
1 
 

“Paper presented at the RCSL-SDJ Conference ‘Law and Citizenship Beyond 

the States’, Lisbon, 10-13 September 2018” 

2145_Saavedra_Participatory Legal 

 

THE PARTICIPATORY LEGAL DEFENSE: A PROPOSAL TO BUILD 

INTERCULTURAL DIALOGUES BETWEEN TSELTAL WOMEN AND THE 

LEGAL SYSTEMS OF THE CHIAPAS, MÉXICO. 

PhD. Laura Edith Saavedra Hernández 

Universidad Autónoma de San Luis Potosí, Mexico 

Keywords 

Legal pluralism, women, indigenous, Mexico 

Abstract 

This work is part of the doctoral thesis "Building justice (s) beyond the law: the 

experiences of indigenous women who participate with the Center for the Rights of 

Women of Chiapas, A.C." (CDMCH by its initials in Spanish). The objective of this 

paper will be to analyze the participatory legal defense, methodology developed by 

the CDMCH, in cases of violence against women, in the context of legal pluralism in 

the region known as “Altos de Chiapas”. This approach turns out to be innovative, in 

the sense, to be applied in contexts of legal pluralism and for the legal defense of 

indigenous women. The research was carried out from a collaborative methodology 

through volunteering at the CDMCH; where I had the opportunity to work in the legal 

defense area of the Center. There I met the women who came to ask for support to 

legally resolve their cases of violence. I took on the task of accompanying women in 

their legal process, ethnographically recovering the process and making some 

interviews. In their narratives and in their own experience in the courts, I repeatedly 

found forgiveness as an alternative of justice, not only for these two women, but also 

for the majority of indigenous women who shared their lives to develop the research. 
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INTRODUCTION  

This paper resumes some of the results of my doctoral research, which aimed to 

know and analyze the concepts of violence, justice and human rights from the 

knowledge of Tseltal and Tsotsil women of the region known as "Los Altos de 

Chiapas" in the South of Mexico. To carry out this research developed a collaborative 

methodology being volunteering at the Center for Women 's Rights in Chiapas, AC 

(CDMCH, for short) which is an organization of civil society where working 

indigenous women and mestizo women in favor of the rights of women from a critical 

position that aims to decolonize justice and violence.  

The work carried out by the CDMCH has different objectives. My work focused on 

collaboration in legal defense in cases of violence against women. In general, the 

cases of violence that come to be addressed in the CDMCH are linked to territorial 

conflicts. In some communities in Chiapas and other indigenous regions of Mexico, 

women cannot inherit or own the land that is cultivated and even the houses where 

they live, as part of the ways of life of indigenous communities only men have access 

this right even though the Constitution is recognized the right of both. Based on the 

rights defense work done by the CDMCH in the region, they have realized that the 

majority of territorial conflicts are the top of the iceberg of the violence that women 

experience in their communities and even part of the structural violence that defines 

the individualized violence that women experience, hence they focus their defense 

in cases of violence against women linked to land conflicts and support the 

“Movement in defense of the land, the territory and the participation and recognition 

of women in decision-making” that is brewing in Chiapas1.  

In this paper I will develop a small part about some of the results of one of the central 

objectives of my research that has to do with the work done by the CDMCH regarding 

the visibility of the knowledge of Tseltal and Tsotsil women about justice and how 

                                                           
1 To deepen and know the work of the CDMCH consult : Saavedra, Laura (2018) Construyendo justicia(s) más 

allá de la ley: las experiencias de las mujeres indígenas que participan con el Centro de Derechos de la Mujer 

de Chiapas, A. C., tesis de doctorado en antropología, Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en 

Antropología Social, México. Y www.cdmch.org.mx en FB Centro de Derechos de la Mujer de Chiapas. 

 

http://www.cdmch.org.mx/
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through this work of intelligibility, the Center constructs an exercise in translation 

between these knowledge and positive law and indigenous law, where knowledge 

dialogues are constructed between hegemonic thinking and women's knowledge. It 

is important to mention that, for the space, this brief reflection does not delve into 

the issues, but it is an attempt to put into discussion the importance of working and 

constructing dialogues so that women can access justice to live a life worthy from 

our own ways of living in the world.  

