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ABSTRACT 

For the past forty years, Chiapas, Mexico has undergone industri¬ 

alization and modernization, due to both the development of natural 

resources and the social programs of the Mexican government. These 

recent changes are altering indigenous culture through changes intro¬ 

duced without serious consideration of the consequences of such national 

integration. The survival of traditional settlement patterns is a major 

problem for the cultural continuity of these societies during their 

period of adaptation to modern life. 

The problem of development and modernization with respect to 

evolving cultural patterns in the Chiapas Highlands is addressed. 

Hence, primacy is given to the study of the indigenous population's 

construal of natural and social environments in determining physical 

patterns of settlement. Specific analysis and recommendations are made 

with the aim of insuring cultural continuity and self-sufficiency, as 

well as the preservation of viable forms of cultural expressions. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In this study we will focus generally on the problems of cultural, 

political, and economic change faced by Latin American countries as 

reflected in the architectonic and urbanistic expression of their 

evolving settlement patterns. A review of the existing community devel¬ 

opment projects in different areas of Mexico since 1970, reveals serious 

implications for the social and cultural adaptations to modernization 

which have changed the existing patterns of indigenous and rural settle¬ 

ments. New values have been implanted and the introduction of new ele¬ 

ments into the community's social structure have changed traditional and 

vernacular patterns, among them, cultural patterns of urbanistic and 

architectonic expression.* 

More specifically this study will address the problem of cultural 

survival of settlement patterns for indigenous societies in the highland 

regions of Chiapas, Mexico. This will lead to an understanding of the 

validity of VERNACULAR and TRADITIONAL architectural values for the 

development of settlements, according to their own cultural process and 

historic context. We will make the following distinctions between these 

terms. VERNACULAR will be defined as all those architectonic and urban 

patterns that characterize ancestral cultures, such as Mayan, and TRADI¬ 

TIONAL, all those patterns that were created through the mix of Spanish 

and indigenous cultures after the conquest (1521). I have identified 

the Chamula as a vernacular society and the Ladino population of the 

Tzotzil highlands as representing traditional society. 

We will attempt in this work to formulate patterns for the analysis 
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of indigenous communities to help architects, planners, and anthropolo¬ 

gists to gain a better knowledge of community development on the indige¬ 

nous societies. Rather than itemizing the specific problems resulting 

from poorly made decisions, we are looking for a determination of how we 

can better understand the problem of changing communal habitat patterns, 

while seeking to apply solutions for the improvement of rural and indi¬ 

genous settlement in Chiapas. 

It is thought that through the study and appraisal of values that 

comprise the cultural network in peasant societies, it is possible to 

implement and achieve better solutions for community development in 

Third World countries. This can serve to insure a process of cultural 

survival, as well as improve conditions for habitat, self-sufficiency, 

self-determination, and for the protection of environment and culture. 

Therefore, we suggest that architects and planners should support the 

idea of continuing the cultural process in community development, rather 

than being in the position of inducing unforeseen change. 

Recently, as a response to the problem of drastic cultural change 

created in man's environment by programs of industrialization, we have 

found that there has been a growing sensitivity among professionals to 

the basis of the past culture and future development of these indigenous 

communities. This new sensitivity has led architects, planners, and 

anthropologists to search for the factors that create such transforma¬ 

tions of cultural and social values. These transformations center 

around the physical expression of man's habitat, lifestyle, and adapta¬ 

tion to the surrounding environment. This attitude has permited us to 

raise the following questions: 
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a) Which factors of change affect the cultural survival of tradi¬ 

tional indigenous architecture and settlement patterns? 

b) What is our effect on the socio-cultural aspects of community 

develoment as agents of change? 

c) What are the means inherent in our profession that will permit 

us to improve and redefine the development process of settlements, 

within its political, cultural, ecological, and historic context? 

