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Introduction 

On Sunday, March 11, 2001, about 200,000 indigenous, mestizo and foreign people filled the 
Zócalo, the main square of Mexico City. They gathered urging the newly formed government 
of President Vicente Fox to recognize the rights and the cultures of more than 10 million 
Mexican indigenous people. Subcomandante Marcos and the 23 comandantes of the 
Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN), the rebellious group that emerged in 1994, 
arrived in the Zócalo after a two-weeks long march involving meetings across twelve Mexican 
states. Local and international media focused on the indigenous groups and on the 
challenges they present to the new administration. Yet little noticed was the presence of 
numerous Americans, Canadians and Europeans participating in these events in support of 
ǘƘŜ ½ŀǇŀǘƛǎǘŀǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘhe recognition of their 
identities and rights. The intensification of networks between indigenous and international 
ƴƻƴƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ΨƎƭƻōŀƭ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩΣ
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facilitated by the use of electronic communication.
2
 Clearly, the Internet and other forms of 

rapid communications facilitated the organization of international campaigns pressuring 
local government and preventing a possible escalation of human rights violations. Yet little 
has been said about the intensification of international presence among indigenous 
communities in the Highlands and Lacandon forest of Chiapas.  

Since the beginning of the Mexican government campaign to repress Zapatista communities, 
international presence has played a determinant role in documenting and preventing human 
rights violations. Yet, the effects of foreign people go beyond defending indigenous 
communities from military and paramilitary threats. But what are these effects at local and 
global level? This paper offers specific examples of international presence and their human 
rights effects for refugee camps of Las Abejas, a recently emerged Christian pacifist 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 9½[bΩǎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ōǳǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀǊƳŜŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜΦ 
Based on data collected between 1998 and 1999, the author argues that indigenous-foreign 
relations encourage the international community to view human rights in its cultural and 
religious meanings. In addition, indigenous-foreign relations support indigenous women 
rights and their struggle for liberation within their communities and families.  

Las Abejas, although less known than the EZLN, became internationally known as the group 
targeted in the Acteal massacre, the cruelest human rights violation that occurred in Chiapas 
since 1994. On December 22, 1997, 45 Abejas, mostly women and children, were brutally 
massacred in the village of Acteal by an Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) affiliated 
paramilitary group recognized as Red Masks.

3
 After this tragic experience the Las Abejas 

movement chose to positively continue their option for nonviolent resistance with the 
support of a constant presence of Mexican and foreign human rights observers. The 
interaction between local indigenous communities and organizations with the personal 
experiences and organizational contacts represented by Mexican and foreign observers 
created the social opportunities for the implementation of vital transnational networks for 
human rights. While numerous authors recognize the Mexican democratization process 
independently from international pressures others focus specifically on how international 
pressures can implement domestic changes toward democratization and respect for human 
rights.

4
  

                                                 
1 {ŜŜΥ {ƳƛǘƘΣ WŀŎƪƛŜΦ мффуΦ άDƭƻōŀƭ /ƛǾƛƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΚέ American Behavioral Scientist 42: 93-108.   
2  CǊŜŘŜǊƛŎƪΣ IƻǿŀǊŘΦ мффоΦ ά/ƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Dƭƻōŀƭ /ƛǾƛƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΦέ Lƴ Global Networks: 
Computers and International Communication. Linda M. Harasim, ed. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  
3 Fabela Alvarez Martin, Acteal de Los Mártires: Infamia para no olvidar (México DF: Plaza y Valdes, 2000). See also: 
!ƭŜƧŀƴŘǊƻ bŀŘŀƭΣ ά¢ŜǊǊƻǊ ƛƴ /ƘƛŀǇŀǎΦέ The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientist 54 (1998): 13-27. 
4 {ŜŜΥ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ aŀȅŜǊΣ άaŜȄƛŎƻΥ ¢ƘŜ 9ȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ wǳƭŜΣέ ƛƴ !ōǊŀƘŀƳ CΦ [ƻǿŜƴǘƘŀƭΣ ŜŘΦ Exporting Democracy: 
The United States and Latin America: Case Studies (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1991), pp. 93-110. See 
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A more accurate description of the situation is that both the global-international and the 
local-indigenous social forces, movements and organizations equally participate in the 
creation of intense networks of communication around important frameworks such as 
human rights. Las AbejasΩ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜen the local and the 
ƎƭƻōŀƭΣ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ wƻƭŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ ŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ƎƭƻōŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƭƻōŀƭΦέ 

5
 Acteal, a very remote locality in the Highlands of 

Chiapas, has been projected into the global arena of international human rights concern. At 
the same time, the indigenous people currently living as refugees in Acteal experience 
international cultural diversity by visiting and interacting with the human rights observers 
present in their camps. The effects of the Japanese notion of dochaku, or glocalism, are 
clearly observable in the Las AbejasΩ ǘǊŀƴǎ-formation of their collective identities and actions 
of resistance around trans-national themes such as human rights.    