  

1. THE LEGAL PLURALISM IN "LOS ALTOS DE CHIAPAS" (MEXICO) AND 

THE VIOLENCES AGAINST INDIGENOUS WOMEN  

 a) Some important facts about the Altos de Chiapas  

The state of Chiapas is located south of Mexico and is one of the regions which has 

high rates of extreme poverty. Its population is composed mainly of indigenous 

groups located in different parts of the territory: Choles, Zoques, Tsotsiles, Tseltales, 

Mochó, Mames, Chujes, Jacaltecos, Tojolabales and Lacandones. The Tseltal and 

Tsotsil peoples are in the region known as the Highlands of Chiapas. This region of 

southern Mexico is known worldwide because that is where the Zapatista insurgency 

occurred in the year 1994, when indigenous peoples rose up against the Mexican 

State demanding recognition and dignity for their people. In those years, a part of 

the eyes of the world turned to show solidarity in their struggle for the recognition of 

indigenous communities.  

The region of “Los Altos” is made up of 18 municipalities2 and it has a population of 

627,569 inhabitants, which represent .5% of the total population of Mexico, of which 

303,940 are men and 323,629 are women (INEGI, 2010). Chiapas has the lowest 

place in the Human Development Index (HDI) of the country. Of the 10 municipalities 

with the lowest HDI, 8 correspond to the region Altos3. According to Olivera (2011), 

                                                           
2 Altamirano, Amatenango del Valle, Chalchihuitán, Chamula, Chanal, Chenalhó, Huixtan, Larráinzar, 

Mitontic, Oxchuc, Pantelhó, Las Rosas, San Cristóbal de las Casas, Tenejapa, Teopisca, Zinacantán, Aldama y 

Santiago del Pinar. 
3 Chanal, El Pinar, Aldama, Chalchihuitán, Chamula, Mitontic, Amatenango del Valle y Zinacantán 
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this region is where the oldest indigenous communities of the state, which now 

concentrate more than a third part of indigenous population. She mentions that of 

the 18 municipalities that make up the region, 13 of them, have an indigenous 

population greater than 90% and 5 of them 100% (Olivera, 2011: 40). Indigenous 

groups are Tseltal and Tsotsil predominate.  

The region has low levels of schooling, especially when it comes to indigenous 

people since only 0.8% of the population reaches at university degree, most of them 

only attend the 6th grade level of primary education. On the other hand, the work 

activities of the communities that inhabit the region are dedicated to the agriculture 

and raising of farm animals, to the production of pottery, to the handicraft production 

as the embroidery of blouses, weaving of clothes in loom and the transformation of 

amber stones. Although, men and women carry out the economic support of the 

home through these activities (women: pottery, embroidery, weaving, raising 

animals and men: agriculture and livestock) there is a sexual division of labor, where 

women they also dedicate themselves to the activities of the home, so in some 

communities the double working day is present.  

In a survey conducted by the Center for Women's Rights of Chiapas (CDMCH) in 

2009, it was observed that the women of the Highlands besides doing the activities 

of the home have other activities in which they are busy such as attending small 

businesses, shepherding animals, doing domestic service, working in factories or in 

wages, which indicates that women are an important pillar in sustaining their homes. 

This can bring with it other problems such as exploitation and overload in their 

domestic activities. In this same survey it was possible to analyze that the income 

for the work ranges between $ 3,000.00 per month per household (160 USD), being 

$ 1,000.00 (53 USD) approximately the contribution of women to their homes, that 

is, one third of family spending is contributed by them. Even so, women are not 

considered for community decisions or in their homes. And they are exposed to 

violence, both structural and individualized, in addition to exposing themselves to 

racism and discrimination at all times when they interact with the mestizo society. 
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b)       Violence against Tseltal and Tsotsil women  

The violence that is lived in the Highlands of Chiapas can be found in different areas. 

I found in the narratives of women, violence in the common situations of daily life 

and in the dynamics of the institutions of the administration of justice, in both State 

and of indigenous law. Violence was everywhere and was exercised from different 

places and positions of power; that is, there were structural violence and 

individualized violence. All the violence was intersected4 with racism and with the 

socioeconomic level. The intersectionality of violence against Tseltal and Tsotsil 

women show the complexity of access to justice when legal pluralism is involved.  

