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Glossary






	C4

	
 Centre for Control, Command, Communications and Computing. There are C4 surveillance centres in all the major cities of Mexico






	C.C.A.

	Cuerpo Consultivo Agrario – Agrarian Advisory Board






	C.E.F.E.R.E.S.O.

	Centro Federal de Readaptación Social – Federal Social Readaptation Centre






	C.I.M.A.

	Centro Internacional de Medicina – Centre of International Medicine, one of a number of private hospitals in Mexico and Latin America








	C.I.D.H.

	Comisión Interamericana de los Derechos Humanos – Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (I.A.C.H.R.)






	C.N.D.H.

	Comisión Nacional de los Derechos Humanos – National Commission for Human Rights






	C.I.A.

	Agencia de Investigación Criminal – Criminal Investigation Agency






	C.I.S.E.N.

	Centro de Investigación y Seguridad Nacional – Centre for Intelligence and National Security






	C.O.N.A.L.E.P.

	Colegio Nacional de Educación Profesional Técnica – National College of Professional Technical Education






	D.E.A

	Drugs Enforcement Administration






	D.I.F.

	Desarrollo Integral de la Familia – Integral Family Development Clinic






	E.M.A.F.

	Equipo Mexicano de Antropología Forense – Mexican Forensic Anthropology Team






	F.E.A.D.L.E.

	La Fiscalia para la Atención de Delitos cometidos contra la Libertad de Expresión – The Special Prosecutor for Crimes against Freedom of Expression








	F.E.M.O.S.P.P.

	Fiscalía Especial para Movimientos Sociales y Políticos del Pasado – Special Prosecutor’s Office for Social and Political Movements of the Past








	G.I.E.I.

	Interdisciplinary Group of Independent Experts








	I.A.C.H.R.

	Inter-American Commission on Human Rights






	I.M.S.S.

	Instituto Mexicano de Seguridad Social – Mexican Social Security Institute






	INSYDE

	Instituto para la Seguridad y la Democracia – Institute for Security and Democracy






	I.S.S.S.T.E.

	Instituto de Seguridad y Servicios Sociales de los Trabajadores del Estado – Institute for Security and Social Services for Public Sector Workers








	O.A.S.

	Organisation of American States






	O.B.I.

	Órgano de Búsqueda de Información – Intelligence Gathering Authority






	O.E.C.D.

	Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development






	P.A.N.

	Partido Acción Nacional – National Action Party






	P.G.R.

	Procurador del Gobierno de la República – Attorney General of the Republic






	P.G.J.G.

	Procuraduría General de Justicia del Estado de Guerrero – Guerero Attorney General






	P.I.P.S.A.

	Productora e Importadora de Papel S.A. – Production and Importation of Paper S.A.






	P.V.E.M.

	Partido Verde Ecologista de México – Green Ecologist Party of Mexico






	P.R.I.

	Partido Revolucionario Institucional – Institutional Revolutionary Party






	S.E.I.D.O.

	Subprocuraduría Especializada en Investigación de Delincuencia Organizada – Assistant Attorney General’s Office for Special Investigations on Organised Crime








	S.P.P.

	Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America






	S.S.P.

	Secretaría de Seguridad Pública – Ministry for Public Safety






	U.P.O.E.G.

	Unión de Pueblos y Organizaciones del Estado de Guerrero – Union of Towns and Organisations of the State of Guerrero









Preface


Elena Poniatowska


ONCE UPON A TIME drivers on their way to Acapulco would stop off at Chilpancingo in order to refuel or fix a puncture. Today Chilpancingo is a key city in the denunciation of governmental abuse, thanks to the authoritative voice of a 98-year-old social campaigner, a former GP, Doctor Pablo Sandoval Cruz. A few kilometres off the Autopista del Sol you can find the Ayotzinapa Rural Teacher Training College, where forty-three students on their way to becoming school teachers were abducted and disappeared.1


Ever since September 26, 2014, their parents have been on the road in the United States and Europe, to denounce this crime against humanity. Many years ago, a teacher by the name of Lucio Cabañas, observing that the authorities never once addressed themselves to the desperate poverty of his students, took to the sierra with a band of local peasants from the State of Guerrero, committed to putting their lives on the line. The same path was taken by Genaro Vázquez Rojas, a teacher at the same college, named after Raúl Isidro Burgos who was murdered on February 2, 1972.


The teacher training college was deemed a nest of guerrillas and has been continually demonised by the government of Guerrero, a state known for its violence and narco-trafficking. Corrupt state governors – from Caballero Aburto to Ángel Aguirre – made the region a byword for catastrophe. Due to corrupt government, the state has become notorious for dishonest politicians and an army repeatedly accused of collusion in narco-trafficking.


Juan Villoro knows better than anyone else how just how much the people of Guerrero live on a knife edge, most of all those who are vital in the support of their mothers, and younger brothers and sisters. Getting involved in narco-trafficking brings far better returns than dedicating one’s life to subsistence farming. Becoming a teacher is – against all the odds – one rare area of choice for young peasant boys. “I want to be a teacher, I could become a bilingual school teacher.” In Guerrero, some twenty indigenous languages coexist – among which the most common are Nuhuatl, Amuszo, Tlapanec and Mixtec – and only 30 per cent of native speakers are also fluent in Spanish.


Ayotzinapa Teacher Training College accepts these young hopefuls, although it has little to offer them than a daily bowl of beans. As Juan Villoro has said elsewhere: “Guerrero has long been a land of shame and disgrace, but also one of resistance.”


