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Autonomy as an Assertive
Practice and as a Defensive
Strategy: Indigenous Shifts
in Political Meanings in
Response to Extreme
Violence in Mexico

Mariana Mora

Introduction

This chapter reflects on the ways that the meanings of Indigenous autonomy
in Mexico shifted from the peak of the multicultural era (1990-2006) to a
period marked by the undeclared war on organised crime (2006-2018). It fo-
cuses primarily in those states that have a significant presence of organized
Indigenous peoples, such as Guerrero and Michoacdn, and that experience
conditions of extreme violence, as well as de facto criminalization of its popu-
lations. A closer look into the different expressions of autonomy during these
two periods demonstrates how the practice of autonomy has shifted from a
series of actions aimed at questioning the government and demanding pro-
found transformations, to measures intended to protect the collective from
dispossession and extreme physical violence carried out by both legal and
illegal actors — including drug-trafficking groups and extractivist companies.
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What new political meanings emerge from this shift? And how do sub-
sequent actions by organized Indigenous communities question the lim-
its to the collective rights to autonomy and self-determination imposed by
the State? This chapter responds to these questions through examples from
difference local scenarios, including: the Nahua community of Santa Maria
Ostula and the Purépecha community of Cheran in the state of Michoacan,
the Cho’l ejido of Tila in the state of Chiapas, the Triqui town of San Juan
Copala in Oaxaca, communities belonging to the Regional Coordinator of
Community Authorities (CRAC) in Guerrero, as well as political discourse of
Nahua, Yoreme, Coca and Comca’ac women who are part of the Indigenous
Government Council (CIG) - a self-governing space enacted by Indigenous
communities and organizations of the National Indigenous Congress (CNI).
While each case is rooted in a specific historical context, and there are few ex-
plicit coordinated efforts between peoples or organizations, most are inserted
within complex networks that have as a main point of reference the experien-
ces of the autonomous Zapatista municipalities in Chiapas, and their focus on
de facto autonomy (at the margins of State institutions and juridical frame-
works). At the same time, almost all of these communities and organizations
form part, or have been part, of the CNI since its foundation in 1996. The
one exception is San Juan Copala of Oaxaca. For various reasons, the town
remained politically isolated from the Zapatista movement, though there was
a time when it was heavily influenced by the Popular Assembly of Oaxacan
Peoples (APPO), which took place in June 2006 as a response to the repressive
measures made by the State against the dissident teachers” group, Section 22,
and was made up by more than 300 Indigenous, mestizo and popular organ-
izations and collectives who took up the Zapatista Indigenous philosophical
idea of “mandar obedeciendo,” rule by obeying (Poole, 2009).

This chapter provides critical insight into the shifts in the meaning of
autonomy by this wide range of local cases that have been influenced by
this particular broader Indigenous political genealogy and that respond to
changing historical contexts.

The chapter is divided into four sections. The first describes the transition
between the period when multiculturalism was at its peak and the current
conditions of extreme violence. This context is necessary to enter into the
focus of the second section, which examines Indigenous communities and
organizations’ initiatives that exercise their right to autonomy primarily as
a mechanism of protection and defence. The third section focuses on the
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changes in political discourse that are a result of distinct struggles for au-
tonomy and self-determination in regions most affected by multiple forms of
violence. The political discourses from the women of the CIG are the source
of this analysis. The focus lies mostly in highlighting the ways in which the
exercise of self-government and practices that define the way in which every-
day politics operate against the norm that CIG members classify as a “war on
life.” The fourth section describes the actions taken by the assembly of the
Indigenous Ch’ol ejido in Tila, in the northern region of the state of Chiapas,
as part of a territorial dispute case that reached the National Supreme Court
of Justice in 2010. The ejido (collective landholding system) assembly ruled
its own “sentence” in 2015 as part of its exercise in self-determination, rather
than wait for the court’s ruling. The last section provides final reflections on
the implications of these shifts during the current administration of Andrés
Manuel Lopez Obrador (2018-2024). Together, the elements analysed in this
chapter provide a glimpse into the flexibility of the concept of autonomy and
its adaptability in light of changing historical conditions, while at the same
time the practices of autonomy contribute to the modification of these same
conditions.

From the Multicultural Boom to lllegal
Dispossession Policies

The year 1996 was a culmination of the years of tremendous efforts by
Indigenous organizations and communities for the recognition of their col-
lective rights as peoples. This year also propelled their collective energy in dif-
ferent directions, towards: a shift in social relations with the Mexican State;
strengthening autonomous organizational processes (including supporting
the Zapatista communities’ autonomous initiatives); and the forging of new
types of dialogues and possible alliances with mestizos in the country who
were sympathetic to the cause (the absence at the time was and continues
to be is a close and engaged dialogue with Afro-Mexican populations). That
same year, the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) and the feder-
al government signed the first round of the peace accords of San Andrés
Sakamch’en de los Pobres focused on Indigenous rights and culture, which
set the stage to establish a new social pact between Indigenous peoples and
the Mexican State (Hernandez Navarro y Vera, 1998). That year was also when
several Indigenous peoples and organizations founded CNI - a unifying
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space for many Indigenous organizations and communities in the country -
to strengthen their political struggles and decision-making capacities.' This is
also when Tsotsil, Tseltal, Tojolabal and Ch’ol communities, as civilian sup-
port bases to the rebel army, established new population centers in recovered
land in the valleys of the Lacandon jungle and created their own govern-
ment bodies and commissions as part of their autonomous municipalities.?
Although academic research tends to highlight 1989 — when the Mexican
State signed Convention 169 of the International Labour Organisation (ILO)
— as the year when multiculturalism began in the country, 1996 is when key
grassroots proposals for profound transformation converged, as reflected
through numerous academic publications (Baronnet et al., 2011; Blackwell,
2012; Burguete Cal y Mayor, 2000; Cerda, 2011; Forbis, 2006; Mattiace et al.,
2002; Marcos, 2011). At that moment, few would have imagined the scenarios
of violence coupled with an increase in land dispossessions promoted by both
legal and illegal entities, including organized criminal groups, that came to
exist in Mexico for over a decade and a half.

