
Journal of Politics in 
Latin America 

 
 

Danielson, Michael S., Todd A. Eisenstadt, and Jennifer Yelle (2013), Ethnic 
Identity, Informal Institutions, and the Failure to Elect Women in Indigenous 
Southern Mexico, in: Journal of Politics in Latin America, 5, 3, 3–33. 
ISSN: 1868-4890 (online), ISSN: 1866-802X (print) 
 
The online version of this article can be found at: <www.jpla.org> 
 
 
 
Published by  
GIGA German Institute of Global and Area Studies, Institute of Latin American Studies 
and Hamburg University Press. 
 
The Journal of Politics in Latin America is an Open Access publication.  
It may be read, copied and distributed free of charge according to the conditions of the 
Creative Commons Attribution-No Derivative Works 3.0 License.   
 
To subscribe to the print edition: <ilas@giga-hamburg.de> 
For an e-mail alert please register at: <www.jpla.org> 
 
The Journal of Politics in Latin America is part of the GIGA Journal Family which includes: 

● ●Africa Spectrum  Journal of Current Chinese Affairs  Journal of Current Southeast 
●Asian Affairs  ●Journal of Politics in Latin America  <www.giga-journal-family.org> 



��� Journal of Politics in Latin America 3/2013: 3–33 ���

Ethnic Identity, Informal Institutions, and
the Failure to Elect Women in Indigenous 
Southern Mexico 
Michael S. Danielson, Todd A. Eisenstadt, and Jennifer Yelle 

Abstract: This article argues that the low levels of descriptive representation 
of women in local political office in Mexico and Latin America is much 
more than a problem of the purported patriarchal cultures of indigenous 
and rural communities. We claim, based on a comprehensive survey of 466 
municipal governments in the indigenous state of Oaxaca, that the un-
derrepresentation of women is a function of institutions limiting female 
candidates. We test this “candidate supply” hypothesis, adapted from US-
based studies, against the hypothesis that culture – as measured by indige-
nous ethnicity – has an independent effect on women’s representation. We 
disconfirm that patriarchal, traditionalist cultures of indigenous communities 
cause underrepresentation in the election of women and instead find that a 
particular set of local institutions, which are more prevalent in indigenous 
municipalities, blocks the supply of potential women candidates. We con-
clude by considering the normative implications for women’s representation 
in local politics in Mexico and Latin America.  
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Introduction 
Discrimination against women is the most glaring weakness in arguments 
that multicultural rights extend the defense of human rights to indigenous 
communities. Susan Okin’s 1999 essay “Is Multiculturalism Bad for Wom-
en?” asks it most famously, but the question is on millions of lips. Hundreds 
of millions of women suffer discrimination routinely through traditional or 
customary law systems. Indeed, throughout Latin America, dramatic gender 
inequalities exist in land ownership and the holding of other resources 
(Deere and León 2003). Despite such severe indicators of discrimination, 
political analysts point to improvements in women’s representation in elect-
ed office worldwide as solid achievements (Reynolds 1999; Inglehart and 
Norris 2003) – and they are. Great merit may exist in multicultural ap-
proaches to governance that protect, preserve, and recognize the customary 
practices of formerly colonized peoples, but caveats are in order.1 

Throughout indigenous Latin America, the rights to self-determination 
and autonomy of indigenous communities are being recognized through 
constitutional assemblies and by national and subnational legislatures. This 
trend has been spurred from the top by the 1989 creation of the Interna-
tional Labor Organization’s Proposition 169, which binds countries to in-
ternational standards for recognizing indigenous rights, and through the 
bottom-up demands of indigenous communities motivated in part by the 
1992 quincentenary celebration of Columbus’s voyage to the Western Hem-
isphere (see Burguete Cal y Mayor 2013). Indigenous rights movements have 
emerged across the continent – including Mexico’s Zapatista Rebellion in 
1994, the Pachakutik movement/party’s success in Ecuador in 1999, and 
most recently, the 2005 victory of Evo Morales’s Movement Toward Social-
ism (MAS) in Bolivia. These movements have expressed themselves across 
a range of institutions of representation, from comprehensive recognition 
of local autonomy in Bolivia to judicial support for indigenous groups in 
Colombia to partial recognition (at least of electoral practices) in parts of 
Mexico. 

1  The authors would like to thank Moisés Jaime Bailón Corres, Sarah Fulton, Magda 
Hinojosa, Víctor Leonel Juan Martínez, Jennifer Lawless, Gloria Zafra, and the par-
ticipants in American University’s 2011 Government Department Workshop and 
the “Ethnic Politics Workshop II” held at George Washington University in 2011 
for their comments. We also thank Daniela Stevens León for her excellent research 
assistance. 
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Customary law-observing communities – such as those where we col-
lected data – in Oaxaca2, Mexico, use a mix of Western and traditional elec-
toral means: citizens elect federal and state authorities according to standard 
liberal electoral processes of secret ballot and universal suffrage, and they 
elect municipal authorities via indigenous customs (Spanish: usos y costumbres, 
UC). The definition of UC practices is often debated. In Oaxaca, UC can 
refer to a range of practices for selecting leaders – from community-wide 
assemblies to appointing a council of elders to make decisions, from raising 
hands to support a candidate to drawing hash marks beneath a candidate’s 
name. In general, voting under UC is done publicly and there is no guaran-
tee of universal suffrage. Rather than rigidly define UC practices and estab-
lish a legal baseline for them at the moment of recognition, Mexican state 
authorities have allowed Oaxacan legislators to designate UC municipalities 
and grant local citizens the right to elect leaders via the system of their 
choice. The practices fit into a broader debate over such expressions of 
communal rights and the individual human rights of subgroups of these 
communities – including the individual rights of women – which are not 
always respected. 

Individual rights critics of multiculturalism such as Barry (2001), Zafra 
(2009), and Aguilar Rivera (2004) argue that the recognition of customary 
practices by governments unjustifiably permits gender-based exclusion from 
the political process, whereas multiculturalists such as Hernández Castillo 
(2006), Aguilar Ortiz, and Velásquez (2008) contend that the acknowledg-
ment of group rights and identities supersedes individual rights. A visceral 
and emotional issue, this is also one that is rarely submitted to empirical 
testing, and prior tests of the relationship between ethnicity and female 
participation in the political process (Danielson and Eisenstadt 2009; Díaz-
Cayeros, Magaloni, and Ruiz Euler 2011) have come up with somewhat 
divergent results. Danielson and Eisenstadt found female participation in 
selecting local authorities to be more prevalent where UC had been recog-
nized, but with important intervening variables. Díaz-Cayeros, Magaloni, 
and Ruiz Euler found participation to be low but increasing, which they 
attribute to the impact of social spending programs where women are the 
gatekeepers. The two earlier studies used household survey data to assess 
perceptions and attitudes about women’s participation in UC and non-UC 
municipalities and in accordance with indigenous and mestizo origin. Rather 
than focusing on women’s participation, as did these previous studies, this 

2  Oaxaca is Mexico’s most indigenous state, where a slight majority of the 3.5 million 
people still identify themselves as indigenous, and where longstanding customary 
law elections have been legalized and recognized by the government since 1995. 
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article seeks to explain observed variation in women’s descriptive represen-
tation in Oaxacan municipal governments.  

This paper argues that grave deficiencies in women’s descriptive repre-
sentation belie formal improvements in women’s rights, civic participation, 
and governance. Mexico offers a case in point as a new democracy where 
women are making steady, if insufficient, progress toward proportional 
representation at the level of national politics (Rodríguez 2003; Baldez 2007; 
Langston and Aparicio 2011). However, most work on political representa-
tion in Mexico does not consider the municipal level of government, which 
is often the first stepping-stone to political power at the state and national 
levels.  

In this article we draw upon two distinct literatures. First, as discussed 
above, we seek to shed additional empirical light on the debates between 
advocates of multiculturalism and indigenous autonomy and those who 
answer Okin’s famous question in the positive. Second, we address one of 
the central questions of the literature on women’s representation in a very 
different context than is typical. To do this, we analyzed data from an origi-
nal survey of 466 municipal governments3 in the indigenous state of Oaxaca. 
Our analysis shows that the underrepresentation of women in municipal 
governments in rural Mexico is a function of institutions limiting female 
candidates, rather than the traditionalism of indigenous communities. We 
test this “candidate supply” hypothesis, which we have adapted from studies 
explaining women’s descriptive representation in national political office in 
the United States (see notably, Lawless and Fox 2010), Latin America (Hino-
josa 2012), and around the world (Matland 1998; Paxton, Hughes, and 
Green 2006). Specifically, we argue that traditional systems of community 
service – the cargo system – that exist in UC and non-UC municipalities in 
Oaxaca often serve to block the supply of women deemed eligible to hold 
higher positions of power. That is, we hypothesize that the low level of 
women’s representation in municipal governments is explained by their lack 
of participation in low-level positions of community service. Thus, low rep-
resentation may be most directly caused by this institutional bottleneck, 
rather than by active discrimination or patriarchal beliefs in the population 
that women are not fit to govern.4 

3  The 466 is 82 percent of Oaxaca’s total number of municipalities (570). We sur-
veyed 417 municipalities out of the 418 that observe customary law and a random 
sample of 49 out of the 152 that elect leaders via parties and elections. 

