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Preface

A Tale of Two Prison Visits

The first time I stepped inside of Ixcotel prison—as the Central Penitentiary of the State of Oaxaca, on the
outskirts of Oaxaca City, is commonly known—was in the context of a public, yet intentionally small,
solidarity act with an indigenous activist and long-time political prisoner named Alvaro Sebastidn Ramirez.
The solidarity event, which took place in October 2012, consisted of entering Ixcotel prison—registering
ourselves as “friends” of Alvaro in the prison’s administrative offices and walking through several security
lines and invasive inspections—in order to meet with Alvaro, face to face, and to sit with him in a small
circle and exchange words and stories for the span of a few hours, briefly subverting the boundaries that
kept us on different sides of the prison wall, and momentarily rupturing the ordinary flow of time and life for

him and for us.

Around ten of us had gathered outside the gates of the prison that Sunday morning, after having
spent the previous day, Saturday, together at a modestly attended public forum held in the auditorium and
classrooms of a teachers’ college (escuela normal) in the city. Dedicated to the cause of Alvaro’s freedom,
the forum also highlighted the voices and situations of other indigenous political prisoners in Mexico who,
like Alvaro and the event’s organizers, identified as adherents to the “Sixth Declaration of the Lacandén

Jungle,” thereby, forming part of a loose network of Zapatista activists then known as The Other Campaign
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(La Otra Campaiia).! It featured a call-in from Alvaro inside Ixcotel, as well as the narration of personal
accounts (testimonios) by relatives of Alvaro and former prisoners, presentations by lawyers and activists,
and the readings out-loud of letters from other indigenous prisoners in Oaxaca and Chiapas.? The forum
concluded with roundtable discussions and an invitation by the organizers, among certain trusted

participants at the event, to join a small group visit to Ixcotel prison the following day.

Alvaro firmly identified at this point as an adherent of the Sixth, linking his current struggle to a
wider network of Zapatista activists in Mexico and other countries, as well as the struggles of other
indigenous prisoners, such as the Mayan Base de Apoyo Zapatista, Alberto Patishtan in Chiapas. However,
in spite of this, Alvaro’s political and legal fortunes and reputation remained indelibly linked to an older
identity as a “Loxicha prisoner’ and, thus, to this group’s fraught association, in public discourse and in their
sentences, with Mexico’s other significant guerrilla movement of the nineties, the Popular Revolutioary
Army (Ejercito Popular Revolucionario, EPR), which they were accused of belonging to in the 1990s,

though all of them denied the allegations for which they were sentenced.

Alvaro was currently one of seven Loxicha prisoners who remained incarcerated in Ixcotel and Etla
prisons since the late nineties. Initially numbering in the hundreds, the Loxicha prisoners were a group
Zapotec prisoners from the municipality of San Agustin Loxicha, in the mountains near the coast of Oaxaca,
who were arrested in in the late nineties, during the Mexican government’s silent war of counterinsurgency

against rural communities suspected of harboring or supporting guerrillas. The Loxicha prisoners—/os

! Adherents to the “Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle” (henceforth, adherents of The Sixth) are supporters of the Zapatista
Army of National Liberation (EZLN) who “adhere” to the analysis and open-ended principles of the EZLN’s “‘Sixth Declaration of
the Lacandén Jungle;” formerly known as “adherents to the Other Campaign” (2005-2013) until the cancellation of the latter, in
favor of “The Sixth.”” Not to be confused with members of the EZLN or Zapatista “bases,” the Mayan inhabitants of the Zapatista
autonomous communities in Chiapas. EZLN, “Sexta Declaracion de La Selva Lacandona,” Enlace Zapatista (blog), 2005,
http://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2005/06/30/sexta-declaracion-de-la-selva-lacandona/.

2 Second Forum Against Political Prison and for the Freedom of Alvaro Sebastian Ramirez (I/ Foro Contra la Prision Politicay por
la Libertad de Alvaro Sebasticn Ramirez ), organized by The Voice of the Zapotec Xiches in Prison Collective (La Voz de los
Zapotecos Xiches en Prision) and the Network Against Repression and for Solidarity (Red Contra la Represion y por la Solidaridad,
RvsR), Centro Regional de Educacion Normal de Oaxaca, CRENO, Oaxaca de Juarez, October 6, 2012.



presos Loxicha—became presos politicos, in part, because the Mexican state accused them of belonging to
the EPR, a Marxist-Leninist guerrilla organization purportedly seeking to overthrow the state. But it was
also because many of these arrests specifically targeted Zapotec activists and community organizers who
were part of an indigenous political organization that, just a few weeks before the arrests began, had forced
the state governor to the negotiating table by organizing hundreds of Zapotecs to march from Loxicha to
Oaxaca City, briefly blocking access to the international airport in the process, and then occupying the

central plaza in front of the state government offices for several days.

Alvaro was arrested on December 15, 1998, and forcibly “disappeared” and tortured by police for
several days, before being sent to prison, along with hundreds of other mostly indigenous men from
Loxicha who were persecuted and incarcerated in the late nineties. This slew of arrests took place during the
Mexican government’s silent war of counterinsurgency against rural guerrillas across several states of
southern Mexico, particularly, Oaxaca, Chiapas, and Guerrero. The authorities accused Alvaro and the other
Loxicha prisoners of belonging to the Ejército Popular Revolucionario (Popular Revolutionary Army, EPR)
and of participating in deadly guerrilla attacks against soldiers and police in 1996. The prisoners and their
families denied these accusations and staged an occupation of Oaxaca’s main plaza for years in protest, from
1997 to 2001. They alleged that the government utilized the EPR as a facile excuse to repress a strong and
popular indigenous political movement in San Agustin Loxicha by imprisoning activists and labeling an

entire indigenous community as “terrorists.”

The handful of sympathizers who visited Alvaro in Ixcotel Prison that October morning were
mostly in our twenties or thirties, aside from two teachers in their late fifties and Alvaro’s youngest daughter
(of three) was an adolescent going to school in Oaxaca. Erika, the middle sister and main engine driving the

public campaign for Alvaro’s freedom, was born in Loxicha had but lived most of her life in the Central



Valleys of Oaxaca. The others included organizers in Oaxaca City, a Mazatec activist from the northern part
of the state, a couple of anarchists and prison abolitionists from Mexico City and Chiapas, and the author, an
American-Mexican from Mexico City attending graduate school in Michigan and currently living between

San Agustin Loxicha and Oaxaca City.

