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ABSTRACT 
 
 

In the midst of a violent decade where the Mexican government used force to 

suppress insurgent and student unrest, the Indian population avoided such a response by 

operating within official government parameters.  The 1975 First National Congress of 

Indigenous Peoples of Mexico, though convened by the federal government, gave Indians 

an opportunity to claim a role in the complex political process of formulating a new 

version of national Indian policy while demanding self-determination.  Through the 

congress, indigenous groups attempted to take the lead in shaping national programs to 

their needs and interests rather than merely responding to government initiatives.  The 

congress marked a fundamental change in post-revolutionary politics, the most important 

restructuring and recasting of the relationship between local and regional indigenous 

associations and the federal government since the 1930s.  Its history provides an 

important context for understanding more recent political disputes about indigenous 

autonomy and citizenship, especially in the aftermath of the Zapatista (EZLN) revolt in 

1994. The 1975 Congress marked a watershed as it allowed for the advent of independent 

Indian organizations and proved to be momentous in the negotiation of political 

autonomy between indigenous groups and government officials. 
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INTRODUCTION 
“BE THE FORGERS OF YOUR OWN DESTINY”1 

 
 
 

The 1975 First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Mexico represents a 

milestone in the history of Indian-government relations in Mexico and in the mobilization 

of indigenous peoples attempting to overcome the political, economic, and social 

inequities they face. This dissertation is the first examination of the Congress.  It 

examines the Congress within the context of the national political crisis during the 1970s 

and attempts by government officials to salvage the legitimacy of the Institutional 

Revolutionary Party (PRI) while indigenous peoples attempted to redefine their place 

within the nation.  The Congress was a federal government initiative intended to preempt 

an independent indigenous movement by allowing for indigenous participation in the 

construction of official Indian policy. Although the Congress was government generated, 

indigenous groups managed to circumvent the intended containment policies of the 

congress and made bold demands for political self-determination.   The Congress left a 

significant imprint on the history of twentieth century indigenous mobilizations by 

publicly demanding broader participation for indigenous peoples in national social and 

political life and the opening of economic opportunities. 

                                                 
1 Words spoken by President Luis Echeverría in Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y Surgió la 
Unión...Génesis y desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de Pueblos Indígenas (Mexico: Centro de Estudios 
Históricos del Agrarismo en México, Editorial Hersa S.A., 1989), 98. 
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The history of the National Congress, beyond demonstrating the changes in 

national indigenous policy, the emergence of indigenous leaders, and the restructuring of 

Revolutionary ideals, showed that the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) was not all 

powerful and omnipotent.  After decades of challenges (The Jaramillista peasant 

movement in Morelos, the Railroad Strike led by Demetrio Vallejo, the Doctor’s strike, 

and the Student Movement) the party faced a period of political, social, and economic 

crisis  it had  to address and, in doing so, aimed to reinvent itself.  President Luis 

Echeverría responded with a populist political campaign of mass social programs and 

political inclusion policies as he tried to restore PRI legitimacy as well as repair his own.2 

This dissertation contributes to the discussion of one of the fundamental twentieth 

century changes in Mexican society.  One of the ideological programs of the revolution 

called for the creation of a cosmic race of Mestizos.  Putting aside arguments regarding 

European or indigenous values, the new revolutionary order sought to create a new 

citizenry anchored in a Mestizo identity that combined European and Indian peoples and 

cultures.  How that identity was to be constructed was challenged by differing intellectual 

arguments.  Indigenous peoples too were supposed to fit into this new revolutionary 

national identity.  It became necessary to carry out a state-sponsored transformation to the 

new revolutionary identity.  But indigenous and mestizo identities proved fluid and this 

posed a great challenge to the construction of a revolutionary Mestizo identity.  Adding 

to the problem, proponents of indigenismo (intellectuals and government officials) were 

often at odds as to how to carry out this process.  Moreover, although the policy of 

                                                 
2 María L.O. Muñoz and Amelia Kiddle eds., Men of the People: The Presidencies of Lázaro Cárdenas and 
Luis Echeverría (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, Forthcoming). 
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indigenismo was aimed at indigenous peoples, they were never allowed to participate, at 

least not directly, in its development.3 

In the 1930s, President Lázaro Cárdenas’s administration organized regional 

indigenous congresses in which Indian politics were disputed, not only between 

indigenous and non-indigenous participants but also among national, state, and local 

officials.4  These congresses, regional in scope, were the first such gatherings in the new 

Revolutionary era.  They stand as an important moment for the political emergence of 

indigenous peoples and mark the beginnings of a larger effort by federal government 

officials to incorporate the indigenous sector into the Revolutionary order.  Their 

significance was not lost as three decades later these congresses served as models for the 

organization process of the 1970s. 

Programs for the countryside were addressed as both peasant and Indian policies. 

In economic terms, after 1940 federal expenditures on social programs were scaled back 

significantly in favor of economic disbursements.  The latter increased exponentially 

during Miguel Alemán’s term (1946-1952) with more than half of the federal budget 

going to that end. The trend was continued by Adolfo Ruiz Cortinez (1952-1958), but 

Adolfo López Mateos slowed the process by advocating a balanced approach to federal 

spending. 5  Yet, by the presidency of López Mateos (1958-1964) less than eight percent 

of the federal budget was geared toward agricultural and irrigation programs and less 

                                                 
3 Alan Knight, “Racism, Revolution, and Indigenismo: Mexico, 1910-1940,” in The Idea of Race in Latin 
America, 1870-1940 ed. Richard Graham (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), 77. 
4 Alexander Dawson, Race and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico (Tuscon: University of Arizona Press, 
2004). 
5 James Wilkie, The Mexican Revolution: Federal Expenditure and Social Change Since 1910 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1967), 38. 
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than two percent in available agricultural credit, which left the countryside in economic 

shambles.6  Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (1964-1970) did little to increase federal aid for 

agricultural development and growth, nor did he increase social spending in a significant 

way.  Thus, Luis Echeverría came to understand that federal spending on economic and 

social programs should occur simultaneously.  During his administration, government 

spending skyrocketed in regards to public works projects and social welfare programs, 

both in cities and rural areas. 

The history of the 1975 Congress provides an understanding of its influence on 

the mass peasant and indigenous mobilizations that erupted nationwide during the late 

1970s and 1980s.  The Congress marked a watershed as it allowed for the advent of 

independent Indian organizations and proved to be momentous in the negotiation of 

autonomy between indigenous groups and government officials.  In addition, the 

Congress served to create inter-ethnic cooperation between indigenous groups that for the 

first time met each other.  Indigenous peoples discovered that, although varying by 

region, the problems others faced were not entirely different from their own.  This 

alliance represented the reemergence of indigenous peoples in national politics and was 

solidified in the formation of the National Council of Indigenous Peoples. 

In order to examine the First National Congress and its aftermath, the dissertation 

has the following organization:  The first chapter discusses the influence of Luis 

Echeverría’s populist political style and the growth of a welfare-state and the democratic 

and economic opportunities resulting from it.  This approach can be traced back to the 

                                                 
6 Wilkie, 130-131, 138-139. 
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1950s as s response to the slow chipping away of political power and dominance of the 

PRI.  In recent years, the literature on post-World War II Mexico has grown.  Gabriela 

Soto Laveaga’s work on the Doctors’ strikes,7 Jaime Pensado’s dissertation on 

conservative student organizing in the 1950s and 1960s,8 Robert Alegre’s work on the 

Railroad Strike,9 Alexander Aviña’s work in the guerrillas in Guerrero,10 and more 

recently Tanalís Padilla’s examination of the Jaramillo Movement in Morelos reveal the 

ways citizens defied PRI rule, demonstrating the party lacked the monolithic leviathan 

reputation described by earlier scholars.11 

The social and political backlash after 1968 deepened the crisis of legitimacy in 

such a way that government leaders were forced to make changes in an effort to revive 

the regime.  The funeral of Lázaro Cárdenas just two months before Echeverría was 

sworn into office presented an opportunity for the official party (PRI) and Echeverría to 

reinvent themselves.  Echeverría was charged with the responsibility of restoring 

legitimacy to the party as well as salvaging his own legacy during a politically charged 

period.  How was he to do this merely two years after the student massacre in Tlatelolco?  

Was it even possible?  It did not make sense to continue the intransigent authoritarianism 

of Gustavo Diaz Ordaz that could precipitate further escalation of indiscriminate violence 

                                                 
7 Gabriela Soto Laveaga, “Angry Doctors and a Sick State: Physicians Strikes and Public Health in 
Mexico” (in Progress). 
8 Jaime Pensado "Political Violence and Student Culture in Mexico: The Consolidation of Porrismo during 
the 1950s and 1960s." Ph.D. Dissertation (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2008). 
9 Robert Alegre, “Railway Workers’ Identities and the Construction of Post-Revolutionary Mexico.”  Ph.D. 
Dissertation (Rutgers University, 2008). 
10 Alexander Aviña, “Insurgent Guerrero: Genaro Vázquez, Lucio Cabañas and the Guerrilla Challenge to 
the Postrevolutionary Mexican State, 1960-1996.” Ph.D. Dissertation (Los Angeles:  University of 
Southern California, 2009). 
11 Tanalís Padilla, Rural Resistance in the Land of Zapata: The Jaramillista Movement and the Myth of the 
Pax-Priista, 1940-1962 (Durham: Duke University, 2008). 
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and public repression.  Therefore the strategy became one of controlled democratic 

openings and mass public works. 

Echeverría wanted a different strategy that would create support for his 

administration, restore his reputation, and possibly even resuscitate the party.  He turned 

to the cardenista ideas of political and social incorporation, while creating economic 

opportunities and services.  He tried to take a central position, away from the Right, at 

least publicly, that wanted repression of  students, guerrillas, and workers, although at 

times as in the Corpus Christi massacre and in the countryside, he authorized violence. 

He also took actions favored by the Left, such as welcoming political refuges from Chile, 

Nicaragua, Argentina, Brazil and continuing the Cardenista anti-Franco stance while 

maintaining a diplomacy that was selectively favorable to Castro’s Cuba.  Not aligning 

with the Left or to the Right proved difficult at times because of Cold War pressures, but 

still, he managed to skirt some of the sticky issues of the period. 

Additionally he followed the Cárdenas example as he tried to position himself as 

a leader on an international level.  By 1974, Echeverría was already looking beyond the 

national borders toward New York City and the United Nations.  Echeverría glimpsed 

opportunities for international leadership by taking a third position, unaligned with either 

the Soviet Union (USSR) or the United States.  In Latin America, at least, he assumed a 

leadership role of so-called third position that proved somewhat successful as twice, in 

1974 and 1976, he came close to becoming Secretary General of the United Nations.  

Whatever will be said of Luis Echeverría, whether or not his populism was demagoguery 

or not, the policies he adopted carved out opportunities for students, workers, and 
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indigenous peoples in ways not seen since the 1930s.  Economic, political, and social 

realities were different in the 1970s but the needs of these individuals were much the 

same. 

The second chapter examines indigenismo policies of the twentieth century born 

from the ideals of the Revolution in 1910 and placing particular emphasis on the 

Echeverría presidency (1970-1976).  After 1975, indigenismo surfaced as a policy to be 

re-examined and debates regarding Indian policies intensified as indigenous groups 

pushed for the right to make decisions about their lives and communities.  The 1975 First 

National Congress of Indigenous People of Mexico allowed for the participation of 

Indian communities in the discussion of indigenismo.  The government promoted the 

Congress as an example of participatory indigenismo, and the event redefined the way 

indigenous peoples interacted with government authorities, the nation, and each other.  

Echeverría’s desire to revitalize government Indian policy gave Indians simultaneously 

opportunities for political inclusion and occasions to make demands for autonomy.  This 

struggle remains relevant to contemporary society as different ethnic organizations 

employ a wide range of tactics to participate in the construction of national Indian policy. 

In Blood of Guatemala, Greg Grandin argues that we cannot view indigenous 

histories as existing outside the process of economic, political, and social modernization 

of a nation.  Doing so stigmatizes indigenous peoples as victims succumbing to foreign 

and coercive modernization ploys, or as heroes thriving as they fight against such 
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developments.12  I argue that as these modernization processes unfold, they are 

experienced differently by both indigenous and non-indigenous, and urban and rural 

peoples.  The ways indigenous groups experienced indigenismo of the twentieth century 

was a result of official Revolutionary constructions of citizenship and national identity 

and the struggles within official circles to define them.13  Disagreements over strategies 

of incorporation spilled over into 1970 when a generational change took place within 

Mexican anthropological circles.  Led by Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, a young group which 

included Salomón Nahmad Sittón, Arturo Warman, Margarita Nolasco, and Rodolfo 

Stavenhagen, advocated participatory indigenismo.14  The Barbados I Declaration in 1971 

revealed that concern for indigenous participation in government policy formation was 

not just a Mexican issue but rather a continental and global one. 

The history of twentieth century indigenismo has been divided into three periods. 

Sergio Sarmiento Silva identified: 1920 to 1940, 1940 to 1970 and 1970 to the present.15  

The years 1920 to 1940 served as formative period of revolutionary indigenismo policies.  

During this time, Cárdenas presidency proved most active in the promotion of the 

politization of indigenous groups with the establishment of the Department of Indigenous 

Affairs (DAI) and the organization of the regional indigenous congresses.  The years 

1940 to 1970, initiated by the election of Manuel Avila Camacho in 1940 and 

                                                 
12 Greg Grandin, The Blood of Guatemala: A History of Race and Nation (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2000). 
13 Alexander Dawson, Race and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2000). 
14 Claudio Lomnitz, Deep Mexico, Silent Mexico: An Anthropology of Nationalism (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2001). 
15 Sergio Sarmiento Silva, “El Consejo Nacional de Pueblos Indígenas y la política indigenista,” Revista 
Mexicana de Sociología, Vol. 47, No. 3. (Jul. - Sep., 1985), pp. 197-215 
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participation in World War II shifted priorities from development of rural areas to urban 

centers and government economic policies promoting industrialization.  Government 

focus on indigenous peoples faded but indigenous peoples did not disappear.  They 

continued to mobilize in different ways such as the Tarahumara Supreme Council in 

Chihuahua or by taking up arms like the Huichol did in Jalisco during the 1950s.16   The 

year 1970 saw a return to the politics of incorporation and redistribution.  Not only did 

President Echeverría invest heavily in the economic development of indigenous regions, 

but as part of populist politics, he advocated for Indians to take the lead in shaping 

indigenous programs based on their needs, referred to as participatory indigenismo.  

So it’s not until the 1970s that the government of Luis Echeverría opened the 

possibility for indigenous participation in federal policy.  In 1971 President Luis 

Echeverría introduced the National Indigenous Congress as the centerpiece of his 

participatory indigenismo project.  The National Congress was supposed to function as a 

controlled space in which indigenous communities could publicly address their needs.  

Echeverría affirmed his commitment by increasing the National Indigenous Institute’s 

budget from 26 million pesos in 1970 to 450 million by 1976, but those were funds only 

coming from the Treasury (Secretaría de Hacienda).17  Funds also coming from a special 

investment program begun in 1973 called the Integrated Rural Development Project 

                                                 
16 Phil Weigand, “The Role of an Indianized Mestizo in the 1950 Huichol Revolt, Jalisco, Mexico.” 
SPECIALIA Vol. 1 (1968);  Miguel Merino Rascón, El Consejo Supremo Tarahumara: Organización y 
Resistenia Indígena (1939-2005) (México: Doble Hélice Ediciones, 2007). 
17 When INI was inaugurated in 1949 its real budget was over a million pesos but it only received half that 
amount.  As the years went by there was a moderate annual increase and by 1964 the total budget was at 
just under 24.5 million pesos: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Realidades y proyectos: 16 años de trabajo 
(México: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 1964), 16;  Excelsior, Mexico City, September 14, 1971;  
Secretaría de Educación Pública, ¿Ha fracasado del indigenismo? Reportaje de una controversia [13 de 
septiembre de 1971] (México: SepSetentas, 1971), 9-12, 26. 
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(PIDER), the investment ballooned into over a billion pesos by 1976.  Echeverría clearly 

tried to reach out to indigenous communities and give some concessions while attempting 

to contain mobilization.  This affected indigenismo as technical training and economic 

incorporation became the focus.  This marks the beginning of the third phase as defined 

by Sarmiento Silva.  Not only did President Echeverría invest heavily in the economic 

development of indigenous regions but as part of populist politics advocated for Indians 

to take the lead in shaping indigenous programs based on their needs. President José 

López Portillo (1976-1982) continued most of the policies of his predecessor.  

Sarmiento Silva published his analysis in 1985, before the effects of the economic 

crisis of 1982 became evident.  They caused a transition to another phase of indigenous 

activity.  President Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) took office in the midst of the crisis 

that left the national coffers empty and the national government near bankruptcy from the 

monstrous foreign debt.  The austerity measures adopted by de La Madrid’s 

administration forced changes in the strategies employed by indigenous and peasant 

organizations.   

Conducting the research for Chapter Three, I discovered a process I did not 

expect.  Since the mid-1980s, anthropologists, most notably, Armando Bartra, have 

expressed their concern over the apparent disappearance of the campesino as the official 

face of rural Mexico after 1980,18 but no one has examined this process during the 1970s.  

Investigating the regional indigenous congresses, I encountered discussions that became 

debates resulting in confrontations between leaders who identified themselves as 

                                                 
18 Armando Bartra, “Sobrevivientes,” en Armando Bartra, Elisa Ramírez Castañeda, and Alejandra Moreno 
Toscano, De Fotógrafos y de Indios (México: Ediciones Tecolote, S.A. de C.V., 2000), 92. 
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indigenous and those who identified themselves as campesino.  By 1970, public opinion 

was in support of improving the lives of indigenous peoples.  Campesinos, at least the 

leaders of campesino organizations, came to recognize that politically they were in 

danger of losing public and government favor to indigenous organizations.  The struggle 

to represent the countryside played out on two levels.  First mid-level government 

officials, particularly those within the National Peasant Confederation (CNC) confronted 

a cadre of indigenous leaders functioning as bilingual brokers within the Department of 

Agricultural and Colonization Affairs (DAAC) and within the Secretariat of Agrarian 

Reform (SRA) after 1975.  These two groups struggled to control the organization of the 

regional congresses and, on some occasions, the right to carry them out.  Indigenous 

leaders employed multiple strategies that included direct petitions to President 

Echeverría, and to other sympathetic high ranking officials.  On the other hand, CNC 

officials made attempts to prevent the congresses from taking place by calling on local 

agrarian leagues to thwart Indian organization and on a few occasions cancel the 

congresses altogether.  

The struggle on the ground between local agrarian leagues and local indigenous 

communities and organizations included intimidation, blocking attendance to congresses, 

preventing meetings, physical altercations, and direct opposition to the establishment of 

indigenous Supreme Councils.  These Supreme Councils threatened to replace local 

agrarian leagues as the major representatives of rural peoples.  These examples 

demonstrate the rivalry for the political hearts and minds in the countryside and the 
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struggle for funds.  The history of the National Indigenous Congress has larger 

implications in the transition of a rural identity from campesino to Indian.   

My dissertation only examines this change in terms of political identity, not the 

broader cultural changes of rural identity.   That is a job for someone else.  Turning 

peasant identity into indigenous identity is a complex process that requires an intensive 

cultural investigation.19  From 1930 to 1970, Indians had the role of prodigal sons, while 

campesinos enjoyed a time as the preferred political scions of the Revolutionary regime.  

After 1970, that changed.  Indigenous peoples became the favored children of the 

populist regime and campesinos and their leaders found themselves fighting for their 

political places and for the pesos in the national coffers. 

Chapter Four places the 1975 First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples as 

the centerpiece of Echeverría’s participatory indigenismo.  The National Congress was a 

government sponsored event, but this should not discount the opportunities and benefits it 

created for indigenous peoples.  Dismissing it as a form of government manipulation and 

social control suggests that that it did absolutely nothing for Indians, nor did it contribute 

to the indigenous mobilizations in the late 1970s and 1980s, but these conclusions are 

wrong.  For Echeverría, the Congress provided an opportunity to cement his relationship 

to Cárdenas and build a lasting legacy.  His actions created the ability of indigenous 

peoples to make demands.  For indigenous peoples the Congress presented a number of 

ways strategically to define themselves on their own terms, not just within the framework 

of official indigenismo. 

                                                 
19 Arturo Warman, Los Campesinos: Hijos predilectos del regimen (México: Editorial Nuestro Tiempo, 
1973). 
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The National Congress took place in the western state of Michoacán with 56 

official delegations representing their respective ethnic groups.  According to official 

documents and participant declarations at least 3,500 people attended the congress (this 

number includes federal and state government officials, anthropologists and other 

academics, observers, and indigenous delegates), and it was televised, demonstrating the 

national nature of the event.20   

As part of the closing ceremonies the final conclusions known as the Letter from 

Indigenous Communities that emerged from the four-day meeting were presented to 

Echeverría.  These conclusions were drawn from the findings of the 16 individual 

discussion sessions, each of which dealt with various issues that influenced the daily lives 

of indigenous Mexicans.  They called for better and continued distribution of land and 

wealth, improvement of roads, bridges, and collective transportation; access to credit and 

fair rates for artisan products.  Also included in the document was a request for bilingual 

teachers, bicultural education, adult education, improved medical services, and gender 

equality.21 

To the surprise of President Echeverría, government officials, and intellectuals, a 

second and unexpected document, the Letter from Pátzcuaro, was presented.  It was 

through this document that the declaration of self-determination was made.  Through it 

Indigenous peoples called for an end to the marginalization of their communities.  Most 

significantly, the document stipulated the right to self-determination.  They intended the 

public proclamation of self-determination to facilitate integration into national society on 

                                                 
20 Interview with Stefano Varese, August 22, 2007, Oaxaca, México. 
21 Carta de las Comunidades Indígenas, Instituto Interamericano Indígena, 6-32. 
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their own terms.  These terms were vague at best and failed to clearly define self-

determination.22  The declaration for political autonomy emerged from the very 

government apparatus intended to contain indigenous mobilization and represented a 

public refusal to continue to be non-actors in the development of policies that directly 

affected their communities.  It would appear that Echeverría’s participatory indigenismo 

was producing results, but perhaps not those he intended. 

Together these two documents highlighted some of the most pertinent needs and 

attempted to open discussion about their place within society.  These documents preceded 

the demands of the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) communicated through 

the San Andres Accords in 1996 (20 years later).  The principal difference between the 

two documents appears in the language, as the EZLN utilized the rhetoric of human 

rights that was only beginning to have political leverage toward the end of the 1970s.  

Language notwithstanding, the meeting at Pátzcuaro not only inspired indigenous 

mobilizations after 1975, but also shaped the strategies employed by indigenous leaders 

throughout the rest of the century.  

In the last chapter, I trace the emergence of the National Council of Indigenous 

Peoples (CNPI), officially born at the 1975 Congress but its gestation can be traced back 

to 1971 and perhaps even the late 1960s.  Through an analysis of the CNPI, I argue 

against interpretations that indigenous organizations are either government controlled and 

therefore manipulated by government officials or wholly independent as they dismiss the 

history of how indigenous groups and government officials worked together.  This 

                                                 
22 Carta de las Comunidades Indígenas, Instituto Interamericano Indígena, 6-32;  Mattiace, 65. 
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organization was not completely government manipulated nor totally independent as the 

leaders had to reconcile collective interests with individual ones in order to accomplish 

anything.  The CNPI attempted to represent the interests of indigenous peoples, seizing 

the political moment.  Likewise government officials, in their bid to retain legitimacy, 

could not resort to coercion alone and had to make concessions.23  The CNPI emerged as 

a national organization intent on holding local, regional and federal government 

bureaucrats to the promises made at the National Congress.   

The history of the CNPI reveals the internal struggle inherent in the difficult 

process of building a national coalition.  Examining internal struggles among indigenous 

leaders as well as conflicts between Supreme Council Presidents and the communities 

they represented revealed that individual interests that were not always the same as the 

collective desire.  In many ways the CNPI and the indigenous leaders who carried it 

forward overestimated their own power as they confronted the SRA, CNC and even 

President José López Portillo in early 1982, alienating government allies that may have 

once been sympathetic to indigenous communities. Internal struggles for the reigns of the 

CNPI also led to fractures in the organization.  By1984 the CNPI disbanded. 

That is not to say that the CNPI did not present new opportunities for sectors of 

the indigenous population that under other circumstances may not have had.  For 

example, Indigenous women were under-represented within the national indigenous 

leadership but the case of Cirila Sánchez, a Chatino woman from Oaxaca, in particular 

stands out.  A bilingual broker who in 1980 was appointed Supreme Council President by 

                                                 
23 T.J. Jackson Lears, “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities,” The American 
Historical Review, Vol. 90, No. 3 (June, 1985), 567-593. 
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community elders, Sánchez became the first woman to hold the position of Supreme 

Council President in the country and also led the session on the state of indigenous 

women during the National Congress.  Some indigenous men, like Pedro Amador 

Hernández, a Nahua from Hidalgo who had no ties to federal agencies or local leadership, 

rose to become an important indigenous leader in the eyes of his Huejutla community and 

within the CNPI before his untimely death in 1977.  In many ways, 1976-1982 was a 

golden period for a new generation of indigenous leaders.  They had a presidential ally in 

both Echeverría and López Portillo, they benefited from mass government public works 

projects, and were encouraged to undertake wider participation in national politics. 

Despite some grumblings over its legitimacy, the First National Congress of 

Indigenous Peoples of Mexico was an important forum for the expression of grievances.  

Prior to the 1970s, the indigenous population had been viewed as a passive sector that did 

not carry much weight in making demands for federal and state programs.  This changed 

as indigenous communities began to make valid claims in the negotiation of their 

development and became active participants in government agencies and in 

independently-coordinated organizations. Although the National Congress was indeed 

state-generated it functioned as a catalyst for the political mobilization of indigenous 

peoples. 

Echeverría’s presidency was a significant period in the evolution of official Indian 

policy from strictly a government driven program to an indigenous-influenced agenda.  

This, along with the declaration of self-determination, played an important role in the 

indigenous mobilization that exploded in the late 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s.  The 
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1970s were important as it represents a decisive shift from a seemingly complacent 

indigenous population to a highly politicized social sector.  The National Congress 

became an important arena for indigenous peoples to make material, cultural, social, and 

political demands while managing to avoid violent retribution. 

Finally, this work identifies the National Congress as a continuation of the efforts 

of the Cárdenas regime to give political voice to indigenous peoples.  After 1940, 

indigenous groups did not disappear, but government strategies changed. By the late 

1960s, a new generation of leaders many of whom had not been directly influenced by 

Cárdenas but whose legacy of social programs continued to resonate with them, 

dominated the CNPI from 1971 to 1984.  This generation was composed by bilingual 

brokers, called in Spanish promotores bilingües, who used the system not only to obtain a 

paycheck but to also mobilize from within.  For twelve years these leaders led indigenous 

communities who held a favored position in the eyes of two presidents and benefited 

immensely from government projects.  International and national economic events in 

1982 and after changed the situation for indigenous organization.  The First National 

Congress of Indigenous Peoples, events of 1982 notwithstanding, inspired ethnic 

mobilization and constitutional changes that have defined the people and history of 

contemporary Mexico. 

 
******* 

This dissertation was made possible by the location of valuable sources.  While I 

managed to excavate a number of documents from the unorganized Echeverría 

Presidential papers at the as well as Secretariat of the Interior (Gobernación) and 
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Department of Federal Security (DFS) at the National Archives (AGN) in Mexico City 

the treasures appeared in two unlikely places.   First, in Oaxaca I was fortunate to be 

allowed to examine the private papers of Salomón Nahmad Sittón.  Nahmad Sittón served 

as the Director of Operations for the National Indigenous Institute (INI) from 1970-1976 

and was a central figure in the organization of the 1975 National Indigenous Congress.  

He also was open to being interviewed regarding his thoughts, feelings, and impressions 

about the significance of the event.  In Mexico City, I was graciously allowed to 

catalogue and analyze the personal papers of Guillermo Bonfil Batalla.  I was the first 

person to use his papers since his death in 1991.  The Bonfil Batalla collection is 

significant not only for the countless field notes of his work and of his colleagues and 

students, but just as importantly it demonstrates that he indeed followed the politics and 

mobilizations of indigenous peoples throughout Mexico as well as the United States, 

Peru, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Panama, and Guatemala.  Additionally, he remained 

aware of the conflicts between rural teachers, indigenous intellectuals and the Summer 

Language Institute (ILV).  His involvement in drafting early versions of the amendment 

to Article 4 of the Mexican Constitution which declared Mexico a pluri-ethnic and pluri-

lingual nation, demonstrates his activist fibers. These two never before used manuscript 

collections made possible this first historical analysis of the First National Congress of 

Indigenous Peoples. 
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CHAPTER 1 

ENTRE PUEBLO Y GOBIERNO:  
LUIS ECHEVERRIA AND HIS POPULIST STYLE 

 
 

 
 

On December 1, 1976 a parade of decorated transport trucks from Michoacán and 

the state of Mexico, along with indigenous peoples armed with colorful signs, ejidal 

members with embroidered pieces of cloth gathered in front of the Secretariat of Agrarian 

Reform office in Mexico City.  The gathering was not precipitated by land issues nor was 

it a strike or demonstration against government abuses or apathy.  Rather, this group of 

people had gathered to see outgoing President Luis Echeverría Alvarez hand over the 

Presidential sash to his successor José López Portillo.  The colorful signs and 

embroidered cloths revealed messages of gratitude and highlighted Echeverria’s deeds 

benefiting indigenous and ejido communities.24  This example highlights the impact of 

his presidency on ordinary Mexicans.  Luis Echeverría Alvarez went from hated villain to 

tolerated President and in some cases appreciated within six years.  The public 

outpouring of ejido peasants and indigenous Mexicans reveals the fruits of his populist 

political style and how he managed to curry favor with a number of social groups he 

made efforts to incorporate into the social and political fabric of the nation, especially 

groups that were marginalized after 1946. 

                                                 
24 Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y Surgió la Unión...Génesis y desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (Mexico: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, Editorial Hersa S.A., 
1989), 109. 
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Examining the economic, social, and political atmosphere during Luis 

Echeverría’s presidency provides a contextual base for the development of modern 

indigenismo in early 1970s Mexico.  Renewal of official Indian policy was fashioned as a 

result of the ‘democratic opening’ that Echeverría so earnestly promoted as part of his 

populist political style.  The way he dealt with the popular and elite sectors of Mexican 

Society offers a glimpse into the thought process behind the restoration of the 

Revolutionary ideals in Mexican national discourse.  Echeverría’s desire to articulate a 

collaborative approach toward the groups abandoned by the State during the so-called 

Mexican Miracle, is also representative of the appeasing measures his administration 

adopted in response to social agitation.  This chapter will examine Echeverría’s 

economic, social, and foreign policy programs and the ways his populist political style 

shaped them.   Echeverrismo should not be viewed as a political program existing in a 

vacuum nor one-sided, top-down, but rather as a dynamic process shaped by domestic 

and international factors, both on the Right and the Left.  Through an examination of 

Echeverria’s populist style, we can better try to understand how his policies shaped 

indigenismo from 1970-1976. 

 
 
Populism and Populists: The Case of Mexico and Luis Echeverría  
 

In a discussion of populism we must consider that as a term and definition evades 

a single one that scholars, contemporary observers and politicians can agree upon.  

Scholars have described populism from mass mobilizations, government programs, 

ideological currents, and political styles.  Such broad definitions at times create 
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difficulties in properly reflecting the dynamism of how populism is engaged as well as 

how political leaders shape its utility based on the social groups/sectors being mobilized.   

Analytical interpretations of populism in Latin America were first taken up by 

Torcuato Di Tella and Gino Germani, who both understood the mobilization of popular 

groups within industrializing nations within the process of economic and political 

maturity.  In doing so they explained how the transition from traditional to modern 

processes tore at the social and political fabrics of societies.25  Di Tella in particular 

viewed populism as a political movement driven by cross-class support but without a true 

organizing force to create longevity.  Ernesto Laclau views populism as an ideological 

tool utilized by political leaders maneuver between their interests and the interests of 

their support base.  As a post-Marxist, Laclau rejected economic determinism as sole 

explanation for lower class mobilizations, he interprets populism as a tool of domination 

to reinforce existing hegemonic relationships between the dominant and the subaltern.26  

It is interesting to point out that Di Tella, Germani, and Laclau’s interpretations were 

shaped by their experiences in Argentina.  Anibal Vigueira and Alan Knight share a 

different view of populism by insisting that the focus should not be on constructing a 

definition all can agree upon but rather the focus needs to be on the function of 

populism.27  For the purposes of this chapter as well as the dissertation as a whole I 

define populism as a political style.  By political style I am not only referring to the ways 

                                                 
25 Torcuato Di Tella, “Populismo y Reforma en America Latina,” Desarrollo Económico, Vol. 4, No. 16, 
(Apr. - Jun., 1965), pp. 391-425 
26 Ernesto Laclau, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory: Capitalism-Fascism-Populism (London: Lowe 
and Brydone Printers Limited, 1977). 
27 Alan Knight, “Populism and Neo-Populism in Latin America, Especially Mexico,” Journal of Latin 
American Studies, Vol. 30, No. 2. (May, 1998), 223-248;  Aníbal Viguera, “‘Populismo’ y ‘neopopulismo’ 
en América Latina,” Revista Mexicana de Sociología, Vol. 55, No. 3. (Jul. - Sep., 1993), 49-66.  



 30

populist figures govern and do politics but also linking their behavior and personal traits 

in the crafting of policies and programs and attitudes and how these are presented to 

target groups and people.  By viewing populism in this way, as Alan Knight has 

suggested, we can avoid the tired question of whether populists were genuinely 

concerned with the well-being of the groups composing their support base.  This 

approach allows us to explore the more significant question of how populist leaders 

approach such groups, what promises are made, whether they delivered on those 

promises or not and perhaps equally if not more important, how did targeted social 

sectors receive such policies, programs and messages and in what ways did they 

strategize to pressure for the fulfillment of such promise and push beyond them. And in 

that strand of analysis how did both sides, populist and supporters, engage with each 

other and how they communicated their expectations of each other as well as held each 

other accountable when they were not met. 

Within the political environment of twentieth century Latin America, populism 

has had a profound impact in terms of political polarization.  Perhaps populism is best 

associated with Argentina and Brazil.  In Argentina the beginnings of populism can be 

traced to the decade of 1910s with Hipólito Yrigoyen who utilized this style, not for 

social inclusion of lower classes but political inclusion of the middle class.  But perhaps 

the most well-known populist in Argentina’s history is Juan Domingo Perón, also it’s 

most polarizing figure.  Perón managed to build a support base composed largely of 

urban workers, women, and other urban poor which launched him into power.  He 

displayed a rather charismatic charm when he was not punishing those not loyal to him.  
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Perón utilized the power he gained from his populist base, in much the way Laclau 

argues, as a hegemonic tool.  Once the promises that Perón made to los descamisados 

went unkept, they continued making demands publicly, holding him accountable for the 

contract they had entered into, reminding him what he owed them.  Perón’s response was 

less than gentle as he cracked down on the very people his power was based on.  Post-

1955 the legacy of Perón served to polarize Argentine society politically and socially.  

The anti-Peronist sectors represented in the upper and middle class as well as large 

landowners and industrialists viewed populism with a critical and suspicious gaze.  For 

them populism and specifically Peronism was pure demagoguery, wrongly inciting mass 

mobilization.  But for those who before 1943 had been left out in social and political 

terms, the Perón years created opportunities for their inclusion that they were unwilling to 

give up.  In this manner Perón’s populism resulted in deep divisions within its social and 

political life.28 

The severity of the impact of populism in Brazil was not nearly as divisive as in 

Argentina and only emerged on a national level during the 1950s and 1960s.  On local 

levels Pedro Ernesto Baptista, Mayor of Rio de Janeiro and Adhemar de Barros, São 

Paulo emerged as the first populists who created a support base amongst lower class 

Brazilians by promising social and political inclusion.  Getulio Vargas, during his 

Presidency in the 1950s opted for a populist style by pushing for pro-labor laws, social 

security, unemployment benefits and social welfare programs while attracting support 

from the popular classes.  And while his populist state began to unravel, rather than face 

                                                 
28 Joel Horowitz, “Populism and Its Legacies in Argentina,” in Populism in Latin America, ed. Michael L. 
Conniff (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1999), 22-42. 
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its demise he took matters into his own hand and perished from a self-inflicted gunshot 

wound.  However, two more political figures took up the populist style: Juscelino 

Kubitchek with his “50 in 5” policies and João Goulart, whose troubled Presidency ended 

when the military intervened in 1964.  And although the depth of polarization in Brazil 

did not reach that of Peron’s Argentina, it was lived intensely.29 

In the cases of Argentina and Brazil, populist styled politics shaped the course of 

its social and political history, as it did in Mexico as well.  For Twentieth Century 

Mexico, its most well-known populist figure is President Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940).  

His legacy may not be a problematic or divisive as that of Perón but it is significant in the 

course of that nation’s history.  While many examinations tend to reveal the inclusionary 

style of his politics, others have demonstrated that in the process Cárdenas contributed to 

creating the party structure that remained in power until 2000.  And after he left the 

presidency the party became the populist beast, swallowing workers, peasants, and 

middle class professionals. 

Yet fewer scholars have taken a look at the role of other political figures with the 

revolutionary family.  Jurgen Buchenau makes the argument that while Cárdenas 

certainly utilized the official party structure to mobilize support, it was Plutarco Elias 

Calles who contributed to not only the creation of the party in 1929 (National 

Revolutionary Party- PNR) but both he and Alvaro Obregón emerged from the armed 

phase and the revolution with political styles that aimed to garner support from popular 

groups.  Now, while we can debate how successful those efforts were for Obregón and 
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Calles, both which faced opposition from conservative Catholics (Obregón was 

assassinated by León Toral and Calles forced to come to a stalemate in the case of the 

Cristero Rebellion), Cárdenas himself was confronted by continued Cristero activity in 

western Mexico as well as resistance to centralization of government authority by state 

governors, most notably Saturnino Cedillo, Governor of San Luis Potosí who openly 

rebelled against Cárdenas.30  It would also not be a stretch to point out that middle class 

revolutionaries such as Francisco Madero, Venustiano Carranza and Alvaro Obregón 

tapped into a support base that have been building up during the course of the Nineteenth 

Century.  Leticia Reina, John Tutino, Peter Guardino and Guy Thompson have shown 

that mobilization of lower class groups, in this case, rural groups, had continued 

mobilizations locally and nationally to demonstrate grievances, which during the 

Revolution came out in force.  Thus, these revolutionary leaders merely served to 

organize a sizeable group in ways where they could be effectively guided.31 

For Di Tella, the PRI served as the reflection of a populist style as its multi-class 

organization anchored by the government controlled Confederation of Mexican Workers 

(CTM) and CNC meant that a charismatic leader was not necessarily essential in 
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maintaining control after the end of a presidential term.  The power of the Presidency lay 

not in the individual, populist or not, but in the system, that with its built-in populist 

structure managed to retain power, albeit with challenges (Cristeros, Jaramillista Agrarian 

Struggle, Railroad Workers Strike, Doctors strike, Student Movement, urban and rural 

guerrillas etc.), no matter who the President was, charismatic or not, populist or not.  

Even more important was the actual incorporation of certain sectors, sectors that could 

prove to be a real threat to power, workers, upper class, and the middle class, thus direct 

communication with urban and rural porr was not necessary.  Upper and middle classes 

were quelled with political democracy, or at least the idea of it, as well as being the main 

beneficiaries of a booming economic period known as the Mexican Miracle (1940-1970).  

Like Di Tella, Lorenzo Meyer locates Mexican populism in a structure, within the Office 

of the Presidency, in the power that the office generates, with the PRI serving as an 

instrument through which to reach a multi-class constituency, a structure which also 

serves to control.32 

And while these descriptions of Mexican populism do much in the way of 

analyzing the uses of a populist style, examining the presidency of Luis Echeverria as a 

populist serves to highlight a rather transformative period in Mexican politics.  Jorge 

Basurto was the first, and only scholar, who seriously attempted to examine Echeverría as 

a populist but he did so in a very limited way.  Perhaps hampered by lack of access to 

documents, the 1982 publication focused more on Cárdenas than on Echeverría.  Yet, 
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Echeverría’s presidency is a significant one as the thin thread holding together the myth 

of the Mexican Miracle snapped in 1970.  Following the 1968 Tlatelolco Student 

Massacre, Echeverria was charged with the task of restoring credibility to the official 

Party, as well as to his own personal and political image.  But it would not be easy as he 

faced a declining economy and bourgeoning social and political crisis in the way of urban 

and rural guerrillas, kidnappings of high level government officials and company 

executives, student and labor strikes, a declining agrarian sector, indigenous discontent, 

and the rise of urban shanty towns. 

Although Echeverría was assured of a victory simply by being the PRI official 

candidate throughout late 1969 and much of 1970, he avidly campaigned across the 

country, making promises for a better Mexico, trying to generate genuine support, after 

all it was not enough for him to be the official candidate, perhaps that title serving more 

as a hindrance that a positive factor.  Upon assuming the Presidency in December of 

1970, he inherited a nation in the midst of nascent mobilization across all social sectors.  

Yet, the Echeverría that presented himself as president was one Mexicans did not 

immediately recognize.  In fact, not even his hardliner predecessor, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, 

recognized the quiet reserved man who had served under him as his Secretary of the 

Interior.  The Echeverría that emerged and Mexicans came to know over the course of his 

six years in office did not drink nor smoke.  He was unlike most previous Presidents in 

that he owned a modest home and a modest automobile and did not involve himself in 

extra-marital scandals.  He preferred a more casual guayavera and jacket to a wool suit, 

even when meeting with other heads of state.  He was bad at delegating as he preferred to 
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do things himself and had a reputation for being a workaholic.  As a populist politician 

Echeverría talked a great deal but he also took the time to listen to the concerns of 

citizens.  These things made him seem more accessible to all Mexicans and he worked to 

create an image the postured him as an approachable figure that inspired confidence.33  

Yet, the contemporary situations contoured the approaches he took in dealing with 

different social sectors and how his government dealt with a number of demands.  He did 

not respond the same to demands made from guerrillas as he did to those made by 

indigenous groups, or the business sector and labor strikes.  He was aware of the groups 

that he could in fact create a personal relationship with versus the ones he could not.  For 

example, his lamentable economic policies enraged industrialists more than endeared him 

to them while he made concerted efforts to reach indigenous peoples and establish 

favorable exchanges with them. 

 
 
Echeverrismo 
 
 Miguel Avila Camacho’s administration (19140-1946) propelled Mexico from a 

largely rural ethos toward one of urbanization and industrialization.  Economic growth 

and development masked the wealth disparity that resulted while other concerns were 

placed aside for the allure of economic prosperity.  By the end of the 1960s, Mexico’s 

financial boom was beginning to slow down and the middle class, largely beneficiaries of 

the Miracle, had grown not only in size but also in influence and begun to pressure the 
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State apparatus for democratic apertures, which President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (1964-

1970) refused to allow.  It fell on Luis Echeverría to create venues by which democratic 

expression could flourish, even if it was to be a controlled one.  Echeverría tried to co-opt 

students, intellectuals, campesinos, labor leaders, and indigenous peoples.  For those who 

resisted such process and chose open rebellion, severe repression and government 

violence was the reply.34 

 Luis Echeverría Alvarez was born in Mexico City in January 17, 1922 into a 

middle class family.  While a student at the National Autonomous University of Mexico 

(UNAM) he obtained a scholarship to the University of Chile in Santiago where he 

studied the social and economic organization of the host nation.  Upon returning to 

Mexico City, Echeverría married Esther Zuño, a member of the powerful political family 

from the state of Jalisco.  Additionally, he earned a law degree from UNAM in 1945.35  

As a university student, Echeverría had shown a passion for the ideals of liberty and 

social justice and had been influenced by Vicente Lombardo Toledano, a labor leader and 

a prominent social intellectual.  In 1946 Echeverría entered the world of politics as he 

became the personal secretary of Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada.  General Taboada was the 

President of the Central Executive Committee of the official party, the Institutional 

Revolutionary Party (PRI).  Echeverría remained close to the General from 1946 until 

1955, learning the inner workings of the party and the political system in general.  During 

his tenure with General Taboada, Echeverría solidified his position within the PRI as he 

                                                 
34 Miguel Angel Centeno, Democracy Within Reason: Technocratic Revolution in Mexico (University Park: 
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), 179. 
35 Carlos Sierra, Luis Echeverría: Raíz y Dinámica de Su Pensamiento (México: Editorial Tenoch, S.A., 
1969), 10-15. 



 38

assisted local and state office campaigns and eventually coordinated Adolfo López 

Mateo’s successful presidential bid in 1958.36 

 When General Taboada was named Secretary of the Navy under President Adolfo 

Ruíz Cortines in 1952, Echeverría left the inner-ranks of the PRI to continue at the side of 

his long-time mentor.  When Taboada died in 1955, Echeverría returned to the PRI’s 

administrative sector where he worked his way through the PRI to eventually become 

Chief of Staff (Official Mayor) of the Party.  One of the lessons that Echeverría learned 

from his tutorship under Taboada was the necessity to consider Mexico’s youth, to 

include them within the political system in some way as youth were to be the investment 

in the ideals of the Mexican Revolution.  Toboada helped shape Echeverría’s eventual 

philosophy regarding the promises of the Mexican Revolution as well as the need to 

incorporate and engage the youth in the fulfillment of those promises, as a commitment 

to the future of the Rev, keeping it alive by showing them the possibilities of those 

promises.37 

 When López Mateos became President in 1958, Echeverría was appointed 

Subsecretary of the Interior and served under Gustavo Díaz Ordaz who was the Secretary 

of the Interior.  And when Diáz Ordaz himself was elected President in 1964, Echeverría 

filled the vacancy left at the Secretariat of the Interior.  According to some critics, as 

Secretary of the Interior, Echeverría became a semblance of terror and tyranny, a 
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despicable figure and learned the vice of authoritarianism that he would use during his 

own Presidency.  In 1970, Echeverría’s political career reached its apex with his selection 

as the PRI’s official Presidential candidate.38  Echeverría was a product of the PRI 

system, he worked his way from below and by the time he reached the highest elected 

office he was expected to carry out programs based on the party’s interests, yet he veered 

from that plan and in restoring the party’s legitimacy, it seemed he was more interested in 

restoring his own. 