Villoro knows all about children’s living conditions in Mexico City because he, too, once decided to lose himself on the streets. A writer of Villoro’s stature, a member of the National College and honoured with Spain’s Herralde Prize for his novel El testigo (The Witness), stands out among the contributors to The Sorrows of Mexico thanks to the particular slant of his writing and his opinion pieces in the daily newspaper Reforma. His attitude to life is equally striking, as is his trenchant skill in criticising the present government. As far as he is concerned, in Mexico carnival co-exists with the apocalypse. Street children in Mexico City survive without fathers or mothers, without even a dog to bark for them. They can only share the extreme poverty of their comrades on the street, and marijuana and cocaine as their fate. To have a mate is to be able to rely on someone, whether or not they happen to rape you or – worse – abandon you.


Let me illustrate Juan Villoro’s words with a personal anecdote about Guerrero, one of the most corrupt regions in Mexico. In 1943, my mother, Paula Amor de Poniatowski, took my sister and I in her car to Acapulco. In other words, she drove her Chrysler from Mexico City to the coastal port, unafraid of taking the sharpest hairpin bends along the Cañón del Zopilote (Vultures’ Canyon) on her own. We arrived safe and sound at the one hotel which used to exist there. It overlooked the beach and was called El Papagayo (The Parrot). In those days the only people living in Acapulco were peasants, fishermen and B. Traven, author of Rebellion of the Hanged and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, who hid his identity behind Mexican palm fronds.


Later on the King of Acapulco, otherwise known as Teddy Stauffer, founded the Tequila-a-Gogo Cabaret, and played host to Rita Hayworth, Orson Welles, Diego Rivera, Lola Olmedo and the rest of the stars who came over from Hollywood. In the blink of an eye, Acapulco became a magnet for international tourism and Miguel Alemán, then President of Mexico, either built or permitted to be built skyscrapers just like those in Miami. He presented his lover, Leonora Amar, with a fully equipped beach and round-the-clock police protection. Other members of his Cabinet selected the best spots on the bay for themselves, and the rightful owners of Acapulco – the fishermen and peasants – either sold up their properties for no more than a few cents, or simply lost them outright. They were left with no alternative but to go back to the mountains where they were obliged to live without electric light or drinking water, without anything to show for their sacrifice. Their sole chance of work, if they did not return to the mountains again, was to work out their days washing dishes or cleaning rooms in the new luxury hotels. From that time onwards, Guerrero witnessed the start of a grotesque inequality, one which fed one successive guerrilla movement after another.


Guerrero may be among the most poverty-stricken regions of Mexico, but it bears Acapulco stuck like a gold medal on its chest. The influx of tourism and the boom in night-clubs, discotheques and prostitutes underwrite its prosperity. Johnny Weissmuller, the US film industry’s Tarzan, died (without Chita) in Acapulco; Henry Kissinger, Secretary of State to President Richard Nixon, enjoyed special access to the Yacht Club in the same way, as did Elvis Presley, Carlos Santana, Ringo Starr, Sofia Loren, Dolores del Río, María Félix and Alain Delon. A Film Festival in the Fort at San Diego crowned Acapulco’s cosmopolitanism for “having become internationalised ever since the opium trade was able to compete on a par with Afghanistan”.


Due to political corruption in recent years, many Mexicans have reached the conclusion that a drugs overlord could prove the most likely benefactor. In Mexico City, “benefactors” have come to mean the pimps and rapists who have been so extensively documented by the journalist, Lydia Cacho.


*


Diego Enrique Osorno is, by any standards, one of the most respected of all our combative reporters. With extraordinary courage, which he has proved time and again, he exposes himself to arguably more dangers than anyone else. Carlos Slim (the richest man in Mexico who appears on the Forbes List just below Bill Gates) agreed to give him an interview, and Osorno turned their discussion into a book, Slim. Osorno is an expert in drugs journalism, winning international awards which place him at the forefront of non-fiction writing, while inside Latin America he causes a similar sensation to that of Federico Mastrogiovanni in Italy, whose catch phrase is “violence as a new form of government”. Diego Enrique Osorno risks his life by denouncing the Zetas, the Sinaloa cartel, the meddling of the United States in our country and in making documentary films such as El poder de la silla (The Power of the Throne) produced by Andrés Clariond Rangel, which focused on four Mexican State governors.


In “I’m the Guilty One”, and in parallel with the way in which Villoro has documented narco-trafficking and street children, Osorno tackles the fire at the A.B.C. Children’s Nursery in Sonora, one of the major catastrophes in our country’s recent history. On June 5, 2009, forty-nine infants died due to the negligence and corruption within our institutional authorities. Since these child deaths were threatening to occlude the election of Sonora’s next governor, the issue was played down: there was a cover-up. Osorno gives an agonising description of the rage of Roberto Zavala Trujillo, who ran to search for his baby son Santiago, following the plumes of smoke rising from the nursery and clearly visible from kilometres away at Hermosillo. He failed to find him in every hospital he visited, each time coming up against further human stupidity: “The receptionist still had not realised that a tragedy was unfolding in the city, and reacted in the off-hand manner typical of overworked hospital staff. ‘Hey, say something! I’m looking for a boy, Santiago de Jesús Zavala, from the A.B.C. nursery,’ Roberto shouted.’


‘Ah, yes: carry on down that way.’”


