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The Uprising in Oaxaca

Introduction
Gerardo Rénique 

Overwhelmed by the massive mobilizations of summer 2006 that brought the state of Oaxaca to a standstill, government officials and the media attributed the movement to the work of external agents – the alleged infiltration of “urban guerrillas,” Mexico City troublemakers, or political operatives of presidential candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador (of the center-left Partido de la Revolución Democrática – PRD). More serious political commentators and quite a few leftwing intellectuals considered the movement a spontaneous outburst of amorphous impoverished masses, or a product of the vandalism and resentment of marginalized sectors. Extreme left analyses on the other hand considered the movement doomed to failure because of its alleged lack of revolutionary proletarian guidance and direction. 
Expressing a common elitist disdain – be it of the racist or the vanguardist kind – none of these interpretations took seriously the conscious initiatives, accumulated knowledge, historical memories, organizational experiences, desires and aspirations of Oaxaca’s subaltern classes. Seen from the perspective of the sótano – following Raúl Zibechi’s prescription for an analysis from below
 – the myriad demonstrations, actions, and acts of defiance staged by students, workers, women, peasants, indigenous people, street kids, and others constitute a genuine insurgency, a clash between the unbearable authoritarianism and abuse of the dominant corporatist regime, and the mounting democratic aspirations of broad sectors of Oaxacan society – aspirations not only for effective universal suffrage but also for a more just distribution of economic resources and for defense of the common material and cultural patrimony of all Mexicans against the onslaught of neoliberal transformations. 

It is still too early to attempt a definitive characterization of this emerging subaltern democratic project, owing to the persistence of anachronistic categories from an earlier era when a centralizing impulse framed all political projects. While the anti-capitalist and anti-systemic impulses of the Oaxaca rebellion are consistent with those of other anti-neoliberal popular movements in Latin America, the more immediate sources of its radicalism can be found in Oaxaca’s own rich traditions of resistance, mobilization and rebeldía (rebelliousness). Indigenous resistance stands at the center of these traditions. The supremacy of the communal assembly as locus of authority, the defense of cultural and political autonomy, and the principles of collective work and reciprocity have not only maintained communal life but have also been adapted by non-indigenous organizations. Popular forms of liberalism, anti-centralism and anti-clericalism fashioned as Juarismo – after 19th-century Oaxaca-born national hero and President Benito Juárez – as well as the autonomist stance and direct action emphasis of early 20th-century Oaxacan anarchist Ricardo Flores Magón also form part of these traditions. Agrarismo, the ideological legacy of the Mexican Revolution stipulating that land belongs to those who work it, has guided and inspired peasant mobilization. Leftwing ideas were also important – first, through the seminal role of the Communist Party (and Trotskyism) in the formation of independent labor and peasant movements, and later, through the presence of revolutionary organizations inspired by both the Cuban Revolution and Maoism. The egalitarian principles, grassroots organization, and self-organization promoted by both Liberation theology and feminism also have their place in shaping the political repertoire of Oaxaca’s subaltern activism. 
This process however was not without its own problems. Within movements, communities and organizations, democratic practices frequently clashed with the authoritarian traditions of a mostly male dominant style of leadership (Charrismo and caciquismo – labor union and political leader bossism). Gender, class, regional and racial differences also tainted the relationship between political parties and popular organizations, militants, and grassroots activists. A constant source of conflict was the tension between the leftwing parties’ “democratic centralism” and their egalitarian and participatory promises. Tensions between the “old” and “new” left, “revolutionaries” and “reformists,” turned deadly in the mid-70s when Maoists declared war on the Communist Party and other “legalist” organizations of the “social” left, killing at least two of their members.

As Mexico was entering a “democratic opening” after the electoral fiasco of 1988 – when Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, the candidate of a nationalist and leftist coalition was victim of a scandalous electoral fraud – the state of Oaxaca experienced instead an authoritarian regression. In 2000, when the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional), for the first time in seventy years, lost control of the national presidency, it managed in Oaxaca to keep its hold on the governor’s office, the state legislature, and a large number of municipalities. Confronted by a growing opposition, the PRI hardened and deepened its corporatist practices of social and political control. With the advent of the Plan Puebla Panama, a Washington-sponsored strategy for the globalization of the region, predicated upon the expropriation of public and communal natural, cultural and touristic resources, the PRI’s political machinery became an important asset for the partnership between local political elites and outside investors sustaining crony capitalism in Oaxaca.
 Incarnated in the administration of Ulises Ruiz, the interlocked predatory practices of corporatist caciques and neoliberal capitalists created exceptional circumstances for the coalescence of the different, intermittent and mostly subterranean streams of subaltern resistance and citizen discontent contemptuously ignored and disregarded by those in power as a nuisance easy to repress or to buy out. Caught between mounting social/political protest and the demands of capital, the PRI in Oaxaca held on with total impunity to the practice euphemistically known as plata o plomo (silver or lead – as in cash or bullet) – the choice given to unruly elements to end their criticism or opposition through either a hefty kickback or a violent beating and possible death. 


Opposing this pernicious regime, yet at the same time rejecting centralist and statist modes of social organization and political action, the Oaxaca insurgency owes its strength to a broad-based, non-hierarchical, and communitarian approach to organizing. Not only did the insurrection weather the repression of November 25, one of the most brutal in contemporary Mexican history, but more importantly, it managed to expand the reach of its core institution, the Asamblea Popular de los Pueblos de Oaxaca (APPO), as an effective subaltern oppositional bloc. 


One of many focos in the fluid Latin American political geography dotted by local, regional and national mobilizations, rebellions and insurrections,
 the Oaxaca insurgency is nonetheless the product of a particular history and concrete political conditions. To consider this insurrection merely as part of a continental chain reaction to neoliberalism, or as the direct consequence of a Latin American left turn allegedly led by Hugo Chavez and/or Fidel Castro, would not only be to misrepresent its trajectory; it would also be to deny historical agency to the Oaxacan people. The movement in Oaxaca, although part of a broader Latin American trend, is at the same time the product of Oaxaca’s own multiple subaltern traditions and cultures of resistance, galvanized by recent historical memory of the ousting of three governors (1947, 1952, 1974), and of the mobilizations, repressions, victories and defeats experienced by the oppositional popular movements that reached maturity in the 1980s.


Our first article here gives an in-depth account this recent historical trajectory, providing necessary background to understanding the events of 2006. It also analyzes three foundational moments in the development of a subaltern culture of resistance: (1) leftist efforts to link electoral participation to grassroots democracy and indigenous struggle; (2) the emergence of a democratic caucus within the Oaxacan teachers’ union and its emergence as a crucial national force in the struggle against corporatist labor leadership; and (3) the mobilization of indigenous peoples in defense of communal natural resources and Indian culture and language, and their defense and demands for autonomy. 

In his contribution Gustavo Esteva offers a thorough and vivid examination of the history of the APPO. Describing APPO as a movement of movements, the author moves from the easy characterizations drawn by certain groups to favor their political interests to offer a trenchant account of APPO’s internal dynamics and the nature of its relationship with different popular organizations in the state. Focusing on the centrality of Indigenous participation in APPO, Esteva discusses the horizontality of its organization, its bottom up approach, and the importance of communal political practices as a key to understanding its broader appeal. 


Through personal testimonials Lynn Stephen examines the participation of women, focusing particularly on their occupation of the state-controlled radio and television station and on how they converted it from a vehicle of government propaganda into a tool for democratic education, communication and participation. She explores how and why women occupied such a central role in the movement and explores differences and similarities with other groups calling for basic social, political, and human rights. Finally she discusses how the media – particularly radio – constituted a key channel for the expansion of women’s political and cultural spaces.


In the final contribution to this section Deborah Poole considers the right to speak  – and be heard – as the central trait of APPO’s novel and creative approach to politics. Drawing parallels with the Zapatistas’ Other Campaign, she discusses the APPO notion of democracy as a radical ethical departure from both parliamentary and “revolutionary” approaches premised on the special entitlement of leaders to speak for their constituents. Instead, Poole argues, APPO offers the model of a political community premised on people’s ability to speak to each other, and thus of a democracy that requires direct grassroots participation in decision-making.


As the Oaxaca uprising enters its second year, APPO is faced with a difficult and uncertain political scenario. With the firm support of PRI, rightwing president Fernando Calderón’s repressive policies are deepening the already dramatic social divide between the haves and the have-nots. The center-left PRD on the other hand has not been able to transform the broad popular support it gained in the aftermath of the disputed election of Calderón into an effective long-term mobilization. Nonetheless, the repression of the Oaxaca uprising, far from deterring the popular movement, has consolidated APPO’s political legitimacy, thereby weakening the position of state governor Ulises Ruiz.  

Political Formation and the Struggle

for Subaltern Autonomy in Oaxaca
Gerardo Rénique

The 2006 uprising in Oaxaca and, more importantly, the creation of the Asamblea Popular de los Pueblos de Oaxaca (APPO – Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca) represent the most recent stage in a long, intricate and unfinished process of subaltern political formation shaped through the struggle for autonomy and the construction of a social and political base of support. The late 1940s right turn of the post-revolutionary state and the paralysis of the Land Reform marked the unraveling of the popular-national alliance between the peasantry, the working class, and the state consolidated during the administration of President Cárdenas (1934-40). The demise of the agrarista wing of the official party, the dismantling or marginalization of independent popular organizations, and the break-up of the alliance established by Cárdenas with progressive and revolutionary parties, paved the way for expansion of the corporatist machinery of political and social control. For the subaltern classes this reversal entailed the loss of political autonomy and the subordination of their interests to those of the state through the control exercised by the corporatist labor and peasant sectors of the official party. This article examines how Oaxaca’s subaltern classes recovered their autonomy between the late 1940s and the mid 1970s, in a process involving the ousting of three unpopular governors. The political repertoires, local and national alliances, organizational strategies and mobilization skills forged in this process are deeply ingrained in the formation of APPO and subaltern consciousness. 
Political Crises, Popular Mobilization and Subaltern Subordination 


The two decades following the demise of the Cardenista popular-national alliance (the 1940s and ‘50s) were characterized by the dominance of corporatist social organizations and the centrality of urban participation in Oaxaca’s political crises. The Left was marginalized, and subaltern mobilization and political intervention were subordinated to the interests of the state. During the crises of 1947 and 1952, provoked by the imposition of anti-popular measures, the university emerged as a relatively autonomous space for political action and organization. As the center of protest and political discussion, the university created exceptional conditions for coalescence between regional traditions of rebeldía, the Left, and the subaltern classes. 


 By the late 1940s Oaxaca was one of the most rural and poorest states in Mexico. The construction of roads and dams sponsored by the central government during the 1950s alleviated bottlenecks constraining Oaxaca’s agricultural production, but at the same time rekindled agrarian protest. In the region of Tehuántepec the dams built on communal land favored private landowners at the expense of the communal or cooperative agriculture favored during the Cárdenas regime. Rural discontent however was limited to specific areas and was politically contained by PRI caciques (political bosses) backed by both the state-controlled national peasant organization and landowners’ white guards. This explains the almost negligible peasant participation in the mobilizations against Governors Sánchez Cano and Mayoral Heredia in 1946 and 1952. Peasants mobilized only in support of the government. The urban classes of Oaxaca, though barely 4 or 5% of the population, were more visible and played a more decisive role in the political crises of that period. The rift between these two sectors resulted not only from repression but also from the still predominant coloniality pervading the attitudes and sentiments of urban and better educated classes toward a mostly indigenous rural population.
 


The ouster of governors Edmundo Sánchez Cano and Manuel Mayoral Heredia was provoked by tax increases and attempts to curtail the principles of autonomy and self-government that had traditionally ruled university life. These measures were opposed by a broad coalition of interests ranging from the bourgeoisie, PRI officials, and popular classes. Students, artisans, professional groups, and particularly market women, were the most active organizers and participants in the decisive marches and sit-ins. However, the leading role as spokespersons or political negotiators was played by members of the Chamber of Commerce and faculty from the local university, together with professional PRI politicians.
 Merchants also took the political initiative with their calls for “strikes” – more properly lockouts – that moved the protests from a defensive into an offensive stance. On the other hand, the tempo, nature and mode of the struggles were mostly established by subaltern mobilization. University students’ strikes and building-occupations opened up a relatively autonomous space for interaction and cooperation between different popular sectors. On many occasions the defense of university buildings became the rallying point of popular struggles. This occurred in 1952 when an armed attack on the university by government-led peasants galvanized popular mobilization against Governor Sánchez Heredia. In general, violent repression against peaceful demonstrators backfired, deepening and radicalizing protest actions to the point of making the state ungovernable, thereby triggering central government intervention.


The ouster of the two governors had paradoxical consequences for the popular classes. In both cases, it coincided with the installation of a new federal president, who then than had the chance to name a governor personally loyal to himself. For many popular leaders and activists, participation in the protests served as a springboard to political careers in the PRI, the state and/or corporatists organizations. Carried out by presidential fiat, the firings also legitimized presidential authority and by extension that of the PRI/State pyramidal structure. By removing governors and rejecting their dispositions that provoked the crises in the first place, the central state unintentionally legitimated subaltern mobilization as a valid mechanism of popular participation. 
The most important effect in strategic terms, however, was the consolidation of a relationship between subaltern classes and university students who later played a central role in founding politically independent popular organizations. The local university, which was named for Oaxaca-born alumnus and republican icon Benito Juárez, had long been a haven for anti-clerical, nationalist, anti-dictatorial and anti-centralist ideas, and it occupied an important place in Mexican intellectual and political history.
 Located in the center of the city of Oaxaca near the Governor’s office, the university came to be viewed in the popular imagination as a symbolic center of counter-power. It was also home to Radio Universidad – the radio station that in times of conflict served as the main conduit to counter government propaganda and to voice popular demands. Moreover it also became customary to have university installations open to popular organizations, particularly in moments of political conflict. As in the case of the current conflict, ever since the late 1940s meetings, assemblies and discussions related to any major political mobilization or social conflict in the state have taken place in the historic university building. 