At the time, one of main political debates centered on Indigenous au-
tonomy’s relationship to the State, specifically on whether communities and
organizations should focus their energy on the implementation of state and
federal legal frameworks or on implementing autonomy in a semi-autono-
mous fashion and at the margins of State institutions. While few actors took
decisive and fixed positions, some organizations gravitated more towards the
first option, under the argument that the State needed to assume its obli-
gations and grant recognition as part of new juridical frameworks (Gémez,
2004; Regino Montes, 1998); others gravitated more towards the second op-
tion. They emphasized that to demand State recognition implied granting
more power to the same oppressive and exploitative structures which affected
communities and organizations (Reyes & Kaufman, 2011; Speed, 2008).?

At the more extreme end of this second position, we find more than 38
autonomous municipalities, which at the time were founded by Zapatista
communities within the rebel army’s territory, regardless of whether the
Mexican State transformed the contents of the San Andrés Accords into con-
stitutional reforms, something that was achieved, in a significantly diluted
manner, in 2001. The related autonomous governing bodies, as well as their
political-administrative commissions (education, agriculture, land reform,
health care, justice, among others) operate outside official institutions, re-
ject social programs and any source of State funding, whether municipal,
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state or federal. In my book, Kuxlejal Politics, Indigenous Autonomy, Race
and Decolonizing Research in Zapatista Communities (2017), I describe how
the everyday practices of autonomy in the Zapatista municipalities led to a
readjustment in relations with the State and to the kaxlan (local term used
to refer to outsiders who are non-Indigenous peoples). The implementation
of Indigenous autonomy at the margins of the State forced the government
to respond under terms that were not established by its own institutions or
authorities. I describe how, in the case of the implementation of justice, lo-
cal people, both Indigenous and mestizo, had the option of resorting to an
autonomous justice system or to its official counterparts, which generated a
kind of competition over which institution could better resolve conflicts. At
the same time, the justice commission sought to monitor the rights of people
who resorted to official institutions such as the Public Prosecutor’s Office, in
order to avoid situations of extortion or threats. This led to a readjustment in
the practices of the official institutions. In this sense, the practice of auton-
omy during the multicultural period, even in cases where autonomous bodies
existed at the margins of the State, as in the case of autonomous Zapatista
governments, was sustained by purposeful impulses, in other words by acting
on the offensive.

During this period, Indigenous organizations and communities
questioned the government’s neoliberal policies, such as the significant cuts
to farming subsidies, which began to skyrocket during the beginning of the
Salinas administration (1988) and ended in 1992 with the constitutional
reform to Article 27, that opened ejido (communal) lands to privatization.
Several Indigenous communities and organizations argued that said privatiz-
ations would result in new cycles of land dispossessions (Hernandez Navarro,
1992). Given that the State’s multicultural policies began during the same
period in which neoliberal policies intensified, many questioned whether
there were possible ambiguous and uncomfortable connections between the
two (Hernandez Castillo et al., 2004; Speed, 2008; Maldonado Goti, 2011;
Newdick, 2005) and whether this could be defined under the concept of neo-
liberal multiculturalism (Hale, 2004).

As critical and committed academics, we were so focused on analyzing
the relationship between these two State policies that we failed to notice a
third pillar of the Mexican State that similarly underwent reforms: its secur-
ity apparatus (including the role of public security forces, armed forces and
the justice system). Shortly after the Zapatista uprising, during the Zedillo

16 | Autonomy as an Assertive Practice and as a Defensive Strategy 523



administration (1994-2000) and followed by the Fox administration (2000-
2006), the three branches of government (executive, legislative and judicial)
restructured the entire security apparatus in light of the presence of organ-
ized crime in the country (Lima Malvido, 2012).* In a recent publication, we
argued that these reforms laid the foundation for several expressions of de
facto criminalization towards populations living in extreme poverty, both in
urban centers as well as in Indigenous and rural areas (Mora & Garcia Leyva,
2020). The strengthening of the security apparatus has had critical repercus-
sions for Indigenous peoples and those who inhabit Indigenous regions, as
these reforms produce the criminal subject categories that it similarly targets.
A clear demonstration of this came at the end of the Fox administration. In
May 2006, the Federal Preventive Police (PFP) deployed a brutal repressive
operation against Indigenous Nahua ejido landowners from the town of
Atenco in the state of Mexico, who were struggling against the construction
of an international airport in their territory and who sympathized with the
Zapatista communities. Shortly after, in the state of Oaxaca, the Popular
Assembly of Oaxacan Peoples (APPO), which promoted autonomous deci-
sion-making processes, endured brutal repressive actions by paramilitary
groups known as the “caravans of death,” as well as from the military and
federal police. This included forced disappearances, murders, acts of torture
and arbitrary arrests (Rénique & Poole 2008).

At the end of that year, Felipe Calderdén took power and began his presi-
dential mandate (2006-2012) with an undeclared war on organized crime that
included the armed forces and marines (institutions which took over most
public security tasks) as the main protagonists. The result was a steep rise
in homicide rates, as well as grave human rights violations, particularly in
regions of extreme socioeconomic marginalization, including in states with a
high percentage of Indigenous population such as Guerrero and Michoacan.
This State priority continued, with variations, under the Pena Nieto admin-
istration (2012-2018). Although quantitative data runs the risk of reducing
human lives to mere numbers, the following statistics serve to highlight the
context of de facto warfare at the time. According to official data, more than
275,000 people were murdered in Mexico between 2006 and 2019,” over 40,000
people were victims of forced disappearance and an average of seven women a
day were victims of femicide.® It is unacceptable that, compared to other Latin
American countries such as Brazil and Colombia, in Mexico there continues
to be no data that identifies the ethnic and racial make-up of victims; there
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are no statistics for Indigenous, Afro-Mexican or mestizo populations. While
there is no way of knowing how many of these victims were Indigenous
peoples, we can assert that states with high Indigenous populations, such as
Guerrero and Michoacén, experienced some of the highest rates of extreme
violence during both of those administrations. Guerrero, for example, had
one of the highest homicide rates in the entire country; while official data
from 2007 registered 766 cases, this number increased to 2367 in 2018.” At
the same time, the state also concentrated the highest number of forced dis-
appearances, with over 544 cases reported between 2014 and 2018.®

While Indigenous communities and organizations initially centered
their critiques on State neoliberal policies, particularly the privatization of
communal land, these expanded during that period to focus on extractiv-
ist policies, promoted and backed by a series of judicial reforms, including
the Mining Law, the Hydrocarbons Law and the Natural Waters Law, among
others. For example, the collective Defensa de los Territorios (Collective in
Defense of Territory) highlights that at the end of 2018, Oaxaca had 322 min-
ing concessions, most of these located in Indigenous regions.’ The result was
the increase in new waves of land dispossession which Indigenous organiza-
tions had been fearing and denouncing for more than a quarter of a century
(Gémez Rivera, 2018).