The Human Rights Framework: Las Abejas as an Indigenous Rights Movement 

Las Abejas construction of human rights networks is explained by the recent growing 
importance of human rights and indigenous rights both in Mexico and around the world. 
Observing the case of Mexico we see how the work for human rights made by local and 
regional non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are just as fundamental as the pressure 
produced by international and foreign organizations to governments.

6
 In Mexican history, 

one of the most serious episodes of human rights violations occurred in October 1968 when 
army troops opened fire on a peaceful student demonstration killing about five hundred 
students and wounding more than two thousand. Despite this incident and the continue 
disappearances of people registered in the 1970s and mid 1980s, Mexico was never 
considered in this progressive stance on human rights. Indeed, other human rights tragedies 
such as Guatemala, El Salvador and Chile occupied the recently created international human 
rights network.

7
 However, the lack of international response was also cause by the absence 

of local human rights NGOs in Mexico. In the mid-to-late 1980s, as human rights 
consciousness began to penetrate Mexican civil society, Mexican NGOs working for human 
rights rapidly grew in number from only four in 1984 to more than two hundred in 1996. 
National and international networks of communication around Latin American social, 
political and economic rights began to expand by the mid1980s. 

8
 At the same time, the 

indigenous rights network began to expand as numerous intercontinental encounters 
reasserted indigenous rights to cultural identity, self-determination and autonomy. 

9
  In 

particular, the NGO alternative meetings organized parallel to the UN sponsored conferences 
in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, Vienna in 1993, and Cairo in 1994 strengthened numerous 
networks of resistance that later directed their effort in support of the indigenous people of 
Chiapas.  International networks made it possible to transform negative realities of human 
rights violations into strength for the indigenous communities and organizations of Chiapas. 
Thanks to the support of these numerous movements, Las Abejas' local experience and 

                                                                                                                                
also: Margareth E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics 
(New York: Cornell University Press, 2000).   
5 Roland Robertson. Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture. (London: Sage, 1992).  
6 Margareth E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics, pp. 
110-116.    
7 Although Amnesty international was founded in 1961, only in the mid 1980s and beginning of 1990s, international 
human rights organizations began paying attention to human rights violation in rural Mexico. See: Amnesty 
International, Mexico: Human Rights in Rural Areas (London: Amnesty International, 1986); Human Rights Watch, 
Human Rights in Mexico: A Policy of Impunity (New York: Human Rights Watch, 1990).      
8 David Ronfeldt, John Arguilla, Graham Fuller and Melissa Fuller, The Zapatista Social Netwar in Mexico (Santa 
Monica, CA: RAND Arroyo Center, 1998), p. 37. {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻΥ YŀǘƘǊȅƴ {ƛƪƪƛƴƪΣ άIǳƳŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎΣ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜŘ LǎǎǳŜ-Networks, 
ŀƴŘ {ƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴǘȅ ƛƴ [ŀǘƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣέ International Organization 47 (1993): 411-442.    
9 See the reflections that came from the First Continental Encounter of Indigenous Peoples in 1990 in Ecuador and 
with the formation of the Continental Coordinating Commission of Indigenous Nations and Organizations (CONIC) at 
the ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ мффм ƛƴ tŀƴŀƳŀΦ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻΥ tŜǘŜǊ {ǇƛǊƻΣ άbŜǿ Dƭƻōŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΥ bƻƴƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 
International Decision-aŀƪƛƴƎ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣέ The Washington Quarterly 18 (1995): 45-56.      
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ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀǘŀǇǳƭǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŀǊŜƴŀ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ άŀŎǘ ƭƻŎŀƭƭy and 
ǘƘƛƴƪ ƎƭƻōŀƭƭȅΩ ƛƴǘƻ ΨǘƘƛƴƪ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘ ƎƭƻōŀƭƭȅΩ 

10 
 

Recently, the international community has recognized human rights violations against 
indigenous people of Chiapas as particularly critical because they affect not only their civil, 
political, social and economic rights, but also their cultural identity and existence as a people. 
Acknowledging how governmental and nongovernmental organizations pressure the 
Mexican state around the issue of human and indigenous rights, Las Abejas was able to 
frame their struggle around human rights issues. Encouraged by the EZLN ability to create 
national and international networks, Las Abejas have also made its voice heard in Mexico 
and the world thanks to the support of the San Cristóbal de Las Casas (SCLC) Diocese and its 
Human Rights Center Fray Bartolomé de Las Casas (FraiBa). 

The concept of respect for indigenous rights is revolutionary in Chiapas. For example, until 
just recently in 1994, indigenous people had to look down when they passed a Ladino 
person.