At this early juncture in the trajectory towards an autonomous subaltern politics, the formation of a popular leftist culture was marked by the presence of “old left” political parties, namely the Partido Popular Socialista (PPS) and the Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM). The PPS was founded in 1949 by labor and peasant leaders opposed to the reversal of president Cárdenas’s reforms. Its affiliated labor and peasant federation espoused a general anti-imperialist and nationalist policy. In Oaxaca the PPS built an important base of support among peasants and indigenous groups. While it enjoyed legal recognition from the state and kept a working connection with official peasant federations, it also kept a safe distance from other more radical leftwing parties and organizations. A more militant role in subaltern organization was played by the Communist Party, which until the late 1979 was not legally recognized by the state. Party activists together with recognized regional peasant leaders established in 1963 the Confederacion Campesina Independiente (CCI – Independent Peasant Confederation), which for a long time was the most important independent oppositional peasant organization in the country. Peasant groups and indigenous communities from around the state, affiliated to this confederation, led struggles for 1) defense of the land, water and forests of indigenous communities, 2) the rights of peasants displaced by the construction of dams, and 3) the democratization of rural development programs, against the authoritarianism of caciques. Communist activists also played an important role in the creation of the Movimiento Democrático Magisterial (MDM – Teachers Democratic Union), an organization that advocated the democratization of the teacher’s union. Equally important for subaltern politics in Oaxaca were the local branches of the national unions of railroad workers and electrical workers, which, influenced by the Communist Party and also by some Trotskyists, were the most militant sectors of the working class. 

Leftwing Politics and Independent Subaltern Organization


A second important moment in subaltern political formation came in the aftermath of the brutal 1968 repression against the student movement. Set against the collapse of the Mexican “economic miracle” and the increasing delegitimation of the post-revolutionary state, students were part of a multiple and nationwide democratic mobilization that posed the most serious challenge to PRI’s dominance in many decades. Taking their inspiration both from student movements in Europe and from the Cuban Revolution – and from Mexico’s own regional experiences as well – a new generation of activists created a host of political formations self-defined as a “new left.” Many indigenous and non-indigenous Oaxacan students returned home to establish branches of these newly created leftist organizations. While some turned to armed struggle, others opted for closer ties with the popular classes and the organization of movements from below. Despite the difficulties brought by repression and the counterinsurgency campaigns against guerrilla organizations, the coalescence between university students, the Left and grassroots groups was crucial for the development of politically independent popular organizations.


In Oaxaca, radicalized students reoriented the Federación Estudiantil Oaxaqueña – originally established for recreational and social purposes – into a more political direction. In 1969-70, the student federation in coordination with other popular organizations and political formations mounted a successful resistance to bus fare increases and participated in protests against the high cost of living and to demand democratic rights. To bring relations between students and working classes even closer, students at the Law School created the Bufete Popular (Popular Attorney’s Office) to provide legal advice to labor unions and other popular organizations. Soon after, law students were joined by agronomy, nursing and medical students. Finally in 1972 the Bufete Popular and other independent organizations together with the Communist Party and other leftwing formations created the Coalición de Obreros, Campesinos y Estudiantes de Oaxaca (COCEO – Coalition of Workers, Peasants and Students of Oaxaca).
 

In the polarizing economic and political circumstances of the second half of the 1970s, galvanized by inflation, uncertainty, lack of social services, racism, intolerance and disdain towards the subaltern classes, COCEO emerged as the only important source of political and material support for popular struggles. COCEO played a key role in the centralization of peasant groups from different parts of the state in a single independent federation. It was also actively involved in the land recoveries in the Central Valleys and in many cases challenged the rule of caciques by forming oppositional slates in municipal elections. During the unprecedented 1974 wave of wildcat strikes unleashed by unorganized workers against the mounting cost of living, COCEO took a leading role in the dual struggle for the recognition of independent labor unions and for the negotiation of labor contracts for bus drivers, university workers, slaughterhouse workers, bakers, municipal workers and others. Against the authoritarian practices and top-down approach of the corporatist unions, the type of organization promoted by COCEO was based on the assembly as the main decision-making body, the direct election of leaders and representatives, and coordinated solidarity actions. As a space for political discussion, strategic planning, support and coordination, COCEO served as a vehicle for the confluence of leftwing parties and popular oppositional forces into an expanding independent subaltern organization. 


Unable to stem the mobilization through the usual mechanisms of repression or corporativist control, business associations, merchants, landowners, corporatist organizations and the PRI, with the support of Governor Zarate Aquino, formed a coalition to coordinate “the actions of the bourgeoisie, the state corporatist apparatus and the governor.”
 Together these sectors marched and demanded that the governor suppress the subaltern mobilization. In a concerted action with landowners, “white guards” and thugs at the service of PRI, state police forces launched a massive offensive. Hundreds of peasants were evicted from recovered lands. Popular leaders, student activists, university faculty and leftwing organizers were beaten, tortured, disappeared or murdered. Fearing for their lives, many left the state. Military intervention in municipalities claiming electoral fraud imposed candidates favored by the governor. The repression climaxed with the massive July 1975 detention of approximately 2000 leaders, activists and supporters of Oaxaca’s independent peasant movement. As on previous occasions, however, repression did not deter the movement, which managed to resist for two more years. 


Popular demonstrations in Etla, Oaxaca and Juchitan in early 1977 against police support to the occupation of the university by the combined forces of the alliance of dominant interests, this time with the participation of the rightist Partido de Accion Nacional (PAN) and groups of conservative Catholics, were brutally repressed causing several deaths. These actions were followed by a business close-out, student demonstrations, attacks by PRI thugs against popular leaders, and clashes between radical students and rightwing groups. Fearing further escalation as federal troops occupied the city, Governor Zarate Aquino left the state and requested a leave of absence. Following constitutional procedure, the senior senator for Oaxaca Eliseo Jiménez Ruiz was appointed as governor. A general in the army, Jiménez Ruiz had made a name for himself as commander of the successful campaign against the Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP – Guerrilla Army of the Poor) led by the school teacher Lucio Cabañas in the neighboring state of Guerrero. Well known nationally for his anticommunism, during his two year tenure he conducted a systematic and selective campaign against the popular opposition that severely undermined its organization and mobilization capabilities.


Repression however was not the only factor in the demise of the popular democratic bloc. Sectarianism and internal strife among leftwing organizations also played a part. While the presence of armed organizations in the state led to intense debates particularly within the student movement, it did not deter the expansion of “social left” organizations like COCEO. Trouble started when the Maoist-oriented Unión del Pueblo labeled as “reformist” and “legalist” all groups that disagreed with its strategy of armed struggle. In a language resembling that of the Peruvian Communist Party-Shining Path, Union del Pueblo and its supporters established an insurmountable divide between those favoring or opposing armed struggle, regardless of the political trajectory or political stance vis-à-vis the state of those deemed as “reformists.” Physical attacks and demonization of individuals and organizations as non-revolutionaries, combined with the Union del Pueblo’s declaration of war against COCEO and many other organizations, generated an atmosphere of mistrust and uncertainty severely undermining any possibility of conducting an orderly retreat in the face of repression by the new governor. 


Using the presence of guerrillas as a pretext, the army and the police intervened and dismantled many militant peasant organizations. The armed forces detained, assassinated or disappeared many popular leaders and activists under the pretext of the combat against subversive organizations. By 1979 Union del Pueblo and its guerrilla force were dismantled. Using as pretext the presence of Union del Pueblo among students and faculty, new authorities purged the university of oppositional forces. With support from PRI, the authorities established new corporative unions among faculty and workers. To keep the situation under control, hired thugs trained select groups of student in martial arts to act as enforcers of the anticommunist University policies. In these dire conditions COCEO faded away, the university vanished as a space of oppositional politics, and the popular movement entered a stage of fragmentation and demobilization. 

Electoral Reform, Grassroots Democracy and Indigenous Struggle 


A third important moment in the struggle for autonomy and formation of a subaltern oppositional force came in the 1980s, set against a changing political landscape marked by the neoliberal reconfiguration of the Mexican state, the crisis of its corporatist regime of social and political control, the reform of the electoral regime, and the legalization of leftwing opposition parties. New organizations and movements joined the already established labor unions, student associations and peasant federations, creating possibilities for the reconfiguration of a subaltern oppositional bloc. An important contributing factor to popular organization was the work of priests inspired by liberation theology, who established “Christian base communities” in the poorest – largely Indigenous – regions of the state. These subaltern formations of the 1980s, going beyond the mostly defensive orientation of their predecessors, addressed issues related to the production and reproduction of material conditions, democratization of everyday politics and decision-making, and municipal participatory democracy. Overall these experiences expressed the maturity of a subaltern movement free from the political and ideological constraints of the state and its official party.


Three particular struggles were crucial to the configuration of an autonomous subaltern pole of forces in Oaxaca: 1) the political mobilization and successful electoral campaign of the leftist Zapotec Coalición Obrero Campesina Estudiantil del Istmo (COCEI – Worker Peasant Student Coalition) in the municipality of Juchitan; 2) the successful struggle of the Movimiento Democrático Magisterial (Teachers Democratic Movement) against union officials of Sección 22 – Oaxaca’s local of the Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educación (SNTE – National Union of Education Workers) – demanding an end to corrupt and anti-democratic practices; and 3) the mobilization of Indigenous peoples in defense of communal natural resources and Indian culture and language and their demands for political self-determination. 


The COCEI Campaign. Founded in 1974 by leftist Zapotec students in the strategic region of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, the COCEI focused its political efforts on the recovery of communal lands, the defense of labor rights, and the preservation and propagation of Zapotec Indian culture and history. With participation of the poorest working and peasant sectors, COCEI direct action tactics were successful in ousting corrupt municipal officials, winning labor strikes, defending democratic control of rural associations, building Zapotec ethnic awareness, and developing class consciousness.
 Taking advantage of the 1977 political reform that allowed local political formations to get onto municipal ballots through alliance with a national party, the COCEI in association with the Mexican Communist Party fought and won the 1981 municipal elections, making Juchitan the first city in Mexico with a leftist government. 


During the COCEI “people’s government” (1981-83), Juchitan became a laboratory of innovative and democratic participatory policies. The ayuntamiento popular established a radio station broadcasting in Zapotec; carried out a Paulo Freyre-inspired literacy campaign similar to the one implemented by the FSLN in Nicaragua; created a system of public libraries and health care centers; established a municipal teachers college; opened a Casa de la Cultura (Cultural House) that launched a series of publications, literary contests, and cultural events aimed at preserving and propagating Zapotec culture and traditions; and sponsored the creation of regional militant labor and peasant federations. Despite systematic obstruction from both the state and federal governments, COCEI’s municipal government also managed to improve municipal services, pressured employers to pay minimum wages, and supported peasants in negotiations with state agencies. 

Under pressure however from the economic right, the Juchitan “people’s government” came to an end through a violent military occupation incited by the local bourgeoisie and the most reactionary sectors of PRI. PRI thugs carried out a series of violent incidents during the heated electoral campaign between COCEI and PRI candidates for the state legislature. Using as an excuse the killings of two persons on election day, the PRI-controlled Chamber of Deputies declared that the district was ungovernable. Pressure from Washington, concerned at the time with the expansion of revolution after the Sandinista victory in Nicaragua, was also significant in the downfall of Juchitan’s COCEI government. 

The Teachers’ Movement. A second important actor in the revitalization of Oaxaca’s popular movement was the Movimiento Democratico Magisterial (MDM), created by teachers close to the Communist Party who were discontent with poor wages and lack of democracy in the union. The teachers mobilized in opposition to the anti-democratic election of delegates to the assembly held in January 1980 to appoint a new secretary-general of Local 22. The appointee, who was disliked by a large number of local members, was also named, a few days later, head of the state branch of PRI. Teachers were also discontent with the delay in their payments caused by the restructuring of the Ministry of Public Education, which was opposed by the SNTE and a sector of PRI. In this context, Local 22 called a strike against the restructuring but failed to also include membership demands for a wage increase.


In response, dissident teachers formed Comités de Lucha (Struggle Committees) throughout the state. Bypassing union officials, a large majority of union delegations established a coordinating committee of Comités de Lucha that repudiated the entire local executive committee, added to their demands a wage increase, and assumed the leadership of the strike. On May 10, approximately 10,000 teachers (a third of the state total) participated in a “silent march” in the capital city of Oaxaca. Three days later, all but 8 of the 238 union delegations in the state named an executive commission made up of three elected delegates from each region in the state. Backed by parents of pupils and by independent unions, university students and popular organizations also mobilized in solidarity with the dissident teachers. 


Later in the month 24,000 Oaxacan teachers set up a plantón (sit-in and encampment) in Mexico City demanding a wage increase and official recognition of their democratically elected leaders. Early in June, Local 22 teachers were joined by 60,000 dissident teachers from other states organized under the Coordinadora Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educacion (CNTE - Education Workers National Network) in yet another march and massive encampment downtown Mexico City. Federal authorities caved in and recognized the Local 22 executive committee and conceded a wage increase, although less satisfactory than the teachers expected. Local 22 also joined the dissident teachers’ caucus – CNTE. The first of a number of mobilizations that shook the state during the rest of the decade became an important rallying point for the reconstitution of the popular movement.
 Local 22’s actions and mobilizations in Mexico City drew unexpected manifestations of support from the Left and popular organizations.

During the struggle Local 22 established a complex organization based on the principle of grassroots participatory democracy. In order to avoid tight control by the SNTE bureaucracy, dissident teachers established an organization made up of “struggle committees,” regional “central councils of struggle,” and “brigades” acting as liaison between different sectors. Based on this organization under the control of the “democratic” teachers, the local was reorganized into a structure with four levels of elected officials. Going from the bottom these levels include: the school committee, sector committees, zone committee and the local executive committee. The highest authority is the assembly of elected representatives. The decision-making process of the assembly is based on the practice of the consulta – delegates must go back to their local areas to hold debates before adopting a final decision in the general assembly. Elected officials are accountable to the General Assembly and cannot be reelected to the same position, nor can they be elected to a different position on another executive committee. Finally, local executive committee members together with the political representatives of the different parties, tendencies and organizations within Local 22 constitute the so-called “political commission” that acts as a consulting body and instance of political discussion.
 

With salaries below those of non-indigenous teachers and without a proper job classification, bilingual indigenous teachers were marginalized by the teachers’ union. Employed by a social service agency of the state government of Oaxaca in 1974, indigenous teachers formed the Coalición de Maestros y Promotores Indígenas, which through strikes and sit-ins won the right to benefit from the wage structures and labor conditions enjoyed by other government education workers. Indigenous teachers not only have been a large part of the union membership but have also brought to the union work organizational skills derived from indigenous political traditions grounded in the primacy of collective over personal interest, collective decision making, and cooperative work and reciprocity. 

Indigenous Struggles. Subjected to violent political imposition and electoral fraud, to the dramatic expansion of concessions to forest corporations in communal lands, and to the loss of indigenous languages and customs, indigenous communities responded by reinforcing their autonomous forms of self-government, creating new territorial organizations, establishing women’s and human rights groups, participating in local and international networks of solidarity, defending the environment and indigenous rights, joining peasant/indigenous confederations, social or political movements, and forming community radios and filmmaking collectives, etc. 