In this paper, I show briefly, doing an exercise of intelligibility of knowledge of the 

Tsotsil and Tseltal women and support me in the sociology of absences and 

emergencies (Santos, 2005) that, in the Highlands of Chiapas , there is a multiplicity 

of ways in which an act that is lived as violent can be expressed, some of these 

forms could be conceptualized as in the "General Law of Women's Access to a Life 

Free of Violence"5, which allowed the CDMCH to denounce them within the 

framework of the State. However, for Tseltal and Tsotsil women there are other 

forms of violence; which, if we read them from a legal language or from our 

westernized thought frames, these forms would not make any sense.  

For Tseltal and Tsotsil women the violence that they live and feel are anchored in 

the pain of heart, in the loss of the balance of life in the experience of violence from 

colectivness and, therefore, from that position is arranged the injuries; the violence 

is killing the ch'ulel / ch'ulelal (soul or spirit), therefore it is necessary to heal the heart 

first and then be able to claim justice.  

                                                           
4 Crenshaw, Kimberly (1995) mentions that the intersectionality of class, race, sexuality and ethnicity, 

determined, furthermore, by contexts of continuous colonization and militarism, racism and social exclusion, 

economic policies and "development", complicates the realities in which they live. women. Crenshaw, 

Kimberly (1995) "Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics and Violence against Women of 

Color" in: Critical Race Theory , Kimberly Crenshaw et al . (eds.), New Press, New York. In the fieldwork, I 

managed to see how intersectionality operated very clearly when we went to the courts with indigenous women 

to raise their cases of violence.  
 
5Ley General de Acceso a las Mujeres a una Vida Libre de Violencia (2007), México. 
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Diagram 1. The intersection of violence in the highlands of Chiapas and the 

relationship between them6 

 

 Source and Elaboration: Own  
  

As shown in diagram 1, I found that the violence against the women of the Chiapas 

Highlands is contained in three areas: structural, which has to do with the violence 

of both state and transnational corporations that occur in larger contexts linked to 

the logics of capital and the neoliberal/patriarchal system that lay the socio-economic 

and political foundations for other forms of violence to exist; the violence contained 

in the "stalel" (customs of the communities ), which have to do with their ways of life 

or with "the customs" that turn violent against women, since they are seen as gender 

mandates and part of the order established in the communities and, finally, the 

violence contained in the family and in community relations, exercised either by 

couples or by the relatives of women or their neighbors and its crystallization is 

exercised through blows, insults or scolding, sexual abuse, cooptation of money, 

dispossession of land, houses, etc. All these forms of violence are intertwined with 

each other and are part of the history of each community.  

                                                           
6 It is important to know that this model applies in the region in which I was working my approach to the field 

and that, surely, will have its variants according to the different regions. Violence having a historical and 

dynamic character that adapts to the life of the communities, these will not always be the same, nor seen, nor 

felt in the same way, it is a fact that the realities change and with them the violence. Thus, the previous diagram 

is elaborated with the intention of exemplifying the intersectionality and the complexity with which I found 

myself. 
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c)       Legal pluralism in the Highlands of Chiapas  

In the Highlands of Chiapas there are different instances of law where the CDMCH 

works the legal cases of women who have experienced violence. On the one hand, 

there are instances of indigenous law and, on the other, instances of positive state 

law. This situation means that there is a wide variety of options to be able to 

denounce the violence faced by indigenous Tseltal and Tsotsil women in their 

communities, and not only that; also, in the instances of law of both rights there is 

interlegality7 in the legal practices of the courts.  

There was no "purism" in any form of law, at least in the context in which I developed 

the research. However, I found that positive laws were superimposed on the 

discourses and practices of indigenous courts. All the traditional and municipal 

authorities made reference to the state legality, to follow the laws dictated by the 

State and respect for human rights; this, without losing respect for their own 

regulations. Also, they used the use of "written conciliation acts" more frequently and 

in some courts, they also began to speak more in spanish and leave the punishment 

decision in one person.  

  

                                                           
7 The interlegality is the overlap of different legal regulations and legal discourses that empirically demonstrate 

the implementation of legal pluralism which, although well is the product of a history of domination, 

colonialism and resistance; they also give an account of how both indigenous and positive law put laws in 

motion (Sierra, 2004). In all instances I visited, they could be seen clearly intertwined legal discourses of the 

system s of indigenous and positive law. 
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Diagram 2. Instances of Justice in the Highlands of Chiapas 2014-2015

 
Source and Elaboration: Own 

 

Although in reality, aggrieved persons are always the ones who decide in which 

space to present their demands, the community authorities continued to resort to 

punitive State discourse to demand good behavior. I think that this situation has 

caused the community instances to weaken, every day more, since, by mentioning 

the state justice as an example to follow, it invites the users of the community bodies 

to go before the State, although in reality, they are not resolved there their problems 

and on many occasions it is counterproductive.  

