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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the reactions of the Serrano from Capulalpam 

in the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca, Mexico to the pressures of global 

capitalism. This is examined through the community responses to 

mining exploitation, which began in mid 19th century and which during 

the early years of the 21st century became linked to a concept of global 

business.  

Historical memory of indigenismo and mestizaje of the 20th century 

plays a major role in the configuration of collective identities in 

Capulalpam, which the community has used to claim full ownership of 

gold and silver. This mobilization of lived experiences of the past is 

examined through the role of the elders, former indigenous miners, and 

indigenous authorities who are the intermediaries between the 

community and the state. They have mobilized major local spaces of 

collective representation such as the agrarian and municipal 

jurisdictions, as well as the communal assembly, to challenge the federal 

government’s granting of mining concessions to multinational 

corporations. Members of the community adjust discourses about 

community to novel circumstances.  
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Consequences of mining on Capulalpam’s key resources for 

survival such as depletion of aquifers, pollution of water and communal 

lands, as well as the extraction of gold and silver, are assessed through 

the language of collective possession of resources. Former indigenous 

miners have used the landscape to attach memories to reconstruct and 

assess changes in the environment occurred over time due to mining. 

Documentation of communal land possession forged through time, 

memories of elders about mining and experiences of community cargo 

carried out across generations are connected to international and 

national law for Capulalpam to claim its indigenous rights and its 

inclusion into the politics of allocation of subsoil resources.   

In claiming a historical possession of gold and silver, Capulalpam 

has undermined major ideologies shaped by cultural anthropology 

depicting indigenous culture as part of indigenous traditions untouched 

by time and history.  Thus, this study contributes to the discussion of 

the politics of culture and power in which ethnicity, gender, nationalism 

and law are interlocked and formed.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Early in the morning of April 24th, 2007 three hundred and fifty 

comuneros and communeras from the Zapotec community of 

Capulalpam decided to travel to the city of Oaxaca for a demonstration.  

They made the decision in a communal assembly carried out the 

day before, but it had been long discussed in several communal 

assemblies carried out over the previous four years. Comuneros, men 

and women of different ages including elders, travelled by truck and 

automobile across the mountains of the Sierra through a paved highway 

that communicates the city of Oaxaca to Capulalpam, a community 

located 45 miles away from the city. On their way, the Committee of 

Communal Lands who led the caravan asked themselves whether the 

police in the city of Oaxaca were going to repress them or if military 

checkpoints located along the highway would allow them to continue 

their trip to the city. In the collective memory of comuneros were still 

fresh the images of repression suffered by the members of Popular 

Assembly of Oaxaca Pueblos a few months before. As they moved 

through the highway, the authorities thought that it was their right to 

claim and that it was their responsibility as community authorities to 

fight for their collective interests for present and coming generations.  

Upon their arrival in the city of Oaxaca, as many as 300 hundred 
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people from Capulalpam living in the city of Oaxaca were waiting for the 

march. Together they blocked a main avenue in rush-hour traffic in the 

city. There the authorities of the community addressed the federal 

government this way: “We are here because the government has not 

responded to our petitions. We have provided evidence and facts to sho 

how mining has affected our community. Our water and territories are 

not worth gold. Water represents the future of our children. We want to 

provide clean water for humanity. We are not interested in gold; it must 

remain down there. We do not want mining any more. It is our land and 

we do not want our land to be destroyed it. We have lived there for 

centuries and we will continue to live there. No to mining exploitation”.  

By the time the demonstration took place, the federal government 

had granted around fifty thousand hectares of concessions of Zapotec 

territories for mining exploration and exploitation to multinational 

corporations. The demonstration collapsed not only major 

anthropological and non-academic circles assumptions about Zapotec 

culture but it also collapsed the ideologies of indigenismo and 

acculturation, which the state shaped during the twentieth century in 

Mexico. Indians who suffered years of oppression, discrimination, and 

acculturation were just there, claiming a particular history in front of the 

nation and the global society.  
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Statement of problem 
This dissertation focuses on how Zapotec men and women in 

the highlands of Northern Oaxaca, Mexico have come up with senses of 

historical agency. In particular, it focuses on how identities in the Sierra 

have been formed within a dialogical relationship to broader processes of 

ethnicity, nationalism, and capitalist exploitation. In this process of 

mutual transformation, Indians have shaped their own understandings 

of community and nation in the context of changing discourses of a 

multicultural Mexican national state. Indians have rethought the 

dominant discourses of multiculturalism, citizenship and democracy in 

constructing their own senses of identity. Mining exploitation, depletion 

of the environment, commoditization of land and exploitation of labor 

have become contested arenas upon which Indians and the state have 

struggled for identity and politics, thereby outlining a tension between 

local and global notions of rights, democracy, and community. The 

construction of a sense of collective agency has become a significant 

challenge for indigenous people as they have faced growing pressures 

over labor exploitation and state policies of collectivity. In scrutinizing 

tensions between local and global politics, this study provides insights 

about how law, geopolitics, and anthropology interlock in the 

configuration of identity and how people in local arenas contest notions 
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regarding indigenous rights, identity, and control over resources and 

environment.   

 

Objectives of this study  

On one hand, it seeks to determine how the Serrano Zapotecs have 

articulated contemporary discourses of rights and of a multiethnic 

society to their social experience; and on the other, it seeks to explore 

how the Serrano have redefined the dominant ideologies of ethnicity, 

gender, and class in constructing a sense of political power.   

 

Methodology and Data Collection 

 I place the comprehension of local culture as the outcome of wider 

relations of culture and power. Colonial as well as modern state 

formation is a significant part of power relations among the Serrano 

Zapotecs. Some anthropologists have described the Serrano either as 

people with a culture anchored in pre-colonial past or as people who 

have transformed from traditional to modern ways of life. Some have 

suggested that Zapotecs have shifted from being Indians to become 

mestizo population. Instead of studying how the Serrano have changed 

from traditional to modern societies, I propose to study how the Serrano 
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Zapotecs have engaged in struggles for political power in constructing 

agency as they have confronted the politics of global capitalism in the 

form of law, dominant forms of community and commoditization of key 

resources for survival. Thus I seek to go beyond the dominant idea that 

has depicted the Serrano as enclosed in a local community. At the time I 

was conducting fieldwork, major transformations were underway in the 

area of this study. For example, the sierra pueblos have confronted new 

state discourses of a multicultural society as well as new federal 

regulations aimed at controlling land, water, forests and underground 

resources in the Sierra. As part of geopolitics, including the North 

American Free Trade Agreement, the Mexican state as well as other 

nation states of Central America has advanced the so-called Puebla-

Panama Plan of Development that includes mega projects for exploitation 

of sources of energy as well as of mining, water and other resources 

located in Southern Mexico. For example, over the last five years the 

Mexican government has encouraged large investment in wind energy in 

territories of the Zapotec pueblos of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec as well 

as a sudden reactivation of mining under control of multinational 

corporations across the state of Oaxaca, including the Northern Sierra of 

Oaxaca.  An acute struggle has arisen as executives of corporations, 

workers, indigenous pueblos, state employees and politicians have taken 
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positions about what depletion, pollution, exploitation and ownership of 

underground resources means.  

 This context of political struggles has defined how I considered 

data collection and methods. With permission of local indigenous 

authorities, I conducted interviews and participated in various 

community and authorities’ meetings where I followed the aspirations 

and challenges of the local population as global politics affect their 

everyday life. By the time I began conducting fieldwork, the community of 

Capulalpam had challenged the Compania Minera de Natividad and the 

federal government for control over underground resources. I 

participated in this community effort where global views of community, 

law, and right find challenges and limits and where indigenous 

population display powerful historical agendas. In this local arena, 

critical tensions emerge as global power relationships in the form of law, 

rights, and labor exploitation enter a social space of identity and political 

power.  

 In this context of political struggles, I traced the multiple forces 

affecting the Serrano’s everyday life and strategies of what the Serrano 

consider the defense of “community heritage and patrimony”. The data 

reflects the complex historical involvement of the Zapotec with the larger 
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society. Zapotec have used hegemonic knowledge such as language, law, 

and political alliances to challenge capitalist exploitation.  

A sensitive political situation puts limits to the release of data. This 

situation has to do with large investments for exploitation of mineral 

resources by powerful multinational corporations whose main allies are 

officials of Oaxaca government and Mexican federal government. Also, a 

growing environment of violence against oppositional movements limits 

the publication of data. In addition, I cannot release data that could put 

the subjects of this research in danger. These factors have influenced the 

strategies of data collection and its release.  

 Several anthropologists, mostly American, have come to the Sierra 

of Oaxaca for research. Their research has provided significant 

knowledge about how Zapotecs have struggled for a place into the wider 

society. Generally, anthropologists have used methods such as 

participant observation and extensive field observation to study Zapotec 

culture. Many anthropologists used the approach to community studies 

in vogue in the 1940’s that considered the indigenous communities as a 

“folk society” (Vincent, 1990). Acculturation studies and community 

studies abounded in the Sierra for much of the twentieth century. 

Anthropologists barely used a historical approach in order to place the 



20 

 

local communities in the context of wider power relations. I place this 

thesis into the approaches that emphasize agency and therefore the 

possibility of changing the hegemonic views of identity and of political 

power. Over time, the Serrano have engaged in shaping their own 

concepts of nation and community, which have taken the form of 

political autonomy, defense of local resources, access to state resources, 

and other political aspirations.  

When I began the thesis fieldwork, the community of Capulalpam 

had started an assessment of the consequences of mining because state 

institutions responsible for enforcement of environmental laws had not 

replied to a Capulalpam’s request for an evaluation of the impacto of 

mining in the Sierra. The assembly, by means of community authorities, 

had file a complaint before the federal government that mining had put i 

the survival of the community at risk. However, the federal government 

replied that Natividad Mining Company in no way had affected the 

environment and resources of the community. The authorities and the 

elders of Capulalpam, however, assured that thirteen aquifers had 

disappeared due to the construction of tunnels for the mine for more 

than a century of exploitation. Moreover, the community assured that 

recent explorations of the Company and large-scale plans of exploitation 

would affect major sources of water, biological diversity, and it would 
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pollute hundreds of millions of gallons of water of the Rio Grande. The 

communal assembly decided to document how mining had affected the 

community over the years. 

By decision of the community officials and the community 

assembly, I joined the group of comuneros and comuneras that the 

communal assembly appointed for the assessment of the impact of 

mining. This dissertation describes and explains how people put in 

motion multiple resources, particularly how the Serrano of Capulalpam 

make sense of their location into wider relations of power. I have been 

able to forge a wide net of friends and fellow comuneros and comuneras 

of several villages across the highlands of northern Oaxaca. Participating 

in informal meetings, communal fiestas, funerals, basketball 

tournaments, which is the main sport practiced in the area, allowed me 

to be involved in several social contexts where people discuss politics and 

other everyday matters. I had access to conversations among comuneros 

and access to archival documentation. In addition, I participated in the 

definition of a strategy that officials of community defined as “la defensa 

de nuestro patrimonio”, the defense of our patrimony. In this strategy, 

historical memory, including oral and written documentation, became 

significant. I conducted interviews and participated in communal 

assemblies and in several informal meetings. I have returned to the 
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community, the data I collected as part of the community research and 

as part of this thesis.  

The site of ethnography  
The Northern Sierra of Oaxaca is a mountainous area composed of 

several small villages as well as agrarian and municipal jurisdictions (see 

Figure 1).  Although ethnographers have considered that this 

geographical location prevented external forces from easily influencing 

the local society, the Zapotecs have not been confined to this small area 

and have kept a strong relationship to the wider society. In precolonial 

times, for instance, they actively interacted through trade with their 

neighbors the Chinantecs and the Mixe, and through tribute payment 

with the Mexica from central Mexico (Wolf, 1959). 

 



23 

 

 

Figure 1. Area of the pueblos of the Río Grande Basin. 
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Spanish colonial domination however introduced significant 

changes to Zapotec society. The villages remained under the rule of 

colonial administration in the sixteenth century 16th century when the 

Spanish missionaries spread out Catholicism all over the area and when 

the villages remained organized into the colonial jurisdictions known as 

encomiendas. A significant change during the colonial period was that of 

new understandings of territorial boundaries. The colonial state 

introduced and imposed new territorial limits to the Sierra pueblos, a 

process that produced several conflicts among the pueblos due to the 

redefinition of landholding. The Spaniards regrouped the Zapotecs into 

small jurisdictions and assigned them communal land holding. Several of 

these conflicts persist to this day. Yet the Zapotecs also understood that 

by incorporating the new territorial boundaries into the local 

organization it would provide them a degree certainty in the possession 

of lands. The colonial authorities granted what Zapotecs call titulos 

primordiales, primordial deeds.  These titulos became critical for Zapotecs 

during the nineteenth and twentieth century and particularly significant 

for today’s defense of what the Serrano call their community patrimony 

in the context of global capitalism.  

The liberal laws of the 19th century affected the Zapotec area in 

various ways. The Lerdo Law, for instance, established that the corporate 
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property of civil and religious associations such as cofradías, 

brotherhoods, colleges and other civil properties including the corporate 

property of Indians had to be converted into private property. In addition, 

the liberal laws of the time proposed that the power of the state had to 

rest on the people. The municipal laws and the organization of Indians 

into municipalities were supposed to provide Zapotec people with this 

political power. Several Zapotec communities acquired the category of 

municipio, or municipality, in the nineteenth century while others 

obtained it in the twentieth century. In addition to these laws, during the 

nineteenth century the Zapotecs confronted the challenges of capitalist 

exploitation and individualization of collective property. The Government 

of Porfirio Díaz granted concessions for corporations to exploit 

indigenous workers and minerals in the Sierra. Mining corporations, for 

instance, have exploited indigenous labor from around 1870 to the 

present. In addition, because of the liberal laws, several communities in 

the Sierra converted collective landholdings into individual property. 

However, most communities resisted the attack on communal territories 

and kept collective property of land.  

 Major political changes took place in the Sierra during the 20th 

century. The Zapotecs engaged into the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and 

lived its modernist, political consequences for much of the century. After 
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the Mexican revolution of 1910, the area became the target of 

indigenismo and mestizaje politics, a strategy that sought to fuse 

indigenous roots with the Spaniard heritage (Gamio, 1966a, 1966b). In 

the Sierra, however, labor exploitation in mining and forestry, as well as 

state regulation of communal property, became the main impact of 

indigenista politics. The state proposed to shape a new Indian who felt a 

sense of belonging to the Mexican nation. To this end, the state sought to 

replace indigenous languages by introducing Spanish as well as by 

introducing a new social memory based upon the ideologies of mestizaje. 

These discourses championed the mixture of racial and cultural traits as 

a strategy of forging a sense of nationalism among Indian population. 

Mestizaje encouraged the formation of a sense of nationalism, placing the 

foundation of the Mexican nation not in the colonial past but in the Aztec 

social memory and in the positive representations of the Mexican 

Revolution of 1910 (A. M. Alonso, 2004). Discourses of mestizaje in the 

Sierra Zapoteca took the form of development, the replacement of 

indigenous languages, and education. The Zapotecs were supposed to 

mix their indigenous culture, understood as “backward,” with the values 

of a modern nation. This historical experience has become a mayor 

backdrop in the current Zapotecs´ struggles for rights. In this 

dissertation, I explore key moments of this historical background in 
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order to investigate how social memory has shaped the contemporary 

struggle of Indians in claiming rights of political representation. In the 

northern highlands of Oaxaca, the Serranos’ political power depends on 

how they have interconnected social memory and law in the constitution 

of community and nation. 

Although mining has been one of the most significant sources of 

employment in the area of this study, a strong community movement 

against mining exploitation emerged at the turn of the 21st century. As 

mining exploitation declined by the 1980´s and as comuneros and 

comuneras began to experience changes in the local environment, they 

began to question labor exploitation carried out for more than a century. 

By the mid 1990´s, multinational firms began new explorations into 

Capulalpam’s territories as the state granted them permission for the 

reactivation of mining. The community of Capulalpam is a small pueblo 

of around 350 comuneros and with a population of around 2500 people.  

In this context of global trends of exploitation, the Serrano began 

to claim full access to underground resources. As a former mining 

worker says, “we hadn’t realized that we used to live on the richness.” 

This consciousness about mineral firmly arose in the mid 1990´s. This 

recent exploration and exploitation of minerals in indigenous territories 
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opened new ways for former miners to bring their experiences of 

exploitation into the present to challenge the work of corporations and 

the current hegemonic notions of indigenous identity shaped by the 

Mexican government. Former workers, however not only have retrieved 

their experience as mining workers but also their ethnic history 

associated with the political power as members of indigenous 

community. This struggle over the control of mineral resources and over 

political representation more broadly has connected Indians to a wider 

struggle for survival in the midst of globalization. 

The elders in the Sierra have provided significant political and 

moral resources for younger generations. The role of the elders in what 

some have called “community of memories” is significant because of their 

knowledge about community history. The elders have become the main 

living connection to the past and the main source of indigenous 

resistance in the Sierra. The elders were young when the state 

disseminated the ideologies of progress and community work during the 

first half of the 20th century. Most of them became state employees and 

mining laborers while providing community work during their youth. The 

elders experienced the changes occurred in the Sierra from the late 

1930’s to the late 1980´s, when the Mexican state applied indigenismo, 

which encouraged community work and labor exploitation. Social 
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memories shaped over these years have become critical in the current 

claims of political representation of the Sierra pueblos.  

Although anthropologists have studied the Zapotec area and the 

vicinity including the Chinantecs and the Mixe, in most cases these 

studies have approached the Serrano Zapotec culture under the 

perspective of acculturation and modernization theories. As an 

alternative, I locate the local understanding of Zapotec identity into the 

larger social fields in which indigenous Zapotecs have participated over 

time. While the notion of community is a strong political tool for 

Zapotecs, its meanings and political power has changed dramatically 

over time as the Zapotecs have been involved in processes of capitalist 

exploitation and state formation.  

 

Organization of the work 
  This dissertation is composed of five chapters. Chapter 2 

deals with literature review. Anthropologists have provided relevant 

descriptions and explanations of how Zapotec have experienced social 

change over time. Although methods and approaches have varied, I 

identify two basic trends in the study of the Zapotecs. One approach has 

focused on internal community, social differentiation and social change, 
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while a second approach has focused on differentiation among Zapotec 

pueblos. A small number of ethnographies have focused on the impact of 

wider historical systems on the Zapotec sierra and particular on 

Zapotec’s agency in envisioning the community and region as part of the 

nation state. Chapter 3 describes a general history of the Zapotec Sierra. 

The Serrano have engaged in larger historical processes of colonialism 

and nation state formation. Here I describe how the Zapotecs became 

incorporated into broader politics, namely 16th century politics of the 

Indian republics, 19th century politics of liberalism and 20th century 

ideologies of assimilation, indigenismo and mestizaje. Chapter 4 focuses 

on how and why the creation of municipalities and the agrarian 

community jurisdiction became critical for the Serrano political 

identities. Although the formation of indigenous jurisdictions goes back 

to the colonial period when colonial authorities created the “Indian 

pueblos”, it was not until the 1930´s that municipalities did begin to 

achieve prominence in terms of shaping a sense of identity and political 

power as part of nation-state formation of the twentieth century.  

While the state supported the idea of erasing the Serranos’ past 

regarding rebelliousness of 19th century and of the Revolution of 1910, 

the municipalities became a critical site for disciplining Indians as 

citizens. Indeed, Zapotecs were involved in the drawing of the new 
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jurisdictions, incorporating hegemonic identities of gender, class, 

ethnicity, and community that accompanied the formation of the 

Mexican nation-state. The municipalities, however, allowed the Serrano 

to construct legitimacy and authority to negotiate their identities before 

the Mexican state. This politics of community and nation-state formation 

has become a major backdrop in contemporary politics of identity in the 

Zapotec sierra. Chapter 5 discusses how the Serrano Zapotecs of 

Capulalpam have experienced the transition to a legally defined 

multiethnic society. Elders and younger generations have articulated a 

strong oppositional culture and agency based on historical memory and 

contemporary global discourses of indigenous rights, ethnicity, and 

community. Elders and the young have contested hegemonic ideologies 

of class, community, and gender in claiming control over communal 

territories and underground resources. In this chapter I also include the 

conclusions of this study. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

     Typically, academic and non-academic circles have associated 

Zapotec culture with a number of cultural traits. Zapotec language, for 

instance, became one of the major markers of Zapotec ethnicity for most 

of the twentieth century. Stimulated by the Boasian tradition of 

understanding language as a guide to discover cultural systems 

(Duranti, 1997), anthropologists and linguists considered language a 

significant window to learn about Zapotec culture and to asses 

indigenousness among the Zapotecs. Anthropologists also associated 

Zapotec culture with community, understood as enclosed local spheres of 

interactions and isolated from wider processes of culture and power. To 

these understandings of ethnicity, the larger society added markers for 

the Zapotecs. Some defined the Zapotecs as backward and mestizos, 

while other defined them as people with uses and customs as opposed to 

non-Indian population who use law. These views of the Zapotec played a 

major role in indigenismo policies of the 20th century. Few studies have 

considered the Zapotecs from a political perspective. In my studies in the 

Zapotec area, I have found that the Zapotecs have played a significant 

role in the configuration of the nation state and have advanced 

significant strategies to place themselves into the larger society. The 

Zapotecs have argued for collective rights, for a position which advances 
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local histories, and for participation into the major politics of the nation 

state. This Zapotec strategy however faces widespread assumptions by 

which anthropology, the state, and the larger society have represented 

the Zapotecs.  

Generally, Zapotec identity has always been seen associated with 

language, local organization, customs, traditions, cargos system, 

communal land, supernatural beings, and idolatry. In this view, outside 

forces can destroy Zapotec culture as when Spanish replaced Zapotec 

language, or when people in the Sierra decided to used “modern” 

technology. If people do not fit these images and traits, they are not 

Zapotec anymore. When Zapotecs speak Spanish, they are not speaking 

in their original language, or if Zapotecs challenge the state they are not 

Zapotec because they are supposed to be taciturn, quiet, or even 

enclosed in the local community. Surprisingly as this might be, these 

stigmas (Goffman, 1997, pp. 73-79:73-79) are a common language 

especially among state officials and academic circles in Oaxaca. These 

ways of understanding identity dismisses significant ways of 

understanding identity and politics.  

 

Hale (1997) has provided a useful definition for understanding 

identity and politics. Briggs defines “Identity politics” as the “collective 
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sensibilities and actions that come from a particular location within 

society, in direct defiance of universal categories that tend to subsume, 

erase or suppress this particularity” (Hale, 1997:568). Although the term 

can be applied to the struggles between indigenous people and the state 

taking place at least from the beginning of the colonial period, Briggs 

locates the beginning of an era of identity politics when diverse social 

groups “within the national-popular bloc” begin to claim a particular 

location in society. I cannot overlook, however, the historical position of 

politics of collectivity emerging across the relationships between Indians 

and the state over time, as these struggles define what I call the politics 

of collectivity today. Indeed, collectivity has changed its political basis. 

For example, collectivity emerges as a form of colonial control, and then 

becomes a state form of ethnic domination; nevertheless, collectivity has 

become a major political project advanced by indigenous societies. 

Collectivity does not mean homogeneity; rather, social and political 

differentiations are a commonplace among indigenous societies. This 

diversity is one of the challenges that Indians have faced in terms of 

asserting collective rights.  

Collective rights in Mexico have been controversial. For instance, 

as Indians have advanced a politics of collectivity in the form of collective 

rights the state has responded in the form of collective individuality. In 
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Mexico, collective individuality has acquired the form of privatization of 

ejido lands and individualization of communal landholding. The state has 

firmly applied this concept of identity in the most recent definition of a 

multiethnic society (see Art. 2 of Mexican Political Constitution). The 

Mexican Constitution has incorporated Indians as part of the nation as 

collective individuality, but not as political collectivities with agency to 

participate into the fundamental structures of the nation state. Similarly, 

during the twentieth century the state intensively applied the concept of 

collective individuality when it granted municipal and agrarian 

jurisdictions to indigenous people. The state incorporated Indians into 

municipalities as citizens with rights to political representation if and 

when these rights do not contradict state laws. In my view, the 

relationship between the Serrano Zapotecs and the state needs to be 

reframed as a politics of collectivity, by which I mean a processes of 

conflict and negotiation that attempt to recognize and reclaim territory-

based and historicized social memories of and for the Serrano today. This 

notion could be applied to indigenous societies at large because land and 

material resources for survival have entered a context of multiple actors.  

At the center of this struggle are the dominant notions of ethnicity, 

gender, and community created by the state over time. While the state 

has created notions of collectivity to incorporate Indians into the realm of 
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the nation state as subordinated subjects, indigenous people have 

created their own categories and understandings, which have been 

indeed created within the dominant notions of ethnicity and political 

community (A. Alonso, 1995; Roseberry, 1989). A significant historical 

awareness in the Zapotec sierra is the fact that agrarian property was not 

necessarily a state gift as occurred with ejido lands (Nugent & Alonso, 

1995) but the result of historical possession and struggle. In the 

northern sierra of Oaxaca, for example, the indigenous pueblos have 

struggled for a collective possession of land over time. Yet, the Mexican 

state defined the incorporation of Zapotec territories into the realm of the 

state as recognition and entitlement of communal lands by which the state 

meant a strict control over communal territories.  