In only one hospital did the nurses hang up the children’s clothing to help with their identification. Roberto Zavala Trujillo’s search ended in the institute of the forensic medical services. It was there they handed over to him his dead son.


At a demonstration of nearly 10,000 people, Roberto Zavala Trujillo declared himself guilty of the death of his son: “Because I am an honest person who has a job, who has to fulfil his working hours, who pays into Social Security for giving me the chance to send my boy to that nursery, where I was told they had adopted all the proper safety measures. I am guilty for trusting them . . . I am guilty for the death of my son.”


In just the same way, his article “Lily Sings Like a Little Bird”, is a song to the child-woman whose voice can no longer sing as she becomes a sex slave, dishonoured in the hotel beds where she has to earn at least three or four thousand pesos a day. Not that the dealers or pimps do much better out of the arrangement, since the poor women who migrate from Central America cannot succeed in improving their lot from low to better paid. They come and go along the streets around the La Merced market, where women are treated no better than an onion or a carrot. They spend all day standing on the streets waiting for a client, only to have to hand over what they earn to their pimps, who once declared their love and promised the stars in the heavens to them.


*


I had never before read such a harrowing account as that given by the writer Emiliano Ruiz Parra in “The Wreck of the Tangerines”. It is impossible not to be moved by a text such as his. Moby Dick has nothing on him and Herman Melville fell short when set beside this living horror! The shipwreck of the workers on the Usumacinta Pemex oil rig in the Campeche Sound will remain in our minds forever, thanks to the extraordinary account from an exceptional documentarist. Emiliano Ruiz Parra was a journalist on the daily newspaper Reforma, and published his remarkable “The Wreck of the Tangerines” there. Any reader, however indifferent, will feel in their guts the full force of eight-metre high waves threatening to crash down upon the platform anchored in the waters of the Gulf of Mexico, where a small oil rig is little better than a floating islet, struggling not to topple over with everything and everyone upon it and all its crude oil into the depths of the ocean.


Before I’d read Ruiz Parra, I had no idea of the destruction that could be caused by a “cold front”, nor did I know that the front could transform itself into a hurricane. The head of maintenance ordered everyone to remain at their work stations but Pensamiento (Thinker), a nickname given to him by his friends and fellow workers, “worried that hydrogen sulphide, a gas heavier than air, might concentrate below the platform, where a single spark could blow it to pieces. He also knew that even the briefest exposure to hydrogen sulphide could be lethal.” Alfredo de la Cruz, a.k.a. Pensamiento, was one of the Pemex employees working shifts of twelve hours a day on the rig in fourteen-day stretches before being allowed off, to take fourteen days’ leave on dry land.


In “The Dream of Jesús Fragoso”, Ruiz Parra relates how Don Jesús Fragoso Aceves – known, to all as El Chango (Country Boy) – “dressed like a peasant, in cowboy hat, homespun trousers, and sandals, a rough bag slung over his shoulder . . . like a poor Indian” dared to set foot in the Supreme Courts of Justice of the Nation to defend his community’s right to his land and was murdered in cold blood.


Mexico appears to be scarred by tragedies which exclusively impact upon the marginalised, those whom socioeconomic studies tend to label “vulnerable groups”.


*


Lydia Cacho, Anabel Hernández and Marcela Turati; Juan Villoro, Diego Enrique Osorno, Emiliano Ruiz Parra and Sergio González Rodríguez are outraged by Ayotzinapa and what can be considered “one of the worst tragedies in the recent history of Mexico”. How many more “worst tragedies” still await us? How many more are to be added to the victims already buried all across the nation, their bodies still waiting to be disinterred? How many more mass graves remain for us still to uncover? From Mexican soil and its skeletons buried deep within spring pain and rage. We shall no doubt never learn how many forced abductions there have been, and how many dead remain to be counted, ever since President Felipe Calderón’s government began his vain and absurd war on narco-trafficking. Nor shall we ever learn how many women and men lost their identities by becoming just one more corpse among so many others, buried in one of yet another clandestine grave, and as Sergio González Rodríguez reminds us: “A body is a person”, not a lost identity.


I have been impressed by the fact that my friend, the literary critic Sergio González Rodríguez has recourse to anamorphosis, a way of seeing that derives from the Renaissance and is linked to the development of optics as a scientific discipline. It was the Italians who first began to polish mirrors, and they eventually succeeded in making telescopic lenses, along the lines of the Newtonian telescope. Caravaggio used them to experiment with light in his paintings as Canaletto would do later. They both used the camera obscura: a mirror on which it was possible to paint a reflection of the artist’s features, as they look both normally and also when distorted. González Rodríguez – perhaps the most attacked and persecuted of all the contributors to this book (his injuries having incapacitated him for long periods of time) arguably used the process of anamorphosis to overcome the suffering to which he was exposed in the years a denunciation of femicide in Mexico City, so giving us the impression that he is on the point of either leaving (or returning) like Holbein’s “The Ambassadors”, who appear to be emerging from the picture frame. González Rodríguez succeeded in emerging from the horror he lived through via his writing and his focus on art.


Information is power, and those exalted by public office turn it to their advantage. To the Mexican government, an individual who thinks is more dangerous that one who carries a gun. From this derives the disaster that passes for education in our country, and the scorn we express for culture, along with a mistrust and contempt for intellectuals and the well-founded criticism expressed by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (C.I.D.H.), which quite clearly – and justly – considers Mexico to be a country that is both dysfunctional and a disgrace.


