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Questions to consider:

• How do geopolitical borders can influence/accelerate species extinction?

• How can literary works be put into dialogue with the entanglements of borders and extinction? 



Species Extinction

• In 2019, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) found that nearly 1 
million species face the threat of extinction. The report also 
underscores that the global goals to achieve sustainability by 2020 
were not met, and that similar goals set for 2030 can only be 
achieved through “transformative change.”



Current trends affecting 
biodiversity and ecosystems:

• Three-quarters of the land-based environment and about 66% of the marine environment have 
been significantly altered by human actions.

• More than a third of the world’s land surface and nearly 75% of freshwater resources are now 
devoted to crop or livestock production.

• Urban areas have more than doubled since 1992.

• The list goes on…

Source: IPBES

Negative trends in nature will continue to 2050 and beyond in all of the policy scenarios explored in the Report, except 
those that include transformative change- due to the projected impacts of increasing land-use change, exploitation of 

organisms and climate change, although with significant differences between regions.

https://ipbes.net/news/Media-Release-Global-Assessment


Borders & Species Extinction

• In the physical realm, besides being geopolitical demarcations, borders are diverse ecological communities where human 
and nonhuman entities coexist in complex webs of intimate relationships that can sometimes be reinvigorating, 
regenerative, and peaceful, and other times violent and contradictory, or deadly. In reference to the multiform entanglement 
of the human and nonhuman entities that constitute borders in an ever-changing ecological dynamism, in my dissertation 
I employ the term “border biomes.”

• Borders & Species Extinction is part of a parallel project (spin-off articles on the U.S- Mexico, Belize-Guatemala, and 
Guatemala-Mexico borders).



Borders & Species Extinction: The Mexico-U.S. Borderlands
In recent years, some of the environmental-related challenges faced in/by the Mexico-U.S. borderlands have garnered intensified interest from a manifold array of both long-standing and not-
so-common perspectives:

Sculpture by Patricia Frederick. Source: Purr and Roar Artwork by Consuelo Jimenez Underwood. Source: NRDC 

Book & Film 

Photograph & Installation by Alejandro Prieto.. Source: The Telegraph

Illustration by Angeline Bandong. 
Source: National Parks Conservation Association

Source: The National Wildlife Federation

Source: High Country News

https://purrandroar.com/tag/art-for-a-cause/
https://www.nrdc.org/onearth/weaving-beauty-borderlands
https://theriverandthewall.com/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/10/15/natural-history-museums-wildlife-photographer-year-competition/another-barred-migrant-alejandro-prieto-mexicowinner-2019-wildlife/
https://www.npca.org/articles/2550-4-ways-to-help-parks-from-wherever-you-are
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Magazines/National-Wildlife/2018/Oct-Nov/Conservation/Border-Wall
https://www.hcn.org/articles/south-us-fish-and-wildlife-service-a-wildlife-refuge-is-under-siege-at-the-border


Borders & Species Extinction: The Mexico-U.S. Borderlands

Native Americans have been at the frontlines, leading the battle against the wall. For instance:

The Kumeyaay Nation.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/26/us/border-wall-cactuses-arizona.html

The Tohono O’odham Nation.
https://www.kpbs.org/news/2020/jul/17/kumeyaay-nation-protest-stops-construction-border-/?fbclid=IwAR3eggCpFgviBcNy8ErJWaCImNZ9kS32jb5kQAVijGfer51WTB0A1OT2FGU

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/26/us/border-wall-cactuses-arizona.html
https://www.kpbs.org/news/2020/jul/17/kumeyaay-nation-protest-stops-construction-border-/%3Ffbclid=IwAR3eggCpFgviBcNy8ErJWaCImNZ9kS32jb5kQAVijGfer51WTB0A1OT2FGU


Borders & Species Extinction: Significant differences between regions in the context of the Mexico-United States and the Guatemala-Mexico-Belize borderlands 
(a really quick and fragmented glance):

U.S.-Mexico region 
(my picture)

Guatemala-Mexico region 
(my picture)

Whereas the threat of the 
wall makes some of the 
environmental-related 
challenges of the U.S.-
Mexico border region 

hypervisible, the layout of 
the Mexico-Guatemala 

border area renders them 
non-visible or not 

immediately identifiable.  



Borders & Species Extinction: Selva Maya
• The Selva Maya is the second largest tropical rainforest in the Americas, spanning the 

Selva Lacandona, the Selvas de la Península de Yucatán, and the Selva El Petén. The latter 
is situated in the northernmost region of Guatemala and accounts for a third of the entire 
country, sharing large border sections with Mexico and Belize. The Selva Maya is home to 
a broad range of animal and plant species, many of which are endangered largely due to 
habitat loss, expansion of the agricultural frontier, wildlife trafficking, and hunting. 