One of the main consequences of the interlegality that I observed is that, in some 

municipalities, every day the forms of own justice are weakened, since the speech 

of the rights and of the westernized positive legality itself continue to build a specific 

image of indigenous law, convincing more and more people that the courts of their 

own right violate the rights and are unfair, since, the community authorities "do not 

know the laws" and " judge as they want ". While, in others, it seeks to recover the 

forms of justice with greater equity for women.  

Thus, in different situations, the discourse of legality was put into play, in some cases 

crisscrossed by racism and gender inequality, and in others, by "el stalel " (custom), 

demonstrating the complexity it faces the CDMCH in the search for justice for 

women. It is a reality that interlegality is present; in general, the state legal discourse 
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gained more ground and apparently with the new legal reforms, it will continue to win 

even more.  

Finally, the use that women gave to the courts could have different reasons. Usually, 

it had to do with the availability of time and money, so many preferred to go to 

community legal levels. However, one thing that should be highlighted is that in these 

courts too, they could have a better position in terms of access to justice, although 

here money and time could be saved, women could also speak in their native 

language, that helped them to better raise their problems and better describe their 

demands. To be able to negotiate in this way, evidently positioned them better with 

respect to the established gender order and in front of the racism that they lived in 

other instances.  

  

2. THE METHODOLOGY OF THE PARTICIPATORY DEFENSE OF THE 

CENTER OF RIGHTS OF WOMEN OF CHIAPAS, A. C.8  

The participatory defense methodology is based on respect for the legal pluralism of 

the region trying, as far as possible, to understand the ways of life of indigenous 

peoples, as long as they do not violate the human rights of women. In this context, 

the CDMCH has proposed that the women themselves assume the legal defense of 

their cases in the company of the lawyers, trying that through the defense they can 

visualize themselves as subjects of rights and promote their self-determination. This 

                                                           
8 The Women's Rights Center of Chiapas is a civil association whose general objective is "To contribute to the 

advancement of gender equality, class and ethnicity in Chiapas, especially in the indigenous and peasant regions 

through a creative process of citizenship, that is, promoting the knowledge and critical exercise of the different 

systems of law that exist in Chiapas: indigenous, traditional, autonomous, national, and international, and 

promoting from that legal pluralism timely changes in discriminatory customs and laws, as well as forms of its 

application that violate women's rights". In other words, the CDMCH is committed to the construction of a 

culture of human rights. It is made up of indigenous and mestizo women.  

The specific objectives of the CDMCH are aimed at the axes of action:  

-Relative to the cultural transformation of subordination of discrimination against women and prevention of 

violence.  

-Relative to the attention and defense of specific cases of violation of women's rights in each region.  

-Relative to public policies and legislation.  

-Relative to the creation of operational networks. "  

All this information has been taken from the Regulations in force since 2007 of the Center for Women's Rights 

of Chiapas  

 



11 
 

methodology is committed to a form of defense different from "the traditional"9 for 

indigenous and non-indigenous women and arises from the questioning of members 

of the Center to know if the old legal work they had, were reaching the goal of 

influencing the causes of violence not just in the different expressions of violence.  

This questioning arose when realizing that when the indigenous women came to ask 

for legal support, they left the case and the defense in the hands of the lawyers, often 

only returning to see what advances and news they had about it and not participating 

in the defense of their rights to live free of violence, that is, they went from the 

relationship of dependence with their husbands to a relationship of dependence with 

the lawyers of the Center.  

This methodology is based on the critical theory of law that states that "a critical 

theory must pretend to make a radical change of perspective with respect to 

traditional theories in the observation of the legal phenomenon [...]" ( Fries Lorena 

and Alda Facio, 1999: 19 , cited by Olivera, Padilla, Flores). That is why it is said 

that the Participatory Defense more than being only a legal defense, it is a defense 

of the rights of women, this affirmation is thought from the integrity that the process 

intends to fulfill.  