 Historical possession of communal lands, however, have defined 

local identities and become sites of political struggles. In Zapotec 

concepts of indigeneity, the indigenous is an individual right, but it is 

also a practice of expression of being that is recognized by the indigenous 

collective. This notion includes the Zapotecs who live in Los Angeles, the 

city of Oaxaca, Philadelphia, Mexico City and other places because they 

participate of this collectivity by providing cargos and cooperation. In 

other words, there is a two way process going on at the same time. The 

person exercises his/her indigeneity by engaging in practices such as 
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serving in community offices, and the community recognizes the person 

for their contribution. I am not suggesting that indigenous societies are 

homogeneous but that these local relationships are always subject to 

negotiation. Emigration and employment patterns, for example, have 

modified senses of community. For example, the individual who is not 

able to serve in office because he/she works outside the community may 

elect another person to serve in the cargo. In several communities, 

women have replaced their husbands in the cargo when the husbands 

have emigrated for work.  

Community ties have become critical for the survival of 

communities, and crucial for the state to create and to take advantage of 

these ties. For example, members of the different communities are 

responsible for the construction of their own facilities and services. 

Usually the state provides some funding for construction of this facilities 

while the communities must provide labor in the form of collective, non-

remunerated work known as tequio.  

Local culture has not been isolated from wider cultural forces. 

Zapotecness has emerged in its dialogical relationship to the wider 

society. For example, the Serrano Zapotecs have claimed for democracy, 

voting rights and rights for full citizenship while claiming for a difference 

based on a territorial identity. Anthropologists have worked in that 
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direction in terms of shaping notions of flexible citizenship (Ong, 1999). 

Most anthropological studies carried out in the Northern Sierra of 

Oaxaca, however, have focused on community relations, thereby 

overlooking power relations between the Sierra pueblos and the state. I 

understand Zapotec culture as characterized by fluidity and creativity, 

rather than to identify it as an inherent thing of local culture.  

 

The Zapotecos within the realm of  “Little community” studies  
In most anthropological studies of the Zapotecs, anthropologists 

have overlooked Zapotecs agency and political power. Typically, 

anthropologists have depicted the Zapotecs as people bounded to a local 

community. This view of the Zapotecs has reproduced the dominant 

ways by which the Zapotecs were incorporated into the colonial society 

and into the nation state. Main approaches to the study of Zapotecs 

remained confined to conceptual frameworks shaped in anthropology 

during the 20th century. Concepts such as “little community” (Redfield, 

1941) and theories of modernization became influential among 

anthropologists who conducted research in the Zapotec sierra.  

Redfield´s concept of “little tradition” and “little community” 

became powerful in anthropological understandings of the Indian 

community and its transformation. Redfield suggested that through 
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social change an isolated folk community evolves from less to more 

complex social organization. Redfield´s concept became significant 

among prominent anthropologists such as Villa Rojas (Villa Rojas, 1987) 

and Aguirre Beltran (Aguirre Beltran, 1953, 1987). Villa Rojas and 

Aguirre Beltran theorized that acculturation, a loss of the community’s 

cultural elements and local organization due to pressures of larger 

mestizo communities, produced cultural change. A later generation of 

anthropologists used the concepts and their reformulation to conduct 

applied anthropology and to design public policy toward indigenous 

people in Mexico and Latin America (De la Peña, 2005) .  

Redfields´ concept also entered the imagination of non-academic 

circles that associated indigenous culture to traditions and community, 

acculturation and mestizaje. For example, from around 1948 to the late 

1970’s, the state developed a strong policy for assimilation of Indians. 

Redfield’s concept still resonates in the anthropological debates about 

the relationship between Indians and the state and crucially in 

contemporary state´s discourses about indigenous culture and 

fundamental rights of indigenous population in Latin America. The state 

for instance has granted rights to indigenous people as members of a 

community (uses and customs) but it has denied collective rights of 
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autonomy and other ways of collective political representation, such as in 

the case of control over underground resources.  

The community as defined by Redfield, however, has not been 

isolated from larger processes of culture and power. Anthropologists 

criticized the concept by placing the indigenous community into broader 

social and cultural systems and into a broader spectrum of external 

influences. Ethnographies of the impact of Spanish conquest show how 

the Zapotec society reacted to the imposition of the colonial order. 

Chance (1998) shows how the encomenderos and alcaldes mayores 

exploited and controlled indigenous population and shows how Zapotecs 

undertook and changed the cargo system. Similarly, Taylor and Change 

(1992) demonstrate that Zapotecs transformed the cargo system imposed 

by colonial rule from a civil system to a civil-religious cargo system 

during the nineteenth century. Nader (1990) coined the concept of 

harmony ideology to explain how the Zapotecs reworked the ideologies of 

Christianity to resolve internal disputes. By undertaking Catholic 

ideologies of harmony, the Zapotecs kept a relative autonomy in dealing 

with local disputes and kept the community relatively away from the 

influence of colonial law. A significant innovation in this anthropological 

work became that of placing Zapotec culture into broader economic and 

cultural systems. Indeed, indigenous societies had not been isolated but 
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powerfully influenced by regional and global cultural systems (Wolf, 

1982). Most of these studies undertook Eric Wolf’s influential concept of 

close corporate community (Wolf, 1986). 

Although influenced by external forces, the indigenous 

communities remained confined to local politics (cargo systems, conflict 

resolution) and having a type of vertical subordination to the state as a 

corporate body. Wolf coined his concept based on what he called the 

colonial imposition of legal and political institutions that sought social, 

administrative, and religious incorporation of Indians into the colonial 

order  (Wolf, 1986:325). Wolf indeed provided significant insights in a 

time when “little community” and acculturation theories dominated the 

imagination of anthropologists and state functionaries. Wolf proposed 

that the close corporate community could collapse and disappear or 

experience internal change in terms of not being able to deal with social 

differentiation. He proposed to study corporateness, closure, dissolution, 

or opening as part of historical processes such as state formation (Wolf, 

1986:326). Wolf understood the indigenous community in terms of 

corporateness and closure, dissolution and opening, thereby dismissing 

indigenous people political power to challenge the structure of the state. 

However, rather than placing themselves as corporate communities, the 

Zapotecs as most indigenous people across the state of Oaxaca have 
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entered the sphere of the politics of collectivity as historical forms of 

political representation beyond the notion of community. Although the 

notion of community is a powerful concept of indigeneity in the Sierra 

Zapoteca and across the state of Oaxaca, recent political movements 

have proposed wider alliances between indigenous pueblos.  

The community unit of analysis dominated anthropological studies 

of the Zapotec pueblos as indigenismo, acculturation and mestizaje 

ideologies inundated the discourses of nationalism in Mexico. While the 

Sierra pueblos actively got involved into indigenismo and modernization 

policies, anthropologists began to study how Zapotecs acculturated and 

became mestizos. Anthropologists typically explained these changes into 

the framework of modernization theory. Anthropologists were interested 

in how Zapotec traditional society was impacted by modernization (Berg, 

1974). Some have described and explained these changes in terms of 

how these forces transformed the local society from indigenous to 

mestizo culture. Anthropologists dismissed Zapotec agency in facing 

nation state formation. Certainly, indigenismo and modernization 

produced in many communities language replacement, encouraged 

education in Spanish, and stimulated the dissemination of hegemonic 

system of values. Anthropologists who have conducted research in the 

Zapotec sierra in many cases have described and explained how 
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indigenismo and modernization produced acculturation and how 

Zapotecs transformed from Indians into mestizo or even how Zapotecs 

kept their traditions and original culture (De la Fuente, 1948). Yet the 

Zapotecs dealt with processes of discrimination and exploitation by 

constructing strategies of survival and transformation. Anthropologists 

missed these processes of reconfiguration of local identities. Linguists 

carried out projects of recording and writing Zapotec language as it was 

going to disappear due to the pressures of the modern society. Some even 

referred to people who did not speak Zapotec as not being Indians 

anymore. Anthropologists paid less attention about how some Zapotecs 

who in the context of linguistic discrimination decided to replace 

language and began to use Spanish while constructing alternative senses 

of agency and identity. The ideologies of modernization, acculturation 

and mestizaje accompanying process of nationalism and the formation of 

an imagine community (Anderson, 1991a) in the sierra entered the 

anthropological imagination.  

Typically, language change and patterns of behavior associated 

with Zapotecs use of modern technology and other elements of the 

dominant society have been used to depict forms of acculturation, 

changes that anthropologists have used to identify some communities of 

the sierra as indigenous or mestizo (González, 2001; Nader, 1990). These 
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understandings of identity and community have had implications for the 

Serrano communities and for indigenous people at large.  

These ideologies of tradition-acculturation have contributed to 

configure a politics of discrimination and other forms of oppression 

toward indigenous people. These ideologies of authenticity have been 

reproduced in academic and non-academic circles. For instance, the 

Government of the State of Oaxaca frequently has promoted tourism 

festivals such us the Guelaguetza, an annual festival that shows 

indigenous dances in the city of Oaxaca. It depicts Indian cultures as 

folklore and as part of the authentic and magic Oaxaca. The Ministry of 

Tourism, a federal institution, declared recently the Zapotec community 

of Capulalpam as a Magic pueblo. This federal program provides funding 

for indigenous pueblos to keep their traditions and indigenous culture 

(food, buildings, local organization, and landscape for consumption of 

tourism).  

 An additional consequence of depicting indigenous identity as 

limited to the local community has led the state to suppress significant 

indigenous ways of collective representation. For instance, over the last 

ten years several indigenous communities have acquired radio stations, 

communitarian radios. These radios have become significant tools for 
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communication across indigenous areas such as the case of stereo 

communal located in Guelatao, radio Tabaa located in the Zoogocho area, 

radio Triqui located in the Trigui area, radio Zaachila in the Valley of 

Oaxaca, Radio Calenda, and many other stations. However, the federal 

government has declared that these indigenous radio stations are illegal 

since it reserves the right to regulate radio frequencies and grant 

concessions for their use to institutions and individuals. The use of the 

radio stations as part of framing collectivity and political struggles has 

challenged the hegemonic role of radio in the configuration of 

nationalism as occurred during the 20th century.  

A critical question in Oaxaca is how historical consciousness has 

emerged within the dominant forms of ethnicity, gender and processes of 

class exploitation. How for instance indigenous historical consciousness 

emerge in societies where hegemonic codes of ethnicity and class 

exploitation presumably acculturated people and who nevertheless have 

turned those cultural codes into forms of social protest and oppositional 

forms to exploitation?. Indigenous pueblos of Northern Oaxaca have 

challenged the dominant view of indigenous culture that considers it part 

of immemorial time and that considers indigenous population as 

“survivors of a mythologized pre-Columbian past” (Nagengast & Kerney, 

1990:61) , a view that has placed them as authentic indigenas and 



46 

 

thereby subjected them to discrimination. Frye (1996) has advanced a 

criticism to the study of indigenous culture as something that can be 

lost. Frye suggests that by enacting the ideology of Indian culture versus 

mestizo culture, anthropologists have missed how Indians have 

understood cultural change. He goes onto say that “if an Indian pueblo 

has changed, we think it can no longer be entirely Indian, since by 

changing it must have lost something: a sad fact, perhaps, but inevitable 

as Indian peoples are ever doomed to losing their cultures under the 

powerful influence of mestizo/modern culture” (Frye, 1996:10). To my 

understanding, Indians have redirected the hegemonic views of ethnicity, 

acculturation, little community ideologies, and state ideologies of 

indigenous authenticity. Some Zapotec pueblos people have turned 

dominant ways of subjectivity into alternative senses of collectivity such 

as in the case of their claims for communitarian radios and for control 

over key means of production such land and other resources. These ways 

of framing collectivity have territory-based and historicized social 

memories.  

Zapotecos and the politics of assimilation, mestizaje, and 
indigenismo 

Within the discourses of indigenismo and mestizaje indigenous 

communities were supposed to transform their customs and local 
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institutions while becoming integrated into the Mexican nation (De la 

Peña, 2005; Florescano, 1999). Anthropologists have devoted less 

attention to how Indians contested language replacement, development, 

exploitation, and how these processes varied across areas and 

communities in Mexico. Although indigenismo entailed the recognition of 

rights to citizenship for indigenous people and the construction of a 

sense of a national identity it openly worked toward the extermination of 

multiple histories to transform this diversity into a unique imagined 

community (A. M. Alonso, 2004; Anderson, 1991a). Ironically, Indians 

converted these ideologies of homogenization into diverse ways of 

understanding the nation (Stephen, 1997; Stephen & Collier, 1997). 

Influenced by the ideologies of indigenismo and mestizaje, several 

anthropological studies placed local histories into a cultural continuum, 

namely from indigenous culture to a mestizo culture, thereby obscuring 

the historical struggles of indigenous people. The powerful discourse of 

anthropologists and the state identifying some Indians as authentic and 

other Indians as mestizo, wich has obscured the way in which Indians 

have repositioned themselves in the midst of capitalist exploitation. For 

instance, Indians that have protested are considered deviants or as not 

respecting their traditional organization or simply considered subversive 

(Nagengast & Kerney, 1990:69). This stigmatization was a commonplace 
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during the Popular Assembly of Oaxaca Pueblos revolt in 2006 where 

many Indians participated.  

 

Globalization, indigenous community and labor exploitation 
  It is not possible to understand cultural identity without taking 

into account the larger economic context in which it is produced. As 

neoliberal practices and policies have progressed in Mexico we have 

witnessed a predominance of individuals and non-state groups in control 

of economic activity. This economic trend has been particularly complex 

for indigenous population as the state has encouraged privatization of 

ejido and communal lands as well as subsoil resources as part of global 

networks of labor exploitation. Members of indigenous pueblos have 

rearranged their community ties to face globalization. These new 

contexts have challenged the old community studies and have turned the 

focus of research to how indigenous pueblos have reacted to 

globalization. The EZLN movement, in Mexico, for example opened new 

perspectives about how class formation and gender differences have 

affected indigenous communities. Recent anthropological research have 

gone beyond the community studies to study how indigenous pueblos 

have come up with notions of rights, citizenship, and other forms of 

conceiving the nation state.  
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Labor exploitation at local level has acquired new forms as members of 

indigenous communities have confronted global networks of exploitation 

as well as global webs of information and ideologies (Roseberry, 1989). A 

large body of literature has focused on class formation among indigenous 

pueblos in terms of studying how merchants and ranchers have used 

community ties for exploitation. However, as neoliberal policies have 

placed key resources for social reproduction such as land, water, and 

minerals into the market, the communities have reacted in a variety of 

ways to this deprivation of resources. Social memory has become 

fundamental in struggles for control over those resources. The old 

ideologies of community associated to Patron Saint Feast and catholic 

religion as sources for mobilization of social labor have changed as the 

communities count on global information about rights thereby changing 

the discourses of community.  

 

Language ideologies, nationalism, Zapotecness 
Throughout the twentieth century, anthropologists and state 

functionaries created powerful language ideologies (Bauman, 2003; Irvine 

& Gal, 2000; Kroskrity, 2000; Philips, 2000; Silverstein, 2000) regarding 

the status of Zapotec and Spanish languages as indexes of indigenous 

and mestizo culture. These language ideologies encountered legitimacy 
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among anthropologists and state functionaries as the post-revolutionary 

state sought to create “an organic system of political living”, in which 

language became a major marker of ethnicity in Mexico.   

Anthropologists and linguists contributed to cement the idea that 

language signaled indigenousness as well as mestizaje. This 

consideration of languages as signifiers of indigenous and mestizo 

culture overlooked significant strategies of resistance and contestation of 

hegemonic identities in the Sierra Zapoteca. For example, while 

anthropologists and historians reproduced those hegemonic language 

ideologies, they dismissed broader alliances, exchanges, and 

transformation in the sierra among people speaking Zapotec, Chinantec, 

Mixe and Spanish languages. In so doing, anthropologists and historians 

contributed to solidify Zapotec culture as bound to the local community 

and to language.  

 While experiencing the years of indigenismo in the form of 

language replacement, Zapotecs came up with diverse forms of responses 

such as bilingualism. By and large, Zapotecs created varieties of Spanish 

and Zapotec languages associated to specific sociocultural experiences. 

For example, Zapotecs incorporated into their lexicon the language of 

communal institutions introduced by the state and that of their 
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experience as workers. As Spanish language accompanied a centralizing 

process of cultural domination, the Zapotecs used Spanish and Zapotec 

to accommodate to novel circumstances. As suggested by recent research 

carried out by linguists anthropologists, subjects use language and 

create resources and ideologies in constructing social identities  

(Duranti, 1997; Hill, 1995; Silverstein, 1998). As Alonso suggests 

“Perhaps it is not entirely surprising that state projects of nation-

building centered on mestizaje have been ´much less successful than we 

previously assumed. Most . . . new [social movements] have arisen to 

represent the identities and issues (race, ethnicity, religion, gender) 

suppressed by the nation-building mestizaje process´ …Current 

mobilizations by indigenous people in Mexico against mestizo 

nationalism challenge state claims to an indigenous “cultural patrimony” 

in the name of the nation and fight for political representation by their 

own intellectuals” (A. M. Alonso, 2004:479-80). Agency arises as a 

significant cultural practice that anthropologists and historians have 

overlooked in the Zapotec sierra.  

 

Agency among Zapotecos 
 I have suggested that anthropological studies have dismissed ways 

in which the Zapotecos have challenged the state, particularly, the 
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literature depicting the Zapotecos changing from traditional to modern 

culture via assimilation. Even though the literature of state formation 

has provided useful insights about how the subaltern has challenged 

hegemonic views of identity, it is still missing how indigenous people 

have gone beyond processes of accommodation and resistance. There are 

still biases about the potential of indigenous societies in terms of their 

possibilities of transforming the nation state. Many Zapotecs for instance 

have attended universities, and have become increasingly aware of 

national and global politics affecting their communities and regions. New 

generations of indigenous intellectuals have undertaken the Zapotecs’ 

long time struggles to remake the nation. For example, several 

indigenous Zapotec intellectuals have produced a fruitful literature 

discussing the myriad ways in which Zapotecs envision the nation and 

the global society  (Cosmes, 2003; De la Cruz, 2007; Luna, 2003). It 

seems to me necessary to investigate how Zapotecs construct agency 

defined as dialogically related actions to social structure (Bourdieu, 

1977; Giddens, 1979; Goffman, 1997) and particularly how they shape 

individual and collective agency, a process that indeed is not given but 

negotiated. Agency as defined by Ahearn (2001) might include complicity, 

accommodation, or even reinforcement of status quo.   
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Identity in historical memory 
Although social memory has become increasingly significant for the 

Serrano Zapotecs, it has been barely taken into account in research. 

Representations of the past have become a matter of contestation among 

the Serrano Zapotecs as they have used the past for new definitions of 

community and nation.  

Literature on social memory and its multiple relations to political 

processes provide insight to be explored in the Zapotec sierra. 

Anthropologists have explored the relationship between historical 

memory and nation state formation. Influential scholarly work, for 

instance, has focused on the emergence and the spread of nationalism to 

explain how powerful representations of the past legitimize nation-states 

(Anderson, 1991b; Gellner, 1983; Natividad. Gutierrez, 1999; Halbwachs, 

1992; Segal, 1994; Smith, 1993; Wolf, 1999b). This scholarly work has 

provided findings about how elites have configured discourses about the 

past to construct ideologies of nationhood, thereby assigning diverse 

degrees of social esteem to different social groups. Of particular relevance 

to this dissertation is the idea of an “imagined community” and the 

assumption that print capitalism and language contributed to the 

formation of polities where people who had never met each other 

elaborated a sense of community. In this view, the emergence of a 
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common language as well as the emergence of printed communication 

became key factors for an imagined simultaneity and for a presumably 

common destiny for individuals and groups living into the borders of a 

nation state (Anderson, 1991b). Indeed, this idea of a common destiny 

and language has been a key element in the formation of nationalism 

and nation states in Latin America, a hegemonic process that elites 

carefully shaped especially during the 20th century. Anderson, however, 

misses the possibility that social groups might create specific senses of 

identity, thereby challenging the dominant ideologies of simultaneity. 

Language ideologies and social experience might create diverse ways of 

understanding political communities (Duranti, 1997; Silverstein, 2000). 

Instead of producing ideological homogenization in the Sierra, the use of 

Spanish has created local understandings of the nation by which the 

Serrano contested indigenismo and mestizaje.  

Although the literature on the formation of nationalism, ethnicity, 

and social memory have explained how elites of nation states have 

elaborated hierarchies of political power, it has barely explained why and 

how the societies presumably sharing a common destiny have contested 

that monolithic vision of the nation. Memories of subaltern groups have 

remained obscured in this scholarship because it has dismissed how 

agency and social memory varies along lines of gender, class, ethnicity, 
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generation, and other factors. In the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca, for 

example, memories of exploitation and memories of revolutionary 

nationalism of the 20th century have become major sources for the 

Serranos’ political struggles.  

  A second trend has explored how subordinated communities have 

contested dominant memories of ethnicity and nationalism (Campbell, 

1994; Gilllis, 1994; Green, 1999; Natividad Gutierrez, 1999; Lowenthal, 

1985; Mallon, 1995; Miller, 1991; Rappaport, 1994; Roseberry, 1993; 

Stephen, 2002; Wolf, 1999a). Anthropologists have found that people 

challenge dominant representations of the past as they struggle over 

issues of identity, political power, and legitimacy. Thus, anthropologists 

have explored how subaltern groups have utilized the past for legitimacy 

and political power   (Bonfil Batalla, 1987; Greenberg, 2004; Mallon, 

1983; Taussig, 1980; Warman, 1976). This literature helps to 

understand how the Serrano have contested the dominant ideologies of 

mestizaje and indigenismo in Northern Oaxaca. State policies that 

encouraged community work as part of indigenismo took root among 

pueblos, and overtime became a major source of collectivity and political 

power.  
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Social memory interlinks to issues of identity and political 

struggles. Personal memories are critical for constructing the self and 

for collective consciousness by which communities identify and organize 

themselves (Connerton, 1989; Halbwachs, 1992). Likewise other 

academics have investigated social memory and its relation to objects, 

sites, places, and landscapes that work as forms of codification of 

history (Stewart & Strathern, 2003). People construct memories through 

various mnemonic sites and practices such as songs, ceremonies, 

bodily practices, museums, monuments and other sites. Objects and 

sites are basically associated with personal meanings and collective 

identities  (Attfield, 2000; Seremetakis, 1994) and are critically 

articulated with notions of space and time  (A. Alonso, 1988; Boyarin & 

Tilly, 1994; Harvey, 1989; Radcliffe & Westwood, 1996). This research 

has contributed to explain how a sense of continuity with the past, 

either reconstructed, invented, or both, is critical for personal and 

community identities (Natzmer, 2002). Social memory is hence a form of 

historical interpretation constituting present communities, which is 

significant for how they cope with economic and political struggles. In 

this thesis I study how elders and community officials have 

incorporated to their lived experience larger discourses of rights in order 
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to claim ownership over underground resources thereby outlining their 

own visions of the nation and the global society.  

Anthropologists and historians have provided significant accounts 

of how states have defined hierarchies of social esteem within a polity, 

and more recently provided explanations that social memory is a matter 

of political struggle. However, it is still less known how this process of 

memory formation and transformation has taken place in societies where 

the state literally erased basic resources of social memory such as 

language and where it openly suppressed historical reconstruction. It is 

important to scrutinize this process of historical reconstruction, 

especially in Latin America where the politics of indigenismo and 

nationalism of the twentieth century intended to suppress indigenous 

languages, and to impose a monolithic conception of the nation. The 

struggle for the past has become even more complex as indigenous 

societies have become involved into the politics of global capitalism, 

including the international networks of labor exploitation and depletion 

of indigenous people’s resources. Global capitalism has also 

accompanied the emergence of states´ rhetoric of multiculturalism and of 

multiethnic nations along with the rise of global discourses of rights and 

its circulation in indigenous communities. The past, then has acquired 

new meanings and contexts as global discourses of rights and global 
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webs of exploitation interlink the social experience of indigenous 

societies.  

In the recent years, we have witnessed a growing political struggle 

over issues of the past. In Latin America, indigenous peoples have 

contested the “imagined community” of 19th and 20th centuries by 

advancing claims for political autonomy and demands for political 

representation. For example, nation- states across the Americas have 

reformed their political constitutions. In Mexico, for instance, the 

Political Constitution has incorporated a discourse of a multicultural 

nation depicting indigenous peoples as the direct descendants of the 

population that settled the current Mexican territory in pre-colonial 

times. Indians, however, have contested this official discourse by 

advancing their local histories of struggles and change. In this context, 

then, this thesis focuses on how the Serrano Zapotecs have repositioned 

themselves in the midst of global capitalism.  

