in a job opening by inviting a fami-
ly member or acquaintance; and fairs where workers can buy any-
thing from televisions to shoes through a credit–mechanism set up 
by the factory itself. But most importantly, Ignacio speaks of “eco-
nomic development” in Motul by describing a change from bicy-
cles to motorcycles, and from motorcycles to cars (a claim by sev-
eral of the research participants),   

 
A classic example that shows you… When the company start-

ed… practically all bicycle factories in the country, what did 

they do? They focused on Montgomery because everybody 

came to work on a bicycle. But what happens then? There ob-

viously starts to be a modernity (sic), a change in different fac-

tors, at a… demographic level. And from bicycles they switch to 

motorcycles… If you take a look now, if you had seen, if you 

could see in retrospective, there were 4000 bicycles back then 

and 200 motorcycles. It’s the other way around now. There are 

600 motorcycles and 40 bicycles. And it obviously scales up. 

People that at some point got a motorcycle… working here, 

having a higher income… well, they could finally obtain, have a 

vehicle. You can see, all the streets around, the ring road, well, 

you see a lot of vehicles, who are people… workers that already 

had the opportunity of purchasing their vehicle. 

 

However, just like the benefits of a maquiladora job cannot be 
played down, its oppressive, extractive, and crushing nature cannot 
be ignored. It is a known fact among workers that a wage from 
Montgomery is too meager to support a family. However, agency 
within the established structures allows the research participants to 
tackle or cope with the circumstances through different strategies 
and logics. Some prefer to be a bricklayer because the wages are 
better. Others prefer a maquiladora job because it is more stable. 
Others value the social security benefits above all things and com-
plement their maquiladora wages with a second job or with a 
spouse’s wage. Social security coverage is a legal requirement that 
all employers must follow according to Mexican law, but in Motul, 
not many companies or organizations comply with it, not even the 
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municipality. The concept of prestaciones conforme a la ley, social 
security coverage, is something known to the research participants 
but used as a hollow mantra. The interviewees used the phrase as a 
descriptive term to talk about job characteristics but without re-
flecting on the content of the phrase: benefits–according–to–the–
law. In an area where the enforcement of Mexican labor law is so 
lax, Montgomery Industries ends up looking like a benevolent and 
outstanding employer. 

 
Carlos explains how important his social security coverage has 
been for him and his family in terms of healthcare. However, his 
salary is too low to apply for a mortgage. Nevertheless, he wants 
to remain at Montgomery Industries to protect his seniority bene-
fits and continue to have access to public healthcare,  

 
CFA: Do you think that INFONAVIT, having social security, 

are some of the benefits of working at Montgomery Industries? 

 

Carlos: Well, yes, it’s true. It has helped me a lot. The social se-

curity… my wife had my three children there. She had surgery, 

her appendix… gallbladder. Those are surgeries that I hear are 

very expensive and one has to be taken to Mérida. And… it is 

really good that they have coverage. Otherwise it would have 

left you on the street, those surgeries that she had. It has helped 

me… But INFONAVIT, you can only get it if you’re single. Or 

if you have another…place where to work and you can afford 

it. I haven’t taken it out [a mortgage] because what you earn, 

well is for food. I don’t have where to get more money from so 

I can pay it. They charge around 150, 200 depending on which 

house you choose. They actually came to offer us a house but… 

that’s the reason I don’t get one. It’s thirty years… 

 

CFA: Paying 200 per month for thirty years?  

 

Carlos: No, it’s weekly. It’s like 150 because they take away 

depending on how much you earn. And the truth is that we 

earn 700, 800 pesos, it’s too little. A lot of people actually tell 
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me to quit, quit. But when I was going to quit, I had worked 

there nine or ten years and my wife said: “Sometimes we go 

through a rough time, I don’t earn so much, the kids get sick, 

you invest, and then how do you buy food?” My wife actually 

works as well, she helps me. She is working now. My wife helps 

me a great deal.  

 

Armando—thirty–seven years old, from Motul—worked in Mont-
gomery Industries for thirteen years and was suddenly laid off. 
“That’s the thing with maquiladoras,” Armando states, describing 
it is difficult to know when someone might be made redundant. He 
was offered a job back at Montgomery a year after his dismissal 
and accepted. Armando describes the benefits at Montgomery, 
“These are benefits that one enjoys and in the long run, for your 
children and everybody… Paying a private doctor is difficult some-
times. Public healthcare is better. It [private healthcare] is expen-
sive.” Armando describes his wage has now decreased so he has 
gotten a second job at the municipality’s waste pick up system dur-
ing the night shift to make up for the money lost. He describes it is 
common for maquila workers to have two jobs, “a lot of people 
look [for a job] at Montgomery because they say, I’ll work from 
Monday to Friday and I’ll get an extra job for Saturday and Sun-
day.” Armando described his week as follows: from Monday to 
Friday, Armando begins work at the maquiladora at 7:00, has a 
twenty–minute break mid–morning, then has lunch from 12:15 to 
13:05, and quits at 19:00. He then goes to his second job and stays 
a bit. He goes home to sleep but gets up in time to start collecting 
trash at 1:00 and ends at 4:00. He goes home again, sleeps between 
75 and 90 minutes, gets up, showers, and starts his shift at Mont-
gomery once again. He is free from Montgomery Industries Satur-
day and Sunday but is expected to show up at his second job Sat-
urday morning, and Sundays as well when there are special events 
at the municipality. Armando’s working day extends to at least fif-
teen hours from Monday to Friday in addition to the hours he 
works on Saturdays and sometimes on Sundays.  
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Figure 9.3 Two mototaxis. In the background, Bodega Aurrera (a nation–

wide supermarket), a symbol of Yucatecan urbanity.  
 

 
Figure 9.4!A pizzeria. A symbol of Yucatecan urbanity. 
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Everybody now has a fridge, a microwave, and a TV  
 
The maquila jobs at Montgomery Industries gave people access to 
cash, credit, and social security. The research participants perceive 
life standards have in general improved. Vicente, a motuleño work-
ing in Mérida, describes there are still “two or three” comisarías 
where households do not have refrigerators or televisions, but in 
Motul, “everybody now has their fridge, their microwave, their 
TV.” However, there was also vulnerability created by the new ac-
cess to credit. When Montgomery Industries began to lay–off 
workers, people that were dismissed would suddenly not be able to 
afford paying the refrigerators, stoves, or televisions bought on 
credit. According to Armando, there were also people with IN-
FONAVIT mortgages that were forced to “transfer” the loans of 
their houses. However, the overall trend in Motul is that the econ-
omy has improved if one judges by the regional retail chains (e.g., 
Dunosusa), nation–wide supermarkets, department stores, banks, 
and pharmacies (e.g., Soriana, Aurrera, Coppel, Elektra, and Far-
macias del Ahorro) that have opened branches in the city (see Fig-
ure 9.3). There are also, according to research participants, new 
restaurants or food stands that sell “modern” food such as pizza 
and hamburgers (see Figure 9.4). The “coches de caballito” (horse–
drawn carriages) used as “taxis” around the city, especially on 
Sundays, were replaced by bicitaxis and mototaxis (see Figure 9.3). 
Motul continues to be a regional center (like it was in the time of 
the henequen), but has increased its features as island of Yucatecan 
urbanity, decreasing the need for people to travel to Mérida as 
much. 
  