• In what follows, I put into dialogue a Guatemalan short story with questions related to 
wildlife trafficking and poaching in the context of these tropical rainforests and its direct 
and indirect relationships with border demarcations.

Selva Maya. Source: selvamayainfo

https://selvamaya.info/en/mayan-rainforest/


“Historia del guacamayo que se perdió en la materia” from the collection El mundo como flor y 
como invento (1987) 

Written by Mario Payeras, this short story narrates the journey of a scarlet macaw from his home in the Guatemalan rainforests to a zoo in 
Belgium.

At the beginning, the author introduces the main character: “A los treinta y dos años inició el guacamayo su trayectoria feliz a través de la 
materia” (33). (At thirty-two years old, the macaw began his happy trajectory through matter.”

The peaceful image of a flying bird is interrupted by a menacing presence: “Aquel año los tramperos […] estaban aniquilando las especies pintadas
en la selva.” (That year, poachers […] were annihilating the species painted on the forest.)”

After this concatenation, Payeras describes the process employed by the poachers to attract birds to their traps. In the case of the macaw, knowing 
his taste and habits, they put an orange at the end of a long and labyrinthine cage. Once birds are able to get to the fruit, they cannot find a way 
out of the metallic trap. After this moment, the author focuses on narrating the macaw’s reaction to his unwanted journey and unexpected new 
life.



The Macaw Species
The American rainforests were once inhabited by 25 macaw species. Today, at least 8 are already extinct or on the verge of extinction. Most of the 
remaining 17 are either endangered or critically endangered.

Because Payeras’ protagonist is simply called “guacamayo,” considering that the story is situated in the Guatemalan rainforests, he is most likely 
referring to the scarlet macaw. However, although identifying the depicted species is important to underscore specific threats –this particularly in 
relation to border demarcations-, in a more comprehensive analysis the perspective used by the author could also be used to think about other 
trafficked species.

According to WCS Guatemala, even though scarlet macaws used to populate almost every rainforest in Central America, nowadays these forests are 
home to less than 1000. In the Guatemalan region, there are only around 300 left in the wild. Because of this, in 2019 the Central American 
scarlet macaw was designated an endangered species. Written more than 30 years ago, Payeras’ story frames this contemporary reality and offers 
a species-transcending approach to address the challenges faced by these birds.

https://www.beautyofbirds.com/endangeredmacaws.html
https://www.aav.org/news/442132/Scarlet-Macaw-Ara-macao-Added-to-the-Endangered-Species-List.htm
https://guatemala.wcs.org/es-es/Desaf%25C3%25ADos-Globales/Tr%C3%A1fico-de-Vida-Silvestre.aspx
https://www.aav.org/news/442132/Scarlet-Macaw-Ara-macao-Added-to-the-Endangered-Species-List.htm


Historia del guacamayo que se perdió en la materia

In drawing attention to the scarlet macaws’ critical endangerment, the author emphasizes the agency and affective traits of his protagonist. By doing this, 
instead of challenging human exceptionalism, the author seems to embrace it. As Ursula K. Heise notes in Imagining Extinction: The Cultural Meanings of 
Endangered Species, animal studies theorists have long argued that “the boundaries between humans and other species […] are not fixed in nature but set up 
through cultural practices and therefore always retain a certain degree of arbitrariness.” Exposing this arbitrariness, in Payeras’ short story the macaw crosses the 
boundary from the “other species” category to that one of the human. Because in this crossing the bird’s animality and specificity are not erased, the narrative 
underscores the species’ endangerment and at the same time, it manages to portray how elements of the exceptionality often attributed to humans can also be 
found in the protagonist. With this strategy, human exceptionalism is not put into question. On the contrary, the story makes a case to see the bird as essentially 
human. In addition, even though the bird’s actions and reactions are being described by the narrator (who acts as the primary observer), he is not the only one 
creating meaning or knowledge. Through his embodied experiences, the macaw also participates in this process. Attending to Payeras’ background, it is possible 
to identify the shared awareness, pain, and wisdom that brings the narrator and the nonhuman character together. Thus, “Historia del guacamayo que se perdió
en la materia” presents a nuanced way to think about the arbitrariness that surrounds the category of the human, about wildlife trafficking, and the bonds that 
can be formed across species.