The studies on social memory must be situated within this 

changing context and must capture the various exchanges between the 

larger hegemonic discourses of identity and the ones emerging from 

local contexts. I situate historical memory as a strategy where language 

enacts the social resources and meanings needed to create and sustain 
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communities (Briggs, 1988; Cattel & Climo, 2002; Coronado Suzán, 

Briseño Guerrero, Mota Gómez, & Ramos Enríquez, 1999; Hill, 1995; 

Philips, 2000; Silverstein, 1998; Tedlock & Mannheim, 1995). This 

approach is particularly productive in societies where vernacular 

languages have ceased to be used due to political repression and/ or 

when a dominant language takes precedence in daily life. Such is the 

case of the Zapotec Sierra of Oaxaca, Mexico.  This study draws on the 

concept of the “state” as understood by Gramsci (Gramsci, 1972) and 

on the concept of hegemony as defined by Williams (Williams, 1977). 

The idea of the state encompassing political society and civil society can 

yield a productive method to explore how Zapotecs have shaped 

collective agency.   
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CHAPTER 3: PATTERNS OF ZAPOTECNESS FORMATION AND 

TRANSFORMATION 

General history  
The purpose of this chapter is to identify general patterns of 

colonialism and state formation in the Northern highlands of Oaxaca. I 

have divided this narrative of history as a series of events that provide 

evidence of how Zapotecs have dealt with identity and politics. Zapotecs 

have contested broader processes of colonialism and state formation, 

especially patterns of land possessions and politics regarding control 

over indigenous jurisdictions.  The Zapotecs have developed their own 

understandings of community and nation and have reacted and 

accommodated to specific situations over time. Frequently, 

anthropologists and historians have assumed that forms of community 

have been an innate characteristic of indigenous communities, however, 

forms of collectivity and community has been the outcome of broader 

social relations. Moreover, forms of community have dramatically 

changed over time. I propose that Zapotecs have contested the political 

strategies of community that colonial powers and the modern state have 

imposed on them.   
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Sixteenth Century colonial construction of Zapotecness  
Historians and anthropologists have suggested that at the time of the 

conquest, circa 1521, the sierra pueblos belonged to a tributary social 

system. As a general pattern, landownership was organized in corporate 

landholding lineages led by a cacique. These corporate lineages were 

subordinated to relatively larger head villages (K. J. Chance, 1998; Del 

Paso y Troncoso, 1981; Greenberg, 2004). Organized by tributary 

relationships, peasants provided labor, goods and military service to 

head towns and elites.  A complex religion system based on gods and 

deities and on the mediating ritual role of ruling elite sustained the 

mobilization of labor and the maintenance of a local cosmology strongly 

associated to nature. The conquest of the Sierra, however, introduced a 

number of colonial institutions that transformed the  

Pre-Hispanic tributary social system.  

During the first decades of the conquest, the conquerors imposed 

the jurisdiction of the Indian republic in the sierra. The crown organized 

Zapotec pueblos in congregations for Christianization and into small 

villages for civil administration. This reorganization implied a 

hierarchical division of villages encompassing head and subject towns. 

This jurisdictional distribution modified power relations between pueblos 

and among members of the local communities. For instance, the 
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cabeceras played a significant role in collecting tributes from the sujetos 

and in cementing the relations of subordination of the Zapotec pueblos to 

the colonial administration1

                                       
1 In the area of this study, Capulalpam, Ixtlan, Chicomezuchitl and Xiacui, remained as 

subject pueblos of Ixtepeji. The demarcation of communal lands allowed the pueblos to secure 
land possession but the new land distribution undermined previous relations among pueblos once 
the crown assigned administrative rules to the new republics. This political pattern inaugurated a 
strong sense of identity associated with the local community in the Sierra.  

. A significant technology of power became 

the colonial imposition of communal property of land. In many cases, the 

crown granted communal land unevenly requiring physical evidences of 

previous possession. Republics that had political power to demonstrate 

previous land possession obtained larger pieces of communal property 

while other villages that were not able to demonstrate ownership of lands 

obtained smaller surfaces. These demarcations resulted in conflicts for 

boundaries that in some cases have prolonged to this day. This notion of 

communal property helped the conquerors to control labor exploitation 

through tribute payment by leaving the property of the means of 

production in a collective body, the Indian republic. This system secured 

the control of Zapotecs´ surpluses by means of a collective body 

administered by indigenous officials initially named by the crown. At the 

same time, the crown appointed the alcaldes mayores, who became the 

mediating authority between the Indian republic and the crown, 

responsible for collecting tribute.  
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At level of the Indian republic, several changes took place. The 

crown imposed the municipal institution and the colonial cabildo for 

legal and civil administration. For instance, the crown named the Pre-

Hispanic caciques as governors while members of the nobleza became 

members of staff of office. The crown also introduced the cajas de 

comunidad and cofradias, a local system for sponsoring community 

economy and catholic religious patron saint fiestas. Although the Zapotec 

republics remained as direct providers of surpluses via cochineal and 

textile production for the New Spain economy, the Zapotec republics 

achieved a relative autonomy in dealing with local politics including 

election of cabildo members and in legal matters that did not contradict 

the colonial legal system (Nader, 1990). This colonial system prevailed in 

the Sierra Zapoteca until the late 18th century when the power of 

Alcaldes mayores declined because of complains of local communities 

and decision of the Spanish Crown. Toward the end of the colonial 

period, the sierra pueblos faced a major economic and political 

reorganization originated in Spain. The Bourbon reforms of the late 18th 

century that sought a more efficient economic and political 

administration of Spain and its colonies implicated direct outcomes for 

the Sierra region and the state of Oaxaca. The crown set up a new 

organization that replaced the Corregidor -Alcalde mayor-Indian republic 
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pattern established in the 16th century2

Nineteenth century liberal state formation in the Zapotec Sierra 

. The intendencia- deputy - Indian 

republic pattern that replaced the old administration continued to work 

after 1823 when a group of liberals formed a provisional Congress in 

Oaxaca. The colonial system of subjection nevertheless had set the basis 

for the later subjection of indigenous Zapotec pueblos of Northern 

Oaxaca.  

 

Liberal ideologies of the 19th century affected the Sierra in several ways. 

The corregimiento system collapsed by 1824 when the congress of Oaxaca 

declared the state of Oaxaca a sovereign state and divided it into 

jefaturas politicas. In addition, the Oaxaca congress reorganized the 
                                       

2 During the colonial period New Spain territory was divided into three interconnected 
jurisdictions: one jurisdiction was that of provinces and gobernaciones; a second jurisdiction was 
that of religious administration and its branches: archiepiscopate, dioceses, and parishes; a third 
jurisdiction was the judicial administration composed of the Audiences of Mexico and Guadalajara 
and their branches: corregimientos, alcaldias and local governments. In 1786, 24 years before 
the beginning of the War of Independence, the crown established the Intendencias system. By 
1786, Alcaldes mayores had achieved political power in New Spain by controlling trade, exploiting 
Indians and committing abuses against their subjects. Moreover, Alcaldes mayores had invaded 
the jurisdiction of the Church’s collection of religious fees. With the establishment of Intendencias 
the crown sought to eliminate the Alcaldes mayores for a more efficient control and exploitation of 
Indians. By 1786, New Spain was divided into 12 intendencias. The Intendentes became an 
intermediate functionary between the republics and the viceroy. They became responsible for 
administration of justice and good government as well as for police surveillance and maintenance 
of public peace. They also administered finances (hacienda), collected taxes and tithe. The 
intendente had to appoint deputies who became responsible for the Intendencia rules 
enforcement in indigenous areas of Oaxaca. The state of Oaxaca became an intendencia with 20 
deputies and around 936 pueblos in 1786. The Zapotec Sierra became divided into 3 parties or 
deputies.  

.   
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municipal jurisdictions by which several colonial republics lost the 

relative autonomy they had achieved during the colonial period. Villages 

that did not fit the Oaxaca congress requirements to become a 

municipality remained subordinated to cabeceras municipales with the 

category of agencias muncipales, a lower hierarchy of municipal 

distribution. The Oaxacan Congress also established new responsibilities 

for the members of indigenous municipalities. They became collectors of 

taxes and assistants of state courts. The members of Cabildos became 

functionaries of the new liberal state. In addition to this reorganization of 

municipalities, the congress defined new cabeceras de distrito that 

replaced the jefaturas politicas. In the area of this study, Ixtlan became a 

district head where the Judicial Power established courts as well as other 

state institutions for collecting taxes and for enforcement of the new civil 

laws. During the second half of the century, some Zapotec leaders joined 

the liberals in Oaxaca and Mexico City. These leaders mobilized the 

Serrano pueblos who participated in various revolts such as the Revolt of 

Tuxtepec and the War of Reform.  

The ideologies of order and progress of the late 19th century 

reached the Zapotec sierra in the form of law and labor exploitation. 

Toward the end of the century, mining and textile exploitation 

incorporated the sierra into capitalist exploitation. Mining and textile 
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industry became the main sources of employment in the area of this 

study while liberal laws prescribed the privatization of communal lands. 

In the sierra, local elites did not attack communal lands, however. On 

the contrary, elites and popular groups defended communal property. 

The state, however, did attack the relations between civil administration 

and the church in the Sierra so that most cofradias disappeared toward 

the end of the century in the area of Ixtlan. The cofradias were not a 

space separate from local communities, however. Members of 

communities had to belong to a cofradia before providing municipal 

offices. The cofradias in Capulalpam, for example, owned pieces of arable 

land to get cash for sponsoring patron saint feasts. As a result of the 

attack to the cofradias, the communities decided to turn the role of 

cofradias into a municipal task so that most cofradias disappeared 

toward the end of the century. The communities began to elect a 

Committee for Patron Saint Fiesta by means of the municipal assembly 

of citizens. This municipal relationship to religious fiesta has pervaded to 

this day in the Sierra. It is important to note that catholic religion 

continues to be the dominant religion in the communities as non-catholic 

religions have emerged and conflicts over the relations between 

municipal cargo and religious beliefs have arisen (Gross, 2001).  
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20th century post revolutionary state formation 
The liberal rules and ideologies of nineteenth century had not fulfilled the 

aspirations of the Zapotecs for democracy and progress. The post-

revolutionary state however sought to give Zapotecs a place into the new 

nation. From 1920 to 1980, schooling and development became the 

means by which the sate sought to incorporate Zapotecs into the nation. 

Mining workers became part of major state unions such as the 

Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM ) while Zapotecs communities 

became part of National Confederation of Peasants (CNC). The state 

regulated Zapotecs’s communal lands and municipalities by exerting 

strict control over communal property. The Institutional Revolutionary 

Party that dominated Mexican political system for most of the century 

controlled Zapotecs’ communal organization.  

Toward the end of the 20th century, the collapse of post 

revolutionary nationalism implied the destruction of the links that 

sustained the corporate communities. In the Zapotec area, this meant 

the disappearance of the CTM and state sponsored unions, such as CNC 

that supported the state during the 20th century. While this change 

occurred, several pueblos began to experience the new official 

multicultural state. Leftist political parties and NGO’s emerged in the 

sierra while the old PRI reorganized its relationship to the sierra pueblos. 
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The Oaxaca government recognized the indigenous pueblos municipal 

jurisdictions as part of a new electoral system recognizing the uses and 

customs in the election of municipal offices also known as cargo system. 

According to this electoral law, political parties are not allowed to get 

involved in the election of municipal offices. Political parties, however, 

play a significant mediating role between the communities and the 

government. Economic deregulation and NAFTA also affected the sierra 

pueblos. Gold, silver, forests, and water became part of global interest. 

Several foreign companies, for example, acquired mineral concessions 

that lay beneath of indigenous pueblos jurisdictions. 

 

Zapotecs into larger process of culture and power  
Yo Biguinixila cuando me bautizaron y me llamo Melchor Martin… . 

hicimos posesion de las tierras en un lugar a donde se llama Roayego 

Sobilachi es mia yo Juan Reheseche, yo su antepasado de los naturales 

de Juquila se amojona con el rio grande Goquebilachinaa, su antepasado 

de los naturales de Totolinga y tambien otro lugar a donde se llama 

Yeehebaa se amojona con los naturales de Totolinga y … de esta manera 

fue tomamos tierras y lugares a donde puede gozar y cultivar nuestros 

hijos y nuestros nietos Yaexo de Totolinga y tambien a donde se hace el 
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pueblo nuestro y lo descoximos a donde se puede fabricar la iglesia y 

tambien la comunidad…”3

                                       
3 Chronicle of 1521 Zapotecs´ baptism and redistribution of land. Communal 

Archive of Capulalpam de Méndez, Ixtlan, Oaxaca, México. 

  

The excerpts quoted above provide central ideas of how the local 

population has understood and envisioned what I call the historical 

construction of Zapotecness. I have collected the excerpt from documents 

that indigenous authorities and elders from Capulalpam use as 

arguments to assert land possession and continuity from pre-colonial 

times. This assertion has become increasingly significant for today´s 

Serrano Zapotec for whom the past has become a significant source for 

legitimacy for the construction of a sense of history. The Serrano are 

aware that the history of the community has been the outcome of the 

work of various generations. Historians and anthropologists have 

provided insights of how throughout the colonial period Zapotecs´ 

identity became strongly associated with land demarcations and legal 

and political jurisdictions designed by the conquerors (Nader1990, 

Chance 1998).  
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The impact of the conquest: 16th Century colonial formation of 
Zapotec identity  
From the beginning of the colonial period, Zapotecness became 

associated with colonial notions of civilization and rule. Zapotecs in the 

view of the conquerors needed to be Christianized and civilized in order 

to fit the purposes of the conquest: exploitation and subjugation. Local 

population, as suggested by anthropologists and historians, did not 

received passively the agenda of the conquerors even if the colonizing 

project became powerful in defining exploitative conditions of the 

Zapotec. Spanish conquest indeed produced new relationships among 

Zapotecos and between the Zapotecs and the colonial state, particularly 

regarding land possession and control over local politics.  

  Colonial views of grouping drew from the notion that Indians 

lacked reason, and the determination to resist domination by non-

Indians. Missionaries especially espoused the idea that only if separated 

from the conquerors and their heirs could Indians be freed from 

corruption and extinction. Colonial identities also drew upon the idea 

that Indians should be kept apart from Spaniards because Indians were 

civilized except in matters of religion. In this view, Indians needed 

guidance to free themselves from devil’s influence, attain salvation and 

improve their society. These legal definitions of Indianness determined 

how the conquerors exploited Indians during the colonial period. 
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Spiritual conquest, separation of Indians from Spaniards and 

exploitation became the main concepts upon which the colonial 

enterprise progressed in the Zapotec sierra4

Because of colonial ideologies of Indians lacking determination to 

govern themselves, a critical struggle emerged in the Zapotec sierra over 

who would control key spaces of local culture, namely religion, land 

tenure, labor, and local government. The grouping of Zapotecs into 

congregations along with the introduction of the notion of Indian 

republics defined the relationships among Zapotecs and between the 

Zapotecs and the colonial administration. The congregations were the 

rearrangement of small-scattered villages into larger compact villages for 

Christianization. Similarly, larger villages were designated Indian 

republics and assigned pieces of communal lands. Once the crown set up 

new political demarcations, the Zapotecs began to develop a strong 

communitarian sense of identity associated with patron saint and pueblo 

territory (Wolf 1959, Nader 1990). This identity is still a powerful source 

.  

                                       
4 Although this discussion could seem old fashioned and perhaps belongs to a 

standard history of the Sierra, it powerfully resonates in current relationships between 
Indians and the state, especially in Oaxaca. For example, right now the Oaxaca 
Congress is discussing the notion of indigenous jurisdiction, the legal power that the 
state can leave in the hands of Indians. Some lawyers and politicians consider that 
Indians must not have jurisdiction over matters that belong exclusively to the state 
such as control over underground resources while several indigenous communities have 
advanced a claim to legal and political autonomy. Just like in the colonial period, the 
big question in the Congress of Oaxaca is what to leave and what not to leave in the 
hands of Indians.  
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of political representation in the Sierra. I will discuss this in Chapter 

Five. 

The Zapotecs engaged in reworking colonial institutions associated 

with the republics such as the cabildo, communal lands, and 

Christianity (cofradia, patron saint feasts). While the Spaniards advanced 

their politics of grouping for exploitation and Christianization, Zapotecs 

undertook this politics for collective identity such as a relative control 

over territories, participation in local elections, organization of Patron 

Saint feasts and cargo system. In a colonial context, land became a 

critical space for identity and for exploitation. The lands of the 

community of Capulapam, for instance, belonged to a group of families 

led by an elder, Don Martin the Cacique. Upon his baptism, the colonial 

authorities assigned him and his extended family the territorial 

boundaries by which the colonial authorities established the new 

“republic” of Capulalpam. This allocation of communal landholding 

became an extended pattern in the Zapotec Sierra. It is likely that Don 

Martin decided to accept conversion in order to secure land for his 

offspring. Nevertheless, once the crown introduced the collective property 

of land and the formation of congregations or pueblos de indios, the 

power of the caciques gradually began to collapse because it also 

introduced the cabildo to lead the villages and to represent the new 
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republics before colonial administration (Chance 1998). Gradually the 

new Cabildos replaced the role of the Caciques.  

 

The colonial cabildo among the Zapotecs 
The cabildo was a civil body composed of a group of men who became the 

representatives of the pueblo before the colonial administration and that 

according to colonial law represented the interests of the pueblos de 

indios. The Cabildo nevertheless became a site of contention having to do 

with Zapotecs’ notion of collectivity. During the early years of the 

conquest, the Alcaldes mayores, the highest Spaniard authority in the 

Zapotec area designated by the viceroy, elected the men who occupied 

these offices among the nobility. The Cabildo was composed of a 

governor, a regidor (pueblo council member), alcalde (local judge), 

mayores (police chiefs), a secretary (escribano). Over the first decades of 

the conquest, the indigenous caciques, now being part of the Cabildos, 

became responsible for collecting tribute to be transferred to alcaldes 

mayores. Local caciques began to retain a part of tribute, which allowed 

them to accumulate wealth. This accumulation of wealth and alcaldes 

mayores’s election of caciques opened new forms of competition for 

political power in the Zapotec pueblos.  
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The collapse of the pre-colonial political systems based on the 

leadership of the Caciques, brought about an acute struggle for political 

power among Zapotecs. The members of the Cabildo received a special 

treatment from the crown for providing services for the colonial 

administration. For example, the king approved a one- year period of 

serving for governors giving them the right to collect twenty fanegas of 

corn and fifteen turkeys per year, as well as 800 hundred grains of cacao 

every three months (K. J. Chance, 1998). Governors were also allotted 

two permanent servants. Due to the increasing wealth and power of the 

governors and to the growing poverty of communities due to tribute 

payment, several communities complained before the crown that 

members of the Cabildo committed abuses in their communities. Over 

the course of the 17th century, the power of caciques diminished as the 

macehuales, the lowest social stratum of the communities in terms of 

political power, fought to get access to local authority.  

The macehuales, the lowest social stratum in terms political power 

demanded access to the Cabildo offices. The claim of the macehuales was 

so persistent that the crown allowed them to get access to the positions 

of the Town hall. The caciques, however, fought to maintain their power 

in the communities by demanding that the Spanish authorities recognize 

their ancestry. As a response, the crown provided them the alternative of 
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not carrying out the lowest levels of the cargo system. On the other hand, 

the crown opened up opportunities for the macehuales by permitting 

them to reach the status of Señores once they had carried out all the 

levels of the cargo system. If the intention of the colonial administration 

was to control the communities as collective entity through the 

fortification of the power of the caciques, the macehuales confronted the 

power of the caciques and alcaldes mayores to get access to wealth and 

to political power. 

Because of the communities´ complains, the crown approved that 

the communities elected their own Cabildos without the involvement of 

the alcaldes mayores. This decision allowed the communities a relative 

autonomy in the election of their representatives and initiated a critical 

circulation of political power in the communities, which persists to this 

day. Zapotecs implemented electoral strategies to secure a balanced 

representation in the Cabildos by which the macehuales had access to 

local power. Through election, the macehuales and principales began to 

have access to top-level cargos. This step toward community offices 

elections, however, was not without conflicts with the colonial officials. In 

some cases, the Alcalde mayor allied with governors to exploit villages 

and obtain personal surpluses. In other cases, the Alcalde mayor 

imposed the cabildos. Indians frequently complained before the Viceroy 
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about the meddling of Alcaldes Mayores and priests in Cabildo elections. 

The series of complaints diminished the power of governors, which 

resulted in the collapse of their fortunes and in the increasing incomes of 

macehuales. What is important here is the fact that the macehuales kept 

fighting for representation in the Cabildo because their participation 

secured the involvement of all social groups of Zapotec society in local 

politics. Chance (1998) suggests that Cabildo’s access to economic 

resources, derived from repartimientos, increased local struggle for 

political power. The repartimientos were a kind of monopoly in which the 

Alcalde mayor provided Indians raw materials at high prices while 

Indians returned the Alcaldes mayores goods at low prices. Isolation and 

impunity made the repartimientos a profitable activity for Alcaldes 

mayores. The members of the Cabildo played a significant role in the 

repartimientos because they were responsible for collecting them to be 

delivered to the alcades mayores. The Cabildo members, however, 

retained a significant quantity of these repartimientos, which allowed 

them to accumulate wealth. As the Cabildo offices became a means to 

accumulate wealth, the indigenous communities demanded that the 

appointment of governors and other members of the town hall occurred 

by means of elections. Even then, the colonial authorities reserved the 
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right to ratify the ones chosen by alcaldes mayores to hold these 

positions.  

In the view of the conquerors, the new jurisdictions would permit 

Indians to deal with minor issues, yet for the Zapotecs the republics 

became a significant political space. The jurisdictions permitted Zapotecs 

to handle major local matters such as the elections of community 

officials, control over territorial boundaries and formation of a powerful 

sense of collectivity based on ideologies of Christianity (Nader 1990). 

Over time, the election of the council enrooted in the Indian community 

to become a mayor alternative for Indians self-representation particularly 

as a mediating authority between the Indian community and the state. 

The council also became subject to legal responsibilities as the colonial 

state defined rules for its functions. For instance, the council became 

responsible for the administration of justice regarding minor crimes or in 

matters that did not contradict colonial laws. Yet the colonial Cabildos 

work rested upon a key element of indigenous identity: communal land.  

With the redistribution of villages and their boundaries, most 

Zapotec villages had obtained their deeds by the end of the 16th century. 

With the establishment of physical demarcations in the territories, and 

the written as well as mapped description of the boundaries, the 
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Zapotecs obtained their colonial deeds and have used them in different 

eras to validate land possession.  The deeds locally known as titulos 

primordiales describe the territorial boundaries that the crown assigned 

to the communities that were able to demonstrate land possession. This 

mapped register of territories introduced new forms of recording memory 

and identity among the Zapotecs.  

While the crown sought to keep Indians isolated and self-contained 

(Wolf, 1959), (Nader, 1990), Zapotecs shaped a strong communitarian 

identity associated with colonial republics. Colonial law introduced the 

notion of deeds and maps to delineate collective property thereby 

replacing the pre-conquest non-written forms of demarcating land 

tenure. Christianity replaced the sacred calendrical knowledge of Zapotec 

specialists who did not record calendrical knowledge in material form. In 

this context of new means of recording memory, however, the Zapotecs 

took a relative control over indigenous territories and jurisdictions by 

transforming pre-colonial sacred meanings into a mixture of sacred 

meanings associated with Christianity and a secular process of land 

tenure encouraged by colonial courts. In so doing, Zapotecs understood 

that they would be able to claim land ownership and secure it for future 

generations (Taylor, 1990). Moreover, the protective nature of colonial 

law defended indigenous territories from the voracity of encomenderos, 
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alcaldes mayores and other Spaniard merchants. If the crown allowed 

the conquerors to have access to Indian labor through the encomienda, it 

did not grant the conquerors the right to own the Indians’ land. Alcaldes 

mayores and encomenderos, however took advantage of this collective 

property by taking up the usufruct of land through the encomienda, 

trade and credit (Greenberg, 2004) 

The local transformation of the colonial Cabildo, the incorporation 

of the Catholic faith into local relations of power and the transformation 

of land tenure became instances of how indigenous communities 

involved in colonial politics of identity. Nader (1990), for instance, 

proposes that ideologies of harmony introduced by priests to the Zapotec 

Sierra in 16th century became central in local transformation of 

customary law. Indians displayed ideologies of harmony in local disputes 

thereby avoiding the use of state courts and assuring a certain degree of 

autonomy in dealing with administration of justice. Similarly, Wolf 

(1959), indicates that the notion of a collective body fundamentally 

meant a relative control on communal resources and basically the 

construction of a collective identity, which differed from individualized 

forms of land property. 
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Zapotecs within colonial webs of exploitation  
The creation of the encomienda put the Zapotec communities under 

direct exploitative conditions through the mediation of alcaldes mayores 

who collected the communities’ tribute with the help of the local 

caciques. From the early years of colonization, the economy of New Spain 

had rested on the ability of the conquering Spaniards to convert labor 

into profitable goods. They quickly took over key economic areas to 

exploit Indian labor such as mining and agricultural crops. The 

encomienda became a critical site of labor exploitation since it allowed 

the encomendero to exert an unlimited control over Indians living in 

small villages to obtain tribute and personal services ((Wolf, 1959). 