Disregarding a few mostly innocuous encounters with jails, it was my first time stepping inside of a
prison.’ I felt nervous, waiting in the street outside the prison gates for the others to arrive, near the home-
store fronts of businesses catering to visitors to the prison, prisoners (through their visitors), and guards—
and I tried to keep out of sight of the intimidating gazes of the black-uniformed state police clutching their
large gray shotguns at the gate. I was afraid they might have arrived early and gone in without me.
Eventually, the others arrived together (I felt a little envious of their comradery, although I understood their
caution towards new faces, doing this kind of solidarity work). Even as I did my best to hide it, I was still
nervous standing in the “customs” line, one of several lines to get into the prison, speaking with one of the
main organizers of the event, a young adherent of The Sixth with an impressive knowledge of penal law. I
asked him, as we waited in line, if he had attended law school, which elicited his surprised laughter in
response. Not at all, he replied, but they and Alvaro found themselves obligated to practice “auto-defensa

Juridica,” denoting a do-it-yourself sort of “legal self-defense,” yet with the added connotation of auto-

defensas in the sense of armed rural community defense brigades.*

3 First time inside of a functioning prison, that is: otherwise, I could mention the former “Black Palace” of Lecumbserri, the Porfirian
panopticon prison where successive PRI governments locked away their political prisoners (railroad strikers in the late fifties,
participants in the 1968 student movement, and numerous leftist guerrillas throughout the seventies), along with more nefarious
inmates, until it ceased to function as a prison—in order to become the home of Mexico City’s Archivo General de la Nacion
(National Archive), where I had, in fact, spent many hours over several weeks, reading in the stacks, in a hallway (Gallery 1) of one
of the spider-shaped edifice’s arms, sitting at one of several long wooden tables lined up between the former cells of the prison,
reading the testimonies of former political prisoners, among other recently declassified documents of the PRI’s silent war against the
radical left throughout the twentieth century (the archive ends around 1982, with the demise of the ruling party’s secret police, the
Direccion Federal de Seguridad (Federal Security Agency, DFS)). See chapter 1.

* Auto-defensas were then emerging as a serious phenomenon in the states of Michoacéan, Guerrero, and others—taking a lesson
from the playbook or rural guerrillas, yet now in response to the overwhelming power of organized crime syndicates operating in
much of the country, and suffocating local communities with extorsion, exploitation, and terror.



Most, perhaps all, of the others in the group, other than me, had spent time inside prisons before:
Alvaro’s children and a couple of his close supporters had been visiting him in different prisons since the
late nineties; others in the group had been involved in “prisoner support,” as part of their activism, in other
parts of Mexico. I was impressed as I witnessed their confident approach to the long security lines, the
invasive pat-downs, or the guards’ openly hostile treatment of most of the visitors. Further on, I would learn
that this stoicism was a survival strategy developed, in some cases, over a lifetime—particularly for the two
young women, Alvaro’s daughters, who had grown up constantly entering and leaving the prison to visit
their father, since their youth or, in the case of the youngest, since birth. Their stoicism occluded that which it
was meant to be a defense against: the realities of regular harassment and abuse by the police. Harassment
was the norm for most visitors, although it was visibly and unequally gendered and classed: male lawyers
and bureaucrats, for instance, tended to receive far better treatment. Standing under the tin roof of the two
customs lines—one for men and one for women—I noticed that the number of women standing in line was
far greater than that of the men: The women’s line was many times longer and moved much slower, as the
majority of the women carried bags of food or basic household goods. The majority were visibly poor or
working class, and many of them appeared to be indigenous, based on their clothing, hairstyles, or
overheard bits of conversation. Some women carried tall bundles of dry tortillas, bulk quantities of instant
coffee or sugar, or huge vats of soup (which the guards would rummage through with huge spoons or latex
gloves, looking for contraband), along with other treats or necessities for their brothers, partners, fathers—
and, in some cases, mothers or daughters, as this was a co-ed prison. In addition to the bags of food and
products, many also carried infants and toddlers. After the customs line came the pat-down behind a closed
door, then the metal detectors, the armored turnstiles, another line, finger print scanners, more sets of gates,
and more waiting, until you get to a room where the guards check you in and take your official identification

card, in exchange for a plastic poker chip with a number on it, which you hold onto until you pick up your
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identification upon leaving. Then, you’re in the prison—and there is a lot of commotion during visiting

hours.

Most of the activists with me knew each other well, from years of organizing through Zapatista
solidarity networks in Oaxaca, Chiapas, Mexico City, and elsewhere. I had recently met Alvaro’s daughter
and some of his other close supporters at a solidarity forum meant to raise awareness about Alvaro’s case
and those of other indigenous political prisoners who were adherents to The Sixth. The forum was organized
by adherents to the Sixth, within the Red Contra la Represion y por la Solidaridad (Network Against
Repression and for Solidarity, RvsR). Organizers and participants discussed the legal status of the prisoners
and the legal and political strategies they were employing to fight for their freedom; former prisoners spoke
about their experiences; others read letters and testimonies written by different prisoners addressed to the
participants of the forum; at one point, Alvaro called from his cell phone inside Ixcotel and addressed the
audience of several dozen people. Family members of different prisoners also spoke at the event, including
Alvaro’s daughter, Erika Sebastian Luis, who spoke passionately and eloquently about her father’s case and
his trajectory as an indigenous organizer and a teacher in Loxicha and, later, as prisoner and adherent of The
Sixth. She also spoke about her own experience of growing up with a father in prison, which forced her to
become a luchadora, a fighter, for the political prisoners at the age of fifteen. That was in the late nineties,
when she and dozens of other women and children from Loxicha occupied Oaxaca City’s main plaza, the

Zdbcalo, with an encampment that lasted longer than four years.

During a break in the activities of the forum, I approached Erika and introduced myself. I thanked
her for organizing this event and for sharing her testimony and analysis. I had met many activists and
organizers working on prisoner support, with the Loxicha prisoners or other political or vulnerable prisoners
in Mexico; yet few had impressed me as these activists had—a first impression that did not change in

retrospect—for their deeply committed and principled approach to their political work, extending beyond
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prisoner support. Among other things, I was impressed by their Zapatista-inflected insistence that activists
on the outside were not fighting for prisoners, but with them; that the prisoners themselves must be the
subjects (not the objects) of their struggles for emancipation, a process which, in their view, required a

rigorous re-constitution of prisoners as historical and political subjects.

I told Erika that I hoped to meet her father and the other Loxicha prisoners, and that I wished to ask
them if they would be interested in sharing some of their stories and experiences with me, to collaborate in
the recording of their oral histories. I had already been researching some of the history and context
surrounding the Loxicha conflict that led to the men’s incarceration, for several months, as part of a
politically engaged anthropology and history research project for my doctoral dissertation about social
movements and historical memory in Oaxaca. I also mentioned that I had recently taken up living in the
Zapotec community of San Agustin Loxicha—an hour or so walk from the village where she and her father
were both born—in order to learn more about the origins of the prisoners and their prior struggles as
indigenous activists in the eighties and nineties, the social repercussions of violence and incarceration on

their communities, and the controversial legacies of their activism and persecution.

I'told Erika, as I would later explain to the prisoners themselves, that my interest in this project
came from a position of solidarity with the prisoners and with the struggles of indigenous communities in
Oaxaca. That is, I wished to conduct research around their stories inasmuch as possible in ways that might
benefit or, at the least, be relevant to the prisoners, themselves, their allies, and to others engaged in similar
struggles in other places. In this case, my sense of commitment also entailed being very attentive and
respectful to the delicate political etiquette of prisoner solidarity work, due to the vulnerability of the

prisoners, as well as their relatives and supporters, given the history of persecution and political repression.