Historia del guacamayo que se perdió en la materia
Some of the macaw’s reactions to his entrapment can be seen in the following sentences:

“A mediodía se dio cuenta que había quedado excluido para siempre de los caminos del aire.” 

(At noon he realized he had been forever vanished from the air’s passages).

“Con grande bullicio se resistió al cautiverio.” (He resisted captivity with a great deal of uproar).

“Aquel año confundió con frecuencia el estruendo matinal de los tranvías con el rumor del río donde había transcurrido su primera juventud.” 

(That year he frequently mistook the streetcars morning noise with the murmur of the river where he had spent his first youth.)

Although brief, the previous examples underscore the dispossession and nostalgia endured by the bird. The main method through which the 
author manages to describe the macaw’s reactions, and thus the affectivity that these convey, is by emphasizing a set of embodied manifestations. 
The body operates as the main channel to transmit the bird’s refusal to being captive, his desperation, and how he yearns for home. The physical 
awareness of confinement, the fact that he uses his body as language, and the possibility of an echoic memory are but a few instances through 
which the author attempts to bridge the species gap. 



The author
Mario Payeras was born in Chimaltenango, Guatemala in 1940 and died in Mexico in 1995. In the context of the 36 year-long civil war 
(1960-1996), in which more than 200 000 people were killed, most of whom were Mayan persecuted for their land, he was one of 
the commanders of the Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP) and organized the Organización del Pueblo en Armas (ORPA). These 
guerrilla movements focused on attracting Indigenous people to join their cause (Andermann). Because of widespread human rights 
violations and genocide, it is estimated that only in the 80s, nearly 76 000 Guatemalans were in exile in Mexico. It was during his 
exile, which lasted 20 years (until the time of this death), when Payeras wrote literary works focused on denouncing and reflecting on 
the mistakes made by the guerrilla and/or centered on deploying an ecological-based perspective. He had already started to develop 
this perspective in some of his earlier writings, such as in Poemas de la Zona Reina, a poetry book written in the rainforest during his 
involvement with the EGP and where the author mobilizes “un pensamiento vegetal” (Argüello, 10).

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/latin_america-jan-june11-timeline_03-07
https://elpais.com/elpais/2013/04/15/eps/1366020076_807356.html
https://www.prensacomunitaria.org/primeros-pasos-de-la-organizacion-guerrillera-ejercito-guerrillero-de-los-pobres/
https://www.prensalibre.com/opinion/exiliados/
https://lahora.gt/hemeroteca-lh/mario-payeras-vivo-en-las-letras-fusiles-de-octubre/


Shared bonds of pain
The last moments of the story can be read in relation to Payeras’ exile. Thinking through the experience of a guacamayo in Belgium, the author achieves a new 
understanding of a precarious position:

“Las rutas de la luz y el ciclo de las frutas se borraron de su memoria progresivamente […] Sin embargo fue feliz otros treinta y dos años. En la vejez, su sabiduría se redujo a la 
certeza de que la materia está llena de pájaros y de que éstos tienen caminos innumerables. De ahí las infinitas posibilidades del olvido.”

(The routes of light and the fruits cycles were gradually erased from his memory […] However, he was happy for another thirty-two years. When he grew old, his wisdom was 
reduced to the certainty that matter is full of birds and that these birds follow countless paths. That is the origin of the infinite possibilities to forget.)

Whereas the narrator is the one articulating this understanding, he does it based on the measured attitude and day-to-day movements of a bird who once 
fought with all the strength of his body to break free. Because of the experience of the author with exile, it is possible to identify a clear parallelism between his 
background and the bird’s reality. Thus, because of a connection founded on the pain that comes from being forcibly and hopelessly away from home, together, 
the perspective conveyed by the narrative voice and the bird’s actions transmit a form of common wisdom that transcends the limits between species. This 
wisdom is communicated by the embodied resignation of the bird and by the linguistic articulation of the narrator. In the situations they face, the only way to 
achieve some sort of happiness and stability is by surrendering to fate and routine, or by forgetting distant routes of light. 