 
 
Dealing with the Legacy of Tlatelolco 
 

During the second half of the 1960s Díaz Ordaz had managed to create a 

repressive atmosphere in the name of national security.  For Díaz Ordaz, national security 

was synonymous with either the manipulation of or eradication of enemies.  For Díaz 

Ordaz any action of public grievances over social issues was deemed subversive.  So 

when students gathered in a rather public place demonstrating against flawed university 

admission policies and government repression, Díaz Ordaz was intransigent and refused 

to negotiate with students who demonstrated suspicious subversive behavior.  While we 

still are unsure of whether Díaz Ordaz issued the order or his Secretary of the Interior did 

or whether Mexico City officials acted of their own accord, the very public attack on 

student demonstrators in Plaza de Las Tres Culturas in Tlatelolco, Luis Echeverría 
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continued to represent the face of the government who had so viciously and in an 

arbitrary way gunned down hundreds of people on the night of October 2, 1968.39 

 The Tlatelolco student massacre stands as the most notorious example of Díaz 

Ordaz’s repression, but it was by no means the first act of open state violence on its 

population during the PRI’s rule.  Tanalis Padilla and works by Jaime Pensado, and 

Alexander Aviña demonstrate not only how a number of social sectors challenged the 

authority of the State but also how the State itself responded to such challenges with 

violence as well as cooption methods.40  The Tlatelolco tragedy took place a mere ten 

days from the opening ceremonies of the 1968 Olympic Games.  Numerous violent 

confrontations between student demonstrators and government officials and police forces 

escalated and exploded that night.  Estimates place between 8,000 to 10,000 protestors 

(students and parents, some workers) gathered at the Plaza demanding not only changes 

to the university admissions process but also a democratic outlet.  At that moment, more 

than a democratic opening, what was at stake was a successful Olympic Games and the 

image of Mexico abroad as a modern nation.41 

 Members of the paramilitary force known as the Olympic Batallion infiltrated the 

demonstration in street attire, while others positioned themselves around the housing 
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complex that surrounded the Plaza.  Identified by the white gloves they wore, members of 

the Batallion waited for flares to drop from a helicopter before the shooting commenced.  

The number of deaths is unknown, and the wounded and detained into the thousands.  

The events that transpired at Tlatelolco, in the heart of the nation, in Mexico City 

shocked the middle class and their children, not sure about what had happened.  Public 

government repression of this magnitude, while not unusual in rural Mexico, as Tanalis 

Padilla and Alexander Aviña demonstrate, was not necessarily the norm within the 

capital.  The presence of the military, common in the rural landscape, was not quite as 

common in Mexico City.  Still, Tlatelolco emerged as a watershed, breaking publicly in a 

big way, the image of complete control of the State over its citizens and leading to the 

open questioning of the PRI’s ability to respond to demands in ways other than 

repression.42 

 As Secretary of the Interior it was left to Echeverría to assuage the anger and 

distrust the emerged in response to the bloody tragedy.  As the PRI candidate in 1970 it 

was Echeverría’s duty to make the Mexican people move on from the events of that 

October night, if not forget then to forgive.  But many people were not prepared to move 

on and despite Echeverria’s attempts to make the legacy of the Mexican revolution 

relevant to this new generation, many viewed it as a failure.  Too many questions 

regarding Tlatelolco remained unanswered, and continue to do so, and the memory of 
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Tlatelolco still haunting Echeverría and a nation whose world transformed in an instant.  

People wanted someone to be held accountable and Echeverría became the visual 

representation of a rogue government having broken the informal agreement between the 

urban middle class and the party.43  Echeverría was supposed to repair the PRI’s image 

and restore that fragile relationship. 

However, wooing the student sector proved to be a bit more difficult than 

ancticipated.  In order to demonstrate his willingness to move beyond 1968 Echeverría 

courted the Left and opened venues for dialogue.  Students involved in the 1968 

movement were released in April 1971 through a Presidential pardon.  Of course, many 

of these students were supposed to understand the condition of their release as being part 

of the goodwill of the new President and as such were expected to fall into line, to profess 

their loyalty to the man who returned their liberty to them.  This amnesty policy in some 

ways was successful in that many students upon their release found their way into the 

bureaucracy, although not all of them.  For the PRI it was important to reconnect and 

rebuild a relationship with the middle class, whose children had been the victims of the 

Tlatelolco tragedy.44 

In fact, it was the university student sector where most of the co-optation attempts 

were centered.  Echeverría opted for a number of strategies to entice the Mexican youth 
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into government controlled spheres by lowering the voting age from twenty-one to 

eighteen, thus not only serving as a tactic of political inclusion but also meant an 

increased constituency to shore up his support base.  In addition, this action can be 

viewed as an action that reflected his belief (inculcated by General Taboada) in the 

necessity and responsibility of young people to participate in the political process and 

contribute to the restoration of PRI legitimacy.  Additionally, Echeverría catered to youth 

within the military by promoting junior military officers and force senior officers into 

retirement which effectively ushered in a new generation of military leadership as well as 

a ploy to curry favor from within the armed forces.45 

But if Echeverría’s leftist tendencies were meant to assuage the socio-economic 

problems that surfaced when economic prosperity dwindled, he was not very convincing.  

Co-opted students and intellectuals saw opportunities to carve democratic openings by 

working within the system.  Still, others showed disregard for authority, demonstrating 

quite openly that state legitimacy was seriously compromised. 

Early during Echeverría’s Presidency, he faced blatant defiance of state authority 

by a variety of social sectors.  When conciliatory overtures made by federal authorities 

were spurned by a number of individual groups, retribution could be brutal and relentless, 

for which Echeverría earned a reputation.  However, in some cases, Echeverría sided with 

activists, demonstrating a chameleon-like response to domestic pressures.  For example, 

in May 1971 Echeverría opted to support students at Nuevo León State University in the 

northern industrial city of Monterrey over a dispute with university administration.  
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Nuevo León governor, Eduardo Elizondo began placing political allies within the 

university administration to gain control of student mobilization.  As a result, the regional 

elite-led Popular Assembly was able to appoint a PRI member, Arnulfo Garza Treviño, 

university chancellor in 1971.  This upset not only university students who viewed it as 

an outright internal coup but also national PRI officials who were not consulted or taken 

into account when this political move was made.  So this pitted Nuevo León regional 

elites not only against students but also against national party officials.46 

Student opposition to Treviño was expressed through the University Council, a 

student and teacher coalition that in 1970 had been formed with the blessing of ousted 

Chancellor, Dr. Olivero Tijerina.  Students organized strikes which included the take-

over of university buildings.  University Council student members demanded that 

Echeverría support the students versus the Popular Assembly.  Echeverría acquiesced and 

with federal blessings managed to force Treviño’s resignation along with that of 

Governor Elizondo who lost political credibility when Echeverría sided with the 

students.47  While the argument can be made that by supporting the student organization 

Echeverría open to the possibility of change from without, it is more probable that the 

President was certainly attempting to rebuild a relationship with that sector especially if 

he was trying to focus away from memory of Tlatelolco, while reasserting the power of 

the federal government over a regional elite.  However, the political and economic 

ramifications for supporting students over the Nuevo León elite, which included members 
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of the Monterrey business group, were to be felt sharply throughout the rest of 

Echeverría’s presidency. 

But not all students were convinced of Echeverría’s goodwill.  Closer to the 

center of political power public displays challenging federal authority were not as easily 

tolerated.  Students in Mexico City demonstrated their support for students in Monterrey 

during the struggle against Nuevo León elites while also campaigning for the release of 

students still imprisoned for their supposed (real or imagined) participation in the 

movement of 1968.  And although Echeverría did release student prisoners April 1971 

while supporting students in Monterrey and the situation resolved by May, student 

demonstrators were not entirely convinced or satisfied with such overtures and again took 

to the streets.  Students continued to demonstrate for the release of remaining student 

political prisoners which government officials took exception to.  A confrontation 

between demonstrating students and police forces in San Cosme in Mexico City resulted 

in the death of at least fifty peoples and became known as the Corpus Christi massacre as 

the tragic confrontation took place on 10 June, the celebration of the Catholic feast of 

Corpus Christi.  Just as at Tlatelolco in 1968, the student demonstration broken up in 

such a violent matter netted casualties and called for further questioning of the 

increasingly intolerable tactics used by policing agencies to quell public challenges to 

authority.48 

Echeverría quickly denied knowledge of police actions or responsibility while 

running damage control.  Blaming Mexico City Police Chief, Rogelio Flores Curiel, as 
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well as the city’s regent (mayor) Alfonso Martinez Dominguez, Echeverría forced both 

their resignations which he viewed as his way of extending an olive branch to students.  

However, the suspicions of students as well as many of their middle class parents were 

heightened once again.  If there had been doubts over Echeverría’s role in the sanction of 

the policing strategies of 1968 (although very few doubts), with Corpus Christi those 

doubts were more than erased.  Student distrust for his administration’s efforts rose and 

the students who had been released but not co-opted shifted into a form of open rebellion 

in joining urban and rural guerrillas.49 

Further student unrest spilled over into 1972 and 1973 at the National University 

in Mexico City (UNAM).  Student strikes in support of non-academic worker strikes 

erupted in October 1972 and carried over into January 1973 when demands were met and 

classes resumed.  Yet, student strikes were not limited to Mexico City, nor simply to 

university students.  In other cities high school students protested not only admission 

policies but also tuition raises in some cases, and the rising cost of public transportation 

which many students could not afford the daily roundtrip fare as it was.  In Puebla, 

Villahermosa, Tabasco and Guadalajara, Jalisco, student unrest resulted in some deaths of 

participants.50 

In spite of such defiance by students, Echeverría continued to make an effort to 

reach out to the student sector.  No other public action, except for amnesty in 1971, was 

indicative of that effort than an official visit to the UNAM campus in March 1975.  This 
                                                 
49 Sergio Aguayo Quezada, La Charola: Una Historia de los Servicios de Inteligencia en México (México: 
Editorial Grijalbo, 2001), 139;  Yoram Shapira, “Mexico: The Impact of the 1968 Student Protest on 
Echeverría’s Reformism,” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Novemeber, 
1977), 569. 
50 Dan Hofstadter, Mexico, 1946-1973 (New York: Facts on File, Inc., 1974), 136-137. 



 47

visit marked the first time since the Tlatelolco tragedy that Echeverría, one of the 

government figures believed to be directly responsible, entered the autonomous 

university campus.  Student reaction was mixed.  On one hand a sector of the student 

population reacted with anger and hostility.  Days prior to his visit countless posters, 

banners, and signs were plastered all over campus.  The messages on those placards made 

direct references to Tlatelolco and Corpus Christi and called the President a reactionary 

and more harshly a murderer: 

 
LEA, [Luis Echeverría Alvarez] you forget that you murdered people and students 
when you were Secretary of the Interior.51 
 
LEA assassin…revolutionary students do not make deals with assassins, we the 
students do no want dialogue, we do not want an opening, we want revolution.52 

 
 
The students, outraged by the president’s visit, gathered throughout various buildings 

across campus to protest Echeverría’s presence at what they considered to be a student 

sanctuary.  Many of those students felt betrayed by the University’s administration who 

had agreed to the president’s visit without consulting the student body.  The memories of 

Tlatelolco and Corpus Christi were still very much fresh for these students, many 

unwilling to forget or even forgive.  The negative reaction was such that when the 

President exited the auditorium at the Faculty of Medicine, a skirmish broke out and 

shots were reportedly fired.  Echeverría was hit on the forehead by a rock thrown from a 
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crowd of student protestors.53  Obviously the quest to win over the student sector was 

going to be difficult, if not impossible.  Echeverría’s visit to UNAM was viewed as an 

insult by students, many who had been at Tlatelolco in 1968.  Student were thus 

unwilling to forget Tlatelolco or Echeverría’s role in the tragedy and even more reluctant 

to forgive. 

 While some students were unwilling to be coopted but preferred to not become 

targets of government repression, others lost faith in the government altogether and took 

up arms against authorities.  Many students involved in the student movement of 1968 

either formed or joined urban and rural guerrilla groups.  If Echeverría refused to allow 

public insubordination by students, he was less willing to open dialogue with guerrilla 

clusters.  While Echeverría called for the rescue of the dwindling Revolution, guerrillas 

called for an entirely new Revolution, one not tied to the old, outdated, flailing one.54 

 In Guerrero, a teacher and activist turned revolutionary, Genaro Vásquez, 

advocated the downfall of the PRI, calling for a democratic socialist government as well 

as making demands for social justice for lower class groups, especially peasant workers.  

Vásquez began by organizing peasants and workers through the Guerrero Civic 

Association (ACG).  In an incident in Chilpancingo, Guerrero in 1961, in which 28 

people were murdered, presumably by federal troops, Vásquez was accused of having 

killed a government agent.  In 1966 he was captured by secret police forces but escaped 

from prison two years later with help from ACG members and rural school teacher and 
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future guerrilla leader, Lucio Cabañas.  Vásquez and the National Revolutionary Civic 

Association (ACRN), formerly the ACG, then gained national attention when they 

kidnapped a multi-millionaire, Jaime Diéz, in 1971.  The ACRN demanded freedom of 

political prisoners and 2.5 million pesos.  When the ransom was delivered and political 

prisoners arrived safely in Cuba, Diéz was released.  For his activities Vásquez was killed 

in 1972 by military troops.55  Lucio Cabañas was left to represent the struggle for 

Guerrenses against a corrupt and repressive system.  The Brigade of the Poor carried out 

kidnappings, bank assaults, and violent confrontations with military troops yet never 

counted with more than fifty members at any given time.  Cabañas, however, was killed 

two years after Vásquez in an encounter with the Mexican military as well.56 

 Guerrilla activity also plagued urban places.  From 1969 to 1975, the insurgent 

group Lacandones, which operated in mostly in Mexico City carried out a number of 

assaults on small business in order to fund their activities.  Led by David Jiménez 

Sarmiento, a former leader of the 1968 student movement, the group eventually joined 

forces with the 23 September Communist League.  The League operated in largely urban 

areas, particularly in Mexico City and Guadalajara, Jalisco.  The League was organized 

by survivors of the Madera Barracks attack in Chihuahua in 1965 and by UNAM 

professor Raul Ramos Zavala.  In late September 1965 Arturo Gamiz led a group of rural 

workers and peasants that attacked the Madera military barracks in protest against 
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protracted land reform.  The majority of its leaders were killed but the survivors emerged 

a few years later disillusioned with the existing political system which they actively 

attempted to topple.  In addition a number of smaller urban guerrilla groups eventually 

forged an alliance with the League: the Young Communists, Professional Student 

Movements of Monterrey, the Armed Commandoes of Chihuahua, the Vikings of 

Guadalajara, and the Revolutionary Student Front, also from Guadalajara.57 

 The League’s most notorious action, besides execution of police chiefs and 

military troops, was the kidnapping of Eugenio Garza Sad in September 1973.  Garza 

Sada formed part of the Monterrey business group from northern Mexico but was killed 

in the botched kidnapping attempt.  President Echeverría withstood a great deal of 

criticism from the Monterrey faction for Garza Sada’s death.  A month after Garza Sada’s 

death, Fernando Arguren, another member of the Monterrey business group was killed by 

the League when the federal government refused to pay the ransom.   Echeverría’s own 

family was not safe from such acts.  José Guadalupe Zuño, Echeverría’s father-in-law a 

former governor of the state of Jalisco and member of powerful regional elite from 

Guadalajara, was kidnapped by the Popular Action Revolutionary Front (FRAP) in late 

August 1974.  FRAP designated the kidnapping, “Operation Tlatelolco, 2 October 1968” 

in honor of the 1968 student massacre.  In what must have been a rather trying moment 

for the Echeverría family the federal government stood firm and refused to pay the 
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twenty million pesos in ransom.  Perhaps the FRAP decided that killing Zuño would be 

going too far and released him two weeks later.58 

 It is apparent that as president, Echeverría inherited a precarious situation that at 

times seemed to engulf the entire country.  This rise in social agitation was not one 

emerging from a vacuum.  In fact recent works by Tanalis Padilla, Gabriela Soto 

Laveaga, and Jaime Pensado show that the PRI structure was not infallible and the 

challenges to the system and the fractures in its ability to control every aspect of its 

citizenry were showing well before 1968, generally cited as a turning point in state-

generated violence and watershed of sorts.59  While Samuel Schmidt argues that the 

Echeverría years resulted in mass mobilizations, which it is certainly true that the 1970s 

represented a decade of politicization of various social sectors, the build up of such mass 

mobilization was generated during the decades that preceded it.  The 1970s were a result 

of the failure of pro-industrialization, pro-consumerism policies geared toward 

urbanization, abandoning the countryside, while selective economic successes glossed 

over the failures of those policies to benefit rural workers and peasants, as well as urban 

workers and other urban poor. 

  
 
Policing Populist Mexico 
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In general, President Echeverría constructed a public image where he sought to 

appease not only domestic forces including what remained of the Left but also the non-

aligned sector.  His support for Palestine and the adamant condemnation of Agusto 

Pinochet in Chile and Francisco Franco in Spain reveals the Janus-like characteristic of 

his dealings with social groups as he displayed sensitivities for international political 

refugees while at times domestic government officials exercised repressive tactics on the 

citizenry they were sworn to serve.60 

 For example, the Department of Federal Security (DFS- Dirección Federal de 

Seguridad) during Echeverría’s term in office was very active.  Created in 1947 and 

directly under the control of the Office of the Presidency, the DFS became the nation’s 

premiere internal intelligence agency.  During Adolfo Ruiz Cortines’s Presidency DFS 

was moved to the Department of the Interior until it was disbanded in 1985 under the 

weight of public pressure.  One of the key individuals within the DFS was Fernando 

Gutierrez Barros, its appointed Director in 1964.  Barrios, along with Luis de la Barreda 

and Miguel Nazar Haro, became DFS mainstays and close collaborators.  As 

Subsecretary and Secretary of the Interior, Echeverría remained in constant contact with 

the DFS trio.  This is even more likely considering the hands-on approach that became 

characteristic of Echeverria’s way of doing things.  Upon his election Barrios was 

appointed Subsecretary of the Interior with Barreda taking over as DFS director.61 
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 An important component of the National Security sector was Special Investigation 

Unit C-047.  Founded in 1965 under the leadership of Nazar Haro, C-047 was the special 

operations sector assigned to deal specifically with guerrilla groups.  Federal, state, and 

local authorities cooperated with the DFS by alerting them when guerrilla propaganda 

was found on detainees.  Often times C-047 operatives conducted those interrogations.62  

DFS methods for confronting the insurgent problem varied and although torture was not a 

sanctioned form of interrogation, putting pressure on detainees was.  Another method 

used by DFS agents was the infiltration of insurgent organizations with only a controlled 

number of government officials knowing the identities of those agents.  Additionally, 

during raids shootouts occurred, often times resulting in the deaths and/or arrests of 

suspects.63 

 While Echeverría’s foreign image appeared to be one of tolerance, in granting 

political refugees fleeing from oppressive military regimes in Latin America (Argentina, 

Chile, Nicaragua), at home the DFS was carrying out similar repressive tactics.  Initially, 

disappearances of Mexican citizens were concentrated in the state of Guerrero where 

Ruben Jaramillo, Genaro Vasquez, and Lucio Cabañas caused serious guerrilla agitation.  

But by 1973, following the deaths of all three, disappearances became a broader 

phenomenon.  Kidnappings to intimidate were not merely aimed at suspected insurgents 

but also their families to cast a wider net of terror and persuasion.  If such tactics did not 
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persuade suspects from abandoning their questionable activities then the target was 

taken.64  Such tactics are not uncommon, especially for that period, where creating a 

culture of fear involved much more than just targeting one individual.  Rather the intent 

behind intimidating family members and friends served not only to pressure the 

individual under surveillance but also as a way to communicate the ability of these agents 

to reach anything or anyone.65  Families encountered that terror during the search for 

missing family members when they approached DFS authorities who were inexplicably 

unable to locate files and/or were altered to clear DFS agents of wrongdoing.  The agency 

was shut down in 1985 due to its questionable procedures and activities and constant 

accusations of human rights abuses. 

 
 
Peasants and Indians 
 

Yet, armed guerrilla groups were not the only ones to exhibit discontent with the 

system.  Workers, students, peasants, and indigenous communities made various 

demands for improvement of their quality of life.  At times it seemed as if Mexican 

society was coming undone, busting at the seams.  With few venues open for expressing 

grievances, strikes became one of the most effective ways to draw attention to their 

plight.  For example, President Echeverría attempted to appease striking sectors by 
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organizing congresses for various segments of society in an attempt to prevent open and 

public condemnation of his government in the way of strikes.66 

The two largest popular groups, besides students, that challenged government 

visions of democracy and revolutionary ideas were workers and rural campesinos.  As a 

populist President, Echeverría worked to draw support from the labor sector, yet 

economic miscalculations before his term resulted in massive unemployment in 1971 and 

by his own doing in 1974 to the end of his term in 1976.  In 1973, 1974 and 1976 

Echeverría took measures to ease the rising cost of living that hurt workers by increasing 

their salaries.  In addition, expansion of CONASUPO, the National Company for Popular 

Subsistence, a series of government subsidized stores provided low cost clothing, food, 

and medicine for workers, peasants, and the poor to alleviate economic hardships.67 

The administration’s interpretation of a democratic opening was pushed into 

public discourse and as a sign of good faith Echeverría allowed the legal organization of 

independent unions and political groups.  Leaders of the Confederation of Mexican 

Workers (CTM), organized during the 1930s, became extremely upset with this new 

federal policy because it broke from the traditional relationship between the union and 

the federal government that had been in place since its creation.  In protest the CTM and 

its associates filed strike petitions in 1973 and 1974.  In trying to create a limited 
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democratic opening Echeverría found himself having to deal with labor agitation.  The 

concessions to union and worker sectors were just that—concessions.  In allowing 

independent unions to emerge with government approval, Echeverría wished to diminish 

the power of union leaders, particularly CTM leader Fidel Velasquez.   The criticism of 

leadership of long-standing labor leaders, however, proved ineffectual in Echeverría’s 

attempt to diminish Velasquez’s influence.  Over the years Velasquez had accumulated a 

great deal of power as the leader of the CTM and was able to challenge the power of 

Presidents as he was leader of the CTM from 1941 until his death in 1997.  A member of 

the established political elite, Velasquez dominated the labor scene and by the time 

Echeverría entered office Velasquez had outlasted four of his predecessors so Velasquez 

was not about to give into his fifth President.68      

 Velasquez responded to Echeverria’s maneuvers by threatening a national strike if 

a forty-two percent wage increase was not met.  Employers refused to meet what they 

viewed as outrageous demands and moved toward a lockout.  Echeverría gave in and 

negotiated a thirty-five percent wage increase to avert a prolonged strike.  And while the 

independent unions received little government support in terms of major funding their 

existence alone served to produce a semblance of the democratic opening his 

administration fostered, curry some favor by workers remaining outside the CTM, show a 

real concern for the conditions of workers but also unintentionally strengthened even 

more the dinosaur, Velasquez.69 
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 If Luis Echeverría wished to create appeal for his administration and his populist 

style then he would certainly have to deal with the issue of land reform.  If echeverría 

himself was unwilling to deal with land reform then campesinos intended to make sure it 

remained a priority.  While the thirty years following the Cárdenas Presidency until the 

next populist president, land reform remained an issue, the gaze of government officials 

slowly turned away from the countryside after 1940.  While only forty-one cases of land 

occupation were recorded in official records between 1940 and 1972, during those three 

decades the issue remained a volatile one as the case of Ruben Jaramillo and the 

Jaramillista agrarian movement in Morelos demonstrates.70  Yet, by the 1970s the crisis 

had grown and cases of land invasions escalated between April 1972 and July 1973 with 

forty-six during that period. Local and regional officials as well as large land owners 

called for federal government intervention, which Echeverría replied with support for 

peasant demands for land.  This unexpected response led to violent confrontations 

between invading campesinos and gunmen hired by local land owners.71 

 Land invasions were recorded in the states of Guanajuato, Tlaxcala, Tabasco, San 

Luis Potosí, and Sonora.  In Mexico City itself, a squatter’s settlement in 1975 became 

the slum area known as Ciudad Netzahuacóyotl.  In Sonora, the family of the 

revolutionary figure and former President, Alvaro Obregón (1920-1924), still owned a 

vast section of land.  In 1971 the size of the Obregón property was significantly reduced 

when 117 families were granted land parcels by the Mexican government.  In 1975 in 
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Sinaloa, the Plutarco Elias Calles estate, also a former President (1924-1928) was 

invaded by a group of peasants demanding land.  Echeverría allowed peasants to retain 

the land they had already taken, which was interpreted as legitimate acknowledgement of 

their grievances.72 During Echeverría’s presidential term, 2,208 Presidential Resolutiona 

were published which distributed 13,328,852 hectares to 206, 452 peasants, the most 

since the Lázaro Cárdenas.73  Land distribution, however, served more as a tool for social 

persuasion than a genuine reform movement meant to change the social, economic and 

political organization in the countryside which still favored large land owners.  Thus, the 

populist style had its limits. 

 While this extent in land reform policies garnered some support for Echeverría 

from the peasant sector, it was also meant to curtail campesino participation in 

bourgenoning movements in the rural areas.  Rural unrest reached a breaking point by the 

1960s (Jaramillo, Vasquez, Cabañas), and although the quality of the land being 

distributed was less than good peasants interpreted the efforts of his administration as a 

signal of goodwill.  This, however, did not mean that all campesinos were satisfied with 

Echeverría’s agrarian reform efforts.  In fact they were disillusioned that the institution in 

place to petition the federal government on their behalf had become so corrupt and 

ineffective, CNC.  The CNC was losing its political strength and campesinos were 

finding it harder to believe that the CNC could still surmount enough pressure to truly 

represent their interests, especially that involving the issue of land reform.  Therefore, 

campesinos took it upon themselves to generate grassroots mobilizations within 
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communities and pressure local and federal authorities themselves, in both formal and 

informal ways.  Formal legal recourses were taken and when those failed they turned to 

more informal ways such as land invasions.74 

 
 
International Matters 
 
 The task of dealing with domestic problems therefore became increasingly 

difficult, and Echeverría looked to foreign policy as an avenue through which to draw 

attention away from internal matters.  Echeverría made several attempts to push Mexico 

to the forefront of an international leadership role within Latin America.  His foreign 

policy, powered by an anti-imperialist drive, prompted him onto the world stage as an 

active participant, not merely a secondary actor.  Trying to attract support from the left, 

Echeverría condemned Augusto Pinochet and Francisco Franco’s regimes in Chile and 

Spain respectively, and granted political asylum to Chilean, Uruguayan, and Argentine 

political refugees.  In this manner not only did Echeverría appease the Mexican Left but 

he also attempted to create an image of tolerance and goodwill designed for foreign 

spectators. 

 Echeverría immersed Mexico deeper into the role of Third World leader.75  The 

Bandung Conference in 1955 had established the foundations for a non-aligned 

movement, creating the concept of a third option beside USA and USSR.  The third way 

expressed in Bandung and consolidated at the 1961 Belgrade Conference positioned 
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decolonized and developing nations as anti-imperialist rhetoric in a collective form.  It 

was not until the Cairo gathering in July 1962 that Mexico was present at the meetings as 

a full member.  The main topic of discussion in Cairo involved economic development as 

a way to deal with the widening gap in living standards.  The conference participants 

proposed the expansion of trade between them and promoted cooperation between the 

member countries to improve their economic and political standing on a global level.76 

 At the meeting of Foreign Ministers of the Non-Aligned Countries in Guyana in 

August 1972 included a representative from Mexico but only as an observer.  At the 

Fourth meeting in 1973 a Mexican delegate again participated as an observer in Algiers.  

Echeverría did his best to capitalize on the presence of Mexican officials at such meetings 

to extend the leadership position of Mexico within Latin America and in the eyes of other 

powerful nations.  To that end Echeverría made a number of goodwill trips including a 

month long trek in March-April 1973 through Canada, Belgium, France, Britain, China 

and the Soviet Union promoting national economic and political interests.77  His efforts 

on the international stage were rewarded.  Officially the Letter of the Rights and Duties of 

the States but more commonly known as the Echeverría Letter, a United Nations 

resolution, passed with 120 votes with six votes against and ten abstentions, which stated 

that governments of non-aligned nations had a right to maintain sovereignty over social, 

political, cultural, and economic systems as well as a respect for human rights and 
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liberties, a peaceful coexistence, and equal standing of all nations.  This document gave 

Echeverría a significant presence not only among other Latin American leaders but 

within the non-aligned nations as well.  For those efforts he would receive a nomination 

for a Nobel Peace Prize in 1974.78 

 Sensing that momentum was on his side, Echeverría pushed for further 

recognition within the international stage, if not for his country then for himself.  With 

Echeverría reaching the end of his presidential term, he set his sights on the position of 

Secretary General of the United Nations.  In October 1975 he addressed the United 

Nations, denouncing the unbalanced political nature of that very institution.79  As part of 

his efforts Echeverría also attempted to create a closer relationship to the Palestinian 

State with a visit with Yasser Arafat.  Within that visit Echeverría declared that Mexico 

would take an anti-Israeli position as part of its foreign policy.  This action had a 

devastating effect in economic terms.  The Jewish community in the United States 

launched a tourism boycott against Mexico in 1973 with a drop of approximately seven 

percent in tourism revenue by 1974.  The situation was serious enough that former 

President, Miguel Alemán advised Echeverría to soften his Pro-Palestine position, which 

the latter refused.  In a conciliatory gesture, however, Secretary of Foreign Relations 

Emilio Rabasa traveled to Israel but only after the tourism boycott had reached 

approximately a fifty million peso loss toward the end of 1975.  However, Rabasa was 
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publicly disgraced for having given in to external pressure and was forced to resign his 

position upon his return from Israel.80 

 By 1976, United States tourist revenues in Mexico were dropping since 

Echeverría remained adamant in critiquing the Israeli position in the Middle East as well 

as that his attempt to link Mexico to the non-aligned movement was succeeding and 

uncertainty over the Mexican position created an aura of suspicion and distrust.81 It 

would appear that Echeverría succeeded in his purpose to present Mexico as a leader in 

that regard but in the process hurt a segment of the economy.  In many ways, this position 

was not merely one of building an international image of leadership, but also appeared to 

be a measured calculation to appease the left and attempt to regain some support and not 

appear too authoritarian.  This of course can be interpreted in two ways.  On the one 

hand, these gestures to the Left were in part motivated by the fallout following the 

Tlatelolco incident, and on the other, given the situation in Latin America of military 

dictatorships and reports of torture and disappearances it was an overture that Mexico 

was not Argentina nor Uruguay, Brazil or Chile. 

 In spite of Echeverría’s overtures to the Left in terms of foreign policy, domestic 

social reprisal lingered.  Social unrest and violence engulfed Latin America during the 

1970s and Mexico was not an exception.  In an effort to diminish discontent with his 

administration and the PRI in general, Echeverría proceeded in two ways.  First, he 

increased the size of the bureaucracy.  By co-opting intellectuals and students into 
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government jobs and positions he managed to create a large bureacratic sector that was 

supposed to brace his support base.  During the six years that Echeverría was president, 

the state-funded organizations (paraestatales) increased from a reported eighty-four to 

845 with public servants reaching the 2.1 million mark in 1976.82  These jobs were not 

only meant to include urban dwellers but also rural residents as well as the nation’s 

youth.  With this integration and boom in bureaucracy Echeverría launched an era of 

technocratic rule, many of these new professionals coming from the national university 

(UNAM).  And while a number of new bureaucrats benefited from these efforts, those 

willing to support his policies without question benefited further as these job 

opportunities came with an implied loyalty to Echeverría, giving him a certain degree of 

political leverage in this arrangement.83  For example, writer Carlos Fuentes served a 

liaison between the President and intellectuals and did it well enough that he was later 

appointed Ambassador to France.84 

This relationship generated by Echeverría with mid-level and lower-level 

buracracts is reminiscent not only of Cárdenas but also in a broader Latin American 

perspective of the early arrangement between Getulio Vargas and the labor unions after 

1930.  While this period and Estado Novo were not considered populist, these 

relationship did in fact set the stage for the populism of the 1951-54 presidency.  The 
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other comparison could be made to the important political relationship between Juan 

Domingo Perón and los descamisados (working class) during the 1940s and early 1950s. 

With the election over, Echeverría assumed the most powerful office in Mexico as 

faced a world where economic markets were radically moving toward a policy of 

aperture, that is toward the opening of global economies.  Yet, Echeverría’s populist style 

was based on the expenditure and expansion of social welfare programs and was 

unwilling to listen to the cautionary words of Finance Secretary Hugo Margáin.  When 

Margáin refused to continue to carelessly bankroll Echeverría’s programs, giving him 

blank checks, Magáin was forced to resign.  Echeverría then appointed José López 

Portillo, who had little experience in economic matters, as his own Presidency would 

unfortunately demonstrate, but was a yes-man, willing and able to sign off on all of 

Echeverría’s financial requests.85 

 In addition, Echeverría continued his economic missteps by cutting back trade 

with the United States by twenty percent in order to express an anti-imperialism stance 

and in an effort to promote Mexico as a Third World leader.  To balance that trade loss he 

made efforts to increase trade with Asia and Europe, including countries which were part 

of the Communist bloc.  Further, in 1972 Echeverría tried to generate investment from 

within by introducing laws that would regulate foreign capital.  The national business 
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community criticized his intervention in the economy but his actions proved popular with 

his supporters.86 

 Despite Echeverría’s desire to lessen economic dependency on its northern 

neighbor, the Mexican economy was still affected when recession hit the United States in 

1974, causing inflation in Mexico to rise by at least twenty percent.  The response in 

Washington D.C. to what appeared to be economic insubordination was swift and 

unfavorable toward Mexico.  Both the Nixon and Ford administrations countered such 

measures by cracking down on undocumented workers in the United States.  Also, the 

American Congress’s Trade Law of 1974 stripped the preferred trade partner tag from 

Mexico in terms of textiles, glass, steel, and other electronic equipment.  Additionally, 

members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) were pressuring 

for Mexico to join while the United States pressured against it, since it relied heavily on 

Mexican oil.87 

 In addition, Echeverría incurred the wrath of national business sector.  By the end 

of Echdeverría’s sexenio (the standard six year presidential term), the national business 

sector was very unhappy with the government’s social welfare programs and the 

centralization of economic policies and as a result capital flight ensued.  Additionally, the 

devaluation of the Mexican peso for the first time in twenty years damaged internal and 

external confidence in the economy.  In 1976 the amount of capital invested abroad 

reached $27 billion with Mexico accumulating a $20 billion external debt.  Echeverría’s 
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policies caused a massive rift between the government and the private sector and created 

a lasting atmosphere of distrust.88  Echeverría’s populist aspirations led to a number of 

problems.  Massive social welfare spending, taxation of the upper class, fractures in trade 

relations with the United States, and the loss of confidence in the Administration by the 

business class resulted in the deterioration of the Mexican economy.89 

In 1976 public spending had increased to almost 200 million pesos from 1971’s 

mere forty-one million pesos.  In an effort expand social services Echeverría employed a 

mass spending project almost immediately in office.  Apart from the mass steel mill 

project in Michoacán, that Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas supported, in the Pacific port town of 

Lázaro Cárdenas, Echeverria poured billions of pesos into mass water projects, from 

dams to irrigation and potable water projects across seventeen states.  Major dam projects 

were begun in 1971 in Michoacán, Nuevo León, San Luis Potosí, Sonora, Tlaxcala, 

Zacatecas, Veracruz and the state of Mexico.90  All potable water systems, irrigation 

projects, and dams were inaugurated throughout 1976, most dams still unfinished.  The 

total cost for these public works alone neared the three billion peso mark (approximately 

2.7 billion), the most expensive of such projects being the expansion of water systems in 

Mexico City and the surrounding regions (Barrientos System, Ecatepec System, Texcoco 

Lake Commission) totaling 738 million pesos.91  The urgency to inaugurate without 

being done reflected Echeverría’s need to link these major public projects with his 
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presidency so as to add to the mounting collection of public work projects necessary to 

strengthen his populist credentials.  Despite the accumulating deficit and slumping 

economy Echeverría’s government continued to spend on social programs, leaving 

incoming President, and equally unsavy spender, José López Portillo, to deal with the 

impeding economic crisis which he instead helped deepen it further.92  The financial ruin 

perpetuated by Echeverría’s uninformed and imprudent policies contributed to the social 

upheaval that knocked at the doors of Los Pinos, the Presidential residence. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

As the car carrying Luis Echeverría to his home in a motorcade, a group of 

indigenous women, representing a number of ethnic groups, stepped in front of the 

vehicle carrying now former President, Luis Echeverría.  The vehicle stopped and they 

told him they were prepared to accompany him to his home in symbolic gratitude for all 

he had done for indigenous communities.  Echeverría responded by telling them to follow 

his car.  CNPI members, Supreme Council representatives, and the ejidal members 

mounted the transport trucks and in a spectacular caravan followed the former President 

to his home.  Once there Echeverria opened the doors to his home and invited the crowd 

inside where a Mixe band from the state of Oaxaca played and other groups from 

Hidalgo, Michoacán, Chiapas, and Oaxaca performed dance numbers.93 
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When Luis Echeverría handed over the Presidential sash to his successor Jóse 

López Portillo, CNPI members attended (using their own funds) the event as a 

demonstration of their appreciation for having supported the indigenous population at 

large.  For some indigenous peoples, Echeverría was the only President that had taken 

indigenous peoples into consideration when constructing government policies as well as 

providing opportunities to organize and to speak out against, not only their deplorable 

economic conditions, but also against social and political marginalization and recognized 

their rights as Mexican citizens. 

While other sectors of society (students, peasants and workers) organized 

demonstrations, coordinated land invasions and strikes, indigenous communities also 

made a number of demands.  Indigenous groups managed to avoid government-sponsored 

repression by working within government programs to secure material, political, and 

social gains.  The populist style employed by Luis Echeverría makes for a complicated 

narrative which goes beyond the basic argument of whether Echeverría’s motives were 

genuine or not.  The most important aspect of his presidency has to do with the various 

ways a number of social sectors reacted and acted in the face of political and social 

openings and the tactics employed to push forward individual and group agendas.  

Indigenous groups understood the populist contract well as they utilized the openings 

brought forth by Echeverría’s administration to work within the system to effect change 

in policies but also some real improvements in their lives as well as political 

representation. 
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CHAPTER 2 
PARTICIPATORY INDIGENISMO IN THE AGE OF ECHEVERRIA 

 
 
 

Gracías, señor President por estar con nosotros.  En usted confiamos...94 
-anonymous 

 
 
 
 
 The policy of indigenismo during the Twentieth Century has its legacy in the 

Mexican Revolution of 1910.  Indigenismo must be understood as a modern term and not 

one directly linked to the conquest.  As a modern term it must be understood as a product 

of the twentieth century.  Although ideologically anchored in the “Indian Question,” 

modern day indigenismo is the child of the revolutionary fathers.  It is true that the issue 

of how to relate to, include, exclude indigenous sectors is historically continuous from 

early contact to the Bourbon Reforms, Independence era, the early republic, the Reforma, 

the Profirian Era, Revolutionary (1910-1938), post-Revolutionary (1938-1982), and Neo-

Liberal (1982-  ).  But by during the twentieth century, what differentiates the 

revolutionary phase from the rest of its historical counterparts is that far greater than at 

any other time indigenist programs were carried out and validated not merely as an 

ideology but grounded in scientific jargon backed by a powerful academic core 
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(anthropology)that utilized indigenismo to cement revolutionary national identity.95  

National leaders used the principles of social science not only to build a national history 

but also to create programs designed to penetrate indigenous communities in order to 

infuse them with ideas of nationalism and patriotism, as part of an attempt to create a 

homogenous society. 

Throughout the twentieth century the longstanding issues of political and social 

exclusion and the disputes surrounding land continued to cause conflict.  The social 

programs of the Cardenas years as well as politics of inclusion created expectations in 

regards to the beneficiaries of the Revolution’s social program.  These expectations were 

tempered with a significant political shift in 1940.  For three decades after the Cardenas 

presidency such expected benefits never arrived for indigenous Mexicans.  Instead they 

saw government programs shift with a growing focus on urbanization and consumerism 

that sacrificed the countryside and rural residents.  Continued social and political 

exclusion combined with economic marginalization and an indigenist policy that sought 

to transform Indians into Mexicans by attacking their way of life.  By the 1960s, 

indigenous Mexicans were no longer willing to remain in the political and social shadows 

and minor government subsidies were less than acceptable.  By 1970, it became clear to 

Luis Echeverría and his government that this issue needed to be dealt with seriously, and 

that outdated official policies needed to be revised to fit changing realities.  Even with 
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new government interest, indigenous peoples continued to organize and influence 

indigenismo into the 1980s and 1990s. 

 Three phases of both government policy shifts and indigenous community 

activities help examine the broad changes occurring within the country, which in turn 

shaped the views of federal officials and intellectual collaborators as well as stirred 

indigenous peoples.  The first two phases follow the analysis of Mexican anthropologist 

Sergio Sarmiento Silva: 1917 to 1940 and 1940 to 1970.  The third stage, covers 1970 to 

1982, the administrations of Luis Echeverria and Jose López Portillo.96  The years from 

1982 to the present constitute a fourth phase.  The 1982 economic crisis, with its forced 

austerity programs, marks a departure from major government investments in the 

indigenous sector. Indigenous peoples did not accept a return to the pre-1970 era in 

which the government ignored them.  They continued to make demands for political and 

social inclusion and economic development in the form of access to land, credit, water for 

irrigation and basic necessities.  But these were made using new strategies including 

alliances with peasant organizations and increased mass mobilizations.  Finally in 1994 

one group opted for armed rebellion but only as a way to draw national and international 

attention to the plight of indigenous peoples, the Zapatista National Liberation Army.  

  

Contemporary Indigenismo: A Product of the Mexican Revolution 
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The roots of contemporary indigenismo emerged during the regime of Porfirio 

Diaz (1876-1911).97  The reality of racial amalgamation, Mestizaje, loomed brightly and 

the academic and government sector was forced to deal with how to bring indigenous 

peoples into the regime as the struggle to construct a national identity continued.  Many 

intellectuals and policy makers acknowledged the inevitability of racial hybridity and 

were convinced that the product to emerge from that blending would become the majority 

population.  Positivist ideals preached social evolution and some Porfirian intellectuals 

believed in the redemptive qualities of indigenous peoples.  But that redemption would 

come only when they were incorporated into the Porfirian regime as modern members of 

society: educated, Spanish speakers, dressed in western attire. 

 During the Porfiriato, intellectuals advocated the scientific restructuring of the 

nation.  Followers of August Comte’s positivism believed that education was the best 

medium for indigenous peoples to be transformed into their ideal of a Porfirian citizen.  

For example, in a letter to Mariano Riva Palacio, governor of the state of Mexico, Gabino 

Barreda (founder of the positivist national preparatory school) pushed for a homogenous 

public education void of racial distinctions to create a single national identity.  Justo 

Sierra, a prolific man of letters and Minister of Education, argued that the inferiority of a 

people was not biological in nature, but rather a direct product of an inferior education, a 

social consequence.  As such, the uplifting of indigenous people was possible.  These two 

intellectuals and other positivists believed that education was the key to such a 
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transformation process.98  These social and academic liberal interpretations of 

indigenismo between 1857 and 1911 informed post-revolutionary discussions and 

policies about the incorporation of indigenous peoples into society and the formation of a 

revolutionary citizenry through a Mestizo identity.99 

 The first decade, 1910-1920, of the Revolution did not entirely destroy the 

Porfirian order, but it did force government officials and intellectual policy makers to 

engage in a dialogue that redefined the role of Indians in the emerging revolutionary 

society.  Manuel Gamio, the nation’s most influential anthropologist studied the role of 

indigenous peoples within the nation.  In Forjando Patria (1916), he argued for the 

inclusion of indigenous communities into the revolutionary family.  In order to 

accomplish this, Gamio called for anthropological studies of indigenous peoples to be 

carried out.  Gamio argued that the qualitative, biological, chronological and 

geographical study of indigenous communities would provide the information by which 

government officials would be able to assess the values of indigenous culture and craft an 

effective integration program.100  Only by learning about indigenous communities could 

government officials understand the cultural, social, and political organization in order to 

mold indigenous peoples into productive members of the nation. They planned to 

accomplish this by respecting selected aspects of indigenous culture while eliminating 
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what they saw as negative features.  With this policy government officials planned to 

promote the economic progress of indigenous communities.101  Thus, anthropology 

became a major asset for revolutionary political objectives.   

 As a significant government policy, indigenismo surfaced in the aftermath of the 

destruction of the Porfirian regime and the era of revolutionary social reconstruction 

(1920-1940).  Beginning in 1920, revolutionary officials developed policies that sought 

to transform indigenous peoples into Mestizos.  The revolutionaries hailed Mexico as a 

Mestizo nation, a product of European and indigenous miscegenation, where the 

indigenous past was exalted but the Indian in the present was the object of transformation 

and integration.  The program had similarities to the ideas of Porfirian intellectuals.  José 

Vasconcelos, the Secretary of Public Education from 1920-1924 became a leading 

advocate for creating a national identity based on the myth of mestizaje.  In his most 

influential work, La Raza Cosmica (1925), Vasconcelos argued that a pure race was no 

longer possible.  He claimed that mixed-race individuals, specifically Spanish and 

indigenous heritage, or Mestizos, were the future citizens of not only Mexico but also 

Latin America.  Vasconcelos touted the age of the Mestizo as the future of a functional 

nation, therefore revolutionary policies should focus on creating the Mestizo nation 

through mass public projects (public art, radio, photography, and later films).102  Given 

the fact that Vasconcelos’s intellectual development occurred during the Porfiriato it is 

not surprising that his Cosmic Race was not his original creation, rather he was 
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influenced by the ideas of Profirian intellectuals, thus Mestizaje although touted as a 

revolutionary program was really a continuation of Porfirian ideals. 

Between 1920 and 1940, the emphasis was on the pacification of the country and 

the institutionalization of revolutionary ideas.  Revolutionary ideals sought to address two 

issues.  On the one hand, they attempted to utilize indigenous symbolism as part of a 

nation-building campaign to break the hold of the old ruling class.  On the other, they 

needed to create or adopt an economic modernization policy to raise the living standard 

for all citizens, including indigenous peoples. 

Official indigenismo intended to transform indigenous peoples into citizens of the 

imagined Mestizo nation.  Especially during the 1920s the ambitious nationalization 

program used rural and urban education as the primary instrument of such change.  This 

mestizo nation was not just an imagined one in terms of genetic miscegenation but also as 

the product of cultural hybridity.  Indigenous communities held a major place in 

nationalist ideology and indigenous projects were threads woven into the revolutionary 

idealism.  While the indigenous population appeared as banners of revolutionary 

propaganda, these indigenous peoples were not involved in the process of creating the 

policies that affected their lives, not directly.103 

Indigenismo pursued two intertwined objectives: First, to achieve a national 

integration program and, second to portray indigenous cultures as the foundation of an 

emerging modern nation.  Indigenous peoples, as a group, had no part in creating either 
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version.104  While it is probable that on an individual basis indigenous peoples 

participated in some revolutionary programs and pressured for federal funds as groups, in 

terms of participating in the construction of indigenismo programs, there appears to be 

little to no participation.  The Mestizo lens did not allow for indigenous peoples to peer 

through it and have a role in the process meant to define their position within the 

Revolutionary nation. 