A common thread uniting these different organizations is the aspiration to autonomy. During the last decades, dozens of leftwing indigenous-based organizations have worked together with communal authorities to widen and consolidate autonomy. Furthermore, indigenous participation in forming “social left” groupings like COCEI or their coalition work with labor unions like Local 22, or indigenous presence in the university, youth groups, working class and poor neighborhoods, have also created conditions for cross-fertilization between indigenous political practices and traditions and those of the left. Many indigenous organizations – particularly in the southern part of the state – benefited from the organizational work carried by progressive priests through the formation of “Christian Base Communities.” Led both by these newly created “social left” organizations and by their formal authorities, indigenous peoples engaged the state in countless local and regional struggles through land recoveries, occupation of state and federal buildings, marches, expulsion of corrupt authorities, sit-ins, demonstrations in the Mexico City, installation of autonomous authorities, disengagement from state authority, and hunger strikes. 


By the 1990s indigenous organizations in the state of Oaxaca have gained a prominent place in the emerging subaltern pole of forces. Galvanized by the EZLN uprising and the campaign for democracy and indigenous rights launched by the newly created Consejo Nacional Indigena, a number of these organizations joined its  ranks. Indigenous articulation of old and new political traditions, their amalgamation of democratic aspirations with collective interest, and their simultaneous deployment of reform, insurgency and rebellion became a patrimony and guiding principle of the organizational strategies of other popular organizations. Informed by this multiple and diverse leftwing popular culture, subaltern political mobilization in Oaxaca reached a critical point with the formation of APPO.

Oaxaca: The Path of Radical Democracy
Gustavo Esteva

From June to October 2006, there was no police in the city of Oaxaca (population 600,000), not even to direct traffic. The governor and his functionaries met secretly in hotels or private homes; none of them dared to show up at their offices. The Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca (APPO) had posted 24-hour guards in all the public buildings and radio and TV stations that it controlled. When the governor began sending out his goons to launch nocturnal guerrilla attacks against these guards, the people responded by putting up barricades. More than a thousand barricades were put up every night at 11 p.m., around the encampments or at critical intersections. They would be taken down every morning at 6 a.m. to restore normal traffic. Despite the attacks, according to a human rights organization, there was less violence in those months (fewer deaths and injuries) than in any similar period in the previous ten years. Unionized workers belonging to the APPO performed basic services like garbage collection.

Some observers began speaking of the Oaxaca Commune, evoking the Paris Commune of 1871. Oaxacans responded, smiling: “Yes, but the Paris Commune lasted only 50 days and we’ve already lasted more than 100.” The analogy is pertinent but exaggerated, except in terms of the reaction that these two popular insurrections elicited in the centers of power. Like the European armies that crushed the communards who had taken over all the functions of government, the Federal Preventive Police of Mexico, backed by the army and the navy, was sent to Oaxaca on October 28, 2006, to try to control the situation. On November 25 federal forces conducted a terrible repression, the worst in many years, with massive violation of human rights and with an approach which can legitimately be described as state terrorism.
The APPO remains a mystery, even for those who are part of it. Its immense national and international visibility has obstructed a clear view of it, because of the enormous distortions on the part of the media. Within the Assembly, moreover, particular groups have characterized it in terms of their own political and ideological agendas, thus adding to the confusion. To all this one must add the APPO’s profoundly innovative character, which makes it difficult to understand the nature, meaning, and implications of this strange political animal.

What it is not

Both insiders and outsiders still view the APPO as they do any other political organization. They assume that, like almost all of them, it is fixated on the state and that it replicates structurally the apparatus that it aspires to run. Like the state, it must be vertical and hierarchical. Its leaders, like state officials (elected or appointed), must routinely succumb to partisanship and corruption. With a population supposedly incapable of acting on its own, someone must be pulling the strings behind APPO. Some group or leader must be manipulating the docile masses.

Officials, parties, and commentators saw the insurrection, especially at the beginning, as a mere revolt. They were not altogether mistaken; it fit well into the tradition of popular outbreaks that occur in the face of an unbearable oppressor or of a measure that constitutes “the last straw.” It was also seen as a rebellion, because it was an uprising on the part of an indomitable people affirming their dignity. By the thousands, by the millions, the people rebelled! “Enough!” was the cry of the rebels who suddenly emerged from every corner.

But this insurrection was neither a mere revolt nor just a rebellion. Revolts may be volcanic and irrepressible, but they are ephemeral. They subside as quickly as they arose. They leave a permanent imprint, like volcanic rock, but they crumble. This is not what occurred here. This insurrection had so great an impetus that it did not subside. Ulises Ruiz embodied the source of discontent and displayed the worst traits of the oppressive system, but he was no more than the detonator of a dispersed rage. The uprising of course had to demand his ouster, but his political corpse would fertilize a more lasting agenda of transformation. The process would sweep away such relics in order to take up the task of building, peacefully and democratically, a new society.

Nor is APPO a “mass movement” – whatever might be said by the conventional Left and even by some of its own constituent groupings. The masses are made up of atomized individuals grouped into abstract categories defined and controlled by others – passengers of a plane, pensioners, workers in a factory, voters, party members, demonstrators, etc. In the mass, people lose control over their capacity to move independently.
 The “mobilizations” of a trade union, a party, or a leader, organized and controlled from above, tend to demobilize people. Despite its overtones of radicalism, the word mass has ecclesiastical and bourgeois origins. It reduces people to the condition they share with material objects: being measured in numbers.
 The illusion that the mass of consumers controls the market, or that the mass of voters controls political power, serves to hide the real situation, in which people are continually stripped of political and economic power.

The APPO’s huge marches seemed to be comprised of masses. Some groups thought that they had succeeded in creating a “mass movement.” To be sure, certain isolated individuals, identifiable with some category, participated on their own initiative as a way of expressing their support for the movement. Most of those who have participated in APPO, however, have done so not as individuals but rather as members of a group, on the basis of decisions taken within a community. They do not constitute masses.

Organization or movement?

To reflect on the APPO, to analyze its strengths and weaknesses, and to see where it is going, it is useful to ask whether it is a political organization like a party or a union, or whether it is rather a social and political movement like feminism, environmentalism, zapatismo, or the indigenous movement?

Organizations look to the future; they have goals, agendas, models. A trade union tries to bring about better conditions for its members; a party tries to attain state power in order to implement its platform. Movements, by contrast, are guided by certain ideals; they reflect strivings emerging from the past and the present, not from the future. People react against the oppression of women, the destruction of the environment, or the unbearable injustice and corruption of a regime. These impulses arise from experience, not from some imagined goal – even though, once unleashed, they may discover goals that fit their intention.

Organizations have a formal membership, whether voluntary or forced. Workers have to join the union in their workplace, but they can voluntarily join a party. In movements, there is no membership but rather an informal participation that is always voluntary.

Organizations need a clear leadership, at the head of a more or less rigid vertical hierarchy. Some elements of democracy may be present, but organizations – especially large ones – generally tend to remain under the control of an elite. They may or may not have leaders who are charismatic or who, because of their long incumbency, are considered “historic.”

Movements, by contrast, operate either without structure or with structures that are very horizontal and flexible. They don’t have a governing body, but they may in some circumstances have coordinating mechanisms. Charismatic leaders emerge in some cases, but they almost never exercise governing functions. They inspire, orient, or stimulate the movement, but they cannot control it. Leaders or coordinators may have the power to convene, but they cannot give orders, nor can they represent.

Organizations have discipline, sometimes very rigid, with effective systems of reward and punishment, which are used in part to regulate and control the participation of their members in actions decided on by the leadership. In movements, on the other hand, there is compromise. People freely attend meetings, in an open form of participation.

The strength and vitality of movements is shown in the daily behavior of their participants. Rallies are organized around specific demands or problems. The environmentalists have spectacular demonstrations, like those of Greenpeace, but their main activity has to do with changes in daily behavior, e.g., not generating garbage or else working to recycle it.  Feminists occasionally call for public demonstrations, against particular outrages or in support of particular reforms, but their most important effect is in encouraging their participants to challenge all forms of oppression or discrimination against women.

This brief comparison of organizations and movements is useful for clarifying the fact that APPO is a movement, not an organization. Like any movement, it may have organizations within it – each with its own leadership, goals, structures, etc. The cry of “Fuera Ulises!” (calling for the resignation of the governor) emerged clearly as an expression of the immense popular discontent, but it cannot be viewed as a goal. There is no proposition or goal that defines the APPO; it encompasses a diversity of intentions and trajectories. There is growing convergence around certain agendas – like producing a new Constitution or resisting capitalism – but even on these points, there is no agreement on what they mean.

Neither the 30-member Coordinadora Provisional which operated from June 20 to November 12, 2006, nor the Council which was formed on the latter date, can be taken to constitute or represent APPO; nor do they have governing authority. They carried out important functions, especially at critical moments, in disseminating information and guidelines, and also in coordinating specific actions such as marches. But they were never able to control the autonomous actions or initiatives of the participants. The Council was never able to assemble all its members, not even on its founding day. Far from being a source of weakness, however, this situation gives the movement a great force.

Looking more closely at the APPO, one sees immediately that, more than a movement, it is a convergence of movements and organizations of very distinct types. Some of the movements are longstanding, like the indigenous movement and the movements of peasants, feminists, environmentalists, and defenders of human rights or of cultural traditions, etc.  Other movements formed or became more sharply defined with the emergence of APPO. The urban people’s movement took on new vigor and importance around the barricades. Regional organizations and movements became more sharply defined, as shown by the APPOs of the Isthmus, of the Sierra de Juárez, and of the Coast. Similar coordinating bodies are emerging in various parts of Oaxaca State.

In addition, APPO embraces a number of types of organization. What has been called the “civic space” of APPO is made up of a large number of civic organizations dedicated to the most diverse activities and closely linked to existing groups and communities. There are also political associations and organizations, some of them strictly local and others linked to national organizations and parties.

This great diversity implies disagreements and contradictions. Decisions of the coordinating bodies, which in principle must be by consensus, tend to be slow and difficult, often resulting in a lowest common denominator which is not always the best response to rapidly developing events. The underlying diversity, however, is at the same time an immense source of strength. The APPO does not depend on a leader – who can make mistakes, betray trust, or be bribed or repressed. Its strength arises not from any momentary episode but rather from powerful historical forces impelling people to strive for change.

First Mutations

Viewing the APPO as an organization was not unjustified when it first came into being – when nobody thought it would have much importance.

Local 22 of the Teachers Union is a vertical and hierarchical organization whose leaders are often accused of partisanship and corruption. At the beginning of 2006 they initiated the annual process of collective bargaining for salaries and benefits. After a few weeks of discussion with the state authorities, they held their annual rally, which has always entailed street-closings and encampments. This time, the union included in its bargaining packet certain demands that clearly went beyond what the state government could satisfy. The union apparently did so in order to take advantage of the political moment offered by the election campaign. The encampment set up in the central plaza of Oaxaca on May 21 showed that the union anticipated a long struggle.

The initial response in Oaxaca to the teachers’mobilization was indifferent or negative. In addition to longstanding tensions with parents and communities which existed throughout the state, there were also objections from residents of the city of Oaxaca who complained about the disruption of daily routines. The state government tried to take advantage of this situation to organize a big propaganda campaign against the union, arguing that an exceptional effort had been made to address all the demands of the teachers. The government apparently believed that, thanks to this campaign, public opinion would applaud its decision to repress the teachers.

The heavy-handed repression of June 14 provoked the opposite effect to the one intended. When the teachers openly denounced the action of Governor Ulises Ruiz, they detonated a wider repudiation of his rule, which was very acute in the city of Oaxaca. Local 22 saw the opportunity that this signified and convened a group of friendly organizations to inaugurate the Popular Assembly of the Oaxacan People (singular). This was an assembly responding to a specific conjuncture; it was not thought of as a form of organization. It attracted many organizations that had not been expressly invited, and they all decided to stay together to continue their activity. This was the first mutation.

In that initial moment, APPO was only a coalition of leaders of organizations who had not yet had the opportunity to consult their bases about the decision. It was not long, however, before the APPO had its second mutation. Not only did it change its name, becoming the Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca (thus recognizing the plurality of communities in Oaxaca state); it also modified its composition and its strivings. It now appeared as a genuinely popular initiative, with direct participation of the people, and as the convergence of many organizations and movements. It no longer existed only to support the trade-unionist mobilization of Local 22, although it did not stop doing this. It began to shape its own agenda. Many organizations began taking initiatives of their own under the umbrella of APPO. The 30-member Coordinadora Provisional, created at APPO’s founding, which used a good part of its time processing its internal contradictions, needed to determine where people wanted to go, where the process was leading them, and how it was possible to channel the profound discontent and desire for transformation. It began to lead by obeying (mandar obedeciendo),
 as in the villages.

It is not possible here to give even a minimal account of all the incidents in this complex process, but one central fact stands out. Local 22 initiated a trade-union struggle around certain economic demands which momentarily took on a political expression – because of contradictions in the state government – but which never lost their original aspect: once the demands were satisfied (at least on paper), its mobilization ended. The APPO, on the other hand, undertook from the very beginning a political and social struggle. It continuously supported the trade-unionist struggle of Local 22, but did not allow itself to be defined by it. This contrast gave rise to all kinds of tensions, which came into the open at the end of September, when the teachers decided to return to their classes and end their mobilization while APPO, facing the arrival of the Federal Preventive Police, was holding its constitutional convention, issuing its Citizens’ Dialogue Initiative for Peace, Justice and Democracy, and holding a large forum of indigenous peoples. The tensions are also evident inside Local 22, as many teachers participate actively in APPO and are even trying to transform their trade-union struggle into a political one. Rank and file teachers continue to be an important part of APPO, in open defiance of the trade-union leadership. Amidst accusations of treason the general secretary of the union stepped down in February 2007.
Apart from these tensions between APPO and Local 22, there have been other tensions within APPO. Some of these reflect the distinct styles, concerns, and strategies of the participants. For example, the dominant opinion in APPO favors a peaceful and democratic movement, explicitly opposed to all forms of violence, whereas some organizations and individuals consider it necessary to use violence, not only in self-defense but as part of the struggle, in what is sometimes called in political jargon “the need to sharpen contradictions.” The most important tensions are between strictly local movements and organizations and those that are the expressions of national organizations. The local groups, while ready to offer and receive solidarity from outside, and while aware of the national and global ramifications of their struggle, remain primarily concerned with local issues; they resist pressure on the part of the national organizations to subordinate APPO to national or international political/ideological agendas (especially those of political parties. 
Although these tensions have affected the functioning of APPO, especially by blocking certain agreements and decisions in its coordinating bodies, it has been possible to limit their effects. Still, it is conceivable that the unity and coherence achieved up to now may weaken as APPO enters a new phase and as some organizations bet on its collapse or abandon it to pursue their agendas elsewhere.