Easier mobility, more infrastructure 
 
The people that continue to travel to Mérida as a life–style choice 
are the middle–class and the elite. Car owners such as Patricio and 
Alma described how easy and fast it is now to drive back and forth 
between Motul and Mérida on the “new” highway. The “new” 
highway in question is federal highway #176. A bridge that serves 
as a highway ramp was also built to avoid the junction with the 
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half–completed beltway, which nevertheless facilitates the flow of 
cars: east towards Tizimín and west towards Mérida. Before the 
construction of the bridge, the mayor of the time described the in-
frastructure project as something that would make the city of 
Motul look “modern,” “in line with the development achieved” 
(DY, 1999c). According to the research participants, the four–lane 
federal highway was built in the early 2000s to replace the old 
two–lane road that used to cross the four villages between Motul 
and Mérida. The highway circumvents all the villages, avoiding its 
narrow roads filled with bumps, and has halved the travel time. A 
trip that used to take around fifty minutes now takes twenty–five. 
The stories of the elite research participants greatly contrast with 
the burdens of people that have to commute by public transport; 
yet, all agree speed has been something positive. Even though some 
comisarías continued to be isolated, the new highway and the 
“beltway” have made it easier for some people from the comisarías 
to travel to Motul.  

 
In general, there has been an overall improvement in public, plain, 
infrastructure in the state. The stories of the research participants 
presented here can be seen reflected in the expansion of services 
and the improvements to education and health that Yucatán expe-
rienced from the 1980s until the present. In 1980, 71% of all 
households had access to piped water at the national level; in Yu-
catán, it was only 55% (Gobierno del Estado, 1983). By the end of 
the 1980s, the state government was still working in expanding 
other “basic” services like the postal, telegraph, and telephone 
networks (Cervera Pacheco, 1987). By 2005, 97% of all house-
holds in Yucatán had electricity, 93% had some sort of access to 
piped water, and 71% had some sort of sewage system (Gobierno 
del Estado, 2007). In terms of education, the schooling level in the 
state was 5 years in 1995. By 2013, the average schooling level had 
increased to 8.4 years and the illiteracy rate had dropped to 9% 
(COESPY, 2013). However, at the national level, Yucatán contin-
ues to be ranked among the lowest ten states in schooling and illit-
eracy rates since some areas in the south and east of the state con-
tinue to have illiteracy rates above 27% (COESPY, 2013). Never-
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theless, the gross enrolment ratio103 in Yucatán reported in 2015 is 
very similar now to the national average104 (SEP, 2016a, 2016b). In 
terms of health care, in 2007, 64% of the 106 municipalities in 
Yucatán had a health care facility (Gobierno del Estado, 2007). 
The development plan from 2013 reports that even though more 
people are entitled to public health care—almost 75% of the total 
population in the state—the actual availability of health care facili-
ties needs to be expanded since the healthcare facilities continue to 
be concentrated in Mérida (COESPY, 2013). 

 
Colonization 
 
As explained by Goonewardena and Kipfer (2013), colonization 
happens in two movements: through a “metaphoric” understand-
ing of the concept (the domination of everyday life by capital) and 
through a more literal sense. The literal sense of colonization sees, 
among other things, the state articulating abstract space through 
homogeneity, fragmentation, hierarchy, and colonial strategies (co-
loniality of power and racialization in this case).  

 
The “metaphoric” understanding of the concept can be reflected in 
the following quotes (presented before) that summarize the logic 
used when everyday life is defined by capital: 

 
Maquiladoras have the optimal working conditions... Some 

whiners say, “oh, they [the workers] are being exploited,” how-

ever, after inviting journalists and students to the maquiladoras, 

they end up being impressed. (Castilla Ramos, Mérida, 23 Sep-

tember 2014)  

 

A maquiladora detonates the economy of a village... the one 

                                                   
103 ”Number of students enrolled in a given level of education, regardless of age, expressed as a per-
centage of the official school–age population corresponding to the same level of education.” The 
purpose of the ratio is “to show the general level of participation in a given level of education” 
(UNESCO, 2016).  
104 Gross enrolment ratio in Yucatán and in Mexico. Basic education (3–14 years): 97% Yucatán / 
97% national average. Upper secondary education (15–17 years): 78% Yucatán / 74% national av-
erage. Tertiary education (18–22 years): 37% Yucatán / 36% national average.  
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who sells food... the motorcycle driver that takes the employee 

to work... [as in a taxi service]. … Everything is important... I 

don’t care what you do as long as it’s legal and you pay a sala-

ry. As long as you generate jobs and a spillover economic effect. 

(Arturo, Mérida, 18 September 2014) 

 

Maquiladoras did not come to do us any favors. … The indus-

try is either here or not, and if it is, it pollutes. (Canto Sáenz, 

Mérida, 18 September 2014) 

 

What other options does the countryside have? (Becerril García, 

Mérida, 24 September 2014) 

 

Carrillo (2014) argues low qualified jobs are precarious across the 
world anyway and workers in a maquiladora can enrich their 
working skills. Spener et al. (2002) explain maquiladora salaries 
are low and “perhaps not sufficient to support an entire family” 
but are still higher than the salaries offered at local industries. 
Mendoza Fernández (2008) agrees with this point of view. The 
clearest example of the absurdity when the logic of abstract space 
takes prevalence over the daily is illustrated in a newspaper article 
from 1995. Carlos Abascal Carranza, the president of COPAR-
MEX (the Mexican confederation of employers)—reflecting on 
poverty levels in Mexico, inflation and the projected economic 
growth for the country—stated that Mexican workers needed 3.4 
times the minimum wage to live “in dignity” since the minimum 
wage established by law was in fact not enough for a family to 
meet their basic needs (DY, 1995e). Despite this, Abascal Carranza 
added, it was impossible for companies to provide a living wage in 
the foreseeable future without companies going bankrupt. The cre-
ation of wealth was needed before it could be distributed, the CO-
PARMEX president concluded (DY, 1995e). Everyday life does not 
matter when abstract space says that things are OK. Lived experi-
ence is colonized and diminished by power’s conceived representa-
tions of space.  
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The “literal” understanding of colonization can be explained as 
follows. Abstract space via colonization reduced maquiladora 
workers, including the people of Motul, and mystified them into 
Magical Mayas that live in Mayaland. As explained in chapter six, 
representations of space establish a difference between the so–
called “Yucatecan society” and “the Maya people,” despite the 
fact that almost 60% of the population are Maya speakers and 
“approximately 8 out of every 10 municipalities in the state are 
considered an indigenous municipality” (COESPY, 2013: 100). 
The mystification of the Magical Maya is connected to the under-
standing of the urban and rural in Yucatán. The urban–rural defi-
nition in the Yucatecan context is created around colonial legacies. 
As explained in chapter two, since the 1990s, development plans in 
the state have painted a sharp contrast between the areas labeled as 
“rural” and the ones labeled as “urban.” Glimpses of how spatial 
practices materialize in definitions of everyday life, informed by 
representations of space can be seen. The urban–rural dichotomy 
in the Yucatecan context is created based on the idea that urban 
dwellers are economically a bit better off and speak Spanish, while 
rural dwellers are poor and speak Maya. The character of the 
Magical Maya and the concept of transfiguration are perceived 
here. Identity is not understood but assigned according to geogra-
phy. 

