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Mobilizing Narratives: Anti-dam 
Activism in Temaca, Mexico 
BARBARA STULZ, UNIVERSITY OF ZURICH 

Large-scale infrastructure has played a crucial role in the development discourses of 
nation-states. A large-scale project refers to a “long-term, complex and high-cost infra-
structure for services such as transportation, telecommunications, energy or water supply” 
(Ullberg 2019, 504). Historically, infrastructure was the expression of state power and 
modernization (Wittfogel 1957 in Ullberg 2019, 503). Over the past several decades, litera-
ture in political ecology has critically discussed megaprojects and the power dynamics 
that shape the relations between society, politics, and nature (e.g. Oliver-Smith 2009, 
deWet & Odume 2019, Vanclay 2017). Often promoted by public institutions, megaprojects 
expose the tensions between the state as the main guarantor of rights and its citizens as 
the subjects of those rights, revealing the contentious relations between development, 
progress, and human rights, which have only become more fraught as a result of inade-
quate or absent consultation processes (Börzel and Risse 2013; Raftopoulos 2017). While for 
some, the greater public good might justify local impacts, for others, this trade-off (deWet & 
Odume 2019, 140) is unacceptable and calls into question the “democratic character of the 
development process” (Oliver-Smith 6, 2009).   

An example for this is the construction of dams, which have been increasingly scru-
tinized in the late twentieth century because of their negative impacts and the conflicts 
they fuel between proponents, who are mainly governments, and opponents such as local 
communities (Ullberg 2019, 504). From a political-ecological perspective, critical infrastruc-
ture literature has increasingly associated water management projects with asymmetrical 
power relations, displacement, and unequal access to resources (Ullberg 2019). Hence, 
while some understand dams as a demonstration of progress and the modern “partnership 
between state and private institutions” (Shiva 2002, 91), others are forced to leave their 
homes, lose their livelihoods, or grapple with the consequences of environmental degrada-
tion caused by such projects. Furthermore, proponents often justify dams as the only 
solution to water or energy crises, whereby they discard local opinions and “depict local 
water users and their ecologies as disorganised, irrational, and unproductive” (Ullberg 2019, 
505). Scholarly engagement has highlighted the emerging divide between the people, 
governments, and the economy and, thus, represents the conflicting social, economic, and 
environmental interests of the different actors involved (e.g. Oliver-Smith 1991; Shiva 2002). 
These tensions have opened spaces for resistance and have led to calls for social and 
environmental justice. 

In Mexico, water management policies and projects have generated social, envi-
ronmental, and economic conflicts over the past several decades. These projects are char-
acterized by the deficiency or absence of social negotiation, which has caused 
inconceivable damage to communities and entire ethnic groups (Weaver, Greenberg, 
Alexander and Browning-Aiken 2012, 13). One such example is the Zapotillo dam in Jalisco, 
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Western Mexico, a federal project that seeks to provide two major Mexican cities and one 
of the most important agro-industrial regions with water. Over the years, the project has 
provoked opposition across a wide range of different actors, from academia to civil society 
organizations, not only because of the planned displacement of the three villages 
Temacapulín, Acasico, and Palmarejo, but also because expert critics saw it as an unsus-
tainable answer to what they regard as Mexico’s failing water politics (e.g. Gleason 2014; 
IMDEC 2018). 

In 2005, when the Zapotillo project was promoted by the Mexican federal government, 
the people of Temaca,1 Acasico, and Palmarejo saw themselves and their land endangered 
by the reservoir the dam would produce. In order to defend their village and prevent their 
displacement, they founded the Salvemos Temaca, Acasico, and Palmarejo resistance 
movement (STAP, my abbreviation).2  

Temaca is located northeast of the city of Guadalajara, and lies next to the Verde River, 
one of the region’s largest rivers. The village has just over three hundred inhabitants, who 
mainly live off farming or livestock breeding. For many years, Temaca had seen itself as 
being torn between the development discourse surrounding the Zapotillo project and the 
protection of the village, its traditional lifestyle, and the environment. Over time, Temaca 
and other opponents of the Zapotillo project denounced multiple irregularities that they 
perceived in relation to the Zapotillo dam and demanded the cancellation of the project. 
Today, the people of Temaca, Acasico, and Palmarejo have successfully avoided displace-
ment. In 2021, they reached an agreement with the federal government that allows the 
dam to operate and to supply water to Guadalajara3 without inundating the three villages.  

In this article, I discuss the STAP movement. The objective of this ethnography of re-
sistance is to contribute to the understanding of the movement’s transformative power, 
which I believe led to its ultimate success and sustained the resistance against the Zapotil-
lo project for over sixteen years. For the purposes of this article, I understand resistance as 
a challenge to state power and domination and discuss collective action against state-
imposed megaprojects. 

Studying the STAP movement has revealed interesting and innovative discursive 
practices. Therefore, I argue that the corruption and the paradise narrative create an un-
derlying script that mobilizes activism. These “resistance narratives,” as I call them, ad-
dress the complementary functions of the resistance. On one hand, I discuss how they can 
be understood as a deliberate strategy applied by the activists to reiterate their cause, 
reinforce the collective identity fundamental to the movement, and strengthen it both 
internally and externally. On the other hand, I examine how the narratives consider the 

 
1 Short for “Temacapulín”, used by the inhabitants of the village. 
2 Even though the STAP movement was founded in the name of the three villages, the people from Palma-
rejo and Acasico were not actively participating. The families of Palmarejo left their properties and moved 
to resettlement centres, other villages, or cities (informal conversations, 2018). Today, the village is aban-
doned. In the village of Acasico, too, most people have left or are planning to do so. However, Mateo, one of 
the founders of the STAP movement as well as their spokesman, told me once that it does not matter that 
the villages are empty, since the people had to leave because of the dam and the villages would be inun-
dated by it, they are still affected by the Zapotillo project, hence, their protection has been included in the 
objectives of the STAP movement. In other words, the STAP movement stands for the three villages, 
however, only the people of Temaca are actively participating. 
3 Although not to León, a city in the neighbouring state Guanajuato, which was initially also included in the 
dam’s scope.  
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megaprojects as seemingly cohesive and hosts to corruption. At the same time, the activ-
ists build on place-based narratives that do not tie them to transnational resistance 
movements but emphasize the uniqueness and beauty of the place where the megaproject 
is supposed to be implemented––that is, the place that will be harmed or even destroyed 
by the megaproject. In doing so, I contribute to the debate on resistance against large-scale 
infrastructure projects, situating this article in the field of political ecology and within the 
literature on large-scale projects and the anthropology of resistance. 

The article is based on ten months of ethnographic fieldwork in the village from Septem-
ber 2017 to June 2018. It mainly addresses the situation in Temaca until 2019 and only 
briefly addresses the current situation. Ethnographic fieldwork included eleven guided 
interviews with participants of the STAP movement as well as information gathered from 
informal conversations. All interviewees are involved in the resistance to different de-
grees. I chose these eleven people because they possess great knowledge, whether of the 
village and its surroundings or of the movement. The interviewees mentioned in this 
article are anonymized to protect their identity. To complement the information from the 
interviews and fieldwork, the article also draws on official government documents as well 
as material produced by civil society actors (e.g., human rights and environmental organi-
zations, academics, and environmental experts), particularly the organization IMDEC.4 The 
interviews and the complementary material are in Spanish. Hereafter, direct quotes are 
my translations. 

Development-forced Displacement and Resistance 

Megaprojects are accompanied by high expectations regarding their objectives and bene-
fits for the country, its citizens, and the desired progress they aim to bring about (Delphine 
& Spit 2019, 6). In times of crisis, states and private companies might even project an image 
of megaprojects as “coherent and benevolent solutions” (Ullberg 2019, 505). These objec-
tives and benefits form the basis of their public justification. Thus, the official discourse 
often promotes the project in the name of development and the “greater good of the nation” 
(Vanclay 2017, 7). While it might be true that, in some cases, megaprojects contribute to 
positive changes for a country and its citizens, the environmental and social consequenc-
es are often neglected, and negative impacts crystallize at the local level (e.g. Delphine & 
Spit 2019, Oliver-Smith 1994).  