On March 2, 2016, following a visit to our country from September 28 to October 2 of the previous year, the C.I.D.H. detailed how in Mexico forced abductions are more than a common occurrence, they are a regular one, to which the state’s response is wholly inadequate. “According to the National Register of Data on Persons Missing or Disappeared, those persons ‘not located’ on September 30, 2015, amount to 26,798.” Yet another statistic attaching to Peña Nieto’s six-year presidency are the 94,000 victims of murder.


The 200 pages of the report summarise the violence which overwhelms our country. In addition to our failed human rights record it “analyses the situation regarding murder, violence and threats made against journalists, which together render Mexico one of the most dangerous countries in the world in which to exercise their profession”.


Few workers here have the privilege of being able to count on the protection of the law, or even believe that their basic rights would be respected if they did. The tragedy of the oil rig in the Campeche Sound where twenty-two oil workers died, along with two crew members of the boat attempting a mid-ocean rescue, exemplifies the state of abandonment in which the vast majority of Mexicans live.


Their only option was to take to lifeboats, known as “tangerines” because of their bright orange colour, and abandon the rig. Emiliano Ruiz Parra explains to us here that while the workers “were experts in welding, operating cranes and engines, drilling, preparing concrete and feeding a legion of workers . . . Some could not swim”.


Twenty-two of their number who should not have died there did so.


The National Commission on Human Rights (C.N.D.H.) concluded: “We observed that the human rights of the 23 individuals who lost their lives on 23rd October 2007 were grossly violated in the Campeche Sound, as were those of the further 68 persons wounded.” Not a single state official was either sacked or sanctioned.


These “worst tragedies”, at Ayotzinapa, of the A.B.C. Children’s Nursery, or in the Campeche Sound are the consequence of poor government; and those who die through violence, are qualified as collateral damage by former president, Felipe Calderón. His idiotic war on drugs trafficking left thousands more dead in its wake.


Sergio González Rodríguez’s essay is indispensible because it shows the pain of a victim who not only needs to struggle with criminal atrocities but who confronts the infinity of locked doors inside the “Mexican justice” system. “Given that their access to justice is blocked, victims can only be certain of one thing: that they hover on the periphery of the law. They can never be sure they will receive a hearing and their very identity as individuals connects them to a pattern linking them to people who share the same predicament. The conforming and conformity of victims makes it probable that they will end up as mere statistics alongside others in some official compilation.”


González Rodríguez recounts the case of the model and events organiser Adriana Ruiz from Tijuana who was abducted, tortured, decapitated and flung onto a rubbish tip. “A victim’s murder is a repeated occurrence: first in reality and later, as sensationalist news items powered by what can be reproduced from images taken by the criminals.”


According to González Rodríguez, to be honest in Mexico is to put your life at risk. So it occurred in the case of Daniel Arriaga, who uncovered examples of government corruption and negligence which he denounced in a letter to Felipe Calderón, the former president of Mexico. He did not receive a reply, but some time later he found a suitcase full of money on his doorstep. “He took it to the office of the individual he suspected had sent it: someone higher in the chain of command . . . who threatened him with two options: either he should accept the money or resign and keep quiet, otherwise he and his family would be killed.”


In Mexico, power renders ill those who exercise it. The best analysts of our country have observed that it is impossible to tell criminals and politicians apart.


*


Lydia Cacho, a leader writer and a heroine of our times, has lived in her own flesh the risks that single her out among all the social campaigners and defenders of children. Her two books Los demonios del Edén (The Demons of Eden) and Memorias de una infamia (Memories of an Outrage) had a major impact on Mexican society.


Lydia Cacho Ribeiro, tall and slender, with a mass of dark hair, became famous as a result of being denounced by the Lebanese entrepreneur Kamel Nacif, a paedophile protected by the former governor of Puebla Mario Marín, who stripped her of her freedom and subjected her to a legal process in the course of which the only fortunate winner could be his friend Kamel Nacif. Brave, honourable Lydia, knew that her life was at risk while she was suffering such persecution. She was imprisoned, following which daily harassment forced her to live abroad, rather than continue to live avoiding threats and relentless pursuit between Puebla, Mexico City or in Cancún. She denounced child pornography, judicial corruption and the zero interest the authorities had in granting her any degree of protection. On the contrary, the government just as much as organised crime were on the point of doing away with her. Might they just possibly be one and the same? She was afraid she would become the 95th journalist to be assassinated in Mexico since 2001.


*


To tell the truth is to run a massive risk. Anabel Hernández, a contributor to the daily newspaper Proceso, knows as much from her own experience, through having her home broken into, and through her own persecution. With her cropped hair and round face, she looked almost like a young girl when I first saw her during a television interview, together with Virgilio Caballero. I admired her self-possession and her cool head. She reveals that there are numerous scapegoats among those assumed to be responsible for government massacres and names names; in some cases they are labourers like Patricio Reyes Landa. One by one, she documents the stories which were smuggled between prison bars, leading later to denunciations by wives and relatives. If those assumed guilty were victims of rape, asphyxiation, beatings, electrocution and other forms of torture, it becomes too easy to ask oneself: what on earth have they done to the students, the rebels, the poor, or the forty-three Ayotzinapa College trainee teachers?