Between 1920 and 1934 the relationship between the federal government and 

indigenous communities was grounded on a largely rural education campaign. The focus 

of government projects to integrate indigenous communities came in the form of 

education efforts for all rural peoples, indigenous and non-indigenous.  Education 

campaigns during the early revolutionary years revealed the limits of such programs as 

indigenous peoples were politically tied to a campesino community.  The successes of 

rural education programs varied by region and were severely hindered by the lack of 

much economic and moral support from many communities themselves, some of which 

opposed federal efforts viewing them as intrusive and manipulative.105  

 Education campaigns during the 1920s and 1930s were part of the nation-

building project undertaken by the fathers of the revolution.  Teachers became 

missionaries preaching the gospel of progress throughout rural communities.  Part of the 
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education programs geared toward indigenous peoples came in the form of the Casa del 

Estudiante Indígena founded in Mexico City in 1926. The Casa del Estudiante Indígena 

served a dual purpose, both as a house of learning and a training ground for indigenous 

Mexicans to transform into rural teachers and leaders of their generation.  But more 

importantly they served as national emissaries within their own communities, cultural 

brokers if you will.  This role became an important component in the nascent 

revolutionary regime’s mestizaje mission.  At the Casa del Estudiante indigenous male 

students were to supposed to become models of a national culture that was being 

reconstructed after a decade of violence, uprooting, and destruction.  They received 

instruction in modern dress and social practices as well as Spanish language. They were 

to impart to their communities all that they learned so as to impel the revolutionary 

change its progenitors dreamed of.  In some ways the Casa del Estudiante Indígena 

served as a controlled environment for this educational experiment.106  The reach of the 

Casa had its limits.  From 1926 to 1933, 838 persons participated in the program, but 30 

percent either dropped out, ran away, were expelled or failed to complete their 

coursework.  But some stayed, finished their education and became leaders in their own 

communities when they returned to them.  For example, Ignacio León Ruiz, a Casa del 

Estudiante Indígena graduate returned to la Sierra Tarahumara in Chihuahua to become 

the first President of the Tarahumara Supreme Council in 1939.  Although the Casa del 

Estudiante was not completely successful in its objective to forge modern citizens, it did 
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serve as a model for future assimilation projects, including the Internados Indígenas of 

the Cárdenas years.107 

When Lázaro Cárdenas’s reached the Presidential office he sought to implement 

the social institutionalization of the revolution, which included an agrarian reform 

program and an expanded Indian policy.  Cárdenas’s programs were intended to forge 

Mexicans out of campesinos, workers, and most importantly Indians.  Officials at the 

Secretariat of Public Education rethought the political (although perhaps not the public) 

definition of indigenous peoples by eliminating the racial component of indigenismo and 

emphasizing the cultural aspects.  Cárdenas’s administration understood the problem of 

indigenous peoples stemming from their culture (language, dress, lifestyle, worldview 

etc.) and not as the result of political and social neglect stemming from racial 

discrimination.  By doing this then language, dress, and world views might be easier than 

change than applied racial aspects.  By employing a cultural definition for indigenous 

communities, government officials utilized images of Indian Mexico as political tools  to 

access the cultural capital inherent in an exalted indigenous past.108  Most significantly 

they could avoid the possible agitation and divisiveness that surrounded inequalities 

based on race. 

From the birth of the modern constitution (1917) to 1934, government officials 

attempted to draw indigenous communities into national society through an education 

program.  Few indigenous organizations arose during this period specifically because the 
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focus remained on education rather than land holdings.  Although further research is 

necessary to understand the ways indigenous communities organized beyond peasant 

leagues, it is worth knowing that the Unifying Society of Peoples (SURI, La Sociedad 

Unificadora de la Raza) emerged as an indigenous organization during Cárdenas’s 

administration. Little is known about its function and membership,109  but it represents a 

significant indigenous deviation from the Cárdenas policies.   

During the Cárdenas presidency, specific and centrally coordinated efforts were 

carried out to deal with the problems indigenous communities faced in their path toward a 

homogenous national identity.  The primacy of education as the tool by which to sculpt 

the modern citizen was replaced, or at the least matched by land distribution.  After 1934 

material conditions were also considered when examining the dire economic and social 

conditions of indigenous groups.  In addition, vigorous efforts to organize ethnic 

communities were undertaken as cardenista officials recognized that the problems 

indigenous peoples faced, although not entirely unique to them, placed them at a political, 

social, and economic disadvantage. 

In order to provide more specialized assistance and achieve effective assimilation 

programs, Cárdenas created the Department for Indigenous Affairs (DAAI- 

Departamento Autónomo de Asúntos Indígenas) in 1936.  The DAAI reported directly to 

the Office of the Presidency that coordinated efforts with as little bureaucratic red tape as 

possible.  Even after the creation of that National Agricultural Confederation (CNC, 

Condeferación Nacional Campesina, 1938) indigenous groups argued that the issues that 
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they as indigenous peoples had to deal with, CNC officials could not possibly understand 

and therefore could not resolve them effectively. The Indigenous Affairs Department 

continued its activities, including the organization of regional indigenous congresses that 

had begun in 1936 and continued through the mid-1940s.  These efforts represented a 

new policy to enable indigenous individuals to appeal directly for assistance as Indians 

and not as campesinos. 

Indigenous groups in the Central and the Southwest regions in the late 1930s and 

early 1940s used government sponsored regional congresses not only to present 

grievances but in some cases set up to the organizational mechanisms to pressure 

national, regional, and local government officials for resources.  But perhaps the most 

influential of the congresses was one held in northern Mexico.  The Tarahumara at the 

1939 regional congress held in Guachochi, Chihuahua officially established a Supreme 

Council, the adopted name for this new indigenous leadership institution.  These Supreme 

Councils were not traditional forms of indigenous government.  Instead this structure was 

a way the federal government hoped to redefine the process by which they dealt with 

indigenous groups.  Throughout the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, the Tarahumara Supreme 

Council held regional congresses to continue pressing federal and state governments for 

the construction of schools, protection of forests, extension of credit, improvements in 

communications and transportation, and approval of land petitions.   

Although the regional congresses intended, among other things, to create a 

permanent relationship between indigenous groups and the national government through 

the creation of Supreme Councils, in some regions they did not survive.  Supreme 
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Councils collapsed in most areas as the government shifted its attention to World War 

Two and the industrialization process as well as the rejection of a new governing 

structure by indigenous communities themselves.110  Funding for continued programs 

supporting the political reorganization shifted to the war effort. 

The Department of Indigenous Affairs was reduced to publishing its Memoria del 

departamento de Asuntos Indigenas en el periodo 1945-1946 y sintesis de su labor en el 

sexenio 1940-1946 to justify its continued funding and existence.  By 1946, twenty 

centers for economic and technological training had been established in the states of 

Chiapas, Chihuahua, Colima, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Mexico, Michoacán, Oaxaca, Puebla, 

Queretaro, Quintana Roo, San Luis Potosí, Sonora, Tabasco, Tlaxcala, Veracruz, and 

Yucatán.  By the end of 1946, over 11,000 indigenous people had attended the centers.  

Included in the report are pictures of the centers and its students, indigenous men, 

women, and children, although only 1,086 women participated in the programs.  Many of 

the photographs displayed young people learning to decorate ceramic items, attending 

textile workshops and participating in agricultural activities-- all things considered to be 

Indian behavior.111  The program depended directly on the President to who fund it.  This 

had worked well under sympathetic presidents such as Cárdenas, but President Miguel 

Alemán had little interest in saving the department and reduced its funding and 

eventually terminated its operations. 
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While Cárdenas was often hailed as Tata Lázaro, an affectionate term that 

represented the positive remembrance of his term in office for the indigenous sector, his 

administration impelled the erosion of indigenous identity to forge the Mexican one.112  

The Cárdenista administration defined indigenous peoples as those who resided in 

regions remote from the impact of the revolution and modernization and which needed to 

be linked to national society to achieve the intended transformation.113  Thus, the creation 

of the Indian Affairs Department (DAAI, Departamento Autónomo de Asuntos 

Indígenas) initiated the institutionalization efforts of indigenismo on the part of the 

revolutionary government’s effort to push forward the integration project.  The following 

year, in 1937, the Secretariat of Public Education (SEP) also created a subdivision to 

focus on indigenous education.   

 

The Miracle of Exclusion 

Lázaro Cárdenas’s presidential legacy came from his attention to the needs and 

aspirations of campesinos, workers, and Indians.  Cardenismo cleared the way for 

distribution programs through the creation of multi-class alliances in the name of national 

unity.  However, President Manuel Avila Camacho’s (1940-1946) policies shifted toward 

industrial development.  The involvement of the nation in World War II engaged public 

attention, and shifted government policies from domestic issues to foreign policy and 
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patriotic sentiments.  This transition from a revolution of social change and distribution to 

a revolution of economic development and prosperity eventually, after the World War, 

created an economic bubble known as the Mexican Miracle.  Yet, this miracle was short-

lived and certainly not a reality for all Mexicans as it masked a persistent disparity in 

wealth. Although the bubble had not yet burst by 1970, it was certainly deflating.  The 

presidential and administrative attention to the importance of the Indigenous groups 

declined and indigenous issues were placed under the supervision of the CNC, where in 

1942, the Secretariat of Indigenous Affairs was created to deal with Indian issues.114 

The war years meant the building of cohesive support behind the war effort.  

Patriotic Mexicans put aside individual problems and focused on what was best for the 

nation.115  But President Avila Camacho was not interested in continuing the 

politicization of the indigenous, because he considered them to be the same as other 

citizens, so they did not merit specialized attention.116  This attitude resulted in a shift in 

how to incorporate indigenous peoples into the nation.  Government officials vacillated 

between explanations for indigenous marginalization as the result of race or the lack of 

economic opportunities.  The Cárdenas administration had focused on agrarian issues and 
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political inclusion, but the Avila Camacho administration sought to prepare indigenous 

peoples to enter the mainstream work force.117 

During the Avila Camacho era, both the SEP, under direction of Octavio Véjar 

Vazquez, and DAAI, under Isidro Candía, focused on servicing indigenous population 

with vocational schools to teach trades so that indigenous peoples could obtain jobs and 

become self-sufficient as they earned money to provide their own food, clothing, and 

other family needs. More than economic solutions, trade schools aimed to create the 

national homogenous culture promoted under the guise of mestizaje that included 

Spanish language proficiency.  Language courses were also incorporated as part of the 

training.118  Yet, Spanish courses would not be enough to complete the transformation 

into desired modern citizens.  This does not mean that indigenous peoples accepted these 

programs without speaking out.  The Tarahumara Supreme Council, throughout the 1940-

1970 period, continued to pressure federal and state government officials for schools, 

health clinics, medication, land reform, and credit. 119  Internal disagreements within the 

organization existed, but it survived during these difficult decades and came to represent 

a successful organization.  Beyond its regional impact, it demonstrated to the greater 

indigenous population the possibilities for organization and demonstrated that indigenous 

communities could be successful in making some significant gains. 
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Although the Indian Affairs Department (DAAI) survived the war years, 

eventually it was eliminated.  President Miguel Alemán closed the office at the behest of 

social scientists, anthropologists, archaeologists, and linguists who had lost confidence in 

the ability of the department and charged it with inefficiency   The president did not 

immediately replace it and protests against the government’s apparent desertion of the 

indigenous sector soon came from government officials and academic leaders alike.  

Alemán argued that the Indian Affairs Department had made indigenous peoples the 

objects of state charity and announced he intended to place the responsibilities of the 

DAAI in the hands of other agencies.  For example, he assigned education issues to the 

Secretariat of Public Education’s General Department of Indigenous Affairs.120   

Many intellectuals, including Alfonso Caso, believed that the fact that four 

million indigenous peoples continued to live in poverty and remained outside of national 

life merited the creation of an institution designed to assist them in improving their 

lives.121  As a result the President created  the Instituto Nacional Indigenista (INI, 

National Indigenous Institution) in late 1948 but not officially operational until 1949.  

The emergence of INI was eight years in the making.  The institution upheld the pact 

made by the American continent nations who had participated in the 1940 Interamerican 

Indigenous Congress in Pátzcuaro, Michoacán.  The agreement called for the channeling 

of official indigenous policies through an autonomous institution to be created by each 
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national government to push through continuous and effective programs based on sound 

scientific research.122  In Mexico, because the Indian Affairs Department already existed 

a new institute did not immediately emerge.  The international coordinating office for the 

Interamerican effort was created in 1942 as the Interamerican Indigenous Institute (III), 

with its headquarters in Mexico City.123  The Interamerican Indigenous Institute 

continued to hold international conferences into the 1980s throughout Latin America.  

Indigenous integration continued to be a constant point of discussion during all its 

meetings.124 

Another important departure from the Indian Affairs Department came in the 

source of INI funding.   While the former was tied to the President and subject to his 

whim, the law creating the National Indigenous Institute (INI) gave it a budget 

independent from the Office of the Presidency, with funding coming from Secretariat of 

Finance as well as private donations.  While all government agencies were believed to 

share the responsibility for integration of indigenous peoples, the programs would be 

channeled through INI.  As such, the institution had a Board of directors that acted as a 

consulting organism but with little direct influence over the administration of the 

institution.  This council comprised representatives from other federal offices as well as 

from the National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH), the National 
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Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), and the Politechnic among others.125  INI’s 

specific functions focused on issues directly affecting indigenous communities, 

particularly those which prevented such communities from becoming fully integrated into 

national society.  INI would serve not only as a center for material assistance, political 

advice, and social formation but also as an investigative institution through its applied 

anthropology officie.126  In addition, INI developed a close working relationship with 

INAH in order to stimulate and protect development of popular art and industry through 

museums as well as encouraging the marketing of such items.127 

From the late 1940s until the late 1960s, an important shift in indigenismo 

occurred.  Anthropologists Alfonso Caso, who served a Director of INI from 1949 to 

1970, and Manuel Gamio defined the indigenous issue as one based on cultural 

differences, and defined mestizo to be a cultural not a biological identity.  That is, if the 

definition of Indians was based on cultural differences (language, dress, religion) then the 

task of creating the mestizo, official revolutionary national identity, out of Indians would 

be easier and not directly based on miscegenation, and accelerating the process of identity 

formation.128  The process of forming a new identity proved to be much more difficult 

than anticipated.  Aggressive Spanish language campaigns as reflected by the Proyecto 
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Tarasco in Michoacán, often resulted in failed attempts to erase indigenous languages in 

favor of Spanish only.129 

Defining Indians through cultural traits benefited the revolutionary government 

because it reduced the number of Indians and increased the number of mestizos as those 

who spoke Spanish were classified as mestizo.  Additionally, this cultural definition 

explained that indigenous peoples could become mestizos merely by transitioning from 

traditional social and political structures and embracing a mestizo way of life, that is, a 

western one.130  In this way, once integration was achieved so was the process of 

mestizaje as the Indian became a member of modern society, a mestizo, and a member of 

revolutionary Mexico.  

The economic boom throughout the 1950s combined with an attempt at national 

consolidation replaced the distributive programs of the Cárdenas era.  While government 

social spending was scaled back some funding was provided to INI.  Annual budget 

estimates began in 1949 at $500,000 pesos but its actual budget was double that.  Annual 

budgets increased to $6 million pesos in 1955, $13.8 million in 1960 and $24.3 million 

by 1964, much of it used to fund a new project, directed by Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, 

in the establishment of Indigenous Coordinating Centers.131  These were charged with an 

integration mission focusing on education.  The first coordinating center was launched in 
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Las Casas, Chiapas in 1951.132  Seven CCIs were created during the 1950s and five more 

during the 1960s.  These institutions were to become INI regional representatives and 

serve as the vehicles used to penetrate what Aguirre Beltrán deemed “regions of 

refuge.”133  By 1970, eleven CCIs served 300,000 indigenous peoples.134  But during the 

following six years of the Luis Echeverría’s presidency, the number of CCIs increased by 

almost 500 percent and the number of indigenous people tended to grew exponentially. 

His administration created fifty-eight coordinating centers that reached almost 2.5 million 

indigenous peoples by 1976 demonstrating a significant investment in programs geared 

for indigenous programs. 

Through the CCIs, the national government sought to penetrate the most 

geographically and culturally remote communities.  The strategy called for building the 

CCIs in the biggest town in a region with heavy indigenous population.  The objective 

was to acculturate indigenous peoples through a slow shift from a traditional, isolated 

way of life to a more open modern lifestyle that would eventually be successful in 

integrating them into national life.  According to INI officials they were aware of the 

suspicion and resistance they would be met with initially, so the first CCIs were built 

only in regions that officials believed were already open to change. They hoped that the 

communities would slowly come to accept and trust INI officials, but they continued to 
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meet a great deal of resistance to official overtures.  Nevertheless, in spite of this 

resistance indigenous peoples made demands for the construction of roads, schools, 

subsidization of fertilizers and even tractors.  Yet, the funding received by INI for its 

programs, namely the CCI projects, was less than satisfactory.135 

During the 1950s ideas of what it meant to be Indian were rather narrow.  In 

Being Indian in Hueyapan Judith Friedlander examines the ways urban Mexicans 

constructed an indigenous identity.  Friedlander’s study of the town Hueyapan in the 

outskirts of Mexico City shows that some villagers considered to be Indian by outside 

observers did not see themselves as such and resisted the label of Indian.  Largely 

composed of urban, middle-class, non-Indians were the members of the cultural extremist 

group of the 1950s the Confederated Movement for the Restoration of Anauak (el 

Movimiento).  This group existed as an example of outsiders making attempts to define 

peasants and rural peoples as Indians based on normalized views of Indian-ness: poverty, 

marginalization, and established ideas of social, cultural, and racial inferiority while 

romanticizing their past.  One aspect of the contradictory duality in the value of Indian 

identity explicitly expressed through the idealization of Indians as national legacies of a 

revered past consists of depicting the Indian through romanticized images as 

representations of Mexican civilization.136  This is an intriguing exchange between urban 

middle class activists and rural peasants.  These urban activists attempted to define who 
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was different from them and possibly in response to official definitions of indigenous.  If 

Hueyapan peasants continued to toil the land with traditional tools, wear non-western 

clothing then members of the Movimiento Anauak identified them as indigenous.  Even 

more interesting are the ways Hueyapan community members resisted an indigenous 

identity.  This is not surprising because the community no longer considered itself to be 

indigenous. Moreover, during the 1950s, it was more important to be identified as 

peasants than Indians, and therefore they rejected indigenous labels imposed from the 

outside.  Yet, it would be interesting to know if residents changed their political identities 

during the 1970s when being Indian proved to be more politically beneficial. 

The Confederated Movement for the Restoration of Anauak represented only one 

organization.  During the 1940s and 1950s, a number of indigenous based organizations 

emerged.  Although many did so under the protection of government agencies, it does not 

diminish the ability of indigenous peoples to participate and serve their own interests and 

not just fulfilling official agendas.  The National Confederation of Indigenous Youth 

(CNJI), and the National Confederation of Youth and Indigenous Communities (CNJ y 

CI) emerged under DAAI but when the Department was dismantled in 1946 so were the 

organizations.  The National Union of Indigenous Organizations (UNOI) emerged to 

replace them.137  Perhaps the most active individuals during this period were indigenous 

teachers and professionals trained in the Casa del Estudiante Indígena and boarding 

schools as exemplified by the first President of the Tarahumara Supreme Council, 
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Ignacio León Ruíz.138  In 1968 this group of indigenous professionals organized the 

Mexican Association of Indigenous Professionals and Intellectuals (AMPII) who began 

to argue that federal government policies regarding indigenous peoples were outdated 

and harmful.  They argued for the direct participation of indigenous professionals in the 

crafting of such new policies.139  These demands for participation of indigenous peoples 

that appeared as early as 1968 may have influenced what Echeverría would later 

implement as part of his administration’s revision of indigenismo.  Yet, the emphasis on 

the role of professionals reveals divisions based on class and perhaps it can be likened to 

W.E.B. DuBois’s vision of the Talented Tenth.140  That is to say, this group believed that 

as educated Indians they were the most qualified to push for changes.  Because they had 

been educated in a mestizo world and had acculturated somewhat, it provided viewpoints 

from which they could effectively argue for change in ways not possible for either 

government officials or uneducated indigenous peoples.  This group would be met with 

resistance by less professionalized indigenous leaders but just as willing to participate in 

the revision of indigenismo: bilingual promoters. 

The failures of the indigenismo project arrived in Mexico City during the 1960s.  

Mass migrations of Mazahua from Mexico State, Nahua from Tlaxcala and Puebla, and 

Otomí from Hidalgo, Queretaro and Mexico State to Mexico City en mass visibly 

challenged the highly urbanized cityscape painted by the brush of the Mexican Miracle in 
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downtown Mexico City and the upper and middle class neighborhoods.  Many of the 

indigenous peoples who had migrated to Mexico City during the 1930s and 1940s had 

adopted western dress and spoke Spanish and on the surface having transformed into 

Mestizos.  But this new wave of indigenous immigrants was illiterate, uneducated, spoke 

little Spanish and wore traditional brightly colored blouses, skirts and the stereotypical 

braids.141 

Indigenous women who arrived to the Metropolis in the 1960s shocked upper and 

middle class Mexicans who met Indians “live and in color” as they walked the streets 

selling fruit, seeds and gum.  These women, known as “las Marías” walked the streets of 

middle and upper class neighborhoods selling their products without male companions.  

Most of them did have husbands, known as “Joseses,” who worked in factories and on 

construction projects, where they were less visible.  These men wore work clothing so 

they did not stand out the way “las Marías” did.  Upper and middle class Mexicans began 

to view these women with a newfound curiosity.  Many recognized these women as 

hardworking people who struggled to make a living.  For this generation, indigenous 

peoples were no longer viewed as simple and backward, but rather noble with an 

impressive work ethic.142 
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Beyond reflecting the failure of the Miracle to improve the lives of rural 

Mexicans, this migration also demonstrated the failure of mestizaje.  In spite of 

characterizing indigenous peoples as culturally different to facilitate the transformation 

process, the case of “las Marías” demonstrates that indigenous peoples were not 

conforming to the transformation project and at vocational trade programs had a limited 

influence.  Perhaps men who had been trained in a vocation may have obtained a factory 

job, but if their wives were out on the street trying to supplement their husband’s 

earnings, then the training they may have received was not enough for self-sufficient 

families.143 

The migration forced government officials to re-examine indigenismo policies to 

update them to the realities that indigenous peoples faced.  The indigenismo programs 

adopted during the Avila Camacho and Alemán years were outdated and failed to address 

the growing population and the declining availability of land and access to water in the 

countryside. Moreover, as the economic boom slowly came to an end, there were more 

workers than available jobs in the cities.  Despite limited government funding, indigenous 

groups did not shy away from putting pressure on government officials.  These early 

mobilizations shaped the contours of Echeverría’s participatory indigenismo. His policy 

stemmed from a number of factors, including indigenous peoples themselves. 

 

The End of the Miracle: Echeverría and Participatory Indigenismo 
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By 1968 the bubble encapsulating the economic miracle burst and the lower rungs 

of society were grasping to survive.  The serene façade produced by economic 

development was shattered on the night of October 2, 1968 in the Plaza of Three Cultures 

in Mexico City.  Mere days prior to the opening ceremonies of the Summer Olympics in 

Mexico City riot police gunned down student demonstrators.  President Gustavo Díaz 

Ordaz, and his Secretary of the Interior, Luís Echeverría, denied accusations that either of 

them ordered the arbitrary bloodbath.144  Despite public anger over his involvement in the 

events of 1968, Echeverría assumed the presidency in 1970.  He immediately created 

political distance from the conservative image that Diaz Ordaz cultivated as president.  

Instead Echeverria sought to construct a populist platform by promoting public spending 

in terms of housing renovation and land reform projects, education campaigns, 

infrastructure ventures and an expansion of government bureaucracy.  He used the 

projects to reign in a social mobilization that threatened the stability of the PRI regime145 

and in doing so created opportunities for new popular policies. 

The openings created by the 1968 movement not only led to intellectual and 

group criticism of Indian images but  also promoted social, political, and economic 

protest for rights and better living conditions for the indigenous population.  The Indian 

movement of the early 1970s confronted government opposition and created the struggle 

over Indian identity between indigenous professionals and the INI.  The government had 

crafted an identity that portrayed Indians in their dual role as authentic and noble as well 
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as weak and inferior.  Echeverría, in his populist agenda, wanted to incorporate the 

indigenous population and sought to reinvigorate national Indian policy by developing an 

integrationist design of his own.  The Echeverría administration shifted the direction of 

indigenismo yet again.  After Alfonso Caso’s death in 1970, Anthropologists Guillermo 

Bonfil Batalla, Salomón Nahmad Sittón, Arturo Warman and Margarita Nolasco, 

campaigned to revise the ways the National Indigenous Institute (INI) attempted to 

incorporate indigenous communities.  Their suggestions reflected emerging international 

discussions on indigenous rights. 

Concerned anthropologists representing countries with significant indigenous 

communities in the American continent gathered in Barbados from January 25 to 30, 

1971.  Sponsored by the Program to Combat Racism, the Church Commission on 

International Affairs, and the University of Berne’s Department of Ethnology, the 

gathering discussed ways that governments, religious organizations, and anthropologists 

could redirect their roles in assisting indigenous communities to improve the quality of 

life and preserve their culture.  The Declaration argued that government officials had the 

responsibility to acknowledge the multi-ethnic compositions of their societies and take 

measures not only to improve their lives in material terms but also permit them to 

exercise their political rights as citizens.  In regards to evangelization, the Declaration 

stated that religious organizations must suspend their intolerance and respect indigenous 

belief systems and rather than continue evangelization efforts they were obligated to help 

improve indigenous lives without demanding religious conversion in return.146 
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As far as anthropology and its relationship with contemporary indigenous 

peoples, the Declaration claimed that anthropologist had long been used to create federal 

programs and policies that were detrimental to indigenous communities.  The Declaration 

stated that role must change: rather than be utilized as vehicles through which to 

recommend programs to transform the Indian, anthropologists should take the position 

that their work should be used to improve lives of indigenous peoples.  Finally, the 

Declaration said that indigenous peoples should take a direct role in changing their own 

lives and should act as agents of their change.  The anthropologists who signed the 

Declaration included Guillermo Bonfil Batalla (Mexico), Darcy Ribiero (Brazil), and 

Stefano Varese (Mexico).147   

The Declaration of Barbados reveals that Bonfil Batalla surely influenced the 

discussion on the role of anthropology and indigenismo in Mexico.  In the edited volume, 

De eso que se llama antropologia méxicana (1970) Bonfil Batalla argued that 

anthropologists should break with the designation of national anthropology and become 

intellectually independent.  He argued that their obligation was not that of government 

officials assisting government policies intended to strip indigenous identity.  Rather, he 

said, anthropologists should claim an independent role and work to improve the lives of 

indigenous communities not serve a government agenda. 

The meeting in Barbados expressed the way Bonfil Batalla believed his 

government should approach indigenous peoples.  First, the belief that national 

governments should recognize the value of indigenous peoples was reflected in his work 
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with the committee that was formed in the 1980s to craft legislation that would eventually 

amend Article 4 in 1992.148  Second, he criticized evangelization efforts from religious 

groups because he argued that such processes reflected an external imposition that broke 

down traditional social and political organization.  Third, his contribution to De eso que 

se llama antropologia méxicana reflects his contempt for the uses of anthropology in the 

process of creating national identity.  He stated his views more directly in Mexico 

Profundo in 1987 as he argued that indigenous civilization was the basis of Mexican 

society and that it should be embraced, not transformed.149  The Barbados Declaration, 

while influential in its revision of official government relationships with indigenous 

communities did not include indigenous leaders at the discussion table.  This meeting, 

while intended to assist indigenous peoples, still did not include their voices in the 

decision-making process.  The second meeting called Barbados II in 1977 brought 

together academics and indigenous leaders, but politics had changed in many countries 

and the meetings impact was not as significant as the first.150 

For his part, during his Presidential campaign in late 1969 and early 1970, 

Echeverría promised to commit the national government’s resources to forge programs 

that would address more fully indigenous concerns.  After being sworn into office in 

early December, Echeverría immediately launched Plan Huicot with the new INI 

Director, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán as President of the Board of Advisors.  Aguirre 

Beltrán had taken over INI Directorship after Caso’s death in 1970.  In addition to being 
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INI Director, the President named Aguirre Beltrán Director of the Secretariat of Public 

Education’s Indigenous Education sector in August 1971.  Because of Aguirre Beltran’s 

added responsibilities, President Echeverría also created the position of INI Director of 

Operations in 1970 and appointed Anthropologist Salomón Nahmad Sittón.151  

 Sittón’s position was necessary as he was charged with overseeing the daily 

operations at the Institute as well as the proper expansion of the Indigenous Coordinating 

Centers (CCIs).  The expansion of the CCI program throughout the decade increased the 

number of services provided to indigenous communities as well as the number of 

employees. The federal agencies collaborating with INI grew as well.  INI employed the 

cooperation of SRA, CNC, SEP, Hydraulics, and Electrification among others.  Perhaps 

the closest collaboration came with SEP as by 1976 teachers and bilingual agents 

employed by SEP but working through CCIs numbered 14,030.  These bilingual and 

cultural promoters were indigenous native speakers whose function was that of 

intermediaries supposed to communicate the INI mission of integration to indigenous 

communities.152 

 The 1970s census reported that over 3.5 million Mexicans identified as 

indigenous, which represented approximately ten percent of the population.  The 

president found it inconceivable that ten percent of the population lived in abject poverty 

without support from the national government.  Echeverría’s administration focused on 

economic development of indigenous regions that they deemed had been neglected over 
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the last thirty years.  With the primary economic base of indigenous peoples in the 

production of maize, beans, rice, sugar cane, coffee, and fruits, it was necessary to 

reinvest in the agricultural sector.  Agricultural production was not only important for 

improving the lives of indigenous peoples but also to benefit the nation because it was 

important to produce foodstuffs for internal consumption.153  A second program for 

dealing with the issue of agriculture came in the form of legal services.  Through its legal 

division, INI assisted indigenous communities in border disputes within communities as 

well as disputes with mestizo cattle ranchers and farmers.  These services were 

particularly important for communities whose lands were encroached upon for the 

construction of dams.  Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, indigenous communities 

turned to INI as an ally when attempting to gain land titles.  During the Echeverría 

sexenio INI tended to 838 land titling cases involving almost 6 million hectares and 

benefiting 243,550 indigenous peoples.154  Of the estimated 13 million hectares 

Echeverría distributed, almost half went to indigenous communities.  It is no surprise that 

this would become a source of contention between indigenous peasants and non-

indigenous peasants (see Chapter 3). 

Mass spending efforts to further the goals of INI through the CCIs generated 

numerous programs.  Medical and hygiene campaigns were in some ways held at bay by 

the faith placed in folk medicine, and to circumvent this mistrust in modern medicine, 

scholarships were provided for individuals for training as nurses and sanitation 
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inspectors.  By 1976 this program for indigenous medical personnel resulted in the 

training of 88 doctors, 382 medical assistants, and five sanitation officials who served in 

over 51 clinics.  In addition, funding for equipment alone for the clinics cost over eight 

million pesos.155 One of the major medical projects begun during the Echeverría sexenio 

was the establishment of hospitals with 15-20 beds in every CCI, with indigenous peoples 

running the hospital except for external specialists.  Overall the medical services 

consisted mostly of general checkups, lab testing, minor surgery, and vaccination 

campaigns.156 

 On the issue of education, INI officials were well aware of the negative views 

indigenous peoples held of outside teachers, so efforts to prepare indigenous youth for 

careers in teaching begun during the late 1950s had begun to pay off by the 1970s.  In 

addition to replacing mestizo with indigenous teachers, a flexible class schedule was 

established so that more students could attend.  The education program expanded 

according to the CCI reports.  In 1970, SEP personnel working in indigenous 

communities was at almost 3,500 but by 1977 the number had increased to just over 

14,000, with 8,000 serving as cultural promoters and 6,000 bilingual teachers.  The 

teacher’s salaries were paid through SEP which totaled $500 million pesos throughout the 

sexenio.  In addition, weekly boarding schools were established to serve children whose 

communities were too far from schools for them to commute on a daily basis.  The homes 

of these children had to be over 10 kilometers away and less than 15 so that they would 
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get to go home to their parents on the weekends.  This education campaign absorbed a 

great deal of funding because the children were on scholarships.  In 1971 only five 

boarding schools existed with 250 students on scholarship but this increased so that in 

1976 591 units were in place with 30,500 scholarships provided at an annual cost of just 

over $42.5 million pesos.157  Other education programs aimed at adults resulted in 

training in legal matters pertaining to land restitution and confirmation of ejidos and 

communal lands.158 

 In collaboration with civil engineers, the National Company for Popular 

Subsistence (CONASUPO), and the Federal Administrative Committee for the 

Construction of Schools (CAPFCE), roads were built, electrification projects initiated, 

and schools established.  Road construction was particularly expensive and expansive.  

The table below shows the kilometers of road laid out per year. The number surges after 

1973 when INI was allowed to petition for funding from the Integrated Rural 

Development Project (Programa Para el Desarrollo Rural- PIDER), which by 1976 

allotted $76.4 million pesos for these infrastructure projects.159 

 
TABLE 2.1 

1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 

 

80km 

 

52km 

 

183km 

 

207km 

 

602km 

 

587km 

                                                 
157 Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Seis Años de Acción (1970-1976) (México: Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista, 1977) 14, 103, 106-109. 
158 Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Seis Años de Acción (1970-1976) (México: Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista, 1977), 112. 
159 Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Seis Años de Acción (1970-1976) (México: Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista, 1977), 157-160. 



 103

Source: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Seis Años de Acción (1970-1976) (México: Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista, 1977), 157. 
 

 The annual budget for INI’s functions was authorized by Secretariat of Hacienda 

and Public Credit.  Indigenous peoples could also petition for additional funds directly 

from the Office of the Presidency, CONASUPO, the Mexican Coffee Institute (Instituto 

Mexicano del Café- INMECAFE), and the National Fund for the Development of Arts 

and Crafts (Fondo Nacional Para el Fomento de Las Artesanias- FONART).  Overall, the 

expenses for six years reached almost $1.5 billion pesos, $683 million coming from the 

annual budget and $621.6 from external agencies.160 

 These efforts went a long way to meet the needs of indigenous peoples but 

agrarian concerns continued to weight heavily.  In response, the majority of INI’s budget 

was channeled into agrarian programs for soil conservation, pest control, machinery, 

improving seed quality, and reforestation projects as well as investments in the 

commercial raising of cattle, pigs, chickens, and fish for self-sustainability.  The staff for 

this sector included 37 agronomists, 68 veterinarians, 52 tractor drivers and cowboys 

assisted in the upkeep of 47 nurseries, orchards, and stables.  In 1976 alone, 243 tractors 

were distributed across 33 indigenous regions.  The majority of the funding for these 

programs came from PIDER with $76.5 million pesos alone invested between 1973 and 

1976.161  In addition BANRURAL (Rural Bank) provided credit to indigenous 
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Indigenista, 1977), 82-86. 
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entrepreneurs to invest in mid-sized ventures such as cattle, pigs, and sheep raising (50-

100 head).  The credit availability was backed by PIDER.162 

 Beyond the CCI structure a series of specific regional economic development 

projects were launched.  Plan Huicot was followed by Plan Tarasco, Plan Seri, and Plan 

del Valle del Mezquital.  These programs poured even more money into these specific 

densely indigenous populated regions.  Between 1971 and 1973 $96.5 million pesos were 

poured into the region in the form of investments.163  Plan Huicot, channeled through 

local CCIs, covered indigenous peoples living in the States of Jalisco, Nayarit, Zacatecas, 

and Durango.  By 1974 over $15 million pesos were being invested in the region 

annually.164  Much of that funding came in the form of credit provided to Cora, Huichol, 

and Tepehuano peoples for the development of cattle ranching.  In 1974, over $3 million 

pesos were extended in the form of credit.165 

 Additionally Plan Huicot pushed a significant electrification campaign which 

began in Nayarit and Durango and by 1974 was beginning in Jalisco.166  CONASUPO 

stores were set up, land disputes were mediated, public works programs included potable 

water projects, and a landing strip.  Beyond traditional agricultural production, a new 

                                                 
162 Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Seis Años de Acción (1970-1976) (México: Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista, 1977), 93. 
163 Report from The President’s Secretary, Lic Everardo Moreno Cruz to Lic. Alfonso Manzanilla 
Gonzalez, December 6, 1973, Archivo General de la Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, 
Caja 520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-1. 
164 Report from The President’s Secretary, Lic Everardo Moreno Cruz to Ing. Fernado Hiriart, PIDER 
Director, November 8, 1974,  Archivo General de la Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, 
Caja 520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-1. 
165 Report from The President’s Secretary, Lic Everardo Moreno Cruz to Ing. Fernado Hiriart, PIDER 
Director, June 4, 1974,  Archivo General de la Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, Caja 
520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-2 
166 Report from Plan Huicot Council Presicent, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, November 26, 1974,  Archivo 
General de la Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, Caja 520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-1 
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project was to be launched with CONAFRUT, the National Commission for Fruit 

Cultivation, with fruit trees being sent to Durango.167  Tractors were allotted to 

indigenous communities and several communities received credit through Plan Huicot to 

save maize and bean crops in 1973.168  Additionally twenty-four health clinics were 

opened in indigenous communities, but some without personnel.  Perhaps more 

impressive were the massive public works projects in the way of dams, roads and 

highways that by 1973 were estimated to cost over $200 million pesos when finished in 

1976.169 

 The second regional development project launched was Plan Tarasco in 1972.  

Phase one of the project focused on a potable water pipeline of about 37 kilometers to 

service ten communities with an estimated total population of about 25,000.  The second 

phase to begin in 1973 was to extend water access to more communities with an 

estimated cost of $25 million pesos.  Additionally eight roads connecting Tarascan 

communities totaling 36.7 kilometers benefiting 35,000 people with a cost of $552,500 

pesos were built.  Electrification projects in nine lakeside communities and three islands 

in Lake Pátzcuaro were carried out within the first phase with another fourteen 

communities targeted for 1973.  The cost was at $3.2 million pesos with 9,500 

beneficiaries.  The building of school houses and regional health clinics as well as 

                                                 
167 Report from Plan Huicot Council Presicent, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, November 26, 1974,  Archivo 
General de la Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, Caja 520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-1 
168 Report Centro Coordinador Para el Desarrollo de la Región Huicot, 1973, Archivo General de la 
Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, Caja 520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-1 
169 Office of the Director of Public Works for Región Huicot, 1973, Archivo General de la Nación, Ramo 
Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, Caja 520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-1 
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reforestation projects, also were part of the first phase of investment.170  Almost 

simultaneously Plan del Valle del Mesquital with Ixmiquilpan, Hidalgo at the center, was 

launched in 1972.  Mass water projects were awarded $33.5 million pesos while $1.6 

million pesos were allotted to land related issues.171  The Plan Tarahumara also was 

launched in late 1972 with the construction of schools, roads, and logging rights in the 

Sierra Tarahumara awarded to the Tarahumara Supreme Council.172 

 Plan Serí went into effect in 1973 and was initiated to develop the Coastal Sonora 

region.  Because the Serí indigenous group relied on fishing for their economic survival, 

boats and motors were provided as part of the program.  A refrigerated warehouse was 

built in Punta Chueca with a processing plant and in order to connect the warehouse to 

Bahia Kino a road was planned.  Additionally, in order to facilitate the sale of the day’s 

catch, a truck was provided for transportation of three tons of fish to commercial centers.  

In 1973 when the program began, initial annual investments were at $2.4 million pesos, 

in 1975 $3.1 million and by 1976 the projected budget was at $8 million with $6 million 

geared toward the road from Las Vivoras to Desemboque.173 

 These projects were meant to develop specific regions with a high population 

density of indigenous peoples.  But non-indigenous residents also benefited from the 

construction of dams, roads, potable water projects and other investment not only in the 

                                                 
170 Programa de Desarrollo de la Meseta Tarasca, November 9, 1972, Archivo General de la Nación, Ramo 
Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, Caja 479 Expediente 748/19 
171 Patrimonio Indigena del Valle del Mesquital, Archivo General de la Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis 
Echeverría Alvarez, Caja 474 c. 4 Expediente 766/55 
172 Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y Surgió la Unión...Génesis y desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (Mexico: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, Editorial Hersa S.A., 
1989), 21. 
173 Plan Seri, July 10, 1975, Archivo General de la Nación, Ramo Presidentes/Luis Echeverría Alvarez, 
Caja 520 c. 3 Expediente 766/135-8 
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infrastructure itself but also the jobs these projects provided for local workers.  So in this 

way what was goof for indigenous development was also a positive for the overall 

development of a region. 

 

Conclusions 

 By examining the trajectory of indigenismo as a product of the Revolution and of 

the twentieth century we can better trace the shifts in government attitudes toward 

indigenous communities as well as the ways indigenous peoples adjusted and adapted to 

the opportunities available to them.  In this manner we can avoid the trap of a dialectical 

relationship that while interesting does little to highlight the ways officials and 

indigenous peoples engaged with each other.  Rather than examining government policies 

as ways to exert control over this marginal subjugated group we should take into account 

the variety of ways these groups understood policies, programs and opportunities and 

then acted on them.  While we can certainly argue for the continual problems stemming 

from the Conquest, the reality is that during the 1930s the Revolution and memories of it 

were much more relevant to the lives of indigenous peoples than a process they had no 

experience in or memory of occurring centuries before.  For these groups the relevance 

was in the contemporary hardships, while at times based on memories, the reality of their 

current hardships was felt more.  By that same token, for the generation of leaders to 

emerge in the 1970s, the trials of an uneven wealth distribution as a result of the Mexican 

Miracle informed their views and the strategies they employed rather than the 

Revolution.  Many had no memory or even direct link to Tata Lázaro, so their ally 
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became Luis Echeverría.  Whatever the view of Echeverría’s actions, genuine or 

manipulative, his policies, approved mass expenditures, and revised role of indigenous 

participation made a lasting impression and marked real changes in the lives of 

indigenous Mexicans. 

In that same regard from the massive expansion of programs and projects in 

relation to indigenous communities it is plausible to view the utility of non-indigenous 

peasants to align themselves with indigenous organizations or even adopt an indigenous 

identity.  Beyond the political capital to be gained, that is to push for participation in 

construction of government policies, real changes and gains occurred.  Non-Indians who 

happened to live in regions designated as indigenous zones: Valle del Mezquital, Región 

Huicot, Meseta Tarasca, and la Tarahumara among others, benefited as well from potable 

water projects, dams, roads, irrigation projects, building of bridges, CONASUPO stores.  

The benefits of adopting an indigenous identity during the 1970s and early 1980s 

outweighed the declining political status of the CNC and campesinos in general.  During 

the 1980s when the mass mobilization of the countryside, indigenous and non-indigenous 

alike, exploded to overwhelm the administration of López Portillo and challenge the 

austerity policies of Miguel de la Madrid, reflected that effects of politicization of the 

countryside.  During this period it becomes harder and harder to distinguish indigenous 

from campesinos and vice versa as the groups both competed for limited resources after 

1982.  Between 1970 and 1982 these massive programs created unrealistic expectations 

of what these rural groups should expect from government agencies so after 1982 the 

sudden massive cutbacks created a ripple effect that spread all over the countryside.  The 
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participation of both government and indigenous peoples in the participatory indigenismo 

period led to an unwillingness to accept the drastic changes in 1982 and as a result 

indigenous mobilizations became more militant in their demands, organized to include 

campesinos and other rural poor.  Because of that it became harder and harder to identify 

membership in accurate ways and to refer to indigenous movements as such. 

Armando Bartra has often expressed discontent at what he deems to be the disappearance 

of the peasant, of the campesino.174  If Indians are identified by their clothing, style of 

dress, huaraches, sombreros, shawls then peasants with similar attire can be lumped into 

an indigenous category, slowly fusing into one identity despite the fact that some Indians 

may not be peasants and some peasants may not be Indian but mestizo.  Add the 

collaboration between indigenous and campesino and the confusion grows.  Due to this, 

Bartra explains, Indians have come to typify rural Mexico.  They have given an ethnic 

identity to the countryside while the peasant is the economic identity because of reference 

and connection to agricultural productivity.175  While a number of anthropologists and 

other social scientists explain that by the late 1970s indigenous Mexico had overtaken a 

peasant Mexico, few if any works have demonstrated the political transition that 

occurred.  Not only is this process important to trace in regards to the relationship 

between federal and state officials, high ranking and mid-level functionaries, but also 

how Indians and campesinos struggled for their political lives as well as a share of the 

pesos in the national coffers. 

                                                 
174 Armando Bartra, “Sobrevivientes,” en Armando Bartra, Elisa Ramírez Castañeda, and Alejandra 
Moreno Toscano, De Fotógrafos y de Indios (México: Ediciones Tecolote, S.A. de C.V., 2000), 92 
175 Bartra, 61-62, 65. 
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CHAPTER 3 
THE ROAD TO PATZCUARO:  

INDIGENOUS REGIONAL CONGRESSES AND THE STRUGGLE FOR THE 
COUNTRYSIDE176  

 
 

¡La union nos hará fuertes, no las balas! 
-Cirila Sánchez Mendoza, Chatino Supreme Council President 

 
 
Introduction 

A shamble of a man emerged from a local prison in Huejutla, Hidalgo on 19 April 

1977.  He had been in prison for a couple of years and during that period on several 

occasions had been severely beaten.  On this day, officially celebrated as the Day of the 

American Indian in 1977,177 Pedro Hernández Amador was released with a pardon from 

then President, José López Portillo. He died from his injuries only weeks later.178  In two 

years, Hernández had gone from being virtually unknown, even in his own village, to one 

                                                 
176 This chapter is based largely on two primary sources.  The first comes in the form of the published 
memoirs of Vicente Paulino López Velasco, national indigenous leader, Chinateco Supreme Council 
President, founding member of the National Council for Indigenous Peoples, and bilingual promoter for the 
Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs (DAAC).  The second are the written conclusions of the 
regional indigenous congresses.  Recently I have come to discover that video of all regional congresses 
exists but have not been able to track them down.  And although the National Confederation of Campesinos 
(CNC) is an important corporate group there isn’t a central archive to access their papers as they are 
included in the corresponding presidential papers housed at the National Archive (AGN).  The papers 
corresponding to the period I examine are housed within the Luis Echeverría Presidential papers packed 
away in over 10,000 boxes, none of which are catalogued, and have not yet come across CNC files.  
177 During the First Interamerican Indigenous Congress held in Pátzcuaro, Michoacán in 1940 April 19 was 
declared the Day of the American Indian;  Speech given by Vicente López Velasco on 19 April 1977 in 
Instituto Nacional Indigenista, “¡Indígenas de América!” México Indígena, Número 1 (Abril 1977), 16-18; 
Departamento de Asuntos Indígenas, Memoria 1941-1942, (México: Departamento de Asuntos Indígenas, 
1942), 179. 
178 Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y Surgió la Unión...Génesis y desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (Mexico: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, Editorial Hersa S.A., 
1989), 66-67.  
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of the more iconic indigenous leaders in the Huasteca179.  During the Náhuatl Regional 

Congress held on 29 June 1975 in Huejutla, Hidalgo,  Hernández, a usually quiet man, 

dared to speak out against the violence and injustices suffered by Náhuatl peoples at the 

hands of local land owners and their White Guards (hired gunmen).  Náhuatl indigenous 

representatives present at the congress were impressed by Hernández’s courage in 

publicly denouncing these abuses that they elected him their Supreme Council President.  