11
 IŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘΣ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǎƛŘŜǿŀƭƪǎ ƻŦ {ŀƴ /ǊƛǎǘƽōŀƭΣ άǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ 

step off the sidewalk on to the street in order to give priority to the non-ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦέ 
12

 ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǊƛƎƘǘǎέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴ aŀȅŀ ¢ȊƻǘȊƛƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻns, Tzotzil 
communities of Las Abejas had to borrow ǘƘŜ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ǿƻǊŘ άderechosΦέ ¸ŜǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ 
recognize the connection of their culture with their rights and identity as indigenous people. 
As one of Las Abejas ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΥ ά²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ aŀȅŀƴ culture, we renew our 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ƻǳǊ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǎ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 

13
 

The 1997 massacre of Acteal was the largest human rights violation episode since the 
beginning of the Zapatista conflict in 1994. The preexisting presences of political, religious 
and human rights regional and international organizations (promoted by the progressive 
church of Bishop Samuel Ruiz Garcia and by the charismatic spokesperson Subcomandante 
Marcos) facilitated Las AbejasΩ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ networks for 
human and indigenous rights. 

14
 During the next three years, Las Abejas' organization 

became aware of the strategic importance that human and indigenous rights have for 
establishing networks of communication at local, regional and global levels. 

15
 Working 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ localizing and isolating a conflict, Las Abejas increased 
its capacity to communicate human rights violation through the mediation of local and 
regional agencies and recently even by directly communicating with international 
governmental and non-governmental human rights organizations (Figure 1).  

Through an efficient network of communication, Las Abejas is able to report local episodes of 
human right violations to regional and international organizations, which often represent the 
only form of protection against the violence of state and other powerful agents. As Michael 
Kearney states: 

Numerous indigenous groups have been able to reframe their disadvantaged 
relationship with the nation-state that encompasses them by redefining their 

                                                 
10 See: Stefano Varese, "Think Locally, Act Globally," NACLA Report on the Americas 25 (1991): 13-17. Alison Brysk , 
ά¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ ²ŜŀƪƴŜǎǎ ƛƴǘƻ {ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΥ ¢ƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎΣέ Latin American Perspectives 23 (1996): 
38-57.  
11 Ladinos indicates mixed-blood people. It is a term more frequently used in Chiapas and Guatemala to identify non-
Indians. In Chiapas, the being Ladino is related to cultural identity and economic status more than ethnicity and 
race. In Mexico is commonly used the word mestizos, which has an analogous meaning.         
12 IntŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ {/[/ 5ƛƻŎŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ ŀƎŜƴǘΣ !ǳƎǳǎǘ нпΣ мфффΦ Throughout this paper I will not specify the 
names of the people I interviewed to avoid compromising the individuals and the organizations involved. With the 
exception of public figures and known places, names will be generally omitted or changed.    
13 Interview with a Las Abejas founder, July 15, 1999.  
14 !ƭƛǎƻƴ .ǊȅǎƪΣ ά¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ ²ŜŀƪƴŜǎǎ ƛƴǘƻ {ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΥ ¢ƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎΣέ ǇǇΦ оф-41. See also: 
[ȅƴƴ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴΣ άLƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ wƛƎƘts and Self-5ŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ aŜȄƛŎƻΣέ Cultural Survival Quarterly 23 (1999): 23-26. 
And also: Pablo Yanes, Indigenous Rights and the Democratic Reform of the State, Cultural Survival Quarterly Spring 
23(1999): 48-49.   
15 Interview with a Las Abejas founder, July 15, 1999.  
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ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΧ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ 
their problems in terms of violations of their human rights, many indigenous groups 
have been able to gain support from the international human rights movement, 
which is able to pump pressure on renegade states that abuse indigenous people. 

16
 

The FraiBa has a fundamental role in providing support to indigenous organizations and 
integrating their limited structures of communication. The center was founded on March 19, 
мфуфΣ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ 
of human dignity. 

17
   

Las Abejas needed the assistance of the FraiBa for two main reasons. First, they needed 
juridical assistance to defend the rights of the families of the victims as well as to quantify 
the material damages to displaced families. Second, Las AbejasΩ denunciation of human 
rights violations needed to be networked at state, national and international levels. Today, 
the FraiBa still plays an important mediating role between Las Abejas and numerous national 
and international governmental and non-governmental organizations working for human 
rights. However, as Las Abejas increased their own public relations, they were able to 
establish direct links of communication with national and international organizations (Figure 
1).   

 

Figure 1: Las AbejasΩ IǳƳŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎ bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

 

(Source: Fieldnotes and various interviews, December 1999)  

                                                 
16 aƛŎƘŀŜƭ YŜŀǊƴŜȅΣ ά¢ƘŜ [ƻŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ DƭƻōŀƭΥ ¢ƘŜ !ƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ DƭƻōŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΣέ Annual 
Review of Anthropology 24 (1995): 560.    
17 DŀǎǇŀǊ aƻǊǉǳŜŎƘƻΣ ά[ŀ /ŀƳƛƴŀŘŀ ǇƻǊ ƭƻǎ 5ŜǊŜŎƘƻǎ IǳƳŀƴƻǎ Ŝƴ /ƘƛŀǇŀǎΥ 9ƭ /ŜƴǘǊƻ ŘŜ 5ŜǊŜŎƘƻǎ IǳƳŀƴƻǎ ΨCǊŀȅ 
.ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŞ ŘŜ [ŀǎ /ŀǎŀǎΩ мфуф-мффуΣέ El Cotidiano 93 (1999): 40-48.  
 