In this sense, Oliver-Smith argues that megaprojects always entail “large-scale trans-
formations of physical and social environments” (1994, 200). Thus, the displacement of 
local communities or entire populations from affected areas is a common consequence. 
Oliver-Smith further claims that displacement due to large-scale development projects is 
involuntary, since the “people in DFDR (development-forced displacement and resettle-
ment) are ‘pushed’ to move rather than ‘pulled’ or attracted by better possibilities elsewhere” 
(4, 2009). Moreover, displacement is always based on “intentional decisions by authorities” 
(Oliver-Smith 4, 2009). Hence, DFDR differs from other types of displacement, e.g., volun-

 
4 IMDEC (Instituto Mexicano para el Desarrollo Comunitario) aims at contributing to the public sector 
by providing analyses, filing complaints, and proposing solutions to current issues. IMDEC is an 
autonomous organisation which distances itself from any kind of political party or religious institution 
(IMDEC 2014). 
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tary relocation schemes, flights from natural and technological disasters, and flights from 
civil and international conflicts. 

Generally, displacement disintegrates social and collective realities and affects the 
social, political, economic, and spiritual aspects of people’s individual and collective lives. 
Hence, displacement, or the threat of displacement, has great psychological implications 
and causes emotional distress, such as feelings of powerlessness, uprootedness, and loss 
of control (Oliver-Smith 1991; Vanclay 2017).  

Moreover, studying the national and international power dynamics around megapro-
jects helps to reveal the state’s relationship to local communities. In the case of resource 
management, small-scale production and traditional forms of resource governance are 
seen as obstructions to the hegemonic narrative, and the people themselves become an 
obstacle to progress (Hidalgo, Boelens and Vos 2017, 68–9; Vanclay 2017, 5). In this sense, 
Vanclay states that “the inequalities in power between those for and those affected by the 
project may mean that the interests of those affected are seldom properly considered” 
(2017, 12). The internationally recognized right to consultation is thus not guaranteed. This 
right means that people have access to accurate information and are given the opportunity 
to express their opinions and participate in all phases related to the project, from negotia-
tion to planning, implementation, and possible modification. Although various interna-
tional mechanisms state that consultation is a basic right as well as a necessary aspect of 
the implementation of megaprojects,5 the consultation of affected communities is often 
avoided or inadequately executed (Vanclay 2017). Furthermore, Vanclay argues that “gov-
ernments often rely on their power of eminent domain” (2017, 5) instead of seeking social 
acceptance for the project by involving people in the decision-making process.  

As a consequence, Oliver-Smith claims that the threat of displacement and the exclu-
sion from the decision-making processes regarding the impending project ‘“politicizes’ 
people, even those who have been politically marginalised” (1991, 133). While responses to 
displacement projects vary, one possible reaction is resistance. Negative feelings are 
channeled into the resistance, and the movement provides a voice for the people.  

Oliver-Smith states that resistance “reveals basic political questions of development 
and extension of state hegemony over territory and population” (1994, 200), exposing the 
tensions between the benefits of a project and the needs and rights of local populations. 
Thus, as a public expression of discontent or grievances, the resistance to megaprojects 
always involves political actions in which people confront the state, multinational corpo-
rations, or international capital. As people’s rights are violated and their future is compro-
mised, resistance builds social capital and empowers communities (Bourdieu in Hanna, 
Vanclay, Langdon and Arts 2016, 218; 2016, 237; Oliver-Smith 1991, 133). Moreover, in the 
search for allies, “local dramas are internationalized and projected onto to the world stage” 
(Oliver-Smith 1991, 139). In this sense, resistance movements can evolve beyond the local 
level and become a matter of global networks of support.  

Traditional social movement theory is useful to look at the fundamental elements of a 
movement, such as the formulation of a shared objective and identity, the definition of an 
enemy, and the mobilization of material and human resources (e.g. Ibarra 2011). Those 

 
5 See for instance the Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights or Article 5 of the OECD’s 
guidelines ‘Getting Infrastructure Right: The 10 Key Governance Challenges and Policy Options’.  
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elements construct a frame for the movement, uniting people under a shared purpose and 
creating a collective identity that underlies the movement. The constructed frame allows 
us to look beyond these elements and to understand how they are moved and how they 
move participants, potential supporters, and opponents at the same time.  

Eyerman (2006) argues that movements move people by mobilizing emotions, creat-
ing a common cause, and discursively legitimizing the movement to themselves and 
others. In this sense, resistance is a discursive practice that applies a set of narratives in 
order to “focus and direct emotion/energy and actions into collective, political directions” 
(Eyerman 2006, 196). 

Furthermore, in this view, the understanding of the opposition is built on the tempo-
rary transformation of identities in the process of group formation. Biographies and indi-
vidual identities are mobilized in order to create a group sense of belonging and formulate 
a common purpose (e.g. Collins 2001 in Eyerman 2006, 195; Ibarra 2011), which come to-
gether in a set of what I call “resistance narratives.” Narratives are hereby understood as 
rhetorical instruments that “link a particular occurrence/experience to others, broadening 
their meaning beyond the situational, imposing a higher order of significance, thus or-
chestrating and amplifying both the emotional experience and the meaning of the event, 
as individuals fused into a collective, with a purposive future and a meaningful past” 
(Eyerman 2006, 196).  

Building on Alexander (2006) and Eyerman (2006), resistance narratives consist of 
four fundamental elements: cognitive frames, affective discourse, moral agonism, and 
symbolic representation. Firstly, cognitive frames serve as an intellectual instrument that 
helps to simplify complex realities and contentious relations in order to improve under-
standing. Secondly, narratives mobilize an affective discourse that creates solidarity and 
emotional bonds between participants and outsiders. Thirdly, resistance movements are 
based on a moral agonism that clearly defines moral and immoral domains and assigns 
different actors to those spheres. In this sense, the participants of the movement and the 
audience are clearly determined, though the latter is divided between the audience of 
potential supporters and the moral opponent, which is the enemy of the resistance. Other-
ing is fundamental to defining who or what to move against (immoral sphere) and allows 
the movement to legitimize itself through its conveyed morality. Finally, the resistance 
mobilizes common symbols that reiterate the movement’s cause and help people identify 
with it. Resistance narratives are “symbolic interactions” (Eyerman 2006, 194) that link 
participants, the audience of potential supporters, and opponents of the movement. 

Overall, resistance narratives can be understood as the unwritten script according to 
which the movement moves. They describe the unfavorable situation of the affected 
people and imagine a different reality worth fighting for and moving towards. In this 
sense, I agree with Oliver-Smith (1994, 202) in that resistance narratives are always con-
text-specific. Their effectiveness greatly impacts the movement’s capacity for collective 
mobilization of the four resources explained above. Thus, ethnographies of resistance play 
an important role in creating knowledge about such resistance narratives, their trans-
formative and emotional power in imagining alternative social projects, and the underly-
ing functions they fulfill in each case. This article discusses two resistance narratives that 
appear in the STAP activists’ discourse against the Zapotillo project––namely, the corrup-
tion and the paradise narratives. 
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Temaca 

 
Figure 1: Temaca 2018. Photo: Barbara Stulz 

With over three hundred inhabitants, Temaca is the second largest village in the munici-
pality of Cañadas de Obregón (Figueroa 2015, 81). It is located approximately one hundred 
kilometers from the city of Guadalajara. The municipality lies in the region of Los Altos Sur 
in the northeast of the State Jalisco (Gobierno del Estado de Jalisco 2018). Temaca is well-
located insofar as it is surrounded by fertile land with direct access to the Verde River 
(Lezama 2013, 67). Its population is Catholic. The main church in the village is dedicated to 
the village saint Nuestra Señora de los Remedios (Casillas 2013, 121).  