One of the main objectives of participatory defense is to deconstruct the subject 

victim and make it become a subject with agency. This is because the Center aware 

that women come from a process of violence are minimized where an object that 

can be destroyed, it is very important that women may strengthen against the 

experienced violence. Therefore, it is very important that they can heal their pain, 

"heal their hearts" and be strengthened in the face of injustice and the violation of 

their rights.  

The participatory defense methodology is written and ordered in a series of steps to 

be followed, however, as each case is different and is developed in multiple contexts, 

the steps cannot always be followed as is, so the methodology should to adapt to 

                                                           
9 With "traditional" I want to refer to the defense where the client comes with his lawyer and the lawyer handles 

all the paperwork and the judicial process. And the client only keeps informed of the process and only attends 

the court if it is required, without taking part in the defense of their rights.  
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the different realities and contexts in which it can be applied10. It is noteworthy that 

all steps are not only the lawyers, but also participate different actors working for 

their rights, such as community advocates, who work at the Center. So, this way, it 

ensures that the participatory defense considers the intersectionality of different 

oppressions, where gender, status and class intertwine in generating violence. Thus 

making, participatory methodology proposal defense and put on the discussion table 

winching Western construction of the meaning of justice.  

One of the most important points for the participative defense besides the legal 

defense is the "strengthening of the heart or the healing of the heart". The tseltal and 

tsotsil philosophy centers its life, its existence and its spirituality in the o'tan (heart), 

it is said that they are a “heart” culture (López- Intzín, 2015a). The participatory 

defense suggests that women may be in the first person without losing their 

collective dimension trying to make a bridge between individual rights and collective 

rights from a critical point that point to change the forms of domination and 

oppression of indigenous women the patriarchal systems in which violence live. Be 

able to take into account the collective dimension without losing the "individual" 

dimension11 the right of women to be able to look in first person brings to change 

"the stalel" (the Indian custom) because they criticize the "customs" rescuing the 

knowledge that women have learned from their ancestority.  

As already mentioned, the violence felt by the indigenous women of the region are 

framed in their bodies and in their ch'ulel / ch'ulelal (soul or spirit); the fears, the guilt, 

the sadness, the mistreatment of the body are nothing more than the clarification of 

all the effects of the system of patriarchal oppressions that women experience. "The 

patriarchal system is configured to die with unhappy bodies and wants us to die 

                                                           
10 1) Reception and participation; 2) Participatory construction of the resolution path of the case; 3) 

Preparation of defense practice. The items described are in the document Olivera, Mercedes, Gloria Flores and 

Alma Padilla, 2015, "Methodology of participatory defense" in Maria Estela Lanari and Claudia Hasanbegović 

(eds.), Women of Latin America, Editorial of the National University Mar del Plata, Mar del Plata, pp. 101-128. 
11 I put it in quotation marks because from the position of the Tseltal and Tsotsil women there is no individual 

dimension as conceived from Western culture, however, in order to build a framework of understanding 

between Western individual rights and collective rights (also built in the West, but from more democratic 

knowledge and wisdom of the peoples) it is necessary to make these distinctions. 
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depressed, wants us to die aged and crying our bodies and wants us to die feeling 

that the patriarchal system won the battle over our bodies" (Cabnal, 2016).  

Violence and human rights violations that women experience not only produce a 

state of shock, but the state in which women also arrive causes them illness, with 

the work of defending the Center and working in groups of women mutual 

assistance attended by women who are in a legal process; we realized that they 

also arrived ill, we began to ask ourselves among all Why do we get sick? How did 

that disease reach our bodies? The women's responses focused on the sadness 

of their hearts, not being able to heal them, not allowing them to act against 

injustices. We saw that the violence was lived in an integral way, just as the women 

of the Highlands of Chiapas live, hence we thought it was important that " healing 

the heart " was part of the defense process. It is an important work that needs the 

wisdom of all, since we also knew that the productions of diseases linked to 

violence were built based on the social, political, economic context that women live, 

this work we do from an application of critical psychology in groups (Interview Alma 

coordinator of the Center, 2014).  

Not being able to heal the heart, does not allow women who seek justice to act; they 

did not even heal the body and the heart, it kept them reproducing the violence with 

other members of their families, since revenge, fear, frustration, shame continue to 

live in the hearts of women.  

