
"I think that we 
have to reject 

the rhetoric of 
Mexico's 

lndlgenlst 
J)ollcy which 

prescribes for 
us, In a 

paternalistic 
manner, 

everything that 
we as 

Indigenous 
peoples have 

to do.• 
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Mixtecs and Zapotecs Organizing in 
Oaxaca and California 
Interview with Arturo Pimentel: 

In September of I 992 Arturo Pimentel 
became General Coordinator of the Btnalfonal 
Mlxtec andZapotec Front. which IS based in 
Cal ifornia and M exfro. This organization IS 
made up of agriCultural workers of M lxtec and 
Zapotec ortgin who work in the Untied States. 

The Front IS made up of the Civic and 
PopularMixtecCommittee, ComtM'Ilacolulense 
of Los Angeles. the BenU.O Jumez Civic Asso­
daUon. the Regional Organization of Oaxaca. 
YqJsachl El BqJo Assoc1at1on. Yaj sachl El Alto 
AssodaUon. 71acochauaya AsSOdaltoo. San 
Miguel Cuevas Oppressed Peoples. andOPAN. 

Arturo Pimentel represented the Civic 
and Popular M lxtec Front of California at the 
Frrsl International Meeting on Migration and 
Human RlghiS that took place in Hueyapan. 
oaxaca in July 1992. 

SAllC: Please tell us about the First 
International Meeting on Migration and Hu­
manRlghts. 

AP: Themeetlngwasorganl7.ed by two 
malO organl7.ations: the Civic and Popular 
Mlxtec Front. which IS part of the Binational 
Mlxtec and Zapotec Front and the Techno­
logical University of La Mlxteca. The objective 
was to appraise human rights and migration 
ISSues related to the Mtxtec people. 

SAllC: How was thiS meeting received 
by the participants? 

AP: There was a lot of Interest. There 
were Indlgenous organl7.ations. academics, 
governmental organl2atlons and Indlgenous 
peoples. 

SAllC: What have been the results? 
AP: The Meeting estabUshed a com­

munication sYStem so that we would be con­
sidered part of a larger organ12at1on which IS 
the Indigenous peoples of South and Meso 
America. Another result was to channel our 
Mlxtec andZapotecdemands: these demands 
have been deslgned to press the Mexican 

government to respond to our needs: drlnk1ng 
water. water for Irrigation. electricity, schools 
and roads. We also ask that the government 
respect our poUtical wtlJ, whiCh has been 
subject to official governmental interference. 

So. we agreed on a set of demands 
brought by the d.Ul'erent Zapotec and Mtxtec 
communities. But we also agreed to press for 
them, so that au these demands be met. We 
also agreed to organiZe an Inter-ethnic confer­
ence. Inviting alllndlgenous organl2ations of 
our Oaxaca State. 

SAllC: I understand that officials of 
the local government tried to take over this 
Zapotec/M!xtec meeting. Is thiS true? 

AP: Yes. Our Indlgenous organiZation 
and the University's Chancellor. who answers 
to the Interests of the state. agreed on a poUcy 
ofnon-lntervenuon. Therewerenolnvttauons 
madetoanypubUc official because we wanted 
a meeting free of state control. We wanted to 
have an Independent meeting. But without 
previous announcement. the governor of 
Oaxaca Mr. Eladlo Ramirez L6pez showed up 
at the opening ceremony. 

This moment was tmportant for the 
official party. Oaxaca was about to elect poUti­
cal authorities. We did not want our confer­
ence to be used poUtlcally. The poUUcal situ­
ation at the time made Eladlo's presence at 
the conference even less appropriate. The 
majority of the organl7.ations rejected the 
presence of the governor. There was an ex­
change of words with the Chancellor, but we 
InSisted on our autonomy. All organl2ations 
remained fum. rejecting manipulations. and 
we were able to defend our position of au­
tonomy. 

SAllC: Are other Indigenous organl2a­
tions In Oaxaca. besides those representing 
ZapotecandMixtec llv!nglnCaUfomla. think­
Ing about autonomy? 
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AP: When we talk about autonomy 
were are talking about a movement that has 
to be bullt and that has to move beyond 
political parties or the control of state. Au­
tonomy IS a fundamental ISSue. As an Indlg­
enous movement we have our own demands 
whJchariSefromourclrcumstancesandneeds. 

I think that we have to reject the 
rhetoric of Mexico's IndlgenlSt policy which 
prescribes for us. In a patemallstic manner. 
everything that we as lndlgenous peoples 
have to do. We believe that autonomy should 
exist and that It must be respected bY the 
state. 

SAIJC: Your statement about au­
tonomy IS clear. Do the grassroots under­
stand thiS position. Do you think that lndlg­
enous communities are ready to work on 
autonomy? 

AP: Unfortunately there are different 
levels of understanding. The state's control 
has been so pervasive through programs such 
as COPIAMAR. PRONASOL, and even the 
lndfgen!St Institute. The government's poll­
des have made people so dependent and 
manipulated that there are sectors that are 
not clear about themselves. or about the ISSue 
of autonomy. 

However. there are other sectors In 
Oaxaca - the Tr1que. Zapotec and Mtxtec 
o,;ganlzations - that are thlnklng about au­
tonomy. There lS a clear viSion and we are 
movtng toward lt. We are trytng to define our 
vlSlon of autonomy. but also we are reacting 
to the state. So, we are In that struggle. 

Autonomy wtJl also consider ldeologl­
caland political ISSues. We know that govern­
ment progJams have addressed some needs. 
but those are patches. We need to address the 
ISSue from the base. We think that If we 
retrieve our own cultural roots and fight to 
retrieve our culture. thiS lS autonomy too. 
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We want Mexico to recogn.tze our au­
tonomy. but lt lS not only a political au­
tonomy. It IS also a struggle that searches for 
political alternatives. such as promoting Jn. 
dlgenouscultures. Autonomy wt1l not be total 
If It remains only political. Autonomy IS also 
recogn.ttion. real recognition. of our existence 
as Indigenous peoples. 

As you know Oaxaca has two main 
Indigenous peoples. There are also sixteen 
Indigenous languages and Ofty-slx dlalectlcs. 
'!Tadltionally historians thought that Zapotec 
and Mlxtecs could not get along. But here we 
are working together. That IS Important. We 
can do it. We have to continue buUdtng our 
strength. 

SAIIC: How are women participating 
In the o,;garuzation? 

AP: Their participation IS Important. 
They have always been Important. We have to 
recogn.tze. as a movement, that changes have 
not been made. We still notice their oppres­
sion. We are conscious of the need to brealc 
away from past behaviors that dlscr!mlnated 
against women. Oppression and subordina­
tion IS serious. We really have to work on thiS. 
They definitely participate. but not with the 
force that they should have In the movement. 

SAIIC: Would you Uke to add some­
thing to thiS Interview? 

AP: I would Uke to can. not only the 
lndlgenous peoples ofOaxaca, but also others 
who are mtgrant workers In the U.S. I would 
Uke to propose to these Indigenous brothers 
and siSters the creation of a larger entity, an 
Independent lndlgenous oiganlzation. Be­
causewe are Inconstant cornrnuntcatton with 
our own communities. we can be part of their 
solutions. not only In a mater!al way but also 
politically and economically. ThiS lS a call to 
oiganl?.eand tocontlnueworklngthrough the 
Btnattonal Mtxtec and Zapotec Front. 

"Traditionally 
historians 
thought that 
Zapotecand 
Mlxtecs could 
not get along. 
But here we are 
working . 
together." 
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