Participation of the indigenous population

The state of Oaxaca is unique in both its physical configuration and its cultural composition. It has more natural and cultural diversity than any other Mexican state, and is the only one with an indigenous majority. Although it has only 5% of the national population, it contains one-fifth of all the country’s municipalities or municipios. This basic political unit of Mexico was created by the Spanish to divide and rule, and Mexican governments have used it in the same way. The municipal fragmentation of Oaxaca is maintained from two directions. The authorities imposed it to overcome resistance on the part of the indigenous peoples, but the indigenous peoples adopted the municipio as the unit appropriate to their struggles for autonomy. Four out of five municipios are governed on the basis of “usos y costumbres” – a euphemism to emphasize that the people as a whole exercises authority without electoral processes, arriving at its decisions in communal assemblies. The indigenous struggle also accounts for Oaxaca’s being the state with the highest proportion of communally owned land: more than 80%. Upon recovering their lands, the communities were able to express through them their own approaches to relations among people and with nature. 

For many years, the federal and state authorities allowed the Indian peoples of Oaxaca to practice their own forms of government in most of the state’s municipios, beyond the reach of the Constitution, the law, and partisan politics – but not without overlaying these forms with an elaborate system of simulation. For example, in designating municipal authorities, it was customary to rely on assembly and consensus, in the tradition of the cargo,
 but the opposite had to be simulated: the person designated by the community would be registered as the candidate of a party (usually the PRI, the party which dominated the national scene for 70 years and which still dominates in Oaxaca). Elections were faked. On election day a municipal official would mark the ballots and prepare the announcements, or else blank ballots would be sent to the electoral authorities who would then fraudulently fill them out. The system gave rise to innumerable and often violent “post-electoral” conflicts, but did not affect the PRI’s control over the votes, which was part of its national strategy of domination.

The commemoration in 1992 of 500 years since the European invasion gave indigenous peoples throughout the Americas the opportunity to show the vigor and vitality of their new initiatives. The governor who took office in Oaxaca at the end of that year found the indigenous people in full effervescence. On March 21, 1994, fearful that the Zapatista insurrection of January 1 would spread to Oaxaca, he offered the Indian peoples a “New Accord” giving them shared authority in the state government. Although the “Accord” was blocked by bureaucratic and cacique-type structures and remained mostly at the level of rhetoric, it had some important legislative consequences. On August 30, 1995, the reform of Oaxaca’s electoral law gave Indian communities the power to decide whether to choose their leaders through party-competition or through the traditional system of usos y costumbres. On November 12 of that year, when the reform was applied for the first time, 412 of Oaxaca’s 570 municipios opted for the traditional approach. None of them experienced the post-electoral clashes that were common in those which opted for the party regime.

The change had implications beyond any electoral outcome; it was understood as a strong expression of autonomy, involving many other aspects of the relationship between Indian peoples and the state. In some villages there began to appear graffiti declaring, “Here we do not allow political parties, least of all the PRI.” The new law, instead of enhancing state intervention, served to restrain it, by requiring that the authorities respect the will of the community.

On June 6, 1998, changes in Oaxaca’s Constitution were promulgated, and on June 17 a new Law on the Rights of the Peoples and the Indigenous Communities of Oaxaca was passed. Both measures have occasioned intense controversy, inside and outside Oaxaca, partly because the Indian peoples had little role in their formulation, but both laws nonetheless reflected the struggle for autonomy. They were an outcome of the Zapatista insurrection and the San Andrés accords between the Zapatistas and the government, which became a banner for the Indian peoples. The experience gained by the Oaxacans in the forums convened by the Zapatistas and in their intense negotiations with the government thoroughly informed their initiatives and demands, which were necessarily reflected in legal changes.

The reforms granted self-determination, in the form of autonomy, to the indigenous peoples and communities. They also recognized them as juridical entities under public law. Many analysts consider the resulting regimen the most advanced in the Americas in relation to concerns of the indigenous population. However, it has very serious limitations and omissions. The most serious is  the fact that it is grafted onto an earlier document, which, almost from the very beginning, has made it easy for the three branches of government to ignore or to openly violate it.

Throughout this whole period, the Indian peoples of Oaxaca put forward their demands and proposals in many different ways, in their own forums. They even worked through the National Conference [Consulta] on Indigenous Rights and Participation, organized by the Federal government and Congress parallel to the dialogue of San Andrés. The Consulta had the defects that normally characterize the Mexican government's use of such a democratic mechanism. In Oaxaca, the Indian peoples took control of the Consulta’s agenda, its meeting-times, and its procedures. Between January 23 and March 19, 1996, there were more than 2,000 community assemblies in 430 municipalities; 34 district forums; 8 regional forums; one forum of the entire state, and a Colloquium on Indigenous Rights and Participation which drew numerous intellectuals, both Indian and non-Indian, and representatives of all sectors of society (IOC 1996).

Nonetheless, the timid openings that seemed to have occurred with the "New Accord" were drastically canceled in the corrupt and authoritarian administration of state governor José Murat (1996-2000).
  The discontent that had built up under his rule led all the opposition forces in the state to ally themselves for the first time in 2000 against the PRI, which up to that time had maintained effective control of the ballot boxes. Ulises Ruiz, the PRI candidate, lost the election, but managed to take the governorship by means of a transparent fraud. Ruiz is notorious as the PRI's leading expert in electoral fraud. All the electoral organs of Oaxaca were under his control and ratified his victory. The opposition challenged the outcome in the Federal Tribunal, which acknowledged the fraud but refused to nullify it, on the pretext that it was a local matter.

Those who despite all their suspicions had taken the trouble to vote felt an enormous frustration. Three months after the election for governor came the municipal elections. In four fifths of the municipios, the people organized the elections in their own way. In those cases where the election was organized along party lines, the rate of abstention was overwhelming. In the state capital the new municipal president was elected by only 11% of the registered voters. 

The new governor, lacking all legitimacy, governed despotically, constantly attacking the people's movements, the autonomous organizations, and civil society initiatives. He systematically destroyed the natural and historical patrimony of the state, especially in the city of Oaxaca.
 He used federal funds to finance all sorts of useless projects, with the dual aim of winning votes and generating resources for the presidential campaign of the PRI. With the approach of the presidential election date (July 2), the government intensified its pressure on the voters. No holds were barred: intimidation, threats, imprisonment, direct violence, buying votes, illegal use of public resources, etc.  Never before, despite the PRI's long history of fraud and manipulation, had anything similar been seen. Ruiz thus helped create the atmosphere in which the movement would grow.

The Indian peoples were slow to join the movement. Although well known Indian leaders had been involved from the beginning and there had been visible indigenous participation even in the earliest marches, the discussions within the communities dragged on for months. In many cases the debate reflected a long-standing tension between the communities and the teachers, which made the communities reluctant to join in what they saw as a purely trade-unionist mobilization on the teachers' part. Although indigenous participation grew steadily, it was not explicitly encouraged by the APPO.

In late September and early October, however, major indigenous leaders, intellectuals, and organizations joined in the call for a Citizens' Initiative for Peace, Democracy and Justice, which was celebrated on October 12. In the big march of November 5, municipal and community leaders had a significant presence. In the inaugural Congress of the APPO, it became clear that in several regions of the state indigenous participation had become well established, sometimes in the form of regional APPOs. In the predominantly indigenous Sierra de Juarez, for example, the Assembly of Zapotecan, Mixe and Chinantecan Peoples was formed and sent 23 delegates to the statewide APPO. Finally, the Forum of Indigenous Peoples of Oaxaca convened on November 28-29. The following aspects of this Forum deserve emphasis: 

1. Authorities and representatives of 14 different indigenous peoples
 were present. Never in anyone's memory had so vast a range of peoples converged on their own initiative. Also present were numerous civic organizations that had supported the Indian peoples for a long time.

2. The Forum examined extensively, in a democratic way, fundamental issues for the Indian peoples, like self-determination and autonomy; land, territories and resources; intercultural indigenous education and communication; and human rights violations. It arrived at sharp and well thought out formulations, e.g., "education has been a new form of colonization." 

3. The Forum publicly called for, among other things, the removal of the governor; it denounced violations of the law; it called for "strengthening the process of unity in diversity [including] closer organic and programmatic ties and joint activities among all peoples, sectors and movements"; it called for "strengthening the organization and joint activity of the APPO, above all stimulating at the grassroots level all the movements and organizations that make it up…"; it pointed out that "in Oaxaca the demands and hopes of society are no longer satisfied by the current laws, institutions and authoritarian practices of the political regime. In this sense Oaxaca has already changed; it cannot go back to an earlier condition"; it called openly for nonviolence and for democratic dialogue and concluded as follows:

We Indian peoples wish to inform the society and government of Oaxaca, of Mexico, and of the whole world that the enormous abuse to which we have been subjected by the public authorities does not intimidate or paralyze us, as we have shown by carrying out this Forum. We are concerned that what little was left of the rule of law – continuously violated by Ulises Ruiz – has now been destroyed by the federal government. We are under an undeclared and therefore illegal state of emergency. This concerns us and prompts us to act with extreme caution. But it does not hold us back. Our path is clear and we are going to continue along it, in our own way, with our own tempo and rhythm. This path includes the transformation of all the norms and institutions that currently define our common existence [convivencia]. We are not going to achieve this by ourselves. But never again will we be excluded from the processes of conceiving and operating these norms and institutions.

Citizen initiative

At the end of September the federal Ministry of the Interior proposed a "Pact of Governability" which would recognize the need for deep changes in Oaxaca but without removing the governor. It convened about 100 political and economic leaders, among whom Ulises Ruiz and his followers constituted a majority which demanded, not a pact, but rather that the federal government send in public forces to liquidate the movement. The Ministry of the Interior excluded the APPO and the teachers from the convocation, but invited three well known Indian leaders, a great painter, and three prominent intellectuals. The members of this select group decided to attend the October 4 meeting in which the proposed "pact" would be examined, with the aim of publicly denouncing it as illegitimate. They did this effectively and brought about the collapse of the initiative.

On its return to Oaxaca, this group decided to bring together many other persons and organizations to carry out a dialogue within Oaxacan society itself, to examine democratically the changes needed in the state. This resulted in the above-mentioned October 12 Citizens' Initiative for Peace, Justice and Democracy, in which prominent representatives of the entire society of Oaxaca participated. In this dialogue, unlike the governmental initiative, the Indian peoples played a prominent role. Other entities outside APPO also participated from the beginning, notably the Catholic Church and private business-owners.

The Initiative built upon an earlier call from within APPO (August 16-17) for a Constituent Assembly. A group of lawyers is already formulating norms to strip the state government, and the governor in particular, of discretionary powers and to turn them into real public servants, answerable to the sole authority of the people acting through their assemblies. Other initiatives refer to transformations which the people, freed of legal and institutional obstacles, can undertake directly.

The participation of women

Women have played a prominent role in all aspects of the movements comprising the APPO. They are widely credited with having giving it the spirit and character which will shape its destiny. This participation was made possible by two interrelated processes that have evolved in Oaxaca over the last 20 years.

On the one hand, various feminist groups have emerged since the 1980s and have rapidly attained great visibility. Most of them were started by prominent urban middle-class feminists who had gained movement experience in other parts of Mexico.

On the other hand, a more profound process emerged parallel to this, involving a new form of political participation on the part of women in the communities and the municipios which differs from certain feminist stances but is no less forceful in affirming the position of women and the rejection of violence and discrimination against them. This impulse has been called a "feminization of politics," in which women take on the leadership of political initiatives and social movements, exercising it in ways that contrast sharply male practices.

The women in Oaxaca became clearly visible as a movement when, at the end of a march in which they had put forward certain specific demands, they requested 15 minutes of radio/TV air time to express themselves. When their request was turned down, they peacefully took over the transmitters and, from that moment on, despite enormous difficulties arising from their lack of technical experience, broadcast the voices of the movement 24 hours a day. 

Women's presence in the APPO took many forms. They supported those who were on the barricades and participated in the marches and in discussions in the assembly. They played a major role in the struggle against human rights violations, in supporting victims of political persecution and imprisonment, and in negotiations with the government.

The urban-popular movement

More than half of the current population of the city of Oaxaca lives in popular neighborhoods formed, in the majority of cases, by illegal land-occupations. Their struggles to regularize their situation and obtain basic services were well known, but they did not seem to have a major presence in the social and political life of the city – except through the graffiti which could be seen everywhere. Most of these graffiti lacked meaning and creativity. They were only "signatures" [marcas] marking the territory of youth gangs, who in this way expressed their feelings of revolt and flung back at society the rejection they had felt. The authentic graffiti artists who conveyed political messages derogatorily called them marqueros – even though they themselves had begun their graffiti activity making marcas.

The sudden presence in the movement of groups from the popular neighborhoods and some from the middle class immediately posed a dilemma. It was not known to what extent the indigenous community network was present in those neighborhoods. The barricades arose spontaneously as a popular response to the governor's attacks on the APPO encampments, and rapidly took on a life of their own, to the extent of becoming autonomous focal points for social and political organization. Long sleepless nights provided the opportunity for extensive political discussions, which awakened in many young people a hitherto nonexistent or inchoate social consciousness. The new graffiti manifested this aroused awareness.

On the barricades, new forms of anarchism – in both ideological and lifestyle applications – began to appear. The collectives on the barricades defended their autonomy ferociously and sometimes with a level of hostility that was hard to channel. Some groups occupied abandoned public buildings and began not only to live in them but to convert them into centers of cultural and political activity. The children and youth of these groups played a significant part in the movement, especially in confrontations with the police, which many of them were used to.

Paths of the APPO

The APPO is a movement of movements, rooted in longstanding and very Oaxacan traditions of social struggle, but it is strictly contemporary in its outlook and its openness to the world. It owes its radicalism to its very nature: it is at ground level, close to the roots. It acquired its insurrectional tone after trying all the legal and institutional methods of advancing its demands and finding them all blocked. But it does not dance to just any tune; it composes its own music. Where there are no markers, it blazes its own trail.