Thus, the women who work and collaborate with the Center seek to question the 

system that makes them sick and healed. "In these bodies is where the vital energy 

of rebellion lies, of the transgression of resistances, of eroticism as vital energy" 

(Cabnal , 2016). In a system that is based on violence and despair, revitalizing the 

ancestral forms of recovery of the identities for which it was intended to erase, is a 

political act of resistance, "heal the heart" or " sujtesel-k'otantik " (make our hearts 

turn) is a political process because it makes women recover themselves, think of 

themselves and seek justice for their oppressions within a legal system based on 

reason and punishment. "To heal is a personal and political act and contributes to 

weave of life, healing us through recovering the territory-body, the territory-land, as 
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an opportunity for life. Heal us is also a feminist bet, healed bodies, are emancipated 

bodies" (Cabnal, 2016).  

To make the heart return as the act of healing itself, to realize an immersion in the 

center of our heart as a necessary and conscious fact as subjects-peoples, 

collective-subjects. Re-knowing and re-taking the ethical and emancipatory values 

of our cultures and reaching or awakening our ch'ulel is also our challenge. It is 

necessary to re- think, feel historical subjects to be able to re-insurge as human 

beings. For this we have to unlearn what is apprehended and "re-think" the system, 

that is, to situate ourselves outside it or otherwise to think and deconstruct it through 

the epistemological imagination (López- Íntzin, 2015 b: 194).  

The political process of heart healing aims at an integral legal defense to build an 

ethnic citizenship. Thus, participatory defense becomes not only a legal defense but 

also a defense of the rights of humanity, making visible those "other" ways of 

thinking, knowing and feeling in the world. Participatory defense helps women not 

only take their cases in their hands, but to resume his life assuming first - person 

community; being able to heal a woman's heart also helps to heal the heart of the 

community, since women also seek to heal the environment that surrounds them in 

order to be free from violence.  

In this way, participatory defense makes a double movement to defend the rights of 

indigenous women; on the one hand, the legal defense that aims at women being 

seen as subjects of rights and on the other hand gathers the ancestral wisdom about 

heart healing so that women can defend their rights against a system that violates 

them and respects them victimizes. In this way, the participatory defense of the 

CDMCH struggles not only for the rights of women, but also for the decolonization 

of justice and violence.  

  

3. DIALOGUES OF KNOWLEDGE IN THE LEGAL DEFENSE OF VIOLENCE 

AGAINST INDIGENOUS WOMEN  
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Based on the above, it is necessary to ask ourselves the following question: Why 

does the methodology of "Participatory Defense" allow for an exercise in the 

dialogue of knowledge between state justice and indigenous justice in cases of 

violence against women?  

Although in this paper we could deepen the work of "Healing Heart" and "corazonar" 

from the Tseltal and Tsotzil philosophies12, the result of this research points to the 

construction of intercultural dialogues or knowledge or what Santos (2005) calls a 

translation exercise between the organization of indigenous and mestizo women and 

the conception of justice of positive law and conception of justice of indigenous law. 

For Santos (2005),  

Translation is the procedure that allows to create reciprocal intelligibility between 

the experiences of the world, both available and possible, revealed by the sociology 

of absences and the sociology of emergencies. It is a procedure that does not 

attribute to any set of experiences neither the status of exclusive totality nor the 

status of a homogeneous part. The experiences of the world are treated at different 

moments of translation work as totalities or parts. For example, see the subaltern 

both outside and within the relationship of subalternity (Santos, 2005: 113).  

As we have seen so far, the work of participatory legal defense of CDMCH through 

the recovery of knowledge about "the healing of the heart" or the " suj'tesel k'otantik" 

for the access to justice for Tseltal and Tsotsil women it helps visualize how the 

system of justice administration and enforcement of the State and even indigenous 

rights are part of the victimization of women and systems through which the 

stereotyped are built that victimize and exclude them.  

