Abstract

Lars Leer (author) studies the legalisation of indigenous institutional practices for the election of municipal authorities (known as “usos y costumbres” or customary rule)
 in the state of Oaxaca, with the purpose of assessing its consequences in local democratization. Based on two case studies of two indigenous communities, one mixtec peasant community (Santiago Ixtayutla) and one huave fishing community (San Mateo del Mar) with different historical traditions and modalities of customary rule, He discusses how local democracy is constructed in Coastal Region and the Northern Portion of the Isthmus in Oaxaca. 

 Leer argues in a recent doctoral thesis presented at the Center for Avanced Studies in Social Anthropology (CIESAS) in Mexico City that the legal recognition of customary rule was a response of hegemony of the pri, faced with growing indigenous radicalism and deterioration in its electoral supremacy. The project presumes that the pri response to the challenges to its hegemony has made the party stay in power in Oaxaca, but also promoted a more competitive political system in indigenous regions. The negative effects of the electoral reform is that it has broken down the more traditional forms for conflict resolution and its application at a local level has caused post electoral conflicts? The project provides insights in the current process of political change in Oaxaca and Mexico, particularly the importance of customary rule. At the moment Oaxaca faces serious juridical and political challenges in its transition to democracy. Leer argues that customary rule in indigenous communities with its limitations and flaws can contribute to democratize spaces at the state level in Oaxaca. The insights of the thesis hopefully will contribute to theory-building in political science and anthropology by suggesting alternative frameworks that go beyond liberal democratic theory, based on a discussion of the local construction and appropriation of participative democracy and autonomy in indigenous municipalities

In the presentation at the University of Tromsø Leer discusses the relationship between indigenous mobilization and development of the Popular Assembly of Oaxaca (APPO). Leer maintains that APPO has been an important actor in the transition to democracy, particularly in addressing the failure of electoral politics and uniting the popular sector against the ruling party in the state the Institutional Revolutionary Pary  (PRI),   combining principles from   direct assembly based  democracy and customary rule, but the lack of coherence, long term strategy and its connection to clientelistic and paternalistic networks and  historic ties of its leader to the undemocractic party system has limited its impact.   

� Usos y Costumbres literally means customs and traditions. 