Both processes (the increase in acts of extreme physical violence and in
land dispossession pushed forth by extractivist policies) took place during the
same period. However, several social actors, including human rights organiz-
ations and other civil society groups, tended to engage in separate struggles,
with the activism against massive development projects largely divorced from
that of victims’ families struggles for justice against forced disappearances,
assassinations and femicide. As we shall see in the next section, it was not
until 2018, during the Indigenous Government Council’s journey through
several of the country’s regions, that Indigenous authorities generated nu-
anced political discourses that connected both expressions of violence as part
of the same “war on life”; they point out that both the models of economic
development in place as well as illicit economies extract the life force of entire
Indigenous populations and their territories.

In this context marked by territorial dispossessions and forms of extreme
violence, the practice of autonomy and self-determination of Indigenous
peoples transitions to actions focused on the defence and protection of life.
In order to place our gaze on these transformations, we will now turn our
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focus to the struggle for autonomy in the Triqui area of Oaxaca and in Nahua
communities in the state of Michoacan.

Autonomy as a Mechanism of Defence and
Protection

Given its contested nature, the right to Indigenous autonomy has been sub-
jected not only to juridical disputes, but also to violent actions by opposing
political actors. There are too many examples of repression against commun-
ities and organizations exercising their rights to autonomy and self-determin-
ation, including counterinsurgency strategies designed to contain, divide and
limit the scope of these rights. For example, during the multicultural era, the
Madscara Roja paramilitary group massacred 45 Tsotsil people, most of whom
were women and minors, in the village of Acteal in the Chiapas highlands a
few days before Christmas in 1997 (Hernandez, 1998). The end of that dec-
ade also witnessed the assassinations, disappearances and forced displace-
ment of members of Ch’ol and Tseltal communities in the Northern Zone of
the state at the hands of the Paz y Justicia paramilitary group, which at the
time was backed the local congressman of the PRI party, Samuel Sdnchez
Sanchez (Centro de Derechos Humanos Fray Bartolomé de las Casas, 1998).
The most widely circulated representations tend to construe these acts of ex-
treme violence as local phenomena, especially when members of paramil-
itary groups come from the same Indigenous communities as the victims.
This often leads the mainstream media and a sector of academic scholars to
claim that violence is between communities or led by mestizo leaders that
manipulate Indigenous communities (Aguilar Camin, 2007), hence erasing
from the equation the role of the State. These cases are a reminder that the
exercise of autonomy always comes with measures of self-defence and pro-
tection against multi-level alliances between actors that wish to impede or
contain it. Nevertheless, in this section I wish to highlight that since 2006,
with the incursion of new players, mainly organized crime and extractivist
companies, these measures of self-defence and protection have intensified as
part of the exercise of autonomy.

In Mexico, this transition had, as a first anchor point, a series of violent
events that began in 2007 in the Indigenous Triqui village of San Juan Copala
in the state of Oaxaca. That year, Copala inhabitants released a public state-
ment in which they declared themselves an autonomous municipality. The
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statement was the first of its kind outside of Zapatista territory and responded
to the attempts to put into practice rights to self-determination, through the
use of usos y costumbres (customary law) and the principles of direct democ-
racy such as the Zapatista concept of mandar obedeciendo (lead by obeying),
which had been taken up by the APPO the previous year. The public state-
ment attracted the attention and support from organizations and collectives
from across the country. Natalia de Marinis in her book, Desplazadas por la
guerra, Estado, género y violencia en la region Triqui (2020), describes how
she decided to do field work for her master’s degree in the village in order to
document the process of autonomy. However, shortly after, between the end
0f 2009 and the end of 2010, a wave of violent events in the region culminated
in a massacre of more than 30 people. Survivors and families who had sup-
ported the initiative for autonomy were forced to relocate from the village to
the state capital, Mexico City, and other places. De Marinis explains how the
initial push for autonomy was replaced by the creation of complex networks
between displaced inhabitants of San Juan Copala that could provide alerts
of possible incursions by violent actors in order to avoid more assassinations
while also serving as protection mechanisms. Displaced groups, particular-
ly Triqui women, set up camp in the main square of the city of Oaxaca to
denounce impunity for wrongdoers and demand justice. The political focus
shifted to prioritize survival strategies.

In contrast to the arguments that suggest that the violence in the Triqui
region is the result of inter-community battles, de Marinis details several
ways in which the State plays a key role. This includes accounts of the local
reconfiguration of the State through the reactivation of PRI leadership net-
works, as well as a revamped articulation of local interests with State and fed-
eral ones. The incursion of new players in an interconnected web of political
and economic interests created extremely adverse conditions for autonomy
projects. Similar situations occurred in other regions of the country, particu-
larly Michoacan and Guerrero, which had their complexities. It is evident in
both these states that the introduction of organized crime and the increase in
extractivist projects added even more complexity to this framework.

To provide an example, I now turn to the struggle over the recuperation of
ancestral territories in 2009 by the Nahua community of Santa Maria Ostula
in the state of Michoacan. Similarly to San Juan Copala, when Ostula declared
that it would revert land dispossession through the establishment of its own
governing body, it received the backing of several Indigenous and mestizo
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organizations and collectives, especially by the network of Indigenous organ-
izations that make up the CNI. On 14 June 2009, during a regional meeting
for the Central Pacific region of the CNI, Purépecha, Wixaritari, Rardmuri,
Hnahnu, Binniza, Coca, Tsetal, Na’saavi as well as other Nahua commun-
ities backed Ostula’s decision by way of their declaration, “Manifiesto por el
derecho a la autodefensa” (Manifesto for the right to self-defence). The joint
statement argued that as Indigenous peoples:

We have exhausted all legal and judicial venues for the defence
and recognition of our lands, territories. We have only received
negative responses, deferrals, threats and repression from the
State, as in the case of this community of Santa Maria Ostula.
The road ahead implies the continuation of exercising our his-
toric right to autonomy and self-determination. We insist that
the Earth, that is our mother, is not for sale: we protect it with
our life."