4  We do not argue that discriminatory attitudes are insignificant. However, our data 
measure municipal-level outcomes rather than individual-level attitudes, making a 
direct test of a discriminatory attitudes hypothesis not possible here. 
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Against this institutionalist explanation, we also test explanations of 
whether culture – as measured by indigenous language – has an independent 
effect on women’s representation. This hypothesis is derived from theories 
stating that increased gender equality is a defining characteristic of transi-
tions from more traditional to more modern polities (Bartra 1997; Inglehart 
and Baker 2000; Inglehart and Norris 2003). In the Latin American context, 
arguments that indigenous culture is more traditional, and accordingly more 
patriarchal, are commonplace in public discourse. This is reflected, for ex-
ample, in comments by Patricia Espinosa, former director of the Mexican 
government’s National Women’s Institute, who, when expressing support 
for the 2001 Indigenous Law, noted the virtue that the legislation explicitly 
protected women’s rights and would “rescue them from traditions and cus-
toms” (cited in Forbis 2003: 237). However, we find that women are just as 
likely to hold positions of power in indigenous municipalities as in mestizo 
municipalities. This suggests, at least by this measure, that women’s un-
derrepresentation is not caused by indigenous culture. 

In more contemporary research, scholars have moved away from ar-
guments that indigenous culture explains women’s underrepresentation and 
have instead focused on the customary political systems in southern Mexico 
as the source of the exclusion. Our analysis here offers a modification of the 
prevailing theories, which state that the recognition of indigenous political 
institutions like UC negatively impact women’s probability of winning politi-
cal office. While we do find that UC political systems have a negative effect 
on women’s probability of holding political office, the negative impact of 
these systems is exacerbated considerably in municipalities that prohibit 
female inclusion in the local cargo system (which acts as a stepping-stone for 
any candidate wishing to enter a political post).5 Thus, we posit that the 
principle barrier to female descriptive representation, particularly in UC 
municipalities, exists prior to the election and is a function of women’s 
exclusion from participation in the cargos required to become an eligible 
candidate. 

5  While it varies by municipality, candidates for mayor tend to have scaled the ladder 
of cargos through completion of lower-level positions (village errand runner, ceme-
tery caretaker, night watchperson), mid-level posts (town manager, public project 
supervisor), and higher-level positions (overseer of religious ceremonies, mayor). 
This is an informal requirement rather than a formal one. 
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Oaxaca as Experimental Environment for  
Assessing Multicultural Policies 
Mexico is not the only country where some citizens select their leaders 
through customary practices (see Relea 2008), but it may be the best case to 
examine the effects of multicultural recognition on women’s representation. 
Specifically, the legalization of UC elections – which was in part driven by 
exogenous decisions at the level of the state legislature (Anaya Muñoz 2006) – 
in the majority of Oaxaca’s 570 municipalities provides an opportunity for a 
natural experiment. The lessons of the Oaxaca experiment in indigenous 
rights recognition and the precedent it sets for Mexico and all of Latin 
America are of great importance (see Burguete Cal y Mayor 2013; Eisenstadt 
2011, 2007; Lucero 2013; Mattiace 2013). 

According to recent literature, such UC institutions exist in the com-
munal assembly-based democracy and economic reciprocity arrangements of 
the Andes’ Aymaras (Ticona, Rojas, and Albó 1995) as well as in the self-
regulating institutions of the Mixtecs and Zapotecs in Mexico (Carmagnani 
1988; Bailón Corres 2002). In Oaxaca, UC municipalities follow a range of 
practices to elect their authorities. For instance, citizens elect government 
officials in public community assemblies by a show of hands (e.g., San Mi-
guel Chimalapa), by drawing hash marks beneath their candidate’s name on 
a chalk board (e.g., Coatecas Altas), by secret ballot (e.g., San Juan Mix-
tepec), or by lining up behind their candidate (e.g., San Pedro Yolóx).  

However, victims of unfavorable UC election outcomes often argue 
that customary law is so loosely defined that it empowers traditional-style 
chieftains to exercise their wills arbitrarily under the guise of communitarian 
decision making (see Eisenstadt and Ríos 2014 forthcoming). How discrimi-
natory are UC practices in Oaxaca? Table 1 shows estimates from 1995 and 
2008 documenting how different groups are excluded from participation in 
local elections, and how voting is not conducted by secret ballot in the vast 
majority of UC municipalities. 

Women are not the only group excluded from meaningful local partici-
pation, as municipalities exclude non-Catholics (5.6 percent), people not 
born in the community (25 percent), and people from outlying population 
hamlets (22 percent) rather than county or municipal seats. 
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Table 1:  Usos y Costumbres Institutional Discrimination against Individuals; 
Category of Individual Rights  

Categories of Individual Rights Individual Rights NOT Enforced 
 1995 2008
Vote by Secret Ballot 11% 16%
Vote of Women 18 18
Vote of Rural Hamlets 21 22
Vote of Non-Natives n/a 25
Vote of Non-Catholics n/a 5.6

Source:  Coding of Velásquez Cepeda and Ménez Lugo (1997) by authors. Information is 
for 411 of the 412 of Oaxaca’s 570 municipalities originally designated as UC. Per-
centages do not add up to 100 because of missing information (between 5 and 15 
percent missing per row). Data for 2008 were collected for 417 UC municipalities in 
the 2008 Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Customary Law Municipalities.  

As these data suggest, women in UC-designated municipalities seem to be 
particularly excluded from participation in elections. But does this exclusion 
from voting practices account for the small number of women who hold 
positions of local authority? We argue that low female descriptive represen-
tation is not solely attributable to the fact that women can be denied the 
right to vote under UC, but rather that underrepresentation is a direct result 
of exclusion from the cargo stepping-stone. Having served in lower-level 
cargos is considered to be a requirement for holding higher office in some 
non-UC municipalities and many UC municipalities. This makes it possible 
to empirically separate the effects of the cargo prerequisite from those of UC 
recognition. However, we also find evidence that the negative effect of the 
cargo requirement on women’s representation is exacerbated by the flexibility 
of UC elections. In other words, while discrimination against women is 
pervasive, the lack of women in office is best explained by the obstruction 
of women’s access to the positions that lead to power, rather than by the 
recognition of UC elections alone. Furthermore, underrepresentation is not 
related to indigenous ethnicity (as measured by language).  

The first systematic study of female mayoral career paths in Oaxaca by 
Vázquez García (2011) studies only UC women mayors from 1999–2010. 
The author helpfully identified four pathways to becoming mayor (Vázquez 
García 2011: 32–33, 118, 127–145): (1) strong performance in traditional 
cargos (route taken by three mayors, including the only two indigenous-
language speakers), (2) establishment of political credentials through the 
Party of the Institutional Revolution (PRI) (three mayors, despite the osten-
sibly nonpartisanship of UC municipalities), (3) service as a community 
teacher (six mayors), and (4) service to the municipality by channeling re-
sources back from the urban areas to which they had migrated (six mayors). 
Only 4 female mayors of the 18 came from municipalities with cargo systems 
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closed to women: a retired teacher who challenged the whole town with 
backing from women and PRI partisans with whom she had worked for 20 
years (132), two teachers who did not hold cargos but argued that teaching 
was a form of cargo (135–138), and another woman who returned to her 
community and successfully advocated for important issues like water rights 
and thus created a platform of action upon which to campaign (141–142). 
Clearly, these four women were exceptions (representing only 15 percent of 
the few indigenous women who did succeed in becoming UC Oaxaca 
mayors).  