Although Hernández died two years later, he lived long enough to lead the Náhuatl 

delegation to the First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples in Pátzcuaro, Michoacán 

and become a founding member of the now defunct National Council of Indigenous 

Peoples (CNPI) in 1975.180  In two years, he rose from the shadows of his corn fields to 

the heights of national leadership in such a way that made him an influential leader in the 

Huasteca and a threat to local power brokers. 

The rapid rise of Hernández Amador as an indigenous leader reveals the 

significance of the regional indigenous congresses on local levels.  The congresses were 

intended to stir a political consciousness amongst indigenous communities in preparation 

for the regional congresses.  In some cases they had a deeper impact than in others.  Not 

all indigenous groups were convinced of the legitimacy of the congresses or that they 

would accomplish more than serving as photo opportunities for government officials.  

Yet, they proved to be important in generating local leadership, informing communities 

of the willingness of the Echeverría government to provide economic and political 

                                                 
179 The Huasteca is a region in Central-East Mexico where a number of indigenous groups reside. 
180 “Acta de la Reunion Celebrada Por Todos los Presidentes de Los Consejos Supremos Nacionales de los 
Pueblos Indigenas”, Archivo del Instituto Interamericano Indigenista, hereafter cited as III ;  “Carta de las 
Comunidades Indigenas,” III.  
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opportunities, and perhaps not surprisingly mobilized local agrarian leagues against the 

indigenous congresses. 

* * * * * 

President Luis Echeverria called a meeting on September 13, 1971 at the 

Presidential residence of Los Pinos, gathering officials from the National Indigenous 

Institute (INI), National Campesino Confederation (CNC) and Secretariat of Agrarian 

Reform (SRA) interested in defining official indigenous policies for the duration of his 

term.  He directed these administrators to organize regional congresses of indigenous 

peoples. As a first step, he called on the Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs 

(DAAC), which in 1975 became the Secretariat of Agrarian Reform (SRA), to report 

local information to the national offices. The plan called for indigenous leaders to be 

invited to take part in the process as bilingual promoters, really cultural intermediaries.181 

The President’s proposal for regional indigenous congresses drew on the example 

of earlier congresses from the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940). These 

indigenous regional congresses fostered a relationship between the federal government 

and indigenous peoples, in which Cárdenas required political allegiance in return for 

political recognition, protection, and federal interest in indigenous demands.  Seven 

major regional indigenous congresses and several minor ones took place from 1936 to 

1940.182  At the meeting, negotiations pitted federal officials versus local and regional 

indigenous and non-indigenous bosses, and young versus elder indigenous leaders.  
                                                 
181 Secretaría de Educación Pública, ¿Ha Fracasado el Indigenismo? Reportaje de una controversia [13 de 
septiembre de 1971] (México: SepSetentas, 1971). 
182 Consejo Supremo Tarahumara, Aspecto Organizativo del Primer Congreso Tarahumara Celebrado en 
Guachochi en 1939 (Guachochi, Chihuahua: Consejo Supremo Tarahumara, 1974); Departamento de 
Asuntos Indígenas, Memoria del Segundo Congreso Regional Indígena Tarascos (México: DAPP, 1938). 
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Despite these conflicts, the participants in these meetings managed to make demands for 

construction of roads, schools, potable water systems, telephone and telegraph 

connections, and for protection from abusive government officials and local strongmen 

known as caciques.  Successful regional congresses with significant participation 

occurred in Imixquilpan, Hidalgo with 720 in attendance, Tamazunchale, San Luis Potosí 

with 800, Las Casas, Chiapas, with 900, and Tlaxiaco, Oaxaca, with 600. Another 

extremely successful congress was organized in the Tarahumara in Chihuahua in 1939.183  

These gatherings encouraged indigenous Mexicans to give a voice to proposals under the 

tutelage of government officials and to push forward the indigenous movement within a 

government framework.184 

Also part of the heritage of rural organization that Echeverria had to deal with was 

the National Campesino Confederation (CNC) created to unify rural campesinos.185  

Officially born on 28 August 1938, over three million campesinos, delegates, state 

governors, and members of the Chamber of Deputies attended the inauguration of the 

CNC.186  Agrarian Leagues were created on local and regional levels for support of rural 

peoples whose livelihood depended on agricultural production.  This structure attached 

campesinos to the federal government in an official capacity.  In fact, the CNC was 

                                                 
183 Alexander Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2004), 96-126. 
184 Alexander Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2004), 97-98. 
185 I will utilize the term campesino since the closest English translation is peasant, a definition which does 
not account for day laborers (jornaleros), small land owners, peons, and ejidatarios (farmers) within the 
rural workforce.  The term campesino, although it has problems of its own is still the better term of the two;  
Moisés González Navarro, La Confederación Nacional Campesina: Un Grupo de Presión de la Reforma 
Agraria Mexicana (México: B. Costa-Amic Editor, 1968), 156. 
186 Moisés González Navarro, La Confederación Nacional Campesina: Un Grupo de Presión de la 
Reforma Agraria Mexicana (México: B. Costa-Amic Editor, 1968), 155. 
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incorporated into the official political party, then the Party of the Mexican Revolution 

(PRM).187  The emergence of the CNC as the institutionalization of rural peoples meant 

that they officially became the faces and voices of the countryside.  This meant that 

campesinos would enjoy a privileged position within the regime. 

Following the meeting at Los Pinos, the administrators began organizing the 

1970s regional congresses. As a preliminary step, they identified bilingual leaders who 

represented indigenous groups from across the nation: Vicente Paulino López Velasco 

(Chinateco-Oaxaca), Feliciano Chávez Vidales (Tarasco-Michoacán), Cirilo de la Cruz 

(Huichol-Jalisco), Hilario de La Cruz (Huichol-Jalisco), Samuel Díaz Holguín 

(Tarahumara-Chihuahua), and José Pepe Chan Bor (Lacandon-Chiapas).  This group of 

bilingual promoters received training in late 1971 in the processing of communal land 

transfers and conducting basic research to create statistical reports.  They were then sent 

back to their own communities to carry out socio-economic research as a basis for a 

strategy to detect agrarian problems that plagued their communities.188  This training on 

the one hand prepared them to take their role as liaisons between federal government 

officials and indigenous communities.  On the other hand it allowed them to take a 

privileged position within their communities.  This position was not always accepted by 

members of the community but bilingual promoters enjoyed a favorable arrangement as 

government officials came to view them as representatives of their communities, whether 

they truly were or not.  That is not to say that government officials were naïve and did not 
                                                 
187 The PRM was reorganized in 1946 as the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). 
188 Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y Surgió la Unión...Génesis y desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (Mexico: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, Editorial Hersa S.A., 
1989), 15;  Secretaría de Educación Pública, ¿Ha Fracasado el Indigenismo? Reportaje de una 
controversia [13 de septiembre de 1971] (México: SepSetentas, 1971). 9. 
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know that perhaps the bilingual promoters were not accepted in their communities but by 

enlisting them they had a contact in that community that they could employ a number of 

ways. 

In spite of a high degree of suspicion and distrust some indigenous groups 

recognized the regional congresses as opportunities to publicly denounce less than 

desirable living conditions as well as to negotiate their place, both politically and 

culturally, within the nation.  One of the most contested issues throughout the six months 

during which time the indigenous regional congresses took place became that of a 

political rural identity.  That is, both campesinos and indigenous peoples struggled to use 

ethnicity and class as ways to frame their demands, and although the reality was that 

these identities were not mutually exclusive, in the eyes of government officials they 

were.  Thus, the regional congresses proved to be contested ground for the right to 

petition the federal government as indigenous Mexicans or campesinos. 

In this chapter I trace a significant shift in the elaboration and redefinition of 

popular rural and national identities during the 1970s through the regional congresses. On 

official levels rural identities were primarily understood as campesino.  However, the 

regional indigenous congresses reveal the conflicts and contradictions that emerged when 

an ethnic identity challenged the monopoly of a class-based one in rural Mexico.  These 

rural identities were simultaneously and/or tactically campesino, indigenous, and 

Mexican depending on context and the needs of indigenous peoples.  While these 

congresses were merely supposed to serve as preparation for the First National Congress 
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of Indigenous Peoples, they foreshadowed and contoured the rise of indigenous political 

mobilization. 

 

Rural Identities 

Following the armed phase of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) government 

officials set out to link the masses to the spirit of revolutionary goals.  The Post-

revolutionary legacy hailed Mexico as a mestizo nation, a product of European and 

indigenous miscegenation, both culturally and biologically.  After 1920 indigenous 

peoples were categorized through a class identity as peasants.189  Peasant identities were 

given political recognition and incorporated into the official apparatus through a national 

union, the National Confederation of Campesinos (CNC).  In addition, this slowly fused 

indigenous and campesino identities despite the fact that some indigenous peoples may 

not be campesinos and some campesinos may not be indigenous. 

From 1940 to 1970 indigenous peoples seemed to vanish from the national stage 

having either chosen to or forcefully fitted into a campesino identity.  Since the 

establishment of the CNC, campesinos held a privileged position in the pantheon of 

revolutionary iconography.  Yet, by 1970 something had changed.  In his work, Armando 

Bartra expressed concern over what he deems to be the disappearance of campesinos. He 

argued that campesinos were being replaced by ethnic identities which seemed to 

supplant the established class-based one, thus campesinos were losing their distinctive 
                                                 
189 For a discussion on the construction, adoption, and shaping of campesino identity see Christopher 
Boyer, Becoming Campesinos: Politics, Identity, and Agrarian Struggle in Postrevolutionary Michoacán, 
1920-1935 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003) and Alan Knight, “Peasants into Patriots: Thoughts 
on the Making of the Mexican Nation,” Mexican Studies / Estudios Mexicanos, Vol. 10, No. 1. (Winter, 
1994), pp. 135-161. 
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place as one of the pillars of the Mexican Revolution.  In this manner, by the 1970s 

indigenous peoples had come to typify rural Mexico where campesinos had done so since 

the late 1930s.  Indians became the ethnic identity of the countryside while the campesino 

remained the economic identity connected to agricultural productivity, thus both co-

existing in a contested space and creating a volatile situation that by the 1970s came to a 

head.190 

1940 marked a significant shift in government policies as the political 

environment gave way from the redistributive policies of outgoing President Cárdenas to 

a focus on industrial production initiated by incoming Manuel Ávila Camacho.191  This 

meant that indigenous communities, while stirred politically by the regional congresses of 

the previous four years, would be relegated to secondary point of interest in national life 

for the next thirty years while campesinos enjoyed a privileged position within the 

national party. 

During this time the government of Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940-1946) focused 

on technical preparation of indigenous peoples in order to insert them into the Mexican 

work force.192  Although the Department of Indigenous Affairs (DAAI) had been 

established in 1936 under the protective umbrella of the Office of the Presidency intra-

                                                 
190 Armando Bartra, “Sobrevivientes,” en Armando Bartra, Elisa Ramírez Castañeda, and Alejandra 
Moreno Toscano, De Fotógrafos y de Indios (México: Ediciones Tecolote, S.A. de C.V., 2000), 61-62, 65. 
191 Engracia Loyo,  “El Primer Congreso Indigensta de Pátzcuaro (1940): ¿Génesis de una nueva formula 
de integración del indio Americano?”; Congreso Indigenista Interamericano.  Primer Congreso Indigenista 
Interamericano Pátzcuaro, Mich, México Acta Final (Patzcuaro, Mich: Congreso Indigenista 
Interamericano, 1940), Colegio de Michoacán, Fondo Francisco Alvarado C., 305.8972 CON-p;  
Conclusion of the First Interamerican Indigenous Congress, Pátzcuaro, Michoacán, México, 1940, Centro 
Regional de Educación Fundamental para el Desarrollo en América Latina, hereafter cited as CREFAL. 
192 Departamento de Asuntos Indígenas, Memoria 1941-1942, (México: Departamento de Asuntos 
Indígenas, 1942). 
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agency corruption, budgetary constraints, and the shift in the Mexican political 

environment had reduced its effectiveness and was officially disbanded in 1946 by 

Presidential decree of Miguel Alemán (1946-1952).193  However, uproar amongst the 

academic and intellectual sector along with pressure from the Interamerican Indigenous 

Institute (III) forced Alemán to reconsider his position.194  With the establishment of the 

National Indigenous Congress (INI) in 1948 indigenous concerns passed from being 

directly under the Office of the President to an autonomous institution with its own 

budget.195 

Leading intellectuals turned government officials, Alfonso Caso and Manuel 

Gamio in particular, also took steps to remove the discussion of the Indian question from 

constructions of race and reframe it in terms of culture (i.e. customs, clothing, diet, 

religion, and language).196  The results from this preference for culturally defined Indians 

versus racial classifications meant that, in theory, more Mexicans could be incorporated 

into a Mestizo identity almost immediately, thus de-indigenizing Mexico in terms of 

population numbers.  Additionally, by positioning culture over race, in theory, it made 

mestizaje an uncomplicated progression since it eliminated the need for biological 

miscegenation and the process could simply be undertaken by transforming what was 

                                                 
193 Cecilia Greaves L., “Entre el discurso y la acción: Una polémica en torno al Departamento de Asuntos 
Indígenas,” in Yael Bitrán, coordinadora, México: Historia y Alteridad, Prespectivas Multidisciplinarias 
Sobre la Cuestión Indígena (México: Universidad Iberoamericana A.C., 2001): 243-263; Dawson, 141-
142. 
194 “Los Conceptos de Incorporación y Participación Indígenas en la Camara de Diputados,” in Instituto 
Nacional Indigenista, México Indígena: INI 30 Años Despues (México: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 
1978), 343-358. 
195 “Ley Que Crea el Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 4 de diciembre 1948,” INI, México Indígena, 359-360. 
196 Anne Doremus, “Indigenism, Mestizaje, and National Identity in Mexico During the 1940s and the 
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deemed traditional culture into an emerging modern culture.197  By the 1960s this strategy 

had visibly failed as indigenous peoples in traditional attire began to appear throughout 

Mexico City.  Indigenous Mexico was no longer limited to existing in the provinces, in 

the “regions of refuge,”198 as their presence was undeniable in the ultimate representation 

of the urban and modern, Mexico City.199 

It was not until the 1970s that the federal government of Luis Echeverría again 

revived the indigenous regional congress format.  The timing for this is significant as a 

post-1968 Mexico was faced with the legacy of the student massacre in Tlatelolco in 

1968 shattering the semblance of prosperity, progress, and democracy.  As number of 

social sectors responded by making demands and protesting a flawed system (workers, 

teachers, students, indigenous, campesinos), others opted for violent resistance (urban 

and rural guerrillas), President Echeverría was faced with a nascent social mobilization 

threatening PRI legitimacy.  His own legitimacy had been compromised in 1968 since he 

served as Secretary of the Interior and was widely believed responsible for ordering the 

Tlatelolco massacre.200 

In an effort to reinvent himself as well as the federal position on indigenous 

policy, President Luis Echeverría introduced a ‘participatory’ indigenismo initiative.  

That is, an official Indian policy receptive of indigenous input for the first time since its 
                                                 
197 Anne Doremus, “Indigenism, Mestizaje, and National Identity in Mexico During the 1940s and the 
1950s,” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos Vol. 17, No. 2 (Summer 2001), 377. 
198 “Regions of Refuge” referred to geographically-distant communities considered to be beyond the reach 
of the federal government and dissociated from national society, Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, Regiones de 
Refugio: El desarrollo de la communidad y el proceso dominical en Mestizoamérica (México: Instituto 
Nacional Indigenista, 1973). 
199 Lourdes Arizpe, Indigenas en la Ciudad de Mexico: el caso de las ‘Marías’ (Mexico: SepSetentas 
Diana, 1979). 
200 Yoram Shapira, “Mexico: The Impact of the 1968 Student Protest on Echeverría’s Reformism,” Journal 
of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Nov. 1977): 557-580. 
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formal adoption as federal policy during the 1920s.  As part of Echeverría’s participatory 

indigenismo project the regional congresses represented an opportunity for indigenous 

communities to publicly express both their needs and plight.  Although the precedent for 

indigenous regional congresses was set during the second half of the 1930s there was one 

in particular that served as the central archetype for the congresses of 1975 as well as the 

political structure of the Supreme Councils: the Tarahumara.201 

 

From the Exception to the Norm: The Tarahumara Supreme Council 

In 1972 the Seventh Tarahumara Congress was held in Guachochi, Chihuahua site 

of the first Tarahumara regional congress in 1939.  The Tarahumara Indigenous Supreme 

Council served as an important model to follow for Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, his brother, 

Alfredo, and Salomón Nahmad Sittón, the intellectual creators of the regional congresses 

of the 1970s.  All three based their hopes for the regional congresses and their 

transformative potential on the Tarahumara example.  Although the Tarahumara regional 

congress of the Cárdenas period was held in 1939 the organization of the Sierra 

Tarahumara should not be understood as solely a product of this process.  The idea for 

Tarahumara organization stemmed from the traditional governing hierarchy: siriame, or 

governors positioned as political heads, which had to be chérame (a respect elder).  They 

were followed by a second governor, captains, fiscales, and mayors with the final tier 

made up of soldiers.  This system was to serve as the model for CST hierarchy. 
                                                 
201 Interview with Salomón Nahmad Sittón, Oaxaca, Mexico, October 2007;  “En Torno al Resurgimiento 
Etnico en Mexico,” 2, Archivo Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social- 
Distrito Federal, hereafter cited Archivo Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, CIESAS-DF, Caja 56;  “Mobilizacion 
Ideologica de los Grupos Etnicos de Mexico,” Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Archivo Privado de Salomón 
Nahmad Sittón. 
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TABLE 3.1 
 

Tarahumara Political Organization 
 
 

Governor (Siriame) 
 

Second Governor 
 

      Captain                                               Fiscales                                     Mayores 
 

Soldiers 
 

Consejo Supremo Tarahumara, 1974, pg. 7 

 

 
After 1930 several Tarahumara governors made attempts to extend their authority 

past the boundaries of their communities to control large areas but the Tarahumara was 

split into lowland and mountain communities and was geographically expansive that 

complete control of the region was impossible.  Realizing the improbability of complete 

control three of the more powerful governors (and elders) José Járis Rosalío, widely 

acknowledged as the region’s patriarch, (controlled Norogachi region), Jose Aguirre 

(controlled Guachochi region) and Esteban Cruz (controlled Cabórachi and Tecorichi 

regions) boldly joined with a group of young Tarahumara leaders to organize throughout 

the Sierra.  By 1935 most Tarahumara graduates from la Casa del Estudiante Indígena 

(Chapter 2), the 1920s education initiative, and now rural teachers, had returned to the 

Sierra Tarahumara and they along with the governors initiated talks over the idea of 

creating one governing body for the Tarahumara villages.  Ignacio León Ruíz, Patricio 

Járis Rosalío (son of Tarahumara patriach José Járis), and Santiago Recalachi García 

emerged as leaders of the youth movement and along with José Járis Rosalío, Aguirre, 
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and Cruz led the plans to organize.202  In this regard it appears that Tarahumara leaders 

were ahead of government efforts to organize indigenous communities, even before the 

Department of Indigenous Affairs (DAI) was created in early 1936 and the first regional 

congress held in September of that year under Cárdenas in Hidalgo.203 

By early 1938 León Ruíz and José Jarís were heading the Tarahumara Regional 

Congress Organizing Committee. The first Tarahumara regional congress was held in 

1939 in Guachochi.204  Each ranchería or Tarahumara community were allotted six 

delegates, one of which had to be a woman.  Originally named the Permanent 

Commission of the First Congress of the Tarahumara Race, what eventually came to be 

know as the Tarahumara Supreme Council (CST), was established in the midst of conflict 

between Tarahumara communities and local mestizo ranchers and farmers in Guachochi.  

The young Tarahumara leader Ignacio León Ruíz, was elected its first president.  But he 

shared leadership responsibilities as the three Tarahumara governors (Járis, Aguirre, and 

Cruz) remained close advisers.  This arrangement combined traditional forms of rule with 

the new Supreme Council structure.  More importantly perhaps, such an arrangement 

bridged leadership generations, the older governors with the emerging younger educated 

                                                 
202 Miguel Merino Rascón, El Consejo Supremo Tarahumara: Organización y Resistenia Indígena (1939-
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203 Alexander Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2004), 97;  Departamento de Asuntos Indigenas, Memorias, Corresponden a los Períodos del 1º de Enero 
al 31 de Agosto de 1936 y 1º de Septiembre de 1936 al 31 de Agosto de 1937 (México: DAPP, 1938);  
Consejo Supremo Tarahumara, Aspecto Organizativo del Primer Congreso Tarahumara Celebrado en 
Guachochi en 1939 (Guachochi, Chihuahua: Consejo Supremo Tarahumara, 1974), 8-13;  Guillermo Bonfil 
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204 Bonfil Batalla, Archivo Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, CIESAS-DF, Caja 63;  Dawson, 123;  Juan Luis 
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desarrollo en la Sierra de Chihuahua (México, D.F. : Instituto Nacional Indigenista : Consejo Nacional 
para la Cultura y las Artes, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 2002), 168-171;  Merino Rascón, 
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group.  In some ways this political marriage attempted to reconcile the revolutionary 

changes and lessen the impact of government policies toward modernizing rural regions.  

That the Tarahumara patriach, José Járis would send his own son to la Casa del 

Estudiante Indígena, signified that he recognized both opportunity and change.205  By 

choosing to adopt a new form of leadership structure, the Tarahumara did so on their own 

terms.  For the elders it was an astute move to retain influence adnm power in the face of 

change driven by the younger group.  For the younger generation access to the Supreme 

Council became an opportunity to access local power but also represent the future of the 

Tarahumara in legitimate ways in the presence of government officials.  It is not unlikely 

that the governors recognized the potential for redefining their relationship with the 

government through this young group of educated leaders.  León Ruíz served as president 

until his death in 1957.  Of the twelve members of the Tarahumara communities to have 

attended la Casa del Estudiante Indígena and return to the Tarahumara after 1931, three 

(León Ruíz, Santiago Recalachi García, and Patricio Járis Rosalío) were original 

members of the CST.206 

León Ruíz emerged from the Casa del Estudiante Indígena as one of the success 

stories.  His success was predicated on the service he provided his community and his 

constant work to secure government funds for education and health projects as well as 

securing access to farm land and heavily forested areas in the Tarahumara.  He also 

became an advocate for the protection of all Tarahumaras against Mestizo encroachment 

                                                 
205 Miguel Merino Rascón, El Consejo Supremo Tarahumara: Organización y Resistenia Indígena (1939-
2005) (México: Doble Hélice Ediciones, 2007), 17-18 
206 Congreso Supremo Tarahumara, 11-13 
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of lands, and demanded justice when victims of violence.  Upon his return from Mexico 

City to the Sierra he worked tirelessly to highlight the importance of education and build 

schools in the region.  He became one of the founding directors of the internados 

(residential schools) in Tónachi (1933) and in Norogachi (presently Siquirichi, 1935).  

But beyond his commitment to the Tarahumara locally, he understood that to truly effect 

change he would need to move into local and regional political posts.  His political career 

included his service as municipal president of Batopilas from 1940-1942 and a 

Congressional Deputy in the State of Chihuahua from 1953-1956.207 

León Ruíz’s leadership was important in setting up the Consejo Supremo 

Tarahumara as one of the most important vehicles with which to pressure the federal 

government for material and legal support.  While most indigenous supreme councils 

created during the regional congresses of the 1930s faltered, proved ineffective, and 

eventually disappeared after 1940, the CST remained a central organization within the 

Tarahumara communities.  Following the 1939 Congress the CST continued to organize 

regional indigenous congresses within the Tarahumara.  Regional congresses were held in 

1941, 1947, 1950, 1957, 1959, and 1972 and 1977.  These lasted between 3-4 days, with 

sessions held from sunrise to sunset taking breaks only for lunch, with music and 

matachin danzas in the evenings.208 

Upon his death in 1957, León Ruíz left a strong legacy of achievements through 

the Supreme Council structure.  And although it had begun as a federal government 
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initiative the structure had worked well in securing benefits for Tarahumara communities.  

Cárdenas’ vision for the ability of indigenous communities to effectively organize 

amongst themselves was realized with the Tarahumara case.  Through the CST the 

Tarahumara made headway in regards to land tenancy, access to seeds for planting, 

securing more teachers and building of schools, construction and improvement of roads, 

establishment of telephone lines and health centers, access to medications, improvements 

to the internados, and exclusive access to forested areas.  This organization also served to 

create a unified front against mestizo farmers and ranchers responsible for the 

encroachment on Tarahumara farm lands and forest areas.209 

In the 1950s the presence of the federal government in the form of the National 

Indigenous Institute’s regional coordinating center emerged as a support structure for the 

goals of the CST.  The Indigenous Coordinating Center (CCI), a regional branch of INI, 

was established in August 1952 in response to the demands stemming from the fourth 

Tarahumara Congress in 1950 for improved federal support.210  But the CCI served only 

eight of the existing nineteen municipalities in the Sierra.  Most indigenous communities 

were ethnically Tarahumara with a few Tepehuanes, Pima and Papagos sprinkled 

throughout the region.  Of the 29,668 indigenous peoples the CCI was to provide support 

for only half were bilingual, the rest were monolingual and certainly not Spanish 
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speakers.211  The language barriers then became significant as a number of CCI workers 

were solely Spanish speakers and thus limited the reach of the government agency within 

the Tarahumara. 

Eventually the presence of INI in the Sierra began to eat away at traditional forms 

of government as recognized by the governors and the now established CST.  In addition, 

following León Ruíz’s death Recalachi García took the reigns of the CST and directed 

the organization towards an affiliation with the local agrarian league of the CNC.212  Not 

all Tarahumara were in agreement with such a move as they were competing with 

campesinos for very limited resources.  In 1959 Eleuterio Rodriguez Calleja became 

President of the CST, and while the CST officially retained its autonomy during the 

1960s it became increasingly bureaucratized, thus slowly pushing out the base of elder 

Tarahumara governors and reorganizing its structure.213  Throughout the 1960s the 

Tarahumara Supreme Council became closely linked to the CCI and rural teachers began 

to seek leadership positions within it.  This ushered in a new generation of Tarahumara 

leaders. 

By 1972 when the Seventh Tarahumara Congress was held, popular participation 

remained significant.  On January 27, 1972 more than 12,000 Tarahumara, Pima and 

Tepehuanes gathered in Guachochi.  110 indigenous governors were among the 

thousands of participants.  Perhaps that strength of participation in no way alluded to 

complete harmony and personal and political disagreements were certainly present, but in 
                                                 
211 Instituto Indigenista Interamericano, “Resumen de la política y la acción del Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista de Mexico,” Anuario Indigenista Vol. XXXII (México: Diciembre, 1972), 102. 
212 Merino Rascón, 26. 
213 Instituto Nacional Indigenista, “Resultado del Primer Congreso Nacional de Pueblos Indigenas,” in 
Acción Indigenista, Número 168 (México: INI, October 1975), 5;  Merino Rascón, 27. 
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public they presented a unified front, which in the Sierra Tarahumara, arguably a region 

of refuge, was absolutely necessary for survival.214  This congress and the wide 

participation of it displays the resiliency of the Tarahumara Supreme Council and the 

ability of its generations of leaders to keep it and its influence current.  It then should not 

be surprising that it served as a model for the organization process of the 1970s. 

For this meeting President Luís Echeverría sent Augusto Gómez Villanueva, 

Director of the Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs (DAAC) to represent 

the federal branch.  Secretary General of the National Agrarian Confederation (CNC) 

Alfredo Bonfil and the National Indigenous Institute’s Director, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre 

Beltrán were also present as well as several representatives of the Secretariat of Public 

Education (SEP).  By this time the old Tarahumara guard had slowly stepped back from 

visible leadership positions within the CST and allowed an emerging new group of 

leaders to take responsibility for continuing the legacy of indigenous organization that the 

CST had come to represent.  Rodriguez Calleja passed on the presidency of the CST to 

Samuel Díaz Holguín, a DAAC bilingual promoter.215  Yet, Rodriguez Calleja, Patricio 

Járiz Rosalío, and Francisco Bustillos Jiménez remained involved serving as advisors to 

Díaz Holguín and his cabinet.216 

For the Tarahumara, as for most indigenous and rural communities, a primary 

issue continued to be the expansion of large land tracts absorbing Tarahumara land.  The 

external exploitation of forest areas and extraction of material wealth in the form of 
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illegal logging, was intensive and occurring so rapidly that it resulted in noticeable 

environmental damage as well as profit losses for Tarahumara communities.217 

Like previous Tarahumara congresses, the 1972 gathering was not without 

opposition, as both the governor of Chihuahua Oscar Flores Sánchez and local mestizo 

ranchers, large land owners, and loggers opposed the gathering.  Local anthropologists 

and teachers also opposed the congress citing government manipulation in the 

representation process.218  Considering the emerging competition between bilingual 

promoters and rural teachers it makes sense that teachers would question the legitimacy 

of the Tarahumara Supreme Council since it was led by Díaz Holguin, a bilingual 

promoter within the Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs.  Following the 

end of the congress two Tarahumara governors and six others were assassinated as they 

made their way back home.  Internado classrooms in Guachochi were also burned down.  

These were examples of the daily trials the Tarahumara faced.219  These acts of violence 

also reveal the threat of indigenous organization felt by other local actors.  Through the 

CST, the Tarahumara had developed a direct relationship with federal agencies and 

through this relationship at times could and would bypass local and regional government 

officials, which surely produced professional and personal resentments. 

The situation of the Tarahumara in the Sierra was so dire that the CST were 

summoned to a meeting with President Echeverría just a couple of days from the closing 

ceremonies of the regional congress.  The Tarahumara governors and CST leadership 
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traveled to Mexico City where they met with Echeverría in Los Pinos.  There they 

personally explained their situation to the President.  From that meeting the federally 

funded development program, Plan Tarahumara was born.220  For the remainder of 1972 

and into 1973 Plan Tarahumara focused on construction of fifty new schools, the 

founding of a residential school in Turuachi and the planting of walnut, apple, and peach 

trees for local consumption and trade.  Additionally, the National Company of Popular 

Subsidies (Compañia Nacional de Subsistencias Populares-CONASUPO), the federally 

subsidized food program,221 granted credit for the operation of nine stores in the Sierra 

Tarahumara in the amount of $340,000 pesos.222  Also, born from Plan Tarahumara was 

the company, Forest Products from Tarahumara (PROFORTARAH), which placed a 

large sector of the dense forested region of the Sierra Tarahumara in the hands of the 

CST.223  Once again, through the CST the Tarahumara managed to access federal funds 

and in the process, President Echeverría used this as an opportunity to continue building 

on his pro-indigenous legacy. 

 

Organizing the Regional Indigenous Congresses 

The regional congresses of the 1930s had been methodically organized with less 

than twenty congresses were held in four years.  That means that the organization process 
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was thoughtful and strategic.  However, due to a number of circumstances the more than 

fifty regional congresses during Echeverría’s presidency were carried out within six 

months in 1975.  Part of that was due to the stop-start nature of the organization process 

and the inter-agency squabbles that endangered the very existence of the congresses.  

Throughout 1970 Anthropologists Guillermo Bonfil Batalla (Director of the National 

Institute of History and Anthropology- INAH) and Salomón Nahmad Sittón (INI Director 

of Operations) along with Bonfil Batalla’s half brother and Secretary General of the 

National Campesino Confederation (CNC), Alfredo Bonfil, tinkered with renewing the 

regional indigenous congresses.  The idea was drafted on a paper napkin in a café in 

Mexico City when the three met to discuss the declining living conditions, social 

marginalization, and political isolation of indigenous Mexicans.224  Toward the end of 

1971 the group of three had grown as Margarita Nolasco and Mercedes Olivera, also 

anthropologists, were added to the brainstorm team.  They began to meet periodically to 

exchange statistical data, exchange ideas over what they deemed to be the most pressing 

matters facing indigenous communities, decide which ethnic groups should be the center 

of focus, and how to succeed in creating a wide net to include as many groups as 

possible.  The three men pitched the idea to both, President Echeverría and the National 

Indigenous Institute’s Director, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán.  Both men were receptive 

of an Indigenous National Congress and agreed to include it in the National Indigenous 

Institute’s program for the duration of Echeverría’s presidency.225 
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Dr. Aguirre Beltrán publicly announced the organization of the regional 

congresses and the First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples at the INI meeting in 

1971.  But the planning process proceeded rather slowly.226  The actuality of the regional 

congresses took a serious hit with the unexpected death of Alfredo Bonfil in January 

1973 who under the auspices of the National Peasant Confederation (CNC) had been 

moving along the organizational planning.227  Alfredo Bonfil’s avid support for the 

regional congresses aggravated the indigenous-campesino divide.  Due to the close 

relationship of the Bonfil brothers they viewed the CNC as an established institution with 

regional and local branches (agrarian leagues) that could in fact facilitate the organization 

process of the congresses.  Yet, according to Salomón Nahmad Sittón not all CNC 

officials were open to the regional congresses and neither were campesinos.228 

 With Bonfil’s death the idea of the regional congresses was abandoned as new 

CNC Secretary General Celestino Salcedo Monteón deemed the indigenous congresses 

unnecessary.  He argued that the Secretariat of Indigenous Affairs within the CNC 

already catered to its indigenous members and regional congresses were unwarranted.  In 

making sense of this argument it is important to consider the political implications for the 

CNC in supporting the congresses.  In doing so they would most certainly undermine 

their own power of representation in the countryside and in the process undermine their 

power before government officials.  Not only would local campesinos be competing with 

indigenous peoples for limited resources but CNC officials were not lost on the emerging 
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favor that the indigenous sector curried from the President and other government 

officials.  The threat of diminishing funds while also losing political influence was real 

for CNC officials as well.  Although the CNC formed part of the official party, there were 

no guarantees for keeping it afloat once it no longer served a political purpose.  And now, 

in the 1970s, with the emerging political influence of indigenous peoples their position 

within the party was in danger.  The CNC managed to stall the regional congresses for 

almost two years. 

But a group of indigenous bilingual promoters fought back.  They did not give up 

and fought to rescue the regional congresses in late 1974.  However, that the indigenous 

congresses were rescued did not mean that the continual struggles with CNC officials 

would not be ongoing.  The group of indigenous bilingual promoters were led by Vicente 

Paulino López Velasco and Samuel Díaz Holguin.  These leaders sought to advance their 

positions within the Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs (DAAC)229 by 

taking positions as bilingual promoters.  While they were well aware that served as 

government intermediaries and translators, they also viewed their position as one of 

advantage and opportunity to guide official agendas and curry some favor for themselves 

and maybe even their communities while also collecting a salary.  In many ways this was 

a win-win situation for them.  These two groups, CNC mid level officials and the DAAC 

indigenous bilingual promoters would face off against each other throughout the course 

of the regional congresses as they struggled over the right to define popular rural 

identities as campesino or indigenous and through them access political favor. 
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After the 1972 Tarahumara congress and the death of Alfredo Bonfil in January 

1973 support for the regional congresses came from this group of bilingual promoters.  

They used their positions within DAAC to continue to pressure for the organization of the 

regional congresses.  They promoted the idea of the regional congresses and fought for 

control over organization.  By the end of 1973 eleven additional bilingual promoters were 

integrated into the project.  This third wave included leaders of autonomous indigenous 

organizations who had initially been suspicious of the early organization efforts.  

Benigno Machuca Trinidad, leader of the Organization of Chontal Peoples, leader of the 

Revolutionary Vanguard of Mixteco Peoples, Saúl Valencia, Macedonio Aldaz from the 

Union of Coffee Growers of Mixe Peoples and the leader of the Huaves, Malaquías 

Enriquéz all joined the DAAC’s indigenous promoters group.230  All four organizations 

were located in the southern state of Oaxaca.  And while their suspicions may not have 

disappeared altogether their roles as bilingual promoters not only provided some income 

for them but it also allowed them access to the political process and created a formidable 

core of indigenous leaders within a federal entity.231  This new group brought a bit of 

credibility to what DAAC bilingual promoters were trying to do.  With the participation 

of seemingly independent indigenous organization leaders in the project communities 

suspicious of the congresses may have been persuaded, in a measured way, to be more 

open to the idea. 
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By early 1974 it appeared that Echeverría’s presidency would come and go and 

the regional congresses would not occur, let alone the National Indigenous Congress.  

With this outcome a real possibility the cadre of bilingual promoters maneuvered to 

rescue them.  In 1974 Echeverria was attending a meeting of the National Fund for the 

Financing of State Companies (FONAFE) in Mexico City where López Velasco managed 

to break through the presidential and security entourage to address the President directly.  

By now well-known characteristic of his political style, Echeverría stopped for a moment 

and allowed López Velasco to address him, giving him his full attention. López Velasco 

nervously reiterated the importance of federal support not only for the National 

Indigenous Congress but also for the creation of a national indigenous organization.  He 

pleaded for budgetary augmentation to increase the number of bilingual promoters vital 

to the organization process of the congresses as well as the indigenous organization.  

López Velasco reminded Echeverría that it was already late in the sexenio232 and the 

regional congresses needed to be planned and held soon so that the National Congress 

could take place as well.  The President contemplated his petition for a moment and then 

acceded.  With the DAAC Director standing by his side, he ordered Augusto Gómez 

Villanueva to increase the project’s budget as well as the number of indigenous bilingual 

promoters.  However, and this proved to be a serious issue, he ordered that the CNC lead 

the way in the organization process.  This impromptu meeting between the indigenous 

leader and the President seems innocent enough but it foreshadowed the layers of conflict 

involved in not only the planning of the regional congresses but also during the actual 

                                                 
232 Six-year Presidential term. 



 135

events themselves.233  Placing the fate of the regional congresses in the hands of the CNC 

can be interpreted in two ways.  On the one hand it could be that because the task was 

initially given to the CNC in 1971 under the guidance of a sympathetic Alfredo Bonfil 

and Echeverría assumed the CNC was still the institution to see this project through.  Or 

it is also quite possible that Echeverría was well aware of the emerging rivalries between 

campesino and indigenous sectors and viewed this as an opportunity to pit them against 

each other.  This would keep them busy as they played political tug-of-war while 

Echeverria attended to other matters. 

The bilingual promoters moved quickly to better situate themselves and create 

legitimacy for their involvement in the congresses.  In September of 1974 the now thirty-

six bilingual promoters gathered to draft a letter meant for the new Secretary General of 

the CNC, Celestino Salcedo Monteón.  They asked that the bilingual promoters be 

included in the planning and participation of the regional congresses.  As indigenous 

liaisons tied to a federal agency and backed by the President himself, they claimed they 

had a right to take a role in the regional congresses.  Salcedo Monteón was a bit weary 

about whether he would allow this.  The Office of the Presidency had assigned the CNC 

to take the lead in the planning with the SRA and INI as their supporting cast.  After 

several meetings with Salcedo Monteón the bilingual promoters out of the DAAC were 

granted access to the regional congresses in January 1975.  The responsibility for 

carrying out the organization of the congresses was handed to the Secretariat of 

Indigenous Action (SIA) within the CNC and under the direction of Amelia Holguín de 
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Butrón.  She was also charged with being the contact person for the DAAC bilingual 

promoters as well as given the responsibility to preside over the process of creating 

indigenous Supreme Councils during the regional congresses.234  But neither Salcedo 

Monteón nor Holguín de Butrón displayed enthusiasm or a particular interest in carrying 

out the congresses.  Here President Echeverría revealed that he did not truly understand 

what was happening in rural Mexico.  Had he been keen to the identity struggle brewing 

in the countryside he may not have placed the lifeline of the indigenous regional 

congresses in the hands of the very structure whose interests were best served if the 

congresses did not take place.  But this also reveals that the place of the CNC within the 

political apparatus as the representative of rural Mexico was reinforced by the President 

himself, who better than the CNC to organize in rural areas?  This reveals the view from 

federal officials that the CNC remained the only official pipeline between the countryside 

and the national government.  However, indigenous Mexicans were not longer receptive 

of the CNC and campesino identity thus pushing from below for their own organization 

using an ethnic identity. 

Problems between Holguín de Butrón and the DAAC bilingual promoters 

surfaced very quickly.  They had a great deal of trouble interacting and communicating 

with each other since their interests were at odds.  In the face of this hostile working 

environment and to publicly present an autonomous image and forge a stronger alliance 

the bilingual promoters formed the National Council for Agreement and Agrarian 

Planning of Indigenous Communities (CNAPACI) and proposed that the organization be 
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recognized as a CNC affiliate in order to be able to convoke the regional congresses.  The 

CNC affiliation was more out of necessity than a genuine interest in entering into a 

relationship with them.  With CNC affiliation they would be able to petition the President 

as such and also have access to the local and regional agrarian leagues.  In addition, in 

spite of skepticism, the CNC did remain the official representative of rural Mexico at the 

time.  By accessing these things the bilingual promoters could then position themselves to 

be able to reach more indigenous Mexicans and propose an independent indigenous 

organization as a viable alternative to CNC monopoly. 

This petition was denied outright by Holguín Butrón and Salcedo Monteón.  

While the motivations for this denial are unknown it is possible that both the CNC 

General Secretary and SIA Director saw this as both a power play to influence the 

congresses, but also to take leading roles for independent organization schemes.  In spite 

of this rejection, CNAPACI was allowed to take part during the events although not 

directly in the organization of the congresses.235 

 Due to the almost sudden decision to retake the regional congress project at the 

tail end of Echeverría’s presidency the central organizing institutions had to rely on local 

and regional organization and goodwill to carry out the project.  This aspect of the 

organization was a bit flawed and resulted in confrontations between local officials and 

national officials as local organizers were given a great deal of power in that regard.  In 

some places the Indigenous Coordinating Centers (CCIs) took the lead in organizing local 

communities, while in others local agrarian leagues or SRA officials were charged with 
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that responsibility.  As a result standardization was not achieved and a number of 

problematic issues emerged in what at times appeared to be awkward organizing.  

The first convocations for the regional congresses were sent out in late February 

1975 with the first one held a couple of weeks later.  The first of the indigenous regional 

congresses, the Cucapah Regional Congress, was held on March 7, 1975 in Enramada in 

the municipality of Mexicali in Baja California North.  The congressional tour continued 

on to Santa Catarina in Ensenada the following day.  One of the main concerns for the 

Kiliwa of La Parra and Pai-pai of Santa Catarina, was the danger of extinction.  A large 

number of members of these communities had migrated to the United States and only 

thirty families remained to make up the Kiliwa ethnic group.  The tour continued on to La 

Huerta, still within the Ensenada municipality, for the Cochimí congress.  There 

Bernardo Aldama Machado, on behalf of his community, denounced the destruction of 

ejido crops by the cattle grazing practices of neighboring mestizo ranchers.236 

After the first batch of regional congresses, which appear to have been well 

attended, the common concerns that emerged were the trespassing of outsiders on 

indigenous ejidal lands.  Cucapah, Kiliwa and Pai-Pai delegates blamed local agrarian 

officials, whose lack of familiarity with land reform laws, led to layering new ejidos 

meant for Mestizo families with existing ones, most of them belonging to indigenous 

communities.  They also accused the CNC of neglect since the agrarian confederation had 

little knowledge of the needs of indigenous communities and at times deliberately 

intervened against their interests.  For the bilingual promoters this validated the need to 
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create an independent indigenous organization separate from the CNC who did not seem 

to be protecting the interests of it indigenous members.  The Baja ethnic communities 

made demands for agricultural credit, technical training, schooling, health centers and 

clinics, roads, and better communication tools.237  Most of the delegates attending the 

regional congresses shared these complaints and concerns.238 

 

Identity Struggles During the Regional Congresses 

 While it appeared that the indigenous congresses inaugurated in Baja California 

began in an orderly and constructive manner with few confrontational words and activity, 

the same cannot be said of all congresses.  The continual confrontation between 

campesinos and indigenous peoples reveals the gravity of the struggle for a popular rural 

identity and the number of ways that these played out.  Although indigenous Mexicans 

had never disappeared from the rural landscape, and composed ten percent of the national 

population, in the eyes of national society many had simply become campesinos.  But 

while this marriage of ethnic and class identities appeared copacetic to government 

officials in Mexico City, the realities on the ground were different as indigenous peoples 

began to pressure for material, cultural, and political benefits through an ethnic context 

while reaffirming their rights as Mexican citizens (Chapter 5). 

By 1970 campesinos were the forgotten sons of the revolution and their place 

within the revolutionary family was in danger of being usurped as indigenous Mexico 
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began to reappear both in the streets of the cities and the fields in the countryside as well 

as within the psyche of the nation.  Independent indigenous movements were making 

moves to reclaim an ethnic identity over a campesino one.  In Oaxaca, Chiapas, and 

Michoacán, indigenous groups mobilized and framed their demands for land primarily in 

ethnic terms, not as campesinos.239  Jorge Hernandez-Díaz’s analysis of the emergence of 

indigenous-based political organizations in the state of Oaxaca explains the rise in ethnic 

and political collective consciousness as having a transformative effect on the social 

relationships of ethnic groups and government officials as their new bargaining chip 

came in the form of an indigenous identity.240  Making demands as campesinos had lost 

its luster and so framing them as Indians carried more weight. 