The APPO is clearly a result of general discontent with the rule of Ulises Ruiz. Beginning with very concrete experiences, like the successful opposition to erecting a McDonald's in Oaxaca's central plaza, it quickly and clearly adopted the politics of a single NO and many YESes that characterizes many present-day social movements. This approach finds unity in the common rejection of an action or omission, a policy, an official or a regime, but allows at the same time for a plurality of affirmations, projects, ideals and ideologies.

The rejection of Governor Ulises Ruiz, which persists to this day among the majority of Oaxacans, increasingly becomes a rejection of a regime and of a whole state of affairs. Ulises Ruiz is just one embodiment of a government that is already considered unbearable. Corruption and authoritarianism did not begin with him, but they reached extremes under his rule that made them intolerable for the majority. For many APPO participants, rejection of this regime includes a rejection of capitalism. This is not yet the general opinion, but it is becoming stronger all the time.

The diversity of the innumerable movements and organizations makes it impossible to identify a single path for the APPO. There are really many YESes that are being put forward by its participants. Although there are clear overlaps and convergences among them, the propositions put forward by the indigenous movements, for example, are not identical to those advanced by environmentalists or human rights advocates. There are three areas of struggle in which one finds the greatest degree of convergence. The first is around the need to perfect formal democratic processes, that is, to put an end to electoral fraud.  Second is the struggle to introduce participatory democracy, that is, to bring citizens and their organizations into the running of government, eliminating arbitrary decisions by the authorities. This involves a number of specific mechanisms:

Popular initiative. Citizens should be able to formulate the norms and the laws under which they live. If they gather enough signatures for an initiative, the local Congress should be obliged to consider it and even to approve it.

Referendum and plebiscite. Citizens should have the opportunity to approve or reject decisions, policies or programs of the government.

Recall. Citizens should have the power to recall any elected official. Under such legislation, Ulises Ruiz would long ago have been forced out of office.

Participatory budget. Many citizens are fed up with officials who persist in imposing programs and public works often directly opposed by the public.

Transparency. Timely and complete information should be provided regarding all acts of government, so that they can be adequately monitored.

Social control. Citizens and their organizations must have the power to actively combat corruption through supervision of administrative processes.

The third and final struggle, and the main challenge to the APPO, is to place formal and participatory democracy at the service of radical democracy, the democracy which has been practiced from time immemorial in the indigenous communities and municipios. The idea now is to extend this way of governing to the entire society, beginning with the formation of autonomous regional bodies.

While the struggles around formal and participatory democracy focus on legal and institutional reforms (by mobilizations that pressure the constituted authorities), the struggle for radical democracy focuses on popular initiative – on what the people themselves can do to transform the conditions under which they live. For centuries, the communities were able to use their own forms of government, against the dominant institutions and outside the law and the Constitution. This experience is being used now to bring about immediate practical changes, on the basis of an organized effort, with the conviction that through this process, enough strength and capacity will be accumulated to impose the legal and institutional changes that are needed, as was done in 1995 to end the practice of simulation in what are now called "municipios por usos y costumbres."

As has already been mentioned, many persons and groups who participate in the APPO are calling for a constituent assembly, to produce a new constitution. It is increasingly clearly understood that the present Constitution concentrates power in the governor and negates the separation of powers, the rule of law, and the fundamental structures of democratic life. It is obsolete and is entirely foreign to the present-day realities and hopes of Oaxaca. The consensus on this point, however, disappears when one tries to define the content of the new constitution or the methods by which it will be arrived at. 
A continuous issue, inside and outside the APPO, has to do with the character and traits of a "people's government" [gobierno popular]. Some persons and organizations, coming out of the Latin American tradition of the statist Left, believe that it is necessary to attack the organs of the State, getting rid of the established authorities in order to install in their place "people's representatives" who would use State power to serve the people. This "people's government" would be installed as a substitute for the present rulers. Other persons and organizations question not only the feasibility of this approach (under present conditions) but also its justification. They believe that oppression and authoritarianism are inherent in the apparatuses of the State and that the supposed "people's representatives," once in control of these apparatuses, invariably become corrupt, regardless of how they came into that position – whether by genuinely democratic election, by revolution, or by subterfuge [golpe de mano] (as would be the case in Oaxaca). According to this view, it is not enough to change the ideology of those who run the state; all its institutions must be radically modified. Moreover, this transformation must be carried out by the citizens themselves, through their own initiatives and actions, from the bottom up, and not the reverse.

These two opposed perspectives are currently reflected in the debates over whether the APPO should participate in the next local elections. Many members of APPO believe that what is most important is to imagine mechanisms to protect people, especially in their communities, from the pressures of all kinds that the campaigns are unleashing. Some think that the APPO should not participate and should call for abstention. Others believe that it is necessary to vote and even to present candidates, negotiating their inscription with the parties. In the so-called "civic space" of the APPO and in regional assemblies, discussion of this matter led to the conclusion that the electoral process should be used to express repudiation of the system, without presenting or supporting specific candidates, but taking any opportunity to join in the public debates in order to promote a clear political agenda. After intense debate, the state assembly of APPO decided not to run formal candidates in the forthcoming August and October municipal and state congress elections, acknowledging at the same time the right of those organizations and individuals that would decide to do so. It was also decided to call for a punishing vote against Ulises Ruiz and his allies. 
Under present conditions, in any case, using the electoral process to cast a protest vote means not only voting against the dominant alliance of the PRI and the PAN, which have supported Ulises Ruiz. It means stimulating the voters to really go to the polls; challenging all candidates and parties to take stands on Ulises Ruiz and on the APPO; questioning PRI and PAN candidates about the support they have given to Ulises Ruiz and his atrocities; casting blank votes if the other parties fail to respond adequately as to the APPO agenda, etc. It means, in sum, treating electoral participation as a conscious act of political rebellion, not a routine exercise, a blank check to the system, or a way of endorsing the authoritarian regime.

National agendas

From the APPO's earliest days, a topic of intense controversy within its ranks has been participation in the national agendas of various movements and organizations.

The first challenge of this type had to do with participation in the federal elections of July 2, 2006. The abstentionist current had predominated for a variety of reasons, but on June 30 it was decided by consensus to express repudiation of Ulises Ruiz by means of a protest vote against his party. The result demonstrated APPO's strength and the scope of general discontent.

Almost immediately afterwards, however, important differences arose. There was no consensus on participation in the mobilizations associated with Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the "losing" candidate, and in particular, in those which led up to the National Democratic Convention and to the election of a "legitimate president." The disagreement persists today. Some think it is very important to participate in this movement while others think that it is has not become a people's movement and that it has a clear party character, subject to the vertical structure of a leader and a party. They contend that the APPO would lose its character and meaning if it were to affiliate with this current, even though it might agree with it in many ways and might wish to join in many of its specific mobilizations.

There are various initiatives to unify the efforts of particular groups and regions. The one that seems closest to the APPO, the Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Mexico (which links together 16 popular assemblies in as many states), is still a tenuous association of state coalitions of leaders, not a social and political movement. Other initiatives seem clearly oriented toward contending for power, whether to negotiate with the established authorities or to challenge them. Many participants in La Otra Campaña (which includes a number of Indian groups and leftwing extra-parliamentary formations) have been active members of the APPO, but not all APPO members support that campaign.

Within the APPO there is an increasingly clear awareness of the need for national and international solidarity to bring about changes in the conduct of the national political system, which continues to support Ulises Ruiz. However, in order to maintain its unity and to remain true to the stance of its majority, the APPO cannot subordinate its existence and its meaning to a national agenda and its corresponding expressions, even when there is full agreement on core issues.

To resolve this contradiction, it is important to recall above all that the APPO is a movement, not an organization. As such, it cannot affiliate itself with another movement or organization. There is no practical way to do this, since it could only be done by entering pacts or alliances through representatives which the APPO does not and cannot have. On the other hand, there seems to be no problem in having committees of the APPO attend specific events of national organizations, so as to present their viewpoints, experiences, and requests for solidarity – and to express solidarity with others. 

It was considered important for committees of the APPO to participate in the work of the National Dialogue, La Otra Campaña, and the Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Mexico. Even in these cases, however, it was not considered appropriate for the movement to join any of the associated organizations. Any participation in particular actions will remain rooted in local concerns. Actions on behalf of political prisoners, against repression, against certain policies (such as raising the prices of basic food items), in favor of autonomy, etc., are examples of initiatives in which the APPO can participate fully without losing its shape, its character, or its freedom of action.

Anticapitalism

In the founding convention of the APPO, the decision that achieved the quickest consensus had to do with its basic anticapitalist stance. But there is no clear consensus on what this means.

One issue is whether or not it is possible to escape the logic of capitalism without world revolution. For some, such a revolution is indispensable and carries with it the task of worldwide organization of the proletariat. For many in APPO, however, this seemingly radical position becomes reformist and paralyzing in practice: so long as world revolution has not arrived, the only hope is for modest reforms of the system. Although they recognize the system’s global character, they believe that the struggle against it cannot be delayed pending the attainment of worldwide concertation of the forces of resistance.

Another central issue has to do with the nature of the regime that we confront. Some recognize that capital is a social relation, not a material object, and that it has to be challenged from within, by trying to forge new social relations outside its logic. This line of thought and action clashes with the one that limits its focus to changing the ownership of the means of production without calling into question all the related aspects of social organization like those which program us to accept alienated consumption and waste. The latter variety of anticapitalism tends to be merely rhetorical, denouncing corporate capital and its political accomplices but waiting for the triumph of revolution to alter the very patterns of work and consumption which keep capital alive.

The same debates appear with regard to conceptions of socialism. Some groups, small in size but highly visible and organized, maintain a Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy largely abandoned elsewhere (which includes Stalin among its exemplars) and defend positions superficially grafted onto a socialist framework. Broader groups embrace a critical position regarding socialism, viewing it as a historical phenomenon whose end is nearing and whose theoretical construction has important deficiencies as argued by Harry Cleaver.
 This latter current generally uses Marxist analysis for its critique of capitalism, incorporates contemporary criticisms of the system (like those relating to ecology and technology), and devises political, economic and social alternatives that go beyond capitalism without leading to socialism. For these groups, as for the majority of APPO participants (especially from the indigenous movement), formal democracy and the nation-state are provisional frameworks that must be adopted in the transition to a new order that has yet to be invented.

These examples are only the tip of the iceberg of themes that are discussed continuously in Oaxaca, in the most diverse ways. In many cases the debates dispense with technical terms and even with widely used concepts (like capitalism and socialism), but their content and orientation clearly express a radical critique of things as they are, along with a continuous search for alternatives and a commitment to fight for them.

Prospects
At the beginning of 2007 it is impossible to foresee how long the political classes will keep Governor Ulises Ruiz in office. A prominent social critic has noted that Ruiz’s continued incumbency “is a profound enigma and also a very severe insult to republican logic.”
 In the current conditions of social and political polarization, in the midst of intense electoral campaigns, when Ruiz’s continuation in office calls forth particularly corrupt and violent actions on his behalf which people can no longer tolerate, the failure to remove him from the position of authority which he is less and less capable of exercising will impose increasingly heavy political costs on the dominant regime and, in Oaxaca, could lead to ever more intense and violent confrontations which could result in a kind of open civil war.

What seems entirely foreseeable is that the movement will not give up. Surely the different movements that comprise it will differ in their vitality and in their presence on the political scene, but none of them will disappear or become paralyzed. The APPO represents above all a great awakening. The terrible impact of the savage repression of late 2006 is still felt. There are many ruined families, and there are widespread feelings of uncertainty, fear, and economic insecurity. But at the same time the movement is showing an immense resilience and is beginning to multiply its initiatives. Throughout the state of Oaxaca there is the conviction that we are on the threshold of a profound transformation. No sector and no aspect of Oaxaca’s reality has been untouched. The winds of change are blowing everywhere, in full force, as could be seen in the January 27-28 (2007) meeting of the regional APPO del Istmo, when, in the course of arriving at a consensus against running candidates in the next elections, it was emphasized that “the movement is long-term” and that it should not be swayed by partisan fireworks.

The APPO’s fundamental thrust can be seen in the progression from resistance toward liberation that was initiated in Oaxaca by Zapatismo. Groups and communities that for centuries had resisted colonization and development, maintaining their own forms of organization and self-government, saw clearly the new threats posed by globalization and recognized the limitations and dangers of the localism into which many of them had fallen, in confining resistance to their immediate spheres. As an alternative both to such localism and to globalization, there is now spreading the notion of localization. Locally based self-affirmation is preserved, but there is an increasingly powerful opening to other groups and communities, to form extensive alliances and coalitions with all those who are discontented with the system. Not only is there an awareness of the threats (including devastating attacks) against resistance movements; there is also a sense that resistance itself may have reached its limit. It can no longer be just a question of surviving in the face of a dominant regime; it is time to create, together with other groups and sectors, a regime that can replace it. Hence the need to advance from mere resistance, to liberation.

The APPO brought a fresh breeze of renovation to Oaxaca in a dark period of its history. It open a new horizon of hope, whose innovative character, especially in terms of bridging cultural diversity and applying the assembly tradition to the present, is a source of inspiration for many other movements in Mexico and in the world. 


 


“We are brown, we are short, we are fat… We are the face of Oaxaca”: Women Leaders in the Oaxaca Rebellion

Lynn Stephen 

I am a woman born in Oaxaca of Zapotec and Mixtec blood. Our mission as women is to create, educate, communicate and participate. That is why we are here occupying the state radio and T.V. station…We are like a lot of the humble, sincere, working people of my state. From the countryside to the city, we Oaxacan women are tired of bearing this burden alone of the repression we are experiencing from the a long line of people who have governed us and from our current governor, Ulíses Ruiz …Although the people who may read this are far away, we are living this crude reality of repressions and an impossible situation. …We went out into the streets on the first of August to tell Ulises Ruiz that he had to leave Oaxaca. We are women who don’t usually have a voice because we are brown, we are short, we are fat, and they think that we don’t represent the people, but we do. WE are the face of Oaxaca. …..It is too bad that the government doesn’t recognize the greatness, the heart, and the valor of the women who are here. We are here because we want a free Mexico, a democratic Mexico and we have had enough. ….They will have to take us out of here dead, but we are going to defend the TV station and radio.” 
These words come from fifty-five year-old Fidelia Vásquez in Oaxaca City on August 5, 2006. Fidelia is part of a group of dozens of women who five days earlier occupied the official Oaxaca state television station “Canal 9” and state FM and AM radio stations. She is also a teacher, a member of the Local 22 of the CNTE (large dissident confederation within the National Educational Workers Union) and a self-declared supporter of the APPO or Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca. Her testimony brings together an analysis of gender, race, and class that suggests the roots of the ongoing social movement in Oaxaca and why women have had such a strong presence in it. Demanding the resignation of Oaxaca governor Ulises Ruiz, APPO grew rapidly during the summer and fall of 2006 and came to control much of the city of Oaxaca, organized popular cultural events, controlled radio and television stations, and organized local and regional assemblies throughout the state with the goal of developing a new state constitution and system of governance that would take into account the majority of Oaxaca’s citizens. Here I focus on the role of women in the APPO and teacher’s movement and pay particular attention to why women have focused on claiming, using, and defending radio as a movement organizing tool.  The testimonials and analysis which follows suggest that women in the Oaxaca social rebellion are blending feminist concerns with claiming public space and having the media reflect the voices, physical appearances, and concerns of “real” women (here indigenous, working class, and middle class women) and the more traditional roles women have held in social movements as wives, mothers, and defenders of the family. Their style of activism is consistent with patterns exhibited by many women in Latin America by integrating a commitment to basic survival for women and their children with a challenge to the subordination of women to men mixed with a fervent commitment to participatory democracy in their families, cities, states, and nations (see Stephen 1997:1-22). Some of the ongoing questions I am seeking to answer in this article which reflects only pilot research are: Why have women been so central to the growing APPO and teacher’s movement? Is this a new historical role for women in Oaxacan social movements or are there historical antecedents? Does the fact that many of the demands of the APPO and the teachers are linked to education, children, and social welfare provide a traditional gendered core to the movement that builds on issues that have long been seen as “feminine” and practical? Or is something different occurring in this movement where women have moved beyond these issues to assume a key role in demanding political, and cultural space for an identity that some characterize as fat, short, brown, and the “real face of Oaxaca”? 