 
Lety, Carlos, and Adela grew up in a Mayan–speaking family but 
never referred to themselves as Mayan during our conversations. 
They understand the language, but either do not speak it, as in the 
case of Lety, or do not use it with their children as in the case of 
Carlos and Adela. Ignoring identity and through racialization, ab-
stract space paints them as homogenous. For example, according 
to the State Development Plan from 1996, comisarías like Kanca-
bal–Tanyá are rural areas where people are victims of marginaliza-
tion and extreme poverty (Gobierno del Estado, 1996). People like 
Lety, Carlos, and Adela—not only from a “rural area” but also 
from a Maya–speaking family—dropped out from primary school 
because of undernourishment, and psychological and behavioral 
problems (Gobierno del Estado, 1996). 
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The understanding of the urban and rural in the Yucatecan context 
articulates race in relationship to space and has colonial roots. The 
prejudice still is that the Indio lives in the countryside while the 
mestizo lives in the city, Sebastián explained to me during his in-
terview. In his archeology of Mayanism, Wainwright (2008) ex-
plains that during the colonial era, when missionaries were still try-
ing to Christianize the Indios bravos, the understanding was that, 
“The law is a gift from God – given only to settled communities.” 
Settled villages were a Christian product and therefore civilized. 
The process of assuming a natural attachment between certain 
places/territories and races is still articulated today and 
Wainwright (2008: 132) calls it “race–space articulation.” This 
concept, and its genealogy, reminds me once again of Rivera 
Cusicanqui’s (2017, NOLAN Conference) argument that “devel-
opment is the punishment for being heretic.” In this case, coloniza-
tion is the punishment for being heretic. “Race–space articulation” 
can be seen in Wilson's (2011) work on Rural Cities, the state–led 
housing project that attempted to “relocate” indigenous and peas-
ant populations from their remote villages to the Rural Cities.  

 
The Zone–maquiladora is another naturalized “race–space articu-
lation.” It also became an instrument of Wainwright's (2008) 
“capitalism qua development.” A path for the Magical Maya to 
move forward to civilization.  

 
Differential Space 
 
It should not be forgotten that the whole purpose of unveiling the 
production of space, having an insight into the inner mechanism of 
abstract space, is to open the door to imagining how to produce 
something else (Lefebvre, 1991). Despite itself and because of its 
innate contradictions, abstract space carries within the fertile soil, 
the cracks from where differential space can be created collectively. 
During fieldwork, I did not find traces of collective differential 
space in the form of organized movements, for example. The fact 
that I did not see or was not able to detect differential space does 
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not mean is not there, latent. I suspect the research methods used 
and the amount of time I spent in Yucatán were limiting in this 
sense. I can only offer initial reflections that could be complement-
ed in the future by additional research. (For example, differential 
space could perhaps exist at “the horizon of black hole capital-
ism,” as Wilson and Bayón (2016) argue. Or differential space 
could be approached by thinking through what Echeverría (1996, 
2008) calls the “ethos barroco”: a type of modernity created by 
mestizaje and that allows the possibility of difference through emu-
lation and rejection. This perspective could be a tool to decolonize 
the understanding of modernity as it currently exists in Yucatán.) 
  
Werner (2016), in her study of Free Trade Zones in the Caribbean, 
argues the workers “forge their livelihood possibilities under condi-
tions not of their own choosing.” Despite their agency, the maquila 
and ex–maquila workers in Motul face similar conditions. Howev-
er, even as abstract space attempts to reduce, mystify, and homog-
enize maquiladora workers, there is difference. Their lives exceed 
their mystification. The Magical Maya has a name. S/he stays 
working at the maquiladora not because s/he is loyal, but because, 
despite the little room to maneuver, this is what s/he chooses. S/he 
is a diligent worker but for the sake of family, not because s/he 
cares about making jeans. S/he likes to go to the beach with the 
family once a year, in organized tours (which are cheaper), or in a 
motorcycle if s/he needs to. S/he also likes to play baseball and be-
longs to a local league. S/he also enjoys the annual festivities in 
Motul to honor the Virgin Guadalupe in December, San Juan 
Bosco in January, and San Juan Bautista in June. (And might even 
choose to miss work on a Monday after a festive weekend). S/he 
chooses to have a life, and have joy, and laughter, and dreams, de-
spite structural oppression and violence; despite colonization.  
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10. CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has analyzed the relationship between colonial 
legacies, urbanization, and the unfolding of global capitalism in 
Yucatán, Mexico. It has attempted to illustrate how capitalism and 
urbanization take place and, following the work of Tsing (2009), 
analyze how the global in global capitalism actually unfolds in eve-
ryday life. Capitalism in Yucatán is articulated by what Santos 
(2011) calls the Imperial South through processes of racialization, 
colonization, and violence. The unfolding of capitalism happens in 
tension between homogenization and differentiation by means of 
instances of magic—a concept I have put to use inspired by magical 
realism and McNally's (2012) interpretation of the monstrous and 
fantastic in the work of Marx. The instances of magic are moments 
where abstract space veils the everyday and the daily, creating an 
alternate reality where the rationality of capital rules instead. 
 
The arguments have been developed through an analysis of the 
boom, bust, and decline of the maquiladora industry in the state, 
with a particular focus on the city of Motul and its maquiladora, 
Montgomery Industries. Yucatán—considered rural, indigenous, 
poor, and underdeveloped—became the New Frontier of the 
maquiladora industry in Mexico between 1990 and 2001 when its 
infant maquila industry experienced a growth of 1007%. The 
maquiladora industry became the new economic engine of the 
state, replacing the henequen–based agricultural model—the 
“green gold” that had sustained the economy since the nineteenth 
century. Yucatán and Motul underwent tremendous changes as (a) 
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the state government built the infrastructural veins that were need-
ed for the new industry, and (b) attempted to sell the idea of Yuca-
tán as an exotic, maquiladora–friendly Mayaland, where Magical 
Mayas, the suitable workers of the land, awaited. Unfortunately, 
what was described as a “dramatic shift” (Biles, 2004) actually 
ended in 2001 as the maquiladoras steadily began to leave the 
state. By the time the OECD (2007) described Yucatán as a “lag-
ging but dynamic” region that is “catching–up,” the decline of 
maquiladoras was having a slight improvement between the years 
2006 and 2008, but continued. By 2015, Yucatán had sixty–seven 
maquiladoras employing a little bit more than 20,000 workers 
(INEGI, 2017). 