Yet, this does not mean that rural indigenous peoples completely stripped 

themselves of a campesino identity and in some cases campesinos too understood the 

strategic advantages of adopting an indigenous political identity.  Jeffrey Rubin shows 

the factionalism imbedded in indigenous movements through his examination of the 

Coalition of Workers, Peasants, and Students of the Isthmus (COCEI) in Juchitán, 

Oaxaca.  The COCEI study reveals the weakness of the indigenous movement caused by 

tensions and contradictions based on contested indigenous and campesino identities that 
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existed within it.241  But it tells us a great deal about the shifting political values of 

campesino and indigenous identities. 

This struggle meant that new strategies and ways to make demands were needed.  

Demands for land during the 1970s, begun to be made utilizing primarily an ethnic 

identity and were paired with cultural ones as well (i.e. bilingual and bicultural 

education).  For example, Margarita del Carmen Zárate Vidal shows that the P’hurépecha 

indigenous movement that emerged in the state of Michoacán, the Emiliano Zapata 

Peasant Union (UCEZ) included campesinos who did not identify as indigenous but 

chose to be part of the group to satisfy their interests they could not protect individually.  

UCEZ made demands for bilingual and bicultural education, as well as land and water 

access, while representing itself as an indigenous organization.  Although leaders of the 

group viewed themselves as indigenous, the fact that local campesinos joined, although 

not necessarily identifying as P’hurépecha, reveals the complexity in manipulating and 

negotiating a class identity and an ethnic one based on individual goals and interests.242  

But the names of these organizations were strategic as well.  By using Zapata and 

campesino, the largely indigenous organization drew on the legacy of land reform and 

justice.  Additionally, by using campesino they could also build a broader base of support 

for their cause and attract non-indigenous membership. While some campesinos 

continued to struggle to retain the political capital slowly slipping away others viewed 

membership in indigenous organizations and movements as viable ways of protecting 
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themselves and their families while making demands for land, access to credit, and 

potable water sources.  In entering these organizations they chose to represent themselves 

as indigenous, even if they did not consider themselves as such, thus the negotiation of 

rural identities was complicated by this sector of campesinos who adopted indigenous 

identities. 

 Another motivation for making demands through an ethnic lens was to wiggle 

free from the imposed CNC structure that after decades of existence had grown 

comfortable in its role as the sole liaison between the countryside and federal officials.  

By the 1970s it had lost the luster it once enjoyed and its reputation among campesino 

and indigenous communities had taken a hit as it was now viewed ineffective due to its 

official status and government funding which was interpreted as official manipulation 

and corruption.243  The untimely and suspicious death of popular CNC Secretary General, 

Alfredo Bonfil in January 1973 served to foster further distrust for the once dominant 

organization.244  The growth of land invasions throughout the Mexican countryside 

revealed that the CNC was not fulfilling its promise of effective representation of the 

interests of its members and the rise of indigenous organizations threatened their 

monopoly over rural representation.245 

This reality emerged vividly as the regional congresses played out.  The second of 

the Mayo Regional Congress held in Los Mochis, Sinaloa on 14 March 1975 served the 
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communities of Fuerte and Chois.  DAAC and SRA sent personnel to spread the word 

and organize indigenous groups in this region but they discovered that the organization, 

Defense of the Rights of the Mayo of Sinaloa, had already mobilized local peasants under 

the leadership of Marcelino Valenzuela Buitimea, who controlled the region.246  

Although it was billed as an indigenous congress a number of mestizo campesinos 

attended, which led to conflict.  Mestizo ejidatarios insisted that an indigenous congress 

was not necessary because an organization already existed that was designated to serve 

them: the CNC.  They claimed that the separate organization of indigenous peoples 

would have a negative effect in that it would draw funding away from CNC programs 

that needed it more.  They argued indigenous peoples were already part of the CNC and 

were represented in local agrarian leagues and through the Secretariat of Indigenous 

Action.  CNAPACI members countered by arguing the necessity of organizing 

indigenous communities, who were often ignored including by the CNC.  The local 

agrarian leagues did not adequately understand the unique situations indigenous 

communities faced.  However, members of Defense of the Rights of the Mayo of Sinaloa 

soundly objected and would not budge.  The organization emerged as a formidable 

obstacle in creating a Mayo leadership organization.  Thus, a Supreme Council was not 

created for the Mayo in Sinaloa and the region remained without representation.247 

A similar situation emerged in Queretaro about a week after the gathering in Los 

Mochis.  The Otomí congress was held in Cadereyta on March 22.  Much of the 
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organizing for this congress was done by the local Communal Agrarian League, SRA 

organizers, and DAAC representatives.  Here, significant disagreements over the creation 

of a Supreme Council emerged as well.  According to López Velasco, congress 

organizers within the Agrarian League were weary of a separate indigenous organization 

and argued that if any organization was to crop up from the gathering it should be called 

the Regional Peasant Committee, deemphasizing an indigenous identity.  Although INI, 

SRA, BANRURAL (rural bank) and CNC representatives were in attendance, the CNC 

representatives did nothing to counter this line of argument and the organization of a 

Supreme Council was not achieved.248 

The events of these two congresses revealed the heated nature of the 

campesino/indigenous identity conflict but they would not be the only instances of 

resistance to the congresses.  For all the hopes of indigenous solidarity that indigenous 

leaders intended to foment they continually ran into situations beyond their control.  The 

Yucatán peninsula hosted three regional congresses, one of which was apparently 

successful but the other two resulted in encounters where INI, SRA, and the CNAPACI 

officials were caught in circumstances they did not understand, but they were also faced 

with Amelia Holguin’s attempts to undermine their efforts to organize indigenous 

communities.  

In Hopelchen, Campeche INI and agrarian league representatives had taken the 

lead in organizing the congress.  Governor Rafael Rodríguez Barrera and other regional 

government officials were present for the proceedings.  Shortly after the arrival of the 
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official entourage they were informed by local agrarian league representatives that they 

had received orders from Holguín to prevent the regional congress in Campeche.249  But 

the group would not be deterred and López Velasco and his indigenous promoter 

colleagues took the opportunity to speak about the idea of a national indigenous 

organization (Chapter 5).  Many of the Maya present did not know of or understand the 

function of a Supreme Council.  López Velasco and his colleagues took it upon 

themselves to explain the significance of organizing on a local and national level in order 

to remind the federal government of their obligation to the indigenous sector of society.  

This process was received well enough and the evening ended with a feast of cochinita 

pibil250 and a dance after Felipe Ku Pech was elected the president of the Maya de 

Camino Real Supreme Council with Felipe Cortés serving as the alternate.251 

CNAPACI members were content with the turnout in Campeche but the next two 

congresses did not go quite the way the official entourage hoped.  On 13 April the group 

traveled to Mérida in the state of Yucatán.  There the Yucatán Maya congress was held 

but a hostile attitude towards the official troupe quickly emerged.  Neither Galdino 

Perfecto Carmona, another CNAPACI member, nor López Velasco were able to pitch 

their idea for the national indigenous organization.  The entire proceedings were held in 

Maya so the official entourage did not understand what was being said and failed to 

organize a Supreme Council.  Here it is evident that the Maya took to heart what had 

been constantly encouraged—they took charge of their own congress and ran it their way.  
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Yet, it is unclear what exactly happened in Mérida and what aspect of the organization 

process went wrong for government officials and what the outcome was.  Without further 

documentation it is unclear if Holguín made one of her customary phone calls but based 

on what we do know it is entirely possible.  The most probable explanation lies in the 

mistrust Maya had for federal government officials and outsiders in general.252  That 

mistrust also probably fueled their skepticism of the usefulness of a national indigenous 

organization.  From National Congress documents we know that neither the Campeche 

nor the Yucatán Maya attended and in his memoirs López Velasco wrote that this was a 

deflating defeat for CNAPACI.253 

After the unsatisfactory occurrences in Mérida they continued on to Carillo Puerto 

in Quintana Roo.  Federal Deputy and ethnically Maya, Sebastián Uc-Yam received the 

group.  Uc-Yam had played a key role in the organization process as did local INI 

officials and agrarian leagues.  The congressional proceedings took place in a city 

auditorium on 14 April.  CNAPACI members were barred from sitting with the rest of the 

official group on the theatre stage.  López Velasco argues that they were intentionally 

marginalized and were not allowed to participate.  Both Carmona and López Velasco 

attempted to speak but were not allowed to do so.  The entire proceedings were done in 

Maya.  Uc-Yam was cautious about interceding on their behalf but he did point Velasco 
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to the Maya leadership made up of a general and captains and told him that it was them 

he needed to talk to.  Velasco approached them and spoke to them about the prospect of 

organizing a national indigenous representative organ.  The principal elder spoke to the 

master of ceremonies and asked for the microphone, which he passed on to Velasco.254 

While Velasco spoke the main elder stood by his side so that audience members 

would not interrupt.  With Uc-Yam translating, López Velasco began with a diatribe 

about the grandness of Maya archealogical achievements and classic history and how he 

admired them and they stood as a symbol of indigenous greatness and dignity.  He 

continued by insisting on the importance of creating a unified position through the 

collaboration of all indigenous groups.  The elders were satisfied with Velasco’s words 

and invited him to sit with them for the duration of the event, but still received an icy 

response from other Maya delegates.  At the end of the event Uc-Yam was appointed 

president of the Supreme Council.  As people were streaming out, López Velasco was 

informed by the local agrarian league representative in Carrillo Puerto that they too had 

received a phone call from Holguín warning them of SRA and CNAPACI 

manipulation.255  This in part explains the icy repletion but like Merida, the Maya in 

Quintana Roo were highly suspicious of outsiders and government officials. 

Upon their return to Mexico City they checked in with the Secretariat of Agrarian 

Reform and informed them of their progress.  They gathered with Samuel Díaz Holguín 

who by this point was working within the CNC, Marcos Sandoval, Francisco Hernández, 
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Pedro de Haro, and Espiridión López to meet with Celestino Salcedo Monteón to 

reexamine their approach to the next phase of congresses.  Their experience in the 

Yucatán made them revisit strategies for approaching indigenous communities and 

fostering adequate lines of communication as they believed that miscommunication in the 

Yucatán congress created uncertainty and suspicion over the role of these indigenous 

promoters.  The situations in Merida and Quintana Roo reveals that distrust and suspicion 

of federal government institutions, officials, and programs which resulted in a serious 

obstacle to nurturing a Pan-Indian organization or even mobilization in addition to 

Amelia Holguín’s direct meddling. 

In some places the divide between peasants and indigenous identities resulted in a 

more confrontational opposition.  Although the Zapotec of the Tehuantepec Isthmus were 

gathering for their congress it never took place.  While government officials and 

CNAPACI representatives were present at the designated location in Juchitán 

unidentified local agrarian league members who opposed the regional congresses made 

attempts to prevent it from taking place.  As Zapotec participants arrived around 10am 

for the 11am scheduled meeting on 15 May they were turned away by unidentified men 

telling them that no such congress had ever been called and in some cases physically 

impeded them from arriving to the location set for the congress.  CNC official Amelia 

Hoguin de Butrón and State Deputy Luis Jiménez Sosa suspended the congress claiming 

undue decorum only fifteen minutes after the hour, thus no Zapotec regional congress 
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took place nor a Supreme Council from the Isthmus organized either.256  Here Holguín, 

who from the very beginning had expressed her distaste for the indigenous congresses, 

revealed the length of her opposition by immediately suspending the Zapotec Regional 

Congress. 

In what was probably the most extreme and violent example of the campesino/  

indigenous divide, the Mazahua regional congress turned out to be rather complicated to 

even put on let alone organize a Supreme Council.  When official organizers arrived to 

San Felipe del Progreso in the State of Mexico on July 26, State Deputy Javier Barrios 

González who also happened to be the Secretary General of the State’s Communal 

Agrarian League, informed them that he had canceled the congress.  He argued that the 

CNC’s National Executive Committee did not agree with holding the indigenous 

congresses and that he was authorized to publicly deny CNC support for the congress and 

proceeded to suspend the Mazahua congress.257  He threatened López Velasco with 

police action to break up the congress if it was convocated against his instructions.258 

Disheartened, CNAPACI returned to Mexico City and filed a report with the 

SRA.  On 29 July the group returned to San Felipe del Progreso determined to hold the 

Mazahua regional congress.  Eighty-seven ejidal commissioners and Mazahua 

representatives heeded the call for the regional congress.  But true to the CNC local 

official’s word, police officers and infiltrators prevented the occurrence of the congress.  

Julio Garduño and Tomas Esquivel, members of the local agrarian league, led the violent 
                                                 
256 “Reunión Regional de Zapotecos del Istmo,” Lopez Velasco, 58;  “Reunión de Presidentes de Consejos 
Supremos Para Discutir Los Multiples Obstaculos” Julio 26, 1975, López Velasco, 185. 
257 “Reunión de Presidentes de Consejos Supremos Para Discutir Los Multiples Obstaculos” Julio 26, 1975, 
López Velasco, 186. 
258 “Congreso Regional Mazahua,” López Velasco, 75-76. 



 150

interruption.  López Velasco demanded to know the reason for the use of violence, but 

the confrontation turned into a shoving match and the group was forced to leave for their 

own security.  CNAPACI members excused themselves with the Mazahua leaders 

expressing their sorrow for the unfortunate occurrence before leaving.  Interestingly 

enough it was Esquivel who attended the National Congress in Pátzcuaro claiming to be 

the Mazahua representative only a couple of months later.  This revealed that for 

campesinos and their organizations there was as much at stake in the regional congresses 

and National Congress, as for indigenous peoples.259 

These conflicts and confrontations reveal a great deal about the fractures that by 

the 1970s had emerged between indigenous and campesino identities.  This fusion of 

identities in rural Mexico had served government officials well since the 1940s but thirty 

years later that was no longer an option.  Peasant organizations were not willing to give 

up the political capital amassed during the previous four decades and indigenous 

organizations saw an opportunity to cash in politically, socially, and economically by 

reclaiming and emphasizing their ethnic identity, which was challenged several times 

during the course of the regional congresses.  More importantly, in the process this 

emergence of indigenous identities challenged the official vision of a national mestizo 

identity. 

 

CNC vs. Indigenous Bilingual Promoters 
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 The issues between campesinos and indigenous not only played out during the 

indigenous congresses.  Tensions also arose within the ranks of government agencies.   

CNAPACI, led by López Velasco and Samuel Díaz Holguín faced off against CNC 

Secretary General Salcedo Monteón and SIA Secretary Amelia Holguín viuda de Butrón.  

From the beginning of the organization process these two groups were in constant 

discord.  Both Salcedo Monteón and Holguín viewed the bilingual promoters with a 

suspicious eye especially since they had tried to take the lead in organizing the 

congresses in early 1975.  Halfway through the congresses the confrontation came to a 

head in the Mixtec region of Oaxaca and the congresses were in serious danger of being 

called off. 

The next cycle of congresses were those held in Puebla and Oaxaca in late 

April/early May.  By then Samuel Díaz Holguín, the Tarahumara Supreme Council 

President, had joined the entourage in an official capacity representing the CNC.  This 

was the result of the cantankerous conflict with Amelia Holguín de Butrón that escalated 

when she revealed she was not in agreement with the indigenous congresses taking place 

to begin with. 

The Mixtec are a significantly large ethnic group that is divided by state 

boundaries between Puebla and Oaxaca.  Three separate congresses were held to ensure 

proper representation.  The official government entourage traveled to San Pedro Atzumba 

located within the municipality of Tehuacán in Puebla for the first Mixtec Congress on 19 

April.  Faustino Carrillo Pacheco was elected President of the Puebla Mixtec Supreme 

Council.  But the election process was not without conflict as a former bilingual 
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promoter, Efraín Orea Aguilar, argued that the CNC was overstepping their bounds in the 

Mixteca.  He argued that the mere involvement of the CNC meant that indigenous 

peoples were being classified as campesinos and as such the CNC was taking advantage 

of the congressional process to make demands pertinent to campesino interests and 

ignoring the needs of indigenous communities.  A debate ensued over this issue but at no 

time was violence threatened.260  During this congress we can see that indigenous 

communities too were well aware of what it meant to be represented as campesinos and 

resisted, thus taking seriously the struggle between both rural identities.  Indigenous 

peoples were not unaware of the political opportunities presented to them.  Surely many 

were suspicious of this unprecedented outreach but they also recognized the possibilities 

for indigenous organization and mobilization.  Because the CNC was the official 

organizing agency it is not at all surprising that they would not accept the given role of 

the campesino organization in what was to be an indigenous process. 

After several days the second Mixtec Regional Congress was held in Yanhuitlán, 

Oaxaca on 1 May.  A member of the Oaxaca Mixtec and an engineer working for the 

Secretariat of Agrarian Reform, Engineer Francisco Hernández Morales was the region’s 

organizer. Díaz Holguín and SRA Secretary, Jose Pacheco Loya presided over the 

congress.  López Velasco also took the opportunity to explain the intention behind the 

creation of a national indigenous organization.  With Francisco Hernández Morales 

                                                 
260 “Congreso Regional Mixteco,” López Velasco, 48. 
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elected president of its Supreme Council the congress came to a close.  Between the two 

Mixtec congresses about 1,500 people assisted from 223 communities.261   

 The next day, 2 May, the group made their way to the mountain town of Tlaxiaco 

for the second Mixtec congress in Oaxaca since the group was large and spread out 

across the northwestern mountainous region of the state.  This congress was intended for 

the regions surrounding Huajuapan, Tepoxiaco, and Coixtlahuacan.  Here, another 

serious situation emerged.  López Velasco and Díaz Holguín greeted indigenous 

participants as they arrived and impressed upon them the importance of their involvement 

in the regional congress as it was necessary to express the issues that were important to 

them.  A former State Deputy, Evaristo Cruz Mendoza, was pressuring to become the 

president of the supreme council but received little support.  In retaliation he interrupted 

the proceedings stating that the gathering was completely unnecessary and they did not 

need for the federal government to meddle in their affairs.  He also informed the 

CNAPACI group that he had received direct orders from Amelia Holguín to prevent the 

Mixtec congress from taking place.262  He was ignored and dismissed as a bitter 

individual and Hernández Morales was elected to represent the Mixtec from this region 

along with the Yanhuitlán region.  But Evaristo Mendoza’s quick dismissal as a serious 

threat would prove costly the CNAPACI upon their return to Mexico City.263 

When CNAPACI officials returned to Mexico City to evaluate their progress they 

were met with alarming news.  The struggle with the Secretariat of Indigenous Action of 

                                                 
261 El Pueblo de La Mixteca Alta, Archivo Salomón Nahmad Sittón; “Congreso Regional Mixteco,” López 
Velasco, 51. 
262 López Velasco, 185. 
263 “Congreso Regional Mixteco, Tlaxiaco, Oaxaca” López Velasco, 52 
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the CNC, Amelia Holguín had reached new heights.  Holguín had suspended the 

remaining congresses scheduled for the month of May.  To add to the already existing 

tension between the two opposing parties, accusations of manipulation were launched 

against CNAPACI.  Similar accusations were made against José Pacheco Loya, the new 

DAAC Director, and Salomón Nahmad Sittón, the National Indigenous Institute’s 

Director of Operations.  Both Loya and Nahmad Sittón were accused of placing 

individuals with close links to them within the congressional delegations.  Evaristo 

Mendoza from the Oaxaca Mixtec emerged as a primary witness and accuser to these 

things and had met with Salcedo Monteón as well as former DAAC Director, and newly 

appointed Secretary of Agrarian Reform, Augusto Gomez Villanueva.  Outraged by the 

accusations and alarmed by the possibility of the congresses being tainted and more 

importantly canceled, CNAPACI members requested an audience with Gomez 

Villanueva.  They wanted the opportunity to explain that the congresses were being 

organized according to what had been agreed upon by the CNC, SRA, and INI and in no 

way were they interfering in the process or manipulating members of ethnic groups.  The 

Director, satisfied with the response, advised the CNAPACI to speak to Salcedo Monteón 

who also had a great deal of authority to cancel the congresses given the serious nature of 

the accusations. 264 

But Salcedo Monteón made himself unavailable to the CNAPACI.  Desperate to 

save the congresses, CNAPACI members Marcos Sandoval, Diaz Holguín, Francisco 

Hernández Morales and López Velasco went to Monteón’s home to wait for him and be 
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able to talk to him even if he was unwilling to receive them.  When Salcedo Monteón 

arrived to his home the bilingual promoters immediately explained that the regional and 

national congresses were too important to cancel and that they would answer to any 

charges made against them.  Monteón, aware of the situation, explained that because he 

understood the historical and political significance of the congresses he would not put up 

with further manipulation and personal gain resulting from their involvement in the 

congresses.  In addition, he did not want non-indigenous persons intervening in the 

organization of the congresses.  They responded by stating that as CNC Secretary 

General he could conduct any investigation he chose and he would be informed that those 

involved in the CNAPACI were all full-blooded indígenas.  They continued by saying 

that while they understood and respected that the sector of the CNC dealing with Acción 

Indigenista was in charge they too had a right, as elected indigenous representatives, to 

have their voices heard and were not meddling Mestizos.  They argued that they were 

more trusted by indigenous peoples than the CNC Secretariat of Indigenous Action.  

Monteón finally relented and asked them to guard against non-indigenous meddlers but 

also to respect the work that the Sec de Accion Indigenista was doing.  He then asked 

them to meet with SIA Director Holguín to sort through the misunderstandings.265 

After setting up a meeting with Holguín for June 10 CNAPACI members 

continued with the congresses in the western region during the early part of July.  With a 

group of Supreme Council Presidents CNAPACI members returned to Mexico City on 

June 9 through 12 but Holguín was out of the capital.  When López Velasco was able to 
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reach her she informed him that she had canceled the remaining scheduled indigenous 

congresses until her political campaign for Federal Deputy representing the State of 

Hidalgo came to a close and then resume her task with the CNC.  The Supreme Council 

Presidents were not at all happy about the situation and banded with the CNAPACI to 

write a letter to Gomez Villanueva to continue the congresses on their own accord.266 

CNAPACI continued to make it very clear that they were in no way interfering 

with or manipulating the indigenous congresses in the document they sent to Goméz 

Villanueva.  The letter revealed the length of the political rift between CNAPACI and 

Holguín de Butron stating that they could not allow the unjustified cancellation of the 

congresses.  Describing in detail Holguín’s attempts to sabotage the regional congresses 

and her unavailability, they argued that the indigenous congresses were having the 

intended consequence in organizing indigenous communities and would defend the right 

to host the remaining scheduled congresses.267  Since Salcedo Monteón and President 

Echeverría were both out of the country they informed Gomez Villanueva that Samuel 

Diaz Holguín would represent the CNC and continue with the congresses on their own 

accord without Amelia Holguín.  Here, CNAPACI leaders took it upon themselves to 

take over the organization process of the remaining congresses.  This did not make 

Holguín particularly happy but without Monteón’s backing and the fact that Gomez 

Villanueva supported the CNAPACI, there was not much she could do.  In addition by 

putting her political career interests as a primary reason for canceling the congresses, her 
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credibility was tainted and she lost any influence she may have had in the eyes her 

superiors.  Thus, this proved to be a significant victory for the bilingual promoters who 

carried on.268 

 CNAPACI proceeded with the regional congresses with Samuel Díaz Holguín 

serving as the CNC representative.  Obviously the dispute was not necessarily about 

manipulation of indigenous communities by the CNAPACI, but rather it revolved around 

the volatile relationship between peasant and indigenous identities and the political 

capital at stake for both the CNC and the CNAPACI.  Both were struggling for their very, 

figuratively and literal, lives within a state that was imploding.  What played out here was 

that CNAPACI seized the opportunity to spread the word of a national indigenous 

organization and foster excitement and garner support for it.  If such an organization were 

to be created it would directly challenge CNC supremacy for both the construction and 

representation of a popular rural identity, for the very political soul of of the countryside.  

With the regional indigenous congresses the struggle became very real. 

 

Conclusions 

The regional congresses provided opportunities for local individuals to emerge as 

leaders.  Pedro Hernández Amador’s case reveals the impact of the regional indigenous 

congresses of 1975 in this regard.  Not all regional congresses produced this type of 

                                                 
268 Several members of the CNAPACI signed the letter including Velasco, Galdino Perfecto Carmona, 
Mauro Rosas Cupa, Luz Coronado Alvarez, and Luz Coronado Vargas.  Also signing the letter were 
Onesimo Gonzalez Saiz (captain of Cucapah from Baja Ca), Evaristo Adams Mata (captain of Cumiai from 
Baja) both representing the Pima Supreme Council as well as Pedro de Haro Sánchez, a Huichol leader, 
Francisco Daniel Valenzuela, a Papago governor, Francisco Hernandez Morales, President of the Mixtec 
(Oaxaca) Supreme Council and Espiridión López Ontiveros, president of the Mayo Directive Council from 
Sonora, López Velasco, 56-57. 
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leadership, but it represents one of the possibilities of indigenous empowerment that 

emerged with indigenous mobilization on local and regional levels.  In the midst of 

serious struggles at least sixty-five regional congresses took place with most electing 

Supreme Council Presidents.  In many ways the organization was successful and 

although suspicions toward government officials and their intentions did not fade, the 

congresses were precursors to the struggles and historic demands that would be made at 

the First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Mexico at the end of 1975.  In spite 

of suspicion and distrust, some indigenous peoples recognized the regional congresses as 

opportunities to denounce publicly their pitiful living conditions as well as to make 

political and cultural demands. 

This chapter offers a small glimpse at the political transformation of rural 

identities.  One of the most debated issues during the six months in which the indigenous 

regional congresses took place became that of a rural identity.  That is, both campesinos 

and indigenous peoples struggled to use ethnicity and class as ways to frame their 

demands.  Thus, the delegates at the regional congresses had to decide to petition the 

federal government as either indigenous or campesino Mexicans resulting in a 

contentious and volatile countryside.  The serious nature of this identity struggle reveals 

the necessity on behalf of CNC to define a rural identity in terms of class, as campesino 

in the face of a bourgeoning indigenous mobilization that was intent on capitalizing on 

their ethnic identity to justify their political and cultural demands.  The regional 

congresses served as battle ground where rural identities were negotiated depending on 



 159

local necessities.  Both campesinos and indigenous peoples risked a great deal in the 

process. 

 These battles spilled into the hallways of government buildings as the ongoing 

struggles and disagreements between Amelia Holguín and the indigenous bilingual 

promoters grew.  It is clear that Holguín’s actions were less than beneficial to the 

organization process and relied on devious ways to discredit both the congresses and 

indigenous leaders working as bilingual promoters in the eyes of local indigenous peoples 

and her superiors. Because the orders to carry out the indigenous congresses had come 

directly from President Luis Echeverría, Holguín had to be careful with how she 

attempted to sabotage them.  This also revealed the willingness of President Echeverría to 

find alternative ways to deal with demands for land.  He may not have realized or 

understood what he was asking the CNC to do when he placed the congress organization 

responsibilities in their hands.  Although Alfredo Bonfil had been open to that possibility, 

his successor, Celestino Salcedo Monteón was not and in many ways.  Echeverría’s 

strategic unwillingness to recognize the situation created the direct confrontations 

between campesinos and indigenous peoples, one which reemerged at the First National 

Indigenous Congress.  But that may be letting him off the hook entirely.  The other 

scenario is that the President may have understood all too well the fire and brimstone the 

countryside had become by 1970.  He may have deliberately pitted the two more 

dominant sectors in rural areas to not only keep them preoccupied with each other but to 

also present himself as the good guy when he was indeed forced to resolve conflicts. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 “WE SPEAK FOR OURSELVES”269: 

THE FIRST NATIONAL CONGRESS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 
 
 
 

Quiero que me permitan hablar 
-Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Chinateco Supreme Council270 

 
 

 
“Be the forgers of your own destiny,” 271 proclaimed President Luis Echeverría 

Álvarez.  Echeverría directed his message at the indigenous delegates in a crowd of more 

than 5,000, rural teachers, international and national academics, federal, state and local 

government officials packed tightly at the feet of the large statue of José María Morelos 

on the Island of Janitzio, Michoacán in late 1975.  That October 7, few people understood 

the magnitude of the event and how it would inspire indigenous mobilization not only for 

the duration of the decade but also the following one.  By the time the conclusions were 

presented on October 10, 1975, the First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of 

Mexico had produced a number of documents that in part shaped the texture of 

indigenous mobilization.  The most significant statement demanded cultural and political 

self-determination. 

                                                 
269 Words spoken by indigenous leader and Tarahumara Supreme Council President Samuel Diaz Holguín, 
Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y surgió la unión. . .: Génesis y Desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (México: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, 1989), 
270 Excelsior, Mexico City, October 9, 1975. 
271 Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y surgió la unión. . .: Génesis y Desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (México: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, 1989), 98.  Unless 
otherwise noted, the author did  all translations. 
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Complex negotiations characterized the relationship between federal government 

officials and indigenous organizations in the 1970s.  The indigenous mobilization of the 

1970s was neither wholly independent nor completely state-controlled.  Instead the 

dynamics of the relationship reflected the shaping and re-shaping, the negotiating, 

between  indigenous and peasant local and regional leadership as well as local, regional, 

and federal government officials.  The goals of indigenous groups and, likewise, 

government officials changed and evolved with time.  In the 1970s for both, indigenous 

groups and Echeverría’s administration, the most public and significant arena for 

negotiation occurred at the First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Mexico held 

in 1975.272 

 The web of consent and coercion is woven tightly with a number of threads that 

must be considered.  Hegemony should not be understood as monolithic and static, but 

rather as dynamic and multi-faceted; there are layers of hegemonic relationships that are 

not only class based but also regional and local in scope as well as cultural and ethnic.  A 

                                                 
272 William Roseberry, “Hegemony and the Language of Contention,” in Gilbert Joseph and Dan Nugent 
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dominant group in one region may have little influence or negotiation power over a 

subjugated group outside of its locality and vice versa.273 

 
* * * * * 

 
 

In the early 1970s Luis Echeverría’s administration created a democratic opening 

that enabled indigenous communities to develop notions of self-determination.  The 1975 

First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Mexico unchained the participation for 

indigenous peoples in the reconstruction of indigenismo as participatory indigenismo.  

The national event redefined the way indigenous peoples interacted with the federal, state 

and local governments, society at large and each other.  Echeverría’s legacy combined 

violent repression with an ambitious program to revive a dying Revolutionary ideal with 

the renewal of Indian policy.  Indigenous communities recognized the opening as an 

opportunity to redefine their place in national society, obtain material improvements and 

demand political inclusion. 

At the beginning of the 1970s, Echeverría sought to bolster a national Indian 

policy.  He addressed the problems of the Indian community early in his presidency.  In 

1970, in Tuxtla Gutierrez, Chiapas he expressed concern over the lack of Indian 

participation in the intellectual and civic life of the nation.  If indigenous peoples did not 

take part in national life, he argued, they would become foreigners in their own land.  To 

remedy this situation Echeverría presided over a session of the National Indigenous 
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Institute (INI) in September 1971.  The meeting has great significance because the 

President used the occasion to set the agenda of indigenous policies for the six years of 

his administration.  Academics, intellectuals, and government officials including 

Secretary of the Interior Mario Moya Palencia, renown novelist Juan Rulfo as well as 

Director of Indigenous Education within the Secretariat of Public Education (SEP) 

Salomón Nahmad Sittón,  and Guillermo Bonfil Batalla (the latter two would become 

increasingly important figures in the promotion of indigenous programs) attended the 

discussions held in  the INI auditorium in Mexico City.274 

 INI Director, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán led the discussions and he argued that 

INI had to provide solutions to the continued issues of social marginalization that 

indigenous peoples faced.  The meeting accomplished two policy changes.  First, 

indigenous programs received a facelift with promises for increased funding.  Second, as 

part of the ultimate representation of that policy renovation delegates scheduled a 

national indigenous congress.  As part of Echeverría’s vision of official Indian policy, a 

new way to include indigenous peoples in the crafting of programs and policies aimed at 

them, was developed.  Luis Echeverría, for the duration of his presidency, made official 

government policy a program of participatory indigenismo.  This change in policy 

encouraged the organization process of indigenous groups.275 

                                                 
274 Secretaria de Educación Pública, ¿Ha fracasado el indigenismo? Reportaje de una controversia [13 de 
septiembre de 1971] (Mexico: SepSetentas, 1971), 9-12. 
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as the apex of indigenous mobilization and participation in government policies, it is the Echeverria 
Presidency which functions as a precursor and serves as the precedent to stimulate both.  Sergio Sarmiento 
Silva y Maria Consuleo Mejía Piñeros, La lucha indígena: un reto a la ortodoxia (México: Siglo Veintiuno 
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 At the INI gathering Echeverría made a commitment to improve the social and 

economic condition of indigenous peoples by providing them opportunities to make 

decisions in terms of the programs designed to improve their deplorable quality of life. 

For the first time in thirty years, the national government did more than funnel a few 

hundred pesos for minimal technical school programs in indigenous areas. Government 

officials turned their attention to the larger issues of limited access to land and water, 

infrastructural development (i.e. roads, electrification, health clinics etc.) as well as 

redefining the political and social role of indigenous peoples in more ways than mere 

cultural terms.276  At the meeting Dr. Aguirre Beltrán announced the plans for a national 

indigenous congress.  The congress used the model of the regional indigenous congresses 

of the 1930s during the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas.  During the Cárdenas’s 

administration a series of regional indigenous congresses took place and, Supreme 

Councils were formed.  These congresses remained regional in scope and after 1940 most 

Supreme Councils disappeared.  The 1971 meeting developed plans to hold regional 

congresses leading to a national congress, as the first gathering of its kind and ultimate 

expression of Echeverría’s participatory indigenismo. 

   For their part, indigenous leaders saw the opening as an opportunity for material 

improvements and stirring political consciousness.  They did so by publicly raising 
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276 Archivo Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, CIESAS-DF, Caja 56. 
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questions about their social and political marginalization and creating demands that could 

not easily be ignored,277 all within the parameters of the National Congress.     

 

Beginnings 

During the September 13 meeting, officials credited the idea for the National 

Congress to President Echeverría, but the idea for the congress came from three 

intellectual architects working in the background: anthropologist Guillermo Bonfil 

Batalla, from the National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH- Instituto 

Nacional de Anthropologia e Historia), Alfredo V. Bonfil, Secretary General of the 

National  Confederation of Campesinos (CNC), and Director of the Department of 

Indigenous Education within the Secretariat of Public Education (SEP- Secretaría de 

Educación Pública),  and Anthropologist Salomón Nahmad Sittón.  Bonfil Batalla 

referred to the enduring legacies of the regional indigenous congresses of the Cárdenas 

years (1934-1940), the endurance of the Tarahumara Supreme Council (CST, established 

1939), and the experience of the 1940 Interamerican Indigenous Congress.   

In 1971, both Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, in his writings, and Salomón Nahmad 

Sittón explain that the CNC Secretary General Alfredo V. Bonfil invited them and later 

Margarita Nolasco and Mercedes Olivera, to meet to discuss the possibilities for 

indigenous group to become more involved politically.  They began by developing a plan 

of action in relation to the problem of organizing indigenous communities on a national 
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level.  Along with an unknown CNC representative, statistical data was gathered and 

information exchanged in terms of what these intellectuals viewed as problems relevant 

to indigenous communities.278  Once the group concluded that a National Indigenous 

Congress would present a necessary opportunity for all indigenous groups to gather, 

define, and discuss their problems, then solutions could be created.  They presented the 

idea to newly appointed INI Director Aguirre Beltrán.  He in turn passed it on to 

President Echeverría who agreed to the proposal and announced at the INI meeting later 

that September.279 

During the September meeting the National Peasant Confederation (CNC) was 

assigned as the leading agency in organizing the regional indigenous congresses.  The 

Secretariat of Agrarian Reform (SRA)280 and the National Indigenous Institute (INI) 

served as supporting institutions.  Organization of the significant event proceeded slowly 

into 1972 with the planned date for holding the National Congress sometime in 1973 at 

the National Auditorium in Mexico City.  However, a tragedy occurred in January of 

1973 when Alfredo V. Bonfil, the leading organizer within the CNC died in a plane 

crash.  With Bonfil gone, a fervent champion of the National Congress, plans for the 

congress were shelved.   For a time the idea of the National Congress was abandoned, but 

in late 1974 the idea was revived.  Echeverría was reminded by a group of indigenous 

leaders who worked as bilingual promoters within the DAAC of his promises to hold the 
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Congress.  The DAAC bilingual promoters persuaded the president, who then tasked the 

National Peasant Confederation in retaking the lead in organizing the national Congress.  

Within the CNC the responsibility for the organization was place in the hands of the 

Secretary of Indigenous Action, Amelia Holguín viuda de Butrón.281 

Facing the end of his Presidency and the prospect of facing failure in not holding 

the National Congress that had been touted at the beginning of his term, Echeverría took 

it upon himself to promote the event.  Understanding that his legacy would be always 

linked to the tragedy of 1968, the Congress was a significant opportunity to try and create 

some balance in how he would be remembered.  Echeverría wished to construct a legacy 

based on the incorporation of popular groups, particularly that of indigenous peoples, into 

national life.  This desire to cement a positive legacy contributed to the success of DAAC 

bilingual promoters persuade the President to keep the promise made in 1971 of holding a 

National Congress. Echeverría had a sense of urgency which resulted the rushed planning 

of at least sixty regional indigenous congresses and the National Congress.  They were all 

held within an eight month period (February to October) in 1975.282 

The National Congress captured the imagination not only of indigenous leaders 

but also those of intellectuals and government officials who felt a great sense of 

commitment to changing the fortunes of indigenous peoples.  Invitations to the congress 

were sent to indigenous communities calling for the formation of Supreme Councils 

during regional congresses.  Invitations also went out to intellectuals, federal and state 
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officials, and members of the media.  Guests included intellectuals and politicians such as 

state governors and members of a number of federal agencies.  Special invitations went to 

the Interamerican Indigenous Institute for its Director Gonzalo Rubio Orbe and Dr. 

Alejandro Marroquin; to UNAM administrators and faculty Dr. Juan Comas, Fernando 

Benitez, Ricardo Pozas, Andrés Medina, Dr. Pablo González Casanova, Dr. Jaime Litvak, 

Mercedes Olivera, Juan José Rendón; to INAH officials Dr. Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, 

Margarita Nolasco, Stefano Varese, Enrique Valencia, Leonel Durán, Antonio García de 

León;  to CIESAS members Dr. Angel Palerm, Arturo Warman, María Eugenia V. De 

Stavenhagen, Virginia Molina, Andrés Fábregas; and to Colegio de México faculty 

members Dr. Rodolfo Stavenhagen and Lourdes Arizpe.283  Of the remaining intellectuals 

who supported the National Congress from its origins in 1971, Bonfil Batalla and 

Margarita Nolasco attended the Congress as guests while Nahmad Sittón was in the thick 

of things as the Director of Operations for the National Indigenous Institute.   

The congress program included political events and cultural gatherings that 

provided opportunities to put on display indigenous culture.  José Pacheco Loya and 

Salomón Nahmad served as Congress Coordinators and invited the Fondo Nacional Para 

el Fomento de las Artesanias to present an exhibit in Plaza Vasco de Quiroga in 

Pátzacuaro to complement an exhibit by INI that demonstrated the progress of public 

works during the previous five years benefiting indigenous communities.284  Similarly the 

directors wrote Josefina Lavalle, Director of Fondo Nacional Para el Desarrollo de la 
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Danza at the National Auditorium in Mexico City with information about an event they 

believed would certainly be of interest to her.  Pacheco Loya and Nahmad Sittón 

explained that a number of indigenous groups were going to perform dances as well as 

perform with their musical bands at the Congress.285  By contacting these organizations 

and inviting them to attend the National Congress it could also function as a space for 

government agents and indigenous peoples both to present how they viewed indigenous 

communities within the nation.  For government officials, especially INI, the visual 

displays and performances served to justify their existence and continued funding from 

government and private sources.   For indigenous peoples it was an opportunity not only 

to capitalize economically, by displaying and selling their art and demonstrating their 

skill, but it also was an opportunity to present what they wanted to present to a wider 

public in terms of their culture and social presence. 

 

1974- The Indigenous Congress of Chiapas 

Organizers of the National Congress turned to the regional congresses of the 

Cárdenas era as models to select delegates for the national meeting and to reestablish the 

Supreme Council structure, which for the most part had failed to convince indigenous 

groups of its utility.  The exception was of course, the Consejo Supremo Tarahumara 

(CST).  Since its official creation in 1939, the CST had held six regional congresses in 
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1941, 1947, 1950, 1957, 1959, and 1972.286  The congresses drew hundreds of 

Tarahumara, Tepehuanes and Pima from all over the state of Chihuahua.  This CST, 

created to pressure for both state and federal government support, offered a representative 

model for the National Congress that Bonfil Batalla and Nahmad Sittón proposed in 

1971.287  Besides the Tarahumara regional congress in 1972 another regional congress 

was held in Chiapas.288 

  The Congress in Chiapas was one of many gatherings indigenous groups 

participated in during the 1970s.  This congress was an event planned in 1973 by the Fray 

Bartolome de Las Casas Committee to commemorate the 500th anniversary of the birth 

of Bartolome de Las Casas (1474-1974).  Heading the Committee was its President 

photographer and philanthropist, Gertrudis Duby, Governor of Chipas Dr. Manuel 

Velasco Suarez, and the Director of Chiapas State Indigenous Affairs, Angel Robles.289  

Understanding the limitations of state organization, Robles turned to Bishop Samuel Ruiz 

to organize Tzotzil, Tzeltal, Chol and Tojolabal indigenous groups in order to participate 

in the congress.  Bishop Ruiz’s pastoral organization penetrated much deeper into those 

communities than any state or federal agency.  For this reason it was natural that Robles 

would use the networks already in place to stimulate indigenous acceptance of the 

congress.  But Ruiz did not agree immediately to the proposition suspecting the reasons 
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for seeking his assistance.  Ruiz eventually accepted taking the lead in organizing the 

congress only it the congress was to be a serious event with indigenous organization and 

participation and not reduced to a folkloric, demagogic, or tourist attraction.290  Robles 

agreed and Ruiz went to work by putting a team together made up of indigenous workers 

led by three unidentified young university faculty members of sociology, pedagogy, and 

philosophy along with three parish priests and a linguist who trained indigenous 

translators.291  These workers traveled to indigenous communities promoting the congress 

as a event for Indians led by Indian representatives.  They focused only on organizing 

Tzeltal, Tzotzil, Tojolabal, and Chol communities, the four ethnic groups within the 

diocese Ruiz was in charge of.  A series of sub-congresses were carried out locally in late 

1973 and early 1974 in preparation for the main event.  The largest occurred in Ocosingo 

with 500 Tzeltales attending.292  These sub-congresses generated discussions about the 

economic and social conditions of individual communities.  Eventually four themes of 

great concern emerged.  Community members of the communities focused on land, 

education, commerce, and health.  These four issues were written into the official 

convocation issued by Robles in early 1974.293 

Over a thousand indigenous participants attended the congress in 1974, although 

the exact number cannot be determined.  A CENAPI report placed the number at 1,500 
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while Agustin Romano Delgado, Director of the Tzeltal-Tzotzil Indigenous Coordinating 

Center, reported 1,030 registered delegates.294  While the congress was in fact a Chiapas 

congress, regional in scope, the national government was certainly aware of it and 

expressed public support for it.  President Luis Echeverría did not attend, but sent a 

telegram dated October 14, 1974 expressing his support for the event.295   Romano 

Delgado was present at the congress as was Bishop Samuel Ruiz and PRODESECH 

(Chiapas Development Project) representatives as well as the Fray Bartolome de Las 

Casas committee.  Although most municipal presidents were invited, few attended, 

revealing the level of division and tension between indigenous communities and local 

government officials.  Governor of Chiapas, Velasco Suarez inaugurated the event and 

attended its proceedings, which showed that state officials were in fact willing to provide 

an opportunity for indigenous peoples, at least in Chiapas, to discuss their economic 

situation.   

In his report to INI Director, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, Romano Delgado 

reported his doubts over the representative nature of the congress.  He charged that 

Congress organizers tightly controlled who participated and that this confirmed the 

relationship between the state government and its indigenous agency (PRODESCH) with 

the clergy.  Moreover, he argued that the congress revealed the depth of penetration of 

religious organizations within Chiapas into indigenous communities, specifically within 
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Chol, Tojolabal, Tzeltal and Tzotzil communities.296  Moreover, he pointed out that many 

of the delegates were young and most were members of religious organizations. 

Additionally, he continued by denouncing the fact that traditional community elders were 

not included as participants in the delegations.  Neither were ejidal leaders and 

community representatives.  He also criticized bilingual teachers and education 

committees stating that they were not representing the interests of indigenous 

communities rather they were more interested in personal gain.  The criticisms reveal the 

distrust/skepticism that local INI officials had for religious organization of indigenous 

communities.297  Nevertheless, representatives of the four groups offered conclusions on 

each of the four themes at the end of the congress. Critics have charged that the 

conclusions to emerge from that meeting were limited and lacking in political depth.298  

But in many ways they reveal the real necessities of indigenous peoples in Chiapas.  Lack 

of medical attention and access to medications led to the demands for health 

improvements.  Concerns over commerce reflected the lack of job availability, and 

abusive middlemen that stunted the local economy.  The issue of education meant that 

Chiapaneco Indians were aware of the importance of education for the improvement of 

their lives in economic, social, and political terms.  Finally, land continued to be the most 

important issue as sustenance was tied to it.  Their demands were political in that they 

touched on needed land reform policies, funding for health clinics, and education 
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programs.  Even if their demands were not framed as political they certainly were.  This 

event is certainly important in the history of indigenous organization, most certainly in 

that within Chiapas, it was not an independently organized congress.  Both Bishop Ruiz 

and his cadre of organizers may have stimulated indigenous participation and taken it 

over once Robles handed over the reigns.  But just like the National Congress, the 1974 

Congress was funded by state monies.  Additionally since we now know that the National 

Congress was organized in 1971 we can dispute the argument that the 1975 congress was 

organized as a government response to the independent congress in Chiapas in 1974. 

  

Pátzcuaro 

In 1971 Echeverría’s presence at the INI session was widely noted by Mexico 

City newspapers, who claimed that it was symbolic of the President’s concern for the 

well-being and the advancement of the indigenous masses.  Echeverría’s revision of 

indigenismo at the beginning of his administration set the stage for the National 

Congress.  Christened the First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples and its purpose 

was to bring together indigenous groups from all over the nation and discuss the 

problems plaguing native populations.  Sixty-eight delegations took buses provided by 

government agencies from all over the country to reach the site of the Congress in 

Pátzcuaro, Michoacán.  The number of delegates allotted per delegation varied depending 

on the population size of each Supreme Council.  For example, the largest delegations 

were the Nahuatl Supreme Council from Mexico City with 125, the Mixe from Oaxaca 

with seventy-three, Zapotec from Oaxaca with sixty-six, and Tarasco from Michoacán 
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with sixty.  The smallest delegations were from Chipas: Cakchiquel with eight, Mochos 

with seven, and Chol with five.  Most delegations ranged between fifteen and forty 

representatives.299  Newspaper articles estimated the overall attendance of at least 2,500 

indigenous representatives. Stefano Varese, a young anthropologist among those invited 

to the event, estimated that at least 5,000 indigenous representatives, government 

officials, members of the media, international observers, and academics attended the 

Congress proceedings over the course of four days.300  Congress documents show that 

1,794 delegates were transported from their communities to Pátzcuaro.301  Additional 

delegations, including Nahoas from Michoacán, and individual indigenous peoples, who 

had not been officially invited, may have attended raising the number to as high as 2,000.  