The village of Temaca dates back to the sixth century (Lezama 2013, 67). Back then, it 
was an indigenous Tecuxes community. When the Spanish arrived in the sixteenth centu-
ry, Temaca developed into a colonial village. The colonial style can still be seen in its 
architecture and the rectangular arrangement of the houses. Through the mixture of the 
indigenous population with the Spanish conquerors, Temaca became a mestizo village 
(Jiménez 2013, 11) and is no longer considered to be an indigenous community (Gómez & 
Espinoza 2015, 81). Due to its beneficial location, Temaca has been an important center for 
agricultural production and livestock breeding in the region since its early days (Jiménez 
2013, 18). 

Today, Temaca is a small village that is only accessible by a road about fifty kilome-
ters northwest from the highway to Guadalajara (Figueroa 2015, 81). Most of Temaca’s 
population still dedicates itself to agriculture and livestock (Jiménez 2013, 18), growing 
corn, beans, squash, chile de árbol (a special type of chile), peanuts, potatoes, oats, and 
other vegetables (Lezama 2013, 67). Farming, especially the breeding of chicken, and fish-
ing are also important sources of income (Lezama 2013, 68). Those who neither own or 
rent land nor work in the surrounding towns usually work in the fields of the larger farms 
in the area (Regina 2018, interview statement). As Temaca is mainly a farmer’s village, the 
people depend heavily on their land for two reasons: Firstly, it is their main source of 
income (Lezama 2013, 68). Secondly, their territory is closely linked to the people’s identity. 
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According to Lezama (2013, 75), an important part of the collective identity of the village is 
Temaca’s cultural heritage, such as buildings and sites. Such buildings are, for instance, 
the church, which dates back to the eighteenth century, and the cemetery (Casillas 2013, 
121–122). A further sacred site is the image of the Señor de la Peñita, which is located on 
one of the rocks surrounding the village (Lezama 2013, 67). Other important places the 
villagers identify with are the main square, the park, and the bathing establishments with 
thermal water from the natural hot springs. According to Lezama (2013, 66–67), the de-
struction of the people’s ties with their territory through forced displacement causes great 
disruption to the people’s individual and collective identities, culture, and traditions, all of 
which have been created in close relation to those sites and the village surroundings. 

The Zapotillo Project 

Mexico’s history is rife with large water infrastructure projects, such as dams, water 
treatment plants, and other projects promoted in the name of economic development and 
progress (Lezama 2013, 65). Figueroa claims that, in the case of dams, these “monumental 
narratives” (2015, 161) represent a demonstration of power, not only because dams concen-
trate high economic interests, but also because dams were often named after former pres-
idents, other national or political figures, or institutions (Figueroa 2015, 159).  

In Mexico, these projects are characterized by the absence of the affected communi-
ties from the surrounding discourse and a failure or absence of social negotiation (Impacto 
Social Consultores 2017). As Lezama (2013, 65) summarizes, this has historically led to 
innumerable forced relocations, causing inconceivable damage to villages and entire 
ethnic groups. For instance, the Cerro de Oro dam in the southern Mexican state of Oaxaca 
was the reason for the displacement of over twenty-five thousand people in the period 
between 1973 and 1989. The Temascal dam, also in Oaxaca, flooded the territory of more 
than twenty-two thousand people in the 1950s.  

In Jalisco’s region Los Altos (Mexico’s northwest), the Zapotillo dam is the third gov-
ernment attempt at capturing the water from the Verde River, the principal river in the 
region. The main reason for the successive dam projects is Guadalajara’s “insatiable thirst” 
(Pérez & Torres 2001, 5) due to its growing population, the increasing contamination of the 
Chapala Lake (for now, the city’s main provider of water), and a drier climate resulting 
from climate change (e.g. Figueroa 2015; Lezama 2013). The Zapotillo dam has been pro-
moted by the authorities as the solution to the city’s water problems. 

Like its predecessors, the Arcediano and the San Nicolás dams, the Zapotillo dam is 
meant to supply water not only to the city of Guadalajara, but also to the city of León and 
the highly productive Los Altos region (Figueroa 2015, 77). The project is designed to do so 
for twenty-five years (CONAGUA 2012a, 25). The original plan of the dam was based on 80 
meters high wall (CONAGUA 2012b, slide 6).6 Raising the wall to 105 meters in 2009 would 
have allowed a reservoir area of 4,816 hectares holding 911 million cubic meters of water 
(Figueroa 2015, 78). Whereas the original plan would have flooded the villages of Acasico 
and Palmarejo, because of the larger reservoir, the modified Zapotillo dam would have 

 
6 The original project was launched in 2005 and consisted not only of the Zapotillo dam, but also of an 
aqueduct and a pumping station transferring the water to Guadalajara, the Los Altos regions and to León 
(CONAGUA 2012a, 20; Figueroa 2015, 77). The mentioned irregularities are related to the Zapotillo dam and 
the relocation centers. 
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flooded an area that would have included the village of Temaca (CONAGUA 2012b, slide 12). 
In light of the government’s displacement plans, the Zapotillo project also included two 
relocation centers: Talicoyunque (sometimes referred to as Nuevo Temacapulín) and 
Nuevo Acasico (Figueroa 2015, 78). 

 

 
Figure 2: The Zapotillo dam in 2018. Photo: Barbara Stulz 

Ever since its promotion in 2005, the Zapotillo dam has been one of the most dis-
cussed projects in Mexico (IMDEC 2021). The state’s official narrative justifies the project as 
an indispensable source of water for the cities of Guadalajara and León as well as the Los 
Altos region. However, the Zapotillo project has been highly controversial. Firstly, the three 
affected villages that are home to approximately seven hundred inhabitants whom the 
plan would forcibly displace have opposed the dam project since the beginning. Secondly, 
civil society and academics have highlighted numerous other ecological, social, economic, 
and juridical irregularities over the years (e.g. Gleason 2014; Gómez 2015; IMDEC 2014; 
IMDEC 2017a; National Autonomous University of Mexico City or the University of Guada-
lajara in Red del Agua 2017). The following examples represent a brief summary of a selec-
tion of these irregularities: the absence of the legal requirement for the project, an 
environmental license for a dam wall of 105 meters; the unconstitutional raising of the 
dam’s wall to 105 meters, which led to a Supreme Court judgment halting the wall con-
struction in 2013; inaccurate studies conducted by the dam’s proponents, such as the one 
on the availability of water in the Verde River; the absence of an adequate consultation 
process; visits to Temeca and the planned relocation centers by the then UN Special Rap-
porteur on the right to food, Olivier de Schutter, which resulted in a critique of the latter 
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since they were not going to allow the affected people to carry on with their main econom-
ic activities; economic irregularities, such as the issuing of concessions to private compa-
nies before the dam was even built, seen by opponents as “disguised water supply 
privatization” (Figueroa 2015, 85), which undermines the Mexican constitution’s notion of 
water as a public good; the involvement of those companies in international corruption 
scandals; and the inconsistency in the project’s budget and its total cost, which in 2017 had 
already tripled the original estimates proposed in 2005. Finally, water management ex-
perts like Arturo Gleason (2014) from the University of Guadalajara have argued that the 
Zapotillo dam is an unsustainable solution to Guadalajara’s water deficit because of its 
limited time of operation; from a technical perspective, they have proposed various alter-
natives to supply water to big Mexican cities, such as the renovation of the tube system or 
the capitation of rainwater. 

To summarize, while for some the Zapotillo dam represents an important infrastruc-
ture project, for others, the dam illustrates the unsustainability of Mexico’s water politics, 
the government’s failure to protect the rights of local communities and the environment, 
and the authorities’ attempt to enhance private investment in resource management. In 
what follows, I focus on the STAP resistance movement as the expression of the opposi-
tion to the dam on the local level.  