The initial fight was against local mestizo leaders of La Pacita area, who dec-
ades before had confiscated lands recognized in the colonial Primary Titles
of Ostula."! In 2009, Nahua inhabitants were able to recover most of their
ancestral lands, more than 13,000 hectares that extend from the Pacific coast
area to the highlands (Hernandez Navarro, 2009). In an event carried out in
Ostula to celebrate the anniversary of the recovery, one community member
remembered that particular day:

I arrived here in a caravan. There is an entrance through El
Zalate, where the caravan went through, we were able to start
entering. We were cut off by a black car with several people car-
rying high caliber weapons. They called out to us, “What do you
want, damn dirty, foul, smelly Indians?” “Go back where you
came from, or we will beat you up.” I was sitting in the passenger
seat ... They started shooting at us. I heard several shots in front
of me. I realized my friend was bleeding. They shot him. It was
really sad. The missing and the dead ... they gave their lives for
the mothers and the children, and for the ground we are stand-
ing on."”
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Once established in a new village, the first community actions were to or-
ganize a collective vigil system and police force to protect communal lands,
both under the supervision of the community assembly. According to studies
on Indigenous autonomous practices in the region, this General Government
Assembly names and supervises other communal responsibilities, including
the role of land, civilian and religious authorities. The decision to establish
their own community police force as part of the exercise of autonomy res-
onates with other Indigenous communities and organizations, including the
Pur’epecha community of Cheran, also in Michoacan, that in 2011 expelled
organized criminal groups and corrupted members of political parties and
was effectively able to keep them out of their territory through a form of self-
siege that the community established through barricades and surveillance
mechanisms set in place around bonfires placed in strategic corners of the
village (Aragon, 2019).

Such actions also resonate with much longer autonomous processes, such
as that of the Regional Coordinator of Indigenous Authorities (CRAC) and
its Communal Police (PC), an organization made up by Me’phaa, Na Savi,
Nahua and mestizo communities of the Guerrero Mountain that emerged in
1996 as part of the struggle against violence in the region and to implement its
own justice system (Sierra, 2013). While the CRAC was originally created to
tackle violence led by local authorities, party interests and other actors linked
to local government and state government interests, in more recent years its
activities of self-defence and justice have expanded to include actions against
local drug-trafficking networks, which undoubtedly increased the risks of its
membership. In addition, between 2013 and 2014, when so-called self-defence
mestizo-led groups began to carry out their own self-defense actions through-
out different regions of the country, government representatives of Guerrero
took measures to criminalize the CRAC’s administration of justice. Although
their collective rights for self-determination as Indigenous peoples is protect-
ed by Law 701 of the state of Guerrero, government officials detained CRAC
members, including almost a dozen of its leaders who were accused of crimes
such as kidnapping and possession of weapons (Ocampo, 2013).

In the case of Ostula, the declaration of autonomy received an immediate
repressive response, which began on the same day of recovery, as evidenced
by the testimony above. Shortly thereafter, conditions became more com-
plex, along with those actors participating in acts of violence. According
to research conducted by Salvador Maldonado, in Ostula various interests

16 | Autonomy as an Assertive Practice and as a Defensive Strategy 529



converged, including not only local interests but also those related to eco-
nomic development as well as those of mining and tourism companies. This
is partially due to its location on the coast. In this sense, Maldonado describes
that, “The territorial deployment of security forces on behalf of these groups
is reflected in disputes over spatial control for mining production, logging,
animal and vegetation trafficking, etc.” (2017). At the same time, since 2013,
organized crime uses the region as a trafficking route, mostly to transport
illicit merchandise to the state’s main port, Lazaro Cardenas, which is located
a little over 100km away.

On several occasions, community members denounced that these actors
are backed and protected by the armed forces. In 2010, a year after recover-
ing its ancestral lands, 12 community members were killed and four were
“levantados,” a phrase used to refer to disappeared persons. In each of these
cases, community members accused a group of heavily-armed local mes-
tizos, backed by the armed forces, as those responsible (Camacho, 2010). In
response, Ostula community members established road blockades to monitor
the presence of these actors, as well as surveillance spots which were then
violently targeted by State security forces."

The complexity of the actors participating whether in an active or passive
manner makes it likely for land dispossession, murders, and forced disappear-
ances to replicate in other regions of the country, each with its own nuances
and historical frameworks. Throughout the first years of Zapatista autono-
mous municipalities to the end of the 1990s, the aspects of autonomy relat-
ed to self-protection strategies were mainly against the so-called “Guardias
Blancas,” private security forces of the local elite of mestizo landowner fam-
ilies, many of which were colluding with political parties or political author-
ities. However, starting in 2006, there was a diversification of players who
were actively pushing land dispossession and spreading conditions of terror
throughout different regions, which shifted the sense of autonomy towards
defence, shelter and protection of the traditional lifestyle linked to a territory.

Patrick Wolfe, an Australian scholar, argued that settler states, that is
to say, nation-states that emerge from the conquering of Indigenous peoples
and the enslavement of people from the African continent, and that continue
to be sustained by these colonial structures, maintain an eliminatory logic
(2006). As a whole, both calculated and directed expressions, including geno-
cide, land dispossessions as well as passive and seemingly non-violent ones,
including integration policies based on “melting pot” ideologies, activate this
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eliminatory logic directed towards Indigenous peoples. Depending on his-
torical conditions, some of these elements take on more relevant roles than
others. In this sense, we could say that during the multicultural period, this
logic of elimination was expressed mainly in policies of State-recognition that
did not alter the privileged location of mestizo populations within nation-state
building and without dismantling the dominating neoliberal development
model. However, in a context marked by the active participation of organised
crime and extractivist companies, and by the militarization of everyday life,
the balance is tipped towards actions that are openly eliminatory. The re-
sponses enacted by many organizations and communities, as seen in the case
of Ostula, have been to protect and defend themselves, which at the same time
modifies the meanings posited to the right of autonomy. Within these tran-
sitions, which political discourses emerge and in what ways do Indigenous
authorities name current forms of violence? The answers to these questions
are the focus of the following section.