If viewed in a critical way, two thousand attendees of approximately 3 million indigenous 

peoples, less than one percent, was not necessarily representative of an entire sector.  But 

the numbers, in terms of attendance were still significant especially considering that prior 

to this event, indigenous peoples had never gathered in a national platform before.  

Delegates of at least sixty ethnic groups attended and the public perception of wide 

participation went a long way to show government officials and the national community 

that they could be a rising political force. 

The First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Mexico took place from 

October 7-10, 1975 on Janitzio Island in Lake Pátzcuaro, Michoacán.  It brought a 

magnificent culmination to the regional indigenous congresses that had taken place from 
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February to August, 1975. Although Echeverría did not attend the opening ceremonies 

Dr. Aguirre Beltrán reminded the audience of the President’s commitment to the 

indigenous cause.302  The Congress was organized by the National Confederation of 

Campesinos (CNC), the Department of Agrarian Reform (SRA), and the National 

Indigenous Institute (INI) with support from the elected Supreme Council Presidents 

(Chapter 3).  Taking part in the congress were fifty-four official delegations representing 

various indigenous groups from across the country.  The Supreme Council 

representatives and presidents had been elected during the regional indigenous 

congresses.303 

The Congress provided indigenous leaders with an opportunity to challenge the 

power of the Mexican State by making demands for political self-determination.  The 

declaration of indigenous autonomy was done through the national government’s own 

program.  The invitation to the Congress that was sent to indigenous communities in 

September of 1975 contained references to the promises of the Mexican Revolution for 

land reform and the integration of marginalized ethnic groups.  It portrayed the Congress 

as the continuation of the revolutionary process to attain economic, social, and political 

liberties for the indigenous sectors of society.  The invitation spoke of an indigenous 

evolutionary process where government officials placed responsibility for this process on 

Indians themselves.  The Congress, federal officials argued, represented a beginning, one 
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which provided a voice for indigenous communities as well as the opportunity to forge 

their vision for progress and development, with government supervision. 

While the invitation outlined an agenda devised by Congress organizers it should 

be noted that the agenda was pieced together based on the issues of importance discussed 

during the regional congresses.  According to official government organizers the issues in 

the agenda pertained to the condition of indigenous peoples.  Themes to be discussed at 

the congress included: indigenous political involvement, land tenancy, education, 

infrastructure improvement, economic development, environmental concerns, 

preservation of languages, history and traditions, the status of indigenous women, and 

expansion of youth organizations.304 

The first day of the gathering, October 7, was one of reception after reception as 

well as the innumerable speeches made by government officials during the opening 

ceremonies.  The day began with a special breakfast for the indigenous delegations in the 

town of Pátzcuaro while at the Morelia Airport, Michoacán governor Carlos Torre 

Manzo, met the official entourage led by Secretary of Agrarian Reform, Félix Barra 

García.  At 9am a reception was held at the Regional Center for the Fundamental 

Education of Latin America (CREFAL- Centro Regional de Educación Fundamental Para 

la América Latina) installations by congress organizers.  The delegations were gathered 

to transport them to the dock to board the ferries for transport to the island of Janitzio.  

Upon arriving on the island the delegates climbed to the top where the José María 

Morelos monuments stood.  Flag honors were performed and the national anthem sung by 
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the Morelia Choir.  Torre Manzo welcomed the delegates and was followed by the 

offering of salutations by CNC Secretary General, Celestino Salcedo Monteón.  After a 

performance by the Mixe Band (Oaxaca) INI Director, Dr. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, 

spoke of the state of indigenous communities and the policies of Echeverría’s 

administration, which intended to give indigenous peoples a role in the process of 

indigenismo.  The inauguration of the Congress was officially pronounced by Félix Barra 

García.  The opening ceremonies, which lasted five hours, were culminated with lunch in 

the afternoon.  Following the meal the delegations were introduced at Plaza Vasco de 

Quiroga back in the town of Pátzcuaro.  The evening was closed out by film viewing in 

the camp area along the shores of Lake Pátzcuaro.305 

However, over the course of the following two days, October 8 and 9, sixteen 

sessions were held.  The bulk of the individual sessions were held at the CREFAL 

installations as well as the Fishing Technical School and three at the local boarding 

school.306  The sessions focused on the important issues of land tenancy, education, 

credit, infrastructure, political action, commerce and the condition of indigenous women 

among others. 

Not surprisingly, one of the primary issues was that of land tenancy.  Two day-

long sessions were needed to discuss such a pressing matter as its complex nature 

reflected not merely the need for land reform as a way to create access to land.  As an 

issue it was much more complicated in that it involved a number of interrelated issues 
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such as intimidation by large landowners and ranchers also competing for grazing land, 

lack of access to credit, and under-pricing foodstuffs grown by indigenous producers.  Of 

course one of the central concerns was lack of land access for the majority of indigenous 

communities, sure, but the quality of that land was also in question.  Land access, 

indigenous delegates claimed, was not enough.  The land itself needed to be arable and 

productive in its yield of agricultural goods for self-sustainability and perhaps even 

small-scale commercial production so that families and communities could become self-

reliant.  Although they recognized that the matter of land tenancy was not only one of 

concern for indigenous peoples, but also for self-identifying peasants, they argued that as 

indigenous peoples they had separate needs and situations that they dealt with.  Because 

they were Indians, they claimed, it influenced how they were treated by government 

officials in relation to land disputes, especially those involving large landowners and 

ranchers.307  Usually disputes with large landowners and ranchers were not settled in their 

favor.  Here they implied injustice yes, but injustice based on racism without really 

saying it was racism.  The inaccessibility of land, and good arable land at that, was linked 

to the discriminatory attitudes of local government officials who favored large 

landowners and ranchers.  I suspect that in addition to this type of discrimination, the 

ability of large land owners and ranchers to pay off government officials contributed to 

the problem as well. 

Another issue linked to land was that of credit and the lack of access to it, which 

mandated an entirely separate session.  The delegates demanded that credit be made 
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available to indigenous peoples, peasants, as well as other popular organizations.  This 

was necessary to compliment land tenancy by accessing machinery and technology for 

agrarian production, tourist attraction, and fishing industries.308  Without proper access to 

tools, fertilizers, seeds, transportation, land distribution alone would not be enough to 

effect real change. 

Similarly, the development of infrastructure was important.  During the session 

indigenous delegates demanded construction of roads to and from indigenous 

communities as well as the proper maintenance of those already in existence.  In addition, 

the construction of bridges was deemed necessary to deal with annual overflowing of 

river banks among some communities.  These delegates also demanded reserve water 

wells, health clinics and electrification projects, mail service and telegraph service.  They 

added that they hoped their voice would be heard and taken seriously and their efforts 

taken into consideration.309 

The session on commerce emphasized the necessity to find markets for goods 

produced by indigenous peoples and to reduce the role of who purchased products at a 

much lower price than it sold in open markets.  This process was a detriment to 

adequately accessing fair profits thus limiting access to adequate profits which would go 

far in helping indigenous communities to develop local businesses.  These businesses, 

which according to the delegates, should be administered by indigenous families and 

would help create jobs for community members.  They also demanded fair prices for 

palm hats, ceramics, rugs and other craft goods, which sold well beyond the communities 
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where they were produced.  The delegates also demanded fair market prices for coffee, 

barbasco, honey, timber, fruits, vegetables, and other products, which also sold well in 

national markets.  In addition, transportation was an added necessity in order to transport 

their goods to local and regional markets for which they demanded government subsidies 

for vehicles.310  By focusing on addressing these issues it would reduce the necessity of 

indigenous groups to leave their communities in search of jobs.  This was an especially 

serious problem for the ethnic groups in the northern part of the country, especially 

among the Kiliwa and Cucapah.311 

The agriculture session was presided over by Seri Supreme Council President 

Roberto Thompson Herrera.  Delegates emphasized the significance of agriculture in the 

national economy during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  The delegation 

chastised the apparent abandonment of agriculture over the last decade by the federal 

government.  They proposed that government agencies provide support for the creation of 

small industries and businesses in the form of cooperatives or other collective business 

venture forms by extending credit to get them off the ground.  The argument was that 

these types of efforts would benefit rural Mexico not only by creating jobs but also these 

entrepreneurial strategies would generate local and regional economic growth, thus 

contributing to the overall development of the Mexican economy.  In addition, they 

proposed the nationalization of fertilizer and insecticide industries, which they believed 
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would provide them access to those products at affordable prices, and in turn protect their 

harvest, improve the yield, and generate a higher rate of profits.312 

Their concerns were not only economic in nature.  During the health and work 

session demands were made for the expansion of government clinics in or near 

indigenous communities and the extension of health benefits to indigenous peoples.  In 

addition, delegates demanded the availability of medication and doctors as well as 

hygiene, preventive measures, and nutrition and diet workshops.  The delegates also 

advised government officials to use labor from communities to build the clinics so as to 

also provide jobs for local laborers and stimulate the local economy.  One of the more 

interesting demands made by delegates was that for a national pharmaceutical industry.  

Delegates stated that in order to make medications affordable for indigenous 

communities, peasants, and other exploited workers it was necessary that the federal 

government invest in creating a national pharmaceutical industry.313  While this may not 

appear to be a reasonable or even realistic demand, Gabriela Soto Laveaga demonstrates 

that the process for the attempt at creating a national pharmaceutical industry had begun 

early during Echeverría’s presidency.  Indigenous peasants from Oaxaca played a 

significant role in the harvesting of barbasco which was an essential ingredient in the 

development of contraceptive drugs.314  While it is not clear which delegates proposed 

such a stipulation, it would not be too much of a stretch to deduce that Oaxaca indigenous 
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representatives would certainly have advocated for it to be included in the session 

conclusions. 

Cultural issues also found a place of discussion within the National Congress.  A 

session on language and archaeological structures as national patrimony led to demands 

for the recognition of indigenous languages as languages and not as what they considered 

to be a derogatory term, dialects.  Delegates also demanded respect for the traditions 

inherent in indigenous social organization as well as conservation of their culture for their 

profit.  Finally in regards to the profitable and commercial nature of archeological sites 

they called for indigenous communities to benefit from it through being granted a share 

of the entrance fees and gift shop sales.  In addition, delegates proposed that indigenous 

peoples be trained to run and administer said archeological sites, which meant they would 

have active roles in the preservation of national patrimony as well as the creation of jobs 

for indigenous Mexicans.315 

A session on collective labor called for the proper organization of communities to 

take advantage of labor availability in order to produce jobs.  Delegates wanted the 

development of workshops for indigenous people to be educated on the bureaucratic 

process involving land, labor, and forest issues so that they would have the tools to 

effectively navigate the legal waters.316  This is probably more important than given 

attention to.  Understanding the way land titling, rights to forest areas were awarded, and 

labor rights in terms of navigating the bureaucracy was terribly important.  If indigenous 

peoples understood the process they were least likely to be led astray or advised to act 
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against their own interests.  In this way they would be armed with the tools to protect 

their lands, their forests, and their labor. 

Indigenous peoples in densely wooded regions such as Tarahumara in Chihuahua, 

Michaocán, and the Lacandon Jungle cutting across Chiapas, Tabasco, and the Mixteca in 

Oaxaca, were extremely concerned about forest conservation and protection as well as 

exploitation.  The Lacandon Supreme Council President, José Pepe Chan Bor accused the 

National Financing (Financiera Nacional) firm of illegally logging timber from that 

area.317  Illegal logging was a serious issue in these regions and the delegates called for a 

creation of community cooperatives to exploit those natural resources for the benefit of 

their communities instead of private firms doing so.  In addition, the constant logging was 

decimating some areas and a reforestation program was necessary in order to try and 

curtail the long-term negative effects of deforestation while calling for the cancellation of 

federal logging permits to private firms.  They argued that the government should support 

the emerging conservation organizations that wished to protect the forest regions while 

also exploiting the natural resources for the benefit of indigenous communities.  These 

indigenous-run organizations were already emerging such as APROFON (Nayarít), 

PROFORMEX in Durango, Nayarit, and Guerrero, PROFORTARAH (Programas 

Forestales de la Tarahumara) in Chihuahua, PROFORMICH (Michoacán), and Forestal 

Vicente Guerrero (Guerrero).318 
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The session on indigenous youth focused on the development and preparation of 

youth as possible professionals and future community leaders.  This session called for the 

creation of consciousness of the political, social, cultural and economic position of 

indigenous peoples within national society.   The youth, delegates believed, should be 

aware of the numerous opportunities that President Echeverría was providing at this 

particular moment in time, especially in regards to the land tenancy issue since for those 

who did not have opportunity to go to school, land accessibility meant the difference 

between menial labor and self-sustainability.  In addition to schools, delegates called for 

the need to create workshops dealing with how to establish small industries and for young 

girls, seamstress workshops.319 

One of the more interesting sessions was the one which discussed the condition of 

indigenous women.  It is reasonable to assume that this panel was in part influenced by 

the recent United Nations Women’s Conference which took place just a few months 

before from June 19-July 2 in Mexico City.320  The session was composed of all women, 

from its President, Cirila Sánchez Mendoza321 (Oaxaca) to the forty-two other delegates 

representing thirty-three ethnic groups.  Each delegation was given an opportunity to 

voice their concerns.  An overwhelming majority called for the establishment of 

seamstress workshops and donations of sewing machines to create opportunities for 

indigenous women to work from home.  In addition they asked for government 

investment in mills for the grinding of maize into masa (or cornmeal) in order to free up 
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more time for women instead of grinding cornmeal for daily ration of tortillas.  Price 

controls, electrification projects, and potable water access were imperative as they 

claimed that in order for them to effectively do their duty as wives and mothers they 

needed to be able to feed their families nutritious meals which they could not produce if 

the price of staple foods was high.  In addition, with the availability of electrificity in 

their homes women could work longer and more effectively.  Also potable water would 

provide not only drinking water for their families but also irrigation for gardens and 

huertos.   Additionally health clinics and schools (kindergarten, elementary, and 

technical) were imperative in order for these women to give their children the tools to 

succeed in a society with so many odds stacked against them. 

In examining the language the female delegates utilized, alluding to motherhood 

and their duties to children and husbands, served as justification for their demands.  This 

would not be the first time that women used the language of motherhood to make valid 

demands.  The case of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina comes to mind.  A 

small group of mothers defied a brutal military dictatorship while demanding to know 

where their children were because what kind of mothers would they be if they did not 

find their children.322  Indigenous female delegates were also making demands claiming 

they were doing so as mothers and as mothers they needed to provide and care for their 

children: feeding them, clothing them, preparing them for the rest of their lives.  And 

accessing land, education, and jobs would give their children better economic and social 
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possibilities while defending language, political organization, and particular world views 

would preserve a sense of self and dignity in their culture 

Another common concern for female delegates was the alcoholism of husbands 

which created problems at home in the form of mistreatment as well as use of little 

money they had on alcohol, therefore they called for an anti-alcoholism campaign.  

Again, they called on their duties as mothers to defend the wages their husbands made for 

the needs of their children.  And as wives, how could they possibly maintain a home if 

they had no resources to do it with.  This was an astute way to not directly confront and 

belittle the character of their husbands.  By blaming those who sold agua ardiente and 

claiming they only wanted to be better wives, they managed to access some political 

participation without angering male delegates.  After all, the argument can be made that 

the National Congress was gendered male.  As far as political rights, they demanded that 

their constitutional right to vote in local, state, and federal elections be respected, both by 

their husbands and other male government officials.  Overall, these female delegates 

demanded that the integration of women into national society be on their own terms.323 

The president of the session on justice fittingly was Pedro Hernández Amador, 

Nahuatl Supreme Council President from the state of Hidalgo.  After citing a long list of 

abuses, legal entrapment, privation of liberties, and arbitrary arrests, the delegates 

demanded the safety and security of their families, homes, property, both communal and 

private.  They demanded justice for the assassinations of indigenous leaders in 

Michoacán, Oaxaca, Chiapas, Guerrero and Hidalgo.  In addition they argued that 

                                                 
323 “Indigenous Women’s Rights Session: Conclusions.” Archivo Salomón Nahmad Sittón. 



 188

indigenous people were not protected as local police forces, caciques, large landowners, 

ranchers, judges, and public officials all colluded to their mistreatment which resulted in 

mistrust and hatred as they failed to do their jobs.  From President Echeverria they 

demanded that indigenous people be respected and their rights as citizens validated with 

the enforcement of the laws protecting their equality before the law, rights and privileges 

assured to all Mexican citizens.  The delegates claimed that it was no longer acceptable 

for indigenous peoples not be treated as second-class citizens.  In addition, they 

demanded the release of all indigenous political prisoners throughout the country unjustly 

accused by mestizos, ladinos, caciques, large landowners, and other politicians.  They 

asked that the federal government take an active and collaborative role in the battle 

against racism and discrimination against indigenous peoples, which in their daily lives 

experienced all too well.324 

In a related session, that of political actions, delegates pointed out that the rights 

of indigenous peoples were not being fully accessed as they were not allowed to directly 

participate in the socio-economic and political aspect of the nation.  Perhaps legal slavery 

was no longer acceptable but indigenous peoples were subject to a different type of 

slavery crafted by the economic and political conditions imposed by middlemen, caciques 

and large landowners.  The assassinations of indigenous and peasant leaders, raping of 

indigenous women, prohibition of workers’ organizations, and various levels of  

intimidation, all created a psychological form of slavery, instilling a culture of fear 

resulting in the privation of liberties.  They demanded that indigenous peoples not only 
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be considered equal before the law, but most importantly that it be enforced.  Indigenous 

people, they argued, were physically and intellectually capable as any other Mexican 

citizen and should be considered full citizens with the ability to make decisions about 

their lives and families while also participating in the political, social, cultural, and 

economic life of the nation.325 

The final conclusions that emerged from the four-day meeting were presented to 

the President by Tzotzil Supreme Council President, Antonio Pérez Hernández.  These 

conclusions were drawn from the findings of the sixteen individual discussion sessions, 

each of which had dealt with various issues that influenced the daily lives of indigenous 

Mexicans.  From the Congress emerged a series of resolutions and demands known as 

Letter from Indigenous Communities, the Letter from Pátzcuaro, and the document 

officially founding the National Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI).  The first 

document adhered to the agenda set by congress organizers.  It pieced together the final 

resolutions of each session.  The demands for infrastructure development, bilingual and 

bicultural education as well as technical training, access to medical care and medication, 

creation of jobs, revision of land reform laws to facilitate access to land as well as credit 

were discussed.  In addition the document expressed the demands for justice, that 

indigenous peoples be treated in an egalitarian manner, fairly and impartially as the law 

required it.  That concept of justice was extended to the issue of women’s rights.  

Women’s rights not only in a political sense in terms of voting rights but also within 

communities in terms of being able to make decisions about their lives and participating 
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in the social, political and economic events surrounding their communities.  The 

document is often viewed as a government attempt to exercise a subtle government 

presence and was guided by government agenda.  However, during the session debates 

over a number of issues were discussed which crafted the final conclusions.  Thus, 

indigenous delegates helped shape the language of the documents.  While this document 

addressed some social and political matters it was mostly relevant in terms of material 

issues.326 

The declaration of Indian autonomy emerged from the very government apparatus 

intended to contain Indian mobilization.  A second document, the Letter from Pátzcuaro 

was read to Echeverría and those in attendance by the Chinateco Supreme Council 

President, Vicente Paulino López Velasco.  It was in this document that the declaration of 

self-determination was presented.  

This document directly addressed the problems stemming from discrimination 

faced by indigenous peoples.  It also cited the participation of indigenous peoples in the 

Mexican Revolution as the legitimizing source for their petitions.  It stated that based on 

the historical sacrifices of indigenous peoples, as a result of the Conquest, colonial 

period, the Porfiriato as well as the Revolution, the Mexican government had an 

outstanding debt with their sector.  Their marginalization, it argued, was one all social 

sectors were responsible for and as such, Mexican society as a whole had the 

responsibility to collaborate in their incorporation.  The major obstacles to the economic 

development of indigenous communities the document stated were caciques, the labor 
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arrangements with large landed estate owners, lack of access to land and credit, as well as 

government bureaucracy, these which also contributed to social and political 

marginalization.  The document proceeded to claim rights over land, water and oil 

deposits within indigenous communities, again citing the language of the Mexican 

Revolution.327 

In a bold move, the letter stipulated the right of indigenous communities to 

political self-determination.  The letter signaled the guarantee of political rights of 

indigenous Mexicans provided under the Constitution.  That guarantee extended to 

equality for all its citizens, which the document claimed was not being enforced in the 

case of its indigenous population.  Indigenous peoples recognized that legally there was 

no discrimination but they also emphasized that the practice of it was quite common as 

the application of the law was selective.  The document stated that indigenous peoples 

did not oppose incorporation per say, but they would oppose an incorporation based on 

exploitation in rural and urban labor, as well as political exclusion and social 

marginalization.328  They did however, point out that they were receptive of the positive 

aspects of national society while claiming that self-determination meant incorporation as 

Mexican citizens, with the rights, privileges and obligations inherent in such 

citizenship.329  The declaration was signed by fifty-four Supreme Council Presidents.330 

This declaration was critical because indigenous people refused to continue to be 

poster children for a nationalist project that borrowed their past and touted their culture, 
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but ushered them aside.  The declaration for autonomy stated that it was no longer 

enough for the nation “to honor the dead Indian [as culture]…—but the actual Indian as a 

member of the national community.”331  Not only did indigenous peoples demand 

political self-determination, they also pressured for cultural autonomy.  Essentially they 

did not want an image marketed as national propaganda yet still being kept at the margins 

of national society.  However, indigenous leaders were careful not to emerge as a 

separatist movement since they were well aware of the state-sponsored violence 

embroiling the country.  They merely restated their rights to make the demand of self-

determining the process and extent of their incorporation, on their own terms.332  That 

incorporation, though, would take place on their own terms.  Beyond that, self-

determination was vaguely defined.  I suspect that this was done purposefully so that  

self-determination could be interpreted and reinterpreted based on changing situations 

and for future generations of indigenous leaders to interpret to their convenience.  Their 

terms signified a willingness to actively participate in the construction of official Indian 

policy, but with their own alterations.333  It would appear that Echeverría’s participatory 

indigenismo was producing results, but not those he intended. 

And while indigenous peoples claimed that their social condition set them apart 

from peasants, workers, and other popular groups, they did in fact state that like peasants 

they too shared a concern for issues surrounding land tenancy and reform.  And as 

workers and other underprivileged groups they too shared a concern for issues of fair 
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prices for staple foodstuffs, good wages, health care, access to education and overall 

improved living conditions.334 

In addition to the declaration of self-determination enacted by the Letter from  

Pátzcuaro, a third document, The Act of the Reunion Celebrated by All Presidents of the 

National Supreme Council of Indigenous Peoples created a national indigenous 

organization, the National Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI- Consejo Nacional de 

Pueblos Indigenas). To critics of the CNPI the organization was an extension of 

government manipulation as it was viewed to have been born at the National Congress, 

also denounced as a government form of social control.  However, the beginning stages 

of this organization date back to 1971 and perhaps even earlier during the late 1960s 

(Chapter 5). 

 Almost immediately following the opening ceremonies in Pátzcuaro, the task of 

drafting a document to officially birth the national organization was undertaken.335  

Supreme Council Presidents gathered on the evening of October 7 in a rather secretive 

manner such that Vicente Paulino López Velasco stood by the door to prevent unwanted 

journalists, intellectuals, government officials, and others not welcomed to partake or 

observe the proceedings, from entering the meeting hall.  The special night session 

intended to create the charter for the national indigenous organization.  After introductory 

words and pleasantries were exchanged debate, discussion and disagreements ensued.336  
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After a long evening of heated discussions the charter was drafted, approved, and signed 

by the Presidents of the fifty-four official Supreme Councils.337 

 Samuel Díaz Holguín, Tarahumara Supreme Council President declared that with 

the new indigenous organization indigenous peoples could now have a structure in place 

that would defend the rights of indigenous peoples and continued to pressure federal 

officials for the development of its communities.  According to Díaz Holguín only 

Presidents Lázaro Cárdenas and Luis Echeverría had shown an active and genuine desire 

to protect indigenous communities and promote their economic, social and political 

rights.  With the National Congress and now the national indigenous organization, 

indigenous voices would no longer be muted, their voice, a collective one, would be 

heard.338 

 

Limitations 

Even as indigenous communities asserted their rights as citizens at the Congress, 

the media in Mexico City ran headlines that indicated the success of the event.  The 

articles highlighted the number of opportunities that President Echeverría had so 

generously provided indigenous peoples.339  However, provincial papers did not view the 

Congress in the same way.  The daily in Morelia, Michoacán, La Voz de Michoacán 

wrote editorials highly critical of the organization of the Congress and the treatment of 

indigenous participants.  The paper argued that the encampment conditions along the 
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Lake Patzcuaro shore were piled up with trash, did not have potable water available, little 

food and no septic facilities.  The editorial expressed outrage at the fact that indigenous 

peoples were spending more money by attending the Congress than they had.340  Dr. 

Gonzalo Rubio Orbe, Director of the Interamerican Indigenous Institute also pointed out 

the problems with transportation and housing accommodations for indigenous 

participants.341 

In addition, La Voz de Michoacán argued, not only were members of the Supreme 

Councils provided with poor facilities and subject to tourist exoticism, but discussions 

within the sessions were difficult to follow and understand as a language barrier was 

present.  With the exception of Supreme Council presidents and some representatives 

very few spoke Spanish.  The paper claimed that most could not effectively communicate 

with each other.  Thus, it is difficult to ascertain just how much of a contribution 

indigenous participants made as opposed to the official Supreme Council representatives 

who guided the agenda.  This punctures a serious hole in Barra García’s declaration that 

indigenous peoples would be given a voice in deciding their futures.342 

The language impediments produced crucial gaps in the government’s 

proclamation that indigenous peoples, through the Congress, could craft resolutions of 

their own.  Unable to understand session discussions in a comprehensive way implies that 

many indigenous participants were non-factors in the creation of the three documents to 

emerge from the sessions.  In spite of that, Celestino Salcedo Monteón upheld the 
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Congress as libertarian and genuine in that it allowed indigenous peoples the opportunity 

to speak simply and matter-of-factly.343  Rubio Orbe described the Congress as an effort 

by the Mexican government to allow indigenous peoples the prospect of delineating 

individual solutions to their problems.  These language impediments contributed to the 

prevention of pan-Indian movement during the 1970s.  However, language barriers aside, 

the congress did allow for an indigenous voice to surface through at least two of the three 

documents. 

The Diario de Michoacán also critiqued the legitimacy of the Congress and the 

role of the government in it.  Its editorials and articles expressed contempt for the 

Congress and for government paternalism.  They argued that after the National Congress 

indigenous representatives would return to their communities, perhaps get an audience 

with federal officials or state agents with photographs of indigenous peoples in their 

traditional dress plastered on the front pages of newspapers and to soothe the social and 

political conscience of the public and government officials alike.  But the millions of 

indígenas would wake up the next morning still in their small shacks, waiting for 

government help which would never arrive.344  What the editorials failed to point out was 

that with the establishment of the National Council of Indigenous Peoples, perhaps those 

millions of indígenas would at least have improved chances of being listened to and 

improve their lives just a little. 
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Additionally, the paper reported instances of under-representation and 

misrepresentation.  A group of Nahoas, off the coast of Michoacán, near the state of 

Colima were not officially invited to the Congress.  Yet, a letter was sent to Salomón 

Nahmad Sittón telling him that they knew about the Congress but had yet to receive 

official communication or an invitation to the event.345  In addition, the Regional Peasant 

Committee of Uruapan, composed of Tarasco indigenous peoples and led by Guadalupe 

Rangel Aguilar attended the National Congress claiming to be the rightful representatives 

of the Tarasco.  The group claimed that the official Tarasco Supreme Council had been 

created by the CNC and thus was illegitimate and failed to truly represent the concerns of 

the Tarasco people.  This had more to do with the internal rivalries in the Meseta Tarasca 

where two groups were struggling to represent the Tarasco community and gain political 

legitimacy.  This rivalry spilled over to the National Congress as one group accepted as 

the official Supreme Council while the other was not.  Obviously indigenous 

organizations recognized the potential of the event in terms of material improvements and 

political gains for collective and individual interests.346  These instances also punctured a 

hole in the claim of government officials that the National Congress included all 

indigenous groups.347 
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Toward the end of the Congress, a crowd of indigenous people, some clothed in 

traditional attire gathered to listen to President Echeverria’s speech during the closing 

ceremonies.  A voice in the crowd suddenly exclaimed, “we have trust in you, but not 

always in your collaborators.”348  President Echeverria responded by stressing a 

partnership between the government and indigenous communities.  He reassured the 

multitude before him that the issues brought to the attention of the federal government via 

the National Congress would be taken seriously and considered carefully, not only by his 

administration but all agencies directly working with indigenous communities such as the 

CNC, SRA, and INI among others. 

The Congress was culminated by Echeverría issuing 49,997 certificates of 

recognition to indigenous community members as well as handing land titles of the Lake 

Pátzcuaro Islands (Tecuen, Yuluen, Paganda, Jerecuaro, and Janitzio) to the Tarasco 

Supreme Council President, Natalio Flores Lázaro.  Echeverría also distributed 118 

Presidential Resolutions entitling 23,736 indigenous families to communal holdings 

totaling one million hectares.  Ten of those resolutions disseminated 45,000 hectares to 

communities in the states of Nayarit, Guerrero, Michoacán, and Chiapas.349 These 

additional hectares brought the estimated hectares distributed during Echeverría’s 

Presidency to indigenous communities to over three million.350  Additionally 

BANRURAL sent a representative to the Congress.  Dr. Juan Manuel González Martínez, 

Director of the Department of Socio-economic Integration of Indigenous Communities 
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held a session with the indigenous delegates to discuss the issue of extending credit to 

indigenous communities.  Representatives from forty-one communities presented 

proposals for cattle ranching, community improvements, coffee production, seeds, fences, 

palm hat production, fruit production, and deepwater well drilling.  The funds would be 

distributed by local Indigenous Coordinating Centers (CCI) as well as local Secretariat of 

Agrarian Reform (SRA) offices.351 

On his way to the pier to take the ferry back to shore, President Echeverría said, 

“they [indigenous peoples] are as Mexican as we; sometimes they are much more 

Mexican than those of us in the cities claim to be,”352 as if to publicly give them their 

place within the nation.  What exactly did Echeverría mean by “they are as Mexican as 

we”?  It is entirely possible that he was publicly advocating for indigenous peoples to no 

longer be reduced to being second class citizens.  He seemed to be saying that it was time 

to accept their rights as full political, social, and economic members of society.  The 

message to indigenous peoples was similar.  But it can also be understood as the 

President, the ultimate symbol of authority, was communicating to them that they had 

arrived, that indigenous peoples could not take their place as full members of the nation.  

And their demands for self-determination, while accepted, may not go entirely 

uncontested by federal officials.  Their rights as citizens were certainly acknowledged 

and protected but as members of society they too had to prove their loyalty to the 

individuals who provided such opportunities, and more specifically to him.  After all the 

opportunities Echeverría provided came with strings attached. 
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In essence indigenous groups seemed to be content with some of the promises 

made to them but they also wanted land.  Part of the revolutionary goals that Echeverría 

attempted to recreate was that of land reform, which directly affected Indian 

communities.  Early on in Echeverría’s administration, the Department of Agrarian 

Reform developed the Huicot Plan which returned pastures to Huichol, Cora, and 

Tepehuan groups as well as issuing water and land rights to the Huaves of Oaxaca in 

1971.  Land titles to Tiburon Island on the Gulf of California were issued to the Seris, 

and titles to 600,000 hectares of tropical jungle were distributed to the Lacandones in 

Chiapas in 1972.353  

Land redistribution was made through a series of presidential resolutions which 

restored, confirmed, and established titles to indigenous leaders and community 

members.  Echeverria appeared determined to incite memories of Cárdenas’s historic 

administration and create his own version of a revolutionary legacy.  Because indigenous 

groups claimed to be peasants, they developed an alliance with the CNC to push for land 

reform.  But this alliance proved rather tricky and complicated.  The issue of land 

distribution had not been settled even after a number of revolutionary programs had 

attempted to do so.  During the regional indigenous congresses it became obvious to 

peasants that they were competing directly with indigenous peoples for limited resources.  

To try and counter the increased influence of indigenous groups they engaged in alliances 

in order to pressure federal agencies for their interests, although it did not always pan out.  
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Despite some problems, the National Congress in 1975 marked a watershed in the 

advent of Mexican indigenous participation in various sectors of national life.  It also 

served to create and inter-ethnic cooperation between various indigenous groups that for 

the first time came together.  No longer imagined communities indigenous populations 

became exposed to a larger community outside of their own, facing the same types of 

economic hardships and marginalization.  In essence, after 1975 indigenismo surfaced as 

an important aspect of society and after 1983 the debates regarding indigenous policies 

intensified further as the indigenous population mobilized and pressured for material 

assistance and programs as well as the right to make decisions about their lives and their 

communities with little to no government intervention.354 

In the face of government attempts to incorporate indigenous peoples into a 

nationalist program, indigenous representatives exercised a degree of resistance.  The 

First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples served as a government generated 

campaign of social control in the face of surmounting pressure.  The National Congress 

was certainly part of state-generated indigenismo and certainly was not all inclusive in 

regards to all indigenous peoples, but it also functioned as a catalyst for indigenous self-

determination.  Yet, indigenous peoples took the opportunities given them to exercise a 

great deal of agency in crafting the Letter from Pátzcuaro.  The document declared self-

determination for an indigenous population as far as the process of integration into 

national society. 
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Echeverría wished to convey revolutionary ideals through his symbolic 

endorsement of the indigenous population and promised to take into account the issues 

raised in congressional panels.  In many ways, Echeverría tried to embody Cárdenista 

revolutionary principle to which indigenous peoples cleverly responded by speaking of 

the legacy of Lázaro Cárdenas and likening it to Luis Echeverría and his efforts to 

redistribute land as well as take into account indigenous communities within national 

life.355 

With Echeverria constantly preaching revolutionary ideals and comparing himself 

to Cárdenas in implicit ways, he could not break his promises to indigenous Mexicans 

very easily.  The fundamentals of revolutionary rhetoric served the indigenous agenda as 

well as Echeverría’s populist process.  Although handing out concessions reached a limit 

Echeverría found it very difficult to reign in the distribution of social dispensation as the 

masses equipped themselves with the tools to remind the President of the numerous 

promises made to them in the name of the Revolution then and now.  Indigenous leaders, 

like Echeverría, utilized revolutionary rhetoric to remind him of the debt the nation had 

with them to promote their development.  Indigenous communities took the small 

window of opportunity that Echeverría offered them and pushed the door of agency wide 

open. 

1975 marked the First National Congress but it would not be the last.  By late 

1976 plans for a Second National Congresses were set in motion.  This time the now 

legitimate National Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI) led by Galdino Perfecto 
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Carmona (Amuzgo from Guerrero) and Vicente Paulino López Velasco (Chatino from 

Oaxaca) was in charge of organizing the congress not the National Peasant Confederation 

(CNC).  In February 1977 the Second National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of 

Mexico took place in Santa Ana Nichi in the State of Mexico.  The Second Congress 

continued to address the necessity of the federal government to satisfy the economic and 

social needs of indigenous communities.  It argued that the National Council of 

Indigenous Peoples (CNPI) should be autonomous with the authority to coordinate local, 

regional, and national programs.  From the Second National Congress emerged a specific 

socioeconomic development program that focused on the issues of land tenancy, 

conservation of natural resources, infrastructure, credit, health care, education, and 

housing which officially was named COMPLAMAR.  This program was to be carried 

forward by a permanent and independent structure named National Commission for the 

Development of Indigenous Peoples.356 

The Third National Congress was held in Mexico City in July 19, 1979.  There 

the CNPI managed to attain a measure of separation from official government agencies.  

However, that break eventually weakened the organization along with internal strife.357  

A radical shift in indigenismo was strictly defined by indigenous participation during the 

presidential term of José López Portillo (1976-1982).  Between 1976 and 1982, under the 

Presidency of José López Portillo, two national congresses were held although the second 

one was planned while Echeverría was still in office.  The invitations for the congress 

                                                 
356 “Sintesis de las Principales Resoluciones de los Congresos Nacionales del Consejo Nacional de Pueblos 
Indígenas,” Instituto Nacional Indigenista/Reglajo Sintesis de Resoluciones, FD 16.01/70.1, 1975/28. 
357 Hernández-Díaz, 28-29. 
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still bore Echeverría’s name.  The Fourth and last National Congress took place in 1984 

in Puebla under the Presidency of Miguel de La Madrid (1982-1988).  In many ways his 

presidency marked the end of the era of government sponsored participatory indigenismo 

as well as a populist political style ushering in a period of austerity.  

Despite some grumblings over its apparent legitimacy, the First National 

Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Mexico became an important avenue for the 

expression of grievances, especially those related to agrarian issues.  Echeverría wished 

to convey Revolutionary ideals through his symbolic redistribution of land and promised 

to take into account the many demands stemming from the panels at the Congress.  Since 

President Lázaro Cárdenas, the plight of indigenous communities had been ignored for 

the promise of modernity and industrialization that the Mexican Miracle was to bring to 

Mexico.  In many ways Echeverria tried to embody the Revolutionary principles that 

Cárdenas himself exuded during his administration.  Whether Echeverría’s interest in the 

condition of Mexico’s indigenous sector was genuine or not, he did manage to position 

himself within the good graces of some indigenous groups.  And although not all 

indigenous communities trusted the genuine interest of federal officials or even 

Echeverria, they had in him, at the very least, an ally within the federal government 

which was not the case since 1940.358 

 

Conclusion 

                                                 
358 Celestino Salcedo Monteón, Pátzcuaro, Michoacán, October 10, 1975, Archivo del Instituto 
Interamericano Indígena, 5-7;   
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Prior to the 1970s the indigenous sector in Mexico was viewed as a passive sector 

that did not carry much weight in making demands for federal and state aid programs.  

This changed as indigenous communities began to make demands in the negotiation of 

their development and were becoming active participants in the construction of 

government programs and independent organizations.  The congress served to thrust onto 

the national stage the plight of the very culture that the State used to base a national past.  

The meeting in Pátzcuaro was not just an Indian event but a national affair that indirectly 

and perhaps unintentionally accelerated the empowerment process of indigenous 

communities.  These communities would no longer be appeased with minimal 

government subsidies.  Not willing to remain within the shadows of nationalist and 

revolutionary rhetoric, they pushed for recognition of their rights as citizens of a nation 

that glorified its indigenous past while marginalizing its contemporary indigenous 

sector.359 

The Congress, although organized by the government, emerged as  a complex 

event where the interested participants,--indigenous leaders, government officials, 

intellectuals--exchanged ideas, engaged in debates and discussions, disagreed, agreed, 

struggled for a voice and expressions of government outreach and indigenous action.  

Labels such as government manipulation or indigenous defiance ignore the complex 

exchanges among individuals struggling to represent themselves as the vanguards of 

change, both government officials in terms of participatory indigenismo and indigenous 

leaders with demands for self-determination. 

                                                 
359 Rosa María Jiménez Santos, Breve Analisis de la Carta de Pátzcuaro (México: Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista, 1975), 1. 
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The national congress in 1975 marked a watershed in the advent of indigenous 

participation in various sectors of national life.  It also served to create inter-ethnic 

cooperation between various indigenous groups.360  Indigenous communities saw a larger 

community outside of their own facing similar economic hardships and political and 

social marginalization.  After 1975 indigenismo resurfaced as an important debate within 

national society.  In 1977 newly appointed Director of the National Indigenous Institute 

(INI), Ignacio Ovalle Fernández claimed that José López Portillo’s Presidency would 

usher in an era of participatory indigenismo.  The only problem with that assertion is that 

Luis Echeverría had already done so.  The mass mobilization of popular groups, 

especially indigenous and peasant organization characterized López Portillo’s presidency.  

But the strategies that he used to deal with them he inherited from Echeverría.  Launched 

in 1977, COPLAMAR simply followed the mass spending programs that begun under 

Echeverría.  The CNPI continued to struggle to cement its role as a representative 

organization to be taken seriously.  Participatory indigenismo began with Echeverría but 

in many ways was forced to continue during López Portillo’s presidency as popular 

groups were not ready or willing to give up what had been accomplished during the 

previous presidential term. 

The idea of participatory indigenismo remained in the minds of Indian activists 

and communities well after 1975.  The widespread political mobilization of indigenous 

communities during the 1980s and 1990s is evidence of that.361  The proclamation of self-

                                                 
360 By stating that there was inter-ethnic cooperation I do not intend to argue for the existence of a Pan-
Indian movement. 
361 Jorge Hernandez-Diaz, Reclamos de la Identidad: La Formación de las Organizaciones Indígenas en 
Oaxaca (México: Universidad Autónoma Benito Juarez de Oaxaca, 2001); Juan Luis Sariego Rodríguez,  
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determination is extremely important in this regard and it shows that the issue of 

indigenous autonomy emerged well before 1994 and the EZLN uprising.  It was in fact a 

momentous declaration made publicly during the 1975 National Congress, nineteen year 

later.  The insertion of an indigenous voice in official Mexican Indian policy began 

during the Echeverría administration, was carried out through the 1975 First National 

Congress of Indigenous peoples of Mexico, and solidified in the years to follow.  In 1992, 

Article Four of the Mexican Constitution was amended to recognize Mexico as a multi-

ethnic, multi-cultural, multi-lingual.362 

In the face of government attempts to incorporate indigenous communities into a 

national program (and in Echeverría’s case, a populist one), indigenous peoples managed 

to carve a niche of their own.  Although the national congress was indeed state-generated 

indigenismo it functioned as a catalyst for the political mobilization of indigenous 

peoples that extended into the 1980s and 1990s.  While Echeverría wished to convey 

revolutionary (and populist) ideals through his symbolic endorsement of the rights of 

indigenous Mexicans, indigenous leaders adopted his rhetoric to stake claims to material 

and political capital.  The fundamentals of revolutionary ideology served the indigenous 

agenda as well as Echeverría’s populist goals.  Like Echeverría, indigenous peoples used 

                                                                                                                                                 
El indigenismo en la Tarahumara: Identidad, comunidad, relaciones interétnicas y desarrollo en la Sierra 
de Chihuahua (México: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 2001); José Eduardo Zárate Hernández, Los señores 
de utopia: etnicidad política en una comunidad P’urhépecha: Santa Fe de la Laguna-Ueamuo, segunda 
edición (México: El Colegio de Michoacán y el Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en 
Antropoligía Social, 2001); Lynn Stephen, ¡Zapata Lives!: Histories and Cultural Politics in Southern 
Mexico (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); Shannan L. Mattiace, To See With Two Eyes: 
Peasant Activism and Indian Autonomy in Chiapas, Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 2003); Arturo Warman y Arturo Argueta, coordinadores, Movimientos indígenas contemporáneos en 
México (México: Centro de Investigaciones Interdisciplinarias en Humanidades UNAM y Grupo Editorial 
Miguel Angel Porrúa, 1993). 
362 Gutierrez, 127:  Ann Varley, “Towards a Pluricultural Nation: The Limits of Indigenismo and Article 
4,” in Dismantling the Mexican State? Rob Aitken et al, (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996). 
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revolutionary rhetoric to remind the President and the federal government of the debt the 

nation owed them.363 

The insertion of an indigenous voice in official Mexican Indian policy began 

during the Echeverría administration, was carried out through the 1975 First National 

Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Mexico, and continued to be a factor in the years to 

follow.  For Echeverría, who seemed intent on reviving Cárdenas’s populist style as 

Echeverrismo, the political overtures made to the indigenous population by way of 

participatory indigenismo endeared him to some indigenous leaders364 (Chapter 5). 

Echeverría’s attempts to appease various social sectors in the aftermath of Tlatelolco in 

1968 included massive financial investment in social programs, which points to the 

adoption of a populist style.  Whether these overtures were genuine or not is not the issue.  

What is clear is that Echeverría’s sexenio was a significant period in the evolution of 

indigenismo from exclusively an officially-driven government program before 1970 to an 

indigenous-influenced agenda.  This does not mean that indigenous communities did not 

find ways to resist or strategically integrate themselves during pre-1970 indigenismo.  

The direct influence in shaping the contours of indigenismo during the Echeverria years 

were rather meaningful for indigenous leaders and organizations.  This, along with the 

declaration of self-determination, played an important role in the indigenous mobilization 

that exploded after 1975.  Just as the late 1930s were significant in terms of the political 

mobilization of indigenous Mexico, the 1970s were also important as they represent a 
                                                 
363 “Invitación al Primer Congreso Nacional de Pueblos Indígenas,” Archivo del Instituto Interamericano 
Indígena, 1-5;  “Carta de las Comunidades Indígenas,” Archivo del Instituto Interamericano Indígena. 
364 Primarily Natalio Flores Lázaro (Tarasco- Michoacán), Vicente Paulino López Velasco (Chinateco- 
Oaxaca), Samuel Díaz Holguin (Tarahumara- Chihuahua), Galdino Perfecto Carmona (Amuzgo- Guerrero), 
among others. 
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decisive shift from a seemingly complacent population to a highly politicized social 

sector.  While Echeverría’s version of populist politics intended to harness the emerging 

Indian movements, more than that, it publicly positioned him as a populist president.  