Although the pattern of surplus production during the colonial period in 

the Zapotec sierra was based on the model of the encomienda, it did not 

produced significant wealth like in other parts of colonial Mexico. The 

encomienda system in the Sierra, nevertheless, impoverished the 

communities and produced surplus for alcaldes mayores and merchants.  

While men and women participated in community cargo and 

cofradia system, alcaldes mayores and encomemderos imposed 

exploitative conditions in the Sierra. The region was not sufficiently 

productive given the mountainous area and the small scale of corn 

production. Nevertheless, Spaniards exploited some mines but they did 
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not come up with enough mineral production. Under the policy of 

repartimientos de trabajo, a system of forced labor exploitation and with 

the support of alcaldes mayores, Spaniards exploited some mines and 

forced some villages to provide workers. Although mines´ owners 

obtained minerals with no benefit for the local communities, mining did 

not become a significant source of wealth in the Sierra until late in the 

19th century. Zapotecs contributed to this mining production failure 

because they protested and complained of mistreatment and of extremely 

dangerous working conditions (K. J. Chance, 1998). Especially during 

the early years of the colonial period, the capacity of production of 

villages was extremely low so that it was not enough to satisfy the 

demands of alcaldes mayores. It was until late in the 17th century and 

due to the increasing demand of cotton in New Spain when the alcaldes 

mayores imposed the policy of cultivating and weaving cotton in the 

zapotec region. The alcaldes mayores forced the communities to cultivate 

cotton and produce cochineal, products that became the main 

commodities that Zapotecs produced and that the alcaldes mayores 

traded to other areas of New Spain (Romero Frizzi, 1990). The Zapotec 

sierra, for example, became one of the largest producers of cochineal for 

the international market. The repartimiento de efectos became a 

fundamental system by which the alcaldes mayores forced the zapotec 
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communities to enter the production of commodities for national and 

international markets. The alcaldes mayores sold commodities such as 

sugar, tobacco, cotton, and fish at high prices to indigenous 

communities. In addition, the Alcaldes mayores provided money or raw 

material in advanced to families and communities to obligate them to 

produce cochineal or weave cotton cloth. In turn, the alcaldes mayores 

bought the textile and cochineal production at lower market prices; 

usually they paid Zapotecs half of the real cost of cloth production 

(Chance 1988). The woven- cotton textile that Zapotec women produced 

under exploitative conditions became significant commodities that 

Alcaldes mayores collected and exchanged with merchants from the 

Valley of Oaxaca and Central Mexico. Cotton cultivation and cotton cloth 

weaving became the main activities throughout the sierra during the 17th 

century. “Few, if any, pueblos in the district were exempt from weaving; 

consequently, women spent long hours at their looms while their 

husbands and children grew cotton, food crops, or cochineal.” (González, 

2001). In spite of these exploitative conditions, Zapotec men and women 

shaped a strong collective identity associated with land cultivation, 

patron saint fests and cargo system to the extent that they transformed 

the civil cargo into a civil-religious hierarchy during the course of the 

19th century (Taylor, 1998) (Carmagnani, 1988.). In this way of 
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understanding collectivity, the Zapotecs contested the Spanish cash-

based ideology for a goods-based economy and politics. In the Valley of 

Oaxaca as well as in the Sierra, most villages remained integrated into 

the world economy yet the communities never lost the property over their 

means of production. Moreover, corn and cochineal production 

incorporated the use of family and community labor force, which allowed 

the Zapotecs to take part of community social relations such as 

cofradias5

I have described how the concept of collectivity as a form of 

political representation changed during the colonial period in the Zapotec 

 and cargo system.   

  The indigenous communities did not remain isolated from the 

wider colonial society as proposed by advocators of the two-republic 

policy. As the colonial enterprise progressed, Zapotecs became actors in 

the field of colonial politics, and in so doing they secured land possession 

and a relative control over local politics.  

                                       
5 When the Crown imposed the catholic faith it also introduced the caja de comunidad 

administered by a mayordomo and the cofradia, a religious body responsible for sponsoring 
patron saint feasts.  The caja de comunidad collected community funding for paying taxes, 
tribute, and other community expenses. The cofradia became integrated by members of the 
community who owned pieces of communal land for cultivation for sponsoring patron saint feasts. 
These two colonial institutions became integrated into indigenous identities to the extent that 
Cofradia membership became a political step for Indians to occupy municipal offices. Most 
cofradias in the area of the Pueblos of the Rio Grande disappeared when the state attacked the 
property of the Church and supported the separation of civil and religious power as a result of the 
Laws of reform in the 19th century. The pueblos, however, continued to mix a civil and religious 
perspective of community by incorporating the religious cargo as part of municipal offices.  
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sierra of Northern, Oaxaca. It became interwoven with the introduction of 

key colonial institutions such as the cabildos, the cofradias, communal 

lands, and cargo system. Whereas for the colonial authorities the pueblo 

de Indios meant grouping for exploitation and subjugation, for the 

Zapotecs it meant the construction of a sense collectivity, a sense of 

relative control over territorial boundaries for future Zapotec generations. 

This collectivity did not mean a homogeneous view of the sense of 

community, but rather there were also political struggles among 

Zapotecs, as well as between the Zapotecs and alcaldes mayores. New 

identities emerged in this process as Zapotecs adapted to colonial 

political circumstances. These identities associated with land and 

councils became so strong that Zapotecs defended them when the 

Mexican elites sought to undermined them as part of processes of 19th 

century state formation in the Sierra. 

  

The Zapotecs during the Porfiriato, Revolution and post 
revolutionary Mexico  
After 1824, the Zapotecos struggled for maintaining their communal 

jurisdictions given the deep changes in law and government. Although 

the new state sought to erase the colonial past in indigenous regions of 

Mexico by attacking the corporate property of Church and indigenous 
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communal lands, the colonial past had become a significant component 

of social memory and identity in the highlands of Northern Oaxaca. The 

Zapotecs used the colonial past to challenge the state’s deployment of 

law and order, citizenship and progress. The construction of ideologies of 

individual freedom, democracy and a sovereign nation encountered a 

region strongly organized in small jurisdictions. The new ideologies 

shaped a novel liberal idea for those jurisdictions, by which the state 

sought to separate the civil from the religious in order to incorporate 

Indians as individuals instead of as a collective body into the realm of the 

nation state. The state shaped the notion of municipalities not with the 

idea of corporate community but with the idea of the municipio as 

composed of individuals who would be able to vote and to pay taxes. 

Moreover, the new freedom and democracy concepts entailed the 

incorporation of Zapotecs into wider webs of capitalist exploitation.  

Indians and criollos, driven by an acute economic crisis and by the 

weakness of political power of the crown got involved in a civil war during 

the first decade of the 1880´s (Young 2001). Indians and non-Indian 

groups got involved in guerrillas across Mexico, advancing diverse 

agendas. It was not until 1810 that the uprisings turned toward 

achieving independence from Spain. This struggle focused on the 

destruction of colonial institutions to replace them for that of an 
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independent democracy. Particularly, advocates of Independence sought 

to destroy the hierarchical control of the king and the power of the 

Church.  

In the state of Oaxaca, by the beginning of the 19th century, two 

major institutions, the pueblos de indios and the Church, composed the 

Oaxacan society. The Indian republics had become the main producers of 

textiles, meat, leather, corn, wheat and cochineal not only for local 

consumption but significantly for export to the economy of New Spain 

and owned most of communal property in Oaxaca. Moreover, the colonial 

“pueblo de indios” jurisdiction had become a significant space for Indians 

political representation and collective identities. The cofradia system in 

Oaxaca, for instance, had become a major institution for indigenous 

collective identities by which Indians managed cattle and farmed corn for 

sponsoring patron saint feasts. Religious fiestas in the Sierra had become 

a significant constituent of community and cosmology (Carmagnani, 

1988.). In addition, the Church had become the main lender of the time 

and owned significant assets in the Valley of Oaxaca (Romero Frizzi, 

1986). Indians had engaged for almost two centuries with colonial 

institutions so that the destruction of these social spaces was to become 

a major challenge for the new independent state.    
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By the beginning of the 19th century, ideologies of liberalism had 

become a primary alternative for liberals in the Americas. The Cadiz 

Cortes of 1812 set down the basis of the new conception of the Spanish 

state and its colonies. It encouraged individual freedom and private 

property as well as equal access to law (igualdad juridica) and a 

centralized government. The liberals undertook these ideologies to 

advance a major transformation of the colonial societies, which implied 

an attack on the corporate property of the Church and of peasant and 

indigenous communities. An acute struggle for political power emerged 

between the conservatives and liberals. The conservatives historically 

linked to the ideologies and interests of the Church sought to preserve 

the power of the clergy, the landlords and merchants, while the liberals, 

who were mostly criollos, small merchants and low-level soldiers sought 

to impose a rational state under the rule of law. Colonial holders of 

political and economic power were not willing to abandon their privileges 

nor were those fighting for independence willing to allow the continuation 

of colonial domination. This struggle for political power dominated the 

post-independent Oaxacan society from 1821 to 1857.  
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From 1821 to 1857, the caudillos from all over the country fought 

each other to control the fragmented patrimonial state engendered by the 

War of Independence. To illustrate the magnitude of this factionalism, 

between 1825 and 1855 Mexico had 50 presidents while the state of 

Oaxaca had 49 governors. There were governors who occupied office for 

four days while others occupied office for either nine days or three 

months (Romero Frizzi, 1990). During this period, the economy 

collapsed. Agricultural production in Oaxaca declined while epidemics 

and famine spread out in rural areas. The liberal reforms of 1812 had 

affected the economy of the Church and of indigenous and peasant 

communities. The Political Constitution of the State of Oaxaca of 1824, 

however, furthered the establishment of a liberal polity. It prescribed that 

a federal, popular, and representative government would rule the state of 

Oaxaca. From 1824 t0 1857, the state of Oaxaca experienced a transition 

from a colonial state administration to a liberal society, an epoch marked 

by an intense struggle between conservadores and liberals caudillos.  

Indians experienced the transition from a colonial polity to a 

democratic nation state in a number of ways. If the colonial state had 

provided Indians a relative autonomy in dealing with local politics, the 

new state incorporated the Indian pueblos as dependent on a central 

government. In 1821, the Congress of the state of Oaxaca disposed that 
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the election of the municipal officers had to be carried out with no 

distinction or discrimination since all citizens were equal before the laws. 

The indigenous cabildo members became explicit state functionaries.  

Any citizen would be eligible for a municipal office. Moreover, for a 

pueblo to be eligible for a municipal jurisdiction it had to have at least 

one thousand people (Pastor, 1990). Few pueblos in Oaxaca complied 

with this standard. Most pueblos had 350 people or fewer. While in the 

Mixtec region there were around six municipalities above of one 

thousand people, in the Zapotec Sierra there were two pueblos above one 

thousand people. The pueblos that did not meet this criterion remained 

grouped in the category of agencia municipal. The agencia municipal had 

a lower hierarchy, remaining under the jurisdiction of a cabecera 

municipal. In other words, the pueblos that had have a relative 

autonomy during the colonial period, under the new municipal 

distribution had to depend on a cabecera municipal. In relatively more 

densely populated areas such as the Mixtec region, various indigenous 

agencias municipales remained under a jurisdiction of a non-Indian 

municipality, which produced tension between them. By 1825, the 

Oaxaca Congress recognized 133 municipalities in the state of Oaxaca. 

This regrouping of Indians pueblos produced several protests across the 

state of Oaxaca. After two hundred years of constructing their republics, 
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the Indian communities were not willing to abandon the social spaces 

that had provided them a strong sense of community and political 

representation before the state and before other communities. 

The new democracy would not rest on a corporate institution, the 

pueblo de indios controlled by a monarch but on an institution that 

would allow the people to be part of the structure of the nation state: the 

municipalities and individuals. The laws defined municipalities as a third 

level of government, which would permit the people as individuals to 

participate in election of their representatives, occupy offices and to pay 

taxes. This political change would be one of the most significant changes 

of the 19th century perhaps even more critical than privatization of tierras 

del comun. The formation of municipalities became a critical part of mid 

19th century state formation in Oaxaca and in the Zapotec Sierra. By 

1830, the state denied collective representation of the communities 

unless the representatives had a special document signed by the 

residents. The pueblos stopped being a corporate body and became an 

agglomeration of citizens who had to approve any negotiation of their 

authorities. Once the republic of Indians lost their collective 

representation, they had to look for an attorney for legal mediation before 

courts. 
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While the liberal elites advanced the idea of the municipalities as 

form of governance so that the state could secure the administrative and 

legal control of its citizens, the indigenous pueblos undertook such 

politics to secure the local control of their political representation and 

crucially the control over communal territories, which were under attack. 

This process, however, implied a number of challenges for the 

communities.  

The idea of eliminating the corporate property of the Church and 

indigenous communities to replace it for that of an individual asset 

brought about several challenges for indigenous pueblos. For most of the 

colonial period, the local cabildo dealt with local land disputes, judging 

and resolving about nuclear and extended family land possessions. The 

state rule of converting collective landholding into individual possession 

clashed with the ideologies of community of Indians. For instance, while 

Zapotecs used testamentos for inheritance as well as sell-buy agreements 

of possessions during the colonial period, colonial law prohibited 

Spaniards and outsiders to buy Indians property. These practices of land 

tenure were under the control of local cabildos. As the communities 

refused to fractionalize their lands, the state intensified its pressures 

over the communities. The state, for instance, prohibited that 

municipalities and their cabildo worked as judges in land disputes. 
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Indian and non-Indian population who had conflicts for purchasing 

communal property took their land disputes to the District judge. Under 

the pressure of law, judges, and landlords, some indigenous 

communities began to fractionate their communal property. In various 

communities communal property shifted to private property as in the 

case of the Zapotec community of Yalalag in the Sierra while in the 

Mixtec region 12 008 people monopolized 294 731 hectares of former 

Mixtec Indian lands (Lopez Barcenas & Espinoza Sauceda, 2003)). 

Despite these pressures, the majority of Zapotec pueblos continued to 

hold their communal property. 

To further the disclaim of communal property, in 1857, the Oaxaca 

Congress prohibited that judges and courts recognize the communal 

legal representation of indigenous pueblos since they were supposed to 

be without real estate. Because most communities refused to sell their 

communal possessions, in 1859 the Governor of the state of Oaxaca 

released a decree that prescribed that the still non-traded cofradias had 

to distribute their properties among the communities’ residents giving 

priority to families and unmarried men (Lopez Barcenas & Espinoza 

Sauceda, 2003).  
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The economic crisis and the seizure of Indian lands by private 

companies and land owners, as well as the increment of taxes spurred 

several Indians uprisings across the state of Oaxaca (Abardia M. & 

Reina, 1990). Several rebellions emerged across the state of Oaxaca 

because Indians were no willing to sell their property and to accept non-

Indian population buying lands into their jurisdictions. In the contexts of 

economic, social, and legal changes, the indigenous pueblos sought to 

protect their lands and societies. In the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, for 

example, Zapotec Indians struggled for regional autonomy and for the 

defense of their material resources from exploitation. They refused the 

privatization of salt exploitation and privatization of communal lands. 

Zapotecs, Chontales, and Huaves had extracted salt from pre-colonial 

times and had used it to preserve fish and meat. It had also become an 

important source of income for Indians.  

By the mid 1850´s, finally the liberals seized the control of the 

Mexican state thereby furthering the liberal rules of economy, 

government, and society. The Laws of Reform, a series of legal and 

political modifications carried out between 1856 and 1863 prescribed the 

construction of a nation state based on democratic institutions and on 

the complete destruction of colonial institutions. These Laws prescribed 

the formation of a civil society and a republican state prescribing the 
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elimination of jurisdiction (fuero) of army and the elimination of 

corporate property of Church. They also prescribed the removal of 

Church power over administration of justice. The Laws also secularized 

education and declared all citizens as equal before the law thus providing 

the category of Mexican citizenship for the diverse social groups 

including Indians and peasants. Regarding governance, the Laws of 

Reform prescribed the formation of a federal government with a congress 

and declared that each state of the federation had to have a Constitution 

and a local congress. Representatives to the Congress and Republic 

presidency would be elected by means of democratic elections. These 

laws brought about a number of consequences for Indians in Oaxaca. 

The Laws of Reform reinforced the ongoing reforms regarding the 

transformation of economy and the formation of a congressional system 

in Oaxaca. It included the construction of institutions of a sovereign 

state such as the formation and separation of Legislative, Executive and 

Judicial powers. The Congress created a legal system, which included the 

creation of the Supreme Criminal Court (Tribunal Superior de Justicia), 

an independent branch of Executive Power (Governor), and created the 

First Appeal Judges (Jueces de primera instancia) which were distributed 

in indigenous areas of Oaxaca.  
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Although the new legislation prescribed the separation between 

civil and religious spheres, the Zapotec pueblos challenged the 

secularization of community life. It was during the 19th century when the 

cargos system in the Sierra became a civil-religious system (J. Chance & 

Taylor, 1985). After two centuries of colonial experience, local cosmology 

has rested upon a civil and religious system yet it has not achieved a 

formal level in the administration of local communities. It is likely that to 

undercut the state rules of undermining cofradias and of assigning civil 

roles to the cabildo members, the pueblos responded by mixing both 

religious and civil cargos into a unique cargo system.  

Zapotecos did not separate the civil from the sacred as proposed by 

the liberals. Although the cofradias disappeared because of the 

desamortization of the Church property, the pueblos changed the 

cofradia for a communal organization of religious fiestas. In the 18th 

century, the communities owned systems of sponsorship of religious 

fiestas in which the pueblos owned pieces of land for the members of the 

cofradia to cultivate for resources for the patron saint fiesta. With the 
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collapse of the cofradia, the sponsorship of the fiestas became a 

community enterprise6

The Laws also implicated changes for cargo system. The colonial 

alcaldes became Jueces de Paz (Justices of the Peace) responsible for 

administration of justice regarding minor crimes. The Jueces de Paz 

became assistants of Jueces de Distrito in the administration of justice 

regarding major crimes. The ongoing reforms also included the 

transference of Church control on marriages, and births to civil 

.  

The indigenous municipalities continued to keep a relative 

autonomy in the designation of local authorities although their roles 

change because of the civil responsibilities that the Porfirian state 

assigned to them. Thus, the municipalities interrelated to the wider 

system of governance in terms of collecting taxes, resolving internal 

conflicts and assisting the judicial system in major crimes. 

Anthropologists have documented how these formas de gobierno indigena 

worked in central Mexico, Oaxaca, Chiapas, and Guatemala (Aguirre 

Beltran, 1953) (Salmeron, 1987).  

                                       
6 The pueblos of the Zapotec Sierra have revitalized this collective organization in various 

ways as in the case of San Juan Chicomezuchitl. The community through the communal 
assembly elects a group of people who cultivates plots of communal property for sponsoring the 
celebration of the Holy Week. The community also supplements the sponsoring of the fiesta by 
adding the remittances of San Juan people living in Los Angeles, city of Oaxaca and Mexico City. 
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government. The state had to guarantee the free circulation of private 

property and the secularization of education. The Laws of Reform finally 

replaced the legacy of the colonial state by establishing a basis for the 

configuration of a republican nation state.  

The Laws of Reform changed significantly the relationship between 

Indians and the state. While the new government pursued a centralize 

polity based on three governmental levels, it also assigned new roles to 

municipal jurisdictions for a vertical administration. The liberal notion of 

municipality, however, secured a legal representation of local 

communities so that Indians struggled to advance their own notion of 

municipal jurisdiction. Yet the liberal laws implicated also a strict control 

over communal territories and resources. Of the Laws of reform, perhaps 

the Lerdo Law had the most far-reaching consequences for the peasant 

and indigenous population. The Lerdo Law prescribed the privatization of 

Indians´ lands as well as the privatization of all corporate property of 

religious organizations including the cofradias property.  

Indigenous communities of Oaxaca faced deep changes in economy 

and society. Along with the transformation of civil administration, the 

government encouraged capitalist development by supporting foreign 

investment in rural areas. By 1857, United State’ s corporations such as 
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Mexico Land and Coffee, Illinois Plantation Association, Isthmus 

Plantation Association and others had purchased lands in the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec. Most current conflicts for land boundaries among 

indigenous communities and between Indigenous communities and 

private corporations in the state of Oaxaca emerged during this time, 

when the state approved privatization of lands. However, the state not 

only attacked the communal property of Indians but it also secured the 

control over a key element of the nation state: underground resources.  

 

The Zapotecs and liberal laws  
By the time of the enactment of the Lerdo Law, in several mining centers 

of the Zapotec sierra Spanish merchants and entrepreneurs had already 

exploited silver and gold mines. The liberal laws supported the 

integration of a legal system by which the state reserved the right to 

control underground resources. The Mining Law of 1884, for instance, 

prescribed that mining resources were a “public property”. However, the 

Mining Code of 1892 prescribed that underground resources were not 

longer public property but that mining resources were private 

possessions if and when the miner paid a federal tax. The fundos mineros 

acquired in consequence an irrevocable and perpetual character. Under 

this law, mining companies acquired properties in the Sierra.  
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In this context of capitalist development, the government 

supported the construction of infrastructure for mining exploitation and 

trade. The boom of mining in Oaxaca and in the Zapotec Sierra was 

possible thanks to the mining laws that prescribed the privatization of 

underground resources (Chassen R., 1990) as well as to the construction 

of the Ferrocarril Mexicano del Sur (Southern Mexican Railroad) that 

intercommunicated the regions of the state of Oaxaca with the rest of the 

country. Several American and English corporations invested in 

exploration and exploitation of mining in Oaxaca to the extent that 

entrepreneurs called the state of Oaxaca “the tomorrow land”.  

By 1785, the Echarri brothers discovered the Natividad mine 

located in the area of this study. A century later, it became the richest 

mine of the state of Oaxaca employing up to 415 workers most of them 

Zapotec Indians. Zapotec communities such as Capulalpam, Xiacui, 

Yalina, Zoogocho, Natividad, Lachatao, Amatlan, Yavesia, San Juan 

Chimomezuchitl, Ixtlan, and Guelatao, among others, provided wage 

labor as well as forest resources for the mine. The Natividad mining 

company took possession of communal lands of the Zapotec community 

of Capulalpam. Political chiefs, indigenous authorities and 

entrepreneurs, constructed a discourse of progress and development so 

that members of the communities and workers considered mining as a 
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positive venture. Mining opened the possibilities for jobs and income 

despite low wages and difficult working conditions. According to 

historians, mining workers in Oaxaca received lower wages than their 

pairs in the United States. Oaxacan workers got paid one sixth of the 

salary that a worker obtained in the US. Also, while in the US mine 

workers had a workday of 8 hours, in Oaxaca miners had a 12-hour 

workday (Chassen R., 1990).  

Mining workers created important ties with their nuclear and 

extended families in order to survive with low wages. While employed in 

the mines, workers kept providing cargos in their home communities 

while women and children farmed for subsistence. During their day off 

and free time workers also cultivated lands and kept a strong 

relationship to communal lands. Mining corporations did not take large 

extensions of lands since their work was underground. The indigenous 

peasant provided wood for the mines and agricultural goods for mine 

workers. Despite their low wages, Indians considered as positive the fact 

that mining provided jobs. Indians nevertheless considered that mineral 

resources were an inheritance of their ancestors (Perez, 1997). The 

communities would experience the effects of labor exploitation as well as 

the consequences of mining on communal lands and environment a 

century later as we will see it in Chapter five.  
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The government also supported English investment in textile 

production in the Sierra. The Xia textile factory worked from 1873 

to1916 when the indigenous workers of the factory involved in the 

Mexican Revolution. With the privatization of underground resources and 

the establishment of a textile factory near Ixtlan, the Zapotec sierra 

entered the capitalist world system by means of labor exploitation. By 

1912, an acute economic crisis in the US and Europe affected mining 

production in the Sierra. While gold prices declined, the mines began to 

reflect the effects of the turmoil of the Mexican Revolution so that most 

mines opted for a short-term closure.  