Anabel’s investigative journalism caught in the crossfire of bullets flying from both police and army guns, between life and death, puts her own life in danger. Curiously, she employs the same language as her aggressors and her writing harnesses police terminology. Her book La Familia Presidencial (The President’s Family), about the personal enrichment of former President Vicente Fox Quesada created a sensation: in 2010, she published Los señores del narco (Narcoland: The Mexican Drug Lords and their Godfathers) and soon learnt of a plan to murder her “so it would all look like an accident”. That was the reason why the National Commission on Human Rights provided her with two bodyguards. “The fact that a journalist has to go about accompanied by armed guards is a disgrace to any nation. I am in constant fear for my own and my family’s physical safety, but fear only drives me onwards, and convinces me I’m on the right track.”


How can it be possible that Marcela Turati, Lydia Cacho and Anabel Hernández are obliged to live in such danger in their own country? On November 21, 2015, Anabel published a letter of denunciation in Proceso, when four men raided her home, as a result of the publication of her report on the forty-three disappeared Ayotzinapa college students.


Such a degree of aggression has become normal: “On December 21, 2013, a group of at least eleven armed men, who claimed to come from the Federal Police and the Zetas drugs gang, seized control of the street where I live, in a suburb of the Federal District of Mexico City. They broke into my housing complex, pointing guns at my neighbours and demanding to know where I live, before violently breaking into my home”. Rubén Espinosa, the photojournalist murdered on July 31, 2015, was not so lucky.


Marcela Turati, Lydia Cacho and Anabel Hernández live under conditions of “exceptional risk”, in the words of the “Mechanism for the Protection of the Defenders of Human Rights and Journalism”, produced by the Ministry of the Interior. Ricardo Nájera, Head of the Special Prosecutor for Crimes against Freedom of Expression (F.E.A.D.L.E.), has promised to give them the “historic truth” about the attacks made on them. No doubt this is the same historic truth intended to close “the Iguala case”, one that Anabel calls into question in her article. On November 21, 2015, Hernández declared: “I’ve struggled for a long time not to become another name on the long list of murdered journalists. The types of aggression I have suffered over the past five years have completely overturned my life and that of my family.”


James Cavallaro, President of the C.I.D.H., was firm: “The challenge to the Mexican state is to close the persistent breach between its official norms and the daily reality experienced by the greater part of the population, when they come in search of swift and effective justice.”


The federal government could not let such “an affront” go. Also, on March 2, it declared itself amazed that the report from the C.I.D.H. “does not reflect the general situation in the country”, now that the state insists it has made advances on human rights not taken into account by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. The communiqué concludes categorically: “Our country is not living through a crisis in the field of human rights . . .”


Naturally enough, what government functionary, sitting in his luxurious office, is going to know anything about the harm done to our indigenous people, to migrants and women, or about the inhumane days our street children have to endure, washing car windscreens on the streets of Mexico City? Who or what is more to blame: the corrupt bureaucrat behind his desk or the report produced by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights?


The Ministries of State for the Interior, External Relations and the General Office of the Republic protested: “The methods employed by the C.I.D.H. in order to assemble their report had but one particular slant. Instead of producing an assessment of the state of compliance in the state’s obligations, it focused on seeking out and dwelling on specific violations, taking into account the six federal states, in order to reach their baseless conclusions.”


If the C.I.D.H. were to expand its investigation to all the thirty-two federal states, debts would rise, and the Government of the Republic would need to do something more than express irritation. We everyday Mexicans, and we the outraged, are more numerous than the government. We cannot overlook, still less forget the atrocities taking place in Tlatlaya, Apatzingán, Tanhuato and Ayotzinapa between 2014 to 2015.


*


“Violence changed my sense of identity,” says Marcela Turati, a journalist on Proceso and the most tender and responsible person one could possibly know. “My training taught me nonintervention, how not to get myself involved, stay always neutral, not become the protagonist of any cause. Only now have present circumstances obliged Periodistas de a Pie (Grassroots Journalists) to request help from international human rights organisations, provide them with necessary information, tell them what is going on in Mexico, so now I have become a different person”.2


In Washington Marcela Turati received the Washington Office on Latin America (W.O.L.A.) Prize in 2013, alongside Senator Tom Harkin – who has struggled for human rights for more than forty years – and Ambassador Milton Romani Gerner from Uruguay, who combats drugs trafficking.


An independent journalist, who graduated from the Iberoamericana University, Marcela never imagined that reporting on poverty would lead her to the subject of the victims of narco-trafficking. In 2006, she co-founded the organisation Periodistas de a Pie to assist journalists investigating the subject of poverty. “Violence came looking for journalists without warning”. Marcela had been forced to change the focus of her career drastically; and she came to prepare her comrades not to die. She brought them psychological and legal support, even founding a shelter for persecuted journalists. She also provided advice to child survivors of a massacre, providing additional information on how not to run unnecessary risks inside conflict zones. In consequence of the war on drugs, the role of a reporter was transformed into an act of resistance.


By 2010, the border city of Ciudad Juárez “had already turned into a national scrapyard of the dead, and newspapers published the scores for murders on a daily basis. Known as the ‘executionometer’.” Marcela met with groups of mothers, daughters, and wives in the most violent neighbourhoods, to share the enveloping horror, and to help them have the courage to come through.


All the women had been through the hardest experience of their lives: the disappearance and murder of a child. Marcela listened to the question of an old woman brought before a judge: “If they give me a bag of bones and tell me it’s my son, how do I know it’s him?”


Nowadays it is easy to see these women on every demonstration outside government offices waiting to see a bureaucrat who may well not even look at them. It is also easy to encounter them in civic organisations. They swell the lines of demonstrators, holding up photographs of their missing loved ones.


