
VOLUME  48, NUMBERS  3, 4
FALL-WINTER  2019
ISSN   0894-6019

U
RBA

N
 A

N
TH

RO
PO

LO
G

Y 
V

O
LU

M
E  48, N

U
M

BERS 3-4   
PA

G
ES 225-529 

FA
LL-W

IN
TER 2019  

URBAN
ANTHROPOLOGY

and

STUDIES  OF  CULTURAL  SYSTEMS
AND  WORLD  ECONOMIC  DEVELOPMENT



URBAN ANTHROPOLOGYTM

and

Studies of Cultural Systems and
World Economic Development

______________________________________________________

VOLUME 48, NUMBER 3-4 FALL, WINTER 2019
______________________________________________________

SPECIAL ISSUE: State Violence And Indigenous Peoples 
 In Latin America

SPECIAL ISSUE EDITOR: Natalia Castelnuovo

María Teresa Sierra Camacho
and Erika Liliana López López 225

Anthropological Expert Witness
 And The Judicialization Of  Indigenous Rights
 In Mexican Electoral Politics

Carwil Bjork-James 263

Race And The Right To Speak For The City: 
Political Violence In Bolivia’s 2006-2009 Stalemate

 

Pablo Jaramillo 307

Violence, Care, And The Political Economy Of Cedulas
 In Northern Colombia

James Phillips 343

 State Violence And Indigenous Resistance In Honduras



Diana Lenton and Mariano Nagy 379

 “They Must Be Lefties”:
 Buenos Aires Police Archives
 And Espionage On Indians In 1992

Hans Gundermann Kroll, 
Jorge Iván Vergara del Solar, 
and Héctor González Cortés 413

 The Andean Border In Northern Chile
 And Violence Against Indigenous Peoples
 In The Twentieth Century

Antonio Carlos de Souza Lima and
Bruno Pacheco de Oliveira 481

 The State, Indigenous Peoples, the Market,
 and Violence in Brazil in the 20th and 21st Centuries
______________________________________________________



225
ISSN 0894-6019, © 2019 The Institute, Inc.

Anthropological Expert Witness
And The Judicialization

Of Indigenous Rights
In Mexican Electoral Politics

María Teresa Sierra Camacho
Center for Advanced Research 

and Studies In Social Anthropology

and

Erika Liliana López López
Center For Interdisciplinary Research 

In Sciences and Humanities
National Autonomous University of México

ABSTRACT: In this text we analyze the role of anthropological 
expert witnesses in an electoral trial concerning indigenous peoples’ 
right to elect municipal authorities through customs and traditions 
(usos y costumbres)1 instead of conventional party politics. This pro-
cess regards an indigenous municipality in the state of Guerrero, 
México. We highlight the transformative role of the law in the 
judicialization of the indigenous claims, the tensions involved in 
WKH�SROLWLFDO�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG��DQG�ZKDW� WKLV� WULDO�UHYHDOV�DERXW� WKH�
UDFLDO�KLHUDUFKLHV�WKDW�VWUXFWXUH�WKH�DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�ÀHOG��:H�DOVR�
GLVFXVV�ERWK�WKH�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�UHVRUWLQJ�WR�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�H[SHUW�
reports to “authenticate” the permanence of indigenous normative 
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systems and the claims to cultural validity for indigenous political 
representation in the municipal political arena. By doing so we want 
WR�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�GHEDWHV�RQ�WKH�UROH�RI�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�UHSRUWV�
in the advancement of indigenous rights.

Introduction 

The recognition of indigenous peoples’ political rights has 
JHQHUDWHG�QHZ�FKDOOHQJHV�LQ�WKH�0H[LFDQ�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG��7KH�
deployment of this prerogative at the municipal level requires 
electoral authorities to acknowledge a change from a highly en-
WUHQFKHG�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\�V\VWHP�WR�RQH�WKDW�LV�EDVHG�RQ�FXVWRPV�
and traditions; that is, to elect the local authorities in accordance 
with their traditional norms and procedures. Although jurid-
ical reforms in the state of Oaxaca have recognized this right 
VLQFH�������DQG�WKLV�KDV�EHHQ�HQDFWHG�E\�D�KLJK�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�
indignous municipalities during electoral periods), these elec-
WRUDO�DOWHUQDWLYHV�KDYH�EHHQ�YHU\�UHFHQW�LQ�RWKHU�VWDWHV�DFURVV�
Mexico. The novelty of these processes is the judicialization of 
the political rights of indigenous peoples, all of which involve 
the use of anthropological reports (AR) to verify their condition 
DV�HWKQLF�VXEMHFWV�DQG�RWKHU�UHODWHG�PDWWHUV��1HYHUWKHOHVV��WKLV�
SHUVSHFWLYH�HQWHUV�LQWR�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ�ZLWK�SRVLWLYH�GHÀQLWLRQV�
RI�ODZ�DQG�UHYHDOV�WKH�JUH\�]RQHV�DQG�DPELJXLW\�RI�VWDWH�SR-
litical representation in plural legal settings. 

In this article, we analyze the case of the municipality of 
San Luis Acatlán (SLA, located in the State of Guerrero in the 
VRXWKZHVW�RI�0H[LFR��LQ�D�ELG�WR�H[HUFLVH�VHOI�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�DQG�
elect their municipal authorities using traditional procedures 
instead of political parties methods. This is the second case2 
where the right to elect authorities via usos y costumbres was 
processed in a federal electoral trial in Mexico. 2XU�REMHFWLYH�
LV�ERWK to analyze the tensions involved in the judicialization 
of indigenous political rights and to highlight the role that the 
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anthropological expert witness report plays in this process. 
7KH�FDVH�LV�VLJQLÀFDQW�DV�LW�XQGHUOLQHV�WKH�SRZHU�UHODWLRQV�WKDW�
VWUXFWXUH�WKH�ORFDO�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOG��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�UDFLVP�RI�ORFDO�
HOLWHV�WKDW�FRQVLGHU�LQGLJHQRXV�QRUPDWLYH�V\VWHPV�D�VHWEDFN�WR�
their positions of privilege. Our expert witness report was in 
turn central to the legitimization of the indigenous claim to a 
consultation regarding their right to elect municipal authori-
ties through usos y costumbres��7KLV�KDG�WKUHH�PDLQ�HͿHFWV������
LW�UHYHDOHG�VWUXFWXUDO�WHQVLRQV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ORFDO�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG��
(2) it weighed heavily in the decisions of the magistrates of 
WKH�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO�RI�WKH�)HGHUDO�-XGLFLDU\��7(3-)��7ULEXQDO�
(OHFWRUDO�GHO�3RGHU�-XGLFLDO�GH�OD�)HGHUDFLyQ���DQG�����LW�KDV�EHHQ�
DQ�LQVWUXPHQW�IRU�LQGLJHQRXV�DFWRUV�WR�VXEVWDQWLDWH�WKHLU�FODLP�
WR�HOHFW�RFLDOV�EDVHG�RQ�usos y costumbres. The underlying 
GLVSXWH�GHQRWHV�KLVWRULFDO�WUDFHV�RI�H[FOXVLRQ�DQG�VXERUGLQD-
tion in a context of “internal colonialism” (González 1965) that 
LQYROYH�VSDWLDO�SRZHU�QHWZRUNV�KLVWRULFDOO\�FRQWUROOHG�E\�WKH�
´PHVWL]Rµ�HOLWHV�ZKLFK�DUH�GHHSO\�HPEHGGHG�LQ�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��
,Q�FRQVHTXHQFH��WKH�SROLWLFDO�ÀJKW�WR�ZKLFK�WKH�URXWH�RI�usos 
y costumbres is committed is over the municipal government, 
LQFOXGLQJ�LWV�HFRQRPLF�IXQGV��ZKLFK�DUH�ODUJHO\�FRQWUROOHG�E\�
mestizos who continue to exert their racialized privilege in 
relation to the majority of the indigenous population. 

Our intervention as expert witnesses in this trial was 
situated in the contentious terrain that shaped the judicial 
process. This instrument played an important role in validat-
ing the right to consultation of the “indigenous community” 
of SLA. This procedure is the result of the multicultural leg-
LVODWLRQ�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�0H[LFR�VLQFH�WKH�UHIRUP�RI�$UWLFOH���RI�
the national Constitution (2001), which recognizes indigenous 
peoples’ right to self-determination and autonomy as well as 
WKH�ULJKW�WR�HOHFW�WKHLU�DXWKRULWLHV�DW�WKH�ORFDO�OHYHO��EDVHG�RQ�
their own customs and traditions. This last right implies the 
SOXUDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG�UHJDUGLQJ�LQGLJHQRXV�FRP-
munities. For political party representatives  (usually associated 
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with the local mestizo elites), this option is viewed as a direct 
FKDOOHQJH�WR�WKHLU�HFRQRPLF�DQG�SROLWLFDO�SRZHU��WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�
of losing municipal control of local elections represents a step 
EDFNZDUG�IRU�WKHP��)RU�WKLV�UHDVRQ��WKH�H[SHUW�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUW�
was in itself a menace that challenged their power. This explains 
WKH�PRPHQWV�RI�WHQVLRQ�ZH�H[SHULHQFHG��ERWK�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀHOG-
ZRUN�IRU�WKLV�VWXG\�DQG�DIWHU�LWV�SXEOLFDWLRQ��,W�DOVR�UHYHDOV�WKH�
political and ethical dilemmas we faced as we had to defend 
our results within a highly complex and contradictory terrain. 

In sum, in this text we argue that the expert witness re-
SRUW�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�WKH�YDOLGDWLRQ�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�
NQRZOHGJHV�LQ�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG��DQG�WKXV�WR�TXHVWLRQ�KHJH-
monic notions of party political representation that disqualify 
and reject them as pre-modern. It also reveals the way colo-
QLDO�QRWLRQV�RI�FXVWRPV�DQG�WUDGLWLRQV�FRPLQJ�IURP�GLͿHUHQW�
FXOWXUDO�UDWLRQDOLWLHV�HQWHU�LQ�D�FRQWHVWHG�ÀHOG�RI�SRZHU��7KH�
LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�́ WUDGLWLRQDOµ�FDWHJRULHV�EULQJ�ZLWK�
WKHP�QHZ�FKDOOHQJHV�GXH�WR�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�VXEMHFWHG�WR�
D�FRQWLQXRXV�VFUXWLQ\�E\�ORFDO�DFWRUV�DQG�WKH�VWDWH��UHPDLQLQJ�
LQ�DQ�DPELJXRXV�UHDOP��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�WKLV�DPELJXLW\�RU�
LOOHJLELOLW\� �3RROH� ������SHUPLWV� WKH� ODQJXDJH�RI�usos y cos-
tumbres�WR�EHQHÀW�IURP�QHZ�VHPDQWLFV�YLD�OHJDO�SOXUDOLVP��,Q�
WKLV�FDVH��WKH�H[SHUW�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUW�KDV�EHHQ�IXQGDPHQWDO�LQ�
the legitimization of indigenous people’s rights to elect their 
PXQLFLSDO�DXWKRULWLHV�EDVHG�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ�QRUPDWLYH�V\VWHPV��
that is, their political right to self-determination. Although im-
SURYHPHQWV�ZHUH�PDGH�LQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�ÀJKW��VXFK�DV�WKH�ULJKW�WR�
Consultation regarding the alternative way to elect municipal 
DXWKRULWLHV�EDVHG�RQ�FXVWRPV�DQG�WUDGLWLRQV��WKH�UHVXOW�RI�WKH�
Consultation of the people of San Luis Acaltán “did” not favor 
indigenous peoples on this occasion. 