Our statistical analysis shows that the real obstacle to the election of 
female candidates is the combination of the politicized rules of UC and the 
exclusion of women from the cargo system in these communities. As stated 
by Vázquez García (2011: 261), sexist caciques (political bosses) – often affili-
ated with parties – exploit existing rules to deny women access to power. 
Women participate in cargos through their husbands (Vázquez García 2011: 
49–50), but only rarely as individuals (unless they are single, widowed, or 
their husbands have migrated permanently). Former UC mayor, López Gar-
cía (interview 2011), had the following to say:  

Cargos are a school for leadership which women should also partici-
pate in […]. Our problem is that we [women] only want harmony be-
tween our spheres, the household and the community. We are often 
denied participation. 

When allowed to participate, various women leaders told Vázquez García 
(2011: 90) that it is only to serve on domestically oriented cargo committees 
(health and education). 

A systematic study of women’s participation under UC did partially 
confirm the long-held view that UC institutions exclude women (Danielson 
and Eisenstadt 2009). However, it also revealed that in municipalities that do 
tolerate service by women in leadership roles, women actually participate in 
elections at higher rates. In other words, while UC autonomy allows for 
discriminatory practices that discourage female participation at many levels, 
women are highly participatory in those communities where women already 
hold leadership roles. Such open policies are not the norm, however, and 
women constitute a minority of Oaxaca electoral rolls overall.  

When women are permitted to hold office, they are more often than 
not assigned to school or health committees that address the needs of chil-
dren and families (Velásquez Cepeda 2003: 27), as opposed to the budget 
committee or village security detail. Our study of the municipal offices held 
in 466 of Oaxaca’s 570 municipalities – both UC and party based – between 
2008 and 2010 reveals the following breakdown. 
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Table 2:  Main Categories of Posts Held by Women (Number of Women in 
these Posts in Parentheses)

Highest Offices / Cargos Lower-Level Cargos  Administrative Posts  

Regidor / Alderman (60) Suplente de regidor / Vice-
alderman (5) 

Secretaría / Secretary 
(44) 

Presidente Municipal / Mayor 
(9) 

Suplente de presidente / Vice-
mayor (5) 

Tesorería / Treasury 
(18)  

Síndico / Head of Security 
(3) 

Comité de Salud o Educación / 
Board of Health or Educa-
tion (4) 

Desarrollo Integral de la 
Familia / Family Devel-
opment (7)** 

Comisariado de Bienes Co-
munales / Commissioner of 
Communal Resources (2) 

Suplente de síndico / Vice-
Head of Security (2) 

Vialidad / Roadworks 
(2) 

Note: ** Throughout Mexico, it is customary for the mayor’s wife to direct this office. 

Source:  2008 Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Customary Law Municipalities.  

The Mexican federal government has recognized the centrality of women to 
family life by delivering conditional cash transfers directly to women rather 
than men through the Oportunidades social welfare program. Díaz-Cayeros, 
Magaloni, and Ruiz Euler (2011) have concluded that such transfers may 
improve women’s leadership roles in traditional communities. Nonetheless, 
women seeking to participate still face great obstacles. Echoing Zafra (2009), 
Velásquez Cepeda states that 80 percent of women who serve in official 
positions face hurdles, ranging from:  

simply not being taken into account in any internal decision making, 
to personal conflicts in which they are delegitimized, criticized, and 
discriminated against by a member of the local government or the 
mayor, to fatigue caused by family tasks or work (Velásquez Cepeda 
2003: 28). 

Of course, women’s rights have routinely been ignored in much of Oaxaca 
(Eisenstadt 2007; Danielson and Eisenstadt 2009; Eisenstadt 2011), Latin 
America (Deere 2006), and around the world (Inglehart and Norris 2003). 
For example, in Chiapas, Subcommandante Marcos famously acknowledged 
that female participation in the Clandestine Revolutionary Indigenous 
Committees in 2004 was between 33 and 40 percent, but that women consti-
tuted less than 1 percent of the membership of the Good Government 
Councils and autonomous governing councils (Marcos cited in Lewis 
2008: 182).  

In the following sections, we investigate the lack of women in positions 
of authority in Oaxaca and consider the cultural and historical explanation 
that UC status itself limits women’s representation. We find that although 
places with UC political systems have more unequal representation, this 
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effect is greatly magnified in places that ban female participation in cargos 
which in turn blocks their eligibility for higher political offices.  

Specifying the Dependent Variable: “The Number 
of Women in Office” 
Women held a total of 174 governmental posts, ranging from health admin-
istrator to mayor, in the 466 municipalities we surveyed.6 But less than 18 
percent of the municipalities surveyed reported having at least one woman 
in office. Only 21 municipalities elected two women to office, and 11 mu-
nicipalities elected three women to office. Just three municipalities elected 
four women and only one municipality elected five. We tested for causes of 
this variation in women’s representation using data from the 2008–2010 
Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Municipal Governments.7 We sought to under-
stand why some municipalities have limited female representation (zero to 
one) in office while others have higher levels. 

We examined the independent and interactive role that institutional and 
cultural factors play in facilitating female representation in public office. 
First, we tested the claim that low women’s representation is accounted for 
by the patriarchal cultural attitudes purported to be prevalent in indigenous 
municipalities. The proxy indicator we used for this – certainly not equiva-
lent to patriarchal attitudes – is the percentage of the municipal population 
that speaks an indigenous language. Using this variable, we were not able to 
directly test whether patriarchal attitudes or cultures cause low women’s 
representation, but rather whether the indigeneity of a polity accounts for 
lower levels of women’s representation. While this is an imperfect and min-

6  These included elected and appointed posts, but appointments were by elected 
officials as part of administrations. 

7  The survey was conducted between 2008 and 2010. The first part was funded by 
USAID-TIES Higher Education for Development Project, “Uniting Law and Soci-
ety in Indigenous Mexico” and surveyed municipal authorities in 417 of the state’s 
418 UC municipalities. The second part surveyed the 152 Oaxaca municipalities 
governed by the party-based system, but was only able to capture 49 out of a ran-
dom sample of 76 due to resource limitations. For both sets of municipalities, sev-
eral questionnaires were administered by the same survey research team from the 
State Institute for Adult Education of Oaxaca. The first questionnaire was adminis-
tered to three or four municipal authorities, typically the mayor, the sindico (head of 
security, the second post in most municipalities), the finance alderman, and the ed-
ucation alderman, among other elected positions. The second through fourth ques-
tionnaires were short biographical surveys of the mayor, the sindico, the commis-
sioner of communal resources (the most important position of agrarian authority), 
and the mayordomo (the host of the community’s patron saint festival).  
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imalist operationalization of ethnicity, it is the one used by the Mexican 
government and by scholars undertaking statistical work. Second, we tested 
the candidate supply hypothesis that the supply of potential female candi-
dates for higher office in Oaxaca is blocked by the requirements of the cargo 
system. Finally, echoing Okin’s provocative question, low women’s repre-
sentation in Oaxaca is often blamed on the recognition of UC, which allow 
communities (or dominant voices in communities) to exclude women from 
participation.  

To test this thesis, we examined the interaction between UC institu-
tions and the supply constraint of women candidates that results from the 
cargo system. To evaluate these hypotheses, we regressed the number of 
women in office on these independent variables along with several necessary 
control variables. The model shows that the interaction between a discrimi-
natory cargo system and UC institutions is the best predictor of female non-
participation in elected office. More specifically, this suggests that the in-
formal institutional system of cargo requirements, rather than indigenous 
ethnicity, inhibits female participation in Oaxaca, particularly in UC munici-
palities.8 Women do not complete the necessary prerequisites (often because 
they are precluded from doing so) and thus are not elected at the same rate 
as men. Importantly, however, the cargo system does not have an effect on 
women’s representation in party-system municipalities, even in Oaxaca’s 
dozens of “hybrid” municipalities where secret ballots and party-driven 
elections are employed alongside a cargo system. 

Competing Explanations of Women’s
Representation
The Ethnic Identity Hypothesis 
The claim that indigenous groups discriminate against women is often true. 
But is it related to deeply ingrained determinants of culture (e.g., language)? 
Or is it related to the historical development of customary practices and 
institutions (e.g., the cargo system) or the exogenously determined recogni-
tion of such practices (i.e., UC recognition)? This hypothesis anticipates that 
the traditional indigenous values (as defined by language) account for low 
levels of women’s representation.  