The “Dam of Corruption” 

The STAP resistance movement was founded in 2005 and registered as a civil society 
organization in 2008. The resistance is directed against the Zapotillo dam and the dis-
placement project. Its main objective is the cancellation of the dam project and the surviv-
al of the three affected villages of Temaca, Acasico, and Palmarejo. In this section, I explore 
how the Zapotillo dam is perceived by the STAP activists and how they have seen their 
individual lives and the collective village life affected by the project as well as the re-
sistance. From these two accounts, I then reconstruct the “resistance narratives” that form 
the basis of the movement.  

Through interviews with activists, it became clear that they understand the Zapotillo 
project as a threat to their existence, referring to it as “the death project” (José 2018, inter-
view statement; Regina 2018, interview statement). The dam is seen as an omnipresent 
threat that would take away Temaca’s beauty and destroy its natural surroundings, includ-
ing the fauna and especially the river (José 2018, interview statement), which in turn 
would cause “irreparable damage” to the village, its culture, and the social relations of the 
villagers (Romina 2018, interview statement; Victoria 2018, interview statement). This 
threat manifests as strong tensions between the STAP activists and the Mexican govern-
ment as the proponent of the Zapotillo project and is best expressed in the epithet “dam of 
corruption” (e.g. @TemacaNoEstaSolo 2017), an expression that dominates the resistance 
discourse. In what follows, I describe what corruption means for the STAP activists on the 
three governmental levels.  

On a municipal level, the interviews show that, for the activists, the biggest and most 
important part of the corruption in the project is the fact that their government representa-
tives neither support nor protect them from the project. “The government as our repre-
sentative has the civil and legal obligation to support us,” claims Victoria (2017, interview 
statement). However, the “double discourse” (Regina 2018, interview statement) of false 
promises and lies have shuttered the trust between state authorities and the people (Isa-
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bella 2018, interview statement; José 2018, interview statement; Regina 2018, interview 
statement; Renata 2018, interview statement; Victoria 2018, interview statement). “They 
were the first ones to betray us,” says Ximena (2018, interview statement). “Because we are 
not from the city, because we are not academics, they think they can betray us,” adds her 
mother, Victoria (2018, interview statement). Moreover, the municipality’s decisions, which 
were made without consulting the village, as well as their concealment of information 
(Mateo 2018, interview statement) are seen as corrupt. “The municipality’s fault was to stay 
quiet and give [the] green light for the project to go ahead,” says Leonardo (2018, interview 
statement). Furthermore, according to my interviewees, the municipality does not deem it 
necessary to invest in a place they already see as lost, and this is how they justify the 
argument that there is no money for the community (Isabella 2018, interview statement; 
José 2018, interview statement; Leonardo 2018, interview statement; Mateo 2018, interview 
statement; Mónica 2018, interview statement; Romina 2018, interview statement; Ximena 
2018, interview statement). “They ignore us as a community,” says Mónica (2018, interview 
statement), and “they abandon us,” adds Victoria (2018, interview statement).  

At the state level, my interviewees unanimously agree on corruption. Like the munic-
ipal authorities, state authorities are seen as politicians who cannot be trusted (Romina 
2018, interview statement; Ximena 2018, interview statement). For instance, when the 
project was promoted, the state published a poll it supposedly conducted stating that more 
than 50% of Temaca’s people consented to the construction of the Zapotillo dam, however, 
no consultation or inquiry was ever conducted (Regina 2018, interview statement). Moreo-
ver, huge divergences in the politicians’ campaign promises and their subsequent actions 
again have disappointed the people (Romina 2018, interview statement). Leonardo (2018, 
interview statement) mentions the fact that the project will benefit only a few despite 
requiring considerable public funds.7  

On a federal level, the power of transnational corporations and their impact on the 
Mexican government (Ximena 2018, interview statement) are seen as corrupt. Their exer-
cise of power results in the violation of people’s fundamental rights as stipulated in the 
Mexican constitution. “[The government] opens its arms to receive […] this mafia of trans-
national corporations” says Ximena (2018, interview statement). Mateo (2018, interview 
statement) argues that governmental institutions, such as CONAGUA, are corrupt in the 
sense that these institutions are “puppets of the state and the transnationals.” Additionally, 
my interviewees mention the lack of transparency of the money flows and their suspicion 
that the money disappears into private hands (Isabella 2018, interview statement; Mateo 
2018, interview statement; Mónica 2018, interview statement; Victoria 2018, interview 
statement). According to Leonardo (2018, interview statement), the fact that the project has 
been halted since the official court judgment in 2013, but keeps being assigned more mon-
ey every year, is proof enough of corruption. “It’s disappointing, there are so many families 
in Mexico who don’t know what to eat tomorrow,” he said (2018, interview statement), 
referring to alternatives where the money could be spent in a better way.  

Those so-called corrupt practices of the project have caused anger (Isabella 2018, in-
terview statement; Regina 2018, interview statement; Victoria 2018, interview statement), 

 
7 This statement refers to the fact that, although at that point the Zapotillo project is officially detained, 
millions of Mexican pesos were still flowing into the project, both for maintenance of the wall and as 
compensation payments for the involved construction companies (IMDEC 2017b).  
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indignation, harm, contempt, and even hatred (Leonardo 2018, interview statement; Victo-
ria 2018, interview statement; Ximena 2018, interview statement). The helplessness and 
powerlessness they experience make the people feel like they are “not worth anything” 
(José 2018, interview statement). Victoria (2018, interview statement) calls politicians “pigs,” 
and Regina (2018, interview statement) says that “politicians disgust her.” Finally, many of 
my interviewees mention the injustice of the situation they find themselves in and their 
wish to just go back to the quiet life they lived before (Romina 2018, interview statement; 
Ximena 2018, interview statement). In what follows, I look at how the Zapotillo project has 
impacted my interviewees’ individual lives and the collective village life.  

The Impact of the Project on the Activists’ Individual and Collective Lives 

My interviewees describe Temaca as a “small,” “very calm,” and “peaceful” village that 
means “everything” (Mónica 2018, interview statement) to them and equals “paradise” 
(Leonardo 2018, interview statement). Direct access to water sources, such as the thermal 
springs and the river, are important characteristics of the village with which the people 
identify and of which they are proud (Isabella 2018, interview statement). Religious places, 
such as the church and the cemetery, are also important points of reference in people’s 
description of the village (Leonardo 2018, interview statement; Regina 2018, interview 
statement). My interviewees highlight how they have lived harmoniously with the vil-
lage’s surroundings and emphasize nature’s value for the people and their lifestyle (Mateo 
2017, interview statement; Leonardo 2018, interview statement; Ximena 2018, interview 
statement). Overall, my interviewees associate Temaca with happiness, family, and nature.  

For many of my interviewees, the Zapotillo project has brought about a “drastic 
change” in their lives (Mateo 2018, interview statement; Regina 2018, interview statement; 
Ximena 2018, interview statement). Many do not feel the calmness of the village anymore, 
which was extremely important to them in the past (Mónica 2018, interview statement; 
Regina 2018, interview statement). Uncertainty and the fear of being displaced are omni-
present in many people’s lives (José 2018, interview statement; Mónica 2018, interview 
statement). Whereas life in Temaca used to be pleasant and peaceful (Regina 2018, inter-
view statement), according to Romina (2018, interview statement), it is now hard to enjoy 
oneself. Pressure, anxiety, and the exhaustion felt after thirteen years of resistance have 
worn the people out and might even be responsible for the serious health problems from 
which some people in Temaca are suffering (Isabella 2018, interview statement; Mónica 
2018, interview statement; Renata 2018, interview statement). Regina (2018, interview 
statement), furthermore, talks about the elderly individuals who have died over the last 
several years, blaming their deaths on the pressure resulting from the omnipresent threat 
of the Zapotillo project. When thinking about the dam reservoir, Leonardo (2018, interview 
statement) is particularly worried about the cemeteries, where, if the project were to be 
carried out, the inhabitants’ ancestors’ graves would be flooded. Furthermore, he worries 
about the contamination of the groundwater and the hot springs (Leonardo 2018, interview 
statement). 