7KLV�DUWLFOH�LV�GLYLGHG�LQWR�IRXU�VHFWLRQV��,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�VHFWLRQ�
we present the framework for analyzing the anthropological ex-
pert interventions in judicial processes via reports; particularly, 
LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKHLU�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�SRVVLELOLWLHV�
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of the law and to the conformation of ethno-cultural categories. 
The next two sections refer to the context of the analysis: First, 
ZH�RXWOLQH�WKH�SROLWLFDO�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�DQWKURSR-
logical report took place. Second, we reconstruct the trajectory 
of the judicial case regarding the demand to change the method 
for electing municipal authorities. The fourth section is the core 
RI�RXU�DQDO\VLV�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI�WZR�DVSHFWV��RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��
we reveal the instrumental use of the anthropological expert 
witness report and the political strategies at play; on the other 
hand, we critically reconstruct the multifaceted meanings at-
WULEXWHG�WR�FRQFHSWV�VXFK�DV�usos y costumbres and “indigenous 
FRPPXQLW\µ� LQ� WKH� MXULGLFDO�ÀHOG�DQG� WKH�SURGXFWLYH� HͿHFW�
of the anthropological report on them. In all, this process of 
DPELJXLW\�DQG�SRZHU�DUH� WKH�VWUXFWXUDO�DWWULEXWHV�RI� ODZ� LQ�
plural legal settings.

I. Debates Over Anthropological Expert Witness Reports in 
Judicial Processes

The anthropological reports (AR) in judicial processes 
that involve indigenous peoples has garnered interest not only 
EHFDXVH�LW�UHÁHFWV�RQ�WKH�VWUDWHJLHV�WR�GRFXPHQW�FXOWXUDO�GLͿHU-
HQFH�DQG�PDNH�LW�FRPSUHKHQVLEOH�IRU�MXGJHV��EXW�DOVR�EHFDXVH�
RI�WKH�UHSRUWV·�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�WKHLU�HͿHFWV�LQ�WKH�
advancement of indigenous rights. Due to the social incidence 
WKH�$5�LQYRNHV��LW�EHFRPHV�IXQGDPHQWDO�WR�FULWLFDOO\�DQDO\]H�
ERWK�WKH�HͿHFWV�RI�WKH�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�UHSRUWV�DQG�WKH�HWKLFDO�
and political dilemmas involved in their display. They run the 
risk of reproducing the coloniality of power that they seek to 
TXHVWLRQ��DV�FRXOG�EH�WKH�FDVH�RI�LPSRVLQJ�D�GLFKRWRPRXV�UHS-
resentation of law and customs. Towards this end we highlight 
WZR�PDLQ�OLQHV�RI�UHÁHFWLRQ������WKH�LPSDFW�RI�WKH�DQWKURSRORJL-
FDO�UHSRUW�RQ�WKH�UHJXODWLYH�RU�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�SRVVLELOLWLHV�RI�WKH�
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ODZ�LQ�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVVHV��DQG�����WKH�HͿHFWV�RI�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�
interventions on ethnic and cultural categories of identity.

5HJDUGLQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�OLQH�RI�UHÁHFWLRQ��WKH�IROORZLQJ�TXHV-
tions come up: What are the scope and limits of the ARs in 
processes where the collective rights of indigenous peoples are 
judicialized? Do they help to settle their claims while maintain-
ing a transformative view or do they represent a knowledge 
that legitimizes the existing power structures within states? 
7KHVH�GLOHPPDV� DUH� UHFXUUHQW�ZKLOH� HODERUDWLQJ� DQWKURSR-
logical expert reports in relation to the defense of indigenous 
rights. Latin America has had an important tradition in the 
ÀHOG�RI�OHJDO�DQWKURSRORJ\�ZKHUH�H[SHUW�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUWV�KDYH�
FRQWULEXWHG�GHFLVLYO\�WR�HPEOHPDWLF�FRXUW�UXOLQJV�UHJDUGLQJ�
indigenous jurisdictions (Sánchez 2010), or the indigenous 
peoples’ right to land (Stavenhagen 2002; Hale 2006), among 
PDQ\�RWKHU�VWXGLHV��)DYRUDEOH�FRXUW�UXOLQJV�KDYH�EHHQ�NH\�WR�
WKH� MXGLFLDOL]DWLRQ�RI� LQGLJHQRXV�ULJKWV��DQG�WKH\�KDYH�EHHQ�
central to the advancement of counter-hegemonic perspectives 
RI� ODZ�ZLWK� LPSRUWDQW� HͿHFWV� LQ�QDWLRQDO� DQG� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
jurisprudences. However, the anthropological reports did not 
always achieve these accomplishments nor was their scope 
VR� HPDQFLSDWRU\��$V� -XDQ�&DUORV�0DUWtQH]� �Q�G���PHQWLRQV��
sometimes the reports are not even taken into account in some 
UXOLQJV�RU�FDQ�EH�XVHG�WR�MXVWLI\�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�WKDW�OHJLWLPL]H�WKH�
VWDWH�DQG�DUH�XQIDYRUDEOH�WR�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�ULJKWV�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�
peoples. For this, the more relevant the disputed aspect in the 
MXGLFLDO�DUHQD�LV��WKH�PRUH�HYLGHQW�LW�EHFRPHV�WKH�VWUDWHJLF�XVH�
RI�WKH�ODZ�PDGH�E\�WKH�DFWRUV�LQ�WKH�MXULGLFDO�ÀHOG��+RZHYHU��
WKH�UHJXODWRU\�RU�HPDQFLSDWRU\�HͿHFW�RI�WKH�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV-
HV�FDQ�RQO\�EH�YDOXHG�RQFH�DOO�RI� WKHLU�VWDJHV�KDYH�HODSVHG��
Therefore, the positioning towards any particular direction 
GHSHQGV�RQ�WKH�OHJDO�SURFHVV��EXW�PDLQO\�RQ�WKH�VRFLDO�PREL-
OL]DWLRQ�WKDW�VXSSRUWV�WKH�FODLP��7R�UHDFK�D�FRQFOXVLRQ�DERXW�
WKH�HͿHFWLYHQHVV�RI�WKH�$5�LQ�RUGHU�WR�RULHQW�WKH�OHJDO�SURFHVV�
RQH�ZD\�RU�WKH�RWKHU� LV�D�FRPSOLFDWHG�WDVN�WKDW�QHHGV�WR�EH�
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DQDO\]HG�LQ�HDFK�FRQWH[W��DV�LW�LV�ERXQG�WR�PDQ\�RWKHU�DVSHFWV��
The experience regarding the exercise of indigenous peoples’ 
political rights that we analyze in this article did not involve 
a case of great legal impact; however,  the intervention of the 
anthropological report did have consequences in the judicial 
process. Furthermore, the case generated pressure in the local 
SROLWLFDO� DUHQD�E\�TXHVWLRQLQJ� WKH�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV·� HOHFWRUDO�
URXWH��2XU�H[SHUW� UHSRUW� FRQWULEXWHG� WR� IXQGDPHQW�D� UXOLQJ�
E\� WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO� �73(-)��7ULEXQDO� )HGHUDO�
Electoral) that favors the right to elect municipal authorities 
via the route of usos and costumbres instead of political parties 
in the municipality of San Luis Acatlán. This drew a pattern for 
later electoral trials in the state of Guerrero that have garnered 
important achievements, as it happened with the case of Ayutla 
GH�ORV�/LEUHV��DQ�LQGLJHQRXV�PXQLFLSDOLW\�WKDW�ZRQ�WKH�ULJKW�
to elect their authorities through usos y costumbres��VHH�EHORZ��

)URP� WKH� VWDQFH�RI� FXOWXUDO� FULWLTXH��ZH� VHHN��ÀUVW�� WR�
FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�WKDW�SUREOHPDWL]HV�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�
LQWHUYHQWLRQV��DQG�VHFRQG��WR�DQDO\]H�ERWK�WKH�VHPDQWLFV�WKDW�
DUH�SURGXFHG�LQ�DQG�E\�WKH�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�H[SHUW�UHSRUWV�DQG�
WKHLU�SRVVLEOH�HVVHQWLDOL]LQJ�HͿHFWV��7KH�IROORZLQJ�TXHVWLRQV�
emerge: To what extent do  ARs ends up reinstating hegemonic 
G\QDPLFV�E\�EHFRPLQJ� WKH�DXWKRULW\� WKDW� DXWKHQWLFDWHV� WKH�
FXOWXUH�XQGHU�VXUYH\"�$�FODVVLFDO�GHEDWH�RQ�WKH�HWKQRJUDSKLF�
DXWKRULW\� LQ� DQWKURSRORJLFDO� UHSRUWV� �&OLͿRUG� ������ZDUQV�
DERXW�WKH�ULVN�RI�LPSRVLQJ�WKH�YRLFH�RI�H[HUWV�RYHU�LQGLJHQRXV�
YRLFHV��DQG�WKXV�EXLOGLQJ�FXOWXUDOLVW�YLVLRQV�RI�WKHLU�LGHQHWLWLHV��
$XWKRUV�VXFK�DV�0DUWtQH]��Q�G����(VFDODQWH���������DQG�.LUVFK�
(2018) call attention on the risks of the essentialization of culture 
and the role that reports have in the reproduction of categories 
WKDW�À[�FXOWXUDO�PHDQLQJV�ZKHQ�WKH\�DUH�FRQVWUXFWHG�RXWVLGH�
their context. Likewise, Loperena, Hernández, and Mora (2018) 
emphasize on the epistemic and moral consequences of experts’ 
interventions in trials that involve indigenous peoples. In a 
similar vein, Hale (2006) underscores, from the perspective 
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RI�D�FULWLFDO�DQG�FROODERUDWLYH�DQWKURSRORJ\��ERWK�WKH�SRZHU�
relations of experts’ knowledge and the political consequences 
of academic involvement. Paraphrasing Hale (2006: 11), we 
ask, for instance: How can we represent indigenous claims in 
legal languages that do not reinforce internal rigidities (in the 
LQGLJHQRXV�FROOHFWLYHV��DQG�PD\��DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��EH�XVHIXO�WR�
RWKHU�VXEDOWHUQ�ÀJKWV"�:H�IDFHG�VLPLODU�SUREOHPV�E\�KDYLQJ�WR�
structure the anthropological expert report along essentializing 
FDWHJRULHV� WKDW�ZHUH�GHÀQHG�E\� WKH� MXGLFLDO� DXWKRULW\�� VXFK�
as: usos y costumbres and the “indigenous community.” We 
ZHUH�IRUFHG�WR�GHYHORS�D�FULWLFDO�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKRVH�FRQFHSWV�E\�
having to consider the social and demographic conditions of 
the “indigenous communities of San Luis Acatlán” in order to 
EURDGHQ�WKHLU�PHDQLQJ��2XU�UHSRUW�UHYHDOHG�VWUXFWXUDO�WHQVLRQV�
WKDW�ZHUH�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV��DV�ZH�ZLOO�ODWHU�VHH��
EXW�DOVR�RXU�VWXG\�KDV�D�SURGXFWLYH�FRQVHTXHQFH�LQ�WKH�GLVFXV-
VLRQ�RI�WKH�LQDGHTXDF\�RI�À[HG�OHJDO�FRQFHSWV�WR�DQDO\]H�ORFDO�
RUJDQL]LQJ�RI� LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH� LQ�XUEDQ� VHWWLQJV��7KH�$5�
could also expand the concept of “indigenous community” to 
VXEDOWHUQ�VHFWRUV�WKDW�ZHUH�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�FRQVLGHUHG�LQGLJH-
QRXV�EXW�VKDUH�WKHLU�FXOWXUH�DQG�VRFLDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��,Q�IDFW��WR�
translate local categories into legal terms and vice versa reveals 
WKH�HͿHFW�RI�DPELJXLW\�LOOHJLELOLW\�LQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOG��,W�LV�LQ�
WKLV�GLUHFWLRQ�WKDW�3RROH��������UHIHUV�WKDW�DPELJXLW\�EHFRPHV�
inherent to state recognition of customary law.