 
The analysis has been carried out with a theoretical framework 
that mixes postcolonial and Lefebvrian theories, and goes from ab-
stractions to the level of the everyday. The strengths and limita-
tions of a postcolonial–Lefebvrian approach have been addressed 
through a reflection on Eurocentrism; and a discussion of space, 
capitalism, everyday life, and urbanization. My approach to Euro-
centrism follows Chakrabarty's (2000) call to acknowledge “his-
torical difference,” Roy's (2016b) view to “inhabit” rather than 
“discard” it, and Santos's (2010) “Non–Occidentalist West.” The 
main theoretical tools used are Lefebvre’s “abstract space” and 
“colonization”; Brenner and Schmid's (2015b) neo–Lefebvrian 
concept of “planetary urbanization”; Quijano's (2000, 2007) “co-
loniality of power”; and tools from the postcolonial and coloniality 
toolkit such as Manichean allegories, “mestizajes,” and “transfig-
uration” (my own concept). Inhabiting Eurocentrism has created 
this bricolage of theory and has meant that this study rejects the 
idea that Yucatán—a place not forged by the industrial revolution 
and outside the Anglo–American and European heartland—is, in 
the words of Roy (2009), a simple “interesting, anomalous, differ-
ent, and esoteric empirical case.” Guided by the aspirations of 
postcolonial urban theory (Parnell and Oldfield, 2014; Robinson, 
2002; Roy, 2009, 2016b), this thesis acknowledges that empirical 
fragments outside the center of theory can also be a source of gen-
eralization. The specificity of the configuration of capitalism in 
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Yucatán helps us reflect on (a) the global reach of capitalism and 
urbanization, (b) the limits of conceptualizing these concepts in a 
universal fashion, and (c) the role that racialization plays in capi-
talism.  
 
The research design was built guided by Lefebvre's (1991) spatial 
triad; which consists of three two–fold “moments”: spatial practic-
es/perceived space, representations of space/conceived space, and 
spaces of representation/lived space. The empirical material has 
been gathered reflecting on these “moments” and using qualitative 
methods. Two fieldwork periods (comprising a total of thirteen 
weeks) were carried out in Yucatán in September 2014, and be-
tween November 2015 and February 2016. Drawing inspiration 
from ethnographic methods, the tools used were participant obser-
vation, interviews, and “go–alongs” (Kusenbach, 2003). A gate-
keeper introduced me to the first research participants in Motul 
and the rest of the participants were contacted through snowball 
and purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was reached 
(Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981; Blaikie, 2010). Relevant written 
sources—reports, websites, brochures, books, and journal and 
newspaper articles—were also gathered and analyzed discursively. 
ATLAS.ti was used to transcribe and codify the recorded inter-
views. “Rich material” (Müller, 2012) is included in the thesis. 
Methodological reflections about intersectionality and power rela-
tions between researcher and research participants have also been 
addressed.   
 
The main findings are as follows: 
  
Colonial legacies 
 
Both Mayaland—an exotic, maquiladora–friendly paradise—and 
the Magical Maya—the suitable workers of the paradise—are 
mythical entities that were operationalized to sell the idea of Yuca-
tán as a suitable maquiladora spot. Both concepts emerge from 
scripts reminiscent of New World exoticism (O’Gorman, 1995; 
Rabasa, 1993) and Mayanism (Wainwright, 2008). In the invented 



 

 228 

New World of Christopher Columbus and the domain of Eurocen-
trism, there were unheard–of, marvelous, exotic flora and fauna; a 
benevolent climate; a feminized landscape that could be named, 
discovered, and conquered; the noble savage (the Indio); and per-
haps even the Earthly location of paradise (Rabasa, 1993). In the 
invented Mayaland there are enigmatic creatures like Magical Ma-
yas, cosmic Indios, vultures, ghosts, white elephants, pineapples, 
swallows, and flamingos; and wondrous places like cenotes, pyra-
mids, blue moons, old frontiers, new frontiers, and paradise–
Zones. 
 
The myth is this thesis is understood through Wright (2006) as the 
movement where “fantastic characters” and “extraordinary” 
things are used to explain or validate social reality in a depoliti-
cized way. The myth of Mayaland paints Yucatán as a region that 
is (a) geographically privileged since it is the New Frontier, border-
ing the east coast of the United States; (b) has abundant natural re-
sources like cheap water and plenty of electricity; (c) offers dutiful 
workers that will not go on strike; (d) provides the right infrastruc-
ture for maquiladoras such as a world–class seaport, satellite–
linked industrial parks, and airports; (e) makes sure there are no 
hurdles for business; and (f) can provide “good living” to investors 
in the form of amenities, natural wonders, archeological sites, and 
colonial architecture. In addition to all of this, the wonders of Ma-
yaland are exotic enough but also safe enough since Yucatán is the 
“safest state in Mexico” (SEFOE, 2011). Just like America did it 
when she was discovered (Rabasa, 1993), Yucatán also offers her 
tamed riches. 
    
The myth of Mayaland is needed for Yucatán to differentiate itself 
in a national and global landscape filled with Zones—Export Pro-
cessing Zones, Free (Trade) Zones, Exclusive Economic Zones, 
Economic Development Zones, Special Economic Zones, and so 
forth (Singa Boyenge, 2007)—since, despite its ethnic and exotic 
twist, Mayaland–as–Zone is actually generic in the world of capi-
tal. There is a large menu of maquiladora topographies for capital 
to choose from. In Mexico, there is the Old Frontier—the original 
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maquiladora territory that has existed in the border with the Unit-
ed States since the 1960s (Iglesias Prieto, 1997)—and the rest of 
the country. In the vicinity (Central America and the Caribbean), 
maquiladoras can hop around to Guatemala (Goldín, 2011); Nica-
ragua (Bickham Mendez, 2002; Tornhill, 2010); El Salvador and 
Honduras (Farole and Akinci, 2011); and Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic (Werner, 2011). The planetary topography of the Zone is 
made up of different configurations depending on its location and 
can exist as a fenced–in factory, a demarcated industrial park, or 
even as “hybrid Zone–city” (Bach, 2011b; Farole and Akinci, 
2011). Despite variations in name, concessions, subsidies, size, and 
regulations, the essence of the Zone is exceptionality as norm. The 
Zone’s existence lies in global capitalism’s historical “impetus to 
maintain strategically ambiguous spaces to enable more fluid circu-
lation of goods, people, and capital,” argues Bach (2011a). This is 
also described by Ong (2006) as a “logic of exception” that allows 
governments to selectively deploy regulations in an enhanced or 
diminished fashion—“liberal,” “more effective,” or “experi-
mental” in World Bank terminology—(Farole and Akinci, 2011; 
FIAS, 2008). If there is so much Zone territory, both nationally 
and globally, mythical difference is needed. Kipfer (2008) explains 
how “minimal difference” is “harnessed” by abstract space to cre-
ate “difference–as–sameness.” This concept refers to how space is 
“homogenous yet at the same time broken up into fragments” 
since abstract space “renders homogenous” but “in itself is multi-
form” (Lefebvre, 1991). Abstract space is “abstract” in the sense 
that it only exists by virtue of its exchange value at the time of ex-
change; however, it also has a “concrete” quality in the sense that 
is “socially real” and “localized” somewhere (Lefebvre, 1991). The 
minimal difference that is operationalized by abstract space at the 
time of its exchange is not difference per se, but a mythical differ-
ence that is created through New World exoticism. It becomes a 
layer of mystification, which in turns enforces the mystification of 
abstract space. 
    