Against the Permanence of Colonial Structures in
the Present

They do not care about polluting the water which runs beneath
the Earth and becomes life for our peoples. They spread death
with the wells, releasing vented gas and toxic spills due to dam-
aged pipes. They pollute our communities’ rivers and springs,
which are our source of water. They dispossess and destroy the
land spreading death, destruction, exploitation, contempt and
repression against us. The capitalists want to make us believe
that our territory is the thousands of oil wells, dozens of mining
concessions, the murdered women, all of those who are missing
... They spread fear, disappear our people, while the drug-traf-
ficking violence seems more similar to the actions of mining
companies, those that extract hydrocarbons through fracking,
those that traffic and profit from our migrant brothers and sis-
ters who cross through these lands, those that kill women just
for being women, and those that ill-advisedly govern for the boss
with the money. (National Indigenous Congress, 2017)
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Maria de Jesus Patricio, popularly known as Marichuy, a Nahua Indigenous
woman who is a traditional medicine healer and member of CNI, gave this
speech in Totonacapan, Veracruz, during a tour through several locations
in the country, which intended to gather enough signatures to assure her
registration as an independent candidate for the 2018 presidential elections."
Between the end of 2017 and the beginning of 2018, Marichuy, along with
other members of the Indigenous Government Council (CIG), a council
made up by representatives, a man a woman, from each of the 90 Indigenous
regions linked to the CNI, visited several cities, towns and communities
throughout the country to listen to the needs and life conditions of local
populations, and to learn about their struggles. In each location, these words
were renewed and returned to other communities through speeches that were
the result of dialogues with those previously visited communities and collect-
ives. In this sense, the CIG’s tour was one propelled by two overarching goals
- achieving Marichuy’s registration as an independent candidate (which was
not accomplished) and as a practice of multiple listening, that is to say a back-
and-forth of exchanges that in total generated novel grassroots narratives
against violent conditions. This section begins with the words of Marichuy, as
they reflect the type of political statements and analysis that resulted in this
collective practice.

In order to analysze these narratives and reflect on their political impli-
cations, I reviewed all the transcripts and audio recordings of the political
events of the CIG’s tour between 2017 and 2018 that were available on the
CNT’s website, including the one stated in Totonacapan. I also reviewed the
life stories of CIG members published in the multimedia project, Flores en el
desierto, of the journalistic collective Desinformémonos, which is under the
coordination of writer Gloria Mufioz. As for the speech that begins this sec-
tion, I would like to start by stating that while Marichuy is referencing the
specific conditions of that region of Veracruz, she offers a mapping of the
kind of interconnected violence found in several Indigenous communities
in the country. Thus, her words are a relevant starting point to understand
how she, along other CIG members, name different forms of structural vio-
lence (land dispossession, racism, environmental destruction) as well as acts
of physical violence (disappearances, murders, femicide) as part of what is
called a “war on life.” Both forms of dispossession act in an interconnected
way against Indigenous territories and the bodies of those people inhabiting
said territories, and have now spread to mestizo regions of the country.
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While Marichuy’s speech markedly focused on capitalist exploitation,
she defines these relations as part of the forced occupation of Indigenous ter-
ritories, along with the systematic devaluation of human and non-human life.
In sum, these are tangible expressions of attempts to eliminate Indigenous
peoples, given that they direct populations to the brink of social and bio-
logical death. At the same time, such expressions of territorial occupation
are repeated and intensified through multiple acts of extreme violence, such
as cases of femicide, murder and forced disappearances, within a narco-state
economy. In the way that Marichuy weaves capital interests with the continu-
ation of colonial forces, including patriarchal and racist structures that pre-
vail in society, it would be erroneous to think that she is referring exclusively
to class exploitation.

This “war on life” is also described and developed by other CIG women
members when they refer to their experiences and to the struggles of their
communities. As we will see below, the elements that these women highlight
and repeat in their testimonies include the ways in which their peoples’ ter-
ritories are subject to threats of new cycles of land dispossession. At the same
time, they highlight the multiple effects of these dispossessions including
labour exploitation, forced displacement, assassinations, political repression
and systematic acts that treat the communities as if they were strangers or
foreigners in their own land. The combination weakens collective resilience
to survive and creates conditions for a slow death pierced by extreme acts of
violence.

In an interview by a Spanish radio station, Bettina Cruz of the Binniza
community, from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and leader of the Assembly
of Indigenous Peoples of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in Defence of Land
and Territory (APIITDTT), refers to co-investments between transnational
Spanish companies with the Mexican State for wind-energy projects in the
Isthmus, calling it a form of “new colonization” (Ellos y Nosotros Show, April
26, 2018). In order to explain why these projects are defined as contemporary
colonialism, Bettina explains that these were imposed by the Mexican State
under the argument that energy sources are a common good that reflects
on the “interests of the nation.” Her criticism is that the government is es-
sentially claiming that “the nation” does not include Indigenous peoples or
their territories, which are impacted by these kinds of projects; she denoun-
ces that the affected peoples were not even consulted and that the benefits
of the electric power generated barely reaches these communities. However,
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the impacts experienced by the Binniza inhabitants of the Isthmus include
alterations to the landscape and farming activities. The vibration emanating
from wind plants drive animals away and limit the growth of vegetation,
and locals detect significant changes in the water and soil nutrients. These
wind-energy projects do not represent the first megadevelopment project in
the region, but are rather part of a long chain stemming back into the initial
decades of conquest and that has included salt, gold, iron and silver mines
(Desinformémonos 2018a).

From her region in the northern state of Sonora, Myrna Valencia of the
Yoreme people refers to the destruction of the river that crosses the commun-
ity’s territory, the Mayo River, by agribusiness as that which has transformed
“water that is life, into death.” This is because the river as well as subterran-
ean water sources have become polluted. As she describes the impacts this
has on their territory, Myrna compares the project of “death” of private in-
terests with the region’s drug-trafficking economy that has had a particular
impact on the community’s youth. To emphasize her point, she describes
young people under the influence of narcotics. This type of aggravated im-
pacts brought about by the combination of extractivist projects with that of
drug-trafficking activities is similarly described by the Comca’ac people’s CIG
member, Gabriela Molina Moreno, of the Desemboque de los Seris commun-
ity, also in Sonora, who details how her people have been equally threatened
by mining companies and organized crime. The presence of drug-trafficking
organizations has served as a justification for the semi-permanent settlement
of marine forces in Tiburodn island (a sacred island of the Comca’ac, as it is
considered to be the cradle of origin of its people). This third actor plays the
part of a multidimensional forced occupation that, “instead of protecting our
territory, defends organized crime” (Desinforménonos, 2018b.).