The ways in which women participate and experience their role in the social rebellion in Oaxaca allows us to reexamine the utility of the dichotomy posed by feminist theorist Temma Kaplan as “female consciousness” (1982) or “traditional feminine conscience” (1989: 77-78) and as “practical gender interests” by Maxine Molyneux (1986) versus feminist or strategic interests (Molyneux 1986).  More recent analysis of contemporary women’s organizing (Montoya, Frazier, and Hurtig 2002) as well as current feminist historiography (Dore and Molyneux 2000) of women’s organizing in the past tends to focus more on the role of women’s agency from a wide variety of spaces and perspectives, its cultural and materials underpinnings, as well as its relationship to state formation and how projects of social reform and modernization have both sought to include and exclude women. In such analyses, as in the case discussed here, the specific historical, political,  and regional context within which women organize, differences between women by ethnicity, class, and age, and their personal experiences, skills, and trajectories often militate against the utility of dichotomous models of analysis. Nevertheless, cultural divisions of public and private space and the battles for who should occupy them and in what form, continue to be an important part of gendered discussions—particularly in the case of the gendered dimensions of the Oaxaca rebellion documented here. 

Education in Oaxaca and the History of Teachers’ Organizing. 

Public education was consolidated in Mexico in 1921 under President Alvaro Obregon who created the Ministry of Public Education (SEP). As part of a nationalist strategy to consolidate the Mexican Revolution and build a nation of mestizos (people who were a mixture of Spanish, Indian, and African heritage), education became one of the primary routes for “civilizing” and assimilating Mexico’s rural, primarily indigenous peasants. The focus of SEP educational programs in the 1920s was to integrate individuals into the market economy and communities into the nation (see Vaughn 1982). In Oaxaca, there was a 27 percent increase in state primary school enrollment from 1920 to 1928 (Vaughn 1982:156). During the 1930s, under President Lázaro Cárdenas, the promotion of socialist schools as well as accelerated agrarian reform and the organization of the National Peasants Confederation or CNC were key pieces in a government-run campaign to create a national popular culture around the Mexican Revolution with the Mexican government as its main inheritor (see Vaughn 1997). I have documented elsewhere the ways in which the figure of Emiliano Zapata and other aspects of the Mexican Revolution became part of a nationalist campaign to build the political party of Cárdenas in the 1930s and ensure values that inspired loyalty to the government (See Stephen 2002). Rural school teachers were primary actors in promoting a popularized Mexican Revolution that emphasized phrases such as “the proletarian cause,” “the land belongs to everyone, like the air the water the light, and the heat of the sun” (Stephen 2002:44-45). In Oaxaca as well as elsewhere, the ideas of socialist education were disseminated wherever there were schools. The First Congress for Socialist Education was held in the city of Oaxaca on February 25-28, 1935. Publications such as “El Socialista” were produced to help spread socialist ideals. Teachers in Oaxaca were organized primarily by the Sindicato Único de Trabajadores de la Ensenañza. After a strike in 1937, officials from the Oaxaca state government and the federal government signed an agreement that brought all Oaxaca teachers under the secretary of federal education. Oaxacan teachers not only continued to promote socialist education in the late 1930s, but also worked as agrarian activists (see Stephen 2002:54-55). Thus teachers in Oaxaca and in other states have a long history of working simultaneously as educators and activists.

In 1943, the Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de Educación or SNTE was founded and came to represent all educational workers in Mexico’s primary and secondary schools. With closed-shop representation of all education workers, the SNTE quickly followed in the pattern of other government unions and organization and came to be very closely tied to government policy priorities and as part of  a well-oiled vote delivery machine which was formally affiliated with the PRI (see Cook 1994). While there were several attempts at reform movements within the SNTE in order to democratize it, all failed until 1979, when dissidents formed the first reform caucus in SNTE history. In 1979, two locals affiliated with the SNTE—Local 7 from Chiapas and Local 22 from Oaxaca-- formed their own dissident “Coordinadora Nacional de Trabajadores de Education (CNTE) in the city of Tuxtla Gutiérrez, Chiapas. According to CNTE spokesperson Alfredo Chiu Velásquez in August of 2006, the CNTE was formed with three objectives, “to democratize the SNTE, to democratize education and to democratize the country.”

During the past 27 years, the CNTE has gained control of key locals in Mexico City, and in the state of Michoacán, Chiapas, Guerrero, Tlaxcala, Zacatecas, Morelos, Baja California Sur, Sinaloa,  Durango and Oaxaca with representation growing in other states. According to Chiu Velásquez, “In 2006 there are 1,400,000 workers in the SNTE and about 45 percent of these are with us in the CNTE.” That is about 630,000. An earlier estimate from 1997 puts the numbers of CNTE workers at 250,000 (Monroy 1997:2). 


Since the formation of the CNTE, indigenous teachers have been a large part of  Local 22  (Local 22) membership. In states like Oaxaca, indigenous teachers are a majority of those involved in the dissident movement. Previously bilingual indigenous teachers were paid less than non-indigenous teachers and were employed by the National Indigenist Institute (INI). In the 1980s and 1990s, Local 22 in Oaxaca was key in forcing the Ministry of Education to expand bilingual education. Since 1994, the Oaxaca state Indigenous Education Department has been developing and putting into use textbooks in Oaxaca’s 16 indigenous languages, under Local 22 control and guidance (Monroy 1997:11-12). Bilingual indigenous teachers are in every community and hamlet throughout the state. 


Another group with significant representation in the CNTE is women. Women account for at least 60 percent of all teachers nationwide and thus a majority of members of the CNTE (Monroy 1997:6). While no precise figures are available, it appears that the percentage of women teachers in Oaxaca’s Local 22 is similar to that nationwide. In Oaxaca this translates into very significant representation in the dissident movement by indigenous women who have been vocal in protesting discrimination, sexual harassment, and racism both in the union and elsewhere. 


Drawing on the significant experience as public figures who participate in a range of community and political activities the more than 40,000 female teachers that are members of Local 22 in Oaxaca played a central role in the strike started in May 2006, and the mobilizations that led by APPO paralyzed the state government until the month of October.  At the center of this largely urban movement are many women whose key role in opening up state media to those usually silenced and who’s insistence on using pacific means to get across their message have gained them new respect in recent days. Women’s role in taking over the media and using the airwaves to both organize APPO actions and to reconfigure public cultural space in Oaxaca began in early August. 

APPO and Radio Cacerola.

While much has been made of the role of the internet in organizing anti-globalization protests, Radio Cacerola (Saucepan Radio, named for the pots and pans the women marched with when they took over the station) at 96.9 FM in Oaxaca was at the heart of ongoing mobilizations, actions, deliberations, and debates in Oaxaca City that have permanently changed the nature of public culture and politics in this southern Mexican state. The importance of control of the media for organizing and coordinating the ever-growing social movement of the APPO and dissident Local 22 of the Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de Educación (National Union of Education Workers, SNTE) became more and more apparent in the weeks that followed the public TV and radio station take-over. The women hit upon a key ingredient for supporting the movement as seen by both their success in mobilizing people quickly and by the level of repression aimed at their occupation of the media as confrontations heated up even more in the last weeks of August in Oaxaca. For several weeks, Radio Cacerola was the lifeline of the social movement of APPO. What follows are detailed descriptions of the women’s activities which are intended to relay the intensity of the organizing that took place during the summer and fall of 2006. 

A large group of men and women from the town of Telixtlahuaca is assembled in front of the Corporación Oaxaqueña de Radio y Television (COR TV – Oaxacan Radio and Television Corporation) and radio station on the western edge of Oaxaca City, reading a petition signed by large numbers of people. They have a list of grievances against the state governor Ulises Ruiz Ortiz. In addition, they declare themselves to be in solidarity with the Asamblea Popular del Pueblo de Oaxaca . It is August 5, 2006. As I stood outside the station after 12 noon, there are shouts of Ya cayo, ya cayo, Ulises ya cayo (He has fallen, he has fallen, Ulises-- the governor-- has already fallen).”  In an impromptu rally and welcome, several women from inside the station come out to speak to the delegation before admitting them. Marina, a young 25 year old who has dedicated herself to the radio station, declares, “We are all together in this fight. We have taken these spaces here to be the voice of all the people. That is why it is of great importance that all of you come here to help us to protect this space that gives us a voice and is providing us with ideas for how to continue our struggle. We recognize the importance of our struggle at the level of the county and throughout the state. Long live the Asamblea Popular de Oaxaca. Long Live the Oaxacan People. Long Live the Women Against the Bad Government!  Long Live our Unity! The People United Will Never Be Defeated. Viva!” 
Outside of the TV and radio station there is a well coordinated six- point security plan posted on the wall and several women screen visitors before letting them in to make their declarations on TV and radio. Following their take-over the women opened up the airwaves to the usually voiceless people in the poor colonias and nearby indigenous towns that make up most of semi-urban Oaxaca City. The delegation from Telixtlahuaca is just one of 19 groups and individuals who have signed up to be on the air so far on this sunny Saturday. Women in charge of the station inform others that they will have to come back in two days because the spaces for radio and TV are all booked up for several days due to overwhelming demand. 

From early in the morning until late at night, Radio Cacerola has become the chief means for people to voice their opinions and have debates. Everyone from the motor-taxi association of six neighborhoods denouncing a corrupt licensing official to Zapotec vegetable farmers fed up with a corrupt local mayor use the station to air their opinions. Regular radio shows crop up on topics including the murder of women in Ciudad Juarez and Oaxaca, celebrating local musical groups, and discussions of indigenous rights in more than half a dozen of Oaxaca’s sixteen indigenous languages. When local municipal police refuse to leave their barracks and the Oaxacan head of Security and Transportation Aristeo López Martínez put together an improvised police force of under-cover “municipal” police rumored to include paramilitaries from outside the state, Radio Cacerola announces where they are seen and encourages people to not lose faith. When leaders of the APPO are detained without a warrant, Radio Cacerola relays the kind of vehicle the police used and encourages people in the neighborhood where the leaders were last seen to search out the car.  When APPO needs to gather supporters to reinforce groups of people holding more than twenty state government buildings, the call goes out over Radio Cacerola. When fifty-year old Jose Jíménez Colmenares is shot dead in the middle of a peaceful protest march on the way to the TV station, Radio Cacerola broadcasts the news and urges people not to be afraid and to continue to protect the station and other buildings that have been taken over by APPO. Throughout some of the most tense days and nights in August, the voice of a young woman tells listeners, “Don’t be afraid. We are not afraid. Do not abandon your posts.  Do not be afraid to come down to help us to fight this intimidation. We are a pacific movement; we have so many people they cannot force us out.” The women behind the radio station do not appear to be militant fighters, but are often long-time residents who have finally gotten fed-up with their invisibility and bad treatment by successive state governments which have been promising to improve their lives for decades.

Fidelia Vásquez, quoted at the beginning of this paper lives just a few blocks from the Radio Cacerola. She has become a full-time worker at the station, participating in twenty-four hour security shifts that require participants to alternate keeping watch and sleeping every two hours. Her post on the Saturday afternoon when I interview her has her screening visitors to determine whether or not they have come to legitimately go on the air or are there to gather information for the opposition. She was one of hundreds of women who took over the radio and TV station on August 1st after a group of women representing an APPO and teacher’s march of almost ten thousand were denied a space on the air. “When we were denied just one hour of air time, we decided to take over the whole station,” explained another participant before I spoke with Fidelia. “After all, it is a public television station. Shouldn’t the people be able to use it?” Fidelia sat us down in the shade on a few chairs and began to explain how and why she got involved in Radio Cacerola. 

As you know we have a wonderful patrimony here …and that is why we women went out into the street on August first. We went out to demand that Ulises Ruiz Ortiz leave Oaxaca. We don’t want governors like him. People have to see that the governor cannot run the state of  Oaxaca. There is ungobernability in Oaxaca .  The women ( who are participating in the APPO are demanding) that he leave. And you who come here to talk with us, we want you to be our messengers and let people know that we are peaceful women,  that we are Oaxacan women who the rich have not recognized. Look at these hands (she holds her hands out in front of her lap face up), these are hands that have sweated, they have never robbed or killed. They want love, tranquility, and peace for the entire world, no more tear gas bombs, no more shooting. We just want our voices to be heard. And we women also want justice for the teachers. We want their demands to be listened to. But there is not equality here in Oaxaca. We women say that this is not just.