Official indifference obliges the women to undertake their own searches, sometimes alone, sometimes under the wing of a fellow civic organisation.


Marcela Turati’s text conveys their role in the struggle: “It is they who travel the length and breadth of the country . . . to uncover the whereabouts of the husband, son or brother, any or all of them disappeared . . . It is they who remain on the home front – at homes now without a man, but with an abundance of children to feed.”


Ciudad Juárez was the first city to epitomise violence against women. The cries and the abuse they suffer are endorsed by a macho society, even including assassination. The word “femicide” has joined the lexicon to describe the daily atrocities taking place in our country.


What is life composed of? What composes the weave of the infinite fabric of our unfolding destiny? In Mexico, there are thousands of women who have no other project that matters in their lives beyond their children. These three women journalists – Lydia Cacho, Marcela Turati and Anabel Hernández and the great Carmen Aristegui3 (sacked from her programmes on state media) – reverse their fate and, without realising it, they become Marxists, Indianists, heroines and Antigones. By saving their children from oblivion they save their country.


*


All those who have joined in creating The Sorrows of Mexico are well-known writers and journalists. Villoro is just barely sixty years old; Osorno began writing in Milenio; Turati and Hernández in Proceso. Their articles are a reference point in Mexican literature and current affairs columns. Not only have they published best-selling books but they take the side of what is in effect a suppurating wound, in other words they support Ayotzinapa, and make their denunciations at the risk of their own lives in a real but shadowy Mexico. These authors are a window opening onto a cleansing process, or, perhaps to put it better, a process of clarification and lucidity, as Octavio Paz calls it in his poem sent back from India where he was the Mexican ambassador following the massacre of probably hundreds of students in Mexico City on October 2, 1968.




Interruptions from the West (3)4


(Mexico City: The 1968 Olympiad)
for Dore and Adja Yunkers


Limpidity


(perhaps it’s worth


writing across the purity


of this page)


is not lucid:


it is fury


(yellow and black


mass of bile in Spanish)


spreading over the page.


Why?


Shame is anger


turned against oneself:


if


an entire nation is ashamed


it is a lion poised


to leap.


(The municipal


employees wash the blood


from the Plaza of the Sacrificed.)


Look now


stained


before anything worth it


was said:


lucidity.





The feminist Marcela Turati is the most pained of all, for she experiences at first hand the search followed by the opening up of mass graves. Devastated, she is the person who has had most contact with mothers and fathers who she has witnessed “scratching at the earth with open hearts, with their own bare hands”. To her, forced abductions and murders “encapsulate what this country has become”. Many of these mothers turn to Marcela, knowing that from her they will receive the care and compassion our government is incapable of giving them. In many cases, the journalists have functioned as a bulwark against iniquity. Their articles were not enough, so today they walk hand in hand with the victims.


Translated by Amanda Hopkinson




Introduction


NARRATING THE DOWNFALL


Felipe Restrepo Pombo


MEXICO IS A VAST TERRITORY, almost a continent, with a diverse and sometimes impenetrable terrain. It is a difficult place for anyone to travel around, and especially for a foreigner. Above all, it is a complicated country. The Colombian writer Santiago Gamboa, who lived in India, used to say: “In the first month I thought I knew everything about India. When I had been there for many years, I realised I had understood nothing.” The same could be said about Mexico, a country described by Juan Villoro – cited by Elena Poniatowska who contributed the preface to this book – as a place where “carnival lives alongside apocalypse”.


I moved to Mexico in the summer of 2006, and found myself in the middle of a severe political crisis. At that time a bitter election campaign was being fought between Felipe Calderón, the National Action Party (P.A.N.) candidate, and Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the candidate for the Party of the Democratic Revolution (P.R.D.). After a violent confrontation that culminated in public protests – and profound social division – Calderón was declared the winner.


In those first years, I explored this new arena like an unsuspecting witness right at the heart of the fire. I thought then – and still do today – that Mexico was one of the most fascinating countries on the planet. I am not going to start listing all of its qualities here, but I will say that I immediately felt at home.


Yet even as I enjoyed the carnival, I began to detect signs of the apocalypse. One of the first I remember – which I described at the time in a story for the Colombian newspaper El Espectador – took place on September 15, 2008, the eve of Mexico’s Independence Day. A group of masked men threw two grenades into the crowd celebrating in the town square in Morelia, the capital of Michoacán state. This was the first attack carried out by narco-traffickers against civilians in the country’s history, and it was no coincidence that it took place in Calderón’s hometown. It was an act of retaliation against his policy of waging war on organised crime.


Later, in mid 2009, I remember the arrest of Arnoldo Rueda Medina – nicknamed La Minsa – an important member of the criminal organisation known as La Familia. Rueda Medina was arrested during a shootout in the neighbourhood of Chapultepec Sur, also in Morelia. Just a few hours after his arrest, the powerful cartel he belonged to set out on a macabre act of revenge. They started by attacking a police station, shooting at it from armoured trucks and throwing grenades. This was followed by several random attacks. The Monday after the arrest, twelve bodies were found on a motorway: their hands were tied behind their backs and they showed signs of having been tortured. They were all police officers. Next to their corpses was a hand-written message on a white cardboard sign saying: “Come for another one, we’re waiting for you.”