Furthermore, we did a careful handling of the data and 
its documentation since the report was inserted in a political 
ÀHOG�RI�SRZHU�IUDJPHQWHG�E\�ORFDO�DQG�VWDWH�HOLWHV�ZKLFK�VDZ�
their privileges under threat. The fact that the anthropological 
UHSRUW�ZDV�UHTXHVWHG�E\�DQ�RFLDO�ERG\�� WKH�6WDWH�(OHFWRUDO�
Institute (Instituto Estatal Electoral), to an academic institution 
(CIESAS3) forced us in particular to keep an epistemological 
alertness in the report’s documentation, using well-founded 
TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�LQ�RUGHU�WR�REWDLQ�D�ODUJHU�DQDO\WLFDO�HͿHFW��



Sierra Camacho and López López: EXPERT  WITNESS 233

II. The Anthropological Expert Report and Its Impact in The 
Political Electoral Arena 

The decision to carry out an expert witness report (Sierra 
Camacho and López López n.d.) in a region where we had 
GRQH�ÀHOG�ZRUN�IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�D�GHFDGH�UHSUHVHQWHG�D�XQLTXH�
opportunity. By doing so we would support a claim that had 
EHHQ�GHIHQGHG�E\�GLͿHUHQW�LQGLJHQRXV�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��DV�ZHOO�
DV� FRQWULEXWH� WR� WKH� LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�RI� LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH·V�
right to a free, previous, and informed consultation. Our par-
ticipation took place in a scenario of increased tensions and 
challenges that had transformed the socio-political arena in 
*XHUUHUR��(YHQ�WKRXJK�ERWK�RI�XV�KDG�FDUULHG�RXW�ORQJ�WHUP�
research in the municipality of SLA and therefore had exten-
sive knowledge of the local context, we decided to conduct an 
LQWHQVLYH�RQ�VLWH�YLVLW�VSHFLÀFDOO\�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�UHSRUW�
for three main reasons: the current local tensions, the questions 
GHPDQGHG�E\�WKH�FRXUW�UXOLQJ��DQG�WKH�HͿHFWV�RI�WKLV�UHSRUW�LQ�
the local political arena. Thus, we decided to visit six out of 
WHQ�RI�WKH�ELJJHVW�LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�RI�WKH�PXQLFLSDO-
LW\��7KLV�VHOHFWLRQ�ZDV�PDGH�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�FULWHULD��
population, agrarian status (ejidal or communal),4 ethnicity, 
and the demographic density of the communities and their 
annexes.5��$V�LW�ZLOO�EH�QRWHG�IXUWKHU�RQ��JLYHQ�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�
that indigenous migration has in the municipal seat, which is 
mostly made up of a mestizo population, the study was also 
H[SDQGHG�WR�FRYHU�LW��2QFH�ÀHOGZRUN�ZDV�FRPSOHWHG��WKH�ÀQDO�
drafting of the paper was done in two months. This timing was 
VWLSXODWHG�E\�WKH�6WDWH�(OHFWRUDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�*XHUUHUR��,((*���
the institution that requested the report. 

The state of Guerrero has the highest homicide rate in 
0H[LFR�DQG�LV�UHFRJQL]HG�ERWK�E\�DQ�H[SRQHQWLDO�LQFUHDVH�LQ�
GUXJ�UHODWHG�YLROHQFH�DQG�E\�DQ� H[DFHUEDWHG�KXPDQ� ULJKWV�
crisis (Institute for Economics and Peace 2017). The state is 
also known for its high index of marginality (59.82%), which 



234 URBAN ANTHROPOLOGY  VOL. 48(3, 4), 2019

SDUWLFXODUO\�DͿHFWV�LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV��WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�
which live in conditions of extreme poverty (CONAPO 2010). 
Furthermore, Guerrero is a multi-ethnic state. It is the seventh 
largest state in the country with the highest concentration of 
LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOHV����������FRQVWLWXWHG�E\�1DKXD��0H·SKDD��
Na Savii and the Nn´anncue peoples.6  

7KH�VWDWH�RI�*XHUUHUR�LV�DOVR�NQRZQ�E\�LWV�YDULJDWHG�SROLWL-
FDO�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ�WUDYHUVHG�E\�PXOWLSOH�YLROHQFHV�DQG�UDFLDOL]HG�
KLHUDUFKLHV�LPEULFDWHG�LQ�D�cacique structure of sociopolitical 
control. The caciques are the protagonists of a form of political 
UHJLRQDO�VWUXFWXUH�W\SLFDO�RI�UXUDO�DUHDV��FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�WKH�
PHGLDWLRQ�RI�GLͿHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�FDSLWDO��SROLWLFDO��HFRQRPLF��VR-
cial) exercised personally. Although the caciques exercise power 
in informal ways, this does not prevent them from taking over 
the formal structures of authority (v. Bartra 2000). Although 
the Mexican Revolution and the various struggles in the state 
(the guerrillas included) have tried to dismantle the caciquismo, 
the truth is that this phenomenon is still ordering the political, 
economic, and social life of the entity.

At the same time, the state of Guerrero is known for a 
strong trajectory of social resistance and its indigenous orga-
nizations that have fought and coexisted with a strong and re-
current state political violence. At various times throughout the 
history of the state, state and federal authorities have responded 
in a repressive manner to the social demands of democratiza-
WLRQ�FDOOHG�IRU�E\�SHDVDQW��XQLRQ�DQG�LQGLJHQRXV�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��
This led to the emergence of two guerrilla movements of great 
LQÁXHQFH�LQ�*XHUUHUR�DQG�LQ�WKH�FRXQWU\�LQ�WKH�����V��7KHVH�
ZHUH�IRXJKW�E\�D�QDWLRQDO�VWUDWHJ\�RI�FRXQWHULQVXUJHQF\�GXULQJ�
the decade known as The Dirty War of the 1970s (Cedillo 2008; 
FEMOSPP 2006).

7KLV�ORQJ�RUJDQLVLQJ�DQG�ÀJKWLQJ�WUDGLWLRQ�IRVWHUHG�WKH�
expansion of the Community Police of Guerrero, known as the 
CRAC-PC (Sierra Camacho 2010, 2013; López López 2015),7 in 
order to confront the rise of insecurity and violence due to the 
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federal war on drugs and the increased presence of organized 
crime, particularly in the last decade (Tlachinollan 2016).

Our expert report was developped in the framework of 
DQ�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DJUHHPHQW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�(OHFWRUDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�
Guerrero (IEEG) and CIESAS.8  This report was part of a federal 
trial that required the local electoral institute (the IEEG, the 
State Electoral Institute of Guerrero) “to do everything within 
its powers to determine the extent to which customs and tradi-
tions continue to exist in the indigenous communities of SLA.”9

The setting is crucial to understand why our expert wit-
ness report touched on sensitive nerves in the local political 
ÀHOG�DQG�SURYRNHG�D�UHDFWLRQ�IURP�WKH�HOLWH�JURXSV�WKDW�ZHUH�
associated with the political parties and felt that their interests 
ZHUH�WKUHDWHQHG��7KH�PXQLFLSDOLW\�RI�6/$�LV�FRQIRUPHG�E\����
LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�DQG�DQ�XUEDQ�FHQWHU�PRVWO\�RI�PHVWL]R�
people. ,WV�SRSXODWLRQ�LV��������LQKDELWDQWV��RI�ZKLFK��������
are of indigenous origin.10

Given the local migration of indigenous people to the 
city of SLA, as well as the high percentage of non-indigenous 
population in the city (almost the 50%), we opted to incorpo-
UDWH�LQWR�RXU�VWXG\�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�GLͿHUHQW�LQWHUHVW�JURXSV�
(including mestizos and indigenous people living in the city 
of SLA), and not just the indigenous communities scattered 
WKURXJK� WKH�PXQLFLSDO�SROLWLFDO�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�ERXQGDULHV��
One of the greatest challenges we faced involved documenting 
the complexity of the indigenous normative systems (Sierra 
Camacho and López López 2013). In the expert witness report, 
ZH�GHPRQVWUDWHG�WKDW�EHKLQG�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�WKH�´,QGLJHQRXV�
&RPPXQLW\� RI� 6DQ�/XLV�$FDWOiQµ� �WKH� H[SUHVVLRQ�XVHG�E\�
5XOLQJ�683�-'&������������WKHUH�DUH�GLVWLQFW�VHWV�RI�FRPPX-
nities that, despite variations in their cultural practices, share 
D�FRPPRQ�VWUXFWXUH�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�
PRGHO�RI�DVVHPEO\�DQG�SDUWLFLSDWRU\�GHPRFUDF\��:H�DOVR�GRFX-
mented the continued permanence of the indigenous normative 
V\VWHPV�LQ�WKH�GLͿHUHQW�QHLJKERUKRRGV�RI�6/$��ZKHUH�PLJUDQWV�
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FRPLQJ� IURP� LQGLJHQRXV� FRPPXQLWLHV�GHFLGHG� WR� HVWDEOLVK�
WKHPVHOYHV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��ZH�LQYHVWLJDWHG�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI�WKH�
indigenous normative systems on mestizo popular traditions, 
DQG�� WR�RXU� VXUSULVH�� IRXQG� WKH�SHUPHDELOLW\�RI� FRPPXQLW\�
cultural practices in mestizo spaces. In sum, the study revealed 
an intricate network of community relations that co-exist in 
stark tension with those mestizo cacique and kinship ties that 
reproduce socio-economic hierarchies at the local level. 

The research for this expert report was developed within 
a highly contentious terrain due to the fact that local political 
elites saw it as a threat to their racialized economic and political 
SULYLOHJHV��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��EHWZHHQ������DQG�������FRQÁLFWV�
escalated in the region that further polarized social dynamics 
DQG�QHJDWLYHO\�LPSDFWHG�WKH�ORFDO�ÀHOG�RI�SRZHU�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�
RUJDQL]DWLRQV��7KHVH�WHQVLRQV�DͿHFWHG�RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�DQG�LQ-
creased the challenge to gather important data. At the end, the 
H[SHUW�UHSRUW�ÀJXUHG�SURPLQHQWO\�LQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�GHFLVLRQ�RI�WKH�
)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO��7(3-)���DQG�VHW��LQ�WXUQ��D�SUHFHGHQW�
for new legal processes in other municipalities in Guerrero, as is 
WKH�FDVH�LQ�$\XWOD�GH�ORV�/LEUHV�ZKRVH�SRSXODWLRQ�KDV�ZRQ�WKH�
right to elect municipal authorities through usos y costumbres, as 
PHQWLRQHG�EHIRUH��D�SURFHVV�WKDW�ÀQDOO\�HQGHG�ZLWK�WKH�HOHFWLRQ�
RI�D�´&RQFHMR�0XQLFLSDO�GH�$XWRULGDGHV�&RPXQLWDULDVµ��-XO\�
15th, 2018 ).

III . The Electoral Route to Usos y Costumbres: The Judicial 
Process 

,Q�HDUO\�������PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�LQGLJHQRXV�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�RI�
6/$�PRELOL]HG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�H[SORUH�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�DFFHVVLQJ�
PXQLFLSDO�SRZHU�E\�ZD\�RI�HOHFWLRQV�WKURXJK�usos y costumbres. 
7KLV�FODLP�UHÁHFWHG�D�GHHS�URRWHG�FULWLTXH�RI� WKH�PXQLFLSDO�
government and the exclusive, racist, and corporatist role of 
the political parties. The political elites felt the menace of losing 
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WKHLU�SRZHU��)RU�WKHP�EHLQJ�JRYHUQHG�E\�LQGLJHQRXV�DXWKRUL-
WLHV�HOHFWHG�YLD�DVVHPEO\�UHSUHVHQWHG�D�VWHS�EDFNZDUG�LQ�WHUPV�
of modern expressions of social progress. Despite the critiques 
of mestizo elite, the claim of usos y costumbres was actively 
VXSSRUWHG�E\�D�YDULHW\�RI�VRFLDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�SRSXODU�DQG�
indigenous organizations such as the UPOEG and CRAC-PC,11 
CAMI,12�WKH�&RͿHH�3URGXFWLRQ�$VVRFLDWLRQ�´$5,&�8QLyQ�GH�
8QLRQHVµ�DQG�WKH�&RͿHH�&RRSHUDWLYH�´Luz de la Montaña,” all 
KDYLQJ�WKHLU�PDLQ�RFHV�LQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�FHQWHU�RI�
WKH�PXQLFLSDOLW\�RI�6/$��7KLV�PRELOL]DWLRQ�ZDV�JUHDWO\�LQVSLUHG�
E\�WKH�OHJDO�YLFWRU\�RI�WKH�LQGLJHQRXV�3XUpSHFKD�PXQLFLSDOLW\�
RI�&KHUiQ��LQ�WKH�VWDWH�RI�0LFKRDFiQ��,Q�2FWREHU�������DIWHU�D�
MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV�EHIRUH�WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO��7(3-)���
&KHUiQ�ZDV�DEOH�WR�HOHFW�WKHLU�PXQLFLSDO�DXWKRULWLHV�EDVHG�RQ�
usos y costumbres, thus favoring the development of a self-gov-
HUQPHQW�OHG�E\�WKH�&RXQFLO�RI�WKH�.HULV��WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�3XUpSH-
cha authorities (Aragón 2013). This case set the precedent for 
WKH�6XSUHPH�&KDPEHU�RI�WKH�7(3-)�WR�HYDOXDWH�VLPLODU�FDVHV�
DQG�VXEVHTXHQWO\�UHVXOWHG�LQ�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�D�OHJDO�IUDPHZRUN�
WR�DOWHU�WKH�HVWDEOLVKHG�PXQLFLSDO�HOHFWRUDO�URXWH�EDVHG�RQ�SDUW\�
politics to one that can include indigenous usos y costumbres. The 
OHJDO�SURFHVV�LQ�&KHUiQ�DOVR�GHÀQHG�D�JXLGHOLQH�IRU�WKH�XVH�RI�
anthropological expert reports as a necessary phase to design a 
free and informed consultation with indigenous communities. 
In this way, anthropological studies entered into the Mexican 
political electoral arena to verify the historical continuation 
RI�LQGLJHQRXV�QRUPDWLYH�V\VWHPV�DV�D�FXOWXUDOO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�
URXWH�WR�OHJLWLPL]H�WKH�ULJKW�WR�HOHFW�DXWKRULWLHV�E\�ZD\�RI�usos 
y costumbres. 