Specificity & Exception

Using either physical or verbal language, both the narrator and the protagonist transmit conjoined responses of self-awareness, nostalgia, pain, and 
wisdom. Because these types of attitudes are part of the human exceptionalism framework, by appearing not only through the human narrator but 
also through the bird, the boundaries between them collapse. Furthermore, since the author emphasizes the affects, agency, creativity, and 
knowledge of the bird in human terms, not only is he blurring the limit between one and the other, he is also portraying the bird through what 
Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo Viverios de Castro calls the ”inner human form” (476) of the animal. However, even though this process is central 
for the story’s articulation, the specificity of the bird is fundamental too. At the beginning, the author describes with detail some of the flaws, 
virtues, habits, tastes, and customs of the guacamayo as a species, sometimes comparing him to other birds. Hence, the specificity of the bird is not 
ignored, which is why it is possible to frame the story in the context of the trafficking and endangerment of this species. Since as a species, 
humans tend to care less about what lies beyond the category of the human, perhaps to prevent extinction it is necessary to fully embrace human 
exceptionalism, but as it happens in the story, in a way in which the exception becomes the rule.



Flagship Species

Even though Payeras’ short story offers a thought-provoking channel to think about shared suffering and the 
reach and limits of the human, there are certain questions that arise from his short story. While scarlet macaws 
are endangered and bringing attention to their case is much needed, it is worth noting that they are also a 
flagship species. Regarding this characteristic, Ursula K. Heise states: “the focus on a single species that is selected 
for its obvious anthropomorphic qualities or its aesthetic appeal blocks from view other species, lacking those 
qualities, that might be more endangered.” Although some conservationist groups have argued that the 
attachment to flagship species can do more good than harm because by protecting them, their habitat and other 
species are also protected, as Heise contends, this process also raises other questions. For instance, it is doubtful 
that, under the common grounds over which humans tend to establish bonds with other species, it would also be 
possible to recognize the inner humanity of other not so charming animals. 

https://www.cienciasambientales.org.es/index.php/comunicacion/noticias/853-especies-bandera-estandartes-de-la-conservacion


Multispecies Justice

In addition, the story does not engage with the social conflicts that in some instances give rise to wildlife trafficking. In Guatemala, nearly 60% of 
the population lives in poverty, with 40% of Indigenous people enduring conditions of extreme poverty. Because of lack of opportunities and 
economic hardship, locals from rural communities have had to recur to practices such as agricultural burns and wildlife trafficking to survive. As 
Rodrigo Soberanes puts it: “[in some cases] wildlife trafficking is one of the few ways to make a decent income.” Because of this, as Micha Rahder
contends,  conservationist groups sometimes place “responsibility for ecological destruction on locals, ignoring both structural pressures and 
powerful wealthy actors” (14). Whereas in “Historia del guacamayo que se perdió en la materia” Payeras does not acknowledge the social and 
economic inequalities that ignite the wildlife trafficking industry,  and on the contrary villainizes the poachers, in a different short story from the 
same collection he mentions that in the Guatemalan rainforests exists “una guerra inmemorial contra los pájaros que se libra por hambre” (an 
immemorial war against birds waged by hunger,” in this way, alluding to how wildlife trafficking participates in broader issues related to 
environmental, social, and economic injustices.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaelegoldberg/2019/09/08/whats-happening-in-guatemala/
https://theodora.com/wfbcurrent/guatemala/guatemala_economy.html


Borders & Species Extinction

Although the threat faced by these birds affects Central America in general, there are certain areas in which the situation becomes more perilous, for instance, in the 
Guatemalan borders, particularly in El Petén. For more than a century, Belize and Guatemala have been unable to resolve a territorial conflict that involves nearly 4 600 
square miles, which is the equivalent to almost half of Belize’s entire territory. Because of this conflict, the “zona de adyacencia” was created, which demarcates an 
invisible, porous, and not fully delineated border. According to Rodrigo Soberanes, this border area, which is located at the center of the division between the two 
countries, is inhabited by nearly 5000 people, all of whom live in conditions of extreme precariousness and many of which participate in wildlife trafficking. In 
addition, because this is a buffer zone, efforts to protect endangered species are often interrupted because organizations coming from one side or the other do not 
always know who has jurisdiction over the territory. Because of this, conservationists from the area have taken extreme measures, such as spending entire days and 
nights under trees to make sure that the guacamayos and their nests are safe. At this point, it is also important to note that, as Micha Rhader states, many of the 
people working in conservation are also local residents (413), particularly in the area of the Mayan Biosphere Reserve, such as in Laguna del Tigre. 

