






Presentation: Natalio Hernández

RETURN TO GENEVA: RECALLING THE DREAM

Remembering my first trip to the United Nations Headquarters in Geneva in 1977 is 

like waking up from a deep sleep.  More than 35 years have passed since that first 

international experience.  I made that trip when I was very young, driven by the 

desire to meet other leaders who were fighting for the political recognition of their 

Peoples. Indeed, it was the first meeting of NGOs at the United Nations 

Headquarters.  We can now say that it was the beginning of a long journey of 

agreement and disagreement with the political ambassadors of the various Nation-

States of the world.

At that time, my role as the leader of the Indigenous organizations of my country was 

just beginning.  From 1973 to 1976, I was the first President of the Organización de 

Profesionistas Indígenas Nahuas, A. C. [Organization of Indigenous Nahua 

Professionals (NPO)].  When I traveled to Geneva, I was the President of the Alianza 

Nacional de Profesionistas Indígenas Bilingües, A. C. [National Alliance of Bilingual 

Indigenous Professionals (NPO)].  Both organizations contributed to a landmark in 

the Indigenous movement in Mexico.  Through these organizations, we developed a 

distinct ideology.  That is, an ideology by Indigenous Peoples for Indigenous 

Peoples.  We waged political battles together with the Consejo Nacional de Pueblos 

Indígenas [National Council of Indigenous Peoples] and other local organizations.  

We can say that during the 1970s, the ideological and political bases for the events 

of 1992, which were related to the 500th anniversary of Indigenous, Black, and 

popular resistance throughout the Americas, were established. The EZLN [Zapatista 

Army of National Liberation] movement of January 1994 was fed by the concepts put 

forward in the 1970s and during the 500th anniversary of Indigenous resistance. 

The legal-political gains achieved through this movement can be seen in the 

Constitutional Reform of 1992, which states that “Mexico is a multicultural nation 

originally based on its Indigenous Peoples.”  This recognition was reaffirmed in 

2001, and was embodied in Article 2 of the Political Constitution.

In the field of education, our organizations forced the Mexican State to reconsider its 

policy of compulsory education in Spanish and move toward a bilingual and bicultural 

education system, in spite of the objections from the prevailing education system.  At 

the heart of the EZLN movement was the goal of transcending a bilingual and 

bicultural education system in favor of an intercultural system for all Mexicans.  This 

new educational focus, based on the Agreement signed by the federal government 

and EZLN in 1996, continues to be faced with resistance to its implementation from 

the national education system.

We have made significant advances related to the creation of institutional spaces for 

the implementation of programs that aid the development of our languages and 

cultures.  There are at least twelve intercultural universities that offer degree 

programs in sustainable development and intercultural management.  Other 
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achievements include the General Law on the Linguistics Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples and the National Institute of Indigenous Languages.  In 2001, the General 

Coordination of Bilingual Intercultural Education was created within the structure of 

the Secretariat of Public Education in order to promote and assist in bilingual 

intercultural education projects spanning all levels of education.

There are several self-managed projects in the field of development that are based 

on intercultural dialogue on the definition and implementation of the various 

development projects related to identity.  Public institutions themselves are 

attempting to break free from their vertical way of thinking and reorient their 

programs and projects according to the vision and experience of the Peoples 

themselves.

Regrettably, in terms of political participation, a large void and political invisibility 

exist in the National Congress and local legislatures.  The number of representatives 

from our communities can be counted on one hand, and comply with their political 

parties more often than they act in the interest of Indigenous Peoples.  This same 

exclusion occurs within the institutions that have been created as a result of the 

battles and demands of Indigenous organizations.  Once created, these institutions 

were run by non-Indigenous academics and politicians who, most of the time, had no 

experience or engagement with our Peoples.

At the international level, important, albeit insufficient, advances have also been 

made.  The International Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the 

UNESCO Declaration and Convention on Cultural Diversity, and ILO Convention 169

make up a basic foundation for the demands and application of the legal-political 

rights of our Peoples.

It is not my desire to give a detailed account here of the advances the Indigenous 

movement has gained in overcoming indigenist, paternalistic and integrationist 

policies.  Nor will I pretend that everything has changed in favor of development and 

the full participation of the original peoples of Mexico in the social and political life of 

the country.  

I believe that we have arrived at the 21st century with new goals for the future 

generations of our Peoples.  One of them is how to achieve equality through 

difference.  That is, how to maintain our identity (i.e., our languages, values, 

ancestral memory, distinct worldviews) in the face of globalization.  The second goal 

relates to how to integrate or combine tradition and modernity in a way that allows us 

to take advantage of technological advances without sacrificing our identity.  The 

third goal is to learn foreign languages in order to be able to relate our languages to 

them with equity, pride and dignity.  The fourth goal addresses how to stop the 

disproportionate plundering of the natural resources and territory of our Peoples by 

multinational corporations.

I personally believe that, after the long confrontation between our Peoples and the 

State and society of the majority, it is possible to build bridges of dialogue and 
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understanding in order to redirect the development projects that impact our Peoples.  

This is no easy task, as there is a large amount of apathy, prejudice and exclusion 

that serve as obstacles on the path to intercultural dialogue in order to achieve the 

full development of our Peoples.

When I speak about intercultural dialogue, I am thinking of the words of Raimundo 

Panikar, who recommends that we understand the thought processes of others in 

order to build a symmetric, respectful and fair dialogue among equals.  Up to now, 

the arrogance of politicians and the ethnocentrism of the West have limited the 

possibilities of a dialogue that has the characteristics I mentioned.  However, I 

believe that we must continue to sow small seeds so that they will blossom in the 

future.

Education continues to be a fundamental tool in the creation of spaces for 

intercultural dialogue for new generations.  Therefore, the reformulation of the 

education systems of the countries of the world is vital.  In the case of Mexico, I have 

reiterated, at several academic forums, that the current education system is like an 

old, one-color suit that was designed 100 years ago for a homogeneous Nation-

State.  What we need in the 21st century is a new, multi-colored suit that responds to 

the cultural and linguistic diversity of Mexico, from where one can reflect on the 

dialogue on knowledge and the reasonable and responsible appropriation of new 

information technologies.  

I would like to conclude by saying that, in the case of Mexico, there is a new 

generation of “modern” politicians who do not perceive the importance of recovering 

knowledge and ancestral memory for the reaffirmation of the Mexican identity 

regarding cultural diversity.  They believe even less in the need to promote 

intercultural dialogue for the drafting and implementation of public policies that 

promote the national development of identity.  However, I still hope that the current 

administration of the federal government understands the importance of intercultural 

dialogue with the original peoples of Mexico in order to redirect education policy and 

the development of the Mexican nation based on the multiculturalism that identifies 

us.  Above all, it must open spaces of institutional and political participation to the 

representatives and leaders of the Indigenous Peoples.  If we do not begin now, 

tomorrow will be too late.

Tlalpan, Mexico.  20 July 2013     
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