For many of my interviewees, especially the more active ones in the resistance, their 
daily routines have completely changed (Mateo 2018, interview statement; Ximena 2018, 
interview statement). In general, they state that their priority is now the defense of the 
village (Romina 2018, interview statement; Ximena 2018, interview statement). Leonardo, 
for instance, gave up running (he was training every day) in order to focus all his energy 
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on the resistance movement (2018, interview statement). Ximena works as a teacher in the 
city of Guadalajara and spent all her free time defending the village: “All of those years, 
thirteen already, it has been about defending the village” (Ximena 2018, interview state-
ment). She says, they all had to leave their “comfort zone” (Ximena 2018, interview state-
ment) in order to focus on their new goal of fighting the Zapotillo project. Ximena regularly 
goes to meetings with IMDEC or convenes with other movements or organizations in 
Guadalajara or elsewhere in the country (Ximena 2018, interview statement). She con-
stantly monitors social media for any news or statements on the project, works on securi-
ty protocols, and travels around Mexico to participate in forums, events, and press 
conferences on the topic. Ximena (2018, interview statement) talks about the friendships 
she has lost and the family reunions which have become much rarer due to the missing 
time. She also mentions the family problems her participation in the movement has 
caused, as her husband is not from Temaca and not active in the resistance (Ximena 2018, 
interview statement). 

The familial tensions outlined by Ximena (2018, interview statement) are also a prob-
lem for others. Isabella’s husband and his family, for instance, are against her participation 
in the STAP movement, as they have already sold their houses to CONAGUA and do not 
understand why Isabella would endanger herself by participating in the resistance move-
ment (2018, interview statement).8 However, she says that she tries to support the move-
ment wherever and whenever she can, despite the disapproval of her husband’s family 
(Isabella 2018, interview statement). Romina (2018, interview statement) mentions that, for 
her too, the Zapotillo project has changed the relationship with her family, as for the past 
thirteen years, the only conversations they have had have been about the Zapotillo dam. 
She states that, in general, the only topic with people, be they from Temaca or from outside 
the region, is the Zapotillo project (Romina 2018, interview statement). 

Nevertheless, the emergence of the STAP movement and the thirteen years of re-
sistance have also had positive effects. According to Leonardo (2018, interview statement), 
he has experienced a great deal of personal satisfaction. He has, for instance, traveled to 
almost all the states of the Republic, participating in events and forums and supporting 
other movements. “I have grown wings to fly,” he says (Leonardo 2018, interview state-
ment). Ximena, too, mentions positive aspects of the resistance. She feels empowered by 
the resistance, both as a person and as a family member (Ximena 2018, interview state-
ment). Furthermore, according to her, she has constructed a better social consciousness 
and is convinced that this helps her make better decisions (Ximena 2018, interview state-
ment).  

The Zapotillo project and the emergence of the STAP movement have not only affect-
ed the people’s individual lives but also village life. For most of my interviewees, the great-
est change in village life are the divisions within the village. When the resistance 
movement was founded, the national water authority CONAGUA started to offer money for 
people’s houses (Mónica 2018, interview statement). This has caused tension between 
those who have sold their homes and those who have decided to resist. The tensions in 
the village are, on one hand, brought about by CONAGUA pressuring the people into selling 
their property (Victoria 2018, interview statement). On the other hand, the people, who do 

 
8 In 2018, over 50 human rights and environmental activists have been killed in Mexico (Front Line De-
fenders 2019). 
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not want to sell see the sellers as “traitors” (Mónica 2018, interview statement). This notion 
is reinforced by the fact that most of the people who have sold their houses still live in 
Temaca even though they are not homeowners anymore. In Leonardo’s understanding, 
those “village enemies” (2018, interview statement) have benefited from the STAP move-
ment and its success so far, receiving money from the government without being active in 
the resistance. The divisions created over the years are by seen by some as a strategy of 
the government to weaken the village and the resistance movement (Victoria 2018, inter-
view statement).  

Furthermore, Mónica (2018, interview statement) is of the opinion that the mood in 
the village has changed. Uncertainty and pressure can be felt in interacting with many 
people (Mónica 2018, interview statement). This notion is reinforced by the occasional 
police or military patrols conducted by the government, which unsettle and inflict fear in 
the people (Ximena 2018, interview statement). Even though many of my interviewees 
highlight that Temaca is much calmer today, the “harassment by the government” (Mónica 
2018, interview statement) is still feared, and a feeling of discouragement and fatigue from 
many years of resisting is noticeable in the village (Sofía 2018, interview statement). How-
ever, they also emphasize that today the people are not as afraid as they were some years 
ago, as they have learned to adapt to different situations and react quickly (Ximena 2018, 
interview statement).  

Despite the negative impact of the project, the resistance has also brought positive 
changes. For instance, some argue that the village has grown more aware because of the 
resistance (Leonardo 2018, interview statement; Ximena 2018, interview statement), which 
makes them more attentive to “who enters the village” (Victoria 2018, interview statement) 
– in other words, to who might be an ally to the resistance and who “could hurt us” (Renata 
2018, interview statement). Moreover, the resistance has taught them to take care of each 
other (Renata 2018, interview statement), an ability that strengthens not only the unity of 
the movement, but also the ties between the individual participants. According to Mateo 
(2018, interview statement) and Ximena (2018, interview statement), the village, through 
the foundation of the resistance, has gained more knowledge and consciousness about 
how to organize. At last, the people have learned to have hope (Romina 2018, interview 
statement), a quality fundamental to the resistance and its perpetuation (José 2018, inter-
view statement). 

There is general agreement that traditions such as village celebrations have not 
changed since the Zapotillo project was initiated (Isabella 2018, interview statement; José 
2018, interview statement; Regina 2018, interview statement). On the contrary, the empow-
erment of the village and the village identity through the emergence of the STAP re-
sistance has created new traditions, such as the Feria del Chile (Chili Festival), which was 
introduced a few years ago (Ximena 2018, interview statement). Furthermore, various 
initiatives to “revive” (Mateo 2017, interview statement) the village have been launched. 
The Patio de la Cultura, for instance, is a space where cultural activities, such as painting 
or music classes take place, plants are cultivated, and animals are kept. The Volver a la 
Raíz campaign (Back to the Roots) is aimed at reviving activities such as making hand-
made tortillas as well as bring back institutions that used to characterize the village, such 
as an ice cream shop. In this sense, Mateo (2018, interview statement) sees a great oppor-
tunity in the resistance movement and states that the Volver a la Raíz campaign seeks to 
reinforce the village’s traditions, culture, and identity.  
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Figures 3 & 4: Resistance paintings. Photos: Barbara Stulz 

 

Figure 5: Collective action in Temaca, wall painting. Photo: Barbara Stulz 

 

Figure 6: Collective protest action in Guadalajara, representation of the Zapotillo dam. Photo: B. Stulz 
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Resistance Narratives 

In the descriptive account of the activists’ perception of the Zapotillo project and the re-
sistance movement that complemented my fieldwork, I found that two narratives around 
which the resistance is formulated deserve specific attention. Those narratives are part of 
a wider discourse around the Zapotillo project that was outlined in the previous chapter. 
They seem to build the cognitive framework for the movement, creating the underlying 
script of the resistance.  

In the following section, I discuss what I identified as the “corruption narrative” and 
the “paradise narrative.” I argue that these narratives constitute a specific strategy that 
helps the activists make sense of the Zapotillo project as well as the resistance, empowers 
them and the movement, and serves as an instrument to mobilize, sustain, and justify the 
resistance. In this sense, these narratives construct the resistance. They demonstrate how 
the activists’ individual identities have become strongly tied to the collective identity 
underlying the STAP movement. Hence, the narratives represent a collective energy that 
moves the resistance in a specific direction, not only for the participants but also for a 
wider audience of potential supporters and opponents. I examine how these two narra-
tives fulfill specific functions for the STAP movement, functions that can be revealed by 
exploring the following questions: what does the narrative explain, what does it not ex-
plain, and why is it recurring? It is important to note that the two narratives are not dis-
connected from each other or from other possible narratives. Rather, they overlap and 
together constitute the script for the resistance.  