7KH�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV�RI�6/$�EHJDQ�RQ�-XQH��WK��������ZKHQ�
the leader of the UPOEG, along with other representatives of 
WKH�LQGLJHQRXV�DQG�SRSXODU�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�LQ�6/$��ÀOHG�VXLW�
IRU�WKH�SURWHFWLRQ�RI�SROLWLFDO�HOHFWRUDO�ULJKWV�RI�FLWL]HQV�EHIRUH�
the Electoral Institute of the State of Guerrero, in order to carry 
forth municipal elections through usos y costumbres. It involved 
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WKUHH�DFFXPXODWHG�WULDOV��DOO�RI�ZKLFK�ZHUH�ZRQ�E\�WKH�SODLQWLͿV��
DQG�ÀQDOO\�UHVXOWHG�LQ�WKH�&RQVXOWDWLRQ�KHOG�IURP�)HEUXDU\�
�VW� WR� WKH���WK�RI�������1HYHUWKHOHVV��GHVSLWH� WKH�VLJQLÀFDQW�
SRSXODU� HͿRUW�PDGH� WR� FDUU\�RXW� DVVHPEOLHV� DQG� IRUXPV� WR�
disseminate the proposal across the municipality, the results 
of the Consultation did not favor the initial claim. Finally, on 
0DUFK���WK��������WKH�7(3-)�GHFODUHG�WKH�&RQVXOWDWLRQ�YDOLG�
and closed the case, which essentially rejected the option for 
PXQLFLSDO�DXWKRULWLHV�WR�EH�HOHFWHG�E\�usos y costumbres in SLA, 
at least for a time. 

,W�LV�QRW�RXU�REMHFWLYH�WR�SUHVHQW�WKH�GLͿHUHQW�SKDVHV�RI�WKH�
MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV��EXW�UDWKHU�WR�DQDO\]H�WKH�GLVSXWHG�WHUUDLQ�LQ�
which the expert witness report and the electoral trial unfolded. 
,Q�ZKDW�IROORZV��ZH�HPSKDVL]H�WKH�SRVLWLRQLQJ�RI�WKH�GLͿHUHQW�
DFWRUV�LQYROYHG�DV�ZHOO�DV�RXU�HͿRUWV�WR�QDYLJDWH�EHWZHHQ�OH-
JDOO\�GHÀQHG�FRQFHSWV�ZKLFK�DSSHDO�WR�OHJDO�SOXUDOLVP��DQG�
a critical anthropological analysis of the cultural logics and 
power relations that give them meaning.

IV. Actors and Strategies in The Legal Terrain: The Hetero-
geneity of The Legal Field

Moving forward in our analysis in what follows, we 
GHVFULEH�WKH�OHJDO�ÀHOG�WKDW�VWUXFWXUHV�WKH�SRVLWLRQV�RI�WKH�WKUHH�
main actors in this litigation: the magistrates of the Electoral 
&RXUW��WKH�VWDͿ�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�6WDWH�(OHFWRUDO�,QVWLWXWH��DQG�WKH�
indigenous actor(s) that activate the judicial lawsuit. Further-
more, we reconstruct the strategies and rights they appealed 
to in order to move forward in the dispute. We therefore em-
phasize various aspects: on the one hand, the heterogeneity 
RI�WKH�VWDWH·V�OHJDO�ÀHOG�DQG�WKH�SRZHU�KLHUDUFKLHV�WKDW�FURVV�
SXEOLF�RFLDOV·�SRVLWLRQV��DQG��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��WKH�VWUDWHJLF�
uses of the law of indigenous actors apealling to their political 
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rights as indigenous peoples, and particularly to the national 
and international legal standards. 

7KH�MXULGLFDO�ÀHOG��%RXUGLHX�������LQ�ZKLFK�WKLV�OHJDO�SUR-
cess unfolded reveals strong tensions among the social actors 
who were located in polarized positions of power. These actors 
resort to the law in order to dispute the mechanisms required 
to access the municipal government. The juridical terrain is 
D�VRFLDO�IRUFH�ÀHOG�LQ�ZKLFK�DFWRUV�LQYROYHG�GHYHORS�GLYHUVH�
strategies in order to strengthen their positions and reach their 
REMHFWLYHV��KRZHYHU��WKHLU�VXFFHVV�GRHV�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�GHSHQG�
on legal reasoning. 

The analysis of the judicial process, as part of this social 
IRUFH��ÀHOG��VKRZV�WKUHH�PDMRU�SRVLWLRQV������7KH�RQH�GHIHQGHG�
E\�WKH�SODLQWLͿ��WKH�OHDGHU�RI�WKH�832(*��%UXQR�3OiFLGR��DV�
the representative of indigenous organizations; (2) the posi-
tion of the General Council of the IEEG, a supposed neutral 
HOHFWRUDO�ERG\��ZKLFK��LQ�SUDFWLFH��DFWHG�DV�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�
WKH�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��DQG�����ÀQDOO\��WKH�6XSUHPH�&KDPEHU�RI�
WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO� �7(3-)���ZKRVH� UROH� LQFOXGHV�
verifying the constitutionality of the procedure considering 
indigenous rights.

2I�QRWH� LV� WKH� FRQYHUJHQFH�EHWZHHQ� WKH�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�
RI�ORFDO�LQGLJHQRXV�OHDGHUV�DQG�WKH�PDJLVWUDWHV�RI�WKH�7(3-)��
$OWKRXJK� HDFK�XSKHOG�GLͿHUHQW� VWUXFWXUDO� SRVLWLRQV�� ERWK�
defended the right of self-determination for indigenous com-
munities in electing municipal authorities.

In what follows we analyze the legal strategies and rights 
that the intervening actors appealed to in order to understand 
KRZ�WKH\�PRELOL]HG�WKH�ODZ�IRU�WKHLU�RZQ�SROLWLFDO�LQWHUHVWV��
:H�EDVH�RXU�DQDO\VLV�RQ�WKH�UHVXOWV�RI�WKH�H[SHUW�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUW�

:H�FDOOHG�WKH�ÀUVW�RQH�� the strategy of confrontation. The 
indigenous organization’s lawsuit, that laid out its claim to 
access the municipal power through the mechanism of a direct 
and participatory democracy, not only represented a claim to 
H[HUFLVH�D�ULJKW��EXW�FRXQWHUHG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV·�PRQRSRO\�
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of political representation. It questionned the political power 
of the mestizo elites (the caciques) and their economic network. 
7KDW�LV��WKH�SODLQWLͿ·V�VXLW�PRELOL]HG�D�GLUHFW�FROOHFWLYH�JULHYDQFH�
against the racist and exclusionary practices of political parties 
that were largely under mestizo elite control, and which imped-
ed the political representation of indigenous communities as 
ZHOO�DV�WKHLU�DFFHVV�WR�SXEOLF�HFRQRPLF�UHVRXUFHV��$V�H[SUHVVHG�
E\�*HQDUR�9i]TXH]��*95��D�IRUPHU�PXQLFLSDO�SUHVLGHQW�RI�6/$�
DQG�VRQ�RI�WKH�OHJHQGDU\�JXHUULOOD�ÀJKWHU13 of the same name), 
what we see is the “accumulation of grievances” of the indige-
nous communities vis à vis mestizo cacique power in SLA, given 
that: “(…) The government and representation structures have 
EHHQ�HURGHG��D�ULJLGLW\�RI�WKH�SROLWLFDO�HOHFWRUDO�VWUXFWXUHV�GRHV�
not allow for a majority representation of the Mixteca (Na’savi) 
and the Tlapaneca (Me’phaa) communities” (Interview with 
*95��-XO\��WK�������6/$���:LWK�WKHVH�ZRUGV��*HQDUR�9i]TXH]�
explains the structural grievances expressed in the claim to 
elect municipal authorities through usos y costumbres.

Indeed, the expert witness report documents the topicality 
of these grievances: the cathegorization of usos and costumbres as 
WUDGLWLRQV�VRPHWLPHV�UHIHUHG�WR�WKH�XVH�RI�FHUWDLQ�REMHFWV��7KDW�
was the case, for example, when a former municipal president 
RI�LQGLJHQRXV�RULJLQ��LQ�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ��LGHQWLÀHG�usos and costum-
bres with the use of the temazcal14 or with ritual peregrinations 
to San Marcos, the holy mountain where people ask for the 
rain. With this narrative, he folklorizes these practices, and is 
WKXV� LQFDSDEOH�RI�PDNLQJ�YDOXDEOH�FRQWULEXWLRQV� WR�PRGHUQ�
political representation.

Our expert report provided evidence that questions the 
idea of atemporality regarding usos y costumbres and supports 
the fact that indigenous normative systems have changed, have 
adapted, and are part of the social life of the city of San Luis 
$FDWOiQ��7KH\�KDYH�LQÀOWUDWHG�WKH�G\QDPLFV�RI�WKH�PHVWL]R�FRP-
PXQLW\��ZKLFK�KDV�HYHQ�EHQHÀWWHG�E\�VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�DUH�EDVHG�
on usos and costumbres, such as in the case of the communitarian 
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system of justice and security of CRAC-PC. For a long time, 
the municipality of SLA has had the lowest index of insecurity 
and social crime in Guerrero due to this indigenous institution. 
7KLV�RͿHUHG�DUJXPHQWV�WKDW�ZHUH�VWUDWHJLFDOO\�HPSOR\HG�E\�WKH�
actors in favor of usos y costumbres. The expert report provided 
DGGLWLRQDO�MXVWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�FODLP�UHIHUULQJ�WR�FRPSOH[�DQG�
innovative normative systems: usos and costumbres did not 
UHVHPEOH�LQ�DQ\�ZD\�WKH�GLVFUHGLWLQJ�UHPDUNV�EDVHG�RQ�UDFLVW�
conceptions that inferiorizes them. 