8  To be clear, the dependent variable (number of women in office) does not measure 
the same thing as the cargo variable. The cargo variable measures whether cargo ful-
fillment is required for mayoral candidates and whether women are banned from 
participating in cargos. 
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The idea that indigenous groups specifically discriminate against wom-
en is based on essentialist claims like Gossen’s (1994) argument that identity 
is the result of ascriptive characteristics such as race and language. Primordi-
alists claim (Geertz 1973; Escárzaga and Gutiérrez 2005; Gossen 1994) that 
ethnic identity is an inherent and a central determinant of core values. They 
argue that ethnicity is at the center of individuals’ decision-making behavior, 
particularly in indigenous cultures like those of southern Mexico. Although 
this type of theory has largely been rejected in modern scholarship, the no-
tion that women are excluded from political processes in indigenous areas of 
Mexico because of ethnicity is still prevalent. In response to previous gener-
ations of primordialist scholars, who argued that ethnic identity is ascribed 
at birth and remains static, most social scientists have come to the conclu-
sion that ethnic identities are actually flexible and ever changing. Represent-
ing the more primordialist position, López y Rivas (1995), for example, 
defines an ethnic group as a “stable group of people who have in common 
relatively enduring characteristics of culture (including language) and psy-
chology, as well as a unity of conscience” (López y Rivas 1995, in part quot-
ing Bromley). The 1994 Zapatista rebels also claimed that ethnic identity was 
fixed and that Mayan-descended communities of Chiapas were rising up 
against centuries of ethnic discrimination to demand that the Mexican gov-
ernment recognize indigenous peoples’ citizenship and grant them greater 
autonomy. The Zapatistas were part of a trend across the Americas in the 
early 1990s in which political leaders focused on ethnic identity, rather than 
class or sectoral cleavages as was typical in the past, and promoted indige-
nous rights with a new urgency (Brysk 2000; Eisenstadt 2011; Van Cott 
2000). 

The ethnic identity hypothesis, then (Hypothesis 1), posits that munici-
palities with a higher percentage of indigenous citizens should be less likely 
to elect women. As in other studies, indigenous identity is operationalized as 
the percentage of the municipal population that speaks an indigenous lan-
guage. As the percentage indigenous is correlated (and often conflated) with 
both UC recognition and the cargo system, it tests for the independent effect 
of ethnicity.  

The Independent Impact of UC Recognition 
Although the legalization of UC-recognized indigenous rights, the traditional 
cargo system, and indigenous ethnicity are intimately related, it is important 
to note that the three factors are not equivalent. In point of fact, Oaxaca 
state legislators sorted and classified UC municipalities from party-system 
municipalities, rather than rigidly defining UC practices and establishing 
legal baselines for them. By delegating these decisions to legislators, the 
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Oaxacan governor presumably granted local citizens, in the form of their 
representatives, the autonomy to choose whether to designate municipalities 
as UC or party based. For decades, Oaxacans had enjoyed de facto autonomy 
in the selection of their municipal leaders. However, as other work shows 
(Anaya Muñoz 2006; Eisenstadt 2011; Recondo 2007), after this self-
determination was legalized in 1995, Oaxacans in some municipalities be-
came easy prey for outsiders. In some instances, individual rights guarantees 
in the Mexican Constitution came into conflict with communal rights claims 
that the individual rights of citizens should be subsumed under group tradi-
tions, even in cases where this meant excluding women from voting or run-
ning as candidates. Thus, UC systems have been widely criticized as inhibit-
ing female advancement in political offices because they permit the violation 
of women’s rights in order to preserve group rights.  

This hypothesis, then, expects that UC municipalities will have lower 
levels of women’s representation than party-system municipalities, inde-
pendently of indigenous ethnicity and other factors. We operationalize this 
hypothesis as a dichotomous variable with the value 1 if the municipality 
was designated as UC in 1995 or 1997 (417 municipalities qualify as UC in 
the sample) or 0 if not (49 municipalities qualify as non-UC in the sample). 

The Candidate Supply Hypothesis 
The candidate supply hypothesis argues that women occupy fewer elected 
posts because fewer women occupy the cargos that are required to be a can-
didate for these posts. In regard to candidate formation, Lawless and Fox 
(2010: 30) quite simply state that “women’s historical exclusion from the 
professions that tend to lead to political careers also accounts for the gender 
disparities in office holding.”  

The Oaxaca context is different, but the reasoning is similar. To be fair, 
Lawless and Fox are actually speaking to the gender gap in political ambi-
tion, rather than supply constraints, that accounts for women’s underrepre-
sentation. They found that women are less likely to think of themselves as 
qualified candidates, less likely to be encouraged to run for office, and more 
likely to rely on self-assessments of their qualifications when deciding. Other 
scholars, like Hinojosa (2012), have argued, as we do, that it is necessary to 
consider the institutional processes and norms through which women are 
recruited and become potential candidates.9 Drawing on scholars like Hino-
josa, we hypothesize that women are not being elected to office in Oaxaca 
municipalities in large part because they have not served in the lower level 

9  Our data do not allow us to test for the explanatory importance of the gender gap 
in ambition, though we do not deny that this may be important. 



��� Failure to Elect Women in Indigenous Southern Mexico 17 ���

cargos often considered to be prerequisites for holding higher office. The 
prevailing authorities that manage the cargo system often serve as gatekeepers 
to exclude women from participating. Beyond this formal gatekeeping, in-
formal norms create extra obstacles to women’s participation in lower-level 
cargos.  

Whatever the case, cargos are positions of public service that all citizens 
(or, in many communities, just men) are expected to fill.10 Cargo service is 
vital as this form of “voluntary” public service at regular (usually three-year) 
intervals over the course of one’s adult life leads – in 86 percent of munici-
palities – progressively up the rungs of a service ladder. Each family, typical-
ly represented by the father, is required to offer service on a rotating basis11 
(every several years) with increasing responsibilities over time. Roles include 
serving as a topil (low-level village police officer), an errand runner, a church 
caretaker, a mayordomo (sponsor of patron saint festival), and mayor. This 
system, which varies slightly by municipality, is said to familiarize communi-
ties with their mayors and ensure that mayors are well versed in village cus-
toms and institutions and the functions that must be served in lower-level 
cargos.  

In many villages, cargos are prerequisites to elected office; they are the 
rural Mexico’s equivalent to Lawless and Fox’s “pipeline professions” 
(2010). We argue that the legal recognition of UC autonomy may have exac-
erbated tendencies in Oaxaca to exclude women from public roles, as UC 
legalization has legitimized practices (associated with the traditional system 
of cargos) which often justify excluding women because they have not of-
fered non-remunerated labor and service for the community, as have men. 

The candidate supply measures whether the cargo system is a stepping-
stone from lower to higher offices and whether women can even take that 
first step. We use a dummy variable to measure whether cargo service is a 
prerequisite for holding higher office and whether these offices ban women 
from cargo participation. A cargo requirement is hypothesized to be a barrier 
to female representation at higher levels when these cargo systems are re-
quired for political advancement. This is because women are less likely to 
have gained the requisite experience in lower-level cargo, which would allow 
them to qualify for advancement to mayor and other higher-level positions 

10  Some UC advocates (Flores Cruz 2005 and Méndez 2005 interviews) argue that 
women participate informally by handling family finances and relations while their 
husbands give cargo service in the municipal seat or cabecera. 

11  In some communities, migrants must return to serve or be banished. Increasingly, 
however, migrants to the US are allowed to “buy” the services of someone local to 
fill their cargos. This trend allows women to offer cargos as “acting” heads of house-
hold (Alcántara Guzmán 2004 interview). 
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of power. Hypothesis 3 then, is that where cargo systems exist, women are 
less likely to serve in elected positions. It is operationalized through a survey 
question that asks whether cargos are required for political advancement and 
whether women are barred from serving in cargos. The variable takes the 
value of 1 if there is a ban on female participation in cargos and these cargos 
are a prerequisite to obtaining higher office. It takes 0 otherwise.  

The UC-Cargo Interaction Effect 
UC municipal systems are often associated with the cargo system, but they do 
not completely overlap. Yet, the presence of a cargo system is not exclusive 
to UC municipalities, and some UC municipalities do not require cargo ser-
vice as a prerequisite for holding higher office. Cargo requirements exist in 
both UC and non-UC (party-based) municipalities. Table 3 shows the preva-
lence of cargo requirements in both UC and party-system municipalities. The 
rate of fulfillment of cargo-related activities is similar in both UC and party-
based municipalities. This is true for such cargos as political volunteer posi-
tions, religious cargos, and tequio (voluntary labor on community service pro-
jects). Although both types of political system have a similar rate of cargo 
requirements for political advancement, there is a divergence when it comes 
to mandating whether fulfillment of cargos is a precondition for higher politi-
cal office. Fewer than half of all party-based municipalities (47 percent) 
require cargo completion before citizens are eligible to run for mayor; in 
comparison, 88 percent of all UC municipalities require cargos as a prerequi-
site for higher office.  