The Corruption Narrative 

The interviews revealed a broad understanding of corruption that goes far beyond the 
common understanding and that can be defined as “the abuse of entrusted power for 
private gain” (Driessen 2019, 912). The activists’ account of corruption includes an emotion-
al and personal dimension, such as the resentment felt at the failure of authorities to fulfill 
their public roles, such as by running a deficient consultation process or by refusing to 
invest in the village. So-called corruption thus includes but also goes beyond the ecological, 
social, economic, and judicial irregularities outlined above (e.g. Figueroa 2015; IMDEC 2014). 
This shows that the term corruption leaves much space for individual and personal inter-
pretations, which demonstrates the “moral ambiguity” (Driessen 2019, 912) that surrounds 
its definition. As a result, the term corruption can be framed, adapted, and put to use in a 
wide range of situations. For the activists, corruption serves as an explanation for the 
multiple perceived irregularities and unethical behavior related to the Zapotillo dam and 
the displacement project, all of which are brought together under the term “Dam of corrup-
tion.”  

I argue that the corruption narrative does not seek to define corruption related to the 
Zapotillo project but can rather be seen as a discursive instrument applied by the re-
sistance to delegitimize the project and legitimize the resistance. It does so by defining the 
moral and immoral domains related to the project. Eyerman argues that, in a social 
movement, morality or immorality is attributed to a person, a group, or an object, which 
then “creates a relationship, an emotional bond, an in-between, with the other” (2006, 200). 
In this sense, the movement is based on the imagination and a discursive construction 
and judgment of the other in relation to the self, which allows for criticism based on per-
ceived ethical and moral criteria (Driessen, 2019, 912; Eyerman, 2006, 200). I claim that, for 
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the STAP movement, the corruption narrative and the morality criteria defined by it dis-
tinguish between the immoral or corrupt practices attributed to those promoting or in 
favor of the Zapotillo project and the moral domain ascribed to the STAP resistance, or 
what is referred to as “Temaca.”  

Furthermore, Hanna et al. (2016, 218) state that protest, or resistance, always develops 
from asymmetrical power relations that result in one party defending its interests. The 
STAP resistance can thus be seen as a direct rejection of the political domination per-
ceived by the activists. In this sense, the corruption narrative expresses the complexities of 
accountability and the feeling of misrepresentation sensed by the STAP activists. I show 
that this has two implications for the resistance. First, the corruption narrative contributes 
to the creation and strengthening of the resistance’s collective identity, which comes to be 
based on the idea of the “Dam of corruption” and the negative feelings that accompany it. 
In this collective consciousness, Temaca is excluded from participation in decision-
making, while it is simultaneously confronted with the constant threat of displacement. 
Additionally, the activists observe the violation of their right to consultation and the ob-
struction of justice; the claim to be heard as well as the claim to remain in their village and 
maintain their livelihood activities has resulted in deep mistrust of the local and national 
government as well as of state institutions. These individual experiences of strong feel-
ings of injustice and powerlessness add up to a shared interpretation of reality – the “Dam 
of corruption” – that unites the people in the resistance. In this sense, the emotional re-
sponses triggered by what is considered to be corruption create an emotional bond be-
tween the participants and define the common “immoral” enemy, reinforcing the 
collective identity of the resistance.  

Secondly, the corruption narrative constitutes a simplification of the social and politi-
cal issues around the Zapotillo dam. This simplification, whether conscious or uncon-
scious, is meant for participants of the STAP resistance, neutral outsiders of the movement, 
and its opponents. For the activists, it becomes a slogan as well as a justification of the 
resistance. When directed towards outsiders, it works as an engaging discourse that is 
easily understood and replicated. Moreover, it resonates with the anti-corruption move-
ment that has characterized Mexican politics for a long time and, consequently, it is part of 
a popular discourse to denounce government and private sector practices. When directed 
towards the promotors of the Zapotillo project, the corruption narrative is a clear accusa-
tion and expresses a severing of relations between the STAP activists and the actors in-
volved in the Zapotillo project. To summarize, the narrative not only mobilizes the 
resistance internally, but it also builds a ground on which the cause of the resistance can 
be easily communicated to possible supporters on the outside as well as the proponents of 
the project.  

Nevertheless, the corruption narrative remains a generalization of the project and of 
actors promoting the Zapotillo dam. Furthermore, it shows the flexibility and the framing 
of the term corruption, which can be employed whenever useful; it could thus be argued 
that, in this sense, the accusation loses some if its weight. This means that it also repre-
sents a potential target for proponents of the Zapotillo dam to attack the movement by 
providing grounds for its own delegitimization. Moreover, the corruption narrative might 
foment the activists’ mistrust of public institutions or other actors that might act in good 
faith. Unfortunately, the years have also shown that the accusations of corruption have 
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persisted, and it is not clear whether the government’s decision to finally modify the 
project is a direct response to those accusations or to other factors.  

The Paradise Narrative 

The account of my interviewees’ personal experiences with the Zapotillo project is charac-
terized by what I call the “paradise narrative.” The paradise narrative consists of recurring 
attractive, and sometimes even glorifying, descriptions of the village and its culture. The 
former refers to Temaca’s surroundings, specifically the Verde River and commonly 
known places, such as the cemetery or the church, as well as to the peace and calm of the 
village. The latter encompasses traditions and social activities the village shares, or used 
to share, such as annual fairs or gatherings at the riverside. These attributions paint a very 
specific, almost fairytale-like picture of the village. In that sense, the narrative expresses a 
strong emotional bond with Temaca that is reiterated in the activists’ self-identification 
with the village, such as in phrases like “Temaca is my family” (Mónica 2018, interview 
statement), “… my territory” (Victoria 2018, interview statement), or “… the root of my exist-
ence” (Mateo 2018, interview statement). Moreover, the paradise narrative paints a picture 
of a village united in the resistance and describes an imagined community and a per-
ceived strong emotional bond between the villagers. The paradise narrative is thus a 
discursive mobilization of the cultural and social meanings that the activists attribute to 
Temaca whereby Temaca seems to go beyond the settlement and its physical boundaries, 
including the social life of the village as well as its natural environment.  

However, the activists’ account described above shows two inconsistencies within 
the paradise narrative that are worth mentioning. First, the narrative only reflects a lim-
ited view of the village and village life. By portraying Temaca as a place of harmony in the 
past and the present, the paradise narrative ignores differences and issues between the 
villagers––not only the issues of today, but also those that might have existed before the 
Zapotillo dam. Nevertheless, for instance, some of my interviews do recognize the internal 
divisions caused by the CONAGUA campaign.  

Secondly, the narrative is a limited reflection of the resistance. Whereas in relation to 
its symbolic dimension, Temaca seems to include the physical village, its surroundings, 
and its cultural elements, in relation to the movement, there seems to be a selective under-
standing of who belongs to Temaca. From the activists’ perspective, Temaca seems to 
consist of the people who somehow, whether actively or passively, participate in the re-
sistance movement. Interestingly, during my fieldwork, it became clear that this under-
standing also includes outside actors that support the resistance, such as IMDEC. However, 
the activists’ account shows that there is also opposition to the resistance within the 
village itself, and the movement is struggling to attract more participants. Moreover, since 
most young people are leaving because of the lack of opportunity (Lezama 2013), their ties 
with the village are weaker and their interest in participating in the resistance is low. 
Overall, the paradise narrative projects a strong image of the STAP movement as well as of 
village unity, whereas in everyday life, tensions in the village itself might hamper the 
resistance, and participation may be rather limited.  