If liberalism advanced the ideologies of order and progress to 

destroy the colonial institutions, Zapotecos used the legacy of the 

colonial past (religion, cargo system, and communal land) to challenge 

the ideologies of freedom and democracy. Nineteenth century politics of 

nation state formation, however, left a new generation of Zapotecs with 

new concerns and expectations. The Porfirian state after all had failed to 

provide jobs for the Zapotecs while factionalism had extended in the 

Sierra. The modernist program of the state shaped out of the Mexican 

Revolution of 1910 would conceive Indians as isolated from mainstream 

Mexican culture and as part of colonial heritage. The post revolutionary 

state would introduce new forms of collectivity to further the 
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incorporation of Zapotecs into the nation by means of ideologies of 

indigenismo and mestizaje (A. M. Alonso, 2004) (De la Peña, 2005) 

(Brading, 2001) (Brewster, 2004). This incorporation implicated changes 

in the legal system (especially regulation of communal land and 

municipalities) and education. While the state supported the idea of 

erasing the Serranos’ past of rebelliousness of nineteenth century and of 

the Revolution of 1910, the municipios and agrarian community became 

a critical site for disciplining Zapotecs as citizens as part of revolutionary 

nationalism.  

Broader social processes created patterns of community formation 

in the Sierra. In the colonial period, Zapotec senses of identity were 

incorporated into colonial institutions such as the cabildo, the catholic 

church, and tierras del comun. The Zapotecs reworked these institutions 

to construct their local spaces, which they defended during the attack of 

liberal ideologies of the 19th century. However, the Zapotecs also 

transformed their identities as they incorporated the new ideologies of 

the nation state into the local society such as the notion of municipalities 

and agrarian property. With this social memory, the Zapotec entered the 

scenario of indigenismo and mestizaje of the twentieth century.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE ZAPOTEC PUEBLOS OF THE RIO GRANDE 

OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

Institutionalization of the Zapotec pueblos of the Rio Grande 
After the end of the Mexican revolution of 1910, Mexican elites 

sought to come up with a unified nation. The construction of an “organic 

system of political living”(Santiago, 1973) and the shaping of a sense of a 

national identity among Indians became a priority for Mexican elites 

during the 1920´s. Mexican elites shaped powerful ideologies of 

mestizaje, acculturation and indigenismo by which the state sought to 

create a monolithic vision of the nation . The bankruptcy of economy, the 

presence of political factions as well as the existence of various ethnic 

and linguistic groups, however, presented a major challenge for the post-

revolutionary state. The diverse linguistic and ethnic groups were 

considered a barrier for the formation of a national identity since their 

languages, lack of culture and isolation, according to intellectuals of the 

time, worked as obstacles for the integration of the country (Vasconcelos, 

1948). For post-revolutionary elites, education became a critical means 

for constructing a sense of nationality among Indians (Mendoza, 2004). 

The slogan of the then Ministry of Education, Jose Vasconcelos, became 

that of Land as a Supreme Source of Moral and Economic Wellbeing. This 

notion of land as a source of moral values and welfare was to become a 
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major component of identity formation in indigenous communities. In the 

Zapotec sierra, communal land holding, work and education became the 

main concepts that state functionaries and Zapotecos shaped for more 

than seven decades of the twentieth century in the Zapotec Sierra. 

The formation of a national identity encompassed the 

transformation of Indians and peasants at various levels such as 

biological, economic, technical and social. “Rural school will not be able 

to carry out its educational work, if teachers do not base their work on 

manual activities such as cultivation of land, small industries related to 

agriculture and on habits of cooperation and work… to reach an 

environment of more comfort and progress” (Santiago, 1973). The 

members of the indigenous communities would support each other by 

means of cooperation and work and would produce their own means of 

subsistence. The purpose of the education strategy was to take the 

educational foundations to Indians and peasants from outside of the 

community in order to “modify as soon as possible their attitudes, their 

concepts, and ideals to permit them to enter the scenario of western 

civilization. Instead of a model of education derived from internal 

community impulses, it is a model from outside the group to transform 

the whole collectivity, economy and traditions” (Santiago, 1973). The 

model “sought to provide education to the collectivity conceived as a 



105 

 

unity instead of focusing on individuals. It focused on adults who could 

change the habits and customs of children and families. The designers of 

the model proposed that Spanish domination did not have the virtue of 

being an organic system of spiritual integration of the country. It did not 

exterminated the Indians but it left them stagnant because it did not 

know how to encourage their collective life with the wisdom of a common 

culture and a homogeneous education” (Santiago, 1973:103). Elites of 

the time sought to create an educational model by which Indians could 

overcome their cultural and economic isolation. The model of education 

in indigenous areas had “to be congruent with the one of the rest of the 

country so that it helps to create a ´new world´ by which Indians 

overcome their confinement and vital inability, and their lack of a world 

of their own in which Spaniard domination left them ” (Santiago, 

1973:106).  

According to state intellectuals, it was necessary to introduce 

indigenous societies to the habits and practices of good health since they 

had incongruent customs and habits regarding good health of the body. In 

the economic sphere the purpose was to introduce modern technology to 

increase income of families. In the sphere of culture and science it was 

necessary to provide the indigenous race a comprehension of life and 

natural phenomena based on contemporary science so they achieve 
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greater possibilities for development (Santiago, 1973). These ideologies 

encountered a society with expectations for improving their livelihood. 

The Serrano shaped these dominant ideologies regarding backwardness 

and isolation with their own aspirations for education and employment 

and services such as roads, health and other services.  

 

Zapotecs´ social memory of the Revolution 
The Revolution in the Sierra was a political and armed war 

between political factions. Ixtepeji and Ixtlan became the main 

antagonist communities that other neighboring villages joined. Zapotec 

caudillos had successfully mobilized the Serrano during the second half 

of the nineteenth century. However, collection of taxes, redistribution of 

cabeceras in the region as well as control over the sierra pueblos 

emerged as key elements of factionalism during the Revolution in the 

Sierra. Ixtepeji had become an important cabecera during the colonial 

period and during the first half of the nineteenth century but in 1857 the 

Congress of Oaxaca redistributed the cabeceras de distrito electing Ixtlan 

as the new cabecera de Distrito in the sierra. Ixtepeji began to lose 

political power in regional politics. During the Revolution of 1910, both 

communities led by local caudillos aligned with major political forces in 

Oaxaca to take control of the Sierra while the Sierra pueblos aligned with 
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either Ixtlan or Ixtepeji (Ruiz Cervantes, 1986). One of the purposes of 

the post revolutionary state was to replace the caudillos political power 

as well as to eradicate rivalries between pueblos by introducing state 

institutions such as district courts as well taxes recollection institutions 

(recaudacion de rentas). The Serrano welcomed the new institutions 

because they would permit the communities to resolve very old conflicts 

for land. The promises derived from the Revolution such as education, 

legalization of agrarian property, and formation of municipal jurisdictions 

emerged as strong aspirations for the communities. These institutions 

would secure communal property and a legal representation before the 

state in the form of “personalidad juridica propia”. See (Art 115 and 127 

of the Mexican Constitution) 

In the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca, ideologies of nationalism 

interlinked Zapotecs expectations for overcoming isolation and failed 

promises of progress and democracy of nineteenth century Porfirian 

state. Although the politics of progress of the nineteenth century had 

provided some Zapotecs employment via a textile factory and mining, it 

failed to provide massive employment for the growing Zapotec 

population. Despite the investment in textile and mining production in 

the Sierra, the region did not have enough infrastructures for industrial 

production and trade and could not compete with other emerging 
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industrial regions of Mexico. The Porfirian state failed to provide Zapotecs 

the rewards for their participation in major revolts but the Revolution of 

1910 in the Sierra opened renewed expectations among Zapotecs. 

Factionalism and rebelliousness of the Sierra pueblos that intensified 

during the Revolution of 1910 became the main challenges for the state 

to pacify the Serrano. If nineteenth century Zapotecos struggled for 

democracy, freedom and citizenship while defending their communal 

lands, the post revolutionary Zapotecos would struggle for placing 

themselves within state discourses of indigenismo and mestizaje. The 

Zapotecos reconstituted these ideologies to shape their notions of 

community and nation throughout twentieth century. Specifically the 

sierra pueblos struggled for resolutions to land conflicts as well as for the 

benefits of the Revolution in the form of education and employment. The 

work of several generations of Serrano centered on communal work from 

1930 on. Basically the work of the communities consisted on organizing 

government aid for infrastructure while the work of indigenous 

authorities consisted of negotiating resources before the state.  

 

Schooling and community in the Zapotec Sierra  
The Zapotecos considered education as an alternative for the new 

generations. Zapotec teachers played a major role in the transformation 
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of local identities. In 1944, the local branch of the Secretariat of Public 

Education designed a long term Social and Educative Program. It 

included the involvement of municipal authorities in education in terms 

of providing funding as well as the involvement of parents in providing 

work for the schools, as well the formation of Comites de Padres de 

Familia. Teachers carried out these activities and involved in community 

organization of schools. Over the years, the indigenous authorities 

incorporated schools as part of community institutions providing funding 

and lands for schools. Teachers also organized sport clubs and played a 

major role as images to follow. Elder Reynaldo of 77 years old remembers 

the role of teachers this way: “Teachers were like guides with creative 

potential toward the future. They were as guides to follow”. The state 

initiative for education of Indians became a priority. In 1946, the then 

Secretary of Public Education traveled to Guelatao to testify that villagers 

from Guelatao had eradicated the problem of illiteracy and to witness the 

Spanish language tests being applied to 1200 Zapotec Indians (Perez 

1997).  

From 1922 to 1934, federal government established at least one 

elementary school in each village in the Sierra. Education focused on 

teaching forms of cooperation and collectivity among students, and 

between parents and the schools. Through the election of Parental 



110 

 

committees (Comites de Padres de Familia), parents became responsible 

for supporting teachers with resources and administration of schools 

resources. Over time, these committees became part of the cargos system 

in Zapotec communities. Under influence of socialist education, the 

teachers introduced the notion cooperativas escolares by which students, 

teachers and parents coordinated efforts for economic resources for 

schools. With the purpose of teaching new agricultural techniques for 

production, each school was allocated a piece of land for students to 

cultivate. Manual work (trabajos manuales) became an important part of 

schools curricula. Schools trained students in trades such as bakery, 

carpentry, ironwork, house construction and arts. Most sierra pueblos 

undertook the forms of cooperation for communal identities (Berteley, 

1998). Along with the introduction of new forms of community, language 

became a crucial tool for the new identities.  

For the designers of schools curricula, language replacement 

became one the main strategies for Zapotecos to overcome isolation and 

backwardness. The construction of a sense of nationality implicated 

indigenous language replacement since Zapotec language became barrier 

for the learning of the new education. Teachers had to be fluent in 

Spanish. The impact of education in language replacement was dramatic. 

The area of study experienced an intense linguistic change from 1920 
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through 1970. Around 80 % of the population was monolingual in 

Zapotec at the turn of the 20th century, while by 1970 around 20% of the 

population was monolingual in Zapotec language. However, the role of 

school in supporting the formation of a national identity was not enough 

according to state intellectuals. The role of school had to be 

supplemented by the role of other institutions regarding political and 

economic levels in order to support all elements of nationality. 

 

Shaping social memories in the Sierra  
The landscape of the Sierra provides evidence of how Zapotecs 

struggled for a place into the nation. In the central plazas of the pueblos 

of the Rio Grande one can see statues honoring Serrano liberals who 

participated as leaders in the formation of ideologies of liberty and 

democracy during the second half of the nineteenth century. The 

indigenous authorities and state officials built the statues as part of the 

social memory of the nineteenth century in a context in which the 

Mexican state sought to shape a homogeneous nation based on national 

icons. The pueblos pursued the construction of the plazas as a way of 

placing themselves into the emerging Mexican nation. For example, the 

authorities of Ixtlan built in the central plaza a statue of Fidencio 

Hernandez, a Serrano advocate of Benito Juarez who led the Serrano´s 
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participation in the War against the French Intervention and the Revolt 

of Tuxtepec. In the main square of Capulalpam, the authorities built an 

effigy of Miguel Mendez, a native liberal of Capulalpam who was Benito 

Juarez´s teacher in the Colegio de Ciencias y Artes de Oaxaca in the 

1830´s. 

The pueblos of the Sierra also requested the change of their official 

names to honor memory of nineteenth century Serrano liberals. For 

example, San Pablo Guelatao changed to Guelatao de Juarez, Santo 

Tomas Ixtlan changed to Ixtlan de Juarez and San Mateo Capulalpam 

changed to Capulalpam de Mendez. The Serrano chose significant icons 

for representation into the new nation. The memory of Benito Juarez, a 

Zapotec Indian who became President of Mexico from 1858 to 1872 and a 

major advocate of liberal laws of the nineteenth century, became a 

significant icon for the Serrano sense of self-representation. Juarez led a 

major transformation of Mexican society through the support of the Laws 

of Reform that prescribed the destruction of major colonial institutions 

such as the Church´s civil and economic power as well as the destruction 

of corporate property of Indians: communal lands.  

The government of the state of Oaxaca began to honor Juarez’s 

memory in the late nineteenth century in the sierra. Yet it was not until 
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the 1930´s when the Serrano and the Oaxaca government began to honor 

steadily the memory of Juarez. Serrano teachers who were part of the 

rural school programs in the Sierra and indigenous authorities as well as 

authorities of Guelatao, the home community of Juarez, began to honor 

Juarez memory. The Oaxaca government and indigenous authorities of 

Guelatao built a Juarez monument before which the Serrano children, 

elders, teachers, municipal presidents, PRI politicians, and federal 

authorities including the Mexican President honored Juarez Memory in 

March 21 from 1930´s to the 1980´s. During the 1960’s, the federal 

government and authorities of Guelatao built a very large plaza with an 

obelisk and a museum to honor Juarez´s memory. In 2006, as part of the 

commemoration of the bicentenary of Juarez´s death, the federal 

government and authorities of Guelatao removed the old plaza and built 

a massive effigy of Benito Juarez.  

The institutionalization of the social memory of the Mexican 

Revolution of 1910 in the Sierra, encountered a region with a strong 

factionalism but also with a strong communal identity. Indigenous 

authorities welcomed the state´s purpose of providing Zapotecs 

municipal jurisdictions. Several pueblos undertook the Oaxaca 

Congress´s purpose of reorganizing the state of Oaxaca into 

municipalities. During the 1930´s communities such as Ixtlan, Guelatao, 



114 

 

Natividad, Capulalpam, and Xiacui, obtained their municipal 

jurisdiction. Although the notion of Municipio Libre prescribed by Article 

115 of the Political Constitution provided Indians a legal and political 

representation as citizens, the Zapotecos undertook the ayuntamientos 

as a collective enterprise. The municipal president office became the 

main state´s representative at community level yet the Zapotecs 

accommodated the municipal president as part of power-laden cargo 

system and to the dynamics of circulation of power and authority in the 

communities (De la Fuente, 1977; Nader, 1990).  

The establishment of municipalities inaugurated an intense 

community work in the Zapotec pueblos of the Rio Grande. Indians 

provided labor while the state provided financial resources for 

introducing roads, potable water and other services. For instance, both 

Zapotecs and the state took advantage of community cooperation 

encouraged by schools, locally known as tequio, a non- remunerated 

labor provided by members of the community for communal tasks, such 

as road construction, water supply and other labor-intensive tasks. The 

state began to allocate resources for education, health, and agricultural 

production and cash (funding for municipalities known as 

participaciones municipales) via the ayuntamientos. As the communities 

achieved their municipal jurisdiction, members of the community began 
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to play more offices. From 1940 to 1970 and as a result of the increasing 

development policies, the state and communities created several cargos 

or offices for administration of financial resources. Over the years, these 

new offices became part of the local cargo system.  

The state not only defined new forms of community but it also 

supported the exploitation of Zapotecs. The pueblos of the Sierra 

considered the revitalization of mining an achievement. Mining had 

stopped as a result of the revolution in the Sierra, yet during the 1920´s 

the owners of the Natividad mine reopened it. The company provided jobs 

for several generations of Serranos until the decline of mining during the 

1980s. Indigenous miners formed local worker unions whose leaders 

joined major national unions such as the CTM and other state sponsored 

worker unions. The Serrano workers, however, also kept a strong 

attachment to their native communities by providing cargo and 

participating into the communal decision making about communal 

lands. As members of agrarian communities, the workers also joined the 

CNC, a branch of the PRI. This incorporation of Zapotecos into state 

institutions became part of a larger state strategy of indigenismo and 

development. 

Under the banner of the rewards of the Revolution and with the 
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petitions of the communities for overcoming poverty, the Mexican state 

created the Development Program for Hydrological Basins by which the 

government introduced health services, electricity and roads. The state 

and companies invested on mining and forest exploitation while the state 

introduced various institutions to the Sierra such as the National 

Postage Service, National Telegraph and the Federal Commission for 

Electricity. These institutions also became the main employers in the 

area of the Rio Grande Pueblos. By the early 1960´s, the then National 

Indigenista Institute also began an intensive program for development of 

the area. Zapotecs remained articulated to the world economy through 

mining and forest exploitation as well as trade and other technologies of 

exploitation(Greenberg, 2004). As part of development policies, the 

Mexican government granted mining and forest concessions by which the 

communities lost control over indigenous territories, thereby becoming 

workers subordinated to the state via state sponsored unions and 

companies.  

By the early 1970´s, the federal government established two middle 

schools in the area and by the mid 1970´s it established a high school. 

Most students from the area attended these institutions for education. 

Ironically, the highest rate of emigration from the area occurred during 

the 1960´s and 1970´s. Many Zapotecs from the Rio Grande area 



117 

 

emigrated to the city of Oaxaca and Mexico City during this period. 

During this time, most Zapotecs became bilingual and in some areas 

Zapotec language disappeared.  

However, by the early 1980´s a strong regional movement of the 

pueblos of the Rio Grande emerged. The Comisariados de Bienes 

Comunales organized a union, the ODRENASIJ, the Organization for the 

Defense of the Natural Resources of the Sierra Juarez. Despite the fact 

the state has divided the region into agrarian communities as part of the 

Agrarian Reform of the 1940´s, and as part of the municipalization of the 

1940’s by which most communities acquired their municipal 

jurisdictions, and despite the strong communitarian identity, the Pueblos 

of the Rio Grande came up with the ODRENASIJ. The ODRENASIJ 

demanded a communal organization for forest management and a stop to 

the exploitation of communal forests by private enterprises. By 1980, the 

federal government had already granted a federal concession to private 

companies for exploitation of the Sierra forests. ODRENASIJ however, 

intensified its claims for a community based management of forests so 

that by the early 1980’s the federal government cancelled federal 

concessions to private enterprises and the communities began a 

communal management of forest resources. The community based 

organization became a strong political strategy for the Zapotecs of the Rio 
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Grande. However, this strong local identity was not a barrier for a 

supracommunal organization as suggested by anthropologists that have 

seen the Zapotecs communities as an antagonist pole for collective 

supra-communal organization.  

As part of the sate work in the area other institutions became part 

of the incorporation the pueblos of the Rio Grande. By the middle of the 

twentieth century, the PRI organized the Union Liberal de Ayuntamientos 

(ULA), a union that encompassed the 26 municipalities of Ixtlan District. 

The Oaxaca government and the PRI incorporated indigenous authorities 

into the ULA that work as intermediary between the communities and 

the government of Oaxaca.  Through the ULA, the communities 

negotiateed petitions for resources for the communities. In turn, the 

indigenous authorities compromised electoral votes in election times. 

Later in the 1990s, the federal government introduced the Union of 

Forest communities of the Sierra. These unions are one of the most 

important means by which the communities advanced petitions for 

resources to the federal government.  

 

The agrarian community: legalization of communal identity  
One of the critical goals of the Serrano communities was to secure 
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land possession. Several communities of the Sierra had land conflicts 

with neighboring villages, conflicts that in many cases emerged during 

the colonial period. The authorities used not only the new agrarian laws 

and courts for securing land possessions but they also made alliances 

with key stakeholders such as lawyers, teachers and politicians who 

could help to solve the disputes. The emerging indigenous politicians 

were part of a local elite linked to the PRI, the hegemonic political party 

that held state power for most of the twentieth century in Mexico.   

Along with the establishment of the municipios, the legal 

recognition of agrarian property implicated a new relationship between 

the Zapotecs and the state. While the state recognized the Zapotecs 

communal property, the Serrano created new forms of collectivity and 

community. Most Zapotec pueblos of the Rio Grande had been granted 

their communal lands by the colonial state during the 16th century and 

had obtained their communal titles during the 17th and 18th centuries 

(Perez, 1997). As part of the Agrarian Reform, most pueblos of the region 

obtained their resoluciones presidenciales, state-granted land titles 

during the 1950´s. These titles and the agrarian law opened new ways for 

the Zapotecs to construct their communities.   
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As part of the recognition of communal lands, each community had 

to elect its representatives before the state. The agrarian law introduced 

new forms for Zapotecs’ understanding of communal property and 

community. For example, the agrarian law prescribed new rules for 

communal membership and rules for the collective representation –of 

Pueblos. The state took key elements of the pueblos’ cargo system to 

incorporate into agrarian laws. The communities that obtained their 

titles had to elect a group of 12 men, the Comisariado de Bienes 

Comunales, who became the legal representatives of the agrarian 

community. Women received an indirect membership through their 

husbands and parents. Once the state recognized the comunidad agraria, 

Zapotecs enacted their own rules for the election of the Comisariado. For 

instance, the President of Comisariado had to be an elder who was 

familiar with local agrarian issues and who had carried out other top-

level community cargo such as municipal president. Anthropologists 

have documented that catholic religion became integrated into the civil-

agrarian cargo system as a rule for people to get access to higher offices. 

In Capulalpam as in other pueblos of the Sierra, however, non-Catholics 

have had access to top civil cargo as long as they have experience in 

community issues. While the state separated the jurisdiction of the 

agrarian authorities from that of municipal ones, the communities 
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strived to turn both jurisdictions into a single local system of authority 

and government. Whereas Municipal Laws prescribes specific rules for 

the members of the town hall and citizens of the community, the 

agrarian law stipulates rules for the members of Committee of 

Communal lands, the communal assembly and the commoners. In 

practice, however, the Zapotecs have contested this jurisdictional 

separation by carrying out municipal and agrarian cargo for communal 

membership. For example, to become part of the caracterizados, elders 

who had played religious, municipal and agrarian cargos and whom the 

community respects for their knowledge about community issues, the 

individual has to carry out cargo across jurisdictions.  

The asamblea communal, a significant space for social memory and 

for collective decision making among the pueblos of the Rio Grande, 

became part of agrarian law as the highest authority before the state. 

Although the sierra pueblos already had their communal assembly, 

under the agrarian law, the communities and the state reshaped the 

notion of assembly. The assembly acquired a legal character for the state 

and the pueblos. It became the maximum authority for collective 

representation for the communities as the state recognize it as the 

maximum authority of the agrarian community. At the level of 

community, the assembly became the space for the election of the 
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Communal Lands Agrarian Committee and for discussion of critical 

community issues. Over time the communal assembly has become a 

significant site for collective decision making and social memory. 

Indigenous communities in Oaxaca count on this critical site for social 

memory and politics. In this social space, local authorities, elders and 

younger generations interact to discuss communal issues to arrive at 

collective agreements. Critical issues of collective interests are subject to 

discussion specially those regarding land tenure, election of communal 

offices and petitions submitted to the state. The assembly discusses ways 

of distributing labor for community services, such as election of 

community offices, administration of local resources such water, forests, 

communal lands, and maintenance of community services. The assembly 

is the site where every member of the community has the opportunity to 

talk and participate in decision making. The assembly is a collective 

space where significant matters are discussed and where local 

authorities obtain legitimacy and authority to carry out the accords of 

the assembly. This collective experience of community life has become a 

major social space for community formation. When some authority says 

“we have to discuss it with the people” that means that the matter has to 

go through the communal assembly for discussion.  
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Hierarchy and authority in indigenous villages are based on a kind 

of ladder whose core is the communal assembly. An important part of 

collective consciousness and identity are shaped in communal 

assemblies. Every one attending the assembly has the right to talk and 

vote, which provides an important sense of inclusion in decision making. 

Membership in the community is gained through a continued attendance 

to the assemblies and a permanent play of offices designated by the 

assembly. Oral and written channels are used to arrive at common 

accords. Although all discussions in the assembly are oral, the final 

accords are recorded in writing. Thus, it is possible to find actas de 

asamblea which were result of long discussions. These actas de 

asamblea (written accords) work as the written memory of the 

community. The use of written accords began by the 1940´s, when most 

of the local population became literate in Spanish and when the state 

required legal documentation from local authorities.  

A communal assembly is composed of people of 18 years of age and 

above, who by participating at various levels of community organization 

hold communal membership. Indeed the communal assembly is a diverse 

space composed of individuals who have differentiated historical 

experiences in community matters. It is composed of people of different 

ages with diverse experience in community matters. It is also composed 
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of people who have occupied diverse offices over time; also the assembly 

is compose of people who have more speaking skills than others or 

people who have much more detailed knowledge and experiences on 

community issues. Indeed, the most respectable members of the 

assembly are the elders. Elders derive their power from their long time 

attendance to the assemblies and basically from their historical 

knowledge about community issues. Respeto in the sense of knowing and 

experience over community matters is gained in the community for 

participation in communal assemblies over several years and for having 

served in different offices or cargos in the community. The assembly is 

the space where so called usos y costumbres (uses and customs) are 

enacted. From the work of this collective space derives the idea of 

mandar obedeciendo, Community officials must perform the decisions 

made by the communal assembly.  