In speeches and interviews, other CIG members claim that the combin-
ation of these actions activates a “war on life,” a war, that may have begun as
part of the sociobiological erasure of Indigenous peoples and Afro-descendant
peoples, but has since then expanded to include the transformation into waste
of the life energy of other sectors of society. The widespread presence of sec-
urity forces in Indigenous territories, the occupation of their lands by actors
positioned outside of the collective interests, the imposition of external forms
of government and modes of political participation, along with the extraction
of people’s life force in order to maintain the privileges of other sectors of so-
ciety - these make up the historical colonial ground on which current forms
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of extreme and structural violence find anchor. The shift towards conditions
of extreme violence that threaten Indigenous and Afro-descendant commun-
ities, together with land dispossession and social geographical policies, is not
something unique to Mexico. It is part of the trend towards the regression
of multicultural policies, as well as the reactivation of explicit racism and
land dispossession that several studies have documented across the continent
(Hooker, 2020). In this sense, what we witness in Mexico represents an inten-
sification of what Ayuuk scholar Yasnaya Elena Aguilar Gil refers to as the
illegitimate pact of the Mexican State. Aguilar Gil states that the origin of the
Mexican nation-state is illegitimate as Indigenous peoples were never asked
whether or not they wanted to be part of Mexico (Aguilar Gil, 2020), which
thus excludes Indigenous peoples from the social pact which established it.

If the struggle for autonomy and self-determination generates these types
of political narratives, to which political horizon do they point? If we are to
take the speech in Totonacapan, Veracruz, as a reference point, self-govern-
ment continues to be at the center of such proposals. Marichuy insists that,
when faced with land dispossession and projects that spread death, the re-
sponses lie in:

Our lands are the Indigenous languages, the ancestral cultures,
our resistance, community organizing which remind us to not
sell out, to not give up, to not forget what we have inherited from
our ancestors in order to protect, that invites us to coordinate
and govern ourselves by practicing what we decide as a collec-
tive. (National Indigenous Congress, 2017)

Marichuy brings back the practice of autonomy as an axis for political action.
She and other CIG members claim that these actions are created and nour-
ished through collective care-work, which ensures material and sociospirit-
ual conditions for the reproduction of social life as peoples (Mora 2020). It is
important to point out that many women who are members of CIG are mid-
wives or traditional healers, or come from a matriarchal lineage of curanderas
(healers). Others participate in their communities by growing medicinal
plants, while others, such as Marichuy, are traditional healers themselves. For
her part, Gabriela Molina went to culinary school in Hermosillo, the capital
of Sonora state, where she did research into traditional ingredients that gen-
erations of members of her community have used to strengthen and heal the
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body of ailments, including diabetes (which has exponentially increased in
the region). Osbelia, a Nahua woman of the village of Tepoztlan in Morelos
state, trained as a teacher during the 1950s, when Indigenous women’s access
to education was rare. Myrna Valencia, also a teacher, teaches at a secondary
school in her town. Lucero Alicia, Kumiaia of the state of Baja California Sur,
followed the footsteps of her mother and other women in her community in
working not only as a teacher but also as a spiritual guide and curandera.

In her testimony included in Flores en el desierto, Myrna states that these
professions have an influence in how women who are members of CIG take
on positions of authority within their communities and provide new mean-
ings to the practices of self-government and autonomy, as they understand
that their obligations are part of their everyday life, rather than seeing these
leadership positions as being separate from the everyday. She describes the
figure of authority as “being a guardian of life, [which is based on] protecting
life and defending the people as a collective” (Desinformémonos, 2018c¢). The
everyday practices through which they practice self-determination nourish-
es the conditions of the collective wellbeing as part of socioenvironmental
relations.

Tila Before the Supreme Court: Fighting for
Ethno-Racial Justice and against Colonial
Legacies

Until this point in the chapter, I have referred to changes in the meanings
posited for Indigenous autonomy as responses to the intensification of mul-
tiple expressions of dispossession carried forth by “legal” and “illegal” actors.
I have also paused to focus on the type of political discourse which emer-
ges from these experiences, specifically how women CIG members interpret
their peoples’ experiences, elaborate narratives through their interactions
with people from different regions of the country and map out novel polit-
ical horizons for the practice of autonomy. In an earlier section, I referred to
the practice of de facto autonomy that exists at the margin of formal judicial
recognition. In this section, I will reflect on how particular de facto auton-
omy practices question the juridical and political limits imposed by State
institutions.

The focus will be on the land dispute case of the Indigenous ejido of Tila of
the Ch’ol people, located in the northern region of the state of Chiapas, which
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reached the Supreme Court in 2010. The Court debated the case in 2013 but
failed to reach a verdict at the time. It was not until 2018 that the judges issued
a tepid sentence, even though the ejido’s assembly had essentially resolved the
dispute three years prior, at the end of 2015. In this section, I reflect upon this
case, given that I participated in the elaboration of an expert witness report,
in collaboration with Rodrigo Gutiérrez, researcher of the Institute of Judicial
Investigation of Mexico’s National Autonomous University (UNAM), upon
the direct request by the Court.

I will provide a brief description of the case in order to later reflect on the
role of each of the players involved. The ejido of Tila is largely inhabited by
Indigenous Ch’ol and Tseltal people and is located in the northern region of
Chiapas, within the municipality of the same name. At the same time, within
the Tila ejido lies the town of Tila, an urban center that is the political-admin-
istrative center of the region and that houses public services and the Catholic
religious image of the Lord of Tila, a black Christ image that is venerated
by Indigenous and mestizo people throughout the Mexican southeast. The
Tila ejido was founded in 1934, after a presidential decree expropriated 5,400
hectares that had previously belonged to Ladino and German estate-owning
families. Through interviews conducted as part of the expert witness report,
we described how the ejido was essentially the only available agrarian legal
option for the Ch’ol and Tseltal population in the post-revolutionary period
to recover patchworks of their territory. For that reason, the ejido symbolis-
es a triumph against the local kaxlan elite (a local term for non-Indigenous
outsiders) and against long-standing cycles of dispossession and repression
(Mora, 2020).