Even if they were not interested in recording their oral histories, I was also happy to simply go visit

them, without taking anything from them (much like an extractive industry, anthropology has often taken
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the form of one-sided extraction for the benefit of the anthropologist). I did not want to presume that any of
the prisoners would necessarily have any desire or interest in speaking with me. However, I also knew, from
speaking to other longtime supporters of the Loxicha prisoners and other prisoner solidarity activists in
different countries, that a simple visit, some conversation, or just a simple letter—that is, communication,
intimacy, and human interaction, in general—were things that tended to gain tremendous significance for
people who are locked up and separated from most of society. Pedestrian though these actions may seem,
visits and the exchange of phone calls and letters are among the fundamental elements of prisoner solidarity
work and care.” Moreover, | wanted to be attentive and respectful of their desires and their boundaries, given
the profoundly uneven power relation between free persons and prisoners in a penal institution, as well as

those dividing us along class and ethnic lines.

However, I did hope that they would be receptive to the idea of sharing their stories—for its inter-
personal dimensions, such as its potentially cathartic and therapeutic effects (though I am no therapist and
harbored no illusions of being a savior) or just the emotional satisfaction that many people feel in
storytelling, in addition to festimonio’s cultural and political potential in confronting silence, obscurity and
desmemoria, by amplifying their voices and casting light on their embattled and controversial histories and
experiences, as free persons and as long-term prisoners. Five out of the seven prisoners eventually agreed to
be interviewed, four of whom I ended up interviewing and visiting many times over the following years,
even after their release—but that was later—while two of them politely declined. I elaborate further on these

two prisoners and their silences in the epilogue.

Erika listened carefully to what I said, and then discussed it briefly among her compas (comrades or

colleagues; short for comparieras/os). She then informed me that I was welcome to accompany them on

5 In my experience, prisoner support activists sometimes overlook these small acts, in favor of flashier expressions of solidarity, as it
can be difficult for someone outside to fully appreciate the outsized impact that these small exchanges and interactions can have in a
carceral setting.
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their upcoming group visit with Alvaro, inside Ixcotel Prison. They would not normally accept such
requests from academics or journalists, being skeptical of their motives and methods; but they would make
an exception for me, in spite of my questionable role as an academic, on account of the engaged sort of
work I was proposing, and because I would be there, foremost, as a compa. Once there, Erika said, I could
approach Alvaro myself and let him make his own decision about whether he wished to share his story with

me or not.

This particular solidarity visit, with Erika and the RvsR, was my first time inside of Ixcotel Prison—
but it was not my first time standing outside of it. I had stood on the narrow street outside the gates of Ixcotel
roughly a year before (October 2011), during a very different solidarity rally for the Loxicha prisoners,
which was organized by a very different group of Oaxacan activists, most notably, the former prisoner, Juan
Sosa Maldonado. Sosa was neither from Loxicha, nor indigenous; however, he had been persecuted and
imprisoned, along with the Loxicha prisoners, as an alleged member of the EPR, in the late nineties, and
released in 2001. Sosa was currently the president of the Organizacion de Pueblos Indigenas Zapotecos
(Organization of Indigenous Zapotec Communities, OPIZ A.C.—a new iteration, bearing little in common
with its predecessor other than the name, of an organization that was founded in 1984 by Zapotec activists

from Loxicha, including Alvaro Sebastian.

Over the following decade, through 1996, OPIZ emerged as a grassroots indigenous movement

with broad support in the majority of San Agustin Loxicha’s seventy-two communities, its subject villages®

¢ Municipalities in Mexico still retain an internal division that originated under early Spanish colonialism, in which colonial
authorities allowed local rulers and caciques in “headtowns” (cabeceras) to retain their authority over smaller “subject” communities
and settlements (sujefos). These distinctions and political relations were maintained and adapted through subsequent transformations
of Mexico’s political geography. Rural and indigenous municipal centers thus function as administrative nodes between local
populations and the larger structures of state and federal government. See Peter Gerhard, A Guide to the Historical Geography of
New Spain, Rev. ed (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993); for central Mexico, see Charles Gibson, The Aztecs under
Spanish Rule: A History of the Indians of the Valley of Mexico,1519-1810 (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1964); for
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and farmsteads,’ as well as powerful enemies, largely among the economic and political “elites” (a most
relative term here) based largely out of the municipal center: the town of San Agustin.® OPIZ came to play
many roles in these communities—part collective bargaining agent with the state, part network of local and
regional councils, part auto-defensa. Its initial dual focus was on organizing the poorest indigenous
communities, first, to defend themselves against predatory cacigues (local political bosses) and pistoleros
(gangs of gunslingers) who exploited the peasants and farmers by way of usury, extorsion, land-theft, and
control over the local coffee economy (as middle-men) and over the municipal government; and, second, in
order to collectively demand better services and infrastructure from the state through institutional channels
and through acts of civil disobedience. Yet OPIZ activists wore many political hats: Opizistas organized
local assembilies, councils, and land cooperatives; they banned the sale of alcohol in several communities—
a proposal from local women concerned with alcohol’s central role in domestic violence—and they,
themselves, renounced alcohol; they also hosted festive regional “Indigenous Encounters,” and organized
huge marches and occupations in Oaxaca City, several hours away. This period of activism and
mobilizations ended with the 1996 EPR attacks and the government persecution of the OPIZ, which
government officials contended was a local foil for the EPR (which was active in several states beyond

Oaxaca).

Many of the Loxicha Zapotecs who were incarcerated in the late nineties were once OPIZ activists
or supporters; yet certainly not all of them: Even among the Loxicha prisoners who ultimately served the
longest sentences, whom I spent time amongst in Ixcotel and Etla, only three of them were former

Opizistas: Alvaro, Abraham, and Zacarias. Two of the other prisoners, Agustin Luna and Fortino Enriquez,

Oaxaca, see Kevin Terraciano, The Mixtecs of Colonial Oaxaca: Nudzahui History, Sixteenth through Eighteenth Centuries
(Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2001).

7 Agencias municipales, Agencias de policia rural and rancherias, in the political-geographical argot of Oaxaca.

§ Footnote on nombres and apellidos in Mexican town names. See Rosemary Grace Beam de Azcona, “A Coatlan-Loxicha Zapotec
Grammar” (University of California, Berkeley, 2004).
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were rural teachers, active in the teachers union, who were on leave from teaching in 1996, having been
electedin a widely attended all-community assembly, following local customs (usos y costumbres),’ to head
the municipal government of San Agustin Loxicha as municipal president (similar to the role of mayor) and
head magistrate (sindico procurador). Their election was propelled by a massive turnout of Zapotecs from
the dozens of villages and hundreds of rancherias in the valleys around San Agustin (the head town). After
ten years of silent organizing in these communities, the OPIZ contributed to the large turnout of participants
in the assembly that propelled Agustin and Fortino to the local municipal hall. Beyond the need to maintain
diplomatic relations with this organization, however, the two Section 22 teachers were independent and
often critical of the OPIZ.!° Finally, the last two Loxicha prisoners serving longer than thirty year sentences,
Eleuterio and Justino (the two who chose not be interviewed for this work) were largely indifferent and, at
times, resistant towards political drama as prisoners, beyond wanting to be free. Both spoke limited Spanish
and neither had political affiliations of any kind, outside of lesser cargos (customary community service),
according to multiple other voices in interviews, nor had they traveled outside of their communities before

their arrests.