The myth of the Magical Maya is the ultimate argument to sustain 
and emphasize Yucatán’s differentiation in the Zone landscape 
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since the Magical Maya (at least in its pure state) can only be 
found in a Mayaland like Yucatán. This in turn can potentially 
trump other places that might also speak of assets like location and 
natural resources but that do not have the Magical Maya. The 
Magical Maya emerges through racialization, in a process of sub-
ject formation that occurs through transfiguration. Tsing (2009) 
argues, “diversity forms part of the structure of capitalism rather 
than an inessential appendage,” making characteristics like “gen-
der, race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, sexuality, age, and citizen-
ship status” features that are attached to bodies and their perceived 
labor suitability. Quijano's (2000) complements this view: “natu-
ral” associations between racial qualities and types of labor con-
tinue to be articulated within capitalism because of colonial lega-
cies. According to this racial division of labor, certain bodies are 
entitled while others are expected to do certain types of labor. In 
Yucatán, the natural relation of domination established by layers 
of violence, dispossession, and “historic patterns of exploitation” 
(Werner, 2011) from the henequen period and the colonial era, 
give the Magical Maya his place within Mayaland and the Zone. 
According to Wright (2006), the power of the myth assigns bodies 
truths and logics according to the “natural” hierarchy in place; not 
treating certain bodies as the myth establishes would just be “silly 
and irrational.” 
 
In the case of the Magical Maya, the “natural” relation of domina-
tion establishes he should earn little because he is first of all Mexi-
can, which makes him cheaper than a horse (Lomnitz, 2010); he is 
also an Indio, which makes him inferior, poor, uneducated, and ru-
ral (Gutiérrez, 2009; Katzew, 2009); and he is also a Maya, which 
means he has degenerated (Wainwright, 2008) and has always 
bled. At the same time, the Magical Maya has supernatural pow-
ers: he is the ancient builder of pyramids, the tourist’s amenity, and 
the heroic emblem of Yucatán; he is also an investor’s gold mine 
since he has intrinsic, ancient skills that make him an excellent 
maquiladora worker. These schizophrenic characteristics exist in 
continuous tension, creating an ambivalent, cyclical, character. A 
despised Indio, the Magical Maya is not fit for factory work and 
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needs to be taught how to do factory work. However, once the 
Magical Maya starts to work in the factory he transfigures into a 
mestizo (starts to be perceived as a mestizo) because he no longer 
should be recognized as a Maya—otherwise he would not be a 
suitable subject for factory work since, after all, the factory needs a 
modern subject. Yet again, the Magical Maya is a good worker be-
cause he is Maya and gets paid little precisely because he is Ma-
ya—and is therefore a good worker because he gets paid little. 
However, a Magical Maya is not fit for factory work… The cycle 
starts again and never gets solved. Just like Mayaland offers tamed 
riches, it also offers sanitized workers in the form of the mestizo—
reminiscent of the canned pineapple, which was tamed “through 
conquest and civilization” (Okihiro, 2009: 3). 
 
It is important to emphasize that the Magical Maya also has an-
other layer of intersectionality that emerges from the gendering and 
racializing of maquiladora bodies. The “nimble–fingered,” docile 
Woman that works in the factories that produce for the First 
World already existed in the 1980s (Rivas F., 1985; Sklair, 1989). 
Salzinger (2004) has documented the “tropes of gendered person-
hood” that structure global production chains while Wright (2006) 
explored the myths of the “disposable women” that work in these 
global factories. The inherent qualities that surround the descrip-
tions of the inherent qualities that make Woman suited for maqui-
ladora work can be traced back to Mohanty’s (1991 in Wright, 
1997) homogenous, Third World woman. This is important since 
the Magical Maya was, after all, a Woman at first. Some authors 
have analyzed the racializing aspects of maquiladora bodies: 
Wright (1997) briefly talks about the connections between race, 
ethnicity, and class in maquiladoras in the north of Mexico; while 
Labrecque (2005) discusses the “ethnic markers” attached to 
maquiladora workers in Yucatán; and Werner (2016) describes 
how for the Free Trade Zone workers in the Dominican Republic, 
in contrast to “phenotypic blackness,” “social blackness” permits a 
“social whitening” which occurs when a person becomes “mod-
ern” through factory work and performing urbanity. The Magical 
Maya exemplifies how a racialized or gendered body materializes 
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from social constructions, imaginings, and discourses at the mo-
ment of its production when it is gazed. The Magical Maya is by 
virtue of Mayanism, the Indio, ideas of modernity, but also be-
comes through maquiladoras.   
  
The homogenization/differentiation of abstract space uses racializ-
ing practices to create categories of bodies that are suitable for cer-
tain types of jobs, establishing a racial division of labor. The ho-
mogenization presents images of diligent workers while the differ-
entiation works to emphasize their racial essence (in terms of in-
trinsic qualities). The homogenization/differentiation of abstract 
space also uses racializing practices to attach qualities to place, en-
forcing the mystification of space. The homogenization process at-
tempts to present a standard maquiladora–Zone paradise while the 
differentiation highlights, to use the words of Carpentier (in 
Chanady, 2008), the “marvelous reality” of Yucatán. 
  
Urbanization 
 
The Zone allows the global to unfold as urbanization in the local. 
In the name of development and the economy, throughout the 
years of the boom and bust of the maquiladora industry, the gov-
ernment in Yucatán continuously prioritized over–dimensioned in-
frastructure projects—the so called “development detonators,” 
“essential” despite their high costs (Gobierno del Estado, 2000). 
Some examples of these “detonators” are: the great seaport at Pro-
greso that has one of the longest piers in the world and that in 
2012 was only used to 21% of its capacity (COESPY, 2013); the 
airport at Chichén Itzá, located within a 300–km radius of two 
other airports, and that has not been able to attract traffic since its 
inauguration in the year 2000 (Boffil Gómez, 2008; Cárdenas, 
2016); the new gas pipeline and power stations that produce more 
electricity than the state actually needs; and radio systems via satel-
lite in the empty industrial parks. The maquila leftovers are the ef-
fects that the maquiladora has on the surroundings under a domain 
of invisibility; these include industrial ghosts and ruins, white ele-
phants, empty land, and environmental degradation (e.g., “the fan-



 

 
 