     Here Fidelia stresses the peaceful position that women have by presenting her hands as evidence of her hard work and honesty. The hands speak for her and the movement as a symbol of who the movement is and what they want—no more tear gas bombs, no more shooting and justice for the teachers. Many women like her speak of the need for respect for the teachers from the state government. Respected by children and their parents in the communities they work in, teachers like Fidelia are now demanding the same kind of respect and recognition from the state. 
Nine days later, I returned to the radio station to film a daily radio show hosted by Concepción “Conchita” Nuñez (introduced above), a sociologist, a teacher, women’s organizer and core member of the group of women working in the radio station. She was hosting Pilar Monterrubias who was discussing the violent murders of women in Oaxaca as well as the experience of women in the June 14th attempt to forcibly evict the teachers. There was a high level of security at the station that day. We were ushered into the reception area and told we had to leave everything behind us including cell phones, cameras, and tape recorders. After a complex set of interactions where our host indicated she had given us permission to film, we were allowed into the control booth of the radio station to film the show. Conchita and Pilar discussed the women’s march in great detail. They then analyzed the presence of women in the movement and at the station. Pilar commented, “This is a very female space here at the radio station. Women are running everything.” The conversation then turned to the experience of June 14th when the state police attempted to forcibly evict the teachers. 
Pilar: “I live near the center of the city and the city of Oaxaca was like a woman who had been raped. It you went out on the street you saw the blankets, the shoes, all the things that had belonged to people. I remember when I saw one of these baby blankets with little flowers on it and I was thinking, wow, I wonder what happened to that baby during the attack…it was just terrible. The city was like a woman who had been horribly beaten.”

Concepción: “it was really incredible to see all of the ashes from everything that was burned. It made a huge impression on everyone. We couldn’t believe it when it was happening. No one will forget that day.”

While the radio show was going on, a large march was making its way towards the radio and TV station where it was going to conclude. At one point during the show, organizers at the front of the march called in on a cell phone to report the progress of the march and to give estimates of the number of people. The march had begun an hour earlier at the site of the State Department of Education and had passed the first class bus station, was making it was way through the center of town and up towards the radio station. The young women running the control booth were reporting on the air about the progress of the march, clearly excited by its success. They reported that it would be approaching the radio station in twenty minutes. Another announcement was made in connection to the march asking listeners to help to locate three teachers who had been disappeared earlier that day. 

The radio show ended and Conchita and Pilar left the station to talk and have coffee. Twenty minutes later the march approached the station, winding its way around the block before arriving. About mid-way through the march, shots were fired, mass confusion ruled and people began to run wildly in all directions, forwards, sideways, and back towards where the shots came from. The women from the radio station who had watched smiling and cheering as the march wound into the grounds of the station suddenly turned ashen as everyone realized that something grave had happened. Not losing face, the organizers of the march and the women on the radio continue to urge people to come forward and to continue onto the grounds of the radio and TV station. 

About mid-way through the march, shots were fired into the crowd from a house adjoining a medical clinic. José Jíménez Colmenares died almost instantly from the shots. His widow, teacher Florina Jimenez Lucas relayed to me what happened after the march.

We joined the march at about five o’clock in the afternoon. It was peaceful; we walked past the bus station, the Llano Park, the center. We were going along shouting our slogans against the governor like, “Fuera Ulises,’ (Get out Ulises).” We went along in the middle of the march. There were a lot of people in the march, about fifteen thousand people. In Division Oriente Street, we heard shots coming towards the people in the march.  I was walking with my husband. Then someone said, ‘men move forward,’ to protect the women. My husband moved up some steps and I heard a burst of very rapid shots. There were bullets fired very quickly. I heard them and I turned around. I saw my husband, he fell down. Well, I didn’t see him fall, but I heard someone call, ‘Help me, help me.’ I saw my husband on the ground. Then some other people approached to help him, to carry him. We walked a few steps. I pleaded with him to resist dying, to hold on. Then someone said, ‘Here is a hospital. Bring him in.’ We brought him into the clinic. They wouldn’t let me into the operating room.  After a few minutes passed, they let me in. When I went in they said, “He is already dead.’ They didn’t even try to help him. 
According to Florina and to accounts broadcast on radio Cacerola and in some press reports, the medical report said that nine bullets were fired into Jose’s body from an automatic pistol fired from above by 22 and 38 caliber weapons. Two other people who were marching were wounded as well. Mourning her husband with thousands in a public homage on the zocalo and later a public funeral, Florina stated, “This was done to demobilize people. This attack wasn’t directed at my husband, but at the march with the purpose of demobilizing us, of creating terror. But it hasn’t had that result. We are more united than ever.” Demonstrating the fiery spirit of the women of Radio Cacerola, Florina has jumped back into the struggle to remove the governor and improve conditions for all in the state of Oaxaca. Her husband’s death leaves her alone to raise her three children ages 3, 10, and 13.

Following the death of José Colmenares, a large silent march was called to commemorate his sacrifice and call for the freeing of additional political prisoners. Three days later a “National Forum on Building Democracy and Governability in Oaxaca” drew almost 1800 participants from across Mexico as well as from Oaxaca. Two days of debate and discussion focused on writing a new state constitution, constructing a transitional government and political program, and on gender, ethnic, sexual orientation and other forms of diversity. Participants voted on a wide range of accords and strategies that prominently included indigenous rights, women’s rights, gay, lesbian, and transsexual rights, and plans for building local and regional assemblies to discuss and disseminate the results of the forum. At the closing ceremony of the forum on August 18th, August 1st was declared “Day of the Oaxacan Woman” in honor of the courageous take-over of Channel 9 by APPO women. Throughout the forum, women from Radio Cacerola, the TV station, and other organizations and communities were amply represented and did not hesitate to speak out. 

Throughout August, 2006 the women of Radio Cacerola and Channel 9 were highly successful in mobilizing support for the APPO and in encouraging more and more individuals, organizations, and neighborhood and municipal governments to declare themselves against Oaxaca’s governor Ulíses  Ruiz Ortiz. On Monday, August 21st, a group of civilian-clothed “police” drove up the mountain to the Cerro Fortin and open fired on the transmission towers for Channel 9 and Radio Cacerola 96.9 F.M. Wounding a teacher who was helping keep watch, this offensive against APPO and their control of the state media opened a further round of confrontations. APPO used Radio Cacerola to call people out of their homes and into the streets. On August 21st, APPO members took over twelve commercial radio stations and began broadcasting across the state. They retained five of them. In the first hours of  Tuesday, August 22nd, a “clean-up operation” of 400 Ministerial State Police and Municipal Police of Oaxaca City open fired on APPO members who were guarding one of the newly-taken radio stations. Architect Lorenzo San Pablo Cervantes, chief of the Department of Educational Spaces of the Ministry of Public Works of the State of Oaxaca was shot to death in the attack. He was a supporter of APPO and of the teacher’s movement as were many state employees. His death was accompanied by the wounding of others, attacks on reporters, and on other installations controlled by APPO members. 

In the fall of 2006, women who took over the radio station along with other APPO members continued to call for the destitution of Governor Ruiz Ortiz and were putting together a parallel government with regional popular assemblies throughout the state. In October and November urban APPO women were on the front lines defending barricades, buildings, and media stations when the PFP entered Oaxaca. They were often the first to greet them and put flowers in their shields and offered coffee and tamales. In defense of Radio Universidad which like Radio Cacerola had a female presence through the voice of La Doctora, women were again the first to confront the PFP as they tried to take over the Autonomous Benito Juárez University of Oaxaca (UABJO) unsuccessfully in November 2.  Days after when repression escalated broadcasters vacated Radio Universidad to avoid a violent confrontation. La Doctora is Berta Elena Muñoz, a medical doctor who not only was a radio announcer for the APPO, but also worked in support of the grassroots medical clinics set up by teachers and APPO in Oaxaca. She has been in hiding since November 28, 2006 when the PFP rounded up and imprisoned large numbers of APPO and Local 22 activists. In an interview with the International Civil Commission of Human Rights Observation (CCIODH) in January of 2007, she demanded that the government guarantee her safety and that of her family,”because I haven’t committed any crime; I haven’t killed anyone, I haven’t stolen or kidnapped. How is it possible that, for simply having expressed my ideas, I have a death threat over my head and those of my children? Are they really that afraid of words?” (referring to her role as a radio announcer) (Olivares Alonso 2007). 

Women also organized branches of the APPO in other parts of the state of Oaxaca as well. For example, in October of 2006, Mixtec and Triqui women active in the Women’s Regional Council of the Indigenous Front of Binational Organizations (FIOB) helped to found a regional branch of the APPO in Juxtlahuaca. There women from the Women’s Regional Council built and manned barricades, occupied the city hall, and marched around the city defiantly demanding the end of local and state governments controlled by the PRI.  According to FIOB organizer Centolia Maldonado, “the women from the indigenous communities were the bravest. They were not afraid of people shouting at them or of confrontation like some of the women from the town of Juxtlahuaca. They held their ground and were very brave.” 

After their occupation of the state television and radio stations on August first, women affiliated with Local 22 and the APPO formed the Coordinadora de Mujeres de Oaxaca, Primero de Agosto (COMO). They left Oaxaca to march in Mexico City, returned to the streets of Oaxaca, and when paramilitaries shot out the transmission tower of Radio Cacerola, they participated in the take-over of another radio station known as La Ley or “The Law” which they transformed into La Ley del Pueblo, The Law of the people. Throughout the months of September, October, and November women from COMO and in the APPO were active participants in occupying state government buildings, radio stations, and in staffing hundreds of home-made barricades throughout the city constructed to prevent paramilitary forces and undercover state police in convoys of pick-up trucks from entering neighborhoods and terrorizing people. 

From June 14 through December 10, 2006  the social conflict in Oaxaca resulted in 17 deaths, 450 prisoners, almost thirty people who are disappeared and many people who have been wounded (Consorcio para el Dialogo Parlamentario y la Equidad Oaxaca A.C. et al 2006: 7). From November 25th through December 4th at least 192 people were taken prisoner in round-ups by the PFP, primarily in Oaxaca City. There were 46 women prisoners among those detained.  Prior to these dates other women had been detained as well. Many of the women who were detained and sent to a men’s medium security prison hundreds of miles away in the state of Nayarit were threatened with rape and in some cases have testified that they were sexually assaulted. The threat of rape has been a consistent part of message women receive to discourage them from their activism. There are also accusations from young male prisoners that they were sexually assaulted by the Federal Preventative Police as they were transferred from the Tepic airport to a prison in the state of Nayarit.  Patricia Jiménez Aragón, one of the founders of COMO and a delegate of the founding Congress of the APPO relates the kinds of threats she has received for her activism. Her words also capture the determination of the thousands of Oaxacan women involved in the APPO movement who continue to be the leading edge of change in southern Mexico.

They tell us they are going to rape us, that they are going to kill our children, that they are going to rob our houses. We have been living with this fear for five months, that they are going to kill us, thinking about the worst that can happen. We are living a life that is totally different from the life we had before the 14th of June and for many women, before the first of August. We don’t live in our houses any more, we don’t go out to have fun, and we don’t see our children. This social movement has changed our lives. 

Women’s participation in the social rebellion in Oaxaca is still unfolding with much more to come as the APPO continues in its struggle to change political and economic relations of power and as state elections are set for August of 2007. 
Conclusions


Oaxacan women’s take-over of the state TV and Radio station on August 1st provided a lifeline to the APPO in its daily organizing activities as well as literally giving a voice to thousands of Oaxacans. The women of Radio Cacerola as well as many of the other Oaxacans who joined in supporting APPO and the teachers have been forever changed by their experiences during 2006. The opening up of spaces like Radio Cacerola and Radio Universidad and the inclusions of thousands in a new public discourse of democracy and inclusion has left many with a new-found sense of respect, of “having rights” and of being “someone” who has the right to speak and be listened to.  For women like Fidelia, giving those who are brown, fat, short, poor, and female (her words) a public voice, a place in state politics, and  a legitimate presence in terms of who the city and the state belong to has been a transforming experience. It has not, however, come out of nowhere.


The strong presence of women in the APPO movement can be linked directly to the majority of women within the CNTE and their individual and collective experience in working as activists in the communities they have lived and taught in as well as within the democratic teachers’ confederation they belong to. Many have complained of sexism and exclusion from leadership positions within the union, but have still continued to work within the CNTE for achieving wider democracy in their union, within the schools and communities they work in, and within the country. Some leaders also have experience in feminist movements that have sprung up in Oaxaca within the past two decades. Certainly the strong endorsement not only of women’s rights but even gay rights within the documents produced by the National Forum on "Constructing Democracy and Governability in Oaxaca” that took place in August, 2006 indicate the strong presence of women within the APPO and the CNTE who are committed to gender equity as well as other kinds of human and social rights. Education has always been a female arena and the strong presence of women in the teacher’s union and in the APPO could be seen to follow traditional lines of political participation for women. What makes women’s participation in the APPO different, however, is that they have stepped straight into public arenas that are not identified with women. Working to remove a governor from power, running barricades and neighborhood committees, taking over radio and TV stations and then defending them on security duty—these are not traditional “female” tasks. What was striking both to those who participated and those who observed, was the number of women who were involved and who acted in coordination creating a very strong female, public political presence that severely challenged the Oaxacan political elite. This public presence of “the short, the fat, and the brown” was evident not only in the public spaces in the center of the city but also on television while women held the state TV station and on the radio as they hosted programs.  The brief yet intense period of cultural production in the media that women from Local 22 and the APPO participated in has no doubt changed popular and elite ideas about who the citizens of Oaxaca are, what they look like, and what they have to say. The story of women in the Oaxaca social rebellion is an ongoing on that will surely have many more chapters unfolding. 


At a larger level, the ways in which women activists in the APPO and in Local 22 presented themselves and their demands suggests that their organizing is consistent with other hybrid contemporary social movements that combine the strategic demands of achieving women’s equality with the practical demands of access to food, healthcare, housing, democratic representation, respect and simply the right to speak in public. There are wide range of women with varying experiences within the APPO from teachers who are long-standing activists to working and middle-class housewives who stepped into the streets for the first time. While their reasons for and experiences in participation are no doubt far from uniform, the strong presence of women and their ongoing commitment to the movement suggests that it has struck a major chord with the kinds of rights and struggles many women identify with in contemporary Oaxaca. 
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The Right to be Heard

Deborah Poole

As other articles in this issue argue, both the forms of political expression and the reasons for Oaxacans’ rebellion against the PRI’s authoritarian and increasingly violent rule were, in many respects, not all that surprising.   Most of the demands and actors have long histories; the teachers’ strike is an annual event; women have played important historical roles in both the organization and carrying out of political resistance; and the ideal of autonomy has for centuries animated indigenous demands on the Oaxacan state.   Similarly, human rights and indigenous organizations have for many years denounced the impunity and corruption that characterize Oaxaca’s PRI dominated state government.  Finally, although the APPO is in many respects a new type of organization; its novel form is made possible by its grounding in familiar languages of popular democracy, dissent and “rebeldía.”   The challenge is to understand these historical roots while also acknowledging the creativity that characterizes APPO as a new mode of articulating politics in the contentious arena of Oaxacan and Mexican popular and party struggles.  