In March 2010 I had the chance to watch a strange video that had arrived at the editorial department of one of the country’s most popular TV news programmes. The footage, sent in by an anonymous contributor, chronicled the events that took place in the early hours of March 15 of that year in Creel, a town in Chihuahua state. The images showed a group of heavily armed men taking control of the town’s main streets. Rather more than twenty hitmen took up position outside a wealthy-looking house, before going in and murdering nine people. They then burst into other homes in the neighbourhood and kidnapped some young women who they forced into their trucks. Next, without a care in the world, they began stopping the cars driving through the streets and beating up their drivers. Finally, they celebrated by sharing out a whole bag of cocaine between them. This all took over an hour, during which time no authorities appeared at any moment. After the video was broadcasted, the office of the Attorney General of Chihuahua announced that they had identified the criminals. Soon after that, the state’s Assistant Attorney General, Sandra Ivonne Salas García, was murdered.


Scenes like these began invading Mexico’s body politic like tumours. In Tamaulipas, one of the most violent zones, some Al-Jazeera reporters said they had never been anywhere so dangerous or precarious. In Nuevo León, the authorities started handing out leaflets advising citizens on what to do if they happened to find themselves caught up in a gunfight. In Chihuahua, people stopped going to the local bars, preferring to cross the border into the United States for a night out.


For a long time the violence was seen as a marginal phenomenon, but eventually the outbreak spread to the big cities. The rise of organised crime began to be felt in Monterrey and Guadalajara. Even Mexico City, which had been considered an oasis, was no longer safe: not even la Condesa, one of the capital’s most touristy, cosmopolitan areas, could escape the gunfights and murders. “People are beginning to see violence as something normal. There is no large-scale censorship of crime,” said Ernesto López Portillo, Director of the Institute for Security and Democracy, when I asked him about this issue a while ago.


“Organised crime has been gaining ground little by little. Its strikes are getting more and more spectacular, demonstrating how powerful it has become,” explained Alberto Islas, director of Risk Evaluation, a consultancy firm that advises various governments on matters of security. An atmosphere of uncertainty and impunity began to grip the country: each day crimes took place that people no longer spoke about and which were never even investigated by the authorities. The level of impunity is thought to be at 90 per cent, and that is only for the crimes that are reported. “It’s like a Swiss cheese: there are some parts where the holes are deeper. In some of these regions the State no longer has any control,” Islas told me.


Finally, one of the most decisive events in recent decades took place in September 2014: the disappearance of 43 students from the Raúl Isidro Burgos Rural Teachers College in Iguala, Guerrero State.


The case provoked all kinds of reactions. However, for me the words of the courageous Elena Poniatowska stand out once more as a particularly emotional memory. At the awards ceremony for the National Journalism Prize, where she won the lifetime achievement award, she made a statement about the forty-three students. She went up on stage, turned to face the audience – which included various government officials – and said firmly: “Receiving this prize forty-one days after the disappearance of the forty-three teaching students from Ayotzinapa is a blow to the heart. Who gave them a prize? What did Mexico give them? Awards are never bestowed on the people who most deserve them: to the poor, to those who live each day as a thankless task for which the only reward is sleep. Guillermo Haro once gave a lift to a rural worker on the road between Puebla and Mexico City. To break the silence he asked him: ‘What do you dream about?’ The man replied, ‘We can’t afford to dream.’”


The disappearance of the students, which is still unresolved, confirmed that in some states crime has not only infiltrated the authorities: it is now crime itself that rules. And Guerrero, like so many other states, is trapped between desolation and brutality: an abandoned place, given over to violence and the cruel power of drug trafficking. And this all happens under the indifferent gaze of a political class that never fails to surprise us with its cynicism and corruption. This is Mexico’s downfall.


* * *


Mexican journalists have suffered first-hand from the rise of violence and impunity. According to data published by Article 19 (Mexico and Central America), an independent organisation promoting freedom of expression and defending the free practice of journalism, a journalist was attacked every 48 hours during president Calderón’s six-year term. This figure has increased dramatically in the three years since Enrique Peña Nieto has been president: a journalist is now attacked every 26.7 hours. Most disturbingly, around half of these assaults are carried out by people working for the State.


The National Human Rights Commission (C.N.D.H.) has 433 open cases on file regarding assaults on media outlets or journalists since 2010. The situation is particularly serious in Veracruz, Michoacán and Tamaulipas, the states with the highest number of reported attacks, murders, disappearances and instances of torture. In 96 per cent of cases, the affected journalists were covering stories relating to insecurity and corruption involving civil servants or organised crime.


Between December 2010 and February 2016 alone, nineteen journalists from Veracruz were murdered without the cases being resolved. Names like Regina Martínez, Gregorio “Goyo” Jiménez and Anabel Flores Salazar have become tragic symbols of the attacks against freedom of expression that have taken place during Javier Duarte’s reign as governor of Veracruz.


Speaking in early 2016, the former director of Artículo 19 Darío Ramírez described Mexico as “the country with the highest number of missing journalists in the world”. The organisation reported the forced disappearance of twenty-three journalists between January 2003 and January 2016. In other words, on average two journalists go missing every year.


Meanwhile, the online news site Animal Político has reported that 219 journalists requested State protection between November 2012 and May 2016 after becoming victims of attacks or threats. According to data from the Interior Ministry given to the Washington Office for Latin American affairs in May 2016, half of these attacks took place in the states of Veracruz, Guerrero, Oaxaca and Chiapas.


Some powerful voices are emerging from this suffocating atmosphere. In my role as editor of Gatopardo magazine I have had the opportunity to meet, read and edit the work of dozens of reporters who seek to portray the injustices being experienced in their country. Among them are Juan Villoro, Lydia Cacho, Marcela Turati, Emiliano Ruiz Parra, Diego Enrique Osorno, Sergio González Rodríguez and Anabel Hernández: seven extraordinary writers who have, through narration, risen up against the silence.