Ethnographies of cargo system have focused on how indigenes go 

through offices overlooking the power of the assembly in the negotiation 

of political representation. Although the communal assembly has been 

part of indigenous organization since colonial era when the Spanish 

crown granted each community jurisdiction over a determined territory, 

the assemblies didn’t become a significant site of political representation 

until the mid 20th century. The main role of assembly in the colonial 
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period became that of electing a group of community officials; however, 

the meanings and workings of the assembly have changed over time, 

becoming one the major “invented traditions” of contemporary Zapotec 

communities.  

A critical issue in transmission of responsibilities and knowledge 

over time is people’s participation in offices. During his-her life time, a 

member of the community might go through at least 9-10 offices. Usually 

this implies that a member starts in an office with little responsibility, 

and then progresses to the more demanding ones. For instance usually a 

young member starts by serving as Topil, going through Mayor, police, 

Regidor, Sindico, Presidente Municipal, Alcalde, Comisariado de Bienes 

cmunales y finally member of the Consejo de Caracterizados. Some have 

called this process of community formation institutionalization of the 

agrarian community, a process by which indigenous communities 

became integrated into state control.  

Indigenous authorities constructed alliances with members of the 

PRI in order to get resources and benefits from the state. In turned the 

PRI intervened in local issues especially in times of federal elections to 

gain votes and for legitimacy of state actions. These PRI alliances are still 

powerful in the Sierra so that own a strong social basis in the area. 
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However as the economic crisis collapsed the amount of resources 

allocated to the communities and as wider discourses of rights entered 

the region some communities began to rethink their place in the sierra. 

The Zapotecos turned the assemblies into spaces for negotiation and 

formation of alliances with other communities. As the communities 

confronted these challenges and as the government reduced their 

resources, a new generation of leaders challenged the old local leaders 

advancing the rights of the collectivity and the collective concerns 

regarding education, employment, and environmental issues. These new 

leaders began to appropriate the new discourses of rights of indigenous 

people.  

By the 1990, new generations of Zapotecs began to challenge the 

historical control that the PRI had exerted in sierra for several decades of 

indigenismo. Global discourses of rights of autonomy began to circulate 

in the Sierra as the state reduced the resources allocated to 

communities. The promises of development collapsed as the regional 

economy, labor exploitation, high rates of emigration and depletion of 

environment remained as the consequences of indigenismo.   

Significant changes have taken place in the area beginning the 

1990´s, however. As the communities began to manage forest 
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enterprises, some communities began to use modern technology for forest 

management such as the case of the Communities of Ixtlan, Ixtepeji and 

the pueblos mancomunados of Lachatao, Yavesia, and Amatlan. A 

significant element in these community based management is the fact 

that management rest upon a communal organization. Other 

communities such as Capulalpam started a program for water and forest 

conservation. The area is known as one with some of the most biological 

diversity around the world. These programs became part of World Bank 

policies for sustainable management of forests and water resources. The 

pueblos of the Sierra however already had a long experience of 

sustainable management that was collapsed by the exploitation of 

mining, water and forest resources developed by private enterprises over 

the course of the 19th and 20th century. During the first years of the 

twentieth first century, Zapotecs have repositioned their social memories 

while new information regarding free trade, global warming and 

indigenous rights has created a strong stance about defense of 

community patrimony.   
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CHAPTER 5: “QUEREMOS NUESTRA AGUA, EL ORO QUE SE 

QUEDE ALLI”. “WE WANT OUR WATER. GOLD MUST REMAIN DOWN 

THERE.” ZAPOTEC SENSES OF CULTURE AND POWER IN GLOBAL 

GEOPOLITICS   

 

In mid 2004 the indigenous authorities of the community of 

Capulalpam sent a letter to the federal government protesting that the 

Natividad mine had affected its environment of the community and that 

the company had carried out explorations in Capulalpam’s territory 

without the community’s consent. The letter explained that the federal 

government had granted mining concessions to the Compania Minera de 

La Natividad in 1870 and that mining activity had left poverty, diseases, 

widows, orphans, and youth with no future. The letter also stated that 

the company had dismantled the workers unions in 1993, a decision that 

violated individual and collective rights of workers. The authorities also 

wrote that mining had caused several aquifers to disappear and that due 

to overexploitation gold and silver had been exhausted. The authorities 

asked the federal government to assess the impact of mining with regard 

to water pollution of water as well as its impact on community’s aquifers. 

On behalf of the community and communal assembly, the authorities 
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asked the federal government to assess the impact of mining observing 

the laws con apego a la legalidad 7

Capulalpam as well as other neighboring pueblos has been a 

mining pueblo at least from 1770’s until the late 1990´s, when mining 

.  

The letter, in my view, underlies the major issues facing local 

culture as water, gold, silver and forests, key resources for Capulalpam’s, 

against a multimillion dollar international business. As discussed in 

previous chapters, the circumstances of mining have changed 

enormously in the Sierrra Zapoteca. Currently, the agents involved in 

mining including entrepreneurs, state officials and members of the 

communities have displayed their own political agendas. Each of these 

agents has their own view mineral exploitation, and their arguments do 

not necessarily coincide. In particular, as the members of the community 

of Capulalpam have entered the realm of politics they have called upon 

significant political resources including historical memory, mobilization 

of law, and notions of collectivity to challenge a powerful mining 

company and the state.  

                                       
7 Archive of the Committee of Communal Lands of Capulalpam.  
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exploitation declined8

                                       
8 Several pueblos of neighboring areas such as Villa Alta and the Mixe ones provided 

labor for mining during the 16th and 17th centuries. The indigenous workers from the communities 
of the area of the Rio Grande basin including Capulalpam began to work for the Natividad mine 
around 1775 when the Etcharry Brothers discovered the mine.  

. Different from other cases of mining in Latin 

America, the mineral resources in the Sierra are located in the subsoil of 

indigenous territories and on indigenous lands. This location of minerals 

as well as the larger political and economic context in which mining has 

been carried out has given mining exploitation a diverse set of dynamics 

over time. For example, in colonial times, Spaniards exploited mines in 

the Sierra by means of repartimientos de trabajo, a system by which the 

indigenous communities provided workers for the mines. Under the 

politics of progress of the late nineteenth century, the Federal 

Government lead by Porfirio Diaz encouraged mining investment in the 

Sierra by granting mining concessions to the Compañia Minera de la 

Natividad. The socabon, the main entrance of the mine, was constructed 

on the communal lands of the Community of Capulalpam. Tunnels of the 

mine run through Capulalpam’s subsoil jurisdiction. In the nineteenth 

century, however, the Serrano considered both the establishment of the 

mine as well as employment in the Natividad mine a reward for their 

having fought for democracy, liberty, and progress under the leadership 

of Serrano Jefes politicos (McNamara, 2007).  
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In 2003, the authorities of Capulalpam learned that the Natividad 

Company had started an intensive project of mining exploration and that 

the company had started drillings on its communal lands without 

permits from the indigenous authorities of Capulalpam. The authorities 

were aware that international legislation regarding indigenous rights 

prescribes consultation to indigenous pueblos when the communities 

might be affected by the actions of government and corporations. 

Indigenous authorities and elders asked themselves why the company 

had not asked for community´s permission before beginning to drill on 

community´s lands territory and why had the company ignored Mexican 

and international legislation regarding indigenous rights. This awareness 

of their rights has implications for the politics and struggles for control of 

communal lands and resources and the relations between the members 

of the communities, the state and corporations. Through time, the 

Serrano have struggled to maintain control over their territories in the 

sierra.  

 

Labor and community in the Northern Zapotec Sierra of Oaxaca 

As discussed it in previous chapters, mobilization of labor has 

changed significantly over time in the Sierra. In colonial times, alcaldes 
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mayores, merchants and indigenous elite created key alliances for labor 

exploitation in the form of tribute payment in the Sierra. The colonial 

pueblos de Indios as corporate communities contributed their wealth to 

the world economy. In the 19th century the local elites who renegotiated 

the political status of Serranos as citizens of the nation, defined the 

exploitation of their labor by mining and textile companies as a reward 

for the Serrano’s loyalty. Alliances between Serrano elites, communities, 

workers, companies and the state made the exploitation of the Serrano 

possible. After the Mexican revolution of 1910, mining and forestry 

became the main sources of employment in the area. Both the state and 

the communities institutionalized labor exploitation as well as Sierra 

pueblos’ agrarian identities around municipal jurisdictions. Class and 

ethnic identities formed around a strong communal identity associated 

with those jurisdictions. The state created key alliances in the sierra as it 

introduced policies of indigenismo and ideologies of mestizaje as key 

concepts for constructing both a sense of nationalism and as means for 

mobilization of labor in the Sierra.  

This background of alliances in the Sierra between the state and 

corporations to exploit the labor and resources of indigenous 

communities, however, has entered a new era in which the pueblos claim 

rights and want other benefits from exploitation of their resources other 
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than wages. This claim represents a significant change in terms of 

patterns of ethnicity in Mexico as Indians have claimed control over key 

resources such as water and minerals. In the past ethnicity certainly 

formed around symbolic representations of social groups in Mexico such 

as language, dress, origin and other ways by which the state created 

images of Indians. Yet more recently, Indians have contested these 

symbolic representations by advancing claims to control key resources 

for their economic survival. For the pueblos, historical memory, law and 

collective representation have acquired significance in both making their 

claims to collective rights to natural resources and as the foundations of 

their strategies for challenging the powerful. It is significant that the 

letter mentioned above avoided confrontation with the state. Rather this 

petition simply asks for assessment of the impact of mining based on the 

laws and indigenous rights. The letter, nonetheless constitutes a major 

challenge both for Capulalpam and the state over not only how to resolve 

the local demand for employment, or how to prevent the depletion of key 

resources but also how to construct a new more balanced and broader 

relationship between indigenous people and the state.  
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Patterns of community work and reproduction of labor in 
Capulalpam 

Patterns of employment have changed in the community of 

Capulalpam. The Compania Minera de La Natividad was the most 

important source of employment in Capulalpam from the late 19th 

century to the late 1980’s, when mineral extraction began to decline. 

During years of its bonanza the company employed up to 470 workers 

from the area of the Pueblos of the Rio Grande including Capulalpam 

(Singuenza, 1996).  Labor that the company did not employ farmed to 

produce the agricultural products workers needed for consumption. 

However, by the 1960,s patterns of employment began to change in the 

area. People began to work for varous state institutions introduced into 

the Sierra as part of indigenismo and development programs. The state 

became such an important employer in the area that around 30 percent 

of men and women heads of family in Capulalpam worked for state 

institutions. However, neither state institutions nor the Natividad Mine 

could provide enough employment to meet the needs of a growing 

population.  

As mining began to decline rates of emigration increased while new 

generation of comuneros and in the community sought for alternative 

jobs.  Some set up small business such as bakeries, mechanics shops, 
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others worked as carpenters, and black smiths. As a community, 

Capulalpam began a communal management of its forests in the early 

1980’s. Currently Capulalpam has two communal enterprises: a sawmill 

and a small gravel-sand factory. Both enterprises employ around 50 

people whose average wage is six to seven dollars per day. This salary is 

equivalent to the one the Natividad mine paid its workers up to recently9

Community works also require labor. This labor is mobilized thru 

tequio, non-remunerated labor provided by men over 18 years old. This 

labor is used for the maintenance of forests, roads, and for hunting and 

. 

Profits from these communal enterprises are invested in equipment and 

used to meet communal needs such as schools, maintenance of the 

drinking water system and to pay the cost of communal fiestas.  These 

enterprises however are not enough to meet the demands for 

employment, even though Capulalpam is a small village of around 2 900 

people. Around 50 people from the community are working the United 

States. Water and forests have been the main sources of survival for 

Capulalpam population over the last 20 years, and the income from the 

sawmill has been invested in both reforestation and in water systems.  

                                       
9 It is important to note that the Natividad Company has invested more than three million 

dollars in exploration and extraction of gold and silver occupying an average of 60 workers over 
the last four years.  
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environmental reserve areas. As in most indigenous communities in 

Mexico, the local population is responsible for the administration of the 

municipality and fills the non-remunerated offices which manages 

communal lands, collects taxes and administers local justice. Over time 

most members of the community have engaged in both wage labor and 

non-remunerated work that support their community.  

The construction of a sense of community is not free of its 

challenges. Francisco is 40 years old, a man with three children. His wife 

is an elementary school teacher who also works at home taking care of 

their children. Francisco works for UZACHI, a Zapotec and Chinantec 

Organization that help manage communal forests in the Sierra Zapoteca. 

He is also the President of the Communal Committee of Capulalpam. He 

has served in several community offices since he turned 18 years old. He 

let me know that as President he felt an enormous sense of responsibility 

to his community because the communal assembly had elected him to 

solve several issues regarding the community’s land holding. The 

communal lands Committee is elected every three years as prescribed by 

Mexican Agrarian Law. When pursuing fieldwork, I came to realize that 

Francisco frequently was worried about his income. He did not receive 

any income serving the Communal Lands Committee, and he barely had 

time to do his paid job at UZACHI. He, however, showed a high sense of 
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commitment when carry out his duties as President of Communal Lands 

Committee. Like Francisco over generations, many people of the 

community have similarly carried out their duties as community 

authorities. Some of their work is recorded in documents in the 

Communal Lands Committee’s archive, some of their acts exist in the 

oral memories of comuneros and some the work carried out by 

authorities is visible in the landscape.   

Francisco’s tasks are basically twofold: To administer the 

community’s lands, particularly the sales and purchases of plots between 

members of the community, and to take care of proper functioning of 

community programs. His tasks also include administration of 

community enterprises including a small sawmill, and a sand and gravel 

factory. He coordinates a team of around twelve people who serve in 

community offices that carry out the chores of the Committee. Another of 

Francisco’s task is to negotiate for financial resources for community 

programs and needs with the government. Some sense at Francisco’s 

responsibilities may be gained when one realizes that Capulalpam has a 

territorial surface of 4500 hectares out of which, only around ten percent 

is considered individual property.   
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Figure 2. A view of a portion of communal land holding of Capulalpam. Major 
deposits of gold and silver are located beneath this area of forests and aquifers. 
Photo: Salvador Aquino. 

 

The remaining 90 percent of land is communal holding. Individual 

plots are not allowed to be sold to outsiders. Francisco like many people 

across generations before him does this kind of work in service to 
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Capulalpam. Francisco is neither a merchant nor a landlord; he simply 

owns a house and a small plot for farming. Francisco, and other eleven 

people are members of the Communal Lands Committee who do not 

receive any wage for their offices. In return for his work, Francisco and 

his family has access to water, wood, and other community services. 

Francisco also has the right to participate in collective decision making 

in the communal assembly. This community service work refers to what I 

call collectivity in the Sierra pueblos. Yet the work of Francisco has 

become even more complex recently. As part of his cargo, he must 

contact government officials and seek their help for solving critical 

community concerns, such as that of mining.  

In my view, the work of community officials has reshaped local and 

lager politics in various ways. Francisco, for example, is fully aware of 

the challenges he faces as President. He faces a lot of criticisms from his 

fellow comuneros when his work does not fully meet their expectations. 

Yet local criticism is not the only issue he must dealt with. The sierra 

pueblos and their authorities have larger concerns to deal with. Water, 

forests and underground resources, for example, have become 

contentious issues as the federal government has extended its control 

over natural resources.   
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Francisco and his fellow members of the community face an irony. 

They have been worked in a rich mine, yet they live in poverty in a 

deteriorated social, biological and economic environment. According to 

the Natividad Company, the mine was the largest past-producer of gold 

and silver in the state of Oaxaca during the 20th century. Recent 

exploration carried out by Continuum Resources Co. the new owner of 

the mine has tested that the Natividad mining area represents one of the 

most significant gold-silver deposits in southern Mexico. While the 

company has defined the Natividad mine as one of its most important 

project investment in Mexico, Capulalpam sees the company’s plans for 

exploitation as a major threat.  

Despite their needing jobs the new generations of comuneros 

complain that mining has affected them. Francisco’s parents and 

grandparents were mine workers yet new generations of authorities and 

community members have a different view of the role of mining in their 

community. When I talked to Francisco, he had just taken office as 

President of the Communal Lands Committee. He explained his concerns 

about water availability and environmental degradation including 

pollution of lands and rivers. Although Francisco needs a job as he let 

me know he is not willing to work underground as did his father and 

grandfather. He does not want his children to work in the mine when 
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they grow up. His position is derived from his assessment of mining. He 

knows that the company did not pay good wages to his ancestors. And he 

is aware that mining has left many widows, orphans, and diseases, and 

bad working conditions in the mine. More significantly is his assessment 

that mining has not provided any benefit for his community. He 

distinguishes between wages and community income. For example, 

Francisco says: Communal enterprises employ workers from the 

community, and with the income from these enterprises we maintain the 

water system, the forests and sponsor community fiestas. Whereas the 

Natividad Company took everything they earned elsewhere. We do not the 

whereabouts of the tons of gold and silver that the Company extracted 

from the mine with the help of our workers for more than a century.   

At the time I first interviewed Francisco, the community had sent a 

petition to the federal government complaining that neither the federal 

government nor the Natividad Company had observed the laws when 

they carried carrying out their explorations on Capulalpam’s territory. 

Francisco was aware of indigenous rights, and of his community rights 

regarding consent for corporations to exploit underground resources. 

When I interviewed him, he mentioned several Mexican and international 

laws concerning indigenous rights. This knowledge is perhaps one of the 

most significant intergenerational changes that have taken place in 
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Capulalpam as well as in the Sierra as a whole. His knowledge about 

indigenous rights is not surprising because as officials they have intense 

interactions with the government and other agencies, so community 

officials have access to several sources of information. Francisco, for 

example, on a daily basis, carries on exchange of letters and petitions 

with government officials.  

Francisco’s assessment of mining is basically correct. His work as 

a community official, however, is restricted by Mexican Laws. The 

amended Mining Law of 2005 does not prescribe any protection or 

consultation to indigenous people when mining resources are located on 

their territories. Similarly, it stipulates equal conditions for indigenous 

pueblos and corporations to get access to mineral resources. For 

example,  Article 13 of the Mining Law prescribes that indigenous 

communities might have access to mining concessions if and when they 

comply with all of the mining law prescriptions, which basically requires 

that they have access to financial resources and technology required for 

mining. Regarding the grant of federal concessions, the Mining Law 

prescribes that when the minerals are located on indigenous territory, 

the community might get the concession, if and when its best offer 

equals that of another bidder.    
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Forms of struggle for asserting rights over minerals indeed vary 

depending upon interests of local communities and political resources. In 

many cases, gold and silver mines are located within indigenous people 

jurisdictions as is the case of the Tarahumara region in Northern Mexico, 

the Nahua region of Guerrero, and the Zapotec, Mixe and Mixtec regions 

of Oaxaca. Over the last five years, various indigenous pueblos have 

challenged mining companies such as in the cases of the Tarahumara 

region (Olivares, 2008) and the state of Guerrero (Ocampo, 2007). Non-

indigenous population that has been affected by mining such as in the 

case of Minera San Javier in San Luis Potosi has also questioned the 

impact of mining. As the Mining Law does not prescribe any right for 

local communities, several indigenous pueblos have protested against 

mining companies by taking over mining centers, and pressing the 

companies for negotiation. In some recent cases the communities have 

struggled for shares of the profits of mining companies in others have 

opted for leasing ejido and communal lands to mining companies. This is 

especially significant for these communities that often do not have 

economic other alternatives than mining (Ocampo A., 2008). The 

exclusion of indigenous pueblos’ rights over subsoil resources is directly 

linked to the supremacy of the nation state as the owner of mineral 

resources. The state has the right to grant mineral resources to entities 
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that comply with federal regulations. Under neoliberal polices, however, 

the federal government has encouraged multinational corporations to 

exploit of gold and silver overlooking environmental laws and indigenous 

people rights. For example, 169 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 

Convention of International Labor Organization recommends 

consultation with indigenous people when exploitation of resources puts 

the survival of indigenous communities at risk. Although the Mexican 

Congress has signed the Agreement, it is not part of Mexican legal 

system and is not applicable in the case of mining. This legal gap in 

Mexican Laws favors the conditions for expansion of global capitalism in 

the form of labor exploitation and depletion of environment.  

As a result of economic rules imposed by the World Bank and 

International Monetary Fund, the federal government implemented 

several rules regarding mining as part of deregulation of Mexican 

economy initiated by 1982. For more than 20 years, the government had 

restricted foreign investment in mining thereby supporting domestic 

capital to take financial control of key mining areas. For example, in 

1988, the government initiated an intensive granting of mining 

concessions to domestic companies. In a period of eight years, the state 

granted around 6.6 millions of hectares (98% of federal reserves) to 

domestic enterprises. In addition, the government eliminated taxes over 
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export of mineral resources and reduced taxes over import of machinery 

and equipment for companies. A significant change in mining production 

became that of transferring state’s enterprises to corporations. The 

government sold important private-state sponsored mining enterprises 

(empresas paraestatales) such as Compania Refractarios Mexicanos in 

1988; Mexicana de Cobre in 1989; and Minera de Cananea in 1990. Once 

the government sold around 1.8 millions of hectares of mineral 

concessions, the congress amended the Mining Law in 1990 to allow 

foreign investment in exploration and exploitation (Delgado & Del Pozo, 

2002). Moreover, the legal reforms to Article 27 of the Political 

Constitution of 1992 opened the possibilities for mining corporations to 

purchase ejido lands -non-indigenous communal lands to secure private 

investment in mining areas. Again, in 1992, the Congress reformed the 

Mining Law that took effect in 1993.  The reform annulled taxes over 

mining exploitation thereby significantly diminishing the fiscal duty of 

corporations. The law also introduced a key modification of the 

nationalist oriented mining of the last 30 years. It permitted foreign 

investment with no restrictions for corporations other than to establish 

their residence in Mexico. Foreign companies now may own up to one 

hundred percent of mining assets. These modifications took effect under 

the Law of Foreign Investment of 1996. A significant change of the 
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mining of law of 1993 became that of widening the term of concessions 

from to 25 to 50 years than can be extended for a similar span.  

As a result, several Canadian and American companies have 

acquired properties across the state of Oaxaca. For example, Continuum 

Resources purchased the Natividad Company and other ten properties 

located in the Mixteca region, Valley of Oaxaca, Southern Sierra and the 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Minera Cuzcatlan, owned 24% by Continuum 

Resources and 76% by Fortuna Silver Mines, holds title to 20 claims for 

a total of 15 813.5 hectares in the Valley of Ocotlan, Oaxaca. Minera 

Cuzcatlan has invested around 10.3 million dollars in exploration and 

development of mining. Not only are foreign multinational allowed to 

have full control over underground resources, but they also have the 

support of government for not complying with federal regulations 

regarding environmental impacts of exploration and exploitation. They 

have also the power to appropriate indigenous lands by promising 

employment and co-opting key individuals in these communities. 

Continuum resources, for example, hired as its legal representative and 

administrator an individual from Capulalpam who is also a comunero. 

This strategy has allowed the Company to have access to sensitive 

community information.  
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Surface rights, however, open a political and legal strategy for 

indigenous pueblos whether they refuse or accept mining exploitation. 

The corporations can lease or purchase ejido lands as agrarian law 

permits these procedures. Yet communal surface rights have also 

become a matter of political defense in the case of Capulalpam. Agrarian 

law prescribes indigenous communal land holding inalienability, which 

has allowed Capulalpam to temporally stop Minera Natividad’s open pit 

mining plans in sensitive areas of Capulalpam territory. It is up to the 

community whether they refuse or accept to provide consent for Minera 

Natividad to get access to surface rights and eventually exploitation.   

Indigenous communities are trapped in a legal system that 

recognizes collective rights and autonomy for indigenous pueblos, if and 

when these rights do not contradict state law. Regarding control over 

underground resources, however, the communities do not have any right 

to intervene in the allocation of concessions and mining.  

The sierra pueblos have had a long history of disputes over natural 

resources. Forests, for example, became a matter of dispute after the 

1950’s when as part of the Plan for Regional Development for the High 

Papaloapam Basin, a federal Program for development, corporations 

exploited the sierra’s forests. Francisco remembers that a political faction 
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in his community formed and that took advantage of forest exploitation. 

Truck owners and merchants, he said, took advantage of logging. After 

30 years of logging, the sierra communities decided to challenge the 

federal government and the corporations and bring an end to the 

exploitation of the forests. After this movement, the community of 

Capulalpam started a communal program of forests management.  