Table 3: Cargo Requirements by Type of Municipality 

 UC-Based Party-Based Total 
The majority of the popu-
lation voluntarily com-
pletes 

   

civil cargos  241/417 = 58% 35/49 = 71% 276/466 = 59% 
religious cargos 307/417 = 74% 36/49 = 73% 343/466 = 74% 
festivals of patron saints 313/417 = 75% 40/49 = 82% 353/466 = 76% 
tequio 281/417 = 67% 32/49 = 65% 313/466 = 67% 

Require cargo completion to 
become mayor 367/417 = 88% 23/49 = 47% 400/466 = 86% 

Require cargo completion to 
become mayor AND have 
a ban on female participa-
tion in cargos 

237/417 = 57% 2/49 = 4% 239/466 = 51% 

Source:  2008 Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Customary Law Municipalities.  
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When disaggregating this data further, we found a strong nexus between 
cargos and the exclusion of women from electoral politics. Of the 367 UC 
municipalities in our sample with a cargo requirement to be mayor, 237 also 
ban women from serving in cargos (57 percent of all UC municipalities). Of 
the 23 party-based municipalities that have a cargo requirement to be mayor, 
2 also ban women from serving in cargos (4 percent of all party-based munic-
ipalities). The correlation between UC and the “pipeline” barrier thus be-
comes apparent. To account for this relation, we operationalized a variable 
with which to measure the interaction between the UC and the candidate 
pipeline dummy variables. This interaction variable is equal to 1 if the mu-
nicipality has a UC-based system and it has a cargo requirement for obtaining 
office, and 0 otherwise. 

Modeling Women’s Representation in Oaxaca 
Municipalities 
To test these hypotheses, we ran a zero-inflated negative binomial (ZINB) 
model. Women’s representation was operationalized as the number of 
women in elected posts in each municipality. These data assume a Poisson 
distribution. However, Poisson models often fail to account for over or 
under dispersion in the dependent variable, and as a consequence, produce 
inefficient estimates. We used the ZINB model to account for this incorrect 
dispersion. To test whether this was necessary, we conducted a Vuong test, 
which suggested that a ZINB model was superior to a Poisson in this case. 

We used a ZINB to account for the fact that two processes could ac-
count for a value of zero in the dependent variable. That is, an observation 
that no women held elected office can mean one of two things: (1) women 
ran unsuccessfully or (2) women did not run due to exclusion or other rea-
sons. The ZINB model controls for the excess of zeros and alternative pro-
cesses at work by separating the regression into positives, “sometimes zero” 
values, and “always zero” values. We ran a count model for the former and a 
binary logit predicting membership in the “always zero” for the latter. Table 
4 shows the output of the ZINB regression. Note that the “always zero” 
group – those municipalities where women do not run for office – was sepa-
rated and run independently.  

The second model is the “always zero” predictor. This is the factor that 
predicts zeros that occur due to a different process. This variable was meas-
ured by asking respondents whether a woman could become a mayor. With 
this effect isolated, we look at the first model without having excessive zeros 
bias the results. The results of the model are in Table 4.  
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Table 4: ZINB Model; Dependent Variable: Count of Women in Elected Office 

 Coefficient Standard Error 
Independent Variables   

 Usos y Costumbres (1 = yes) -0.58** 0.23 
 Pipeline /  0.80 0.87 
 Interaction Effect Between UC and Cargos -2.5*** 0.91 

Indigenousness  0.20 0.27 
Controls   

 Marginalization -0.41** 0.13 
 Population -0.01 0.01 
 Pct Population in Agencias 0.15 0.26 
 Female Vote  0.12 0.13 

“Always Zero” predictor   
 Opinion of female exclusion 1.23 2.23 

Note: *** p < .0001 , ** .001 < p <.01 , * .05 < p < .01. N = 442. Nonzero observations = 
12. Zero observations = 330.

Source:  The data for percent of indigenous speakers and population are drawn from INEGI 
2005. Data for marginalization are generated by CONAPO from INEGI 2005 data. 
The rest of the data are from the 2008 Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Customary Law 
Municipalities.  

This model also includes four control variables. The first is based on an 
index compiled by Mexico’s National Council on Population (CONAPO, 
Consejo Nacional de Población) in 2005 and uses decennial census data and 
indicates the degree of economic marginalization in each municipality. Index 
values range from 3.14 (highest level of marginalization) to -1.87 (lowest 
level of marginalization). This variable was highly significant, suggesting that 
far fewer women took office in poorer municipalities; this is consistent with 
arguments that women are more likely to acquire politically relevant re-
sources at higher levels of development (see Matland 1998).  

The second control variable was population, which accounted for any 
effect that being from larger communities may have on women’s representa-
tion. This variable was not significant in the model. The third control varia-
ble was percent of municipal population in outlying hamlets (agencias). This 
variable was included because municipalities that have a large population 
living in the outlying municipal hamlets, as opposed to the population center 
or “municipal seat,” are less likely to have female participation in political 
processes. However, this variable was not significant in the model. 

The fourth control variable (binary) included in the model was whether 
women can vote in elections. This is presumed to affect female representa-
tion in local office in two possible ways: First, it can pose a mental barrier – 
a woman not allowed to vote, will be less likely to attempt to obtain that 
post. Second, it can create a practical barrier – women might tend to vote 
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for women, and men for men. This variable was not significant in the 
model. 

Overall, the ethnic identity hypothesis is not supported by our results. 
When holding UC, the cargo system, and other variables constant, municipal-
ities with higher concentrations of indigenous-language speakers were no 
less likely to have female representation. Our analysis corroborates the sec-
ond hypothesis, that UC municipalities are more discriminatory independent 
of ethnicity, the cargo system and other cultural factors – possibly due to the 
manipulation of elections and governance by strongmen that this system 
facilitates. This hypothesis suggests that the UC processes by which people 
are elected to office obstruct the election of women. Our model confirms 
the vast literature on UC systems and the barriers they pose to individual 
rights. However, the substantive impact of this relationship is small.  

By contrast, the candidate supply hypothesis argues that cargo systems, 
which sometimes inhibit women’s participation at lower levels, substantially 
block their pathways to higher political office. This hypothesis was signifi-
cant and the coefficients were large. The interaction between UC and cargos 
is the single best predictor of female participation in political office in the 
model. This suggests, logically, that a UC system that bans women from 
serving in cargos is more of a deterrent to running for office than a UC sys-
tem that allows women to serve in cargos. Indeed, the predicted probability 
of having at least one woman in office12 is 10 percent for municipalities with 
gender barriers present in the cargo system and 35 percent for municipalities 
without this informal institution blocking the supply of potential women 
candidates. The predicted probabilities of having at least one woman in 
office change when we separate the data by UC or party-based municipali-
ties. Table 5 below summarizes the results.  

Table 5:  Predicted Probabilities of Having At Least One Woman in Office 

 All  
municipalities

UC-based  
municipalities 

Party-based 
municipalities 

Predicted probability with 
pipeline obstruction 10% 9% 22% 

Predicted probability with-
out pipeline obstruction  35% 33% 57% 

Source:  The data for per cent indigenous speakers and population are drawn from INEGI 
2005. Data for marginalization are generated by CONAPO from INEGI 2005 data. 
The rest of the data are from the 2008 Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Customary Law 
Municipalities.  

12  This test was completed by running the exact same model as above except with the 
count data made into binary data equal to 1 if there is at least one woman in office, 
0 otherwise. 
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The implication is that claims of inherent UC-system discrimination against 
women need to be tempered to account for these informal institutional 
factors (i.e., the exclusion of women from cargos), which are much more of 
an impediment to women seeking office.  

The data show that the predicted probability of having at least one 
woman in office is greatly affected by mandating cargo prerequisites and 
excluding woman from that process. The predicted probability of one wom-
an serving in political office increases by 24 percent (for UC municipalities) 
and 35 percent (for party-based municipalities) when cargo requirements are 
lifted or women are allowed to serve in these stepping-stone positions.  