The second strategy, the simulation strategy, was the polit-
LFDO�SDUW\�GHIHQVH��GHYHORSHG�E\�WKH�6WDWH�(OHFWRUDO�,QVWLWXWH�
�WKH�,((*��WKH�,QVWLWXWR�(VWDWDO�(OHFWRUDO���WKH�RFLDO�DXWKRU-
ity in charge of carrying out elections in Guerrero. Although 
the IEEG should function as an impartial referee, it actually 
represented the interests of the political parties in this judicial 
process. The IEEG developed a counterpoint strategy to prevent 
WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�HOHFWLQJ�PXQLFLSDO�DXWKRULWLHV�WKURXJK�usos y 
costumbres��DV�WKH\�FRQVLGHUHG�WKHP�D�VHWEDFN�ZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�
WKH�OLEHUDO�GHPRFUDWLF�HOHFWRUDO�PRGHO��7KH�,((*�FRQWLQXRXVO\�
KLQGHUHG�FRPPXQLW\�HOHFWRUDO�LQLWLDWLYHV�LQ�LWV�DWWHPSW�WR�EORFN�
the consultation process.15 But it resorted to more than mere 
VWUDWHJLHV��7KH�HOHFWRUDO�ERG\�HYHQ�PDGH�SROLWLFDO�XVH�RI�WKH�
([SHUW�:LWQHVV�5HSRUW�E\�PLVUHSUHVHQWLQJ�LWV�FRQWHQW�DQG�XVLQJ�
it to disqualify the electoral route through “customs and tradi-
WLRQV�µ�7KH\�XVHG�WKH�ORFDO�SUHVV�WR�SXEOLVK�VWDWHPHQWV�WKDW�ZHQW�
against what was actually posited in the expert witness report, 
such as: “In the municipality of San Luis Acatlán, authorities 
are not elected through usos y costumbres��LW�LV�GRQH�E\�ZD\�RI�
the political party system (…) says Expert Witness Report of the 
CIESAS” (Hernández 2014a). This action provoked a personal 
UHVSRQVH�LQ�WKH�ORFDO�SUHVV��DQ�H[HUFLVH�RI�RXU�ULJKW�WR�SXEOLFO\�
respond to such a defamation. Although this response resulted 
in new accusations that revealed the intimidating power of 
political parties in Guerrero, they luckily did not proceed. The 
IHGHUDO�PDJLVWUDWHV��7(3-)��DUJXHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�GHFLVLRQV�RI�WKH�
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IEEG, considering that the Anthropological Report demon-
strated the validity of the indigenous normative system and 
the practices of usos y costumbres to elect local authorities. In 
FRQVHTXHQFH��WKH�7ULEXQDO�RUGHUHG�FRPSOLDQFH�ZLWK�WKH�UXOLQJ��

In short, the IEEG developed a counterpoint strategy, 
ZKLFK�VXSSRVHGO\�UHVSHFWHG�WKH�ODZ��EXW�ZDV�ÀQDOO\�DLPHG�DW�
defending the political party electoral system; it was in fact a 
VLPXODWLRQ�VWUDWHJ\��1HYHUWKHOHVV��WKH\�ZHUH�REOLJHG�WR�SUR-
ceed with the Consultation to decide the method of election 
for municipal authorities.

The third strategy, a rights-based strategy, appeals to the 
MXVWLFLDELOLW\�RI� LQGLJHQRXV�ULJWKV�LQYRNLQJ�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
+LJK�6WDQGDUV�RI�+XPDQ�5LJKWV��7KH�6XSUHPH�&KDPEHU�RI�
WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO��7(3-)��GHYHORSHG�D�OHJDOO\�LP-
SHFFDEOH�DUJXPHQW�LQ�IDYRU�RI�SURWHFWLQJ�LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOHV·�
political rights. These authorities maintained a coherent posi-
tion throughout the judicial process and followed appropriate 
procedures to assert that the indigenous communities of SLA 
KDYH� WKH� ULJKWV� WR� H[HUW� WKHLU� ULJKW�RI� VHOI�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�E\�
carrying out a Prior and Informed Consultation in which they 
FRXOG�GHFLGH�LI�WKH\�ZDQWHG�WR�HOHFW�PXQLFLSDO�DXWKRULWLHV�E\�
usos y costumbres. The Expert Witness Report played a decisive 
UROH�LQ�WKH�7(3-)�UXOLQJ��DV�LV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�OLQHV��
“It is clear that all the reviewed documents (anthropological 
H[SHUW� UHSRUW� DQG�RWKHUV�� FRLQFLGH� LQ� HVWDEOLVKLQJ�KLVWRULFDO�
evidence of an internal normative system in the indigenous 
FRPPXQLW\�RI� 6DQ�/XLV�$FDWOiQµ� �(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO� RI� WKH�
)HGHUDO�-XGLFLDO�%UDQFK��������

,Q�WKLV�ZD\��WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO�LPSOHPHQWHG�
a contention and surveillance strategy over the IEEG, which 
ZDV��LQ�WXUQ��REOLJHG�WR�FRPSO\�ZLWK�WKH�GLͿHUHQW�SKDVHV�RI�
WKH�UXOLQJ�DQG�WKH�&RQVXOWDWLRQ��7KLV�VLJQLÀHG�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�
victory for indigenous communities of SLA. Nevertheless, due 
WR�D�VWURQJ�ORFDO�FDPSDLJQ�E\�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV�DJDLQVW�usos y 
costumbres, including the threat to prevent the implementation 
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RI�VRFLDO�SRYHUW\�SURJUDPV�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��DQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�SHUFHQW-
age of indigenous people decided not to vote. Ultimately, due 
to an extremely low turnout (only 10% of the population), the 
Consultation favored the political party system. 

As we previously explained, the three parties involved in 
the judicial process made a strategic use of the law according 
to their own interests and positions. Even though all of them 
KDG�D�EHDULQJ�RQ�WKH�WULDO��WKHLU�LPSDFWV�GLͿHUHG��,PSDFW�QRW�
RQO\�GHSHQGHG�RQ�WKH�DFXPHQ�RI�WKH�OHJDO�DUJXPHQWDWLRQ��EXW�
also on extra-legal aspects that resonated in the judicial process. 
:KDW�LV�QRWLFHDEOH�KHUH�LV�WKDW�DOO�RI�WKH�SDUWLHV�LQYROYHG�WRRN�
up our report (in favor or against) in order to underpin their 
SRVLWLRQV�ERWK� LQVLGH�DQG�RXWVLGH� WKH� WULDO��7KLV�XQGHQLDEO\�
shows the impact that the AR had in this case.

)LQDOO\�� WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO�EDVHG� LQ�RXU�H[-
pert witness report demanded the local electoral institution to 
implement a Previous and Informed Consultation to ask the 
population of SLA if they accepted the change of the political 
SDUW\�URXWH�WR�HOHFW�PXQLFLSDO�DXWKRULWLHV�IRU�D�URXWH�EDVHG�RQ�
usos y costumbres.

V. Judicialization of Indigenous Law and the Exercise of 
Self-Determination: Tensions and Limits

In the following section we change the focus of analysis 
to emphazise the political imaginaries at play and the way in 
which indigenous law and legal pluralism (as central concepts 
regarding self determination) are referred in the judicial pro-
FHVV��,QVWHDG�RI�XQHTXLYRFDO�GHÀQLWLRQV��ZH�DUH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�UH-
constructing the meanings that political actors inject into these 
FRQFHSWV��DV�ZHOO�DV�KRZ�WKHVH�ZHUH�ERWK�PRELOL]HG�DQG�DOWHUHG�
GXULQJ�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�WULDO��/LNHZLVH��ZH�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�HͿHFWV�WKDW�
the anthropological report had in the arguments developed 
WKURXJKRXW�WKH�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV��3DUWLFXODUO\��LW�FRQWULEXWHG�WR�
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expand the semantics of key concepts such as usos y costumbres 
and “indigenous community.” Furthermore, through this ex-
SDQVLRQ�WKH�$5�DOVR�FRQWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�GH�HVVHQWLDOL]DWLRQ�RI�
VXFK�FRQFHSWV�ZKLOH�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�HWKQRJUDSKLF�VRFLRORJLFDO�
realities that sustain them. Through this analysis we discuss 
WKH�FULWLFDO�XVHV�RI�WKH�H[SHUW�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUW�LQFOXGLQJ�ERWK�WKH�
potential and limitations it has to support the political rights 
to self-determination of indigenous peoples. 

A. Coloniality and Usos y Costumbres

$�FHQWUDO�FRQFHSW�WKDW�ÀJXUHV�SURPLQHQWO\�LQ�WKH�GHEDWHV�
on indigenous law is that of usos y costumbres. Despite its colo-
QLDO�XQGHUWRQHV��LW�KDV�EHHQ�XQFULWLFDOO\�LQFOXGHG�LQWR�MXGLFLDO�
processes and legal arguments in cases involving indigenous 
ULJKWV��7KH� WHUP�KDV�DOVR�EHHQ�SRSXODUL]HG� LQ� WKH�HYHU\GD\�
language of the social actors, including that of indigenous 
peoples. The trajectory of this concept in contemporary legal 
DQWKURSRORJ\�GHEDWHV� LOOXVWUDWHV� WKDW� WKH� WHUP�´FXVWRPDU\�
ODZµ�ZDV�XVHG�E\�WKH�FRORQLDO�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��LQ�LWV�GLͿHUHQW�
versions [English, Spanish, French, etc.], for social control of 
the colonized peoples [cf. Fitzpatrick 1990; Starr and Collier 
1989]). For instance, this is what occurred with the original in-
KDELWDQWV�XQGHU�WKH�MXULVGLFWLRQ�RI�WKH�6SDQLVK�&URZQ�LQ�/DWLQ�
$PHULFD��/DWHU��XQGHU�WKH�OLEHUDO�SRVW�LQGHSHQGHQFH�HUD��WKH�
constitutions of the newly formed nation-states, such as Mexico, 
excluded any legal recognition of indigenous institutions and 
practices. Customary law remained outside of the state; when 
it was referred to in penal processes, it was to emphasize an 
XQFLYLOL]HG�FRQGLWLRQ�DQG�VRPHWLPHV�WKH�LQFDSDELOLW\�RI�LQGLJH-
nous individuals to face the law (Gómez 2002; Escalante 2018).

The concept usos y costumbres paradoxically resurfaced 
within the framework of the recognition of indigenous rights 
DQG�KDV�EHHQ�H[SOLFLWO\� UHFRYHUHG� LQ� OHJDO�ÀJKWV��GHVSLWH� LWV�
OLPLWDWLRQV�DQG�WKH�IDFW�LW�KDV�EHHQ�ZLGHO\�FULWLFL]HG�E\�LQGLJH-
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nous intellectuals as a colonial concept (Bartolomé 2006; López 
López 2007,  2011). The ongoing popularity of the concept is still 
noteworthy. International frameworks for indigenous rights, 
including the right to self-determination and autonomy, have 
EHHQ�LQVXFLHQW�LQ�GHFUHDVLQJ�LWV�XVH�E\�LQGLJHQRXV�RUJDQL-
zations. Such terms are clearly linked to a coloniality of power 
�4XLMDQR� ������ WKDW� ERWK� UHSURGXFHV� UDFLDOL]HG�KLHUDUFKLHV�
and minimizes indigenous law. Thus, there is a dispute for 
WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKHVH�FRQFHSWV�LQ�WKH�MXULGLFDO�ÀHOG��RQ�WKH�RQH�
hand the concept of usos y costumbres questions the Eurocentric 
structuring of state law, and on the other it incentivizes the 
PDNLQJ�RI�OHJDO�SOXUDOLVP�FRPSUHKHQVLEOH��7KLV�LV�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�
force that traverses the judicialization of indigenous law in the 
0H[LFDQ�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG��,Q�WKH�SUHVHQW�FDVH�VWXG\��DOWKRXJK�WKH�
)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO��7(3-)��SUHVHQWHG�DUJXPHQWV�WKDW�
recognize the internal indigenous normative systems, these are 
IDU�IURP�EHLQJ�IXOO\�UHFRJQL]HG�DV�LQGLJHQRXV�ODZ��/ySH]��������

,Q�RUGHU�WR�LOOXVWUDWH�KRZ�WKH�GLͿHUHQW�DFWRUV�XVH�WKH�FRQ-
cept usos y costumbres, in what follows we present three modal-
LWLHV�WKDW�ZHUH�PDGH�YLVLEOH�LQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV��UHYHDOLQJ�
WKH�LOOHJLELOLW\�RI�FXVWRPDU\�ODZ�LQ�OHJDO�WHUPV��

(1) Usos y Costumbres as remains of the past. From the per-
VSHFWLYH�RI�WKH�ORFDO�HOHFWRUDO�LQVWLWXWH��,((*��usos y costum-
bres represent a “return to the past,” in opposition to modern 
HOHFWLRQ�SUDFWLFHV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\�V\VWHP��$�VLPLODU�
RSLQLRQ�LV�VKDUHG�E\�WKH�PHVWL]R�HOLWHV�RI�6/$��DQG�HYHQ�E\�
VRPH� LQGLJHQRXV�SROLWLFLDQV�� DV�ZH�ZHUH� DEOH� WR�GRFXPHQW�
GXULQJ�RXU�ÀHOGZRUN��,Q�D�PHHWLQJ�ZLWK�QHLJKERUV�RI�6/$��WKH\�
manifested that accepting usos y costumbres would mean a step 
EDFNZDUG�LQ�VRFLDO�SURJUHVV��WKDW�LV�WR�VD\��D�UHWXUQ�WR�HOHFWLRQV�
FRQWUROOHG�E\�ORFDO�caciques���$V�PHQWLRQHG�E\�D�PHVWL]R�WHDFKHU��
usos y costumbres ceased to work at the municipality of SLA when po-
litical parties entered into itµ��)LHOGZRUN��-XO\�����������7KH�GRXEOH�
meaning that mestizos of SLA inject into customs stands out: 
On the one hand, they consider usos y costumbres�DV�DQ�DͿURQW�
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to modern democracy and a risk of “returning to the past” 
when the “tradition” of the cacique was to impose candidates; 
WKH\�WUDQVODWH�DQ�DXWKRULWDULDQ�WUDGLWLRQ�XVHG�E\�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\�
caciques as an inherent part of indigenous communities. On the 
other hand, they share the view that customs are good for them 
�L�H���LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH��EXW�QRW�IRU�WKH�HOHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�PXQLF-
LSDO�WRZQ�KDOO�DXWKRULWLHV��$V�PHQWLRQHG�E\�WKH�VDPH�WHDFKHU��
“They (the electoral authorities) are going to say that we mestizos 
[of SLA] are attached to the federal mandate, and ethnic groups, 
those governed by usos y costumbresµ��-+6�,QWHUYLHZ��6/$���-XO\�
4, 2013). This point of view reproduces a dichotomous view of 
electoral processes, where the defense of modern democracy 
H[FOXGHV�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�IRU�LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH�WR�DSSHDO�WR�usos 
y costumbres. That is, in their communities they can elect their 
DXWKRULWLHV�WKH�ZD\�WKH\�ZDQW��EXW�IRU�WKH�PXQLFLSDO�WRZQ�KDOO��
WKH�HOHFWRUDO�SURFHVV�PXVW�EH�E\�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\�V\VWHP��7KHUH�
emerge racist stereotypes surrounding indigenous people, 
considered “huancos,”16 whose customs have nothing to teach 
WKH�PHVWL]RV�OLYLQJ�LQ�XUEDQ�FHQWHUV��

(2) Usos y Costumbres related to self-determination. This 
PHDQLQJ�LV�IRXQG�LQ�WKH�UXOLQJV�RI�WKH�6XSHULRU�&KDPEHU�RI�WKH�
7(3-)��6HOI�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�LV�D�ULJKW�UHFRJQL]HG�LQ�$UWLFOH���RI�
the Mexican Constitution, which includes international stan-
dards of collective human rights. Nevertheless, the language 
of usos y costumbres minimizes the force of indigenous law and 
does not highlight its normative character as a juridical system. 
+RZHYHU��LW�LQIRUPV�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQW�YDULDWLRQ�RI�ORFDO�HOHFWRUDO�
SUDFWLFHV�GRFXPHQWHG�E\�WKH�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUW�
DQG�UHFRYHUHG�LQ�WKH�UXOLQJ�RI�WKH�7(3-)��7KHVH�SUDFWLFHV�UHYHDO�
the wealth and sense of alterity through which communities af-
ÀUP�WKHLU�LQGLJHQRXV�LGHQWLWLHV��7KDW�LV��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKH�FDVH�RI�
WKH�0H·SKDD�FRPPXQLW\�RI�3XHEOR�+LGDOJR��LQ�WKH�0RXQWDLQV�
RI�*XHUUHUR��ZKHUH��SULRU�WR�WKH�HOHFWLRQV��FRPPXQLW\�PHPEHUV�
VZHHS�WKH�SXEOLF�DUHDV�DV�D�ZD\�RI�´FOHDULQJ�WKH�SDWKµ�
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7KH�ÀUVW�0RQGD\�RI�6HSWHPEHU��WKH�DXWKRULW\�LQ�WXUQ��ZKR�
is the “Comisario municipal” (main communal authority) 
calls all the residents to clean the important areas. For 
example, in this case, the cemetery, the church, the yard 
around the precinct, around the school yards, the land of 
the clinic (cf. Sierra Camacho and López López n.d.: 57).

 
With these practices Me’phaa principals (elders who 

previously held positions of authority) put into evidence their 
worldviews regarding ritual practices to ensure a good elec-
WRUDO�SURFHVV��6ZHHSLQJ�WKH�SDWK�LV�D�V\PEROLF�FRPSURPLVH�WR�
prepare the change of the Comisario (local communal authority) 
involving a collective task. Usos y costumbres crystallizes a set of 
knowledge and practices that connects the indigenous cosmo-
vision of order and respect to annual local elections (Dehouve 
�������7KLV�SUDFWLFH�RI�́ FOHDQQLQJ�WKH�SDWKµ�LQ�3XHEOR�+LGDOJR�LV�
QRW�WKH�VDPH�LQ�RWKHU�FRPPXQLWLHV��,W�GHÀQHV�D�FROOHFWLYH�LGHQ-
tity that enters into the language of usos y costumbres showing 
its complexity and cultural variations.

(3) Usos y costumbres in the exercise of indigenous law and a 
participatory democracy. 7KLV�FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ�LV�GHIHQGHG�E\�
LQGLJHQRXV�OHDGHUV�ZKR�VHHN�WR�FKDQJH�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�UHJLPH�E\�
demanding the placement of participatory democratic mecha-
nisms at the center of electoral processes. 

It is noteworthy that indigenous intellectuals and local 
authorities themselves have appropriated the concept of usos 
y costumbres as a central component of indigenous law. The 
UHVXOWV�RI�WKH�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�UHSRUW�FRQÀUP�WKDW�LQGLJHQRXV�
DFWRUV�DUH�QRW�FRQÁLFWHG�E\�WKLV�FRQFHSW��UDWKHU�WKH�WHUP�KDV�
RSHQHG�XS�D�VSHFWUXP�RI�SRVVLELOLWLHV�WR�GHVFULEH�ORFDO�SUDFWLFHV��
More than usos y costumbres��LW�KDV�EHHQ�´&XVWRPµ��El Costum-
bre���WKH�FRQFHSW�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�XVHG�E\�LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH��WR�
UHIHU�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WR�WKH�ULWXDO�LQYROYHG�LQ�ORFDO�WUDGLWLRQV��8VLQJ�
WKLV�ODUJHO\�ULWXDO�PHDQLQJ�WR�GHVFULEH�HOHFWRUDO�SUDFWLFHV�DOORZV�
them to develop an integrated view of them as a constituent 
part of the communal social matrix.
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For indigenous peoples to refer to usos y costumbres as 
part of the mechanisms to elect authorities places the collective 
dimension of communal practices of self-government at the 
FHQWHU�RI�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ��VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKURXJK�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�
DVVHPEO\��7KLV�LV�FRQÀUPHG�LQ�WKH�GHVFULSWLRQV�SURYLGHG�E\�
WKH�SULQFLSDOV�RI�3XHEOR�+LGDOJR��UHIHUHQFHG�EHIRUH��GXULQJ�D�
collective meeting:

The people propose him, the “comisario” [community 
DXWKRULW\@��LQ�DVVHPEO\�DQG�WKH�VDPH�SHRSOH�UHPRYH�KLP�
if he fails. The custom of the people is to gather all the 
principals and then call the attention of the authority if he 
is not working…when things are going well the people 
EDFN�WKHP��WKH\�JLYH�VXSSRUW�WR�PRYH�IRUZDUG��&ROOHFWLYH�
,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�3ULQFLSDOV��3XHEOR�+LGDOJR��)LHOG�:RUN��
-XQH�����������

7KH�$VVHPEO\�LV�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�PRGHO�RI�PRVW�LQGLJHQRXV�
and peasant communities in the country, as is the case in the 
VWDWH�RI�*XHUUHUR��,W�LV�LQ�IDFW�WKH�EDVH�RI�WKH�LQGLJHQRXV�QRUPD-
tive system. As a structural model, in the region of SLA, it has 
VXUSDVVHG�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�OLPLWV��SRWHQWLDWLQJ�LWV�HFDF\�IRU�
social regulation in larger jurisdictions, including indigenous 
and mestizo populations, as it happens with the Community 
Police (CRAC-PC), with headquarters in the municipal town 
of SLA, Guerrero.

,Q� VXP�� WKH�GLͿHUHQW�PHDQLQJV� WKDW�ZHUH� DVFULEHG� WR�
the concept usos y costumbres�UHYHDO�GLͿHUHQW�KLHUDUFKLHV�DQG�
representations in relation to indigeneity. Furthermore, these 
hierarchies and representations are connected to diverse seman-
WLF�UHIHUHQWV�LQWHUIHULQJ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ÀJKW�

B. The Legal Construction of the “Indigenous Community” 

A fundamental tension involving the concept of Indig-
HQRXV�FRPPXQLW\�FU\VWDOOL]HV�WKH�DPELJXLW\�RI�WKH�OHJDO�UHF-
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ognition of indigenous rights; particularly what it means to 
GHÀQH�DEVWUDFW�FRQFHSWV�LQ�FRQWUDVW�WR�LWV�VRFLRORJLFDO�GHÀQLWLRQ��
'XULQJ�WKH�WULDO��LW�ZDV�QRWHZRUWK\�WKH�GLFXOW\�RI�GHÀQLQJ�
the “indigenous community of San Luis Acatlán”: either it was 
conceived of as a homogeneous construct or as one that was a 
historical, dynamic and heterogeneous entity. In legal terms, 
LQGLJHQRXV�LGHQWLW\�LV�EDVHG�RQ�VHOI�PHPEHUVKLS�DGVFULSWLRQ��DV�
it is stated in Article 2 of the Mexican Constitution. During the 
WULDO��WKH�IHGHUDO�PDJLVWUDWHV�DVVXPHG�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�LQGLJH-
nous community as a compact unit. This imagined construction 
RI� WKH�´,QGLJHQRXV�&RPPXQLW\µ�EHFDPH�QRWHZRUWK\� IRU� LWV�
implications in the judicial process. Nevertheless, during the 
ODVW�SKDVH�RI�WKH�WULDO��WKH�)HGHUDO�7ULEXQDO�ZDV�IRUFHG�WR�WDNH�
into account more dynamic and heterogeneous conceptions 
of the so-called indigenous community of SLA. Such tensions 
were in fact highlighted throughout the Expert Witness Report. 
Along those lines we reconstruct the variegated meaning of 
the concept “Indigenous community of San Luis Acatlán” as 
it was revealed during the trial.