Although the image of Temaca and the resistance painted by the paradise narrative 
might be imagined or even idealized, I highlight that these two inconsistencies with the 
activists’ account emphasize the narrative’s importance. The image of the resistance 
portrayed by the activists––for instance, the idea of there being strong participation in the 
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resistance and in Temaca’s traditions––serves several purposes. First, as Tilly states, in 
order for a movement to appear legitimate and attract new supporters, the collective actors 
must communicate that they are “worthy, united, numerous and committed” (2003, 197; 
2003 201). The unity propagated through the paradise narrative thus might paint a bigger 
and stronger picture of the resistance, as my empirical insights show. This projection 
seeks, on the one hand, to delegitimize the Zapotillo project by playing up the resistance’s 
importance, and on the other hand, it serves to attract new supporters.  

Secondly, the paradise narrative appears specifically in the context of displacement–
–that is, in light of the possibility of losing one’s environment and social practices. In this 
sense, I claim that it can be understood as an instrument to confront feelings of loss and 
the loss of control and channel them into the resistance. In this regard, the ideas of unity 
and of Temaca’s enchantment that underly the paradise narrative also fulfill a strong 
psychological function for the activists themselves by fostering a feeling of belonging and 
a shared interest in defending the village. The paradise narrative thus creates an imagined 
“environment of trust” (Giddens in Oliver-Smith, 1994, 198) that links community relations, 
the environment, and traditions.  

In this sense, the paradise narrative strengthens the resistance’s collective identity 
through the creation of these strong emotional ties, mobilizing specific descriptions of 
practices and places that are regarded as shared by all inhabitants of the village. For in-
stance, discursively reinforcing and highlighting newly introduced traditions such as the 
Feria del Chile, seems to counteract the development of people emigrating from Temaca 
by creating and strengthening a sense of belonging on the part of the villagers. Oliver-
Smith highlights the importance of the mobilization of such cultural and territorial repre-
sentations for resistance movements in the fight against displacement projects as well as 
the importance of the “ability of the people to interpret and recontextualize the threat of 
resettlement in terms of those symbols” (1994, 204). In other words, they become funda-
mental resources that the resistance uses to justify the movement, not only to potential 
supporters on the outside, but also to participants themselves, thereby increasing peoples’ 
motivation to participate.  

Moreover, the resistance’s collective identity is reinforced through the paradise narra-
tive’s hidden process of othering, which distinguishes between who belongs to Temaca 
and who does not. This not only reiterates the movement’s common enemy, but it also 
homogenizes the STAP resistance itself. In this sense, the paradise narrative simplifies the 
complexities of the village, its social structures, and the outside support that strengthens 
the movement in order to promote a shared interpretation of reality. 

Finally, I conclude that the paradise narrative contributes to the creation of an alter-
native discourse to the official state account of the Zapotillo project. While the latter is 
based on the dam as a supplier of water to a densely populated area that includes two 
major Mexican cities, the former understands the dam as a threat to a specific lifestyle and 
environment, emphasizing Temaca’s cultural and social value. The paradise narrative can 
thus also be understood as a value discourse that is applied by the STAP activists to defy 
the threat of the Zapotillo project and challenge its official justification.  
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Conclusion 

In this article, I discussed the local resistance to a state-imposed megaproject. The Zapotil-
lo dam in northwest Mexico exemplifies the tensions between state interests in infra-
structure and the local perceptions of the affected villages. The official state justification of 
the Zapotillo dam as a supplier of water “for the greater good” illustrates a hegemonic 
discourse of development that clashes with a participatory and sustainable understanding. 
The imposition of the project on local communities furthermore illustrates the power 
dynamics involved in the project, a project that neglects the opinions and rights of local 
people and would have ultimately resulted in the involuntary displacement of Temaca. 
These tensions triggered the resistance movement Salevemos Temacapulín, Acasico y 
Palmarejo, through which rights as well as access to justice are claimed.  

Analyzing the STAP resistance, I have illustrated how the movement has been able to 
unite people in their opposition to the Zapotillo dam by creating a collective identity and 
an alternative discourse through which the movement moves and seeks to move others.  

In this sense, I discussed the opposition to the Zapotillo project through the mobiliza-
tion of discursive resources in the form of what I have called “resistance narratives.” I 
argued that the resistance narratives discussed in this article provide a cognitive frame-
work for the movement, serving as an underlying script that creates a shared understand-
ing of the Zapotillo dam among the participants, simplifies its complexities, and mobilizes 
emotions and symbolic representations. Furthermore, I have shown how the activists 
move the inside as well as the outside of the resistance through the use of resistance 
narratives. In this sense, I have illustrated how the resistance narratives are, on the one 
hand, directed towards the participants themselves, fulfilling fundamental psychological 
functions, such as creating a sense of belonging or of control, and on the other hand, how 
the narratives seek to mobilize a wider public that includes potential supporters as well as 
the movement’s enemies, evoking solidarity and morality through the narratives’ affective 
politics and the mobilization of Temaca’s social, cultural, and spiritual values. Thus, the 
narratives define morality and value criteria according to which they seek to delegitimize 
the Zapotillo project and legitimize the resistance. 

Moreover, the account of the activists’ experiences of the Zapotillo project has shown 
how the resistance seeks to promote a different social reality that goes beyond the Zapotil-
lo dam. Imagining the village as a strengthened entity with vivid traditions and a strong 
connection to natural resources, such as water, the movement also aims to reinforce and 
revitalize local culture and traditions. Also, the self-empowerment of the village and the 
individuals participating in the resistance demonstrate that resistance has various facets. 
This allows for an analysis of power that goes beyond the imposition of power by domi-
nant entities such as the state. The movement in Temaca shows that resistance not only 
emerges from unequal power relations, but also generates power. Through their resistance, 
Temaca refused to surrender to the state’s efforts to implement the project. While this 
signifies a counterforce to the power of the state and the hegemonic discourse, it also 
creates new social relations and new systems of knowledge and opens a space for indi-
vidual and collective innovation.  

The claim for people’s rights and the value of Temaca expressed in the STAP re-
sistance demonstrate the tensions between what is promoted in the name of the greater 
good of the nation and the rights, histories, and local identities of a small group of people. I 
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believe that, through the resistance narratives, the STAP movement, both consciously and 
unconsciously encourages its audience, be they potential supporters, neutral spectators, or 
enemies, to rethink megaprojects.  

Finally, resistance to megaprojects is a claim of rights and thus always contests the 
dominant power (Oliver-Smith, 1994, 214). Through the discussion of resistance narratives, 
we can enhance our understanding of how resistance materializes on the local level and 
how resources are mobilized to create and sustain it. An analysis of resistance narratives 
confronts us with important questions on human rights, ethical responsibilities, state-
citizen accountability, and the theory and practice of development, contributing to our 
understanding of the power dynamics involved in these struggles. 

 

 
Figures 7 & 8: Resistance paintings. Photos: Barbara Stulz.  

 
 
Acknowledgements: This working paper is based on research carried out for my BA thesis at the Universi-
ty of Zurich. I would like to thank my supervisor Dr. des. Juliane Neuhaus for her accompaniment and 
valuable reflections, and the ZANTRHO team for the continuous support during the finalisation of this 
paper. Most importantly, I would like to thank my interlocutors in Temaca for accepting me in their com-
munity, and the IMDEC team for the opportunity to do an internship with them, which eventually enabled 
this research. All photographs were taken by the author during September 2017 - June 2018.  

Barbara Stulz completed her B.A. in Social Sciences at the Department of Social Anthropology and Cultural 
Studies at the University of Zurich in 2019.  



ZANTHRO Working Papers N°15 |   June 2023 
 

 21 

References 

Alexander, Jeffrey C. 2006. “Cultural Pragmatics: Social Performance Between Ritual and Strategy.” In 
Social Performance: Symbolic Action, Cultural Pragmatics, and Ritual, edited by Jeffrey C. Alex-
ander, Bernhard Giesen and Jason L. Mast, 29–90. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Börzel, Tanja A. and Thomas Risse. 2013. “Human Rights in Areas of Limited Statehood.” In: The 
Persistent Power of Human Rights: From Commitment to Compliance, ed. by Thomas Risse, Ste-
phen C. Ropp, and Kathryn Sikkink, 63–84. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
doi:10.1017/CBO9781139237161.007.  