In order to sort out whether the cargo requirement or the female exclusion 
from cargos was more of a barrier, we narrowed the case set to only those that 
always had a cargo requirement. We ran an additional ZINB model for only 
these municipalities that had a cargo requirement (N=288). For these cases, 
we tested whether female inclusion in cargos impacted female participation in 
elected offices. Of these 288 municipalities that require cargo service to be 
mayor, 171 do not permit women to serve in cargos (59 percent) and 117 do 
permit women to serve in cargos (41 percent). Not surprisingly, we found 
that when women were permitted to serve in cargos, this system of service 
actually helps them obtain higher office (p<0.01). The model is presented in 
Appendix A. Our findings were extremely robust. The model further shows 
that, with other variables held at their means, when municipalities transition 
from banning women from cargos to including women in cargos, the predicted 
probability of at least one woman occupying an additional elected office 
increases by 36 percent, meaning that when women are allowed to enter the 
candidate pipeline through cargo service, the probability of electing at least 
one woman increases by 36 percent. 

Female Exclusion in Practice  
Even though 68 percent of municipal authorities surveyed in our 2008 and 
2010 Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Municipal Governments said they would, in 
the abstract, be in favor of a woman governing in their community (56 per-
cent in UC communities and 70 percent in non-UC communities), the reali-
ty is much different.13 Women’s participation in elected government in Oa-
xaca’s municipalities is extremely low. According to Zafra (2009), 5 women 
were elected mayor from all 418 UC municipalities in the 2001 elections (10 
women were elected mayor from all of Oaxaca’s 570 municipalities state-
wide), and only 1 of the UC female mayors finished her term (Zafra 2009: 

13  This data comes from a 2002–2003 survey conducted by one of the authors.  
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66–67). In 2004, only one woman was elected mayor via UC (eight female 
mayors were elected statewide) (Zafra 2009: 68). In 2007, 3 female mayors 
were elected via UC, and 14 were elected overall (Zafra 2009: 70). Zafra 
argues that UC elections are rife with interest-group politics, and that these 
groups can be even more tactically and personally aggressive toward women 
candidates:  

The obstacles faced by women are legal, cultural, and relating to 
communal organization. […] The lack of normative figures [laws] to 
assure and defend women’s participation causes electoral institutions 
to do very little […]. Furthermore, they [women candidates] face 
fierce opposition from interest groups, which, to avoid losing control, 
will use any means necessary to impede access by women to political 
competition and winning seats, especially local ones (2009: 63–64). 

In other words, communal harmony tends not to exist, at least in municipal-
ities where women are perceived to threaten the male-dominated status quo.  

According to Vázquez García’s (2011) study of the 18 UC female 
mayors from 1999–2010, cronyism to protect incumbent elites was com-
monplace, and UC justified local bosses’ authoritarian impositions of 
mayors (often with state government accomplices) through of the notion of 
“ancestral traditions.” Our statistical analysis suggests that the real obstacle 
to the election of women candidates is the combination of the malleable and 
politicized rules of UC with the immobile and longstanding rigidity of cargo 
system discrimination. As stated by Vázquez García (2011: 261), sexist ca-
ciques, who are often affiliated with parties, exploit existing rules to deny 
women access to power. Women participate in cargos through their husbands 
(Vázquez García 2011: 49–50), but only rarely as individuals themselves 
(unless they are single, widowed, or their husbands have migrated perma-
nently and left them in charge). Former UC mayor, López García (interview 
2011), had the following to say:  

Cargos are a school for leadership which women should also partici-
pate in […]. Our problem is that we [women] only want harmony be-
tween our spheres, the household and the community. We are often 
denied participation. 

Some women leaders told Vázquez García (2011: 90) that when they are 
allowed to participate, it is only to serve on domestically oriented cargo 
committees (health and education). 

Empirical evidence shows that women are routinely excluded from ob-
taining office. Through cargo requirements in UC communities, women are 
denied roles in the higher echelons of local governance, which is perhaps the 
single best path into national politics. With no history of participation at the 
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early stages and at the lower levels, women cannot be part of the candidate 
pool later on. While women constitute less than 1 percent of the mayors in 
UC communities and slightly more than 1 percent in non-UC communities, 
they face overt discrimination by incumbent mayors (measured as a negative 
response to the question of whether a woman could ever be mayor) in only 
24 percent of Oaxaca’s 466 municipalities surveyed. 

Conclusions: Balancing Customs, Human Rights, 
and Autonomy 
Women have enjoyed noteworthy, yet still insufficient, progress toward 
more equitable representation in national legislatures and governments 
throughout the developed and developing worlds (Paxton, Hughes, and 
Green 2006). A vast body of research has worked to tease out the relative 
importance of institutional, political, sociocultural and ideological factors 
that explain national-level variation in women’s representation. Considerably 
less work has focused on the subnational level. Even less systematic research 
has considered the relative importance of culture and subnational institu-
tions in indigenous communities in Latin America. Many studies grant much 
consideration to autonomy of groups as the ability to make their own gov-
ernance decisions. However, as evidenced in Mexico’s UC communities, 
little attention has been paid to how autonomy laws should be implemented 
operationally in order to reconcile and balance collective and individual 
rights and how these processes impact women’s representation.14 That is, 
what collective citizenship rights should a multinational state cede to region-
al groups when granting them autonomy? What price is unacceptable to pay 
for this redistribution of rights, especially in terms of the political rights of 
women? 

Over the past two decades, scholars, activists and the public have paid a 
great deal of attention to multicultural reforms in Oaxaca and beyond (e.g., 
contemporary Bolivia, Colombia, and Ecuador). Texts on the impact of the 
2001 constitutional reforms on indigenous rights in Mexico (Rabasa Gam-
boa 2002; Bailón Corres 2003) trace genealogies of the latest reforms, but do 
not mention any concrete cases whatsoever. Indeed, hundreds of cases of 
indigenous rights have reached Mexico’s Federal Electoral Court, but none 

14  In Bolivia, for example, none of the country’s 300-plus municipalities had, in mid-
2012, adopted the innovative local indigenous autonomy structures legalized in the 
2008 Constitution with great fanfare. 
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(at least not to the knowledge of a half dozen experts queried)15 directly 
addresses the rights of women to participate in the political system free from 
discrimination – the denial of which, as this paper has conclusively shown, 
severely restricts their opportunities for election to higher office.  

Colombia’s Constitutional Court is usually said to have compiled per-
haps the most extensive corpus of rulings and doctrinal consistency in the 
Western Hemisphere on the rights of indigenous peoples. Straddling the line 
between individual and communitarian rights, this court “has developed a 
jurisprudence that seeks to maximize the autonomy of indigenous commu-
nities and to respect their ways of doing justice without embracing an un-
conditional cultural relativism” (Assies n.d.: 11). 

Its decisions have often been controversial, such as the 1997 case T-
523 in which it upheld an indigenous consultative verdict finding the politi-
cal enemy of a murder victim guilty for instigating the murder at the hands 
of guerrillas (by denouncing the deceased to guerrillas as a paramilitary 
fighter shortly before he was slain). The perpetrator was sentenced to 60 
lashes, expulsion from the Northern Cauca community where he resided 
and committed the offense, and the loss of all political rights there (Assies 
n.d.: 7). This decision was roundly condemned by human rights groups but 
consistent – after a finding that whipping and expulsion did not constitute 
torture – with the doctrine that judges should be guided by cultural relativ-
ism and, based on extensive anthropological research, take into account as 
much as possible the social context and meaning of the sanctions.  

The Colombian Constitutional Court has elsewhere (perhaps most fa-
mously in its 1998 decision U-510) further specified (a) that conflicts are 
inevitable between the sphere of individual liberties and collective rights and 
(b) that indigenous communities are to be treated as unique and diverse 
multiethnic communities, though this said diversity is limited by the rights 
delineated in the Constitution (Sánchez Botero 2010a: 300–307). More 
broadly, Sánchez Botero (2010b) summarized the court’s position as accept-
ing three universally sacrosanct individual rights: (1) the right to life, (2) the 
right to preserve the integrity of one’s body, and (3) the right to due process 
(however codified in a given cultural context). 

The Colombian Constitutional Court standard, widely heralded among 
indigenous rights advocates, seems to allow violations such as the prohibi-
tion of the women’s vote in Oaxaca. Furthermore, it seems to deny many 
external protections of minority groups and individuals, as per those men-
tioned in Kymlicka’s (1995) effort to develop a theory of multicultural rights 

15  Author meeting on 5 June 2012 with officials from Electoral Court of the Judicial 
Power of the Federation (TEPJF), Mexico City. 
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but which parts from the assumption of strong individual rights. Here too, it 
seems that gender rights and indigenous rights may clash, and that more 
attention should be paid to human rights issues, such as access to candida-
cies. In Ecuador and Peru, a recent analysis also found that even where 
customary laws are strong, indigenous women use them as petitioners less 
often than men and are “charged” with crimes more frequently than men 
(Brandt and Franco Valdivia 2008: 215). 