233 

tastically real blue moon”). I mean invisibility in the sense that 
some of the leftovers are not considered leftovers according to the 
logic of capital—yet, they are “fantastically real,” in the words of 
McNally (2012). For example, the white elephant of Chichén Itzá 
is not a white elephant but a project that continues to receive gov-
ernment funding (Gobierno del Estado, 2017) and that is expected 
to be part of the government’s new plan to develop a logistics in-
dustry, the “Zones for Logistics Activities” (COESPY, 2013; 
Mejía, 2013); which in turn is part of the federal government’s new 
plan to build “Special Economic Zones” (AFDZEE, 2017; SEGOB, 
2016b). The fantastically real blue moon—the pollution case in 
Motul in the early 2000s where a blue dye covered the municipal 
dump—was never considered an environmental disaster by the 
municipal government but a nuisance, a simple case of “visual” 
and “potentially atmospheric” pollution that could be fixed by 
suggesting Montgomery Industries to use sturdier plastic bags 
when dumping trash (Navarrete, 2008). Most industrial parks sit 
haunted by industrial ruins—the ghosts of yesterday’s expecta-
tions—or simply empty covered by vegetation. Regardless of this, 
the “industrial” land of the industrial parks is already officially 
demarcated as potential abstract space, already put aside for a 
purpose. At least four out of the nine industrial parks in Yucatán 
have an “urbanization rate” below 24%, and seven out of the nine 
have an occupancy rate below 44% (SEFOE, 2010). This is land 
dispossession (Wise and Cypher, 2007) and a form of “spatial 
fragmentation” (Arboleda, 2016). 
 
In general, there was infrastructure that was meant to “support the 
economic development of the state” (Gobierno del Estado, 2000: 
573), and there was plain infrastructure. Yucatán is described by 
both state and federal governments as a place that has high poverty 
levels and that lacks full coverage of basic services (COESPY, 
2013; SEDATU, 2014). Mérida, the most “urbanized” city in the 
state (CentroEure, 2014) that is, according to some research partic-
ipants, “like living in California,” does not have a sewage system. 
The population living in “inconvenient,” “dispersed” locations, 
where poverty is “localized,” faces even more challenges that in-
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clude: difficulties accessing education and health care facilities, lack 
of access to piped water, and in some extreme cases, lack of access 
to electricity (COESPY, 2013). At the same time, Yucatán is Maya-
land, maquiladora paradise. The infrastructure that was construct-
ed—the “essential” infrastructure to the economy—was what 
Harvey and Knox (2012) call “enchanted infrastructure”:  infra-
structure that is believed to be an instrument for a better life but 
that in reality hides another purpose. The positive impacts that 
might have trickled down to people were secondary effects in a 
context were the rationale was to facilitate the workings of the 
maquiladora industry. Even when money was invested in “social” 
infrastructure, like the construction of higher education centers in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s throughout the state, the logic was 
instrumentality in relationship to how much it could contribute to 
building the maquiladora topography.  
 
Detecting the direct outcomes or effects of the Zone in the sur-
roundings is not difficult. However, how does the global actually 
unfold as urbanization in the local? The Zone is part of global cap-
italism and represents quintessential abstract space because of its 
exceptionality, homogeneity, and reproducibility. The power of the 
state establishes what or where is the exceptional territory of the 
Zone and what is therefore the “normal” territory “outside” it. 
The city of Motul is not a Zone. However, Motul functions in a 
similar fashion to the Zone, not because the city is under special 
jurisdiction but because it is part of the worldwide urban fabric 
where space is fashioned in the image of capital through the power 
of abstract space as well (Lefebvre, 2003). The concept of plane-
tary urbanization helped reveal Motul as an underbelly town of 
global capitalism, part of the “inconspicuous geography of globali-
zation” (Choplin and Pliez, 2015); an invisible city that would 
probably only come under the spotlight as an “uncanny” element 
(Arboleda, 2015b) if there was a disruption in the global supply 
chain. Regardless of its inconspicuousness, Motul is part of the 
hidden infrastructure that sustains the urban fabric and represents 
an example of abstract space expanding and conquering new terri-
tories that were not as accessible some decades ago since, for ex-
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ample, a structure such as NAFTA was not in place to facilitate it. 
The new wave of compression of space and time that has been oc-
curring since the 1980s (Harvey, 2014a) has created a moment 
where even Motul, Yucatán can be operationalized to support the 
everyday (urban) life of an elsewhere center of power, along with 
the other underbelly settlements of the world.  
 
The homogenization/differentiation of abstract space unfolds 
through planetary urbanization. It is homogenous in the sense that 
the urban process operationalizes extended urbanization to achieve 
the same means: fashion space in the image of capital in a depoliti-
cized and “natural” way. It is differential in the sense that plane-
tary urbanization operationalizes anything and everything that is 
found at the local level—from apparently “non–urban” places 
(Brenner and Schmid, 2015b), “non–cities” (Arboleda, 2015b), to 
the domain of invisibility in the form of hidden infrastructure or 
empty land—creating different urban forms that respond to the 
same logic, global capitalism.  
 
The unfolding of global capitalism 
 
The magic of the Zone, in any of its configurations, occurs through 
two tricks. The first magic trick involves a transmutation of space 
and time. Items leave the Mexican territory and “enter” the 
Zone—a territory by itself—to be reconfigured and then to leave 
the Zone as a commodity, ready to be shipped to the global North. 
The second magic trick can be summarized by a phrase uttered by 
a government official during Montgomery Industries’ inauguration 
in 1995: “it [Montgomery Industries] will allow the people from 
Motul to travel the world with the ‘Made in Mexico’ brand” (DY, 
1995b). The commodity can (and should be) as mobile as possible; 
in contrast, the labor force (probably unwanted in the commodity’s 
final destination) must remain immobile. However, embedded in 
the commodity, labor moves without moving; which allows a “dis-
embodied exportation of labor” (Wise and Cypher, 2007). The 
Zone is magical because it allows the existence of, as seen in this 
case, exploitative practices within legality. The Zone is magical be-
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cause it mediates and represents a legal border between host coun-
try and global production chains. The Zone is magical because it 
allows capital to have several exceptional territories across the 
world where to land. 
  
In this case, the landing strip for capital was built and improved by 
what Santos (2011) calls the Imperial South—the elite that lives 
within the global South and that uses the rules and structures of 
capitalism and colonial legacies to also accumulate by dispos-
sessing. The development of the maquiladora industry in Yucatán 
was part of a bigger, national neoliberal trend but was articulated 
by local, strong actors (e.g., Víctor Cervera Pacheco). The violence 
of abstract space was articulated by the state through the promise 
of development and modernity. This is the promise that has been 
part of the allure of EPZs and the promise that has also been car-
ried out in other maquiladora–Zone scenarios, for example, in 
Guatemala’s transition from agriculture (Goldín, 2011), and in the 
Dominican Republic after its sugar industry crumbled (Werner, 
2011, 2016). This is the similar promise behind Wainwright's 
(2008) “capitalism qua development,” which is nothing more than 
a Trojan horse for capitalism that has helped reproduce “an impe-
rial, and hegemonic, form of power.” This in turn has connections 
to Eurocentrism which establishes how modernity should look like 
and which in turn influenced how modernity was framed and un-
derstood in Yucatán.  
 