*In the demarcation between Guatemala and Mexico, wildlife is smuggled through the same border routes used to traffic drugs and wood, such as the northern 
area of Laguna del Tigre, the Usumacinta river, and near Sayaxché (Batres).

https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-43650386
https://es.mongabay.com/2018/08/traficantes-especies-silvestres-guatemala-belice/
https://www.audubon.org/es/magazine/spring-2017/conozca-los-valientes-guardaespaldas-que-protegen
https://es.mongabay.com/2019/07/guatemala-guacamaya-roja-conservacion/
https://es.insightcrime.org/noticias/analisis/mirada-trafico-vida-silvestre-guatemala/


Borders & Species Extinction

While it is not clear if the story takes place in or near a border region*, nonetheless, when considering some of the current and most pressing issues related to 
the national divisions that fragment the Selva Maya, Payeras’ text becomes relevant. On the one hand, the story draws attention to the scarlet macaw, which 
was recently categorized as an endangered species. Because one of the reasons behind this categorization is wild-trafficking,  it is possible to read the story in 
relation to the geopolitical divisions that separate the Selva Maya, where this industry’s success intensifies. On the other hand, the narration introduces the figure 
of the poacher, who becomes the villain of the story. However, situating this figure in the context of the Guatemalan rainforests reveals that, because of lack of 
other opportunities, the livelihoods of many people sometimes depend on this activity. This characteristic is particularly pertinent in relation to the border 
communities of El Petén. 

Furthermore, environmental challenges produced by the amalgamation of precarious social and economic conditions with a border demarcation extend to the 
Mexico-Guatemala borderlands, which also register major levels of deforestation. 

*There are a few geographic markers incorporated into the story. The poachers are from Rubelolom and the guacamayo is transported through “los caminos de Alta Verapaz.” From 
there, the bird leaves the Guatemalan rainforests through an unnamed river. 

https://news.mongabay.com/2018/03/illegal-cattle-ranching-deforests-mexicos-massive-lacandon-jungle/


Borders & Species Extinction

Payeras was not indifferent to the environmental divisions produced by borders. In Latitud de la flor y el granizo (1988), he writes:

“Las fronteras del país, en realidad, caen arbitrariamente en un ambiente natural más vasto: el ámbito central boscoso central del Nuevo Mundo que comienza en las selvas y 
las sierras de Chiapas, incluye las planicies meridionales de Yucatán y se extiende por el este más allá de las azules murallas del Merendón; el mundo montañoso, de lluvias
torrenciales, poblado de caobas, cedros, chicozapotes –la flora gigantesca que compite por la luz y bombea vapor de agua, habitada por dantas, jaguares y venados […] Densa de 
oxígeno la atmósfera, debido al pulmón boscoso Mesoamericano […] el aire es transparente y óptima en consecuencia la calidad de luz. El cielo del país, por ello, es un corredor
apacible entre ambas masas continentales, para el plancton aéreo y para las migraciones regulares de los pájaros” (10).

(The country’s borders, in fact, fall arbitrarily into a broader natural environment: the central forested area of the New World that begins in the jungles and mountains of 
Chiapas, which includes the southern plains of Yucatan and extends to the east beyond the blue walls of Merendón; the mountainous world of torrential rains, populated by 
mahogany, cedars, chicozapotes – the gigantic flora that competes for light and expels vapor of water and is populated by dantas, jaguars and deer [...] Because of the 
Mesoamerican lung of forests, the atmosphere is filled with oxygen […] The air is transparent and in consequence, the quality of light is optimal. Therefore, the country’s sky is a 
quiet corridor between two continental masses for both the aeroplankton and the regular migration of birds.)



Borders & Species Extinction

The author challenges the arbitrariness of a set of border demarcations that have effectively fragmented entire ecosystems. This fragmentation has produced intensified 
levels of environmental-related damages. Although when Payeras wrote “Historia del guacamayo que se perdió en la materia” the scarlet macaw was not yet 
endangered, through this species, the author was able to foresee what would become one of the most pressing issues in relation to the Guatemalan rainforests in 
particular, and to the Selva Maya at large: species extinction. Even though this threat is pervasive in almost every rainforest, the social and economic conditions that 
affect border regions facilitate the success of some of the practices that can accelerate it. For instance, the conditions that sustain drug trafficking across borders are 
similar or equal to those that sustain the traffic of wildlife. In addition, territorial conflicts between two countries put a strain on conservation efforts. The social and 
economic disparities that many times affect border communities at higher rates also contribute to this industry.

Focused on the journey of one bird from the rainforest to a zoo, the author creates a species-transcending bridge between his own story of exile and the bird’s 
embodied experience of captivity in a foreign land. Through this process, the narrative offers a compelling case to think about the inner humanity of the bird, a 
characteristic that does not erase his specificity, and that does not trivialize the challenges affecting an entire species either. In this way, “Historia del guacamayo que se 
perdió en la materia” presents a framework to think about the bonds across species in the context of the threat of extinction and geopolitical borders.
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