The land dispute began in 1971, during the first attempt to expropriate 130
hectares of the center of the ejido, which includes more than half of the town
of Tila. This first attempt was an indirect result of external circumstances.
Years back, an outbreak of disease caused the municipal center, which at the
time was based in the nearby town of Petalcingo, to temporarily relocate to
the town of Tila. However, in 1971 a mestizo lawyer aligned with local public
officials attempted to make the change permanent. The lawyer altered the eji-
do’s maps in order to justify that those 130 hectares had never belonged to the
ejido. The ejido authorities initiated an amparo, or protective action, against
this alteration. While waiting for a resolution, a parallel legal battle began as
the Chiapas state’s legislative branch approved a decree to separate the 130
hectares from ejido lands. Members of the ejido responded by way of another
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amparo, which was conceded in 2009. However, the judge at the time declared
that land restitution of those 130 hectares was physically impossible, hence
proposing an alternate implementation of the ruling in the form of substitute
compliance, which in this case meant economic compensation or granting of
equivalent land. Finally, in 2010, the case reached the Supreme Court.

Between 2010 and 2018, when the Court finally issued the ruling, a re-
configuration of actors within the legal field took place, including human
rights organizations, the judges themselves and us, as anthropologists and
academics. In order to analyze the case of Tila ejido, the Supreme Court re-
quested a total of four surveys, two of which were focused on sociocultur-
al issues. This was one of the few occasions when the highest court in the
country agreed to review a non-legal expert opinion for a case. At the same
time, it is important to recognize that the case of Tila was one of the first
cases involving Indigenous collective rights that at the time had reached the
highest institution of justice. Other cases at the time included the 2013 case
of the Yaqui tribe’s fight against an aqueduct in Sonora state; the recognition
of political participation rights for the Purépecha community in Cheran in
2014; and the recognition of the collective rights of the Me’phaa people in
San Miguel el Progreso in Guerrero state, against extractivist policies in 2016.
In this sense, at the time it appeared that the juridical terrain was shifting to
rather favorable conditions for Indigenous rights, despite the overall context
of adverse violence and dispossession.

In order to reflect on this possible new scenario, in March 2015 the forum
“Identity, Territory and Jurisdiction: The Role of Anthropological Surveying
in the Enforcement of Indigenous People’s Collective Rights™ took place at
the Autonomous Technological Institute of Mexico (ITAM). Speakers includ-
ed Supreme Court judges, judges of other courts (particularly those that had
ruled in favor of peoples’ collective rights) and anthropologists who partici-
pated in these landmark cases as cultural experts. Most of the discussions fo-
cused on the perspective that judicial institutions were entering a phase that
provided new opportunities to strengthen collective rights claims through
the use of anthropological expert witness reports. However, some attendees
noted the marked absence of members of these communities themselves, who
need to be considered political actors within the judicial arena. One of main
critical voices was Magdalena Gémez, an Indigenous rights lawyer who has
worked closely with Zapatista communities and has been an advisor to many
collective rights struggles. During her intervention, she pointed out a deep
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contradiction, “Why is it that during judicial processes the anthropologist
becomes the expert for interpreting Indigenous cultural practices instead of
the authorities with these communities, who are the subjects seeking auton-
omy and self-determination?” Through this statement, Gémez demonstrated
a critical limit to the rights to autonomy and self-determination (Mora, 2020).
In contrast to Colombia, Canada and Australia, where spoken testimony and
written documentation presented by representatives of Indigenous peoples or
First Nations is a key aspect of judicial proceedings, in Mexico Indigenous au-
thorities can solve internal issues but cannot be intermediaries for the State’s
institutions.

While several anthropologists, including myself, agree with Goémez’s
commentary, members of Tila ejido made this critique evident through polit-
ical actions employed at the end of 2015. In December of that year, a sector of
ejido members called for an assembly which reached the verdict of recovering
the 130 hectares under dispute. They stated that after searching for justice
against land dispossessions for more than half a century, the Indigenous as-
sembly of the ejido decided to destroy anything that symbolized “the origins
of all the acts of injustice and discrimination,” which was the building hous-
ing the municipal government of Tila. They argued that their decision was
based on the fact that their “ancestors founded Tila before colonial times”
(Tila Ejido statement, December 2015) and that the multiple attempts to strip
them of their land was part of the continuation of colonization which was evi-
dent in recent years through development projects promoted by the Kaxlan
in alliance with a sector of the Ch’ol ejido members. They were designated as
the guilty party, and as such they needed to be removed from their posts, in
order for Indigenous ejido authorities to be established as the only legitimate
local government in Tila ejido. While the case continued officially on the list
of cases awaiting a verdict, the parastatal verdict implied a kind of de facto
withdrawal from the Supreme Court (Mora 2020).

In order to implement this self-verdict and assure the necessary condi-
tions to then implement their rights to autonomy and self-determination,
the physical facilities of the municipal government were torn down. The
municipal offices were forced to temporarily relocate, though two years
later, through a decree from the local Congress, a decision was made for the
municipal government to establish permanently in the village of El Limar
(Chiapas, 2017). On the other hand, almost all mestizo and Ch’ol families that
had remained on the side of the municipal government left the ejido in order
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to establish themselves in other towns and communities.”” After decades of
a power balance in favor of the political and economic privileges of a local
mestizo elite supported by other Ch’ol and Tseltal factions, the result was a
tipping of power in favor of the faction of Ch’ol ejido members who promoted
autonomy.

Rather than delegating the verdict to the state’s judicial branch, the ejido
members affirmed that their assembly, which is governed by “usos y costum-
bres,” was the legitimate sphere to exercise their right to self-determination.
Through their actions, this faction of Tila ejido members situated itself within
a political genealogy that exercises autonomy at the margins of State institu-
tions. At the same time, the ejido members responded directly to the contra-
diction raised by Magdalena Gémez at the ITAM forum in 2015. Rather than
human rights organizations or anthropologists acting as the intermediary
advocates in favor of the community’s right to autonomy and self-determina-
tion, the ejido members demonstrated that they, too, form part of the judicial
arena, and that they in fact can set the terms of their participation. In this
sense, they questioned the mechanisms through which the judicial apparatus
recognizes and limits their right to autonomy and self-determination, open-
ing new possibilities.