However, Echeverría was certainly not the second coming of Cárdenas who had died 

shortly before Echeverría took office, but a self-proclaimed inheritor of the ideals of the 

Mexican Revolution.  In regards to Indian Mexico, Echeverría was able to portray 

himself as a populist and most importantly as an ally.  The First National Congress of 

Indigenous Peoples of Mexico became the triumphant symbol of that. 
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CHAPTER 5 
“MEXICANOS DE SEGUNDA” NO MORE  

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE NATIONAL COUNCIL OF INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES, 1971-1984 

 
 

¡De Pie y en Lucha! 
-CNPI 

 
 
 
 On a crisp night in 1980 approximately 600 Chatino men, women and children in 

the town of Yaitepec in the southern state of Oaxaca, walked silently from their 

community to the lands owned by the local Zorilla family.  The unarmed group 

effectively invaded approximately 1,200 hectares of the unused land and began to plant 

coffee, maize, squash and chiles.  The community as a whole worked together to grow 

the crops deemed necessary for their sustenance.  Among the leaders of the land invasion 

was Cirila Sánchez Mendoza, recently appointed the Chatino Supreme Council President, 

the first and only woman to hold such a post among all the indigenous supreme councils 

in the nation.  As president of her Supreme Council she would take her place among the 

male dominated National Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI).  The significance of 

Sánchez’s influence is revealed by the death threats she regularly received from Mestizo 

and some indigenous land owners, merchants and middlemen, in Oaxaca.  These threats 

became real when she was warned not to return to her hometown of San Miguel 

Panixtlahuaca as there was a 3,000 pesos contract on her head.  Her work on behalf of her 

Chatino community placed her in danger, but, although she often admitted she feared for 

her life, she was driven by the great sense of responsibility she felt at being the President 
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and the type of future she wanted for her son.365  The CNPI was dominated by men, but 

the case of Cirila Sánchez Mendoza demonstrates the possibilities for change inherent in 

the Supreme Council structure and the impact of the CNPI as a representative 

organization and rallying point for indigenous leaders. 

***** 

 
 President Luis Echeverría announced plans for a National Indigenous Congress on 

September 13, 1971 at the meeting in Los Pinos, the presidential residence, it became 

evident that the indigenous bilingual promoters (cultural brokers) were going to play a 

significant role.  They rescued the regional indigenous congresses and played an 

important role at the National Congress in Pátzcuaro.  Additionally, they took a principal 

part in shaping one of the three significant documents to emerge from the National 

Congress: the Letter From Indigenous Communities, the Letter From Pátzcuaro and the 

document that officially created the first national indigenous organization, The National 

Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI).  The, the National Council of Indigenous 

Peoples, served as a direct liaison between indigenous communities and the federal 

government and as a national watchdog organization.366  The federal government, 

traditionally used to dealing with indigenous communities one-on-one, now had to 

engage the corporate group and vertical structure of the Supreme Councils. 

                                                 
365 Interview with Cirila Sánchez Mendoza by Arturo Moreno, “Una Mujer Chatina en Lucha,” México 
Indígena (May 1982). 
366 El Dia, Mexico City, October 10, 1975;  Kjeld Lings, “Las Organizaciones Indígenas de México Frente 
a la Política Indigenista del Gobierno,” (1980), 18;  Archivo Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios 
Superiores en Antropología Social- Distrito Federal, Papeles de Guillermo Bonfil Batalla hereafter cited 
Archivo Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, CIESAS-DF, Caja 115. 
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Vicente Paulino López Velasco, a Chatino Indian from Oaxaca, in his memoirs, traced 

the emergence of a group of indigenous leaders who used their positions within federal 

government agencies to advance the demands of indigenous communities. Their efforts 

demonstrated the difficulty faced by indigenous leaders and their communities. The 

indigenous leaders confronted a double-edged sword: On one hand, if government 

affiliated indigenous rank and file made coherent demands, outsiders accused them of 

being manipulated by either indigenous elites or government officials.  On the other, 

when non-Indians made demands some government officials discounted the requests as 

having little or no benefit for indigenous groups because they lacked validation from 

indigenous leaders.367  An analysis of the CNPI pushes beyond whether the organization 

was “authentic” or not.  The independence of or dependence on the government is beside 

the point, as its history reveals complex dealings with numerous government agencies, 

the formation of alliances and rivalries that emerged with other indigenous organizations 

and within the CNPI, as well as the regional dominance of the Southern and Central 

Supreme Council Presidents over the others, and the difficulties of trying to become a 

unified front. 

A discussion of the manipulated versus autonomous arguments misses the more 

important context for change in which Indigenous peoples defied, attempted to modify or 

accepted official policies.  The exchanges of ideas, disagreements, alliances, disillusions, 

hopes, and dreams were not the same for all Indigenous peoples and government agents 

rather they shaped their views based on personal experiences and local or national 

                                                 
367 Félix Báez-Jorge, “¿Líderes Indios o Intermediarios Indigenistas? Dinamicas Internoa y Externas en el 
Caso Mexicano,” Archivo Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, CIESAS-DF, Caja 46. 
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interests.  A broader analysis reveals how indigenous leaders responded to each other, 

represented their communities, and met their social and political responsibilities.  In spite 

of its short existence (1975-1984) the CNPI reflected the realities inherent in the larger 

indigenous population.  In addition, the CNPI altered the way government officials had 

dealt with individual communities that petitioned for material goods, educational 

assistance, and political opportunities.  At its height in 1982, the CNPI was composed of 

eighty-six Supreme Councils and enjoyed a $12 million a year budget. It held plenary 

sessions twice a year to elect and rotate members of the Permanent Commission. During 

its existence, it served to develop indigenous institutions.368 

 
Origins 

Three non-indigenous government officials, Salomón Nahmad Sittón (INI), 

Guillermo Bonfil Batalla (INAH), and Alfredo Bonfil (CNC) proposed the regional 

Indigenous congresses, but indigenous bilingual brokers made sure they happened and 

defended them when CNC government officials, primarily Secretary of Indigenous 

Action Amelia Holguín, attempted to eliminate them as a challenge to campesino 

programs.  During the Echeverria presidency, the following chart identifies the original 

bilingual brokers.  

 
 
TABLE 5.1 

 
Bilingual Promoter 

 

 
Ethnic Group/State 

Francisco Hernández Morales Mixteco/Oaxaca 

                                                 
368 Báez-Jorge, 23; Lings, 18. 
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Santiago Gutierrez Toribio Mixe/Oaxaca 
Mauro Rosas Cupa Tarasco/Michoacán 

Feliciano Chávez Vidales Tarasco/Michoacán 
Ignacio Martínez Bautista Mazateco 

Ernesto Cota Ozuna Huichol/Jalisco 
Samuel Díaz Holguín Tarahumara/Chihuahua 
Martin Pedro de Haro Huichol/Jalisco 

Lucio Santillán Tepehuano 
Aarón Martínez C. Chinateco/Oaxaca 
Juventino Sánchez Mixe/Oaxaca 

Mario Rodriguez Cruz Mixe/Oaxaca 
Marcos Sandoval, son Triqui/Oaxaca 

Hugo Vargas S. Zapotec/Oaxaca 
José Pepe Chan Bor Lacandón/Chiapas 

Vicente Paulino López Velasco Chinateco/Oaxaca 
Source: Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y Surgió la Unión...Génesis y desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (Mexico: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, Editorial Hersa S.A., 
1989), 15. 

 

 

Of this group, four became Presidents of their Supreme Councils (Hernández Morales, 

Díaz Holguín, Haro, and López Velasco) and two, Coordinators of the CNPI (Gutierrez 

Toribio and López Velasco).  By the end of 1971, this group had received government 

training in agrarian issues. The Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs 

(DAAC) sent them to test their new skills and extended relationships between the 

government and their communities369 as bilingual promoters.  The role of the brokers 

emerged in force during the 1950s with the creation of the Indigenous Coordinating 

Center project.  As bilingual go-betweens, these indigenous intermediaries served to 

spread the message of the integration mission. 

                                                 
369 Vicente Paulino López Velasco, Y Surgió la Unión...Génesis y desarrollo del Consejo Nacional de 
Pueblos Indígenas (Mexico: Centro de Estudios Históricos del Agrarismo en México, Editorial Hersa  S.A., 
1989), 15. 
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 Indigenous attempts to organize on local, regional, and national levels during the 

twentieth century had certainly occurred before the 1970s. Mobilizations can be divided 

into four periods: 1917-1940, 1940-1970, 1970-1982, and 1982 to the present.  The first 

periods centered on the programs associated with Cárdenas and changes brought about by 

Alemán. After 1982, the emergence of Neo-liberalism dictated a significant reduction in 

government spending that included indigenous programs.  

  This chapter emphasizes the 1970s, especially Luis Echeverría’s presidency 

when the federal government attempted to curtail the emergence of independent 

mobilizations.  Indigenous groups had two alternative strategies: either remain 

independent from official agencies and forge alliances with each other as well as with 

campesinos and workers, or work within government structures to negotiate certain 

aspects of political, social, cultural, and economic development while building coalitions 

with each other and rural and urban allies.   

 From 1917 to 1934, indigenous peoples participated in political and government 

programs through peasant organizations thrust forward as the official image of rural 

Mexico, especially through the National Peasant Confederation (CNC) created in 1938.370  

Indigenous peasants, within the CNC, adopted a class-based identity within official 

circles.  This does not mean that all indigenous peoples viewed themselves as peasants 

but the CNC did provide some access to land.  Up to 1934, government officials sought 

to forge revolutionary citizens through education and did not necessarily view land as 

                                                 
370 Christopher Boyer, Becoming Campesinos: Politics, Identity, and Agrarian Struggle in 
Postrevolutionary Michoacán, 1920-1935 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003).  Maria Consuelo 
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imperative to the livelihood of indigenous communities.  The emphasis changed with 

Lázaro Cárdenas, as the president promoted land distribution as part of the effort to reach 

indigenous communities and integrate them into the revolutionary family through the 

CNC. 

 In indigenous matters, Cárdenas went one step further by creating the Department 

of Indigenous Affairs (DAAI) in 1936 and called for indigenous regional congresses.371  

The Cárdenas administration classified Indians under a single category, indígenas, or 

indigenous peoples, in spite of individual ethnic cultural markers, to create one 

homogenized Mexican identity.  Although Cárdenismo comprised an integrationist 

approach, it was a period of mobilization and improvement for communities such as the 

Yaqui in Sonora and Amuzgos in Guerrero.372   

 The ultimate symbol of indigenismo during the Cárdenas years came in the form 

of the 1940 Interamerican Indigenous Congress.  The congress represented an important 

conclusion to the Cárdenas period in terms of indigenous policy.  The president became 

the defender of indigenous peoples as he re-emphasized the mission of integration of 

indigenous communities as Mexicans not indígenas.373 

 After 1940, the government shifted to industrial development as it dismantled the 

cardenista redistributive project.  Although government and public attention to agrarian 

issues declined, indigenous groups did not fully accept their depolitization.  During this 

                                                 
371 Alexander Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
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period, bilingual students and teachers who graduated from La Casa del Estudiante 

Indígena in the 1920s emerged as leaders.  In addition, the only surviving organization 

from the Cárdenas indigenous regional congresses, the Tarahumara Supreme Council, 

became an important model for indigenous organization.  In 1942, in an effort to keep 

indigenous peoples within the campesino structure, the CNC created a Secretariat of 

Indigenous Affairs that recognized indigenous identity while maintaining Indians within 

the peasant organization.374 

 During these years,, other organizations emerged such as the National 

Confederation of Indigenous Youth (CNJI) as well as the National Confederation of 

Indigenous Youth and Communities (CNJCI), both under the auspices of the DAAI, 

athough neither organization succeeded in representing a broad constituency among 

indigenous communities.  The Secretariat of Public Education (SEP) also created a 

Department of Indigenous Affairs that focused primarily on rural education with 

language programs.375  Both the CNJI and CNJCI disappeared, when the president 

dismantled the DAAI in 1946.  From their ashes emerged the Union of Indigenous 

Organizations (UNOI) and its affiliate, the National Confederation of Popular 

Organizations (CNOP) focused on the urban poor with indigenous peoples in this 

category.376 

The Association of Mexican Indigenous Professionals and Intellectuals (AMPII), 

by 1968 began to demand that official Indian policy should be crafted by indigenous 

                                                 
374 Méjia and Silva, 201. 
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professionals.  This group was founded in 1948, by the first indigenous professionals, to 

graduate from the Casa del Estudiante Indigena and many adhered to the 1940 Cárdenas 

declaration to ‘Mexicanize’ the Indian.377  Their decision to use political channels to 

reach wider benefits encouraged the Tarahumara Supreme Council (CST) and UNOI to 

ally with the CNC and CNOP.  The CST had existed unofficially since 1935 and 

officially since 1939 and had experience in dealing with government agencies.  The CST 

saw tactical usefulness in cooperation with the CNC, but that collaboration does not 

imply union incorporation into either organization.  The CST remained relevant and 

effective because of its ability to stretch the line between complete independence and 

government incorporation without breaking it. 

By the 1970s, a new generation of indigenous intellectuals, leaders and 

government officials had emerged and they sought to redefine the relationship between 

government agencies and rural communities.  During this decade a group of bilingual 

brokers banded together to collect information on indigenous necessities, and to develop 

an indigenous agenda.  The latter included indigenous participation in government 

programs as well as the formation of a national indigenous organization.  One broker, 

Vicente Paulino López Velasco, in his memoirs, explained that he and his colleagues saw 

the regional congresses and the National Indigenous Congress as an opportunity for the 

creation of a national indigenous organization. 

Studies of the National Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI) focus on the years 

after 1975, ignoring its formative period, and they stress the role of the federal 

                                                 
377 Natividad Gutiérrez, Nationalist Myths and Ethnic Identities: Indigenous Intellectuals and the Mexican 
State (Lincoln: The University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 119. 



 219

government as essential,378overlooking the contributions of indigenous leaders to birth 

the organization.  The gestation of the CNPI, occurring at the National Congress in 

October 1975 can be traced to the bilingual promoters employed by the Department of 

Agrarian and Colonization Affairs (DAAC), which later became the Secreatariat of 

Agrarian Reform in 1975 (SRA).  These bilingual brokers included Vicente Paulino 

López Velasco and Galdino Perfecto Carmona who served as Supreme Council 

Presidents respectively of the Chatino from Oaxaca and the Amuzgo from Guerrero. 

Officially the CNPI was created at the First National Congress of Indigenous 

Peoples, but the role of the bilingual promoters from as early as 1971, or even the late 

1960s needs to be taken into consideration, otherwise it appears to be nothing more than a 

creature of the federal government.  The assumption that government officials instituted 

the organization dismisses critical indigenous contributions to its formation.   Studies 

focusing on the government assistance to its official founding ignore the internal 

machinations.  The CNPI suffered from intra-organizational feuds and divisions, which 

weakened its ability to truly represent indigenous groups. 

The precursors of the CNPI that need to be identified include the 1973 creation of 

the National Indigenous Movement (MNI) within the CNC.  Funded with federal monies, 

it focused on organizing indigenous peoples within the peasant party structure.  Most of 

the leaders were indigenous teachers from Guerrero.  The MNI established direct links to 

the PRI ruling party, through the CNC.  The first President, José Ojeda, one of the 

Guerrero teachers, argued that indigenous peoples should organize within the CNC 
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because of their peasant origin.  He and other leaders believed the problems facing 

indigenous peoples resulted from the lack of access to both education and political 

opportunities, and that the best way to secure them came through political participation in 

the PRI.379  It does not appear to be coincidental that in 1973 when CNC Secretary 

General Alfredo Bonfil died postponing the national indigenous congress, the same year 

the MNI emerged under the umbrella of CNC and positioned indigenous demands within 

the official party.  More than a government strategy the emergence of this organization 

reflected the CNC’s desire to derail indigenous organization beyond the campesino outfit.  

Not all CNC officials and campesino members agreed with the usefulness of indigenous 

congresses (see chapter 3). Time and time again they tried to sabotage them.  The MNI 

was an attempt to curtail the regional congresses and the creation of an indigenous 

organization separate from the CNC after the death of sympathetic Bonfil. 

Nevertheless, indigenous leaders pushed ahead.  Within DAAC, they held the title 

of bilingual promoters in order to distinguish them from other DAAC employees.380  

They differed from other DAAC promoters because they were fluently bilingual.  

Depending on the ethnic group and regions they hailed from these leaders not only spoke 

indigenous languages but they also knew community customs allowing for a direct 

relationship with the people with whom they worked.  These bilingual agents carried out 

a broad recruitment process in numerous indigenous communities.  Government officials 

had used cultural brokers before to create relationships with indigenous communities and 

advocate for the legitimacy of official programs.  The position of bilingual promoter 
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dated to the 1950s with the CCI project.  During the 1970s, many abandoned the position 

because it paid too little and required staying in Mexico City for months at a time.  

Therefore, only the most committed of these leaders remained.381 

President Echeverría visited DAAC in January of 1972 at the time the bilingual 

promoters petitioned for an increase in the number of promoter positions because of the 

huge national indigenous population.  Echeverría asked them about the indigenous 

community response to their efforts.  The leaders reported a positive response from 

indigenous peoples who more freely discussed their problems with them rather than 

government officials.382  This is certainly possible, that indigenous peoples would rather 

deal with individuals from their own communities than government agents.  This also 

appears to have been a rather strategic response to position their role as significant, an 

indispensable one as fully bilingual liaisons, to extract both public and monetary support. 

The bilingual brokers attended the Tarahumara regional congress in 1972, where 

they spoke following the concluding declarations.  At this congress, López Velasco and 

others first publicly presented their idea of a national indigenous organization. They 

proposed it as a unified front not only to make demands, but also to protect against 

Mestizo abuses such as physical intimidation, displacement from lands, allowing their 

cattle to graze in communal lands and trample crops and judicial injustices.  In 

Chihuahua they sowed the initial seeds for the CNPI.383 
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During March of 1973 another group including Galdino Perfecto Carmona, a 

future president of the CNPI, took positions as bilingual promoters.  By the end of the 

year, the leaders of independent indigenous organizations began to integrate themselves 

with DAAC bilingual promoters.  Soon, a flood of indigenous peoples began seeking 

positions within DAAC. Many were turned down because their commitment to 

indigenous issues seemed questionable. Limited funds also restricted hiring.  

Nevertheless, by late September 1974, the DAAC had a staff of thirty-six bilingual 

promoters. 

The structural skeleton for the CNPI was put in place in September, 1974.   On 

September 24, the Consejo Nacional de Avenimiento y Planeación Agraria de las 

Comunidades Indígenas (National Council for Agreement and Agrarian Planning of 

Indigenous Communities-CNAPACI) was created with indigenous representatives of at 

least thirty ethnic groups. The representatives understood that their purpose was to 

organize a national council.  They elected López Velasco as president with Martín Pedro 

de Haro secretary. They chose as other officials:  Secretary of Agrarian Action Samuel 

Díaz Holguín, Secretary of Social Action J. Ascención Ignacio, Planning Secretary 

Benigno Machuca Trinidad and Galdino Perfecto Carmona as Treasurer.384  During that 

session in which they created the new organization, the delegates also petitioned the CNC 

to take the lead in convoking the regional indigenous congresses. The CNC turned them 

down, yet the organization was allowed to participate in the regional meetings.385  These 
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indigenous leaders formed the nucleus of an emerging group working within the federal 

government for indigenous mobilization. 

 

Regional Congresses 

The CNAPACI agents, led by López Velasco, took advantage of attending the 

regional indigenous congresses to promote a national organization.  At several regional 

congresses, López Velasco, Galdino Perfecto Carmona, and Samuel Díaz Holguín tried to 

foster support for the national organization and, in the process, became its leading 

figures.  The proposal received mixed reactions from strong to lukewarm to no support.   

Of course, local political and social conditions had much to do with the reception. 

On April 7, 1975 the official entourage traveled to Motozintla, Chiapas for the 

Mam regional congress supported by State Governor Dr. Manuel Velasco Suarez.  

Speaking to the assembly, López Velasco explained not only the purposes behind the 

congresses but also that his group were trying to organize a national indigenous 

congress.386  He pointed to the willingness of the current administration to support 

indigenous participation in government projects and to fund infrastructural development, 

but he said Indians needed an organization that would survive presidential cycles. . 

Lopez Velasco and the others next went to Hopelchen, Campeche on April 12.   

This and other regional congresses in the Yucatán Peninsula proved to be particularly 

interesting.  This region (present States of Campeche, Yucatán, and Quintana Roo) in the 

1970s had not entirely been integrated into national society and little had been done to 
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alleviate the problems of the indigenous Maya.  The discontent with local elites a century 

earlier had resulted in the mass rebellion known as the Caste Wars. This rebellion had 

pitted Maya versus Mestizo and Maya versus Maya with significant loss of life, and 

lasted into the beginnings of the twentieth century.  The Maya rebels, who eventually 

settled in Quintana Roo, continued to follow the cult of the Speaking Cross centered in 

Chan Santa Cruz, later renamed Ciudad Carrillo Puerto, and they distrusted government 

officials and mestizo outsiders.  The Revolution did little to change their social, political, 

and economic difficulties.  Yucatecan Maya were not receptive to federal promises, but 

the Campeche Maya, although suspicious, were at least open to federal programs.387 

INI and agrarian league representatives had taken the lead in organizing the 

congress in Hopelchen.  Here López Velasco and his indigenous colleagues again put 

forth the idea of a national indigenous organization.  The idea created a good deal of 

curiosity.  López Velasco believed many Maya who attended the congress did not 

understand the function of a Supreme Council nor seem to care about it.  He and his 

group explained that the Supreme Councils, above all, reminded the federal government 

of its obligation and held government officials accountable to the indigenous sector of 

society. As result of the meeting, Felipe Ku Pech was in fact elected the president and 

Felipe Cortés the alternate of the Maya de Camino Real Supreme Council.388 

Encouraged by the results in Hopelchen the group traveled to Mérida the 

following day, April 13, for the Yucatán Maya congress. The Maya here took to heart 
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what had been constantly encouraged—they took charge of their own congress and held 

all proceedings in Maya. They did not create a Supreme Council and gave a hostile 

reception to the official entourage, despite apparent local CNC support, who did not 

understand what was being said. Neither Galdino Perfecto Carmona nor López Velasco 

received an opportunity to present the idea for the national indigenous organization.  

López Velasco considered the congress a failure because there been no opportunity to 

promote the national organization.389 

From Mérida, the CNAPACI continued to Carillo Puerto, formerly Chan Santa 

Cruz, in Quintana Roo for the Congress scheduled for April 14. Members of the 

congress, as López Velasco recalled, ostracized the outsiders and initially denied 

Carmona and López Velasco the opportunity to speak.  As in Merida, the Congress 

proceeded completely in Maya.  López Velasco approached the leading Maya general 

and his captains and spoke to them about organizing a national indigenous organization.  

The principal elder asked the master of ceremonies for the microphone that he passed on 

to Lopez Velasco.390  With Sebastian Uc-Yam, a federal deputy and DAAC collaborator, 

translating his words, López Velasco insisted on the need for a unified indigenous 

position through the collaboration of all ethnic groups. When the event ended, Lopez 

Velasco and Galdino Perfecto returned to Mexico City.391  They were discouraged and 

upset by what happened in Merida and Carrillo Puerto.  Yet this would not be the only  
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The second Mixtec Regional Congress was held in Yanhuitlán, Oaxaca on May 1, 

1974.  The boundary between Puebla and Oaxaca divides this large ethnic group, 

requiring two separate congresses to insure appropriate representation. About 1,500 

people from 223 communities attended the two congresses.  The reception here was much 

improved over what had been a negative one in the Yucatán.  In Yanhuitlán, López 

Velasco took the floor and explained the reasoning behind the creation of a national 

indigenous organization.  He emphasized that need for a collective front to halt 

effectively the external exploitation of natural resources within indigenous lands.  

Without the unified protection of government agencies they face these issues 

individually, which made them easy targets for manipulation and exploitation.  A national 

organization would not eliminate all the difficulties, Lopez Velasco explained, but it 

reduce them.  As the congress concluded, those in attendance elected Francisco 

Hernández Morales president of its Supreme Council.392 

The Mixe Regional Congress was held May 12 in Ayutla, Oaxaca.  CNC 

representatives attended but the Mixe hostility was apparent when the congress began at 

10am.  Discussions between the two sides escalated into altercations before the meeting 

ended at midnight.  The main source of discord involved the confrontation between the 

Mixe and the Secretary of Indigenous Action.  The Mixe held CNC representatives 

responsible for their deplorable living conditions and charged the representatives were 

only present to secure votes in upcoming elections.  The CNC representatives resented 

the accusations and denied any self-serving intentions.  López Velasco used the conflict 
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to discuss the reasons for a national organization.  Once order was restored, the Mixe 

elected Santiago Gutiérrez Toribio as their president.393 

The dispute in Ayutla revealed the rift that exisited between some indigenous 

peoples and CNC representatives.  The Mixe had reason to be concerned over the 

involvement of the CNC.  Their experience with federal officials from a number of 

agencies had been a largely negative one and distrusted their motivation.  And during this 

process, they continued to distrust the government intentions behind the regional 

congresses.  López Velasco and his colleagues had a great deal to lose if they failed to 

persuade the Mixe of the legitimacy of the congresses, because their support with the 

formation of the national indigenous organization. 

After the congresses in Southern Mexico the group returned to Mexico City to 

prepare for another round of gatherings.  From Mexico City to Vicam, Sonora, the group 

traveled by motorcade on June 1.  SRA bilingual promoter Ignacio Martínez Tadeo 

recieved them and reported that the Yaqui governors were still discussing whether or not 

to create a Supreme Council.  The proceedings took place in Yaqui, so translators were 

provided for SRA representative José Loya Pacheco, INI Director of Operations, 

Salomón Nahmad Sittón, and López Velasco.  The latter spoke enthusiastically of the 

regional congresses and the planned National Indigenous Congress.  Then he described 

plans for a national organization that would provide a permanent and effective way to 

represent indigenous views to the government.  Indigenous representatives agreed to elect 

a leader to represent them at the congress, consider a national organization, and 
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recognized President Echeverria as an ally.  López Velasco and the rest of the official 

entourage saw this as a successful outing.394 

They moved the following day, June 2, to Arechuyvo, Chihuahua to attend the 

Varogios regional congress.  Seventy representatives and delegates or more gathered, and 

they denounced the bad treatment they suffered from local land owners and ranchers.  

These non-Indians hired them at low pay, insulted them, and threatened to kill anyone 

who spoke up.  Many were forced in wage labor because ranchers allowed their cattle to 

roam and graze on indigenous lands trampling the crops.  They also denounced the 

gunslingers, claiming to be police officers, who controlled the region.  Especially because 

of the gunmen, many were reluctant about serving as President of the Supreme Council 

because it could result in death.  Few, for the same reasons, showed any interest in 

supporting a national indigenous organization.  Eventually members of the community 

elected Julio Artalejo Corpu, who courageously agreed to serve as their President. 

The next meeting took place July 1 in Chicontepec, Veracruz. There the Nahuatl 

listened as the director of the secondary school, a non-Nahua, denounced the congress as 

institution of government manipulation.  López Velasco defended indigenous character of 

the regional congresses.   He also defended the presence of the CNAPACI members, who 

had come to promote a national indigenous organization.  The municipal president 

interceded and argued that the teacher had no right to be involved in indigenous issues.  

Once the debate ended, those in attendance elected a Supreme Council with Carlos 
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Lorenzo Cruz as President and they expressed general support for a national 

organization.395 

From Chicontepec the troupe traveled to Papantla for the Totonaco regional 

congress on July 2.  Many Totonacos were uneasy about serving as Supreme Council 

President because its duties were undefined.  Besides, they were suspicious of the group 

and their intentions.  López Velasco explained that the duties of the Supreme Council 

President were to present Totonaco interests at the National Congress, but his efforts 

were not persuasive. The group had little interest in either a local or national 

organization.  Local authorities and INI and CNC officials consulted and decided to 

appoint Juan Simbrón Méndez, López Velasco’s preference, as President of the Supreme 

Council.396   

The various responses to the idea of a national organization in different 

communities reflected local politics and previous attempts to organize them, which had 

often resulted in the community taken advantage of.  Many indigenous groups could not 

image a national organization that they were in control of and that would present their 

views to government officials.  They remained highly suspicious of both the regional and 

national congress, and the proposed national organization, because of decades of frail 

relationships with government agencies.  CNAPACI members succeeded in garnering 

support for the organization in some regions, but failed in others, especially in the 

Yucatán.  Nevertheless, CNAPACI representatives, especially López Velasco, by 
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speaking at the regional congresses promoted the national congress and raised the idea of 

a national organization; by attending the meetings at government expense..  

 
 
“We Speak for Ourselves”: The National Indigenous Congress 

 The opening ceremonies in Pátzcuaro had barely finished, when efforts began to 

draft a document officially creating a national indigenous organization.  This involved 

struggles as the CNAPACI bilingual promoters had to fend off bilingual teachers, other 

indigenous professionals, and others who now wanted to be involved.397  Rural teachers 

had a different agenda from the bilingual promoters.  The DAAC bilingual promoters had 

promoted the national organization across the country non-stop for six months and had 

fought to keep the regional congresses alive when CNC officials attempted to cancel 

them.  Yet, they did have the sensitivity to the local issues of the rural teachers.  The 

teachers distrusted the close relationship the bilingual promoters enjoyed with other 

federal officials.  Whether discussions involved organization with budget implications or 

other issues, the division between these two groups continued into the 1980s. 

 As Supreme Council Presidents assembled on the night of October 7, López 

Velasco stood by the door to filter out journalists, government officials, and others not 

entitled to enter the meeting hall for the special night session designed to establish 

official framework for a national organization.  After initial pleasantries, the difficult task 

began with debate and discussion leading to consensus.  Early discussions considered 

what government agency should fund and assist the new organization.  Elder indigenous 
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leaders Carlos López Avila and Trinidad Ayala argued that since the CNC had supported 

the initial efforts of indigenous mobilization, the new national organization should remain 

a part of the CNC.398  Other leaders were not so sure. The CNAPACI members who had 

witnessed attempts by CNC officials to derail the regional and the national indigenous 

congresses argued that a national organization of indigenous peoples should not be too 

closely associated with any government entity.  Others viewed the CNC, SRA, and INI as 

bureaucratic and ineffective in their ability to respond to the critical issues of land, credit, 

education, and infrastructure.  The national organization needed to be able to pressure 

those agencies for assistance.399  How to incorporate this new organization within a 

government structure, while retaining its independent action remained the issues.  The 

Supreme Council Presidents finally agreed (some grudgingly) to remain under the SRA 

umbrella for the time being.  The debate over alignment with SRA, INI, or CNC—

continued, even after the Congress concluded. 

 Throughout the evening, indigenous leaders and rural teachers struggled for 

control of the session and ultimately the organization as well.  CNAPACI members, 

Supreme Council Presidents and official indigenous delegates were allotted voting rights.  

Included in the voters were rural teacher and indigenous professionals.  Some teachers 

tried to direct discussions away from the organization process by making accusations of 

government manipulation.  They charged the bilingual promoters (CNAPACI) with 

colluding with the federal government to manipulate indigenous communities. The 

CNAPACI leaders fought to keep the focus on the organization.  CNAPACI members 
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introduced a name for the new organization: National Council of Indigenous Peoples 

(CNPI).  The name was accepted and it was determined that the organization was the 

representative organ of the Supreme Councils through their Presidents.  Despite their 

successes, CNAPACI members refused to sign the first draft of the constitutive document 

because they believed that the rural teachers had hijacked the national organization.   The 

second draft document was read to the assembly four times until was satisfied with its 

wording, and signed it.400 

 Samuel Díaz Holguín, Tarahumara Supreme Council President, explained the 

achievement to a reporter of Excelsior that indigenous peoples could now speak for 

themselves, in their own words with a passion and conviction that no government official 

could ever express. He also praised Cárdenas and Echeverría as the only presidents who 

showed anything more than symbolic concern for indigenous communities.  Echeverría’s 

support had made it possible for their voices to now be heard.401 

Soon after the National Congress concluded López Velasco called CNPI members 

and Supreme Council Presidents to Mexico City to evaluate the success of the National 

Congress.  In addition, a series of workshops were organized for the Supreme Council 

Presidents.  Topics of discussion included information on agrarian colonies in Quintana 

Roo, formation of forest companies such as the Tarahumara, FONAFE in Durango and 

Michoacán, and cacique encroachment and abuses among a number of other themes.  The 

workshops aimed to create awareness among the Supreme Council Presidents and new 
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members of the CNPI of the situations facing indigenous communities nationwide.402  

The latter individuals needed this awareness if the CNPI was going to act as a national 

watchdog organization for indigenous communities.  In response to workshops, 

participants developed action plans for the most pressing issues. 

The Supreme Council Presidents returned to their communities to investigate 

community conditions and the state of land issues and draft reports on basic needs.  

During this period, SRA housed the CNPI.  This resulted because the bilingual 

promoters, the original members of the CNAPACI and now leaders of the CNPI, were 

technically SRA employees. The organization also had an important ally in its Secretary, 

Augusto Gómez Villanueva, who had also supported their work when he was the Director 

of the Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs (DAAC). 

The National Council (CNPI) members gathered in Mexico City at the SRA 

headquarters October 27, 1975.  Augusto Gómez Villanueva, was named as the general 

advisor with additional advisors José Pacheco Loya and Salomón Nahmad Sittón for the 

organization. Those at the meeting hailed President Echeverría for his support of a 

national indigenous organization.  They established a Permanent Council, a short-term 

board of directors that would change every six months.  The first members of the 

Permanent Council were: Galdino Perfecto Carmona (Amuzgo-Guerrero), Espiridión 

López Ontiveros (Mayo-Sonora), Pablo Quintana Mauro (Mazateco-Oaxaca), Felipe 
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Rodríguez de la Cruz (Chontal-Tabasco) and López Velasco (Chinateco-Oaxaca).  Over a 

quarter of them had been involved in CNAPACI.403 

Supreme Councils had directive committees elected by the regional assemblies of 

individual ethnic groups.  These committees were charged with expressing their 

community’s interests.  Depending on the ethnic group, Supreme Councils represented a 

Council of Elders composed of local officials whose authority derived from their 

communities.  Supreme Council members of the national organization carried a 

responsibility to represent the interests of their communities.404  For some CNPI members 

that burden would prove too heavy, for others it would be forgotten, and still for others it 

represented an opportunity to really truly help their communities. 

Local situations dictated the successes or failures of the Supreme Councils.  The 

national council utilized them as intermediaries between itself and communities.  But as 

representative organizations they infringed upon traditional governance in regions where 

they had survived.405  For example, with the Tojolobales (Chiapas), Tlapanecos 

(Guerrero), and P’hurhépechas (or Tarasco from Michaocán), opposition emerged to the 

Supreme Councils406 because these groups had viable forms of government and they 

refused to allow the new structure to replace or change it.  With the Cora and Huichol in 

Jalisco and the Tepehuano in Nayarit, traditional leaders took active roles in electing 

Supreme Council Presidents407 so the elders remained prominent in the decision making 

processes.  The Chatino in Oaxaca follwed the same system, and the council of elders 
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appointed Cirila Sánchez Mendoza the first and only woman Supreme Council President 

in 1980.  The Cochimí, Pai-Pai, Kiliwa, Cucapá, and Ku-mai in northern Mexico chose a 

General, their traditional leader, to head the Supreme Council.408  The traditional 

leadership structures had been fractured long before 1975 in the case of Mazahua, 

Matlazinca, Otomí, Tlahuica, Chichimeca, and Chontal, so the Supreme Council structure 

filled a void.409  In these communities, rather than traditional leadership participating in 

the election of Supreme Council Presidents, ejidal commissioners, municipal presidents, 

regional party officials, rural teachers and CCI directors voted.410  The Mayo in Sinaloa, 

far from accepting the Supreme Council structure tried to reproduce traditional structures 

in the form of an Independent Federation of Communities, established in 1975.411  They 

participated in the national council in limited ways as they attempted to rebuild their own 

political structure instead of accepting outside ones.  The Mam from Chiapas offer one of 

the most interesting cases because by the the1970s the majority only spoke Spanish, and 

most no longer wore traditional clothing.  Their political structure had developed with 

that of the PRI, most noticeably through the local CNC agrarian league.412  So by the 

1970s and 1980s, the community accepted the Supreme Council structure because 

members had already been organized through a similar structure in the CNC. 
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Supreme Council Presidents were not always indigenous individuals.  At times 

mestizo caciques, rural teachers, state officials, or other government employees took the 

position.413  This led to accusations that the organization was not authentically 

indigenous.  Dismissing the authentic label permits an evaluation of how indigenous 

communities dealt with caciques, rural teachers, local and federal officials who tried to 

influence the direction of the organization.   

Indigenous leaders argued that peasant organizations born under the banner of the 

Revolution were led by individuals who did not understand the realities of the 

countryside.  Decisions made in office buildings did not consider the opinions of those 

who worked the fields.  Local leaders merely carried out instructions from above without 

participating in making policies.414  They did not want this to be the case with the 

national council.  The CNPI intended to represent indigenous Mexicans but it was also a 

hierarchical bureaucracy.  Local persons presented their needs to the Supreme Council 

Assemblies, who passed them on to the Supreme Council Presidents, who then sent them 

to the CNPI.  The national council then decided which petitions to pass to the appropriate 

authorities and which to stack in the pile of paperwork. 

By this time, the campesino seemed to have disappeared from the countryside.  

López Velasco remarked that everyone wanted to be Indian because the national council 

had significant influence with government officials.  A wider public had developed 
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sympathy for indigenous causes, so it became good politics to adopt an indigenous 

identity.415 

The national council after its formation, continually butted heads with the CNC 

and other federal agencies, in particular with the Federal Electric Committee (CFE- 

Comisión Federal de Electricidad) and the Secretariat of Agriculture and Hydraulic 

Resources (SARH- Secretaría de Agricultura y Recursos Hidraulicos).  CNPI leaders 

accused the agencies of reporting the existence of public works in indigenous zones that 

did not exist.416  So much money was being pumped into the regional development 

programs (Plan Huicot, Plan Tarasco, Plan Tarahumara, Plan del Valle del Mezquital, 

and Plan Serí) that the CFE and the SARH at times reported paved and electrification 

projects that may not have been finished or even begun.  The CNPI representatives 

viewed their role as not only advancing indigenous interests by pushing forward demands 

but also questioning reports that misrepresented the indigenous situation to federal 

officials.  Their initial face-off with CFE and SARH demonstrated that they were no 

longer easy targets. Other federal agencies took notice and changed the way they 

interacted with CNPI.417 

At this point, the loosely organized group faced a crucial point with the upcoming 

1976 change of presidents.  Jose Pacheco Loya advised the permanent council members 

that they needed to establish a permanent organization and to select a leader.  According 

to López Velasco, Pacheco Loya first approached him to lead the organization, but he 
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recommended Galdino Perfecto Carmona, who wanted that position.418  López Velasco, 

with Pacheco Loya ‘s agreement, called a meeting with Carmona, Efraín Orea, Espiridión 

López Ontiveros, Samuel Díaz Holguín and Pedro de Haro in which Carmona accepted 

the position.  A few days later, the Supreme Council Presidents confirmed him as head of 

the national council with the official title of the Coordinator.419  But although the role of 

coordinator made Carmona the figurehead of the organization he could not make 

decisions on his own.  He shared that responsibility with the Permanent Council and the 

Council of Elders.  January 27 and 28, 1976, the Permanent Comission met a second time 

and again confirmed Galdino Perfecto Carmona as the Coordinator.  He in turn named 

Armando Montoya, as his personal secretary to help him draft documents because he was 

unfamiliar with the process.420  The commission gathered again July 27-28 to begin 

discussion of agrarian issues including access to credit and to begin a number of 

development projects. 

The first Extraordinary Assembly of CNPI met November 5,1976 to maintain 

continuity with the first meetings and establish constant contact with the Supreme 

Council Presidents.  The Presidents had completed their examination of the issues 

important to their communities. That information gathered from that data set out the 

themes of debates for the planned Second National Congress of Indigenous Peoples of 

Mexico.421  The CNC and CNPI planned jointly to supervise for this Second Congress.422  
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Only a year after its official creation the CNPI had enough credibility as a politically 

viable organization to co-organize the Second National Indigenous Congress. 

This generation of indigenous leaders, although aware of the Cárdenas legacy, 

used their experience with Echeverría as the basis for improvement in the lives of 

indigenous peoples.  Just as Miguel Aleman’s generation revised the goals of the official 

revolutionary party, López Velasco’s generation of indigenous leaders (including Galdino 

Perfecto Carmona, Samuel Díaz Holguín, and Pedro Amador Hernández) took part in the 

creation of participatory indigenismo.  Previous Presidents, Gustavo Diaz Ordaz, Adolfo 

López Mateos or even Adolfo Ruiz Cortines forged their web of experience, although 

Cárdenas had remained involved in a number of social campaigns before he had died in 

October, 1970.   In addition, while Cárdenas was referred to as Tata Lázaro, it does not 

mean that his influence reached all indigenous peoples, but Echeverría’s massive 

spending and land reform extended into the remote crevices of the nation.  The 

generation who had lived through the social reforms of the cardenista period were giving 

way to this new group, whose standard of measure was Echeverría.423 

On November 7, 1976, less than a month before the end of Echeverría’s 

Presidency, approximately fifteen Supreme Council Presidents (Mazahua, Lacandon, 

Mixe, Tarahumara, Tzotzil, Totonacos, Zinateco, Triqui, Huichol, Mayo, Otomí, and 

Popoca) represented through the CNPI attended a ceremony at Los Pinos where they 

expressed their gratitude to Echeverría as an ally of indigenous communities.424  The 
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outpouring of gratitude was repeated in a more public way during the presidential 

inauguration of José López Portillo. Natonal council members attended using their own 

funds, the event in which Echeverría handed the Presidential sash to his successor López 

Portillo as a demonstration of their gratitude to the former president.  

During the ceremonial transfer of power a parade of decorated trucks from 

Michoacán and the state of Mexico, along with members of numerous Supreme Councils 

with colorful signs and ejidal members with embroidered cloth gathered in front of the 

SRA office in Mexico City.  The gathering was not precipitated by land issues nor was it 

a strike or demonstration against government abuses or apathy.  They gathered to thank 

Echeverria for his efforts in behalf of indigenous Mexicans.  The signs and embroidered 

cloths carried messages of gratitude.425 However, more than a gratitude-filled gathering 

in honor of Echeverría’s it appears that it was also a message to López Portillo.  They had 

a message for López Portillo: indigenous peoples had mobilized as a politicized social 

sector, and they were not going away.  

After the inauguration, as Echeverría made his way home in a motorcade, 

indigenous women of various ethnic groups stepped in front of his vehicle.  They told 

him they wanted to accompany him to his home in symbolic gratitude for all he had done 

for indigenous communities.  Echeverria told them to follow his car.  CNPI members, 

Supreme Council representatives, and the ejidal members mounted the transport trucks so 

that a spectacular caravan followed the former President to his home.  When they arrived, 

Echeverria opened the doors and invited the crowd inside his home, where a Mixe band 
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from Oaxaca played as other groups from Hidalgo, Michoacán, Chiapas, and Oaxaca 

performed dance numbers.426 

 

José López Portillo (1976-1982) 

The call for the Second Congress was made in January, 1977.  At the same time 

the National Council lost important allies in the SRA as the new administration brought 

turnover in government bureaucracy.  Augusto Gómez Villanueva, SRA Secretary and 

Pacheco Loya, were replaced.  The former had created the bilingual promoters as 

Director of the now defunct Department of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs (DAAC). 

López Portillo, because of a one-time confrontation, assigned him the post of 

Ambassador to Italy. Pacheco Loya became the subdirector of the National Indigenous 

Institute.427  The National Council members resented this change and initially ignored the 

phone calls of the new SRA Secretary, Jorge Rojo Lugo, who wanted to meet to outline a 

collaborative plan.  The CNPI attempted to break from the SRA and approached CNC 

Secretary General Oscar Ramirez and INI Director Ignacio Ovalle Fernández to arrange a 

meeting with the President carry out this change.428  The council members argued that the 

SRA represented the main obstacle to the development of indigenous communities.  They 

believed their organization was in danger of extinction through the manipulation of 

incoming government officials, although they provided no examples of it.  In return, SRA 
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officials argued that the CNPI was not officially recognized under SRA statutes, and 

therefore the agency had no obligation to provide funds or support to the Council.429 

The National Council members were upset with administrative changes but they 

misinterpreted their influence.  The SRA had been generous in sharing funding, space, 

and support for the organization and nothing suggests that the new officials planned to 

change the relationship with the CNPI.  Even López Velasco admitted that the CNPI 

refused to meet with the new Secretary, not the other way around.  Secretary Rojo Lugo 

made overtures, but out of petulance and stubbornness the organization ignored them.  

The proposal to move to the CNC would break a cooperative relationship and proved to 

be a rather serious mistake.  Once having critiqued the CNC as for not being aware of 

indigenous needs, the CNPI now turned to it for support.  The CNPI created a powerful 

adversary in the SRA that worked to undermine CNPI during López Portillo’s 

Presidency. 

Despite these political issues, the Council had the President’s support but not the 

SRA’s for the Second National Congress scheduled for the Mazahua Ceremonial Center 

in Santa Ana Nichi in the State of Mexico.from February 23-25 in 1977, only eighteen 

months after the First National Congress.  The Congress brought together seventy-six 

ethnic groups of which sixty-four were organized under the Supreme Council structure.430  

President López Portillo attended the event accompanied by INI director, Ignacio Ovalle 

Fernández, and CNC Secretary General Oscar Ramirez Mijares. The CNPI reported their 

activities during the last year and a half.  Much of it had to do with organization of the 
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Council, the Permanent Commission, establishing relationships with government officials 

and beginning to make requests for land tenancy and education scholarships for 

indigenous youth.431  

The Second Congress differed from the First in the collaboration and 

communication among Supreme Council Presidents in relation to organization of the 

Congress. The collaboration was not there in the Second Indigenous Congress.  The final 

conclusions, drafted by CNPI members and ethnic community representatives, were 

presented by government officials.432  López Velasco judged, that compared to the First 

Congress, little was accomplished in Santa Anna Nichi because of the limited indigenous 

participation.433  Moreover, the feud between the National Council and the SRA led to 

little in the way of government organizational support. 

The divisions between the SRA and CNPI grew deeper at the Second National 

Congress and upon return to Mexico City the Council vacated the offices they held at the 

SRA building.  The council members solicited yet another meeting with López Portillo 

who allotted a space for them in the CNC building.  The president also allotted a budget 

of 120,000 pesos a year to the CNPI, independently of SRA or CNC oversight.434 

The CNPI expanded its feud with government officials when it accused Salomón 

Nahmad Sittón of sabotage.  The CNPI letter sent to López Portillo claimed that Nahmad 
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Sittón, as Director of Indigenous Issues within the Secretariat of Public Education  had 

attempted to undermine the National Council by supporting the meeting of bilingual 

teachers in Vicam, Sonora in 1976.435  The teachers organized ANPIBAC as a new 

national indigenous organization focused on bilingual education and the struggles 

indigenous students faced.436  The CNPI was staking a claim to being the exclusive 

organization that could represent all indigenous interests, even if they were overextended 

and underfunded.  Again the national council made a mistake. The accusations only 

alienated the CNPI from other indigenous organizations who could have been important 

allies in regional terms but also with regard to issues that the CNPI could not pay enough 

attention to.  This attitude also could have much to do with the way other indigenous 

organizations viewed the CNPI, as government manipulated, perhaps not realizing that its 

leaders were those who wished to develop a representational monopoly.  