Despite coming from different generations and backgrounds, all of them have struggled with the difficulties of producing narrative, independent journalism. They have faced the dangers of reporting from inhospitable locations with no protection. They have battled with censorship – both the official kind and that of the various powers trying to silence them. And they have found that traditional media outlets either refuse to publish their work or pay only pittances. I should point out here that this is not only a Mexican problem: all Latin American journalists suffer to some degree from the same injustice. And I like to think of Gatopardo as a valuable space, offering an exceptionally committed platform that contributes to the production of quality journalism from across the region.


The texts that appear in this book do not just offer explanations. They are living portraits, powerful descriptions, precise dramatisations of fundamental moments in Mexico’s recent history. They are hair-raising stories that also carry the weight of great responsibility. As Diego Enrique Osorno says in his “New Manifesto of Infrarrealist Journalism” (also published in this volume):




The blank page of a reporter


must be a weapon


not a rag to soak up tears


Journalistic crónica is subversive


And subversive has nothing to do with nice1





The work of the journalists who appear in this anthology – as well as all those who do not – is hardly gratifying. It involves taking risks, both physically and as a writer, and facing up to a world of uncertainty. I hope that this book makes their work better known. And that it raises awareness of – and helps to end – all the sorrows of Mexico.


It is necessary to say that the writers whose work is in this book do not live and work in an environment where they can expect public servants to be accountable, or that information provided by the organs of state will be reliable. They live and work in an environment where they have come to expect that anything proffered as an official version of the truth must be viewed with natural scepticism. They have witnessed, at first hand, some of the events that they describe – indeed, some have been victims of those events themselves. They have interviewed people directly involved in the events. They live and work amongst these outrages and, through what they have written here, provide to the outside world the best available accounts of the current events as they see them, of incidents that might without their courage have no impact on the wider world.


Research assistant: Marcela Vargas
Translated by Catherine Mansfield




New Manifesto of Infrarealist Journalism


Diego Enrique Osorno




A migrant


a ghost


a battered woman


are riding right now along


the curve of death


Left far behind are the hills of a Mixteca song


or the underground tunnels of Mitla


the labyrinth of Yagul rising in Valles


Before the cries of this Mexican pain


the murmur of a common potoo


breaks a hidden cavern


among mountains filled with cacti and hunger


* * *


To write about this


at the hotel in a village of murderers


To write there


about a village of victims


Writing against the politically correct


the politically corrupt


Writing ceaselessly and more than ever


because infrarealist journalism


is wounded


distorted


confronted


but still standing


a


n


d


b


e


l


o


w


* * *


Francisco Goldman and Father Solalinde


walk around Oaxaca


they speak of the truth


they expand our consciousness


guide infrarealist journalism


John Gibler is a sensitive Mexican


whose name rhymes with Guerrero


We see him board a bus


destined for Ayotzinapa


But on the way


the bus and John


Disappear


Carlos Montemayor has died


And also some of the 54 million


Mexican poor


have had more children


The son of a policeman from Coahuila


In pain


tweets – to emptiness –


denouncing his extreme solitude


A photojournalist stays at home petrified


and doesn’t attend the funeral of his assassinated colleague


Another photojournalist leaves his camera on the floor


during the press conference


where an official spokesperson


– even though he was a journalist in his past life –


is a voice from the afterlife


narrating the historical truth


A tortured man from Oaxaca


does not know what to do at the Guelaguetza


he just watches the afternoon from the Cerro del Fortín


The anarchist from Mexico City


who sets the door of the National Palace on fire


knows he is not telegenic


and that he is right


A young girl from Tenancingo


writes a poem


which, though clichéd,


no-one will decipher


* * *


More than 100,000 Mexicans have been executed in this first quarter of a century


We already hold them up in our memory and indignation


And who and what kind of Mexicans are the other 100,000


who were executed,


dumped in a lorry,


cooked in acid,


hanged from a bridge?


On the answer to that question


hangs the secret of governing


It’s not that there is barbarity in our democracy:


Barbarity is our democracy


* * *


To write is an attack against the self


or it is not writing


Truth must be told to power


we must look it in the eye


strip it of something


Without mercy


The blank page of a reporter


must be a weapon


not a rag to soak up tears


Crónica is subversive


And subversive has nothing to do with nice


just as class struggle has nothing to do


with Mexican lucha libre


Although it’s true that crónica has become fashionable


And at times it’s as high and mighty


as the Cirque du Soleil


On the plus side crónica will outlive


journalists


crónica detractors


and crónica writing workshops


Narrative journalism


Is not infrarealist journalism


Narrative journalism


Is the dangerous curve


On which this manifesto began


It is also a misunderstanding


A slap in the face


A dirtied river in Veracruz


* * *


Infrarealist journalists


fall silent when they enter Mitla


In that silence there is a very scant


bit of


Transparency


They know that the strong Mexican state


is a brilliant myth


Spanning a few political columns


and three or four news shows on radio and television


Infrarealist journalists are autonomous


They do not play


the electoral game


Political parties are schools of deceit


and elections are a distraction


if what is really wanted


is to change something


We are not arithmetic


We are alive


And we want to die in peace


Aflame


Infrarealist journalists


are street dogs


Who traverse Masaryk


They are sad paths
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