These divergent political trajectories notwithstanding, all seven of these prisoners were sentenced as
alleged Eperristas, on charges including terrorism; conspiracy; stockpiling weapons; illegal deprivation of

freedom (distinct from kidnapping); theft; illicit use of foreign property; damage to foreign property;

® Usos y Costumbres: Spurred to act by the threat of another Zapatista uprising, such as that led by thousands of Mayan rebels in
Chiapas in 1994, and by calls to action by indigenous communities and organizations in Oaxaca, in 1995, the Oaxacan legislature
reformed the state constitution, further recognizing customary laws and norms, known as Usos y Costumbres, in Oaxaca’s
indigenous communities. Later that year, Agustin Luna was elected as municipal president in Loxicha.

10 Their distance from OPIZ is strongly corroborated by interviews with prisoners, former Opizistas, and numerous residents of San
Agustin Loxicha, including sympathizers and critics of OPIZ; as well as a cross-examination of the prisoner’s voluminous judicial
files, including legal statements/confessions, evidence, and sentences. For this dissertation, however, I have opted not to incorporate
material from the criminal cases, due to their opacity, the significant impact of torture and coercion in them, and a presently, and a
presently unresolvable ethical dilemma involved in their use. However, chapter 1 presents a parallel analysis, based on a historical
case from the 1970s, involving a political prisoner resulting from the persecution of rural guerrillas in the neighboring state of
Guerrero. The older file, aided by a memoir and a transformed archival logic, allow us to consider the archival logics and politics of a
Loxicha judicial archive, which needs to remain silent for a time.
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criminal association; and the two most significant charges, in terms of prison time: aggravated homicide and

attempted homicide; among others.!!

Juan Sosa, a Spanish-speaking mestizo from the valleys near Miahuatlan, spent several years in a
federal prison next to several Loxicha prisoners, under similar charges. Following their release from federal
prison in 2001, Sosa and a handful of former prisoners and Opizistas re-founded the OPIZ, now, as an
officially accredited human rights NGO, based in Oaxaca City, to advocate for and represent the prisoners,
with the agile and savvy Sosa at its helm. A decade later, however, two years before the protest he organized
with the Espacio in 2011, nearly all of the prisoners (including Alvaro, a co-founder of the original OPIZ)
had broken all ties with Sosa and the new OPIZ, accusing him and their long-time lawyer (who helped
secure the release of hundreds of Loxicha prisoners since the late nineties) of manipulation and
authoritarianism for his self-benefit. Nonetheless, Juan held onto the OPIZ monicker and to his reputation as
“the representative of the Loxichas,” to the chagrin of some of the prisoners. Sosa also retained control over
a shelter for relatives of the Loxicha prisoners, which the state government “donated”” to OPIZ in 2001, in
exchange for ending (breaking) the Loxicha women’s four-and-a-half year occupation of the Zécalo.
Paradoxically, then, when I met Sosa in 2011, he continued to act as a (self-proclaimed) spokesperson, and a
fervent advocate, for the Loxicha prisoners, in spite of the fact that the remaining prisoners had publicly and

nearly unanimously severed ties with Sosa two years earlier.'?

"' Homicidio calificado, akin to first degree murder. Several lesser charges were dropped over various appeals and re-sentencings.
Notably, none of the Loxicha prisoners was charged with the crime of “rebellion.”” Alvaro’s supporters in the RvsR argued that this
omission was due to Article 137 of the Mexican Constitution, which states that “rebels” (defined as collectivities seeking the
overthrow or transformation of the state and the creation of a new constitutional convention, including through the use of arms)
cannot be accused of criminal acts of “homicide,” which are distinguished from acts of violence during acts of political rebellion. The
RvsR argued that this did not imply that Alvaro was a rebel, but that the state was charging him with rebellion without the
corresponding charges, commensurate for a “rebel.”

12 The prisoners accusations against Sosa largely revolved around transparency with solidarity funds from organizations, supporters,
or the state. They maintained that Sosa and others around him had benefitted from his solidarity work by receiving funds and



I had met Juan a few months earlier, while working with the Espacio Ciudadano por la Verdad y
Justicia en Oaxaca (Citizen Space for Truth and Justice in Oaxaca; henceforth, Espacio or Espacio
Ciudadano). The Espacio was a coalition of organizations—including NGO’s, the teachers union, and
“victims’ organizations,” among others—designed to promote public memory work around the 2006
uprising of the Asamblea Popular de los Pueblos de Oaxaca (Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca,
APPO) in Oaxaca City in 2006. Its main goals centered around justice and an end of impunity for victims of
human rights violations in 2006, primarily, through the creation of a truth commission. Sosa, presenting
himself as an advocate of the Loxicha prisoners, was adamant at the meetings of the Espacio that any truth
commission for Oaxaca (other TC proposals were floating around) must not limit its scope to the events of
2006, but must also address the violent atrocities and human rights violations that occurred in Loxicha,

following the EPR uprising in 1996.

Thus, when the Espacio Ciudadano agreed to host the arrival of a caravan of hundreds of anti-
violence protestors and victims from all over Mexico in October of 2011, Sosa insisted that the day’s events
must include a protest outside of Ixcotel Prison in solidarity with the Loxicha prisoners—a point that certain
members of the Espacio were equally, if more discretely, adamantly opposed to, partly due to the political
toxicity of the EPR among much of the left, and an ideological discomfort for actions that could be
misconstrued as supportive or forgiving of armed violence (debates which I examine in chapter 3). I had not
yet decided to make the Loxicha prisoners the focus of my research, which was then focused on the 2006
APPO uprising and its legacies. However, I was vocally in support of this action as well, knowing some of

the history of terror and silence surrounding the persecution of these political prisoners—yet knowing little

manipulating the protean solidarity movement for personal gain, rather than in the interest of their liberation. This falling out was
partly a development of a surge in Zapatista activism in Oaxaca following Subcomandante Marcos’ visit to Ixcotel in 2006 and the
APPO uprising. By 2009, a new Oaxacan Zapatista Collective had begun engaging the prisoners and proposing alternative forms of
political struggle in and out of the prisons, including a caravan to Mexico City and a more explicitly anti-state rhetoric.



of their internal dynamics or deeply fractured history of solidarity.