 

Figure 3. Communal land holding is a significant source of historical memory and 
collective representation for the pueblos of the Río Grande 
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Water and identity in Capulalpam 

Access to water also has been also a matter of contention. In the 

Sierra, the once relatively autonomous control over natural resources 

has increasingly become the realm of law. As part of neoliberal changes 

to law, for example, Capulalpam has to apply for water concessions from 

the state. In the past, the community had had free access to its own 

aquifers, but now under current regulations the community must obtain 

a concession for water supply. In fact, the community must compete for 

water concessions with the Natividad Company. Access to water is not 

just a matter of legal regulation; water is an important part of local 

identity. During fieldwork I noticed that the importance of water goes 

beyond the daily consumption of it. Capulalpam is surrounded by two 

rivers: the Capulapam’s River to the south, and, Los Molinos River to the 

West. The Natividad Mine is one mile East the village of Capulalpam. The 

mine dumps its waste in the Capulapam River. It runs downward to the 

South serving as a border between communal territories of Capulalpam, 

Lachatao, and San Juan Chicomezuchitl. People do not use that water 

because they are aware that it is contaminated. The Natividad mine has 

a water concession to use the Capulalpam’s waters for mining operation. 

Elders, authorities of the community, and I went for several walks to that 

area of the community. During one of these walks, former miners 
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recounted stories about their jobs in the mine. They proudly remembered 

their everyday jobs as workers, but they also were disappointed that the 

company has not respected the environment. Tons of wastes are spread 

out along the River in places where people used to farm.  

 

Figure 4. Minera Natividad dumped tons of tailings along Capulalpam's River. 
Photo by Salvador Aquino. 

People have to get clean water on the other side of the territory. Los 

Molinos River provides drinking water for the community of Capulalpam. 

The Company’s plans for exploitation, however, include the area of the 
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tributary system of streams that feed Los Molinos River. The elderly men 

and women remember that, in the past, in epochs of intense drought 

they used to go to a place in the forests to pray for water. They used a 

small wooden bull staying in an extremely humid place in the northern 

area of Capulalpam’s territory where they went to bring water. Other 

neighboring villages, according to the elders, also used the small bull in 

their prayers for water. During the Holy Week, Catholics processions 

would visit several nearby small streams for blessing water. 

 

Figure 5. Former workers shows clean water in Capulalpam's River before it goes 
through the Socavon, the main entrance to the Natividad mine. Photo Salvador 
Aquino. 
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Mining and senses of rupture with the past 

Raymond Williams (1980) has proposed that dominant, residual 

and emergent cultures constitute our understandings of ourselves. In the 

case of mining in Capulalpam, dominant culture becomes the power that 

structures the actions of the local population in terms of control over 

local resources. Law for example allows executives and personnel of the 

mining company to carry out explorations and exploitation ignoring 

environmental laws and overlooking indigenous rights. One has to 

consider that local population claims to rights over gold and silver. Law 

provides the foundations for corporations to exploit underground 

resources and labor and restricts Indians’ rights to resources such as 

water, gold and silver. Residual culture becomes the actions of the past 

that structures the identity of comuneros and comuneras . Ownership of 

land granted by the colonial and modern state provides Capulalpam a 

significant sense of political power in terms of possession of communal 

lands. This sense of ownership is articulated both to experiences of 

exploitation and memories of contribution with wealth to the larger 

society. An emergent culture becomes that of opposition to exploitation of 

resources. Former workers see extraction of gold and silver, and 

pollution of water and communal lands not only as a major threat to the 

community survival but as a dislocation of their sense of power and 
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contribution to the larger society. After all, dignity of Indians has to do 

with economic and social capital which increases if Indians own and 

make decisions on major deposits of gold and silver.   

What surprised me when I started fieldwork in the Sierra was the 

fact that a new generation of Zapotecos disagreed with the federal 

government’s decision to grant mining concessions to corporations 

without their consent. In a sense, the people I interviewed felt betrayed 

by both the mine owners and the government. They explained that mine 

executives had no made contact with Capulalpam’s agrarian authorities 

or with its communal assembly, which is the maximum authority in the 

community. In chapter 4, I have shown the significance of the communal 

assembly as a space of political representation. As for the federal 

government, the community officials told me that it had ignored the laws 

protecting indigenous rights and the environment. Although mining has 

been a significant part of a sense of community in Capulalpam, a critical 

rupture emerged when comuneros learned that the natividad company 

was planning new explorations and had designed plans for exploitation 

without the community consent. Members of the community articulated 

historical memories of exploitation to indigenous rights. The community 

put into actions key elements of local culture such as petitions to the 

government, mobilizing local spaces for decision making such as the 
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communal assembly, and used their social experience regarding control 

over natural resources.  

In the past, the sierra pueblos and workers had a positive view of 

mining since it provided jobs and income for their families10

                                       

10 The claiming that emerged in 2004 disturbed officials of Oaxaca government. 
A high official of Oaxaca government asked me why the community was claiming the 
closure of the mine if the community has depended on mining for employment for 
several decades. The official told me that he was sure that someone else was behind the 
movement of the comuneros of Capulalpam. “I am sure that any politician is triggering 
and misinformed the communeros so that they are asking for something that is 
impossible, the closure of the mine. We need to create jobs instead of closure sources of 
jobs”. I replied that the comuneros were claiming the closure of the mine because the 
company had planned to carry out high scale exploitation of silver and gold in a 
sensitive area of the community. Part of discrimination in Mexico is to deny agency to 
indigenous population particularly in Oaxaca. The official asked himself why the 
comuneros were claiming the closure of the mine if they had been pacific people and 
why a community such as Capulalpam that had been an allied of the Government in 
the region.    

 

. Memories 

about mining are still a significant part of local identities. For example, in 

everyday conversations people spend time in talking about their work in 

the mines. Many former mine workers consider themselves to be the true 

owners of the Natividad mine because they made it, and because the 

mine is located within communal territories. This idea of mining differs 

from the new perspective of the Natividad Company as a global business. 

The company plans for high scale exploitation, and plans to replace the 

mine’s old infrastructure. It also plans to carry out open pit mining in 

areas of sensitive biological diversity that impact Capulalpam’s sources 
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of water. As Dario, the treasury of the Communal Lands Committee puts 

it: we do not know where gold and silver is going to end up. The owners of 

the mine are going to bring technology and machinery and are going to 

destroy our patrimony. The Natividad Company has taken out lots of gold 

and silver, but we do not where they took it. When the members of the 

Communal Lands Committee reviewed the amount of gold and silver that 

the Natividad Company has extracted, they asked where this wealth is 

gone aware that mining has destroyed lives and local resources.  

In contrast to the past when comuneros considered mining as a 

positive venture, currently mining is seen as threat to the survival of the 

community. In the nineteenth century, local leaders, Oaxacan elites as 

well as workers shaped powerful ideologies of progress around mining. 

Workers and the pueblos perceived mining as an important step toward 

progress and development (McNamara, 2007; Perez, 1997). Similarly, 

during the twentieth century, state functionaries as well as worker 

unions shaped and reinforced a positive sense of nationalism associated 

to jobs in the mines. For example, executives of the mines had a strong 

relation with key local leaders and indigenous authorities. The Natividad 

Company, for example, provided some support for Capulalpam through 

the formation of a cooperative where workers could buy food. Indigenous 

workers also shaped a strong sense of class as they formed various 
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unions through which they negotiated wages and better working 

conditions with the company (Singuenza, 1996)11

Contested collectivity in the sierra Zapoteca 

. 

As mining exploitation declined, however, a new generation of 

Zapotecs has challenged the state and the mining company. Based on a 

discourse of abandonment on the part of the state, of indigenous rights, 

and of collectivity, indigenous Zapotecs have advanced a claim of full 

ownership over underground resources and new forms of relations to the 

nation state.  

 

Collectivity has been used by the state and the Natividad Company 

as a significant technology of power to control labor exploitation in the 

area of the pueblos of the Rio Grande. In previous chapters I showed how 

                                       

11 Alliances between indigenous authorities, government functionaries, 
executives of the Natividad Company and leaders of Unions allowed the construction of 
a sense that through mining the community f contribution to the nation through 
mining. This background has become a significant political tool in Capulalpam’s 
challenge to the purchase of the Natividad mine by Continuum Resources, a Canadian 
Company. Comuneros say that if gold and silver are going to be shipped outside Mexico 
they are not contributing to the nation. They say that they are going to be used as 
workers and that their resources are going to be exhausted.   
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the state encouraged the grouping of the pueblos into agrarian and 

municipal jurisdictions to advance its control over the communities. Yet, 

the pueblos have also contested this technology of control.  

 Jurisdiction has become extremely important for the pueblos, 

especially in time when water, forests, gold, silver and the landscape are 

entering the market. The sierra pueblos have not withheld these 

resources from the market but they have claimed control over who and 

how profits are obtained from those resources. Capulalpam, for example, 

recently started a communal water bottling enterprise as well as an 

ecotourism venture. In the context of economic restructuring, the state 

has encouraged communal projects such as ecotourism and other forest 

enterprises for jobs, while taking advantage of community ties for these 

initiatives. The pueblos have undertaken these initiatives because they 

help it exert some degree of control over such resources.  

As the Mexican state has incorporated indigenous rights in its 

Constitution as part of an officially recognized multicultural polity, this 

inclusion has not only reinforced the notion collectiveness among the 

sierra pueblos but it has also encouraged new forms of exploitation of 

their resources. Whereas it denied autonomy to indigenous pueblos, the 

state shaped new legislation recognizing community uses and customs 
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usos y costumbres as long as these local traditions do not contradict the 

national laws. As for ownership over underground resources the state 

reserves the right to grant mining concessions to individuals and 

corporations, denying indigenous pueblos the right to share control over 

those resources. The state has opted for a new version of the old 

indigenismo by encouraging community projects that create jobs in 

indigenous communities, while placing in the hands of corporations key 

resources such as water and minerals. For instance, from 2003 to 2005, 

the federal government granted more than 50 thousands of hectares for 

long term mining concessions to foreign companies and Mexican 

corporations in the area of the Pueblos of the Rio Grande.  
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Figure 6. The area of the pueblos of the Rio Grande where Continuum Resources 
Ltd has been granted more than 50 thousand hectares of mineral 
concessions. Photo by Salvador Aquino. 

The Serrano, however, have come up with new forms of political 

struggle. Gold, silver, water, land and labor has gone through 

redefinition of community discourse to become a matter of contention 

over the state, multinational firms’ claims to control these resources.  
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The roles of the elders in the local struggle for resources 

In mid 2004, the elders of Capulalpam began to confirm what they 

had witnessed for several years: at least thirteen aquifers located across 

the communal territory had disappeared gradually over the course of the 

last 40 years. They observed that in various places across the communal 

territory of Capulalpam several sources of water had dried up.  

 

Figure 7. In the landscape, former miners have attached memories that permit 
them to assess the impact that mining has on the aquifers. Photo by Salvador 
Aquino. 
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The elders own a detailed knowledge of their communal territories 

as they have cultivated, hunted and walked their territories over time. As 

former mining workers who know the location of tunnels of the Natividad 

mine, they observed that the disappearance of aquifers was due to 

underground mining in these areas. This assessment would be used to 

challenge broader politics of labor and resources exploitation in the 

sierra Zapoteca. 

 When I started my fieldwork in mid 2004, I joined a group of elders 

and indigenous authorities of Capulalpam. They had just started an 

assessment of the impact of mining on the communal lands of 

Capulalpam.  
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Figure 8. Former miners, the elders from Capulalpam, and the anthropologist 
Salvador Aquino, near Capulalpam's River. Photo by Francisco García. 

What surprised me was that these elders, former mining workers, 

opposed Minera Natividad, the company they had worked for several 

years, carrying out explorations on Capulalpam’s communal territories. 

The community had decided to carry out an assessment of mining 

impact on the communal territories because the federal government as 

well as Minera Natividad had not addressed Capulalpam´s concerns 

regarding water depletion and pollution of its lands and rivers. As 
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language, law and politics of community discourse acquired significance, 

the elders, authorities and comuneros and comuneras strategy became 

to ask the federal government and the Natividad Company to take 

responsibility for depletion and damage to community resources.  

For most of the twentieth century, generations of indigenous 

workers worked for the mine but, in the early 1980´s mining activity 

started to decline. The mining company stopped conducting new 

explorations and investing in the mine. In addition, the company helped 

dismantle the local workers’ unions and stopped hiring miners. By this 

time, most communities of the Sierra had started communal 

management of forests so that potential labor force for the mine started 

to work for communal enterprises. Mining, however, entered a new 

context when the people of Capulalpam connected community history 

and mining with discourses of rights to global processes of labor 

exploitation.  

 

Contesting labor exploitation 

Former mining workers, a group of Capulalpam elders, sparked a 

strong community reaction when they learned that the dying Minera 

Natividad had started a new mining program. The elders learned that the 



164 

 

Company carried out drillings in the area of Capulalpam and that Minera 

Natividad had plans for high scale mining exploitation. The elders in 

Capulalpam retain a counseling role once they have carried out their 

community cargo. They mobilized their status as caracterizados, as well 

as the community spaces of political representation such as the 

communal assembly, to express their concerns about mining. The elders 

strategically took advantage of the political, collective power of the 

assembly because it is the maximum authority of the community 

according to agrarian law and a significant level of authority in the 

community. No political decision involving community interests advances 

without being discussed by the communal assembly so the elders 

brought their concerns about mining to the communal assembly for 

discussion.  The elders presented their concerns requesting the 

comuneros’ awareness about the risks of mining. Several comuneros 

expressed that it was going to be hard to persuade the federal authorities 

about pollution and depletion of resources because the government is an 

ally of the companies. The elders advanced the idea that it was in risk 

the survival of the community and of the future generations. They said 

that since Minera Natividad is a powerful company, it was going to be 

necessary the participation and decision of the whole community. In 

various assemblies, the comuneros discussed the issues and eventually 
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came up with a decision of requesting the intervention of federal 

authorities to review the legal, environmental and social consequences of 

mining. As a political strategy, the assembly resolved to involve the 

federal congress especially the Commission for Indigenous Affairs and 

the Commission for Environmental Affairs of the Congress. In sum, 

authorities used their capacity of personalidad juridica propia 

(community legal capacity) as an agrarian community to advance its 

petition for assessment of mining as part of collective rights thereby 

avoiding an individualization of a potential conflict with Minera 

Natividad. In response, the assembly elected a group of elders who along 

with the community officers would carry out an assessment of the impact 

of mining.  
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Figure 9. Meeting of the Committee for Communal Lands of Capulalpam in a place 
into the forest. Photo Salvador Aquino. 

The group of elders elected included people who had been mine 

workers and community authorities and had a detailed knowledge of 

communal territories. A significant criterion for their election has to do 

with how indigenous communities construct historical memory and 

politics. The elders in the Sierra continue to play an important role even 

after they have finished all their cargos. They elders have specialized 

knowledge about community issues because of their long involvement in 
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local politics and service in communal offices.  It is significant that 

former mine workers were chosen because of their experiencia with 

mining as well as their experiencia in community matters. The 

caracterizados are the group of elders who have carried out community 

offices as part of the cargo system throughout their adult life. The role of 

the caracterizados, a group of around 56 individuals in the community of 

Capulalpam, is extremely significant because they are aware of the 

community’s history. Once the elders end their cargo services, they 

retain a counseling role in the community affairs.  

Memories of the elders are important in current contestation of 

globalization. Their memories are not from ancient times but from 

modernity, from indigenous modernity. Reynaldo, for example, is 77 

years old. He is a widower and has 6 sons 15 grandchildren and 7 great 

grand children. When he was teenager he moved to the city of Oaxaca for 

middle and high school where he became an elementary school teacher. 

He is a musician and director of the brass band of Capulalpam. “When I 

was kid-he says- my parents and teachers taught us practical things. No 

enseñaban cosas practicas la letra entra con sangre y tienen que aprender 

lo que yo no aprendí, nos decian. Que no fueran analfabetas.” “Our 

parents used to tell us you have to learn what we did not. They did not 
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want me to be an illiterate person. They did not teach us Zapotec 

language”. In 1949 Reynaldo became a music teacher.  

“In 1951, I wanted to be citizen of the pueblo and returned to 

Capulalpam. I gave my first community office in Capulalpam as 

Secretary of the municipality. Because I was able to write and read the 

assembly of the pueblo named me Secretary”. He got married in 1952 

and then he was elected Sindico, representative of State Law 

Enforcement in the community and responsible of administration of 

communal labor. Later in 1970’s he was elected Municipal President. In 

the late 1970’s the communal assembly elected him President of the 

Communal Lands Committee. When he was President he joined the 

Sierra pueblos’ movement that refused exploitation of forest by private 

companies.  

Reynaldo says that in the 1930’s elementary school teachers were 

like guiders to follow and who had creation capacity toward the future. 

“When the socialist school arrived in Capulalpam we used to dress of 

black and red. We used to sing la Marsellesa. Teachers attacked the 

mochismo, a backward catholic, raw, with no culture. Socialism meant 

the change of character of society. Cardenas took the first thermoelectric 

plant to the sierra and a Schoolhouse for the Serrano Indians. The 



169 

 

politicians used to say: arriba victimas hambrientas. Stand up hunger 

victims. There it appears the motivations inquietudes of a new generation 

seeking the new currents of change. The cultural missions arrived; the 

mochismo was a synonym of illiteracy. Who brought those ideas were the 

young teachers to the pueblos. The protestant churches appeared in 

Capulalpam. Many people of this pueblo became Adventists. The 

suppression of profane fiestas arrived in Capulalpam. Teachers 

prohibited the play of bells of the Catholic Church. We shut down the 

Iglesia of Capulalpam from 1935 to 1937. We suspended the celebration 

of San Mateo patron saint feasts.” Reynaldo became a mason along with 

other people of Capulalpam in the 1960’s. Reynaldo says: “That helped 

us a lot because we made contacts with many politicians.” 

Both elders and officers of the community carry out an important 

role in the negotiation of political positions in the community. They are 

key agents in the reconstruction of historical knowledge in Capulalpam. 

As suggested by anthropologists and historians, circulation of political 

power in local communities is a significant part of ethnic militancy for 

indigenous pueblos across Latin America (Rappaport, 1994, 2005; 

Warren & Jackson, 2002). These studies indicate that over time and as 

result of an intense relationship with the wider society, indigenous 

people have developed their own organic intellectuals. In the sierra, these 
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are usually elders who have done their service in community cargos. 

Significantly, in the case of Capulalpam, former miners have moved 

beyond their class ideologies to assert an indigenous identity in order to 

claim control over the means of production including underground 

resources. Indigenous identities are not enrooted in indigenous traditions 

per se but in struggles to construct not an autonomous, isolated 

community but a community integrated into modernity, on its own terms 

with its own political agenda. 

 

Reconstructing historical knowledge 

The elders’ reaction to mining shows that they incorporated into 

their own categories and understandings the politics of modernity of the 

20th century. They have constructed a discourse of rejection of 

globalization out of diverse lived experiences instead of indigenous 

traditions. For example, the elders recognize that Minera Natividad 

provided wages for workers, but it did not provide benefit to the 

community. “Mining provided no benefit for the community. The mining 

company worked in our territory but we never got beneficios. We worked 

for the company and depended on it for livelihood for many years. But we 

got paid little and the company did not provide any benefit for our 
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community”. “La minería no dio ningún beneficio a la comunidad. La 

compañía trabajo en nuestro territorio y jamás recibimos beneficios. La 

gente del pueblo trabajo en la mina y dependimos de ese trabajo muchos 

años. Nos pagaban poco pero la mina no nos beneficio como comunidad”.  

This idea of community benefits represents a major aspiration for 

the community of Capulalpam today.  

 

Figure 10. The elders have played a role as intermediaries of the past and present 
across generations in Capulalpam. 
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The elders say that if the mining company took gold and silver 

elsewhere in the past then how can the community obtain any benefit 

other than wages in the present when law does not protect community’s 

rights. Usually, the elders put forward the example of communal 

enterprises as an illustration of community benefits. These enterprises 

allow the local authorities distribute profits in the form of services to the 

community which is significant in a time when the state has reduced its 

budget for pueblos. This view opens alternatives for other communities 

both in the Sierra and across the state of Oaxaca where mining 

companies have properties. The elders of Capulalpam, however, consider 

the location of mining exploitation to be a highly risky enterprise because 

major deposits of gold and silver are beneath Capulalpam’s main 

aquifers.  

The elders’ stance is mediated by their experience both as mine 

workers and as members of the community. While they worked for the 

Natividad Company they also worked and shaped a strong sense of 

community. The elders have provided community offices and have 

participated in community politics especially in decision-making in the 

communal assembly. Communal land holdings are also significant in 

this community membership. The elders distinguish between wages and 

benefit for the community. Benefits have to do with sharing the wealth 
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workers produce d by the workers as they assume they are the owners of 

the communal territories, including its gold and silver. They are aware 

that the Natividad Company established in the sierra in the late 

nineteenth century but they know that Capulalpam was founded well 

before the colonial period. Primacy over land possession as well as their 

experience as workers shape these former miners’ sense of ownership 

over mineral resources.  

Social reproduction of workers necessarily implied a contribution 

of the local webs of kin. Former miners say it was their families as well 

as their community ties that helped them to survive despite the low 

wages paid by the company.  They are also aware that the Company used 

resources of the community such as water and forests with no payment 

for them. This social memory is recorded in the landscape in the form of 

depletion of resources.  

The landscape works as a site where former miners have attached 

memories which they use to reconstruct and assess how the environment 

has changed.  
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Figure 11. Small former workers' plots are scattered across the communal territory of Capulalpam. 
These pieces of cultivable land work as sources of memory of landholding across generations and as 
spaces to assess environmental change. Photo: Salvador Aquino. 

For example, during several walks we made over the communal 

territory to assess the impact of mining, elders would talk about who 

farmed a particular piece of land or places where their ancestors used to 

dwell. To this historical consciousness, workers have added their class 

position, and indigenous rights to challenge the mine’s exploitation of 

minerals. For example, Alvaro, a man in his early seventies and sick of 

silicosis because of his 16 years as miner says: “Los minerales deben 



175 

 

quedarse alli en donde estan. A nosotros no nos interesa el oro nos 

interesa nuestra agua y la sobreviviencia de nuestros hijos”. . “Minerals 

should remain down there, where they are. We are not ourselves 

interested in gold; we are interested in our water and in the survival of our 

children”. 

 Over time, mine workers not only developed a strong sense of 

identity associated with mining, but thus also shaped their awareness 

that mining was taking place in communal territories where they have 

dwelled since pre-colonial times. Because these relationships have 

endured for generations, the serranos of Capulalpam see underground 

resources as a community patrimony, patrimonio de la comunidad. 

In the context of an increasing commoditization of communal 

lands, forests and water the elders have used the landscape as a mirror 

through which the past may be linked to the present. In assessing the 

impact of mining, elders did not focus on writing a history of mining as a 

series of events that occurred in the past but rather they focused on 

recounting and interacting with the landscape as way of showing how 

this history is concretely manifested. By providing oral accounts of 

consequences of mining on the landscape, the elders brought the past 
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into the present, and have demonstrated these impacts both to other 

members of the community and the larger society.  

 

 

Figure 12. 10 Former workers show how the flow of surface water has diminished 
as a result of mining. Photo by Salvador Aquino. 
 

Elders construct agency based on their social experience of mining 

and keep a community discourse going that encompasses an 

oppositional view to exploitation of community labor and resources by 
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the mines. Indigenous knowledge is full of experiences shaped out of 

their relationship to the wider society. For example, over the course of 

the elders’ assessment of mining, the elders skillfully surveyed the forest 

and designed and used maps to locate places that have been affected by 

mining. They used their knowledge as former miners to map real 

landscape and the tunnels of the mine under it. In one of the several 

walks that the elders took across the communal territories, they skillfully 

identified places, rivers, waterfalls, plants, animals, and paths. In 

Tadinna, a hill on a side of the mountain, I recorded this piece of 

narrative:  

 Here is the little stream, 

here is where the fault runs, 

right now we are here, 

thus the vein runs, this way 

there are two grades from here to here 

from where there is that trunk there cross the fault 

and passes then into the lands of Aniceto 

and continues as far as the lands of Compadre Felipe 

isn’t that right Felipe? 

there had been water but it is already drying up 

here we are at the cañon norte of the mine 

we are at an elevation of 2400 meters above sea level, 

a Canadian company has come in here 

that is why this situation is alarming for us. 
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“Aquí esta el arroyito,  

aquí viene la falla,  

ahorita estamos aquí, 

 así viene la veta, así.  

Hay dos grados de aquí acá. 

 Por donde esta ese tronco allí pasa la falla  

y pasa luego por el terreno de Aniceto  

y sigue hasta el terreno del compa Felipe.  

 Verdad tu Felipe? 

 allí había agua pero ahora ya se esta secando.  

Aquí estamos en la punta del cañón norte de la mina,  

aquí tenemos una elevación de 2400 metros sobre el nivel del mar, 

 una compañía canadiense esta metida acá. 

 Por eso es que esta situación es alarmante para nosotros”.  

 

Several farming plots surround Tadinna, a place where Pedro, 

Felipe, their parents and grandparents used to farm wheat and corn. 