Casillas Báez, Miguel Ángel. 2013. “El Patrimonio Cultural de Temaca, Lugar de Caminos, Sitio Sagra-
do, Centro de Decisiones.” In: Entre Sueños el Agua Pasa, ed. by D. R. Hermenegildo Olguín Reza, 
91–128. Guadalajara. 

CONAGUA. 2012a. “Libro Blanco CONAGUA-03: Proyecto Presa y Acueducto El Zapotillo.” Accessed 
April 10, 2021. 
http://www.conagua.gob.mx/conagua07/contenido/Documentos/LIBROS%20BLANCOS/CONAGU
A-03%20Proyecto%20presa%20y%20acueducto%20El%20Zapotillo.pdf.  

CONAGUA. 2012b. “Los Altos de Jalisco, León, GTO., y Zona Conurbada de Guadalajara.” Accessed 
April 10, 2021. https://docplayer.es/8589536-Proyecto-el-zapotillo-para-abastecimiento-de-agua-a-
los-altos-de-jalisco-leon-gto-y-zona-conurbada-de-guadalajara.html. 

Delphine, Patrick W. and Tejo Spit. 2019. “Megaprojects: An Anatomy of Perception.” disP – The 
Planning Review 55 (2): 63–77. Oxfordshire: Routledge. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02513625.2019.1630189.  

DeWet, Chris and Oghenekaro Nelson Odume. 2019. “Developing a Systemic-Relational Approach to 
Environmental Ethics in Water Resource Management.” Environmental Science and Policy 93: 
139–145. Amsterdam: Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2018.12.030.  

Driessen, Miriam. 2019. “Laughing About Corruption in Ethiopian–Chinese Encounters.” American 
Anthropologist 121 (4): 911–922. New Jersey: Wiley & Blackwell. https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.13320.  

Eyerman, Ron. 2006. “Performing Opposition or, How Social Movements Move.’ In Social Perfor-
mance: Symbolic Action, Cultural Pragmatics, and Ritual, edited by Jeffrey C. Alexander, Bern-
hard Giesen and Jason L. Mast, 193–217. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Front Line Defenders. 2019. “Global Analysis 2018.” Accessed April 11, 2021. 
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/global-analysis-2018.  

Figueroa, Fabiola. 2015. “New Environmental Citizenship in Mexico: An Exploration of Temacapulin’s 
Resistance to the Zapotillo dam.” PhD diss., Macquarie University Sydney.  

Gleason, Arturo. 2014. “Caudales recuperados en Guadalajara: Análisis sobre la situación de Guadala-
jara y su falta de agua.” Accessed April 10, 2021. https://prezi.com/fadoaxhzxfv1/caudales-
recuperados-en-guadalajara/.  

Gómez Godoy, Claudia and Guadalupe Espinoza Sauceda. 2015. “La Defensa Jurídica Contra la Presa 
El Zapotillo.” Waterlat-Gobacit Network Working Papers 2 (1): 78–94. 

Hanna, Philippe, Frank Vanclay, Esther Jean Langdon and Jos Arts. 2016. “Conceptualizing Social 
Protest and the Significance of Protest Actions to Large Projects.” The Extractive Industries and 
Society 3(1): 217–239. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2015.10.006.  

Hidalgo, Juan Pablo, Rutgerd Boelens, and Jeroen Vos. 2017. “De-Colonizing Water. Dispossession, 
Water Insecurity, and Indigenous Claims for Resources, Authority, and Territory.” Water History 9 
(1): 67–85. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12685–016–0186–6. 

Ibarra, Pedro. 2011. “Qué Son los Movimientos Sociales?” Accessed April 11, 2021. 
http://fundacionbetiko.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/ique-son-los-movimientos-sociales-
Ibarra-Pedro.pdf. 

IMDEC. 2014. “Quienes somos.” Accessed April 11, 2021. http://www.imdec.net/quienes-somos/.  
IMDEC. 2017a. “Presupuesto Agua 2018.” Material elaborated by the organisation. Guadalajara.  
IMDEC. 2017b. “Boletín de Prensa.” Material elaborated by the organisation. Guadalajara.  



ZANTHRO Working Papers N°15 |   June 2023 
 

 22 

IMDEC. 2018. “Pronunciamiento: En Respuesta a CONAGUA, Autoridades y Candidat@s.” Material 
elaborated by the organisation. Guadalajara.  

IMDEC. 2021. “Caso de Defensa del Poblado de Temacapulín: Amenaza de Desalojo por la Construc-
ción del Proyecto Presa El Zapotillo Jalisco, México.” Elaborated by IMDEC. Guadalajara. 

Impacto Social Consultores. 2017. “Megaproyectos, Consulta Indígena y Desarrollo.” Accessed April 10, 
2021. http://www.impactosocialconsultores.com/blog/2017/1/9/a2vlrxn9y8ipp3z7o80siguwsnlp5u.  

Jiménez Pelayo, Águeda. 2013. “Temacapulín y Acasico: ¿Se perderán sus Raíces históricas?” In Entre 
Sueños el Agua Pasa, edited by D. R. Hermenegildo Olguín Reza, 11–14. Guadalajara. 

Lezama, María C. 2013. “Temaca, un Panorama Antropológico.” In Entre Sueños el Agua Pasa, edited 
by D. R. Hermenegildo Olguín Reza, 65–81. Guadalajara.  

McDowell, Christopher and Gareth Morell. 2007. “Development and Displacement: Institutionalizing 
Responsibility.” Development 50 (4): 33–38. Amsterdam: Elsevier. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.development.1100428.  

OECD. 2016, “Getting Infrastructure Right: The 10 Key Governance Challenges and Policy Options.” 
Accessed April 23, 2021. https://www.oecd.org/gov/getting-infrastructure-right.pdf.  

Oliver-Smith, Anthony. 1991. “Involuntary Resettlement, Resistance and Political Empowerment.” 
Journal of Refugee Studies 4 (2): 132–149. 

Oliver-Smith, Anthony. 1994. “Resistance to Resettlement: The Formation and Evolution of Move-
ments.” In Research, Social Movements and Change Volume 17, 197–219. Stamford: JAI Press Inc.  

Oliver-Smith, Antohny. 2009. Development and Dispossession: The Crisis of Forced Displacement 
and Resettlement. Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research Press. 

Pérez Peña, Ofelia, and Gabriel Torres González. 2001. “La Insaciable Sed de Agua de la Zona Metropo-
litana de Guadalajara.” Renglones 49 (3): 5–19. 

Raftopoulos, Malayna. 2017. “Contemporary Debates on Social-Environmental Conflicts, Extractivism 
and Human Rights in Latin America.” The International Journal of Huma Rights 21 (4): 387–404. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.2017.1301035.  

Shiva, Vandana. 2002. Water Wars: Privatization, Pollution and Profit. London: Pluto Press.  
Temaca No Esta Solo (@TemacaNoEstaSolo). “La Presa de la Corrupción.” Twitter, November 1, 2017. 

https://twitter.com/TemacaNoEstaSol/status/925786968411201537.  
Tilly, Charles. 2003. The Politics of Collective Violence. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Accessed April 23, 2021. https://www.un.org/en/about-

us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights. 
Ullberg, Susann B. 2019. “Making the Megaproject: Water Infrastructure and Hydrocracy at the Public-

Private Interface in Peru.” Water Alternatives 12 (2): 503–520. Amsterdam: Elsevier.  
Vanclay, Frank. 2017. “Project-Induced Displacement and Resettlement: From Impoverishment Risks 

to an Opportunity for Development?” Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal 35 (1): 3–21. 
Weaver, Thomas, James B. Greenberg, William L. Alexander, and Anne Browning-Aiken. 2012. Ne-

oliberalism and Commodity Production in Mexico. Denver: University Press of Colorado. 
 