Several months later, I was standing outside the gates of Ixcotel, in a crowd of hundreds of
protestors, the majority of whom had arrived in Oaxaca that morning, as part of the second caravan of the
Movimiento por la Paz con Justicia y Dignidad (Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity, MPJD).
This six-month old movement, led by the poet Javier Sicilia (whose son was murdered earlier that year,
2011), was having a significant impact, nationally, on the debate over the Mexican government’s use of
military force to combat organized crime since 2006, which had generated hundreds of thousands of
murders and tens of thousands of disappearances, nearly one hundred percent of which remained in
impunity. The caravan consisted of dozens of buses carrying hundreds of activists and victimas—victims of
violence, particularly, those who had lost one or, in many cases, several family members to this tsunami of
death and violence. At each stop along their route—as they had done during the first MPJD caravan through
northern Mexico, a few months earlier—hundreds of caravaneras and caravaneros marched through the
streets next to local organizations and supporters. Yet the key element of these rallies was the opening of a
microphone and a stage for victimas and relatives, local or with the caravan, to share their stories of grief and
sorrow or rage, before the assembled crowds. Their goal was bring an end to this spiral of violence—but, as
their name implied—an end with justice and dignity, for the living and for the dead: involving punishment
for culprits, comprehensive reparations for victims, and a dignification of the dead through the recognition
of their humanity, their identities and their stories (beyond “presumed criminals” or “collateral damage,” as
they were generally depicted in official narratives of the drug war). All of these goals coincided with those of

the Espacio Ciudadano in Oaxaca.

Sosa succeeded in organizing a contingent of local and caravan protestors to march on Ixcotel
Prison. However, due to the discrete back-channeling of another Espacio member, he was unable (and livid

about it) to secure the presence of the MPJD’s leader, the poet Javier Sicilia, for the prison march—which



would have generated significantly more press coverage for the event—or as part of the proposed delegation

of protestors that would enter the prison to relay the caravan’s message of solidarity to them directly.

Following an inaugural welcome at the pre-conquest ruins of Monte Alban and a breakout into
smaller panels and forums, Sosa, led a group of protestors to the gates of Ixcotel—flanked by a silent group
of five or six indigenous women, who never spoke, holding a banner reading “Freedom for Loxicha.”
Speaking with these women privately later on, I learned that they lived in the OPIZ shelter and had male
relatives imprisoned in Ixcotel; although they were not actually from Loxicha or associated with the case of

the Loxicha prisoners.

Upon reaching the gates of Ixcotel, Sosa and his co-organizers approached the guards and
demanded an audience with the prison authorities to grant them access for a delegation of protestors to meet
the Loxicha prisoners, while protestors chanted “presos politicos libertad” and other slogans. There was
precedent for this kind of action: most recently and famously, Subcomandante Marcos of the EZLN and a
retinue of Zapatista supporters with The Other Campaign entered the prison in 2006, and they held a widely
publicized meeting with the prisoners, at which Marcos called on Oaxaca to lead a renewed national
campaign for political prisoners (along similar lines to those espoused by the RvsR, whom I would meet a

year later).

On this occasion, however, the visit was not to be: After several hours of waiting on what appeared
to be stalemated negotiations between organizers and prison authorities, while the protestors chanted their
indignation, growing weary under the sun, finally, there came an answer: the protestors were thoroughly
nonplussed when a lawyer from the teachers union appeared before the crowd and began reading aloud
through a megaphone the content of a letter signed by five of the six Loxicha prisoners at Ixcotel (the
seventh was at a different prison in Oaxaca). From this letter, the protestors learned that it was not the prison

authorities, but the prisoners, themselves, who had stalled and, ultimately, rejected the offer of a delegation
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to visit them. The letter went on to say that they (the prisoners) had not been previously consulted, or even
notified, about this event; upon learning what was happening outside, the letter went on, the six prisoners
held a meeting, in which they decided that any of them was free to meet with the protestors individually,
however, they would not be receiving them “as Loxicha prisoners,” because they were tired of being
“showcased every time that someone visits from elsewhere,” if there was no clear sense of how these

projects (their own and the protestors’) fit one another.

Thus, in the end, the numbers, the clout, the press, and the brave speeches through megaphones not
only failed to attain an entry to the prison for the Espacio-MPJD organizers—and a political-PR win—these
things merely heightened the shared sense of frustration and embarrassment among the organizers, ending
in bitter mutual accusations and cries of “sabotage” between Sosa and the leadership of the teachers union
(whose lawyers represented some of the prisoners and who presented their letter), both of whom had been

amongst the co-organizers of the event.

So, where this demonstration—consisting of hundreds of people and organized by seasoned
Oaxacan activists, with the support of the powerful teachers union and a national movement with significant
national clout (the MPJD)—had failed, I was equally stunned, a year later, to witness and be part of a
different solidarity visit to the prison, which was not only successful, but diametrically distinct to the earlier
one, in several respects. Unlike the previous effort, the organizers of the RvsR visit to Ixcotel practiced a
form of trabajo hormiga (ant-work): small-scale and focused. Guided by Alvaro’s daughters and close
compas, the 2012 event was small and silent (the press conference having taken place during the forum, a
day earlier, without mention of the visit). Yet we managed to get ten people—more than the proposed
delegation from a year before—past the gates and into the prison. The result was a solidarity event entirely

inside the prison, consisting of a meeting between a political prisoner and a group of anarchists, prison
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abolitionists, and Zapatista supporters, to boot.

Another significant difference between the two events was that the latter, successful, prison visit
was organized in solidarity with only one of the prisoners (Alvaro, the only current adherent of The Sixth
among the Loxicha prisoners), rather than with all seven of the Loxicha prisoners. At first, [ was perplexed
by this, yet I soon learned that the seven prisoners did not all share the same political views or preferences;
nor did all of them even care to play the part of a “political” prisoner (if prisoners they had to be

nonetheless).

Finally, we were inside the prison. Everyone inside desired nothing more than to get out. And here
we were going the opposite direction, but with the luxury and fundamental difference that, after two or three

or four hours, we would walk out of the prison the same way we came in.

After waiting in several lines and undergoing of various revision, we stepped into the prison. Others
who had spent time in Ixcotel had told me what it was like inside, but I was still amazed by how vibrant
with movement everything was inside. The exposed outdoor corridor, between the rampart and the inner
buildings of the prison, was buzzing, almost with the air of a plaza on market day, with people—men and
women—weaving baskets, selling snacks, shining shoes, eating at food stalls. Yet it remained a prison, with
heavily armed guards and an oppressive atmosphere. I found the degree of movement there surprising,
almost as if the inside of the prison were an extension of the urban townness around it—from the street
outside, through the wire fence atop the concrete rampart, you could just make out the water tanks, lines of
wet laundry, and even a couple of plants on the roof of the dormitories, just like the ones behind us on the
roofs of the modest brick and concrete houses of the barrio—except that everything about this place and the

movements of the people inside it was stilted and suffocating. There was a feeling of “townness” to the
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place because it was inhabited by people from indigenous villages and poor barrios, people who had to keep
working, even inside, sewing baskets, shining shoes, hustling—the options were limited, but poverty and
the need to work did not cease at the gates. And, for all its condensed bustle, this place was essentially a

miserably squalid bunker, from which its inhabitants were forbidden to leave.

We walked around the inner perimeter of the prison, past two corners, to the side facing north, in the
direction of the mountains, which you could see from Alvaro’s cell window, on the second floor of cell 22,
“the Loxichas’ cell,” which the six men shared. Alvaro was standing outside the cell, beaming with pleasure.
Some of the other Loxicha prisoners were there too—I recognized them from photographs I had seen in old
newspapers and on the internet: Agustin Luna was weaving colorful trays out of plastic yarn and wire in the

shade, nearby; and Abraham Garcia was sewing soccer balls near the door to the cell.