One way to think about the originality of APPO’s form is to situate it against the backdrop of Oaxaca’s remarkable ethnic and cultural diversity.  APPO provides in this sense a sort of political home to a broad range of people who have come together to discuss Oaxaca’s—and, indeed, Mexico’s-- political future in terms of everything from territory, autonomy and human rights, to cultural patrimony, education and the Plan Puebla Panama?  Anyone who has followed the emergence and consolidation of the APPO will not fail to be impressed by the astonishing variety and array of organizations, groups and individuals it has drawn together.   Of course, such an astonishing variety of “grassroots” organizations and culturally inflected demands might well be taken, on the one hand, as encouraging evidence of the vitality of local political imaginaries – and the ways in which they have been re-energized by neoliberal policies whose intent is precisely that of dispersing and localizing political initiatives.   Thus, as all social scientists are by now aware, neoliberalism is all about “decentralization,” and “social movements” have become the everyday fare of local politics as individuals and communities mobilize to pursue their particular interests.   Seen from this perspective, the APPO might be said to be simply piggy-backing on a world of political expressiveness and creativity that has been created, at least in part, by the achievements of liberal democracy.   This scenario effectively explains away the APPO by embedding it within a neoliberal political imaginary in which “diversity” stands as a goal on its own, and in which opposition organizations and presidential candidates alike, must necessarily peg their fortunes to the “actually existing diversity” of Mexican society.   


Although neoliberalism certainly forms the backdrop for APPO and the Oaxacan insurgency, the political language of liberalism fails to account for the Oaxacan response because the APPO articulates not so much a scramble to find the positionings from which group and individual rights can be addressed or recognized, as they do a sort of collective desire to define a plane of engagement from which people can claim a right that is not, and in fact cannot be, guaranteed in any constitution: the right to be heard.   Here APPO’s politics resonate somewhat with the sentiments and sensibilities that inform the EZLN’s Other Campaign.  Thus, in the documents, speeches and pronouncements that circulate in La Otra, what we most hear about is “la palabra,” the word.  “The dark word of the most small,” writes Marcos, “is the one which has best summarized the purpose of the first stage of the Otra: lending wind to word, that it might fly high, that it might go far.”  “For the ear to exist and increase,” he continues, “the word of the other is necessary.” 
 


Indeed, in many respects, it would seem that the entire purpose of the Other Campaign is to listen.  In the plenario of La Sexta held in the Lacandon jungle in August 2005, Marcos and the Comandancia sat in silence for days listening to the words and gestures of performance groups, collectives, and communal organizations who had come to the Lacandona from all over Mexico.  And in La Otra’s tour through Mexico, we are told that “Marcos listened for seven days a week to hours of spontaneous testimony in small and large meetings in cities and isolated rural villages. Marcos does not speak in the meetings until all of those who wish to share their experiences have spoken. When he gives speeches in open plazas . . . it is to encourage people to participate in the Other Campaign, that is, to read the Sixth Declaration and to attend and speak at the public meetings.” 
   


Although the Oaxacan movement should not be in any way equated (or conflated) with La Otra—it seems clear that what drives the particular political form assumed by the APPO’s is a similar concern with reconfiguring democratic politics as a rethinking of the very principle of right such that it might contain not only the legally guaranteable right to be represented, but also the (more difficult to guarantee) right to be heard.   By modeling itself on many of the principles that animate local, community and indigenous society in Oaxaca, the APPO has opted for a notion of democracy in which rights are not delegated to representatives—the APPO repeatedly insists for example that it is an “organization without leaders”—and in which decisions are arrived at through consultation with the bases.  In this respect one might argue that the APPO offers us the possibility of imagining a modality of political community that is not premised on the special rights that “leaders” have to speak for others, but rather on peoples’ ability to speak with each other.  This is a deeply ethical perspective on politics in which decisions–and “positions”—depend not on pre-defined political ideologies or cultural “identities,” but rather on peoples’ willingness to let others be heard.


This vision of political community may well strike us as utopian and, perhaps, impossible.  Yet repeatedly in the summer of Oaxaca’s discontent, it was the right to speak—and be heard—that people seized on as the means for declaring their frustrations with “politics as usual.”   Perhaps the most striking and certainly dramatic evidence of this were the hundreds—probably thousands—of individuals who stood in line at the open mikes of opposition radio stations like Radio Universidad and, for a while, Radio la Ley, to give public testimony about how “their eyes had been opened,” about how they were “not going to put up with it anymore,”  about how “they had either not known or not done anything about government abuse and corruption before but were now”, and, mostly importantly, about how they had never had the opportunity to say these things before – or at least to say them and be heard.  Thus the centrality of media and the seizure of radio and TV stations to the Oaxacan political movement lay not just in the refusal to accept the subtle (and not so subtle) forms of government censureship that have come along with privatization of Mexico’s commercial TV and radio stations, but also, and perhaps more importantly, in what it said about people’s understanding that their rights as citizens of Mexico and Oaxca included the right to have their voices be broadcast and heard.  On one level, this is a democratization of the airwaves.  On another, it is a democratization of the very principle of right which people were no longer content to refer to the doctrines of constitutional, legal or even (international) human right, but which they were claiming as a sort of natural or social right – i.e., as the right to hold a conversation in which all parties would be heard.  


But what, in the end, is at stake with all this listening and speaking?  Clearly all the people talking in APPO meetings and on Radio Universidad  don’t share anything like a unified political project and not all of them would describe what they are doing in terms of “listening.”   Rather, what seems to be minimally at stake in their collective and (very) sundry words and doings is a struggle to find some space in which it is just simply possible to imagine at all.  


Perhaps a better word for describing this mode of political activism is, then, imagination – since the idea of an imagination is inherently open ended.  It contains lines of flight which cannot be mapped and which may not even yet be born.  It is future oriented, and yet disrespectful of the neat divides that seem to separate memory from the present.  Even more importantly, as something which is unleashed and intangible, imagination also allows for the unsettling presence and acknoweldgement of strangeness.  And strangeness is a quality that is not at all captured by a liberal politics of recognition, in which the strangeness—the momentary unintelligibility—of the “other’s” voice is, in the end, domesticated as something that is either “tolerable” or “interesting” or marketable.    


In the end, then, what I think APPO helps us to understand about what is—or can be—new about politics, is the idea that democracy must be rendered not “just” participatory--in the sense of being able to tolerate and even require citizens’ active participation in decision making.  It must also be imagined as reflective in the sense that it must also be rendered as open to a more patient modality of listening and hearing.  In this sense the activism and revolutionary sensibilities for which the APPO speaks seem to point as well towards a different temporal framework for politics.   Its goals are neither short term nor readily confined.   If Oaxacans manage to get their abusive governor deposed, they will celebrate.  But APPO will probably not go away because the struggle to rid themselves of an abusive governor has resulted in an apprenticeship to a new ideal of politics as a rearticulation of rights that goes well beyond the restricted sense in which states offer us “rights” as a form of recognition, but never as an invitation to speak.  

� Raúl Zibechi, “Subterranean Echoes: Resistance and Politics ‘desde el Sótano’” Socialism and Democracy, no. 39 (November 2005). On authoritarian regression in Oaxaca see Víctor Raúl Martínez, Movimiento magisterial y crisis politica en Oaxaca (forthcoming, Oaxaca, 2007).


� The brainchild of former Mexican president Vicente Fox and backed by the Inter-American Development Bank the Plan Puebla Panama is a multibillion-dollar development plan aimed at transforming southern Mexico and all of Central America into a colossal free trade zone. The PPP contemplates the construction of new ports, airports, railroads, bridges, 25 dams for hydroelectric generation, upgrading telecommunications facilities, including a fiber-optic network, upgrading electrical grids, highway construction and creating wildlife reserves to help facilitate "bioprospecting" by various multinational seed, chemical, and pharmaceutical companies.


� For a discussion of the nature of the recent popular movements in Latin America, see Gerardo Rénique, “Introduction, Latin America Today: The Rebellion Against Neo-liberalism” in Socialism and Democracy no. 39 (November 2005).


 


� With this term Aníbal Quijano describes the persistence of colonial-type racial and cultural attitudes in Latin American countries with a large indigenous (or Black) population. See Quijano, “The Challenge of the ‘Indigenous Movement’ in Latin America,” Socialism and Democracy no. 39 (November 2005).


� This account of the political history of Oaxaca is based mostly on Víctor R. Martínez Vásquez. Movimiento Popular y Política en Oaxaca: 1968-1980. Oaxaca: CONACULTA, 1990.


� Founded in 1827 as the Instituto de Artes y Ciencias, after the 1950s it was referred to as “the 


University.” In 1971 it was refounded as Universidad Autónoma Benito Juárez de Oaxaca (UABJO).


� COCEO document quoted in Victor R. Martínez. Movimiento Popular, p. 133. 





� V.R. Martínez. Movimiento Popular, 188.


� For a history of the COCEI see Jeffrey Rubin. Decentering the Regime: Ethnicity, Radicalism and Democracy in Juchitan, Mexico. Duke University Press, 1997. See also H. Campbell, L. Binford et al. Zapotec Struggles. Histories, Politics and Representations from Juchitan,Oaxaca. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993.





� For an examination and accounts of the 1980 Seccion 22 mobilization, see Isidoro Yescas M. & Gloria Zafra. La Insurgencia Magisterial en Oaxaca 1980. Fondo Editorial IEEPO/IISUABJO, 2006 and Víctor R. Martínez V. Testimonios y Crónicas del Movimiento Magisterial Oaxaqueño. Sección 22, 2005. For a history of CNTE see Organizing Dissent: Unions, the State, and the Democratic Teachers’ Movement in Mexico. Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996. In 2006 SNTE had 1.4 million members, about 45% of whom (630,000) are affiliated with CNTE.


� Víctor Raúl Martínez Vásquez “Autoritarismo, Movimiento Popular y Crisis Política en Oaxaca en el 2006” (Ms, Oaxaca, 2006)








� “When I say mobilize I mean mobilize,” observes Enzensberger (1976: 10); “I mean that a people must be more mobile than it is – that it have the freedom of a dancer, the purposefulness of a soccer-player, the surprise-factor of a guerrilla warrior. One who treats the masses as a political object will not be able to mobilize them; he only wants to give them orders. A package, for example, has no mobility; it is merely sent from one place to another. Mass rallies and marches immobilize people. Propaganda which paralyzes rather than giving free rein to their autonomy has the same effect; it leads to depoliticization.”


� “One can say that the concept of mass, which is purely quantitative, applies to people in the same way that it applies to anything that occupies space. True enough; but in this case it has no qualitative value. We should not forget that in order to arrive at the concept of human masses, we have abstracted out all the traits of people except for what they share with material things: the possibility of being measured in numbers. And thus, logically, the human masses cannot be saved or educated. But it will always be possible to mow them down with machine-guns” (Machado 1975: 239f).


� [On the significance of this slogan, see Pablo González Casanova, “The Zapatista ‘Caracoles’: Networks of Resistance and Autonomy,” S&D, vol. 19, no. 3 (November 2005), p. 79.]


� "Cargo" refers to the "burden" of communal or public office.  Cargos, usually follow a sequence or hierarchy ranked by age and experience, are assumed by adult men as part of their civic and religious responsibilities towards their community.  Before occupying higher cargos, such as community president, men must pass through the lower ranks of the system.  The key features of a cargo system differentiating it from liberal notions of representative democracy, are (a) the blend of religious and secular responsibilities (cargos include responsibility for organizing fiestas as well as for running community business) and (b) the fact that the cargo-holder can act only in consultation with the community.  In other words, unlike in liberal representative democracies where an elected office holder is given the power to represent or speak for his or her electorate, the cargo-holder does not embody or represent the community, and as an individual is not authorized to make decisions on behalf of the community without previous consultation.   This gives different quality to notions of leadership and authority in cargo-based systems as compared to liberal electoral democracies where the individual holds delegative authority and can use this authority "to lead" the community.   The cargo system is derived historically from Spanish/Iberian municipal structures, but has become identified with indigenous communities in Meso America and the Andes.


 


� Murat led an aggressive offensive against the popular movement.  Now a representative in the Federal Congress, he is under indictment for financial irregularities. 


� His administration carried out a number of urban renewal projects in the historical downtown of the capital city of Oaxaca.  Programmed to benefit the construction company of his cronies and relatives, monies allotted to these projects were also siphoned to the war chest of the PRI’s failed presidential campaign managed by Ulises Ruiz.  The shoddy and rushed reconstruction affected mostly the main plaza – considered one of the most beautiful in all Mexico and source of regional pride for Oaxaqueños – where several centennial trees were felled.  The replacement of the traditional cobblestone and stonework around the main plaza and other streets and public spaces in the capital city angered Oaxaqueños of all social classes.  The construction of a four-lane highway cutting across a hill overlooking the city of Oaxaca negatively affected the landscape and environment.  Another source of discontent was Ruiz’s privatization of the state-sponsored yearly two-week folkloric and cultural festival of the Guelaguetza, to the exclusive benefit of the tourism industry. 


� The amuzgo, chatino, chinanteco, chontal, chocholteco, cuicateco, huave,  mazateco, mixe, mixteco, tacuate, trique, zapoteco and zoque peoples.


� See Harry Cleaver, “Socialism,” in Wolfgang Sachs (ed.) The Development Dictionary (London: Zed Books, 1992). This broader current appears not to have much interest in such socialist experiments as that of Venezuela, seeming instead to share the view of Ivan Illich, who argued that if socialism ever arrives in Latin America, it will do so by bicycle. The overall tendency, grounded in indigenous traditions, is to leave behind socialism as well as capitalism. 





� Carlos Monsiváis, in La Jornada, 21 January 2007.


� “The First/Other Winds,” Quintana Roo, Feb.18, 2006.  Translation from: � HYPERLINK "http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?SectionID=59&ItemID=9890" ��http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?SectionID=59&ItemID=9890�; accessed April 4, 2006.   “The direction of [our] cameras and microphones have thus been reoriented, and, with these other men and women, now beginning to fly high are the voices of farmers, fishermen, construction workers, artisans, street vendors, indigenous, campesinos without land, residents, students, teachers, workers, researchers, men, women, young people, especially women and young people.”


�  John Gibler, “Who's Not Listening: The LA Times and the Failure of Political Imagination; � HYPERLINK "http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?SectionID=59&ItemID=9722" ��http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?SectionID=59&ItemID=9722�.   This is, of course, a point that is completely lost on the US (and most Latin American) press, in part because the such a reframing or politics in terms of listening appeals to a very different concept of interest than that which fuels electoral politics.
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