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The Oaxaca Incident

A geographer’s efforts to map a Mexican village reveal the risks
of military entanglement

By Paul Voosen | April 27,2016

n most maps, Tiltepec

doesn’t look like much.

A Zapotec village of several

hundred indigenous people, Tiltepec

clings to the steep slopes of the Sierra
Google Earth  Judrez, a formidable range in the
Viewed on Google Earth, Tiltepec, a village in the

southern Mexican state of Oaxaca. Its
southern Mexican state of Oaxaca is a few patches of

white rectangles drowned in forest. Yet the valley people have lived there for generations

teems with ancient earthen terraces, platforms, and in relative isolation under the shadow
sacred caves. of Cerro Negro, where once their
ancestors forced conquistadors off a
cliff to the Rio Vera below. The valley
teems with ancient earthen terraces, platforms, and sacred caves. Yet find
Tiltepec on government maps and all you'll see is bare topography and a
name. Viewed on Google Earth, it’s even less — a few patches of white
rectangles drowned in forest. For most of the world, Tiltepec might as well not

exist.
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Peter H. Herlihy was going to change that. A geographer at the University of
Kansas, he has been a pioneer in what he calls participatory research mapping,
a method that allows indigenous communities to reflect their knowledge on
official, standardized maps, empowering them when the state comes to
redraw borders. Herlihy was no stranger to Latin America — he had used the
method in the early 1990s, in Central America. But he was a stranger to

Tiltepec.

In 2006, Herlihy and his team of American and Mexican researchers arrived in
Oaxaca under the aegis of the American Geographical Society, an
organization, now much reduced, that once rivaled the National Geographic
Society in influence. The AGS had pinned its revival, which it saw going hand
in hand with the revival of geography as an academic discipline, in large part

on the success of Herlihy’s expedition.

He led a series of meetings with
local leaders in several gateway
towns. Each meeting followed a
similar script. Zapotec men

crowded into hot rooms. Herlihy, a

fluent if accented Spanish speaker, |
John Kelly

gave an impassioned talk through Peter Herlihy discusses the mapping project with
a 108-slide presentation. The first members of the research team and the Tiltepec
slide disclosed the researchers’ community.

financing. Then he went on to
acknowledge that maps had been
tools of colonialism and power, imposing new borders and names on

inhabited lands. He cited, as always, a favorite quote from a mentor.
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"More indigenous territory has been claimed by maps than by guns," he told
them, in Spanish. "This assertion has its corollary: More indigenous territory

can be reclaimed and defended by maps than by guns."

His expedition was part of that defense. His team had already worked for
several years with nine indigenous villages in a region north of Mexico City,
Herlihy told the villagers. This project would be the same. Their research
would result in each town’s receiving a standardized map that reflected the
people’s local knowledge, including the geographic names — toponyms —

that only they knew. The results would be free and publicly shared online.

Just as important, Herlihy said, the research would help the villagers
understand how recent land reforms by the Mexican government had changed
the region. The reforms, begun in 1993, had transfigured communities across
the country by converting shared land to individual ownership. What could

they do to the Sierra Juarez?

Wariness of the reforms was widespread. That summer several villages, after
showing interest, chose not to participate in the mapping, suspicious that the
researchers would be of more help to the Mexican government than to them.
Herlihy was disappointed but still had hope for a few villages, including
Tiltepec.

Late that summer, the researchers piled into the bed of a small pickup truck
and drove four hours on a pitted logging road to Tiltepec. Residents gathered
in a worn schoolroom, where Herlihy repeated his pitch. They were committed
to helping the village remember its land and history. These maps could be a
catalyst for development. Like many social scientists before him, he was
making promises to an indigenous community that would prove difficult to
keep. Everything, he persuaded the villagers that day, would be done with

corazon. With heart.
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