Through this criticism and visibility of oppressions that allows defense participatory 

methodology realizes that the justice system in Mexico is part of colonization and 

internal colonialism that dominates and excludes not only the indigenous peoples 

but also to women who are part of their communities. While, on the other hand, 

                                                           
12 To deepen the work done by the "Participatory Defense" of the Chiapas Women's Rights Center see Saavedra, 

Laura (2018) Building justice (s) beyond the law: the experiences of indigenous women who participate with 

the Center for Women's Rights of Chiapas, AC, doctoral thesis in anthropology, Center for Research and Higher 

Studies in Social Anthropology, Mexico. 
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through a translation exercise puts at the center of the discussion the ancestral 

Tseltal and tsotsil knowledge about justice, where the o' tan (heart) is the center of 

the Mayan-Tseltal worldview and the importance that, in order to obtain justice or 

have justice, those wounds made by violence must be healed in that heart, that is, 

restore the balance between the chu' lel/chu' elal (spirit), the o 'tan (heart), the 

universe and the community and collective life of the Tseltal and Tsotsil women, 

without neglecting, the claims to their rights from the conception of Western human 

rights; trying to do an exercise of reciprocal intelligibility that of possibilities of thinking 

to the justice in plural beyond the legal system and legality .  

From this, the work of CDMCH in their efforts to enable women to access justice 

becomes a means facilitator identifies concerns of indigenous women he works and 

concerns of the feminist movement, as well as l effort that the State does with respect 

to the problem. This bridge does so by taking up the knowledge of the Tseltal and 

Tsotsil philosophy and other indigenous philosophies and the violence defined in the 

LGAMVLV. You could say then that participatory defense generates an exercise of 

hermeneutics diatopical realizing that all cultures are incomplete and therefore can 

generate dialogue from the questioning of the hegemonic justice.  

Admitting the relativity of cultures does not imply adopting relativism as a philosophical 

attitude. It implies, yes, conceiving universalism as a Western particularity whose 

supremacy as an idea does not reside, but rather in the supremacy of the interests that 

sustain it. The critique of universalism follows from the critique of the possibility of general 

theory (Santos, 2005: 115).    

Now, regarding legal practice proposed by the methodology of Participatory 

Defense, it can be said that a proposal is also built to deconstruct the vision we have 

of indigenous women "subject victim"; in the sense that without denying that the 

conditions and their situation are precarious, they are supported so that they think of 

themselves as subjects of rights and as people who can claim them against the State 

subverting the stereotypes that are constructed with respect to them and fighting 

against them of racism and sexism that are mediating access to justice for women.  

Through this double movement where women who use Participatory Defense 

question the universals of justice and the stereotypes of "the indigenous woman" are 
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credited, therefore, to the objectives not only of the feminist movement, but also to 

the objectives of the indigenous movement as they struggle to put in the center of 

the felt-thinking women regarding their ancestral knowledge about justices, 

knowledge sharing with his people and their communities.  

This situation based on the learning of the peoples to understand other ways of 

feeling-thinking about the world is a counter-hegemonic proposal, since this allows 

women to articulate with other movements, making visible that the violence against 

women in the communities of the Highlands of Chiapas are linked to structural 

violence linked to economic power, hegemonic politics and are part of the 

colonization strategy.  

  

CONCLUSIONS  

We have analyzed in this brief review, how the methodology of Participatory Defense 

for the legal defense of cases of violence against women builds bridges between 

women's own knowledge about the different ways of conceiving access to justice 

and state efforts to eradicate violence against women in various instances of legal 

pluralism in Mexico.  

Through an exercise of intelligibility that goes through the knowledge of the Tseltal 

and Tsotsil philosophies and the knowledge to "heal the heart", the CDMCH it 

questions the universalisms in the conception of justice and together with the 

indigenous women they try to build a defense that not only helps women not to live 

in violence, but new possibilities of defense of the rights of women. This exercise of 

seeking dialogue intercultural allows indigenous women question "customs" of 

violence in their communities, forms colonized access to justice State and through 

the appropriation of its legal defense against the violence that live, they are 

conceived as subjects of rights and as agents of change in favor of women's rights 

without the CDMCH hegemonizing their struggles, but through their knowledge can 

re - build themselves .  
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Finally, this reflection aims to visualize the importance of different social movements 

and actors who managed to balance their struggles for a fairer and more equitable 

world. I believe that these experiences that point to the decolonization of universal 

concepts should set the example and the objective to which we should direct our 

efforts. Although, the experience of the CDMCH is not perfect and certainly has 

flaws, its importance lies in the effort they make to know other ways of conceiving 

justice and their effort to equate them with the conception of the State. It is important 

to mention that through this defense, many advances have been made with respect 

to violence in Chiapas, and although thousands of efforts are still needed, indigenous 

women will continue their struggle for the recognition of their rights before a State 

colonizer and patriarchal.  
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