Pedro and Felipe held a map that Pedro made as part of community 

assessment of the impact of mining exploitation. Both Pedro and Felipe 

were mine workers. They managed to work as miners while farming their 

plots. Pedro worked in the Natividad mine for fourteen years, while 

Felipe used to carry wood to the mine with oxen for 21 years. They were 

both members of mining labor union, the Seccion 138 de Mineros 

Metalurgicos de la Republica Mexicana that miners from the community 

of Capulalpam joined in the 1940’s. Pedro is now 72 years old, while 
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Felipe is 78 years old. Both Pedro and Felipe are members of the 

Caracterizados group of Capulalpam.  

 Both Pedro and Felipe are part of the generation who through 

most of the 20th Century faced the challenges of the politics of 

assimilation, mestizaje and indigenismo in Northern Oaxaca. Pedro is a 

fluent Spanish speaker, while Felipe is able to speak both Spanish and 

Zapotec. In the community, Felipe is well known for his fluency in 

Zapotec, and for his detailed knowledge of the communal territory of 

Capulalpam. Felipe, however, does not use Zapotec in daily life. Most 

people of his generation shifted from speaking Zapotec to Spanish as a 

strategy for survival, both to find work and encouraged by state policies 

of assimilation and indigenismo. In Spanish, the elders have constructed 

a particular view of their social experience contesting the presumably 

assimilation produced by indigenismo and mestizaje.  

The idea that the imposition of a national language produces 

homogenization is wide spread in anthropology and linguistics. Ideologies 

of comradeship and simultaneity in the formation of nationalism, for 

instance, are supposed to be achieved by the spread of a common 

language (Anderson, 1991a). Alternative ways of experiencing identity, 

however, are possible.  Instead of privileging the structural characteristic 
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of language, Bakthin proposes, to study how subjects use language and 

how people produce meaning through language. According to him, the 

speaking subject uses different languages in the course of his/her daily 

life, socio-ideological languages that he calls heteroglossia, diverse forms 

of speech and forms of language.  

Bakthin (1981) proposes that in any piece of discourse there are 

two forces pushing in the opposite direction, the centripetal and the 

centrifugal ones. The centripetal forces push speakers toward linguistic 

unification. The speaking subject seeks to push the elements of language 

into a unique form of utterance, into a standardized form of speaking. 

Imposition of a national language, as an official language with its rules of 

speaking, is an example of the work of centripetal forces. Polities and 

state, with diverse languages that have tried to impose a unique 

language such as Spanish in Mexico or English in the United States are 

instances of how centripetal forces work. Yet centrifugal forces work in 

the opposite direction, and toward language diversification. Heteroglossia 

seeks to move language toward differentiation, toward diverse ways of 

speaking. Yet heteroglossia is not in itself a property of language. The 

speaking subject elaborates and creates heteroglossia through his/her 

historical experience. "The authentic environment of an utterance, the 

environment in which it lives and takes shape, is dialogized 
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heteroglossia, anonymous and social as language, but simultaneously 

concrete, filled with specific content and accented as an individual 

utterance” (Bakhtin & Holquist, 1981:272). The Serrano of Capulalpam 

have used Spanish and a variety of language resources to retrieve their 

social experience of exploitation and to create alternative views of 

morality and community.  

 

Contested maps and geographies 

During their assessment of impact of mining, the elders used their 

historical knowledge and expertise to show how the mining company has 

occupied illegally their lands. They have used not only pre-colonial 

memories but critically used colonial documentation, accepted by 

Mexican law as the means for indigenous people to demonstrate land 

possession. Company executives have claimed that the company is the 

owner of the land its facilities occupied.  

The elders and the authorities of Capulalpam, however, have 

advanced both their colonial documentation (primordial titles) and 

Mexican state documentation (Resolucion Presidencial) to show the 

historical possession of communal lands, and have designed maps to 

present information that several generations have created over time. 
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Figure 11 shows the jurisdiction of the Indian republic of Capulalpam 

granted by colonial authorities in 1599. Elders used this map to claim 

their continuity from pre-colonial time, which is a significant source of 

legitimacy and collective identity. This is not to say that Zapotecs keep 

an original culture but that they have used elements of the dominant 
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culture such as maps and colonial symbols to construct identity. 

 

Figure 13. Late 16th century map of Capulalpam showing the boundaries of 
communal landholding. Local authorities have used it to assert possesion of 
territories occupied by Minera Natividad. 
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 Most elements of local culture are based on symbols introduced by 

the dominant society. For example, elders use symbols of colonial maps 

and its boundaries to claim continuity and primacy over communal 

territories. Colonial titles and symbols have become critical as agrarian 

courts have requested these titles as legal proofs of land possession. For 

the community of Capulalpam, colonial titles and maps have become 

significant symbolic sources for claiming indigenous identity and 

primacy of claims over communal territories. Regarding ownership of 

underground resources, elders from Capulalpam have added to colonial 

maps their own social experience of having worked across generations as 

farmers on communal territories and of having worked as mine workers. 

During fieldwork I heard several stories about people who died into the 

mines, of people who died as a result of their work, and of people who 

survived the hard work of mining.  

 Figure 12, a map drawn by Secretary of Agrarian Reform officials, 

shows the communal territory of Capulalpam as an empty polygon. It is 
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part of Capulalpam’s Resolucion Presidencial 12. 

 

Figure 14. Polygon of communal lands of Capulalpam. 

                                       
12 The Resolucion Presidencial is the deed granted by the state by which it recognizes 

communal land possession of indigenous communities.  
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Multidimensional memories, however, are a significant part of 

contemporary identities in the Sierra. If state maps have depicted a fixed 

notion of territory, elders have made them dynamic by filling them with 

their own histories. The elders go back and forth from precolonial, 

colonial, to the present time in making their land possession claims and 

showing changes to the environment. When using maps the elders 

provide names, places, and meanings that are significant for local 

identities. In constructing social memory, they interact with maps, the 

landscape, and oral memories in Zapotec and Spanish languages. While 

walking through communal territories affected by mining they made the 

following description of the disappeared aquifers:  

1. Chenda. Manantial que antes estaba en el terreno de sembradura 

de la finada Rosenda Gijon. Aquifer that in the bygone days was 

located on the cultivating lands of the late Rosenda Gijon.  

2. Leeneruu. Ojo de agua antes ubicado en terreno communal, un 

lugar donado por la comunidad a la Santa Cruz. A spring in the 

past located on communal land, a place donated by the community 

to the Santa Cruz brotherhood. 

3. Bia Rodina. Pozo de agua donde hubo capizallo en terrenos de 

labranza del finado Pedro Garcia. A well where there was Capizallo 

located on cultivating lands of the late Pedro Garcia. 
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4. Latzi Galera. Terreno donde estuvo una galera junto al pozo de agua 

en area de cultivo del maguey para extraer aguamiel para preparar 

pulque para tepache por el finado Eustaquio Perez. Land where 

there was a galera next to a well in a zone where the late Eustaquio 

Perez cultivated agave for agua miel to make pulque for tepache.  

5. Tcho Llacia. Arrollo de Palo y Piedra. Stream of Wood and Stone.  

6. Arrollo de Thadina. Lugar donde habia popote o capizallo que se 

usaba como petate o cubierta. A place where there was capizallo 

that people used to weave petate and used to as sleeping mats or 

protection from rain.  

7. Rhaguaga. “Comer junto al agua”. Manantial que estaba ubicado en 

terreno de sembradura del finado Juan Sanchez. Eating next to 

water. Spring that was located on the farming lands of the late 

Juan Sanchez.  

8. Pocito de Agua Fria. Ubicado junto al camino que lleva a los pueblos 

del Rincon. Small Well of Cold Water. Located next to the road that 

goes to the pueblos of the Rincon.  

9. Letda. Lugar en donde nacia mucha agua en terreno de cultivo a 

cargo del finado Eustaquio Perez. Place where there was spring with 

water on the farm lands worked by the late Eustaquio Perez.  
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10. Latchichia- Ojo de agua en terreno de sembradura. A spring 

on lands for farming.  

11. Los Sabinos grande y chico. Manantiales importantes para el 

pueblo y que estan en grave peligro de desaparicion. Important 

aquifers for the pueblo in extremely danger of extinction.  

12. Latzi que ta Rulali. Manantial que desaparecio en terreno de 

sembradura del finado Candelario Luna. Aquifer that disappeared 

on the farm lands of the late Candelario Luna. 

13. Pio Quinto. Pozo de agua ubicado en terrenos de sembradura 

del finado que lleva su nombre Pio Quinto. Well located on the farm 

lands of the late Pio Quinto.  

Elders’ sense of personhood and community is strongly 

rooted in the landscape. In providing names and their meanings, 

the elders demonstrate their land possession against the mining 

company claims of ownership. In so doing, the elders use Zapotec 

and Spanish names to provide evidence of the changing nature of 

places and their meanings. The elders do not describe the meaning 

of places as something static, but as places that have acquired 

several meanings over time. In quoting Zapotec names, the elders 

establish a significant connection with their ancestors who 

cultivated and named those places in the past. Besides, the use of 
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the Zapotec and Spanish allows the elders to provide evidence of 

their own presence and control over their lands particularly in the 

context where state officials and the owners of the mine have 

refused to take responsibility for the disappearance of the aquifers. 

The power of naming is rooted in the elders’ social experience and 

becomes a powerful tool in the assessment of the impact of mining. 

Rymes (2001) states “Across societies, people carefully control the 

way names are used, who uses them and in what context. A proper 

name, then, is not simply a useful label, but a repository of 

accumulated meanings and practices, and beliefs, a powerful 

linguistic means of asserting identity (or defining someone else) 

and inhabiting a social world” (Rymes, 2001:160).  

In recording their knowledge, the elders came up with the following 

map showing the names of the aquifers that, according to them, have 

disappeared due to mining: 
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Figure 15. Purple dots signal the disappeared aquifers across 4500 hectares of 
Capulalpam's territory. 
  



191 

 

 This description of landscape providing details of the aquifers 

extinction provides an example of how the elders articulated linguistic 

shift, historical memory, and identity. The power of the elders depends 

not only in providing details of water depletion, but also on linking their 

personal memories of their work in the mine to their identity as 

comuneros. The elders have a detailed knowledge of the mine, 

particularly where the tunnels run beneath Capulalpam’s communal 

territories. Alvaro, a former mine worker, describes the tunnels of the 

mine as “very obscure places where only the skillful worker can survive”. 

The elders used the following map to illustrate the impact of mining 

underground.  
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Figure 16. Tunnels and shafts of the mine. Ironically, it represents a major source 
of identity as several generations of indigenous workers have built the mine, 
according to the elders. 
  



193 

 

 Oral language, maps, archival data, and elements of landscape 

interact in the configuration of elders’ social memory. These elements 

work together for the elders to form what Hill (1995) has called the moral 

geography of narratives “in which spaces associated with peasant 

communitarian values are contrasted with spaces associated with danger 

and business-for-profit” (Hill, 1995:111). Elder Reynaldo, for example, 

says:  

Many people died in the mine. The company never paid good salaries. We 

are aware that those lands belong to our community. The surface and 

underground are ours because we have lived here and because we have 

worked in the mines for many years. We dug the mines with our hands, 

and we did not receive any benefit as a community. Through time, mining 

affected our territories. We are not interested in extracting gold and silver 

we are interested in water. Our water is worth gold. 

  

 Mucha gente murió en la mina, y nunca nos pagaron bien. Pero también 

sabemos que esas tierras nos pertenecen. Nosotros con nuestras manos 

hicimos todo eso, y no recibimos ningun beneficio. Con el avance de la 

explotacion la mina fue afectando nuestro territorio. A nosotros no nos 

interesa el oro nos interesa nuestra agua. Nuestra agua vale oro.  
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In their narratives, the commoners enact the moral values of 

collective possession as oppose to the private ownership of lands and the 

profit making of the mining company. Men and women say that mining 

has left many widows in the community and that mining took advantage 

of their needs and lack of information. After a century of extraction of 

gold and silver, former miners and comuneros and comuneras have 

gained a profound understanding about mining.  

 

Figure 17. Former worker shows tailings, material left over of mining, in 
Capulalpam’s River. Photo by Salvador Aquino. 
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Mining and collectivity  

The low wages paid by the mines was possible thank to local webs 

of community ties that also supported many households. Indigenous 

mine workers identify this epoch of exploitation as time of hard work and 

as ha span when workers identified mining as a contribution to the 

nation. Workers also created a local cosmology based on patron saint 

feasts, and on a strong belief about the devil as the real of mine’s riches. 

El Catrin, the devil, is supposed to be the owner of gold and silver. 

Former mine workers respect the Catrin by proposing not to extract more 

gold and silver, believing otherwise the community would suffer 

calamities. This cosmology does not have a precolonial origin but it 

developed over the course of the colonial period. However, as in other 

mining centers in Latin America (Nash, 1993) , Zapotec created this 

ideology to reconcile their sense of community with the exploitation of 

their labor and more recently to challenge the extraction of minerals.  

In 2004, a group of young of Capulalpam painted mural portraying 

significant elements of local culture. Processes of culture and power 

represented in the mural are, however, not part of an authentic, isolated 

community, but rather are elements shaped out of wider social relations.  

It depicts land and the subsoil as a woman who has in her body the 
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pollution of the mine. It also depicts the struggles of former workers, 

both men and women, and critical elements of Patron Saint’s feast.  

 

Figure 18. This mural represents significant elements of local culture feeding the 
struggle of indigenous workers and comuneros-comuneras against mining.  
 

By 1980’s gold, silver, water, forest, communal lands and labor 

entered a multibillion dollar business (Nash, 2007) , elements of local 

culture become a significant source for oppositional politics. These 

elements are not part of local traditions but part of larger struggles 
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between the pueblos and the larger society. As mining became a 

multinational business with no respect for local cultural identity, former 

mine workers came to mining as an activity that will not provide benefits 

for the community other than low wages and difficult working conditions.  

Former miner and most members of the community of Capulalpam 

have requested the closure of the Natividad Mine in contrast to other 

mining communities where workers see mining as a heritage for their 

offspring (Ferry, 2005). Former workers, for instance, does not want their 

offspring go to work to the Natividad mine. Capulalpam’s comuneros and 

comuneras, nonetheless, face a paradox. On one hand, mining provided 

jobs, income and a significant sense of contributing to the nation. On the 

other, mining has affected the local environment and threatens the 

survival of the local population in a time when people need sources of 

employment. At least 50 heads of families work in the United States and 

send remittances to their families while the majority works for 

government institutions. As a former miner let me know: We need income 

for the young, but we need to take care of what we have. The owners of 

the company are going to take out the gold and silver and after that we are 

going to stay like that, poor.  
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Members of the community however are aware that they need to 

take care of sources of water, forests and lands. Their experience has 

showed that small scale enterprise can provide long run benefits. As 

comuneros say “water is more worth than gold”. A critical Capulalpam’s 

demand is that the Natividad Company takes responsibility for water and 

lands’ pollution, as well as aquifers’ exhaustion.  Comuneros have 

requested to the government to enforce laws.  

In the 19th century when the state granted land concessions to 

mining companies, the Serrano were willing to participate for the benefits 

progress, but once promised progress failed to materialized they felt 

sense of responsibility to assuring the permanence of the community. 

The Serrano see communal lands and underground resources as 

inalienable resources and as sources that perpetuate the life of 

community. Capulalpam’s proposal of full ownership over underground 

resources is part of longer struggle of indigenous peoples across Mexico. 

The EZLN through the San Andres Accords had advanced the proposal 

that Indians should have a share of the wealth of underground 

resources. Indians want to be included in decision making regarding the 

resources that affected their daily lives. As a former miner says: the 

government has not made good decisions regarding the impact of mining 

on water, forests, and lives of communities. Because of government’s 
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corruption and failure to enforce laws, we want to be involved in decision 

making in our legal jurisdiction.  

The Zapotecs incorporated into their categories and 

understandings the post revolutionary discourse of progress and 

development as well as that of integration of Indians. Ironically, Zapotec 

language replacement by Spanish made possible the contestation and 

transformation of dominant identities. For example, in legal 

documentation the elders and authorities have expressed their social 

experience by using Spanish to develop key concepts and categories of 

cultural identity. In august 2005 for instance, the elders and authorities 

wrote to the InterAmerican Commission for Human Rights to denounce 

that the Minera Natividad had violated collective rights of Capulalpam. 

They denounced that mining had depleted various aquifers and that 

potential exploitation could severely affect critical sources of water of the 

community. Thy stated that “we will defend our natural resources and 

territory, which are heritage for our future generations”13

                                       
13 Municipal Archive of Capulalpam. 

 In addition to 

this use of Spanish; they have used the laws to assert community rights. 

For example, the authorities asked the federal government to carry out 

an environmental auditory to Minera natividad as well as geological 
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survey to evaluate the mining and its impact over the aquifers. They also 

requested an evaluation of health issues to the Ministry of Health. They 

also demanded an evaluation of Minera Natividad disposal of toxic 

residues as well as an assessment of potential violation of environmental 

laws to the Office of Environmental Law Enforcement (PROFEPA). The 

authorities also requested an evaluation of possible affectation of sources 

of water to the National Commission for Water (CONAGUA). They 

involved several academic institutions such as The Department of 

Geology of the University of Chilpancingo to carry out a geological survey 

to assess the consequences of mining over the aquifers.  

The authorities decided to carry out a series of denounces and 

studies because the social experience of members of the community are 

not considered legal proofs or evidences by federal laws. With this 

experience and with the use of law the community has demanded the 

closure of the mine. However, and although the mine is temporarily close 

due to grave violations to laws, the closure of the mine is part of the 

complexity of the laws that regulate mining in Mexico. This complexity 

produced what some call the construction of hopes that never comes true, 

which is a significant strategy of how state power work in México 

(Nuijten, 2004). Capulalpam, for example, sent letters to the President of 

Mexico and Secretaries of States to inform and request their intervention, 
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which did not produce anything other than a hope of a possible solution. 

Major ideologies and institutions introduced to the area of the Pueblos of 

the Rio Grande by the state have provided political power for Capulalpam 

to challenge the power of corporations, however.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

Deep and contradictory transformations have taken place in 

Mexico recently. Article 2 of Mexican Constitution prescribes that Mexico 

is a multicultural nation composed of diverse indigenous groups. This 

discourse has replaced former nationalism of the 20th century 

encouraging assimilation of indigenous cultures. While Mexico has legally 

become a multicultural nation state, the government following neoliberal 

policies has placed indigenous people’s resources on the market (Nash, 

2007). For example, the state has given multinational firms access to 

subsoil resources via federal concessions. In most cases these resources 

are located on indigenous people’s territories which make such 

allocations particularly complex. Along with these measures, the state 

has granted autonomy to indigenous pueblos if and when it does not 

contradict state law. Regarding access to subsoil resources such as gold 

and silver, indigenous communities do not have any right to participate 

in the allocation of mining concessions and the share of wealth of 

mining. The Serrano from Capulalpam, a former mining community, 

however, have contested these consequences of this multicultural polity.  

 Global capitalism in the form of mining concessions granted by the 

Mexican government to international companies has impacted the 



203 

 

Serrano communities. Under neoliberal reforms, the state claimed rights 

to regulate land, water, and mineral resources, and as part of North 

American Free Trade Agreement granted mining concessions to 

multinational corporations doing global business. These multiple claims 

and interests expressed by the state, multinational firms and 

communities have implications that represent real challenges for the 

sierra pueblos in terms of political power and eventually for their 

survival.  

Control over water, forests, land, mineral resources, and landscape 

has become a matter of contention between the Serrano, the state and 

corporations. Mineral resources, for example, provided an important 

sense of community for Capulalpam as a contributor to the nation as 

generations of indigenous workers worked in the mine and joined state 

sponsored Syndicates during the twentieth century. Similarly, forest 

exploitation became an important source of employment and for 

collective identity as most sierra pueblos struggled to have a community- 

based management of their forests. Water and land have not been 

utilized for commercial agriculture but for family consumption, while 

communal lands have been a space for cultural identity and economic 

survival (Gonzalez 2002). Local populations have shaped their sense of 

community and contribution to the nation around these three critical 
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elements of local culture. However, in the early years of twentieth first 

century the uses and meanings of these resources began to change 

noticeably. Continuum Resources, a Canadian company owner of Minera 

Natividad, carried out explorations and planed high scale exploitation of 

mineral resources extending into Capulalpam’s communal territories. 

The state had granted the Company permission for exploration, without 

consulting the community of Capulalpam, and without complying with 

laws regarding environmental protection. Agrarian authorities of 

Capulalpam using their local spaces of political power, such as the 

notion of communal land, the communal assembly, and indigenous 

rights challenged the company and the state. Powerful understandings of 

collectivity emerged as Capulalpam construct a consensual front, a 

historical characteristic of the Sierra pueblos.  

The Serrano of Capulalpam questioned that the federal government 

supported a project of mining exploitation made without the inclusion of 

the community, or consideration of who or how benefits will be obtained 

from it. In the past, the state and the Serrano shaped a powerful 

selective tradition (Williams, 1977) of subordination of local communities 

as a strategy for contribution to the development of the nation. Once this 

intensive development exhausted the gold, silver, water, and forest using 

the labor of communities, they began to question the destruction of their 
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patrimony and their marginalization of the shares of extracted wealth. As 

has occurred in other places of Latin America, oppositional politics in 

the Sierra include images and arguments emerging out of the historical 

relationship between the Serrano and the dominant society. A significant 

political strategy of the sierra communities is the organization of 

oppositional politics by using the dominant institutions introduced by 

the state such as the agrarian and municipal jurisdictions. Regulated by 

the state and reworked by the Serrano, agrarian and municipal 

jurisdictions including local notions of communal property and 

communal assembly, have become significant spaces for the constitution 

of personalidad juridical propia, which implies a collective, legal 

representation. The elders, former miners, and Capulalpam’s authorities 

mobilized local institutions of collective representation to stop a major 

plan for exploitation of gold and silver located beneath Capulalpam’s 

communal lands.  

Oppositional politics in Capulalpam indicates that a redefinition of 

indigenous identities is taking place within renewed images of 

community rather than in terms of innate or primordial indigenous 

identities. In the case of Capulalpam, authorities and elders have 

incorporated into their discourses of community several elements such 

as the effects of mining on the environment, rights to access to subsoil 
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resources, and moral values of protecting the community’s patrimony. 

These discourses interweave miners’ lived experience of their work in the 

Natividad mine and miners’ memories of their communal land possession 

and community work shaped across generations.  Former miners and 

authorities from Capulalpam have created several resources of memory 

to assess the impact of mining on their communal lands. They have used 

the landscape, maps, oral accounts, and documents to assert land 

possession and to evaluate the depletion of aquifers, and pollution of 

lands and rivers. Their success in challenging the state and international 

companies are not given however. Elders and community authorities 

depend upon their political skills to persuade diverse groups in the 

community to form a political bloc to challenge the state and the mining 

company. They have successfully mobilized local spaces of community’s 

legal representation against the Natividad Company yet this strategy has 

found challenges as the state does not recognize any jurisdiction to 

indigenous pueblos over underground resources. Through this 

mobilization of law and historical memory, nevertheless, Indians from 

Capulalpam have sought to construct an including nation state.   

Alonso (1988) suggests that representations of the past are critical 

in the configuration of social identities of social groups. These 

representations have become significant in the configuration of nation 
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states yet they have become also crucial for subaltern groups to contest 

processes of domination. Historical knowledge emerging out of the 

relationship between people of Capulalpam and the larger society has 

created diverse local experiences. These histories have become significant 

in the creation of a sense of place within the larger society. The elders 

and authorities of the community have mobilized language, archival 

resources, law, indigenous rights, and changes in the landscape to 

construct a powerful discourse in an attempt to claim for a new social 

pact with the nation state. The effective construction of a 

counterhegemonic narrative is achieved in linking the failures of progress 

and development to the danger that mining poses to the community 

survival. In so doing, they elders have gone beyond Gramsci’s suggestion 

that it is difficult for the subaltern to construct a counter-hegemonic 

narrative out of common sense. Elders play a role as organic intellectuals 

in this community discourse of collectivity.  

The elders have also challenged the view of memory as a thing of 

the past, as well as the nostalgic stance that the past inevitable is going 

to disappear (Nora, 1989). Indigenismo and mestizaje did not assimilate 

Indians, as proposed by several trends of cultural anthropology, rather 

Indians have creatively assimilated those state policies to make their 

claim against exploitation and to claim a particular space within the 
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Mexican society. In line with recent scholarship I have argued that 

Indians from Capulalpam have challenged a hegemonic nationalism that 

is based on suppression of local identities. The Serrano Indians of 

Capulalpam have shaped powerful legal and political arguments for the 

construction of autonomy and new forms of a social pact with the nation 

state (A. M. Alonso, 2004, 2008). Global capitalism has triggered 

underlying historical memories that the pueblos of the Sierra of Oaxaca 

have used to construct new contexts for the present and future political 

struggles.  
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