The eleven of us sat in a circle on small stools, under a corrugated metal roof near the entrance to
the cell, next to a three-tiered wooden altar built by the prisoners for their modest images of the Virgins of
Guadalupe and Juquila, decorated with aging flowers (where had they come from?). Erika and the compas
presented Alvaro with the large vinyl poster that they designed and printed for the forum—with a black
silhouette of his face superimposed on a bright two-color background, in the style of recent political
prisoners’ campaigns in Chiapas. The compas had to argue and negotiate with the guards at the entrance in
order to bring it in. Alvaro himself was speechless. Alvaro unrolled it and hung it from one side of the

altar— ‘with the lady’s permission,” he joked, referring to the Virgin of Juquila.

During the meeting, Alvaro often returned to the subject of “The Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon
Jungle”, the EZLN’s last programmatic document (2005), to which he was a proud adherent. This pleased
the anarchists and Zapatista supporters among his visitors, although they seemed less keen on his frequent
infusion of Catholic metaphors into his political discourse: “I read and study the principles of “The Sixth’ the

same way that they used to make us learn the ‘Our Father’ as a child (laughs).” Alvaro’s joy at having so
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many of us there was evident. At one point, he nearly began to cry, scrunching his face, shaking his head,
and making a fist in order to hold back the tears. He had only ever cried twice, he told us, which was a way
of both complementing and thanking us for being there. The previous time he had cried, he said, was when a
group of French activists visited him in prison, with whom he spoke “as if we were all brothers.” Later on,
he allowed several of us to follow him to the second floor of cell 22, to the miniature room atop a raised
platform, which he constructed himself, after taking up carpentry in prison, in order to create more room

mside the cell.

Inside his tiny room was a small cot, a chair, a few items of clothing and toiletries. There were also
several notebooks on a nook, with loose pages covered in handwriting that looked as if they too wanted to
escape from their confines, and several books about Mexican history, penal appeals law, and the
autobiography of one of the world’s most famous political prisoners, Nelson Mandela. On the wall nearest
the door hung a photograph of Subcomandante Marcos standing before the statue of the schoolteacher and
rural guerrilla leader in the 1960s and 1970s, Lucio Cabafias. Alvaro carefully hung his new poster from the

back of the door, opposite his cot, near the other images.

Alvaro and I would meet again in this space many times over the following year. He would sit on
the edge of his cot, narrating memories, anecdotes and reflections, faster than I could write, as I sat on the
chair across from him, notebook pressed against one leg crossed over the other, pen racing to catch every

word. Or we would walk around the open areas of the prison talking.
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Glossary of Personal Names and Places

PERSONS

“Aureliano Chupamirto” (born 1960s-) OPIZ activist, campesino from San Agustin Loxicha, and
political prisoner in the late nineties and early 2000s. Survivor of forced disappearance and months of
torture in a clandestine prison at the hands of state agents. Later became a tortilla delivery man and
mototaxi driver near Oaxaca City.

Garcia Lépez, Zacarias (born 1960s-) OPIZ activist and long term political prisoner. Zapotec
campesino from Loxicha. Community organizer, coordinated marches and plantones. Spent most of his
sentence in Etla prison.

Garcia Ramirez, Abraham (born 1960s-) OPIZ activist and long term political prisoner. Zapotec
campesino from Loxicha. Community organizer, coordinated marches and plantones. Part of the same
cohort of OPIZ militants as Zacarias Garcia, remaining friends and colleagues after their release.

Luna Valencia, Agustin (born 1950s-) Rural teacher and campesino from San Agustin Loxicha. Long
term political prisoner. Elected as municipal president of Loxicha in 1996, and arrested later that year
after leading marches to Oaxaca City.

Sebastian Luis, Erika (borm late 1970s-) Zapotec activist from Loxicha. Adherent of the “Sixth
Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle.” Member of the CNI, La Voz de los Xiches collective, and the
RvsR. Daughter of Alvaro Sebastian, devoted much of her life to prisoner solidarity and indigenous rights
activism. Participant in the Loxicha women’s planton and the APPO, among others.

Sebastian Ramirez, Alvaro (born late 1950s-) OPIZ activist and long term political prisoner. Zapotec
campesino from Loxicha. Adherent of “The Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle.” Initially a
bilingual rural teacher. Co-founded OPIZ in 1984 while serving as a member of Loxicha’s municipal
cabildo. Forced to flee along with other OPIZ figureheads in 1986 following the massacre of El
Manzanal. Deeply involved in OPIZ’s emergence as a regional indigenous movement and a political
force in dozens of Loxicha’s remote rural communities during the eighties and nineties. Arrested and
tortured in 1998, accused by the Mexican government of participating in the EPR attacks against soldiers
and police near the resort town of Huatulco in 1996. Sentenced first to 190 years; spent twenty years in
prison. Free on July 7,2017.

Sosa Maldonado, Juan (born 1950s-) OPIZ activist and political prisoner. Spanish speaking merchant
from a campesino community near Miahuatlan. Arrested and tortured in 1998; placed in Almoloya
maximum security prison; released in 2001 through Amnesty Law. Re-founded OPIZ as an accredited
human rights organization: OPIZ A.C. Main representative and spokesperson for the Loxicha prisoners,
2001-20009. Participated in APPO uprising, and numerous other social movements and political spaces in
Oaxaca, including Espacio Ciudadano. Survived an assassination attempt in 2014; moved to France as
refugee.



PLACES

Etla Prison (Villa de Etla, Oaxaca) Low-security state penitentiary located in the Valley Zapotec
community of Etla, twenty kilometers northwest of Oaxaca City on the Pan-American Highway.

Ixcotel Prison (Santa Maria Ixcotel, Oaxaca) Central Penitentiary of the State of Oaxaca. A cluster of
administrative offices, police garrisons, overcrowded and neglected dormitories, and constricted open
spaces surrounded by high concrete walls and gates, squeezed between the urbanized town of Ixcotel and
the state’s secluded military grounds and army barracks, five kilometers northeast of Oaxaca’s colonial
center, along the Pan-American Highway. Site of incarceration for dozens of political prisoners from
Loxicha from1996-2017, for which its cell number 22 was long known as “the Loxicha cell.” Common
destination for many political prisoners from the repression of the APPO after 2006. Filled with poor
people and indigenous people

La Crucecita Huatulco (Huatulco, Oaxaca) Coastal community on the Pacific Ocean, near the tourist
resort town of Bahias de Huatulco, and the site of important military, naval, and police garrisons, which
EPR guerrillas attacked on August 28, 1996, the most significant of simultaneous confrontations in seven
different states.