The development of the maquiladora industry in Yucatán also 
shows another aspect of global capitalism: its “capitalist monstros-
ity” that, via the colonization of the everyday, normalizes and nat-
uralizes itself (McNally, 2012). This monstrosity is nothing more 
than the power of abstract space that colonizes by allowing pow-
er’s conceived representations of space to take over lived experi-
ence.  It is important to remember that there was a feeling of legit-
imacy, an imperative need, and a sense of justice to the endeavor of 
pursuing modernity and industrialization in Yucatán. The official 
raison d'être of the maquiladora industry was to create jobs and 
improve life conditions (even if the imperative became the maqui-
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ladora industry itself) through “pragmatism” and “commonsense.” 
However, this “commonsense” prevented any criticism of capital-
ism itself. In the aftermath of the boom, in the declining period of 
the industry, there was a sense that perhaps maquiladoras could be 
successful (again) if only Yucatán could get it right and fix its defi-
ciencies—too may federal taxes and environmental regulations, the 
lack of competitiveness, and the lack of a business attitude or cul-
ture. There was also a sense that maquiladoras were the lesser evil 
in an inescapable or otherwise impossible path. As explained be-
fore, the “lesser evil” argument acknowledges the exploitative as-
pects of the maquiladora industry (e.g., environmental impacts and 
low salaries) but supports it nevertheless because (a) the working 
conditions at maquiladoras are better in comparison to other prac-
tices that are perceived as even more exploitative (e.g., the hene-
quen fields or jobs at local companies), (b) a job is better than no 
job at all, (c) a degree of economic development has been achieved 
in the communities where maquiladoras arrived, and (d) capitalism 
and globalization are inevitable. 
 
The clearest example of the absurdity when the logic of abstract 
space takes prevalence over the daily is illustrated in a newspaper 
article from 1995 described earlier. Abascal Carranza, the presi-
dent of COPARMEX stated during an interview that Mexican 
workers needed 3.4 times the minimum wage to live “in dignity” 
since the minimum wage established by law was in fact not enough 
for a family to meet their basic needs (DY, 1995e). Despite this, 
Abascal Carranza added, it was impossible for companies to pro-
vide a living wage in the foreseeable future without companies go-
ing bankrupt. The creation of wealth was needed before it could be 
distributed, the COPARMEX president concluded (DY, 1995e). 
Everyday life does not matter as long as capitalist monstrosity, as 
long as abstract space says that things are OK.  
 
Capitalism also unfolds through imaginaries (more maquila lefto-
vers) that refuse to disappear. Another case where reality is not re-
ality under the eyes of capitalist monstrosity is the latest proposal 
by the federal government to create Zonas Económicas Especiales 
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(ZEEs, Special Economic Zones) in Yucatán. These ZEEs will offer 
tax benefits, a special customs regime, an efficient regulatory 
framework, competitive infrastructure, and special programs and 
incentives (AFDZEE, 2017). Just like in 1987 when the Yucatecan 
government chose to ignore the reports from the north of Mexico 
that described the negative aspects of the maquiladora industry, it 
seems like the ZEE proposal wants to ignore, not only its own 
maquiladora genealogy, but even the assessments of pro–business 
entities like the World Bank—which has described Special Eco-
nomic Zones as a “mixed record of success,” “white elephants” 
that create jobs in the short term and do not “extend benefits out-
side their enclaves” (Farole and Akinci, 2011). The plan to create 
ZEEs is an attempt to erase and rewind the Zone and has echoes of 
all the other development projects that have been attempted in the 
“south/southeast”: Marcha hacia el Sur (Labrecque, 2005; Proceso, 
2003), Plan Puebla Panamá (Presidencia de la República, 2001; 
Torres Torres and Gasca Zamora, 2004), and more recently, Proy-
ecto Mesoamérica (Zamora Torres, 2016) or Programa Regional 
de Desarrollo del Sur–Sureste (Gobierno de la República, 2013). It 
also echoes the argument of “the generational evolution of maqui-
ladoras” developed by Carrillo (Carrillo, 2014; Carrillo and 
Zárate, 2009), who claims there are different types of maquilas, 
categorized into “generations” according to their performance and 
degree of complexity. In reality, only first–generation maquilas are 
exploitative; the rest have more “added value” and can therefore 
offer better salaries. In its attempt to revamp the Zone, the federal 
government explains the ZEEs are a “new strategy” in the history 
of the country and a solution to close the economic gap between 
the north and center of Mexico and the south. Abstract space says 
that it is not abstract space, hoping a slight change of name will do 
the magic trick in convincing us that this is indeed a new strategy 
that has never been tried before.  
  
The unfolding of global capitalism through the colonization of eve-
ryday life can occur in the “metaphoric” (Goonewardena and 
Kipfer, 2013) understanding of the concept (such as what has just 
been presented), however, it can also occur through the more “lit-
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eral” understanding of it. In this case, the homogeniza-
tion/differentiation of abstract space creates an image of everyday 
life influenced by colonial legacies and the “natural” relationships 
of domination that already exist. Abstract space colonizes the per-
ceptions of everyday life, creating an idea that there is an American 
city–ness way of life (just like living or being in California), a 
“good life” awaiting the adventurous investors that decide to 
come. There are natural wonders, archeological sites, colonial ar-
chitecture, Yucatecan culture and cuisine, “gran turismo” hotels, 
golf courses, great weather, and low crime levels. Fortunately, the 
“Maya community” lives away from the tourist and American–like 
sites. The Maya does not live in the city but in rural areas where he 
is easily recognized by the clothes he wears and his lack of profi-
ciency in Spanish. However, at the same time, the loyal and dili-
gent Magical Maya is always close by to do the labor that befits 
him.  
 
Abstract space via colonization attempts to reduce maquiladora 
workers and fetishize them into Magical Mayas. However, despite 
being forced to, to take the words of Werner (2016), “forge their 
livelihood possibilities under conditions not of their own choos-
ing,” there is difference (and potential perhaps to maximize this 
difference). We must remember that space has no power by itself. 
It has the power to produce but it is also a product itself (Lefebvre, 
1991).   
   
To conclude, the unfolding of colonial legacies, urbanization, and 
global capitalism in the land of the Magical Maya has shown us 
that a deeper understanding of the relationship between centers 
and peripheries within the urban fabric is needed if we want in any 
way fight the fetishism of urbanization in the centers of power. 
Through its Eurocentric and colonial practices, the centers of pow-
er and capital continue to define modernity in the periphery and 
establish reality. This reality does not only emerge in the form of 
representations of space but also in spatial practices that end up 
molding the spaces of representation. Of course, the centers of 
power act through (or in collaboration with) the Imperial South as 
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well. Decolonization needs to happen within the Imperial South 
but also within the global North. Because of the power that the 
global North still commands, it needs to understand that its (ur-
ban) everyday life is constructed on (and through) the bodies of 
people like the maquiladora workers in Motul and through the use 
of resources in these “underbelly” places. The myth that the global 
North (“the West”) tells itself about itself—its Occidentalism—
needs to be shattered. Despite the environmental, tax, or labor reg-
ulations that might exist in the centers of power, global capitalism 
survives thanks to the buffet of exceptional Zone paradises that ex-
ist throughout the globe. Places like Motul and the land of the 
Magical Maya need to become visible if the global North and the 
Imperial South want to destroy the myths—the mystification—
created by abstract space.   
 