Customary law in not only in Colombia and Mexico but also around 
the world is cast as a multicultural right by religious and ethnic minorities. 
However, the reality is far less simple than Oaxaca’s de facto customary law 
practitioners or Colombia’s de jure codifiers of cultural relativism have al-
lowed. If access to the cargos is necessary in order to enhance one’s public 
images and gain political exposure and professional experience, should 
women’s access to such positions not be a guaranteed right? Perhaps, as 
even some staunch UC advocates have started to acknowledge, if discrimi-
nation against women is the “Achilles heel” of UC, then women’s citizen-
ship rights – including the right to run for office – should be enforced in 
municipalities with cargo systems.  

However, a complication with such a proposal emerges when we con-
sider that a common feature of UC elections is that there are no official 
candidates and no campaigns. Though the specific rules vary across the 
state, it is common for “candidates” to be nominated on the day of the 
election and voted on by a show of hands in the general community assem-
bly. The apolitical purity of this process is often an illusion, as there are 
frequently shadow campaigns in which different political groups circulate 
names of candidates and sometimes even print out and circulate lists of a 
ticket. The fact that official, out-in-the-open campaigns are traditionally 
frowned upon in UC systems makes it quite tricky to require communities to 
allow women to run since it is often the case that nobody is supposed to 
run. 

The apparently innocuous exclusion of women from serving in what 
some describe as quaint folkloric positions actually has a profound impact 
on their abilities to be heard, express citizenship, and lead their people. 
However, this too is not simple to address as it might seem. Women (and 
many men) often view lower-level, stepping-stone cargos as burdensome 
extra work that takes time away from raising families, taking care of homes 
and crops, and engaging in remunerated labor.  

Whatever the case, our data have shown that the cargo system in Oaxaca 
is not incompatible with women’s representation rights. In fact, the cargos 
can aid women’s ascent to political office. However, when women are ex-
cluded from entering these cargos, it has a decisively negative impact on their 
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political careers later in life. This fundamental problem was flagged by inter-
viewees like Juanita López García (interview 2011), who stated that the “au-
thorities often deny women participation in cargos.” Still, the fact that wom-
en – and men – have started to discuss this publicly16 may be cause for 
optimism regarding the radical changes taking shape in gender relations 
and political participation in indigenous Mexico and beyond. 

References 
Aguilar Ortiz, Hugo, and María Cristina Velásquez (2008), La comunidad: 

un referente indígena para la reconciliación política en conflictos electo-
rales municipales en Oaxaca, in: Xochitl Leyva, Araceli Burguete, and 
Shannon Speed (eds), Gobernar (en) la diversidad: experiencias indígenas desde 
América Latina: Hacia la investigación de co-labor, Mexico City: Centro de 
Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología (CIESAS),  
393–432. 

Aguilar Rivera, José Antonio (2004), El sonido y la furia. La persuasión multicul-
tural en México y Estados Unidos, Mexico City: Editorial Taurus.  

Alcántara Guzmán, Armando (2004), interview with Oaxaca delegate of the 
Commission of Indigenous Rights (CDI), Oaxaca City, Oaxaca, 17 July. 

Anaya Muñoz, Alejandro (2006), Autonomía Indígena, Gobernabilidad y Legitimi-
dad en México. La legalización de los usos y costumbres electorales en Oaxaca, 
México, D.F.: Universidad Iberoamericana. 

Assies, Willem (n.d.), Indian Justice in the Andes: Re-Rooting or Re-Routing, type-
script. 

Baldez, Lisa (2007), Primaries vs. Quotas: Gender and Candidate Nomina-
tions in Mexico, 2003, in: Latin American Politics and Society, 49, 3, 69–96. 

Barry, Brian (2001), Culture and Equality: An Egalitarian Critique of Multicultur-
alism, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 293–328.  

Bailón Corres, Moisés Jaime (2003), Derechos Humanos y Derechos Indígenas en el 
Orden Jurídico Federfal Mexicano, Mexico City: Comisión Nacional de los 
Derechos Humanos. 

Bailón Corres, Moisés Jaime (²2002), Pueblos Indios, Élites y Territorio – Sistemas 
de Dominio Regional en el Sur de México – Una historia política de Oaxaca, 
Mexico City: El Colegio de México. 

Bartra, Roger (1997), Violencias Indígenas, in: La Jornada Semanal, 31 Au-
gust, online: <www.jornada.unam.mx/1997/08/31/sem-bartra.html> 
(22 March 2009). 

16  Author participant observation at the “First Statewide Encounter of Indigenous 
Women of Oaxaca,” 26 September 2011, Oaxaca City, Oaxaca (sponsored by the 
state government’s Secretariat of Indigenous Affairs). 



��� 28 Danielson, Eisenstadt, and Yelle ���

Brandt, Hans-Jürgen, and Rocío Franco Valdivia (2008), El Tratamiento de 
Conflictos – Un estudio de actas en 133 comunidades, Lima: Instituto de De-
fensa Legal. 

Burguete Cal y Mayor, Araceli (2013), Constitutional Multiculturalism in 
Chiapas and Beyond: Hollow Reforms to Nullify Autonomy Rights, in: 
Todd A. Eisenstadt, Michael S. Danielson, Jaime Bailón Corres, and 
Carlos Sorroza (eds), Latin America’s Multicultural Movements and the Strug-
gle Between Communitarianism, Autonomy, and Human Rights, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 40–66. 

Brysk, Alison (2000), From Tribal Village to Global Village: Indian Rights and 
International Relations in Latin America, Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press.  

Carmagnani, Marcello (ed.) (1988), El regreso de los dioses : el proceso de reconstitu-
ción de la identidad étnica en Oaxaca, siglos XVII y XVIII, México: Fondo 
del Cultura Económica. 

CONAPO see Consejo Nacional de Población 
Consejo Nacional de Población (2005), Índices de Marginación, in: II Conteo 

de Población y Vivienda 2005, and in: Encuesta Nacional de Ocupación y Em-
pleo 2005 (IV Trimestre), Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 
Geografía e Informática. 

Danielson, Michael S., and Todd A. Eisenstadt (2009), Walking Together, 
but in Which Direction? Gender Discrimination and Multicultural 
Practices in Oaxaca, Mexico, in: Politics & Gender, 5, 153–184. 

Deere, Carmen Diana (2006), Married Women’s Property Rights in Mexico: A 
Comparative, Latin American Perspective and Research Agenda, paper prepared 
for 2006 meeting of Latin American Studies Association (San Juan). 

Deere, Carmen Diana, and Magdalena León (2003), The Gender Asset Gap: 
Land in Latin America, in: World Development, 31, 6, 925–947. 

Díaz-Cayeros, Alberto, Beatriz Magaloni, and Alex Ruiz Euler (2011), Infor-
mation, Female Empowerment and Governance in Oaxaca, Mexico, paper in 
progress. 

Eisenstadt, Todd A. (2011), Politics, Identity, and Mexico’s Indigenous Rights 
Movements, New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Eisenstadt, Todd A. (2007), Usos y Costumbres and Post-electoral Conflicts in 
Oaxaca, Mexico, 1995–2004: An Empirical and Normative Assessment, 
in: Latin American Research Review, (February), 52–77. 

Eisenstadt, Todd A., and Viridiana Ríos Contreras (2014 forthcoming), 
Multicultural Institutions, Distributional Politics, and Post-Electoral 
Mobilization in Indigenous Mexico, in: Latin American Politics and Society, 
56, (2: Summer 2014).  



��� Failure to Elect Women in Indigenous Southern Mexico 29 ���

Escárzaga, Fabiola, and Raquel Gutiérrez (eds) (2005), Movimiento indígena en 
América Latina: resistencia y proyecto alternativo, Puebla: Benemérito Univer-
sidad de Puebla. 

Fiallo Sandoval, Laura (2011), Interview with San Mateo del Mar, activist 
and lawyer, 26 September, Oaxaca City, Oaxaca. 

Flores Cruz, Cipriano (2004), advisor to the PRI and ex-director of the Oa-
xaca State Electoral Institute, interview in Oaxaca City, Oaxaca, 22 July. 

Forbis, Melissa M. (2003), Hacía la Autonomía: Zapatista Women Develop-
ing a New World, in: Christine Eber and Christine Kovic (eds), Women 
of Chiapas: Making History in Times of Struggle and Hope, New York and 
London: Routledge, 231–252. 