San Agustin Loxicha (Oaxaca, Sierra Sur) Municipality and town (cabecera) in the Sierra Madre
mountains of Oaxaca, between Oaxaca’s Central Valleys and the Pacific Ocean, with an approximate
surface area of 337 km? Total population of municipality is 22,565; population of town, excluding subject
communities, 2,266. Founded in the seventeenth century, the town of San Agustin Loxicha is the political
and economic center of the “Loxichas,” hundreds of predominantly Xiche Zapotec farming communities,
the majority of whose population lives in small farming villages and remote farms(agencias and
rancherias, population < 1,000), many of which become more remote and nearly inaccessible half of the
year during the summer rainy season. Approximate distance to Mexico City 620 km; Oaxaca City 160
km; Miahuatlan 60-70 km; Pochutla 70 km; Huatulco 95 km.

Sierra Sur Southern mountain range of Oaxaca’s bifurcated Sierra Madre corridor. Home to Zapotecs,
Mixtecs, Afro-Mexicans, Huaves, Amuzgos, Mixes, and other indigenous and mestizo communities,
speaking dozens of indigenous languages, as well as an equally diverse landscape of geographies and
biospheres.

Oaxaca State (Mexico) Consistently ranked as one of the economically poorest, or the poorest, regions
of Mexico, according to official census data.

Oaxaca de Juarez (also “Oaxaca City,” population 263,357) State capital of Oaxaca, located in the
Central Valleys region of the state. Provincial city, formerly known as Antequera, with distinctive green
stone colonial buildings and baroque facades amid modern architecture in its historic district, surrounded
by a few middle class neighborhoods and elite enclaves, amidst a wider expanse of working class
neighborhoods, barrios of recently arrived migrants, and urbanizing rural towns. Its economy is
significantly dependent on tourism, migrant wealth and labor, and a historically entrenched matrix of
local and regional markets (physical ones) linked to the agricultural and artisanal production of towns and
villages throughout the Central Valleys and the surrounding mountains. Named after Mexico’s
nineteenth-century indigenous president, Benito Juarez (1806-1872), who was born in the Zapotec town
of Guelatao, fifty kilometers north of the city that now bears his name, in the mountain range that also
bears his name today (Sierra Juarez); following the 2006 uprising, young activists re-baptized their city as
“Oaxaca de Magoén,” after another Oaxacan-born historical figure, the anarchist journalist and



revolutionary, Ricardo Flores Magon (1874-1922).
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APPO
barricadero/a

(barrikaderx)

cabecera

cabildo
CNI
EPR
EZLN

OPIZ

planton

PROCUP-PDLP

pueblo

RvsR

Sixth, The

Glossary of Terms and Acronyms

Asamblea Popular de los Pueblos de Oaxaca (Popular Assembly of the Peoples
of Oaxaca).

Literally, barricader. Suffix “-x” indicates gender neutrality, reflecting common
spelling.

Literally, head town. Municipal center, seat of local municipal government
responsible for the administration of subject communities within the
municipality (sujetos).

Municipal town council.
Congreso Nacional Indigena (National Indigenous Congress).
Ejército Popular Revolucionario (Popular Revolutionary Army).

Ejército Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (Zapatista Army of National
Liberation).

Organizacion de Pueblos Indigenas Zapotecos (Organization of Indigenous
Zapotec Communities). Indigenous political organization founded in San
Agustin Loxicha in 1984. By the early 1990s, also known as “OPIZ-Emiliano
Zapata” (OPIZ-EZ). Re-founded as an accredited non-profit organization
(asociacion civil), “OPIZ A.C.,” in Oaxaca City in 2001.

The indefinite occupation of public spaces, such as plazas, streets or buildings,
by an organized group of protestors; typically, an indefinite occupation intended
to disrupt the ordinary flow of life, accompanied by a list of demands or
negotiation points directed at government officials or other power holders.
Literally, the effect of “planting” oneself in place, i.e., a plant-in.

Partido Revolucionario Obrero Campesino Union del Pueblo—Partido de los
Pobres (Union of the People Revolutionary Worker Peasant Party—Party of the
Poor).

A highly polysemic word; in various contexts translates as “community,”
“town,” “a people,” “the people,” among others.

Red Contra la Represion y por la Solidaridad (Network Against Repression and
for Solidarity). A political prisoner solidarity and anti-repression collective, part
of the broader network of Zapatista supporters and adherents to the Sixth.

Sexta Declaracion de la Selva Lacandona (““Sixth Declaration of the Lacandén
Jungle”). Published by the EZLN in 2005, the last of the Zapatista
“declarations.” A manifesto (and literary feat) explaining the basic tenets of
Zapatista principles and history, as well as their vision for Mexico and the
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VOCAL

Voz de los Xiches

Xiche

world and political action “below and to the left.”” Basis for a national and
international network of “adherents” committed to its vision of local autonomy,
collective dignity, and anti-state and anti-capitalist organizing.

Voces Oaxaquenas Construyendo Autonomia y Libertad (Oaxacan Voices
Constructing Autonomy and Liberty). Youth collective formed by barrikaderxs,
libertarixs, Zapatista supporters, and others after the second APPO congress in
2007. Influential voice in Oaxaca’s post-APPO left. Established CASOTA, an
autonomist squat-inspired house with a library and popular kitchen in 2009.
Declined after subsequent eviction.

Colectivo La Voz de los Zapotecos Xiches en Prision (The Voice of the Xiche
Zapotecs in Prison Collective).

Ethnonym: Zapotecs from Loxicha; speakers of Coatlan-Loxicha Zapotec.
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Abstract

This dissertation is about social movements and the politics of historical memory surrounding popular
uprisings and state terror in Oaxaca, Mexico, from roughly the 1970s to the 2010s. Based on approximately
thirty-two months of ethnographic fieldwork and historical research conducted between 2008 and 2017 in
Oaxaca City, San Agustin Loxicha, and two Oaxacan prisons (Ixcotel and Etla state penitentiaries), this
dissertation sheds light on the relationship among experiences of political violence and upheaval, public and
personal expressions of memory, and the everyday practices of activists and social movements in Oaxaca. It
specifically focuses on two cases of rebellion and repression in Oaxaca—the rural guerrilla insurgency of
the Popular Revolutionary Army (Ejército Popular Revolucionario, EPR) in 1996 and the urban uprising of
the Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca (Asamblea Popular de los Pueblos de Oaxaca, APPO) in
2006. This dissertation offers an ethnographically grounded perspective on political prisoners’ resistance to
state terror and corruption, as well as their experiences of torture and silencing through an examination of
how ongoing social movements have grappled with the historical origins, outcomes, and legacies of these
events. In doing so, it presents prisoners as individuals whose stories of violence, suffering, and
disappearance reveal not just the brutal repression they experienced at the hands of the Mexican state for
holding opposing/threatening views, but also the urgent need to take steps towards truth and reconciliation.
Additionally, such stories also raise critical questions about the ethical relationship between scholars and

their subjects, which the dissertation addresses by building on the engaged researcher framework.