 
 

  



 

 
 

241 

 

Appendix: List of Interviewees 

All interviewees were informed of the purpose of my research. I 
have changed the names of all research participants—except aca-
demics I came in contact with as part of their official capacity (the-
se can be recognized because I use their last names). There were 
two key informants, Adela and Lety. However, in addition to in-
terviewing, I met the following research participants more than 
once, some on a regular basis: Antonio, Carlos, Esmeralda, Jaime, 
Laura, Marta, Melissa, Patricio, and Stephany. Mindful to the im-
portance of internal confidentiality (Tolich, 2004), I have made 
sure to not include information or comments that might cause 
harm to the research participants in case the insiders of this project 
recognize each other.  

 
First fieldwork period 
 

1. Arturo Male. Director of Investment Promotion, SEFOE, Mérida, 
18 September 2014. 

2. Mauricio 
and Paulina 

Mauricio (male), Director of Sustainable Urban Develop-
ment, Territorial Planning and Built Heritage. Paulina (fe-
male), Head of Integral Sustainable Urban Management. 
SEDUMA, Mérida, 29 September 2014. 

3. J. Becerril 
García 

Male. Coordinador Cuerpo Académico: Reorientación 
Económica de Yucatán, Faculty of Economy, UADY, Méri-
da, 24 September 2014. 

4. R. Canto 
Sáenz 

Male. Cuerpo Académico: Reorientación Económica de 
Yucatán, Faculty of Economy, UADY, Mérida, 18 Septem-
ber 2014. 

5. B. Castilla 
Ramos and 

B. Castilla Ramos (female), Centro de Investigaciones Re-
gionales Dr. Hideyo Noguchi, UADY. J. Dzul Sánchez 
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J. Dzul 
Sánchez 

(male), Archivo General del Estado de Yucatán. Mérida, 23 
September 2014. 

 
Second fieldwork period 

 
Key Informants 

1. Adela Female, 37. From Kancabal-Tanyá (comisaría). Maya-
speaker. Worked at Mayan Palace and Montgomery Indus-
tries. Interview: Motul, 14 December 2015. 

2. Lety Female, 38. From Kancabal-Tanyá (comisaría). Maya-
speaker. Worked at Motul’s old cannery, Mayan Palace, 
and Montgomery Industries. Interview: Motul, 3 February 
2016. 

 

Interviewees 
3. Alma Female, 25, Tourism Department, Motul, 19 January 

2016.    
4. Antonio Male, journalist, Motul, 18 January 2016.  
5. Armando Male, worker at Montgomery Industries, Motul, 5 Decem-

ber 2015.    
6. Azucena 

and Itzél 
Females, workers at Montgomery Industries, Motul, 11 
December 2015.    

7. Carlos Male, 35, worker at Montgomery Industries, Kancabal-
Tanyá, 5 December 2015. 

8. Carmen Female, salesclerk, Motul, 2 February 2016.  
9. Enrique Male, Rural Development Department, Motul, 27 January 

2016. 
10. Esmeralda Female, 41, Rural Development Department, Motul, 30 

January 2016. 
11. Gabriela Female, Department of Public Services and Urban Image, 

Motul, 27 January 2016. 
12. Guadalupe Female, 29, Department of Public Services and Urban Im-

age, Motul, 5 December 2015.  
 Graciela Female, restaurant owner, Motul, 27 January 2016. (In-

formal conversation, not an interview). 
13. Hernán Male, president of a Dairy Association in Yucatán, Mérida, 

1 December 2015.  
14. Horacio Male, INDEMAYA, Mérida, 15 December 2015. 
15. Ignacio Male, manager at Montgomery Industries, Motul, 30 No-

vember 2015.   
16. Irene Female, former mayor, Motul, 15 January 2016.  
17. Irma Female, 35, Tourism Department, Motul, 19 January 

2016.    
18. Ismael Male, 27, salesclerk, Motul, 3 December 2015.  
19. Jaime Male, 32, staff local museum, Motul, 3 December 2015.  
20.  Laura Female, 24, Department of Public Services and Urban Im-
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age, Motul, 5 December 2015.  
21. Marta Female, 35, Department of Public Services and Urban Im-

age, Motul, 3 December 2015.   
22. Martín 

and Móni-
ca 

Male and female, workers at Montgomery Industries, 
Motul, 11 December 2015.    

23. Mayor 
(The) 

Male, Motul’s mayor, Motul, 30 November 2015. 

24. Melissa Female, 28, Department of Public Services and Urban Im-
age, Motul, 26 November 2015. 

25. Mercedes Female, staff local museum, Motul, 3 December 2015. 
26.  Pablo Male, 44, worked at Motul’s old cannery and Montgomery 

Industries, Motul, 2 February 2016. 
27. Patricio Male, Department of Public Services and Urban Image, 

Motul, 26 November 2015. 
28. Ramón Male, shop owner, Motul, 3 December 2015.   
29. Saúl Male, Economic Development Department, Motul, 27 Jan-

uary 2016.  
30. Sebastián Male, 38, INDEMAYA, Mérida, 26 January 2016. 
31. Sonia Female, 60, shop owner, Motul, 3 December 2015. 
32. Stephany Female, 23, Department of Public Services and Urban Im-

age, Motul, 5 December 2015. 
33. Verónica Female, 68, businesswoman, Motul, 13 January 2016.  
34. Vicente Male, 41, INDEMAYA, Mérida, 26 January 2016.  
35. J. Dzul 

Sánchez 
Male, Archivo General del Estado de Yucatán, Mérida, 20 
January 2016. 

36. R. Palma 
Gómez 
and C. 
Worbis 
Ávila 

Males, Instituto Tecnológico Superior de Motul, Motul, 29 
January 2016. 
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looked for alternatives to diversify the economy in an attempt to 
prevent the effects of mass unemployment. Almost by chance, but with 
the help of state intervention, the maquiladora industry filled the gap 
left by the old system and boomed between 1990 and 2001, followed 
by a bust, and then a decline. Drawing on fieldwork, and with an 
analysis that starts with abstractions and zooms in to the level of the 
everyday, this thesis tells a tale at different scales. This is the story of 
how people in the city of Motul experienced the rise and decline of 
Montgomery Industries, the most important maquiladora in the state. 
There are glimpses into how people’s lives changed and how their city 
transformed; how the state built infrastructural veins to support the 
maquiladora industry; and how the government attempted to sell the 
idea of Yucatán as an exotic, maquiladora paradise where Magical 
Mayas await. This is also a bigger tale about the relationship between 
colonial legacies, urbanization, and global capitalism. Through 
instances of magic, capitalism exists in tension between its tendency to 
homogenize and its propensity to thrive in differentiation. Capitalism 
in Yucatán is articulated via the Imperial South through processes 
of racialization and colonization. Urbanization unfolds in tension 
between invisibility and visibility. This work contributes to the third 
wave of Lefebvrian thought, offers insights to the continuous debate 
of the urban question, advances the project of postcolonial urban 
studies, and adds to the body of maquiladora studies.  
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