Geertz, Clifford (1973), The Interpretation of Cultures, New York: Basic Books. 
Gossen, Gary H. (1994), From Olmecs to Zapatistas: A once and future 

history of souls, in: American Anthropologist, 96, 3, 553–570. 
Hernández Castillo, Aída (2006), Hacia una Concepción Multicultural de los Dere-

chos de las Mujeres: Reflexiones desde México, paper prepared for 2006 meet-
ing of Latin American Studies Association (San Juan). 

Hinojosa, Magda (2012), Selecting Women, Electing Women. Political Representation 
and Candidate Selection in Latin America, Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press. 

INEGI see Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática 
Inglehart, Ronald, and Wayne E. Barker (2000), Modernization, Cultural 

Change, and the Persistence of Traditional Values, in: American Sociologi-
cal Review, 65, 19–51. 

Inglehart, Ronald, and Pippa Norris (2003), Rising Tide: Gender Equality and 
Cultural Change Around the World, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática (2005), XII Censo 
General de Población y Vivienda 2000 – Principales Resultados, Mexico City: 
Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática.  

Kymlicka, Will (1995), Multicultural Citizenship, New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Langston, Joy, and Francisco Javier Aparicio (2011), Gender Quotas are not 
Enough: How Background Experience and Campaigning Affect Electoral Out-
comes, paper presented at the Midwest Political Science Association An-
nual Meeting (Chicago), March. 

Lawless, Jennifer L., and Richard L. Fox (2010), It Still Takes A Candidate: 
Why Women Don’t Run for Office, New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Lewis, Stephen E. (2008), Unmasking Chiapas: Recent Scholarship on Sub-
comandante Marcos, Dissident Women, and Impotent Thugs, in: Latin 
American Perspectives, 163, 35, 179–185. 



��� 30 Danielson, Eisenstadt, and Yelle ���

López García, Juanita (2011), Interview with 1990–1992 UC mayor of San 
Juan Teposcolula, 26 September, Oaxaca City, Oaxaca. 

López y Rivas, Gilberto (1995), Nación y Pueblos Indios en el Neoliberalismo, 
Mexico City: Plaza y Valdes Editores. 

Lucero, José Antonio (2013), Ambivalent Multiculturalisms: Perversity, Fut-
ility and Jeopardy in Latin America, in: Todd A. Eisenstadt, Michael S. 
Danielson, Jaime Bailón Corres, and Carlos Sorroza (eds), Latin Ameri-
ca’s Multicultural Movements and the Struggle Between Communitarianism, Au-
tonomy, and Human Rights, New York: Oxford University Press, 18–39. 

Matland, Richard (1998), Women’s Representation in National Legislatures: 
Developed and Developing Countries, in: Legislative Studies Quarterly, 23, 
1, 109–125. 

Mattiace, Shannan (2013), The Multiculturalism That Wasn’t: Legislative 
Reforms for Mexico’s ‘Tranquil’ Indians in Yucatán, in: Todd A. Eisen-
stadt, Michael S. Danielson, Jaime Bailón Corres, and Carlos Sorroza 
(eds), Latin America’s Multicultural Movements and the Struggle Between Com-
munitarianism, Autonomy, and Human Rights, New York: Oxford Universi-
ty Press, 217–245. 

Méndez, Sara (2005), Interview with human rights activist from Centro 
Derechos Humanos Tierra del Sol in Tlaxiaco, Oaxaca City, Oaxaca, 15 
May. 

Okin, Susan Moller (1999), Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?, in: Joshua 
Cohen, Matthew Howard, and Martha C. Nussbaum (eds), Is Multicul-
turalism Bad for Women?, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 9–24. 

Paxton, Pamela, Melanie Hughes, and Jennifer Green (2006), The Interna-
tional Women’s Movement and Women’s Political Representation, 
1893–2003, in: American Sociological Review, 71, 6, 898–923. 

Rabasa Gamboa, Emilio (2002), Derecho Constitucional Indígena, Mexico City: 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. 

Recondo, David (2007), La política del gatopardo: multiculturalismo y democracia en 
Oaxaca, Mexico City: CIESAS. 

Relea, Francesc (2008), La rebelión se llama Eufrosina Cruz, in: El País, 10 
February, online: <http://elpais.com/diario/2008/02/10/internacion 
al/1202598001_850215.html> (27 April 2010). 

Reynolds, Andrew (1999), Women in the Legislatures and Executives of the 
World: Knocking at the Highest Glass Ceiling, in: World Politics, 51, 4, 
547–572. 

Rodríguez, Victoria (2003), Women in Contemporary Mexican Politics, Austin: 
University of Texas Press. 



��� Failure to Elect Women in Indigenous Southern Mexico 31 ���

Sánchez Botero, Ester (³2010a), Justicia y Pueblos Indígenas de Colombia, Bogotá: 
Universidad Nacional de Colombia. 

Sánchez Botero, Ester (2010b), Como entender el derecho en contextos de diversidad 
cultural?, paper presented at 7th International Congress of the Latin 
American Network of Legal Anthropology (RELAJU), Lima, Peru, 2 
August. 

Ticona, Estéban, Gonzalo Rojas, and Xavier Albó (1995), Votos y Wiphalas – 
Campesinos y Pueblos Originarios en Democracia, La Paz: Centro de Investi-
gación y Promoción del Campesinado (CIPCA). 

Van Cott, Donna Lee (2000), The Friendly Liquidation of the Past – the Politics of 
Diversity in Latin America, Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press. 

Vázquez García, Verónica (2011), Usos y costumbres y ciudadanía femenina: Ha-
blan las presidentas municipales de Oaxaca, 1996–2010, Mexico City: Edito-
rial Miguel Ángel Porrua. 

Velásquez Cepeda, María Cristina (2003), Mujeres Indígenas Gobernando en 
Municipios de Oaxaca?, in: México Indígena, 2, 5, 24–31. 

Velásquez Cepeda, María Cristina, and Luis Adolfo Ménez Lugo (1997), 
Catálogo municipal de usos y costumbres, Oaxaca: Ciesas del Sureste/Institu-
to Electoral Estatal de Oaxaca. 

Zafra, Gloria (2009), Por la ley o la costumbre: obstáculos en la participa-
ción política de las mujeres en el sureste mexicano, in: Victor Leonel 
Juan Martínez and Maria Clara Galvis (eds), Derecho y Sociedad Indígena en 
Oaxaca, Washington, DC: Due Process of Law Foundation, 63–73. 



��� 32 Danielson, Eisenstadt, and Yelle ���

Appendix A 

Table 1:  Logit Model of Municipalities That Have Cargo Requirements to Be 
Mayor

 Coefficient Standard Error 
 Pipeline / Cargos  2.62*** 0.71

Controls 
 Indigenousness  -.36 0.53
 Marginalization -0.09 0.26
 Population 0.01 0.01
 Pct Population in Agencias 0.51 0.65
 Female Vote  -0.26 0.47
 Opinion of female exclusion -.016 .225

Note:  *** p < .001 , ** .001 < p < .01 , * .05 < p < .01. N = 288.

Source:  The data for percent indigenous speakers and population are drawn from INEGI 
2005. Data for marginalization are generated by CONAPO from INEGI 2005 data. 
The rest of the data are from the 2008 Survey of Oaxaca, Mexico Customary Law 
Municipalities.  
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Exclusión de la mujer en los cargos de poder político local en el  
México Indígena 

Este artículo argumenta que el bajo nivel de representación de las mujeres 
en cargos de poder político local en México y América Latina es mucho más 
que un problema de las supuestas culturas patriarcales de las comunidades 
indígenas y rurales. Con base en una encuesta exhaustiva de 466 gobiernos 
municipales en el estado indígena de Oaxaca, demostramos que el bajo nivel 
de representación de las mujeres es causado por instituciones que limitan la 
inclusión de candidatas del sexo femenino. Comprobamos esta hipótesis de 
la “oferta de candidatos,” que se deriva de estudios enfocados en Estados 
Unidos, frente a la hipótesis de que la cultura – medida por medio de la etnia 
indígena – tiene un impacto independiente sobre la representación de las 
mujeres. Refutamos que las culturas patriarcales y tradicionalistas de las 
comunidades indígenas sean la causa de la subrepresentación de las mujeres. 
Por el contrario, encontramos que un conjunto de instituciones locales, que 
son más prevalentes en municipios indígenas, bloquea la oferta de posibles 
candidatas. En la conclusión, consideramos las implicaciones normativas 
para la representación de las mujeres en la política local en México y Améri-
ca Latina. 

Palabras clave: América Latina, México, multiculturalismo, usos y costum-
bres, Oaxaca, representación de mujeres, elecciones, indígena, indigenismo 

 