I approach the dual themes of historical memory and silence as conceptual bridges through which to
trace the connections among these different periods of political upheaval: namely, indigenous political
organizing and rural armed conflict between the 1970s and 1990s, the urban uprising of 2006, and the
struggles of Zapotec political prisoners, radical urban youths, and truth commission activists in the 2010s. In
writing about post-conflict memory and social movements in Oaxaca, my objectives are twofold: first, to
participate in and analyze collaborative processes of recovering and reconstructing new histories of

resistance and repression; and, second, to trace the ways in which Oaxacans themselves have made sense of
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these histories and experiences of violence through personal and public constructions of memory, including
intimate and public acts of oral testimony. Drawing on anthropological and historical methods, the thesis
brings together a range of theoretical approaches, including engaged anthropology, social movement studies,

the politics of memory and silence, and self-reflexive ethnography.
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Introduction

This dissertation is about social movements and historical memory in the aftermath of political
uprisings in the state of Oaxaca, Mexico, from roughly the 1980s to the 2010s. It examines “‘memory and
Justice” projects in Oaxaca in the aftermaths of two violent political upheavals in Oaxaca in 1996 and 2006,
respectively: the uprising of the Ejército Popular Revolucionario (Popular Revolutionary Army, EPR), and
the repercussions of state and paramilitary violence in the indigenous communities and social movements of
San Agustin Loxicha, Oaxaca; and the popular uprising, one decade later, of the Asamblea Popular de los

Pueblos de Oaxaca (Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca, APPO) in Oaxaca City.

I'seek to illuminate the relationship among experiences of political upheaval and violence, personal
and public memories of these events, and the everyday practices of social movements and activists in
Oaxaca. My main concern, in other words, is to understand the relationship between the role of historical
memory in political processes, such as those that led to Alvaro Sebastian Ramirez’s incarceration and those
that derived from it, and the role of memory in the everyday lives of people such as Alvaro, or the personal
choices and conflicts among his children and other young Oaxacan activists (though not exclusively), many

of whom lived through and remember the violence of 1996 and then participated in the uprising of 2006.

This thesis draws on my work as an engaged historical anthropologist in Mexico and my
collaborations and participation in different political projects in Oaxaca that posited the recovery or

reconstruction of historical memory as a central part of their broader pursuit and construction of social



Justice. It also draws significantly on oral testimonies, the significance of which I discuss further below.

In writing about post-conflict memory and social movements in Oaxaca, my objectives are twofold:
first, to participate in larger collaborative processes of recovering and reconstructing new histories of
resistance and repression; and, second, to trace the ways in which Oaxacans themselves have made sense of
these histories and experiences of violence, their personal memories, public forms of memory—such as
truth commissions or public acts of oral testimony—as well as their ongoing struggles and visions for the

future.

I approach historical memory as a conceptual bridge through which to trace the connections
between very different periods of political upheaval: namely, the armed insurgency of 1996, the popular
uprising of 2006, and the ongoing efforts to grapple with both of their legacies, through the 2010s. This,
then, is not a complete social history of social movements in Oaxaca—neither of the APPO rebellion, nor of
the EPR, nor of decades of political organizing among Zapotecs from San Agustin Loxicha. Rather, it is
about the historical memory of these events; it is about the presence of these pasts and the political struggles

surrounding their meanings and their role in everyday life.

By “the politics of historical memory”—particularly, as it relates to the work of social movements
and activists'® in Mexico—I am referring to a broad repertoire of efforts to amplify marginalized and
silenced voices, to exhume new histories (often, literally, as in the exhumation of thousands of mass
clandestine graves filled throughout Mexico in the 2010s), or reanimate old ones, and their role in ongoing
political struggles and identity formation. Perhaps most importantly, I am also referring to the conflicts that

then emerge over the specific contents and contours that these histories should assume (the devil is in the

13 Historical memory is, of course, not under the sole purview of social movements; states and corporations, among many others,
may also participate in political debates over the meanings of history and its legacies. Throughout this thesis, however, I am
particularly concerned with historical memory work as it pertains to the work of social movements and activists.



details, after all) and over what role these emergent histories and voices should play in the broader political
landscapes and everyday lives of Mexicans, their kitchen tables, so to speak. Such debates can become
heated, and they can also take starkly material and economic forms, for instance, in disputes amongst
victims of state violence during 2006 over whether to accept reparations (including monetary ones) from the

state, and whether that meant forgoing further demands and actions for redress (see chapter 3).

We cannot speak about the politics of memory, however, without considering its ever present
complement, its underside and antipode—the politics of silence—and the interplay between the two. It
would be impossible to see anything at all under total light, as shadows are part of what reveals the contours
of that which is illuminated. Similarly, in total sound and the absence of silence, we would hear everything
and, therefore, nothing. Silence is indispensable for sound to take the form of words, or songs, or stories. In
filling the spaces between and around words, and songs and stories, it is silence that defines their contours. It
is their frame. It is through this dialectical play of voice and silence, light and shadow, that the things we see

and hear acquire form and meaning, thus becoming communicable and intelligible.

The politics of silence can take many forms. For Aureliano, a one-time Loxicha prisoner (whose life
story is the subject of chapter 5), was forcibly disappeared by Mexican armed forces and placed inside a
clandestine prison where he was routinely tortured for the better part of a year, one of the most searing
memories that still haunt him, physically as well as emotionally, is that of music. His captors would blare
music, for days on end, without stopping for a moment. And they would never turn off the lights.
Handcuffed to a cot in a cell underground, there was no way to avoid the deafening sounds, the blinding

lights that never ceased.

During those nine months of being disappeared, interrogated and repeatedly tortured (as in an actual
hell from which there is no escape to the repetition), dehumanized and disfigured, having lost even the

power to take his own life in order to end his torment—the only power that Aureliano retained was his



silence. Eventually, even that was broken, because everything has its limit.

Yet for seven months, he recalls, he never spoke a word, at least, not of what they wanted to hear.
His only possession in that nightmare situation of bare life were his words, the sounds by which he could
give form to his memories: that which he could relate, and for which his military persecutors were willing to
dehumanize and disfigure him. His memories, his words, and the power of his silence were everything that
he possessed,; all else was bare life. Even while explaining this to me, years later, during our many
conversations and interviews, the depths of his traumatic struggle between voice and silence would reveal
themselves and structure our interactions in ways that neither of us expected. Sometimes it was hard for him
to speak, or he would struggle over what to reveal to me. Other times, his words were like a dam becoming

ariver, inundating dry causeways and giving them new life and new contours with sweeping force.

Within the dual themes of memory and silence, a major motif running through this dissertation is
how these play out in the relationship between domination and resistance, as in the disquieting silence that
still prevailed in San Agustin Loxicha at the time I lived there, around its inhabitants’ living memories of
recent political mobilizations since the 1980s and 1990s. This is the silence left behind by crushing military
occupation and paramilitary reaction that affected thousands of already vulnerable and marginalized
Zapotecs, on the back of previous decades of silent local armed conflict over municipal power, exploitation,
and land. Pushing back against silence were the women who occupied the Zocalo in Oaxaca City for four
years, making their physical presence on the plaza a constant reminder of that which the state governor—
whose offices were within ear’s range, just above their encampment in the arcade—was eager to silence and
forget. Analogous stories would later unfold in the aftermath of the APPO rebellion that erupted in 2006,
which erupted on 