Final Reflections Regarding the 4T (Mexico’s
“Fourth Transformation”)

This chapter has reflected on how the practices of autonomy have shifted to-
wards prioritizing mechanisms of collective protection and defence against
the heightened eliminatory logics of the Mexican State. The focus was pri-
marily on the period marked by the Calderén and Pefia Nieto administra-
tions. In 2018, Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador, of the center-left Morena party
took office. The change in the federal government initially appeared to set the
stage for the pendulum to swing towards the establishment of new relations
between Indigenous peoples and the State, with executive promises to priori-
tize the protection and strengthening of Indigenous peoples’ collective rights.
At the same time, the recognition of Afro-Mexican populations was incor-
porated into Article 2 of the Constitution in 2019. During the first year of
the new administration, the recently created National Institute of Indigenous
Peoples (INPI) carried out hundreds of consultative forums throughout
different Indigenous regions in the country in order to present a legislative
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proposal for a constitutional reform that would enhance the collective rights
of Indigenous peoples to autonomy and self-determination. Similarly, the
executive branch declared that it was against security policies based on the
militarization of public security and in favor of integrative “peace-making”
strategies.

In terms of the first initiative mentioned, this was rapidly watered-down
by the priority granted to mega-development projects and extractivist poli-
cies. One example of this is that during the COVID-19 pandemic, mining
was considered as an essential activity starting June 1** 2020, and the same
happened with the highly debated infrastructure and tourism project of the
Tren Maya (the Mayan train). This mega-development project is the most
controversial of the administration, as the train is projected to cross through
Indigenous territories in four of the country’s states, as well as invaluable ar-
chaeological areas and protected natural reserves. Despite strong mobiliza-
tions against the project, and the fact that international institutions like the
UN declared that the “consultation” did not meet the required international
standards, the Executive insisted on continuing forward. As for the second
matter mentioned above, the Executive has resumed the militarization of
public security through a decree that created the National Guard, a security
force of more than 70,000 agents that are mainly former military and police
agents and that are involved in matters deemed issues of national security.
As for the data regarding extreme violence, rather than decreasing, it has
increased significantly. According to a report published by NGO Frontline
Defenders, Mexico is second to Colombia as the most dangerous country
in the world for human rights advocates. Out of the 321 murders of social
leaders in 2018, 54% of these took place in both of these countries — 126 in
Colombia and 48 in Mexico (Front Line Defenders, 2019). All of this points to
the fact that despite the change in the federal administration, these different
forms of violence continue to frame the terrain on which autonomy is granted
meaning.

This scenario leads to a series of critical reflections as to the tensions that
emerge when transitions in the federal administration fail to substantially
modify the conditions of extreme structural violence, forcing Indigenous
communities and organizations to continue emphasizing autonomy as a
measure of self-preservation and as a mechanism for the protection of life.
One of the main tensions has to do with those priorities of protecting life, as
highlighted by women who are members of CIG and the initiatives to create
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protection mechanisms, such as barricades in the communities or the creation
of community police as a way to protect land from dispossession by organ-
ized crime or extractivist companies. One of the main challenges is keeping
these different defence barriers, which are at times enacted through the use
of weapons, without leaving aside and possibly even strengthening collective
care. Another challenge is reflected in the types of political debates held by
Tila ejido members in their assembly before emitting their own sentence: In
what ways should struggle prioritize political arenas limited by State juridical
frameworks? And how much should be invested in highlighting the need for
the practice of the right to autonomy and self-determination by para-state
institutions? What are the implications of prioritizing one over the other, par-
ticularly in struggles taking place during the Lopez Obrador administration,
such as the Tren Maya? Finally, how can political proposals and initiatives
among the different practices of autonomy be interwoven in order to incen-
tivise a new set of conditions that would lead to the creation of protection
and defence mechanisms, as well as social transformation? This last question
prioritizes collective and interdependent care-work at the heart of new sets
of relations to be established with Indigenous peoples, mestizo populations
and Afro-Mexican communities so as to fissure the colonial structures that
continue to sustain the Mexican State.

NOTES

1 Please see statement, “Declaracion I del Congreso Nacional Indigena, Nunca mds un
México sin nosotros.” (“Declaration I of the National Indigenous Congress, never again
a Mexico without us.”) https://bit.ly/34d9ZKQ

2 In a statement released in December 1994, the EZLN announced the creation of
38 autonomous Zapatista municipalities divided in five regions, at the time called
Aguascalientes, within the territory under its influence.

3 Other important debates at the time were related to the level of autonomy, with some
organizations (mostly in the state of Oaxaca) focusing on the communal sphere, while
others such as ANIPA, on a regional level, or in the case of Zapatista communities in
Chiapas, on a municipal level. There was also discussion on whether autonomy should
be reduced to identity claims from Indigenous peoples, or a collectivity or network of
collectivities that shared particular political concepts in regards to state institutions.

4 Thereforms included constitutional reforms to Articles 21 and 73 which regulated
coordination and networking of all of the institutions that intervene in preventing and
combating crime; the creation of new police institutions such as the Federal Preventive
Police (PFP) in 1999; and five theses published between 1996 and 2017 by the Supreme
Court of Justice (SCJN) which allowed the participation of the military for policing tasks.
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5  See: https://bit.ly/3jb94P3
6  See: https://bit.ly/2TarftL

7 Data from the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI), cited in the
Crisis Group report (2020).

8  See: https://bit.ly/3dPcG8r
9 See: https://bit.ly/37BQWFR
10 See “Manifiesto de Ostula,”, 17 June 2009: https://bit.ly/34bi5DE

11 Primary titles are documents written during the 17" and 18" centuries, mainly by
the same Indigenous groups that describe the founding of these communities. The
primary titles play a relevant part in arguing for the recognition of territorial rights of
Indigenous peoples.

12 Audio recordings from the event, Xayakalan, 10 years building community resistance,

can be found on: https://bit.ly/34g4fzT

13 By 2016, the forced disappearance and murder of more than 34 men, children and
women were added to this growing violence. Refer to: (Redaccién, 2019).

14  The National Electoral Institute’s guidelines state that an independent candidate can
be registered if they are able to collect signatures from 1% of the electorate in at least 17
states, which is equivalent to almost 900,000 signatures. Marichuy was able to collect
almost 300,000 signatures.

15  Please see the statements released by members of the ejido: https://bit.ly/2T8bgwe
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