Trying to prevent further missteps in 1977, the Permanent Commission decided to 

fully integrate the Council of Elders into the organization in order to provided added 

review of organizational decisions.437  The Council of Elders assumed an advisory role 

that elders held in some indigenous communities to mediate disagreements within the 

CNPI.  This strategic move incorporated a former generation that perhaps still had 

significant influence in their communities as well as among CNPI members. The new 

generation needed them to galvanize support for the organization and for their leadership. 
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The Permanent Commission provided continuity to the National Council.  In 

1977,Galdino Carmona, E. López Ontiveros, Efraín Orea, Natalio Flores Lázaro, Tomás 

Esquivel, Gregorio Xochitiotzi Reyes, Apolinar del Angel Dolores, Santiago Gutierrez 

Toribio, Carlos Guzman Dorantes, Francisco Alfaro Gomez, Armando Montoya and 

Lópex Velasco were elected.  For many of these leaders it was not the first time they 

were elected and knew well how the organization worked, and provided stability.  For the 

Council of Elders the Permanent Commission approached Carlos Lopez Avila, Marcos E. 

Sandoval, Trinidad Ayala Rojas, Florencio Cruz, Francisco Pérez Pino, Gregorio 

Constantino and Pedro de Haro took over the responsibility of guiding the group during 

the upcoming extraordinary meeting.438 

The extraordinary Assembly was held at the INI auditorium in Mexico City in 

1977, which Ignacio Ovalle attended.   Those in attendance had the chance to nominate a 

candidate for the Secretary of Indigenous Action of CNC and the efforts to do so divided 

the congress. CNPI member and disputed President of the Yucatán Maya Supreme 

Council, Carlos Guzmán Dorantes proposed himself for the position.  He wanted the 

office, and offered anything to López Velasco for his support.  The latter rejected the 

offer.439   But Sebastian Uc-Yam (Maya- Quintana Roo) nominated Guzman Dorantes, 

Francisco Hernández Morales nominated Leandro Martínez Machuca, Chontal Supreme 

Council President from Oaxaca and Carmona nominated elder Trinidad Ayala Rojas. 

Martínez Machuca became the CNPI nominee and in August was confirmed as the new 

Secretary of Indigenous Action.  However, this divided the CNPI further as the group led 
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by Carmona did not accept Martínez Machuca’s nomination and proved to be a serious 

opposition group for the new Sec of Indigenous Action. 

Internal friction resulted from the unresolved issues with the SRA, the break with 

Nahmad Sittón, and the incorporation into the CNC.  Typical of the factional disputes 

was the removal of Pedro de Haro from the Council of Elders and refusal to recognize 

him as Supreme Council Presidentfor the Huichol because he had collaborated with the 

new Communal Property Director at the SRA.440  The Permanent Commission also 

removed Natalio Flores Lázaro, P’urhepecha Supreme Council President, from his CNPI 

post for indiscipline and betrayal.441  No record remains of what Flores Lázaro did, but 

the permanent commission went to great lengths to discredit Flores to federal officials 

and state governors.  Carmona, the Coordinator as Permanent Commission, also took 

liberties in assigning members of Permanent Commission who were supposed to be 

elected by the Supreme Council Presidents. He replaced Camilo Martínez Sijuri with 

Eusebio Catonga Baisano, who was not a Supreme Council President, one of the 

requirements for sitting on the Permanent Commission.442  Carmona’s action disturbed 

the other commission members and created some resentment. 

López Velasco argued that Carmona had lost sight of the CNPI’s goal to serve the 

indigenous population.  He, Natalio Lázaro Flores, once his position was restored, 

Santiago Gutierrez, and Leandro Martínez headed the opposition group to Carmona.  This 

strained the relationship between López Velasco and Loya Pacheco, his long-time mentor 
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and friend, who accused him of having lost his way. They broke both their friendship and 

their working relationship.  López Velasco blamed Carmona for misinforming Loya 

Pacheco about the situation.443   

The leadership had become so contentious that they had to find a way to work 

together.  As a result they ask two members of the Council of Elders, Florencio Cruz and 

Marcos Sandoval preside over a meeting of the Permanent Commission to address these 

issues.  Taking part in the meeting were Catonga Baisano, Gregorio Xochitiotzi, E. Orea, 

E. López Ontiveros, G.P. Carmona, Francisco Alfaro Gómez, Santiago Gutierrez, Natalio 

Flores Lázaro, Armando Montoya, Trinidad Ayala Rojas, Leandro Martinez and López 

Velasco.444 Nevertheless, the meeting started badly, as members traded insults until the 

two elders intervened and persuaded the group to draft a call to the Supreme Council 

Presidents to revise the goals of the Permanent Council and try to settle the discord.  

Carmona’s faction refused to sign the letter and left the meeting.  Nevertheless, the CNPI 

officially called for a gathering of the Supreme Council Presidents.  Carmona or one of 

his followers sent telegrams to the Supreme Council Presidents canceling the assembly. 

This prompted a third communiqué requesting that the Presidents meet in the CNC Casa 

del Agrarista.445  

Before this meeting could be held another matter disrupted the permanent council.  

Accusations of betrayal against Leandro Martínez resulted in him being forced out of the 

CNPI. Martínez had claimed that the CNPI was not part of the CNC, putting the survival 
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of the organization in danger---at least in the minds of the CNPI members. The 

Permanent Commission had already broken ties with the SRA, strained their relationship 

with Nahmad Sittón, Loya Pacheco and also INI Director, Ignacio Ovalle Fernández.446  

The CNPI could not afford to continue alienating sympathetic agencies and supporters.  

The permanent council requested that CNC Secretary General Oscar Ramirez Mijares 

replace Martinez as Secretary of Indigenous Action within the CNC with his alternate, 

Carlos Guzman Dorantes.447  They reported all of this to President López Portillo, 

members of his cabinet and state governors to make clear that Martínez no longer 

represented CNPI interests. 

The Supreme Council presidents gathered April 22 and spent a few days 

reassessing the direction the organization and trying to recapture the spirit of its original 

goals.  They recognized they faced a difficult task because the organizational experiences 

varied from ethnic group to ethnic group making it difficult to carry out CNPI business.  

In addition, some indigenous groups from the north resented indigenous groups from the 

South that dominated the CNPI448 as Coordinators and Permanent Commission members 

coming from groups in the Southern regions.. 

The meeting resulted in the election of a new Permanent Commission Jeronimo 

López Castro, Felipe Rodriguez de la Cruz, Máximino Bautista Hernández, Samuel Díaz 

Holguín, Ignacio Ochoa, Jacinto Gasparillo, Valente Mata, Felipe Ku-Pech, Feliciano 

Hernández, Apolinar Quitero, Nemesio Cruz, with the new Coordinator López Castro, 
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the recently elected Chontal Supreme Council President.  Not all CNPI members trusted 

López Castro whom they saw as self-interested, who questioned every decision he 

made.449 

López Castro did do some interesting things as he immediately moved to improve 

the image of the CNPI by renovating the office building, managing to secure additional 

funding that tripled the available budget, and reestablishing relationships with regional 

officials.  On the other hand, he neglected the Permanent Comission which fell prey to 

the influences of individuals outside of the organization. In one action the Commission, 

rented out the CNPI’s building auditorium to peasant organizations that upset the 

Coordinator, López Castro.  Divides within the already fractured CNPI deepened.450 

Nevertheless, the CNPI continued with the preparations for the Third National 

Congress scheduled to take place in Mexico City.451  Struggles between indigenous and 

non-indigenous individuals continued as the organization of the third congress proceeded.  

A planning meeting for the Third Congress occurred July 10-17 in Oaxtepec, Morelos.  

Approximately 250 indigenous delegates from the Supreme Councils within the CNPI led 

by their Presidents attended.452  Other federal entities, including the SRA, Bank of Rural 

Credit, SEP, and INI sent representatives.  At this point not all these agencies were 

friendly, others who had differences with the CNPI included INI Director Ignacio Ovalle 

and Sec of Indigenous Action of SEP, Salomon Nahmad Sittón. 
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This meeting had sessions to discuss critical topics. One of the Supreme Council 

presidents chaired each session. They include  land tenancy (Felipe Rodriguez de la Cruz, 

Chontal from Tabasco), Justice and Law Reform (Estanislao García Olivos, Nahua-Milpa 

Alta), Statute Reforms (Valente Mata, Chichimeca-Guanajuato), Infrasturcture  

(Floriberto Díaz Gómez, Mixe- Oaxaca), education (Franco Gabriel Hernández, Mixteco-

Oaxaca), Credit and Commercialization (Hermilio Holguín, Tarahumara- Chihuahua), 

Foresta (Natalio Lázaro, Tarasco- Michoacan).  The topics would be discussed again at 

the national congress. 

The Third National Congress was celebrated at the National Auditorium in 

Mexico City.  Official Government representatives included President López Portillo, 

Secretary of the Interior representative Tulio Hernández, Ovalle (INI Director), Secretary 

General of CNC Oscar Ramires Hijaros, Oscar Arce Quitanilla (Interamerican 

Indigenous Institute Director), Natalio Hernández (ANPIBAC), SRA representatives, 

Secretariat of Agriculture and Hydraulic Resources, Public Works, and Bank of Rural 

Credit representatives.  Pablo Quintana Mauro, the Mazateco Supreme Council President, 

served as the Master of Ceremonies.  Apolinar Quintero Hernández, Otomí Supreme 

Council President, welcomed with a reminder that the ideological and strategic form of 

the Congress followed the Letter from Pátzcuaro at the 1975 First National Congress of 

Indigenous Peoples.453 

                                                 
453 López Velasco, 139. 



 251

By the time the meeting ended, the CNPI lost control over the final conclusions 

and López Castro also lost the confidence of his peers.454 Confidence in López Castro’s 

ability to lead deteriorated quickly after that incident, and on February 14, 1980, he was 

removed from the Coordinator position and Santiago Gutierrez Toribio became interim 

Coordinator.455  

 Divisions with the CNPI deepened as some members wanted peasant 

participation and Felipe Rodriguez had brought into the group an unknown individual 

who represented peasants into the organization. Other Council members felt this shifted 

the focus away from indigenous matters. Rural teachers had also managed to enter the 

CNPI ranks and proposed that the Supreme Council Presidents be replaced by Comites de 

Lucha, Committees of Struggle, which suggested peasant involvement. They argued that 

the CNPI reject CNC funding because it was a bourgeoisie organization, revealing the 

Marxist orientation of the teachers.456 López Velasco believed Comites de Lucha detract 

from indigenous issues. Supreme Council presidents of Guerrero, Veracruz and from the 

Mayos of Sonora backed López Velasco against the Comites de Lucha.457  But the 

damage was already done as the CNC grew weary of rumors that the CNPI was going to 

break away, and shortly after, pulled its funding for the CNPI.  The Permanent 

Commission members tried to repair the fragile relationship through an emergency 

meeting with CNC representatives.  They managed to salvage their position within the 
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CNC and have funding restored, but could not recreate the strong relationship they had 

once enjoyed. 

Apolinar de la Cruz Loreto, who became the CNPI Coordinator after Gutierrez 

Toribio, returned the organization to the PRI and CNC umbrella with more gusto.  He 

argued that the CNPI had been successful in pushing for government recognition of pluri-

ethnic, pluri-cultural composition of the national population and as the organizational 

representative of the indigenous peoples. He noted it had promoted retention of 

indigenous languages, culture and traditions through bilingual education projects and had 

pushed out groups that created divisions within indigenous communities such as the 

Summer Language Institute.458  His efforts came too late as the CNPI had lost the favor 

of President López Portillo. The future of the organization was in jeopardy.459 

New President, Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) did not immediately withdraw 

funding from the CNPI but financial support for all social programs was significantly 

reduced. 460  The national organized had little leverage because of its strained 

relationships with the SRA, INI, SEP, CNC and even the former President.  Yet, the 

council tried.  Members petitioned de la Madrid on July 1, 1983 CNPI for funds.  They 

argued that indigenous peoples should receive priority in social programs and 

employment.461  This proved to be a political misstep, as indigenous leaders appeared to 
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ignore the national economic crisis that could not be reduced affecting to indigenous 

peoples alone.  Urban poor, workers, even the middle class faced dire economic 

circumstances. Poverty was more than an indigenous problem.  Populism politics and 

revolutionary rhetoric, so useful in the past, no longer served the government or the 

CNPI.  De La Madrid and his administrators faced a different reality and international 

pressures to adopt neo-liberal economics.  This left little room for mass government 

spending for social programs. 

  Despite its dwindling influence and funding, the CNPI held the fourth and final 

National Indigenous Congress in December, 1983 in Puebla. First planned for November, 

the session was delayed because of the incarceration of Salomón Nahmad Sittón, who 

faced charged of funding misappropriation.  CNPI Coordinator De la Cruz, once a close 

friend of Nahmad Sittón, had reestablished a relationship and defended him when he was 

imprisoned.462  The meeting was the last of the National Congresses and marked the end 

of the CNPI. The proceedings of the Puebla Congress revealed the rift within the CNPI.  

Soon after the congress, De la Cruz was removed as the CNPI Coordinator and López 

Velasco, who after dealing with problems of his own in Oaxaca took the post. 

The Cordinadora Nacional de Pueblos Indígenas then emerged as an offshoot of 

the CNPI by as a group of Nahuatl speakers and Populucas from Veracruz, Yaquis from 

Sonora, Zoques from Chiapas, and Chinatecos from Oaxaca.  Led by Genaro Dominguez, 

who had been part of the CNPI463 many former CNPI members left for the Coordinadora 
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Nacional and the Coordinadora Nacional Plan Ayala (CNPA).464  The Coordinadora 

Nacional faced the new economic and political reality.  The increased number of peasant 

and indigenous organizations resulted in greater competition for the greatly diminished 

funding available.  The Coordinadora Nacional continued after 1983 to demand land, fair 

prices for basic necessities, and credit, and to denounce government corruption, 

repression and the austerity policies adopted by Miguel de la Madrid.465 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
 Cirila Sánchez Mendoza might tell an intriguing story about the CNPI, if she had 

left an account like López Velasco’s memoirs. Lopez Velasco claimed to outline its 

history, but he omitted his replacement by Sánchez as President of the Chatino Supreme 

Council in 1980 and his return to that post by 1983.   In a letter to the Permanent 

Commission, Macrina Ocampo Hernández from San Lorenzo Lalana in Southeast 

Oaxaca, claimed López Velasco did not represent the Chatino, and was disconnected 

from their hardships because he lived in Mexico City not in Oaxaca.466  Like Sánchez 

Mendoza, she made her charges to the national organization demonstrating that some 

women both spoke out and acted within the organization.  How these two women enacted 

within the Supreme Council and the CNPI, how they managed to navigate between their 

communities and the national organization, fit within their communities and extended 

families are significant questions that at the present cannot be answered.  
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Other groups charged that the CNPI did not always represent indigenous interests.  

Members of CODREMI, the Defense Council for Human and Cultural Resources of the 

Oaxaca Mixe, argued that allowing peasants into their movement would strengthen their 

goals.  They pointed to the Coalition of Workers, Peasants, and Students of the Isthmus 

(COCEI), Emiliano Zapata Peasant Union (UCEZ), Campamento Tierra y Libertad 

Veracruz, Revolutionary Front of Guerrero Public Defense, Zacatecas Popular Front, and 

in Morelos a number of rural organizations led by Mateo Zapata, the son of agrarian icon, 

Emiliano Zapata (Coordinadora Nacional Plan Ayala).467 

The CNPI members failed to take advantage of the opportunities that access to 

government resources offered their communities.  Even with government support, they 

encountered roadblocks from other government agencies.  Moreover, the CNPI was not 

homogenous, nor did the members have a wealth of experience.  They learned some 

lessons, but others they did master in time to save the organization.  Although it 

eventually failed, the National Council and the National Congresses left a legacy that 

included a blueprint for how to organize within government agencies as well as a 

cautionary experience for dealing with the goverment.  Their significance should not be 

measured by the short life-span nor the mistakes made; they showed the possibility of 

engaging in the construction of national policies and programs.  The CNPI disappeared, 

but its members continued to make attempts to resurrect a national level indigenous 

organization such as the Coordinadora Nacional de Pueblos Indigenas, that curiously 

adopted the same CNPI acronym. 
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CONCLUSION 
“SON USTEDES EL PUEBLO”468  

LEGACIES OF THE FIRST NATIONAL CONGRESS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 
 
 
 
 

 Under the cover of darkness in the early morning hours of January 1, 1994 

approximately three thousand unidentified peoples stormed six large towns and ranches 

in the southernmost state of Chiapas.469  It later became known that the rebels were 

mostly made up of Tzotzil, Tzeltal and Chol Maya led by a Clandestine Revolutionary 

Committee made up of indigenous elders.470  It is no coincidence that the uprising 

occurred the same date that the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) went 

into effect.  Chiapas, one of the states with a significant indigenous population, while rich 

in natural resources, is poor in the services provided to the majority of its population.  

Chiapas produces almost 60 percent of the nation’s hydroelectric power, 47 percent of its 

natural gas, 21 percent of its oil as well as coffee, beef, and lumber.  Yet, 70 percent of 

homes in Chiapas have no electricity and most residents live in abject poverty. 

 In 1975, Luis Echeverría stated that indigenous peoples were as Mexican as all 

other citizens and his programs focused on the economic development of indigenous 

communities to try to fulfill their incorporation into national society.  Nineteen years later 
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that message had been lost and it appeared that government leaders forgot or chose to 

ignore that message.  Thus, the uprising was not a surprise to academics and public 

commentators who understood the rapidly declining quality of life for indigenous 

peoples.   

 The neo-liberal economic policies initiated in 1982 under Miguel de La Madrid 

(1982-1988) and continued under Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994) had two 

particularly damaging programs for rural residents.  First, the amendment to Article 27 of 

the Constitution removed the exclusive nature of ejidos.471  That is, campesinos and 

indigenous communities now were free to choose whether they wanted to remain in a 

collective property arrangement or decide for individual land titles, in effect privatizing 

land.  This meant that it could be sold undoing the decades of government oversight.  For 

many, this marked the end of the revolution, since land reform had been one of its central 

themes.   

 The amendment was generally believed to be a strategic move to open the way for 

the second program; free trade.  Most of the meetings between Canadian, United States 

and Mexican leaders negotiating the terms for a regional trading block took place during 

Salinas de Gortari’s term in office.  Free trade created economic opportunities for 

industrialists, big business corporations, and small business owners while also paving the 

way for success in large commercial agriculture.  For indigenous peoples in Chiapas, 

NAFTA meant the loss of lands, deepening of poverty, as large landowners bought land, 

legally or through intimidation and deceit.  Illegal loggers destroyed forests and big 
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coffee cultivators with better connections benefiting from opportunities ushered in by the 

trade agreement.  Members of the Zapatista National Revolutionary Army saw the death, 

figuratively and literally of their way of life, in the coming of NAFTA, and with nothing 

left to lose mobilized to draw attention not only to their plight but also to the dangers that 

NAFTA represented for all urban and rural poor peoples.  

During the last fifteen years, the EZLN has become the face of the national 

indigenous movement in part as a result of national and international media portrayals of 

it, but also as result of coverage by Mexican journalists, political scientists, 

anthropologists, sociologists, and historians.  The uprising did redirect attention to the 

dire situation of indigenous peoples throughout the nation.  Yet, not all Chiapas 

indigenous groups supported the EZLN and not all Indians identified with the Zapatistas. 

Making the EZLN the representative of indigenous mobilization overshadows the 

mobilizations in other regions that have occurred since the 1930s.  The EZLN demands 

expressed in the  San Andres Accords were modeled, directly or indirectly, after the 

Letter from Pátzcuaro of the 1975 First National Congress of Indigenous Peoples, 

although cast in the of the language of human rights. Otherwise, the demands for 

bilingual and bicultural education, release of indigenous political prisoners, political 

inclusion, and self-determination all appear in the earlier document.  

This dissertation has focused on the First National Congress of Indigenous 

Peoples, the three congresses that followed, and the associated national organization, the 

National Council of Indigenous Peoples. Nevertheless, much remains to be done to 

understand the history of Indigenous peoples from 1930 to the present, especially since 
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World War II.  The period between 1946 and 1976 still needs to be explored.  Much of 

the available literature focuses on the mobilizations of the late 1970s 1980s, and 1990s.  

Gunther Dietz, Eduardo Zarate, Jeffrey Rubin, Juan Luis Sariego Rodriguez, Philip Coyle 

and Neil Harvey have examined these indigenous mobilizations in Michoacán, Oaxaca, 

Chihuahua, Jalisco, and Chiapas.472  An analysis of the participation of indigenous groups 

in the 1975 National Congress, the National Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI), and 

their impact at the local level makes possible a better understanding of the political 

relationships between local government officials and indigenous communities.  Most 

important was the Supreme Council, how its structure changed or reinforced the 

established relationships between indigenous leaders and their communities.  Local case 

studies can reveal the ways locals reacted to the Supreme Councils, how the Supreme 

Council Presidents represented their communities in the National Council of Indigenous 

Peoples, and whether they considered community interests in the decision-making 

process.  In addition, these local studies will show whether or not indigenous 

communities benefited from the major government public works projects carried out 

from 1976 to 1982.   

In the 1970s, a new generation of indigenous leaders emerged.  These leaders, 

although informed by the legacy of Lázaro Cárdenas, drew on their experiences from the 
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Hernández, Los señores de utopia: etnicidad política en una comunidad P’urhépecha: Santa Fe de la 
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 260

1950s and 1960s, a time when government attention and funding focused on the 

development of cities and industrialization.  With the presidential election of Luis 

Echeverría and his adoption of a populist political style, a mass politicalization of popular 

sectors occurred.  A growing body of scholarly literature on Echeverría’s presidency is 

beginning to piece together his populist programs, the precursory programs of the 1960s 

and its implications for understanding the history of contemporary Mexico. These 

publications include Samuel Schmidt’s, The Deterioration of the Mexican Presidency, 

Miguel Angel Centeno’s Democracy Within Reason, Kevin Middlebrook’s The Paradox 

of Revolution, and Gabriela Soto Laveaga’s Jungle Laboratories and the edited volume, 

Men of the People: The Presidencies of Lázaro Cárdenas and Luis Echeverría.473  

Additional research needs to identify emerging indigenous leaders in the 1970s and after 

in order to examine their relationships to their communities and their interaction with 

government officials.  Samuel Díaz Holguín, Vicente López Velasco, Pedro de Haro, 

Pedro Amador Hernández, Cirila Sánchez, Galdino Perfecto Carmona, Natalio Lázaro 

Flores are but a few of the leaders who emerged during the 1970s.   

We have only the political biography of Pedro de Haro for the years before 1970 

which suggests the valuable information that can be uncovered.  De Haro, in 1975 the 

Huichol Supreme Council President, was born in 1921 on a ranch near Monte Escobedo, 
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Zacatecas.  After his mother died, his father relocated the entire family to San Sebastián 

Teponahuaxtlán, Jalisco and soon after died. Orphaned at nine years old, he had neither 

land nor cattle, and only the six pesos his father left him.  With his older brothers unable 

and unwilling to care for him, he invested in a small business transporting first cloth, then 

cattle.  He was young but literate and able to keep his own books.  His business grew 

until a local strongman accused him of owing him money; De Haro lost his legal suit and 

his business, and left with a debt of 25 pesos.  He had only 14 pesos, so Manuel Martínez, 

a well-off Huichol, who had known his father, gave him the remaining eleven pesos with 

the agreement he would work off the loan.  Still only 12 years old, Haro was already 

disillusioned, impoverished, broken spirited, and socially outcast.474 

 It was in 1933 when De Haro moved to Ocota de La Sierra to pay his debt over 

the course of two years.475  He arrived in the center of the Huichol region in northeast 

Jalisco that had been in turmoil since the beginning of the Revolution.  When Pancho 

Villa entered the region in 1913 most vecinos (mestizos) supported him, but the Huichol, 

led by Patricio Mezquite, sided with Venustiano Carranza and successfully seized the 

opportunity to evict vecinos from San Sebastián.  They enjoyed a period of peace and 

prosperity, until 1927, when the Cristero Rebellion reached Huichol territories and 

divided their communities. Some supported the Cristero rebels, taking the opportunity to 

plunder, and others, including Manuel Martínez, dissented and were forced to leave San 

Sebastián for nearby Ocota de La Sierra.   
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 During the two years that De Haro worked for Martínez, he began to dress in 

Huichol attire and quickly learned the language.  After repaying his debt, De Haro chose 

to stay and Martínez became his foster father.  Quickly he gained prestige among Huichol 

men with a reputation as a capable worker and he emerged as a leader during the 1940s.  

The administration of President Miguel Alemán sent military surveyors to Huichol 

territory to divide lands for military colonists and other buyers.  Huichol leaders fought 

the intrusion and largely succeeded, although an ejido was created in the territory.  De 

Haro’s actions in the fighting to push vecino cattlemen off Huichol lands so impressed 

Huichol leaders, that they nominated him for the communal presidency in the late 1940s. 

During 1950s, De Haro solidified his Huichol identity.  As communal president he 

mobilized between 150 and 200 men to patrol community lands, and to raid vecino 

ranches.  The raids frightened vecinos, who began evacuating the area. With these 

actions, he shed tewarí(non-Huichol) identity and earned virárika (Huichol) acceptance 

from the Huichol community, and even the elders  respected his opinion.  Although he 

had planned to return as a mestizo to the mestizo community, because of the raids local 

vecinos now viewed him as a traitor.476 

 De Haro had become a recognized indigenous leader and had even received 

national attention when he was jailed in Tepic, Nayarit in 1955, for his role in the raids.  

The National Indigenous Institute (INI) and other federal officials pressured Jalisco 

Governor Agustín Yáñez to negotiate with Nayarit Governor José Limón Gúzman for his 

release.  While in jail, he passed the time studying the Constitution and becoming 
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familiar with the law code.  By the time he was released, he was prepared to resume the 

struggle for Huichol lands, but this time through litigation.  This hurt his identity as 

virárika because many Huichol considered the legal system the institution of mestizos. 

 De Haro continued throughout the 1960s to seek external opportunities for 

Huichol progress.  He developed a three-pronged plan in order to seek funds from the 

United States’ Alliance for Progress program.  First, he wanted to organize Huichol 

community cattle drives to local markets to protect cattle and Huichol individuals from 

mestizo rustlers.  Second, he wanted to buy prized bulls to improve the cattle stock.  

Third, he proposed the construction of a road from San Sebastián to Mezquitic.  Not all 

Huichol shared his view of progress.  The community divided between the traditional 

elders and younger groups with De Haro caught in between.  The younger generation 

viewed progress as an individual issue often expressed through material goods such as 

horses and radios, while the older generation viewed wealth and progress in terms of the 

return to traditional religious rites and numerous wives.  De Haro tried to bridge these 

two groups, and often only succeeded in alienating himself from both.477 

 By the 1970s, both the traditional elders and the youth movement tried to weaken 

De Haro’s authority by asserting that he was a tewarí again.  In 1970, De Haro was one 

of the original bilingual promoters hired by the Department of Agricultural and 

Colonization Affairs (DAAC).  The bilingual brokers called for a regional congress of the 

Huichol June 8, 1975 in Sebastián Teponahuaxlán. De Haro, despite opposition, was 
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elected the Huichol Supreme Council President.  Those who believed De Haro had 

abandoned his virárika identity, refused to recognize that he represent them.  

De Haro’s biography reveals numerous issues of indigenous life, but none more 

significant than that of identity. Clearly in the second half of the twentieth century, 

indigenous identity had a fluid quality. Other studies, such as Watanabe’s work on the 

Maya478 discuss the fluidity of indigenous identity and how being or becoming 

indigenous on local levels has little to do with official state definitions but rather on 

community decisions about who is indigenous.  This suggests the importance of a 

collection of biographies of the Supreme Council Presidents to understand their 

indigenous identities and that of their communities. 

Cultural and political considerations were not the only reasons for the rise of 

Indian organizations.  The concern over ecological damage became an important 

motivation for mobilization not only of indigenous but other social groups as well.  This 

concern reflected the intimate ties between resources subsistence.  The Organization 

against the Contamination of Lake Pátzcuaro (ORCA), for example, was organized in 

1982 to protect the lake from contamination.  A fish flour processing plant at the lake was 

the primary culprit as it generated fumes that reached several kilometers in every 

direction and caused cattle infections at nearby ranches.  ORCA, with the support of 

municipal authorities in Tzintzuntzan and other Indian communities, local ranchers, and 

peasants who had being affected by the contamination, succeeded in shutting down the 

plant.  Recently, ORCA has been working to restore the lakebed that has deteriorated 
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significantly with the rapid decline of the native fish, el pescado blanco.  This, in part, 

reflected the cultural concern for Pátzcuaro‘s white fish, known as an exquisite dish.  

Economic issues exist as well because the white fish sells for over three times of what 

tilapia, a foreign fish to Pátzcuaro waters, brings in the market.  ORCA, although 

represented as an indigenous organization, as was noted, includes ranchers, peasants, and 

urban professionals who have demonstrated concerns over the ecological deterioration of 

the region.479 

Further examination of women’s leaders and members of indigenous 

organizations is also necessary.  The 1975 United Nations Women’s Conference was held 

in Mexico City, with prominent indigenous women leaders such as Domitila Barrios de 

Chungara, an Aymara from Bolivia, in attendance.480  Did any women who had served as 

delegates to the National Congress of Indigenous Peoples attend the United Nations 

Conference?  The demands made at the National Indigenous Congress were framed as 

statements from mothers and wives not the political aspirations of individuals.  The 

indigenous mobilizations that followed 1975 included among the leaders Macrina 

Ocampo Hernández and Cirila Sánchez, and research will likely identify others. Women 

have taken a number of different roles within indigenous organizations in the last forty 

years. The best known is Subcomandante Ramona who led the brief capture of the small 

city of San Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas during the 1994 EZLN uprising.  She 
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succumbed to cancer in 2006, and has come to represent the emergence of indigenous 

women as equal political figures and leaders to men on the national stage. 

The conceptualization of Indian movements has largely rested on issues of social 

and economic inclusion as well as cultural and political autonomy.  Because Mexico is a 

diverse nation in geographical, ethnic, and cultural terms, Indian movements have 

emerged as products of local and particular conditions as well as national and, as is the 

case in Chiapas,481 international penetration.  Arguing that there is one cohesive Indian 

movement suggests a Pan-Indian struggle, that to date has not emerged, either 

independently or with government sponsorship.  The Indian movement is many 

movements, with a multitude of individuals who define themselves not just in ethnic, but 

also in occupational terms as peasants, ranchers, rural teachers and urban professionals.  

The multiplicity of individual identities should not obscure the development of the 

indigenous movements, especially of the 1970s, that have made indigenous peoples a 

social sector with significant political influence. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 
 
ACG   Asociación Civil de Guerrero- Guerrero Civic Association 
ACRN Asociación Civil Revolucionario Nacional- National Revolutional 

Civil Association 
AMPII Associación Mexicana de Profesionistas Intellectuales e Indígenas- 

Mexican Association of Indigenous Professionals and Intellectuals 
ANPIBAC Alianza Nacional de Profesionales Indígenas Bilingües- National 

Alliance of Bilingual Indigenous Professionals 
BANRURAL  Banco Rural- Rural Bank 
CAPFCE Comité Administrativo Federal Para Construcción de Escuelas- 

Federal Administrative Committee for the Construction of Schools 
CCI  Centro Coordinador Indigenista- Indigenuos Coordinating Center 
CENAPI Centro Nacional de Pastoral Indígena- National Indigenous 

Pastoral Center 
CFE  Comisión Federal de Electricidad- Federal Electricity Committee 
CIESAS Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología 

Social- Center for Social Anthropology Reasearch and Study 
CNAPACI Consejo Nacional de Avenimiento y Planeación Agraria de Las 

Comunidades- National Council for Agrarian Planning of 
Indigenous Communities 

CNC Confederación Nacional Campesina- National Peasant 
Confederation 

CNJI Consejo Nacional de Jovenes Indígenas- National Council of 
Indigenous Youth 

CNJI y CI Consejo Nacional de Jovenes Indígenas y Comunidades Indigenas- 
National Council of Indigenous Youth and Communities 

CNOP Confederación Nacional de Organzaciones Populares- National 
Confederation of Popular Organizations 

CNPA  Coordinadora Nacional Plan Ayala- Plan Ayala National Council 
CNPI Consejo Nacional de Pueblos Indígenas- National Council of 

Indigenous Peoples 
COCEI Coalición de Obreros Campesinos y Estudiantes del Istmo- 

Coalition of Workers, Peasants, and Students of the Isthmus 
CONAFRUT  Comisión Nacional de la Fruta- National Fruit Comission 
CONASUPO Compañia Nacioal de Subsistencia Nacional- National Company 

for Popular Subsistence 
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COPLAMAR Coordinadora General de Plan Nacional de Zonas Deprimidas y 
Grupos Marginados- National Plan for Depressed Zones and 
Marginal Groups 

CREFAL Centro Regional de Educación Funbdamental Para la América 
Latina- Regional Center for the Fundamental Education of Latin 
America 

CST  Consejo Supreme Tarahumara- Tarahumara Supreme Council 
CTM Confederación de Trabajadores Mexicanos- Confederation of 

Mexican Workers 
DAI Departamento de Asuntos Indígenas- Department of Indigenous 

Affairs 
DAAC Departamento de Asuntos Agrarios y Decolonizacion- Department 

of Agrarian and Colonization Affairs 
DFS Departamento Federal de Seguridad- Department of Federal 

Security 
EZLN Ejercito Zapatista de Liberación Nacional- Zapatista National 

Liberation Army 
FONAFE Fondo Nacional de Financiamento Estatal- National Fund for 

Financing of State Companies 
FONART Fondo Nacional Para el Fomento de las Artesanias- National Fund 

for the Development of Arts and Crafts 
FRAP Frente Revolucionaria de Acción Popular- Popular Action 

Revolutionary Front 
III Instituto Interamerican Indigenista- Interamerican Indigenous 

Institute 
ILV  Instituto Linguistico de Verano- Summer Language Institute 
INAH Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia- National Institute of 

History and Anthropology 
INMECAFE  Instituto Mexicano del Café- Mexican Coffee Institute 
INI  Instituto Nacional Indigenista- National Indigenous Institute 
MNI  Movimiento Nacional Indígena- National Indigenous Movement 
NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement- Tratado de Libre 

Comercio 
OPEC  Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
PIDER Programa Para el Desarrollo Rural- Integrated Rural Development 

Project 
PNR  Partido Nacional de la Revolución- National Revolutionary Party 
PRI Partido Revolucionario Istitucional- Institutional Revolutionacy 

Party 
PRM Partido de la Revolución Mexicana- Party of the Mexican 

Revolution 
PRAODESECH Programa Para el Desarrollo de Chiapas- Chiapas Development 

Project 
PROFORMEX Productos Forestales de México- Mexico Forest Products 
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PROFORMICH Productos Forestales de Michoacán- Michoacán Forest Products 
PROFORTARAH Productos Forestales del Tarahumara- Tarahumara Forest Products 
SARH Secretaría de Agricultura y Recursos Hidraulicos- Secretariat of 

Agriculture and Hydraulic Resources 
SEP   Sectretaría de Educación Pública- Secretariat of Public Education 
SIA   Secretaría Indigenista de Acción- Secretariat of Indigenous Action 
SRA   Secretaría de Reforma Agraria- Secretariat of Agrarian Reform 
SURI   La Sociedad Unificadora de la Raza- The Peoples Unified Society 
UCEZ   Unión Campesina Emiliano Zapata- Emiliano Zapata Peasant  

Union 
UNAM Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México- National 

Autonomous University of Mexico 
UNOI Union Nacional de Organizaciones Indígenas- National Union of 

Indigenous Organizations 
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APPENDIX B 
 

INDIGENOUS COORDINATING CENTERS (CCI) 1951-1977 
 
 

  
Date Established 

 

 
State 

 
Ethnic Group 

1 21 March 1951 Chiapas Tzeltal-Tzotzil 
2 16 August 1952 Chihuahua Tarahumara 
3 29 January 1954 Oaxaca Mazateco 
4 21 may 1954 Oaxaca Mixtec (Highlands) 
5 21 May 1954 Oaxaca Mixtec (Coast) 
6 4 August 1959 Yucatán Maya 
7 2 october 1959 Oaxaca Mazateco 
8 1 December 1960 Nayarit Huichol, Cora, Nahua 
9 22 March 1963 Guerrero Mixtec, Tlapaneco 
10 18 March 1964 Michoacán Tarasco 
11 1 April 1968 Puebla Nahua, Totonaco 
12 1969 (date unknown) Guanajuato Chichimeca 

(residential center) 
13 28 September 1971 Oaxaca Mixe 
14 28 Sepmtember 1971 Yucatán Maya 
15 28 September 1971 Chiapas Tzotzil 
16 28 September 1971 Chiapas Tzeltal 
17 1 July 1972 México Mazahua 
18 1 July 1972 Hidalgo Nahua, Huasteco 
19 1 July 1972 Oaxaca Zapoteco (Highlands) 
20 1 July 1972 Oaxaca Chinateco 
21 1 July 1972 Puebla Nahua, Popoluca 
22 1 July 1972 Queretaro Otomí 
23 1 July 1972 Veracruz Nahua 
24 1 July 1972 Veracruz Totonaco 
25 1 January 1973 Oaxaca Mixtec (Lowlands) 
26 1 January 1973 Chiapas Chol 
27 1 January 1973 Guerrero Nahua 
28 1 January 1973 Quintana Roo Maya 
29 1 January 1973 Michoacán Nahoa (Coast) 
30 1 January 1973 Puebla Nahua, Totonaco 
31 1 July 1973 Tabasco Chontal 
32 1 July 1973 Chiapas Zoque 
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33 1 July 1973 Oaxaca Zapotec (South) 
34 1 July 1973 Oaxaca Chatino 
35 1 July 1973 Guerrero Nahua 
36 1 July 1973 Sonora Mayo 
37 1 July 1973 Sonora Yaquí 
38 1 July 1973 San Luis Potosí Huasteco 
39 1 July 1973 Veracruz Nahua, Tepehua 
40 1 July 1973 Hidalgo Otomí 
41 1 July 1974 Sonora Serí 

(residential center) 
42 1 July 1974 Oaxaca Zapotec del Valle 

(Coordinating Office) 
43 1 July 1974 Chiapas Tojolabal, Tzeltal 
44 1 July 1974 Baja California Cucapáh, Kiliwa, Pai-

pai, Cochimi, Kumiai 
45 1 July 1974 Sinaloa Mayo 
46 1 July 1974 Puebla Mixtec 
47 1 July 1974 Veracruz Zoque, Popoluca 
48 1 July 1974 Campeche Maya 
49 1 July 1974 Chihuahua Tarahumara 
50 1 July 1974 Puebla Nahua 
51 1 July 1974 Guerrero Amuzgo, Mixtec 
52 1 July 1974 Durango Tepehuano 
53 1 July 1975 Sonora Pápago 

(residential center) 
54 1 July 1975 Chihuahua Tarahumara 
55 1 July 1975 San Luis Potosí Nahua 
56 1 July 1975 Veracruz Nahua, Otomí 
57 1 July 1975 Puebla Nahua, Totonaco 
58 1 July 1975 Oaxaca Cuicateco, Chinateco 
59 1 July 1975 Michoacán Tarasco 

(Lake Pátzcuaro) 
60 1 July 1975 Chiapas Zoque 
61 1 July 1975 Tabasco Chol, Lacandón, Tzeltal 
62 1 July 1975 Oaxaca Chocho, Mixtec 
63 1 July 1975 San Luis Potosí Pame 
64 1 July 1976 Jalisco Huichol 
65 1 July 1976 Queretaro Otomí 
66 1 July 1976 Guerrero Tlapaneco 
67 1 July 1976 Chiapas Tzotzil 
68 1 July 1976 Yucatán Maya 
69 1977 Chiapas Zoque 
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70 1977 México Otomí 
71 1977 Oaxaca Chontal 
72 1977 Oaxaca Zapotec 
73 1977 Oaxaca Huave 
74 1977 Oaxaca Mixe-Zapotec 
75 1977 Oaxaca Mixe-Chinateco 
76 1977 Oaxaca Chontal 
77 1977 Sonora Guarojío 
78 1977 Veracruz Nahuatl 
79 1977 Chiapas Mame-Mochó 
80 1977 Oaxaca Trique 
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APPENDIX C 

 
SUPREME COUNCIL PRESIDENTS 1975 

 
 
 

Supreme Council Presidents 
elected/appointed at Regional 

Congresses 
 

 
Supreme Council Presidents at National 

Indigenous Congress 

Cucapah 
 

 
Onésimo González Sáiz 

Kiliwa/Pai Pai  
Cruz Uchurte Espinoza 

 
Cruz Uchurte Espinoza 

Cochimí 
 

 

Pápago 
 

 
Gob General- Francisco Daniel Valenzuela 

Serí 
Roberto Thompson Herrera 

 

Mayo(Sonora) 
Espiridión López Ontiveros 

Unión de los Pueblos Mayos 
Espiridión López Ontiveros 

Mayo (Sinaloa) 
N/A 

 

Otomí 
N/A 

 

Tzotzil 
Antonio Pérez Hernández 

 
Antonio Hernández Pérez 

Tzeltal 
Pedro Cruz Guzmán 

 
Pedro Cruz Guzmán 

Lacandón 
Pepe Chan Bor 

 
José Pepe Chan Bor 

Chol 
Alvaro Parcero Agustín 

 
Pedro Díaz Solis 

Zoque(Chiapas) 
 Jeremias Sánchez 

 
Jeremias Sánchez González 

Mame 
Gregorio Constantino Morales 

 
Constantino Morales Morales 

Chontal 
Felipe Rodriguez de la Cruz 

 
Felipe Rodriguez de la Cruz 

Maya (Campeche) 
Felipe Ku Pech 
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Maya (Yucatán) 
N/A 

 

Maya (Quintana Roo) 
Sebastián Uc-Yam 

 
Sebastián Uc-Yam 

Mixtec (Puebla) 
Faustino Carrillo Pacheco 

 
Faustino Carrillo Pacheco 

Mixtec (Oaxaca) 
Francisco Hernández Morales 

 
Francisco Hernández Morales 

Triqui 
 

 

Tacuate  
Mateo Martínez Santiago 

Mixe 
Santiago Gutiérrez Toribio 

 
Santiago Gutiérrez Toribio 

Zapotec  
 

 

Zoque (Oaxaca) 
Jesús López Domínguez 

 
Jesús López Domínguez 

Chontal (Oaxaca) 
 

 
Benigno Machuca Trinidad 

Huave 
Herculano Roldán 

 
Herculano Roldán 

Yaqui 
Ignació Martínez Tadeo 

 
Ignació Martínez Tadeo 

Pima 
Luz Coronado Alvarez 

 
Luz Coronado Alvarez 

Pueblos Varogios 
Julio Artalejo Corpu 

 
(Barojío)Julio Artalejo Corpu 

Tarahumara 
Samuel Díaz Holguín 

 
Samuel Díaz Holguín 

Tepehuano 
 

 
Manuel Bustamante Martínez 

Cora 
C. Lorenzo Molina Sóstenes 
(representative) 

 

Huichol 
Pedro de Haro Sánchez 

Unión Ganadera Huichol 
Pedro de Haro Sánchez 

Chichimeca 
Valente Mata García 

 

Pame 
Bernardino Apolinar Montero 

 
Bernardino Apolinar Montero 

Huasteco (San Luis Potosí) 
Feliciano Hernández Martínez 

 
Feliciano Hernández Martínez 
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Náhuatl (San Luis Potosí) 
Arcadio Bautista Catarino 

 
Arcadio Bautista Catarino 

Náhuatl (Hidalgo) 
Pedro Hernández Amador 

 
Pedro Hernández Amador 

Huasteco (Veracruz) 
Apolinar del Angel Dolores 

 
Apolinar del Angel Dolores 

Náhuatl (Chicontepec, Veracruz) 
Carlos Lorenzo Cruz 

 
Carlos Lorenzo Cruz 

Totonaco 
Juan Simbrón Méndez 

 
Juan Simbrón Méndez 

Náhuatl (Puebla) 
Justiniano Aquino 

 
Justiniano Aquino H. 

Popoloca (Puebla) 
J. Trinidad Ayala Rojas 

 
J. Trinidad Ayala Rojas 

Tepehua 
Francisco Dimas Chagoya 

 
Francisco Dimas Chagoya 

Náhuatl (Zongolica, Veracruz) 
Evencio González 

 
José Evencio González 

Mazateco 
Pablo Quintana Mauro 

 
Pablo Quintana Mauro 

Náhuatl/Popoluca 
Máximo Bautista Hernández 

 
Máximo Bautista Hernández 

Náhuatl(Tlaxcala) 
Gregorio Xochitiotzi Reyes 

 
Gregorio Xochitiotzi Reyes 

Náhuatl (Tlalpan-DF) 
Carlos López Avila 

 
Carlos López Avila 

Náhuatl(Morelos) 
Daniel Patiño Córdoba 

 
Daniel Patiño Córdoba 

Náhuatl(Guerrero) 
Juan Francisco Rebaja 

 
Juan Francisco Rebaja Márquez 

Mixteco (Guerrero) 
Trifonio Lucas Arias 

 
Trifonio Lucas Arias 

Tlapaneco 
Margarito Moso Vázquez 

 
Margarito Moso Vázquez 

Amuzgo 
Galdino Perfecto Carmona 

 
Galdino Perfecto Carmona 

Mazahua 
N/A 

 

Chinateco 
Vicente Paulino López Velasco 

 
Vicente Paulino López Velasco 

Tarasco 
Natalio Flores Lázaro 

Tarasco 
Natalio Flores Lázaro 

 Unión Empresas Forestales Tarahumara 
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Silverio García Bustillos 
 Opata Bocoachi (Sonora) 

Camilo Martínez Frasquillo Sijuri 
 Otomí-Mazahua (Michoacán) 

Francisco Pérez Pino 
 Representante Choles, Tzeltales (Selva 

Lacandona, Chiapas) 
Pedro Díaz Solís 

 Matlazincas (Edo. México) 
Salvador Hernández García 

 Tlahuica 
J. Trinidad Tiburcio Santos 

 Kikapoo 
Adulfo Anico 

 Driqui(Oaxaca) 
Marcos E. Sandoval Santiago 
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