(1) For the magistrates of the Electoral Federal Court, the plain-
WLͿ�LPSOLFDWHG�LQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV�ZDV�́ WKH�,QGLJHQRXV�&RPPXQLW\�
of San Luis Acatlán.” That is, it was constructed as a homogenous 
HQWLW\��7KH�)HGHUDO�&RXUW�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�XQDZDUH�RI�WKH�HP-
pirical reality of the community in question; they never in fact 
set foot in the regions. The municipality of SLA is pluri-ethnic, 
made up of of Na’Savi, Mee’Pha, and Nahua peoples, as well 
as mestizos living in communities surrounding the center and 
LQ� WKH�QHLJKERUKRRGV�7KH� OHJDO� DFWLRQ� ODUJHO\� H[FOXGHG�DQ�
important element: in the municipality of SLA, 45.46% of the 
SRSXODWLRQ�LGHQWLÀHV�LWVHOI�DV�PHVWL]R��)RU�WKH�PDJLVWUDWHV��WKH�
IDFW�WKDW�LQGLJHQRXV�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�UHFRJQL]HG�WKHLU�DOLDWLRQ�
to indigenous communities in SLA was enough to accept their 
FODLP��,Q�OHJDO�WHUPV��WKLV�SHUFHQWDJH�LV�VXFLHQW�WR�JUDQW�WKH�
character of indigenous community to this municipality. Based 
on this, the federal magistrates took for granted the concept of 
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“indigenous community of San Luis Acatlán” considering it as 
D�ZKROH��+RZHYHU��RXU�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�H[SHUW�UHSRUW�RͿHUHG�
the court a diverse demography of the indigenous population 
OLYLQJ�LQ�WKLV�PXQLFLSDOLW\��,W�DOVR�TXHVWLRQHG�WKH�RFLDO�SHU-
FHQWDJH�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�SUHVHQWHG�E\�WKH�,1(*,·V17 
census (2000), since many of the communities recognised as 
mestizas�ZHUH�DFWXDOO\�RUJDQL]HG�WKURXJK�D�FRPPXQLW\�EDVHG�
regulation. That is, even though they no longer speak an in-
digenous language, they recognize their indigenous identity. 
This documentation had consequences in the judicial process: 
:KR�ZRXOG�EH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKH�&RQVXOWDWLRQ�SURFHVV�UHJDUGLQJ�
WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�FDUU\LQJ�RXW�SROLWLFDO�HOHFWLRQV�EDVHG�RQ�usos 
y costumbres"�,W�EHFDPH�D�SROLWLFDO�QHFHVVLW\�WR�RSHQ�WKH�&RQ-
sultation to the consideration of the entire population within 
WKH�PXQLFLSDOLW\�RI�6/$��LQFOXGLQJ�WKRVH�DW�WKH�XUEDQ�FHQWHU��
DV�LW�ÀQDOO\�KDSSHQHG�

����)RU�WKH�SODLQWLͿ��WKH�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�RI�WKH�832(*��WKH�OHJDO�
concept of indigenous community had become an important tool to 
dispute collective rights. From the start, the petition made clear 
the multiethnic reality of the municipalities. Once the judicial 
SURFHVV�EHJDQ��WKRVH�SURPRWLQJ�LW�GLG�QRW�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�FRQFHS-
WXDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�&RXUW�RI�-XVWLFH�UHJDUGLQJ�D�KRPRJHQHRXV�
LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLW\��,QVWHDG�WKH\�EDVHG�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQV�RI�
their claim on it. However, during the Consultation phase, the 
“Indigenous Community of San Luis Acatlán” (considered as a 
FRPSDFW�DQG�VHSDUDWH�XQLW��EHFDPH�DQ�REVWDFOH�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�
RI�WKH�SODLQWLͿ��JLYHQ�WKDW�LW�UHVWULFWHG�WKH�YRWH�WR�LQGLJHQRXV�
PHPEHUV�OLYLQJ�LQ�FRPPXQLWLHV�DQG�GLG�QRW�FRQVLGHUHG�WKHLU�GL-
YHUVLW\��7KLV�UHSUHVHQWHG�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�KLQGUDQFH��EDQQLQJ�QRW�
RQO\�WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�WKRVH�LQGLJHQRXV�LQKDELWDQWV�ZKR�KDG�
PLJUDWHG�WR�WKH�FLW\�RI�6/$��EXW�DOVR�RI�VRPH�PHVWL]R�SRSXOD-
tion who agreed with the idea of electing municipal authorities 
via customs and traditions. Finally, it is important to highlight 
how political parties could have used this evidence to contest 
the Consultation, since an important sector of the population 
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ZRXOG�QRW�KDYH�SDUWLFLSDWHG�KDG�WKH\�QRW�EHHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�LQ�
the decision of electing their municipal authorities. It was in 
IDFW�D�QHZ�GLOHPPD�KLJKOLJKWHG�E\�WKH�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�H[SHUW�
witness report.

�����7KH�,((*�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV�UHSUHVHQWHG�LQ�WKH�6WDWH�
(OHFWRUDO�%RG\�GLG�QRW�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�́ ,QGLJHQRXV�&RPPXQL-
ty of SLA.” They did, however, direct their critiques toward the 
“authenticity” of traditional practices, emphasizing the fact that 
WKH�PRGHO�RI�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\�HOHFWLRQV�ZDV�DOUHDG\�EHLQJ�XVHG�LQ�
the communities. They were seeking to disregard the legitimacy 
of indigenous usos y costumbres and, more particularly, the fact 
RI�EHLQJ�¶WUDGLWLRQDO·�LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV. Although it was 
clear that the State Electoral Council of the IEEG defended the 
position of the political parties, they did not use the empirical 
IDFW�RI�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQW�SUHVHQFH�RI�PHVWL]RV�LQ�WKH�PXQLFLSDOLW\�
to appeal the judicial process. However, mestizo local elites 
ZHUH�DFWLYHO\�SRVLWLRQLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�WKH�SXEOLF�DUHQD�DJDLQVW�
usos y costumbres��DV�ZH�ZHUH�DEOH�WR�YHULI\�GXULQJ�ÀHOGZRUN��
The Expert Witness Report recuperated their voices, revealing 
the polarized inter-ethnic tensions that structure the political 
DQG�VRFLDO�ÀHOGV�LQ�WKH�PXQLFLSDOLW\�RI�6DQ�/XLV�$FDWOiQ��,W�ZDV�
clear that our study had an impact on the interests of political 
SDUWLHV��DQG��IRU�WKLV��ZH�ZHUH�QRWLFHDEO\�REVHUYHG�DQG�GLUHFWO\�
FULWLFL]HG�E\�ORFDO�HOLWHV��PHVWL]R�DQG�HYHQ�LQGLJHQRXV�RQHV��
ZKR�VDZ�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�D�&RQVXOWDWLRQ�DV�D�PHQDFH�WR�WKHLU�
positions of privilege. 

In this way, the Expert Witness Report constituted an 
LPSRUWDQW� WRRO� WKDW�SURYLGHG�YDOXDEOH� HWKQRJUDSKLF� LQIRU-
mation and historical evidence that helped to understand the 
contentious and racialized context that structures the mu-
QLFLSDOLW\�RI�6DQ�/XLV�$FDWOiQ��,Q�IDFW��WKH�UHSRUW�FRQWULEXWHG�
with anthropological and sociological evidence to the ruling 
in favor of indigenous rights. It also revealed the tensions that 
ZHUH�SURGXFHG�E\�WKH�XVH�RI�MXULGLFDO�FDWHJRULHV�WKDW�GLVWDQFH�
themselves from the empirical reality. Moreover, it highlighted 
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WKH� OHHZD\�XQGHU�ZKLFK� WKH� LQGLJHQRXV�DFWRUV�ZHUH�DEOH� WR�
expand the meaning of said categories in order to achieve their 
RZQ�JRDOV��7KH�VXSSRUW�RI�WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO�ZDV�
paramount at this point in always trying to secure the collective 
rights of indigenous peoples. 

Conclusions 

The indigenous peoples’ struggle to access the municipal 
power through an electoral route is transforming the monopoly 
RI�WKH�SDUW\�FHQWHUHG�V\VWHP�RYHU�SROLWLFDO�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�E\�
LQWURGXFLQJ�DQ�HOHFWRUDO�PHWKRG�EDVHG�RQ� WKH�SDUWLFLSDWRU\�
democracy of usos y costumbres��7KLV�FRQVWLWXWHV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�
alternative for the indigenous peoples in Mexico to advance 
in their exercise of self-determination and autonomy. Of note, 
WKH�MXGLFLDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�VWUXJJOHV�DQG�WKH�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
a transformative or regulative direction of the law in the con-
text of a plural legal framework compels the Mexican State to 
recognize indigenous rights. 

The indigenous judicial struggle for political representa-
tion has placed anthropological witness reports at the center 
RI�DWWHQWLRQ��$V�WKH\�ZRUN�DV�ZDUUDQWLHV�LVVXHG�E\�H[SHUWV�WR�
HVWDEOLVK� WKH�YDOLGLW\�RI� WKH� LQGLJHQRXV� FODLP�� WKH\� LQYROYH�
several dilemmas. On the one hand, the reports are tools that, 
ZLWKLQ�D�WULDO��KHOS�WR�VXEVWDQWLDWH�FXOWXUDO�GLYHUVLW\�LQ�IDYRU�
of the advancement of the collective rights. But, on the other 
KDQG��WKH�UHSRUWV�FRXOG�DOVR�WXUQ�LQWR�VWDWHKRRG�EHQFKPDUNV�
that reproduce the coloniality of power that they seek to 
counteract. For this reason, the anthropological expert reports 
WDNH�RQ�D�QHZ�UHOHYDQFH��DQG�LW�EHFRPHV�H[WUHPHO\�LPSRUWDQW�
WR�PDNH�ERWK�D�FULWLFDO�DQDO\VLV�RI�LWV�HSLVWHPLF�DQG�SROLWLFDO�
HͿHFWV��/RSHUHQD��+HUQiQGH]�\�0RUD�������DQG�WR�UHFRQVWUXFW�
the judicial processes in which they take part. 
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In this conclusion we would like to highlight the implica-
tions of resorting to anthropological expert reports in electoral 
WULDOV�� WKHLU� FRQWULEXWLRQ� WR� VRFLDO� WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�ÀJKWV�� DQG�
the revealing of the tensions involved in their implementation. 
7KLV�FRXOG�KHOS�WR�EURDGHQ�RXU�UHÁHFWLRQV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�DGGUHVV�
new experiences currently undertaken in Mexico as they have 
achieved important goals for the exercise of indigenous munic-
LSDO�JRYHUQPHQWV�YLD�OHJDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�PRELOL]DWLRQV��

The anthropological contribution to the judicial process and the 
heterogeneity of the state. Within the judicial process, the role of 
the anthropological expert report was decisive. Our witness 
UHSRUW� FRQWULEXWHG� WR� VXEVWDQWLDWH� D� GHWHUPLQDWLRQ� E\� WKH�
)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO�WKDW�IDYRUHG�WKH�ULJKW�WR�HOHFW�PXQLF-
ipal authorities in San Luis Acatlán through the route of usos y 
costumbres rather than through political parties. In this scenario 
the heterogeneity of the state reveals its force: in light of the 
IDLOHG�DWWHPSW�RI�WKH�ORFDO�HOHFWRUDO�ERG\��,((*��WR�PLVUHSUHVHQW�
its content so as to avoid a Consultation, the Federal Electoral 
&RXUW��7(3-)��RUGHUHG�WKH�,((*�WR�UHFRQVLGHU�WKH�SURRI�RͿHUHG�
E\� WKH� DQWKURSRORJLFDO� UHSRUW�ZKLFK� FDWHJRULFDOO\� FRQÀUPV�
WKH�YDOLGLW\�RI�WKH�QRUPDWLYH�V\VWHPV��)RU�VDLG�WULEXQDO�� WKH�
study was crucial as it provided the empirical elements that 
supported the claim in question. The IEEG could not dismiss 
this evidence, so instead they struggled to minimize its content. 
Even though the transformative role of the law supported the 
UHTXLUHPHQW�RI�D�&RQVXOWDWLRQ�LQ�WKLV�FDVH��LW�GLG�QRW�LQÁXHQFH�
WKH�ÀQDO�GHFLVLRQ�WR�FKDQJH�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�URXWH�DV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�
SDUW\�PRGHO�SUHYDLOHG��+RZHYHU��WKH�OHJDO�ÀJKW�LQ�6/$�EHFDPH�
D�EHQFKPDUN�IRU�RWKHU�VLPLODU�ÀJKWV�LQ�*XHUUHUR��VXFK�DV�WKH�
FDVH�RI�$\XWOD�GH�ORV�/LEUHV��ZKLFK�KDG�UHFHQWO\�PDQDJHG�WR�
change to the route of usos y costumbres in their municipal 
elections, as mentioned previously. This process culminated 
with the election of the Municipal Council of Communitarian 
$XWKRULWLHV�RQ�-XO\���WK������18
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'H�HVVHQWLDOL]LQJ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�FDWHJRULHV�DQG�LWV�HͿHFWV��As ex-
pert witnesses in the trial of SLA, we confronted the challenge 
of not essentializing the categories that were paramount to the 
OHJLWLPDF\�RI�WKH�LQGLJHQRXV�FODLP�EXW�WKDW�GLG�QRW�FRUUHVSRQG�
to the sociological reality of the communities. Thus, in order to 
avoid constructs that reify alterity, we decided to explore the 
LQÁXHQFH�RI�usos y costumbres�EH\RQG�LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV��
7KLV�PHDQW�QRW�RQO\�UHLQIRUFLQJ�WKH�FRXQWHUEDODQFH�UHJDUGLQJ�
WKH�À[HG�XVH�RI�OHJDO�FRQFHSWV�WKDW�KDUGHQ�FXOWXUDOLVW�DVVXPS-
WLRQV�DERXW�DXWKHQWLFLW\��EXW�DOVR�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�H[SDQGLQJ�
WKHLU�PHDQLQJ��VKRZLQJ�WKH� LQÁXHQFH�RI�FXVWRPV�DQG�WUDGL-
WLRQDO�SUDFWLFHV� DW� WKH�YHU\�KHDUW�RI�PHVWL]R�QHLJKERUKRRGV�
in San Luis Acatlán. Simultaneously, we demonstrated how 
XUEDQ� LQGLJHQRXV� FRPPXQLWLHV� UHSURGXFHG� WKHLU�QRUPDWLYH�
systems in a renewed form. Finally, the arguments set forth in 
the expert witness report helped to expand the Consultation to 
RWKHU�LQGLJHQRXV�DQG�VXEDOWHUQ�JURXSV�RXWVLGH�WKHLU�FRPPX-
nities and to the mestizo population of SLA. In the case under 
DQDO\VLV��LW�LV�WR�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�ÁH[LELOLW\�RI�WKH�PDJLVWUDWHV�RI�
WKH�)HGHUDO�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�FRQWH[WV�RI�WKH�
indigenous communities in pluri-ethnic settings, such as the 
city of San Luis Acatlán, with a large indigenous population. 

-XGLFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOG�LQ�ORFDO�HOHFWRUDO�GLVSXWHV. The case 
XQGHU�VWXG\�LV�DQ�H[DPSOH�RI�WKH�GLFXOWLHV�LQ�WUDQVIRUPLQJ�
SROLWLFDO�UHODWLRQV�RI�SRZHU�LQ�PXQLFLSDO�FRQWH[WV�WUDYHUVHG�E\�
structural racism and social inequality. The political parties 
anchored in their privilege exerted a strong opposition to the 
SRVVLELOLW\�RI�FKDQJLQJ�WKH�PHWKRGV�RI�HOHFWLRQ�DQG�WKXV�ORRVLQJ�
WKHLU�SRZHU��+RZHYHU��WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�REVWDFOH�WR�SROLWL-
cal change in the case under analysis regarding indigenous 
self-determination was the fragmentation of the most repre-
sentative indigenous institution of the region (the CRAC-PC, 
the Community Police of Guerrero) that prevented a strong 
opposition to the political party system. These events clouded 
the environment and generated an atmosphere of distrust in 
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WKH�UHJLRQ��$OO�RI�WKLV�KDG�D�SURIRXQGO\�QHJDWLYH�HͿHFW�RQ�WKH�
local electoral process. In this way, the enormous energies made 
WR�GLVSXWH�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�ÀHOG�LQ�OHJDO�WHUPV�GLG�QRW�SURGXFH�E\�
LWVHOI�D�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�VRFLDO�DFWLRQ��$OO�RI�WKLV�FRQÀUPV�WKDW�
WKH�DFKLHYHPHQWV�LQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�ÀHOG�DUH�QRW�HQRXJK�LI�WKH\�DUH�
QRW�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�DQ�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�VXSSRUW�LQ�WKH�VRFLDO�
and political arenas. 

$QWKURSRORJLFDO�H[SHUW�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUWV�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�
FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�D�SOXUDO�HOHFWRUDO�MXGLFLDO�ÀHOG��7KH�GLFXOW\�LQ�
QDYLJDWLQJ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�ULJKW�WR�VHOI�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�DQG�OLEHUDO�
rights to citizenship frame the alternatives expressed in federal 
HOHFWRUDO� WULDOV��([SHUW� FXOWXUDO�NQRZOHGJH� LV� FRQIURQWHG�E\�
the challenge of documenting the complexity and changing 
conditions of customs and traditions within the framework of 
the law. For this reason, anthropologists are forced to maintain 
epistemological vigilance, so as not to dilute the richness of 
social life in legal terms. Of particular relevance for an expert 
witness report regarding indigenous political rights is the need 
to deconstruct universal visions of law and rights, and to count-
er the hardening of colonial social imaginaries when referring 
to usos y costumbres��7KLV�LV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�FKDOOHQJH�GXH�WR�WKH�
IDFW�WKDW�FRQFHSWV�FRPLQJ�IURP�GLͿHUHQW�UDWLRQDOLWLHV�FRQIURQW�
VHW�QRWLRQV�RI�ODZ�DQG�WKXV�DUH�IRUFHG�LQWR�À[HG�GHÀQLWLRQV��
FXVWRPV�DQG�WUDGLWLRQV�DUH�ORFDWHG�LQ�WKH�GRPDLQ�RI�LOHJLELOLW\�
from the state point of view, as Poole posits, and are thus forced 
into a semantic dispute with legal and political consequences. 
This opens new venues of discussion regarding the role of law 
and cultural diversity in contexts of legal pluralism.

)LQDOO\��WKH�H[SHUW�ZLWQHVV�UHSRUW�KDG�XQH[SHFWHG�HͿHFWV��
7KH�FHQWUDO�ÀQGLQJV�ZHUH�QRW�UHGXFHG�H[FOXVLYHO\�WR�WKH�UHDOP�
of “expert knowledge.” Arguing against the racist conceptions 
that refused to accept traditional forms of electing authorities 
in indigenous communities, the expert report highlighted 
WKH�LPSRUWDQW�FRQWULEXWLRQV�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH�WR�HOHFWRUDO�
democracy in plural legal settings. In this sense, the expert 
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witness report illustrated the performative force of the law, as 
it was inserted into a disputed terrain, thus transforming the 
VRFLDO�UHDOLW\�WKDW�ZH�ZHUH�DVNHG�WR�RQO\�GHVFULEH�DV�H[SHUWV��

The recent events in the indigenous municipality of Ayut-
OD�GH� ORV�/LEUHV� LQ�*XHUUHUR�DQG� WKH�7]HOWDO�PXQLFLSDOLW\�RI�
Oxhuc in Chiapas, which recently won the right to elect their 
PXQLFLSDO�DXWKRULWLHV�ZLWKRXW�WKH�XVH�RI�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��EULQJ�
new elements to the judicialization of indigenous rights and 
the discussion of anthropological witness reports as judicial 
evidence. 

NOTES

 1  In this paper, we use usos y costumbres and “customs and traditions” 
as equivalent terms. 

� ��� 7KH�PXQLFLSDOLW\�RI�&KHUiQ�LQ�WKH�VWDWH�RI�0LFKRDFiQ�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�
indigenous community to win a federal trial regarding the right 
to elect municipal authorities through usos y costumbres (see later 
on).

 3  Center for Advanced Research and Studies in Social Anthropology 
(CIESAS).

 4  In Mexico, collective agrarian property can have two modalities: 
communal or ejidal (from the word ejido). These are the two forms 
RI�VRFLDO�SURSHUW\��SURSHUW\�WKDW�LV�RZQHG�E\�FROOHFWLYHV��WKDW�ODQG�
has for peasant and indigenous communities across the country. 

 5  6RPH�´HMLGRVµ�DUH�PDGH�XS�RI�D�PDLQ�SRSXODWLRQ�FHQWHU��EXW�DOVR�
incorporate Annexes: smaller populations that depend politically 
and administratively on those centers.

 6  Guerrero also has the highest rate (6.5%) of Afro-descendant 
population in the country (CONAPO 2015).

 7  The Regional Coordinator of Community Authorities of the Com-
munity Police (CRAC-PC) is an indigenous organization known 
IRU�VXFFHVVIXOO\�EULQJLQJ�VHFXULW\�DQG�MXVWLFH�WR�DQ�H[WHQGHG�MXULV-
diction in the Coastal–Mountains of Guerrero, since 1995. 

 8  The Guerrero State Electoral Institute (IEEG), and The Center for 
Advance Research and Studies in Social Anthropology (CIESAS), 
WKURXJK�6LHUUD�&DPDFKR�HVWDEOLVKHG�DQ�DJUHHPHQW�RQ�$XJXVW���WK��
�����WR�HODERUDWH�WKH�$QWKURSRORJLFDO�([SHUW�:LWQHVV�5HSRUW�
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� ��� ([SUHVVLRQ�XVHG�E\�5XOLQJ�683�-'&�����������WKDW�RUGHUHG�WKH�
UHSRUW�� LVVXHG�E\� WKH�(OHFWRUDO�7ULEXQDO� RI� WKH�)HGHUDO� -XGLFLDO�
%UDQFK��7(3-)��

 10  According to the National Institute of Indigenous Peoples (Instituto 
1DFLRQDO�GH�ORV�3XHEORV�,QGtJHQDV��,13,���D�PXQLFLSDOLW\�ZLWK�PRUH�
than 40% indigenous population is recognized as an indigenous 
municipality (INPI 2010; Serrano 2006).

 11  UPOEG (8QLyQ�GH�3XHEORV�\�2UJDQL]DFLRQHV�GHO�(VWDGR�GH�*XHUUHUR: 
Union of Peoples and Organizations of the State of Guerrero) has 
EHFRPH�RQH�RI�WKH�SULQFLSDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�LQYROYHG�LQ�D�SRSXODU�
defense against organized crime in a huge territory of the Coast of 
Guerrero (See Warnholtz 2016). CRAC-PC (Coordinadora Regional de 
$XWRULGDGHV�&RPXQLWDULDV�3ROLFtD�&RPXQLWDULD: Regional Coordinator 
of Community Authorities-Community Police). 

 12  CAMI, an Indigenous Women’s House – Nellys Palomo is part of 
a network of indigenous women’s organizations engaged with 
maternal health and women’s rights. 

 13  Genaro Vázquez, Normal School Teacher and leader of the ACNR, 
OHG�RQH�RI�WKH�WZR�PRVW�LQÁXHQWLDO�*XHUUHUR�JXHUULOODV�LQ�WKH�FRXQ-
WU\��ZKLFK�ZDV�DFWLYH�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������

 14  “Temazcal” is�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�VWHDP�EDWK�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�
in Mesoamerica.

� ���� 7KH�3UHVLGHQW�RI�WKH�,((*�GLUHFWHG�D�OHWWHU�WR�WKH�KHDG�RFH�RI�WKH�
6LHUUD�&DPDFKR�,QVWLWXWLRQ�UHTXHVWLQJ�WKDW�D�SHQDOW\�EH�LPSRVHG�
RQ�WKH�SHUVRQ�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�VWXG\�IRU�EUHDFK�RI�FRQWUDFW��IRU�
WKH�DOOHJHG� IDFW�RI�PDNLQJ� WKH�H[SHUW�RSLQLRQ�SXEOLF�EHIRUH� WKH�
UXOLQJ���ZKLFK�LQ�IDFW�ZDV�D�IDOODF\��+HUQiQGH]�����E���

 16  This is a derogatory term used in the region to identify indigenous 
PRXQWDLQ�SHRSOH��ZKLFK�OLQNV�HWKQLFLW\�WR�DWWULEXWHV�RI�SRYHUW\�DQG�
LQKHUHQW�´EDFNZDUGQHVV�µ

 17  Translator’s Note: National Institute of Statistics and Geography.
 18  See: Newspaper El Sur July 16th, 2018; KWWSV���VXUDFDSXOFR�P[�

LPSUHVR���UHSUHVHQWDQWHV�HOLJHQ�HQ�D\XWOD�D�ODV�SULPHUDV�DXWR-
ULGDGHV�SRU�XVRV�\�FRVWXPEUHV�LQGLJHQDV�� �DFFHVVHG�6HSWHPEHU�
18th, 2018).
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