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STRENGTH IN NUMBERS
Mexico’s Mixe Indians organize an adult education system that suits their needs and their lifestyle,
and better arms them to defend their rights and culture.

To begin always with the practical or
what people do, know, live and feel,

the different situations they confront, and
then add to it.” This is the cornerstone of a
wide-ranging programming aimed at bring-
ing Mexico’s Mixe Indians out of their cul-
tural and economic isolation, explains So-
fia Robles Hernandez, the secretary-general
of the Services for the Mixe Community
(SER), a non-governmental organization.

There are more than 91,000 people liv-
ing in the Mixe region in Mexico’s south-
ern state of Oaxaca. This rugged, isolated
zone comprises 140 commmunities, but
only 45% of them are accessible by road.
Illiteracy is high, child malnutrition com-
mon and economic opportunity almost
non-existent.

The physical difficulties of the region
and the subsistance lifestyle of its inhabit-
ants make any change to the situation dif-
ficult. However SER is trying hard. For
almost two decades now it has been devel-
oping programmes aimed at raising the
educational levels of the Mixe adults.
These cover a range of activities, from in-
creasing agricultural production and im-
proving the situation for Mixe women, to
communication and broadcasting.

However, these activities are all tai-
lored to the rhythm of community life and
take a top-down-bottom-up approach: the
communities are involved every step of the
way. They decide what they need to know,
how it can be taught and how quickly.

ALTOGETHER
“We have basically adapted strategies that
meet the survival needs of the Mixe popu-
lation,” says Robles. For example, she ex-
plains, adults do not have as much time as
children, and they do not necessarily need
to read or write, so the focus is on encour-
aging discussion and analysis of common
problems and searching for realistic alter-
natives possible for themselves or negoti-
able with the country’s institutions. This is
done through what Robles calls “commu-
nity assemblies or forums”, the SER pro-
gramme’s main educational tool.

“The advantage of the assembly/fo-
rums is that everyone can have an opinion
whether or not they can read or write.
Nonetheless they are exposed to literacy

because the assembly incorporates exer-
cises using written letters or drawings. In
this way we can systematize information
with the support of the community anima-
tors,” explains Robles.

Through the assemblies, SER launched
a series of “Weeks of Mixe Life and Lan-
guage” which essentially aim to promote
the reading and writing of Mixe. This is
one of the most remarkable of SER’s un-
dertakings, and one of the pillars of its en-
tire programme. Although professional lin-
guists have lent their expertise, work on

developing a Mixe alphabet has been done
essentially by the people themselves. Al-
though the process is long and difficult,
partly because the Mixe language has sev-
eral variants, a number of alphabets have
been proposed and worked on.

“We have not been able to achieve a
unified alphabet,” says Robles, “but we
firmly believe that practice will lead us to
decide which (alphabet) is the one that
should be adopted. We take into account
that everything is a process. It is necessary
to continue discussing our graphic system
in our language and to submit it to the
judgement of our communities. In this way,

we are defending its social character, its
preparation, as much as its use.”

Mathematics are also incorporated in
these gatherings, along with Mixe culture.
“In each community in which the week un-
folds, we ask elderly men and women to
share the history of the community or a
regional legend they may know.”

Holding the “Weeks” in different com-
munities at different times permits more
people to participate, says Robles, “and
to provide better service, groups of be-
ginners, intermediates and advanced are
organized. In a few weeks, the advanced
participants can be teachers to the be-
ginners.”

DEFEND ING  THE IR  R IGHTS
Training has also been given in legal af-
fairs to ensure that these marginalized peo-
ple can defend themselves. The assemblies
“reflected in their own language on the con-
tents of the Communal Statute which is fun-
damental for us to ensure protection of our
communal lands”, says Robles. “We have
given much importance to this type of train-
ing because we think that the information
provided by the press and radio does not
reach our community, or if it arrives is
not completely understood. Many com-
munities are still alienated from what
happens on the national level. Thus the
importance of analysing, comparing and
proposing, beginning with the knowledge
of the message.”

In the assembly/workshop/classes pro-
posed for the current phase of the SER pro-
gramme (continuing through to July 1998)
themes will cover the fundamental rights
of indigenous populations including com-
munity, culture, free will, land and terri-
tory, and indigenous law. Anthropological,
literary and lingustic subjects are also
planned.

“We are conscious that we are not
training people to supply the institutions.
Rather we are aiming to train critical and
creative people who at all times and in
community spaces can reflect on the prob-
lems they must confront.”

S.W. with
Victor RUIZ ARRAZOLA

in Oaxaca
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