The history of culture reveals that socio-cultural changes are part 

of the dynamic process of any society, and that there have been many 

factors causing these changes in culture to occur. In socio-cultural 

studies concentrated on the Tzotzil region, F. Miller conceived "cul¬ 

tural change as a dynamic process” and mentioned that "in order to 

understand how a change occurs we must first understand the ongoing 

process by which a culture is maintained over time.”2 Recent research 

on social structure and social change has suggested two types of pro¬ 

cesses within the parameters of change: "There are those which are con¬ 

sistent with a continuity of the existing formal order, and there are 

those which do reflect alterations in the formal structure.” Major 

changes in these factors are caused by both internal and external forces 

and are due to the nature of society. Depending on the interactions 

among these forces, they can lead to different situations of spontane¬ 

ous, gradual, and induced changes in the culture's sytem. 

Furthermore, a culture may be more or less adapting, such as the 

Chamula, rather than radically changing, such as the Ladino, and may 

generate new manifestations of social organization, concepts of space 

and settlement patterns. These patterns are integrally related to tra- 
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ditional forms of a cultural expression of man's adaptation to his 

natural environment, which allows redefinition of man's habitat accord¬ 

ing to the cultural context and hisstoric moment. Therefore, our goals 

in this study will be to conceptualize cultural change as a dynamic pro¬ 

cess of adaptation through the continuity and survival of indigenous 

communal habitat patterns, based on the continuing growth of new cul¬ 

tural patterns reflected through their process of community development. 

In spite of this capacity for adaptation, it is necessary to stress that 

through periods of cultural change, the relationship of man to nature 

remains constant. 

Taking into consideration change as a cultural process in man's 

society, we also have to analyze the' socio-cultural process that socie¬ 

ties maintain. Through this kind of analysis we can obtain a better 

description of the formulation of patterns which will lead to positive 

solutions by better participation of those who implement these proposed 

projects. Therefore, the Issues of agents of change, factors of change, 

and manifestations of cultural survival are all important to the dis¬ 

tinction. The reason that we are going to deal with all these issues in 

this thesis is due to the importance that they have when distinguishing 

between culture and society in the study of community development. 

Hence, when formulating a basic mechanism of socio-cultural evolution, 

we suggest that each new cultural pattern that renders meaningful an 

advance in social modernity and complexity transcends the old patterns 

from which it derives 3 
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II. GENERAL OVERVIEW OF POLICIES FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT IN MEXICO 

1. Urban and Rural Development in Mexico and Its Effects on Settlement 

Patterns In Indigenous Communities 

Since 1960, increased economic growth rates and consequent urban 

•development in Latin America, especially Mexico, have brought about a 

strong inbalance between the developing urban centers and the abandoned 

rural and indigenous regions. Population pressure on limited land 

resources and scarce employment opportunities have established a pattern 

of migration to urban centers, and abandonment of rural areas.1 There 

is also a movement of population from existing farmlands to the govern¬ 

ment sponsored agricultural areas and between farm lands in different 

parts of the country. The need for an increased industrial labor force 

and the use of arable land for non-agricultural purposes, such as hydro¬ 

electrical dams, has been the catalyst for this migration. The rising 

cost of living and these resulting migratory trends have created prob¬ 

lems in all areas, such as housing shortages, lack of service infra¬ 

structure, high levels of unemployment, low productivity levels, lack of 

purchasing power, and limited social services.^ 

The available evidence Indicates that this process has been accel¬ 

erating in recent decades, and may be further accelerated in the future. 

Population statistics for Mexico during the last few decades are com¬ 

pared in the following chart, in order to better understand this pheno¬ 

menon : 

6 
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YEAR % URBAN POP. % RURAL POP 

1921 31.2% 68.6% 

1930 33.5 66.5 

1940 35.1 64.9 

1950 42.6 57.4 

1960 49.0 51.0 

1970 55.0 45.0 

1980 62.0 38.0 

The annual rate of growth in urban areas is approximately 3.8% and 1.1% 

in rural areas, and the increase in the total population from 1950 to 

1980 was 80% and 20%, respectively.3 Within this 20% of rural popula¬ 

tion are included the indigenous population, which during the colonial 

times represented a majority and after the Agrarian Revolution in 1940 

became a minority. This indigenous minority is composed of 46 ethnic 

groups, which number approximately 4 million, dispersed throughout the 

country. Each ethnic group has a distinctive language or dialect. They 

also constitute an important sector of the population.** 

The effects of urban development in Mexico's indigenous communi¬ 

ties, were not satisfactory for these traditional societies. The poli¬ 

tical decisions taken after the Agrarian Revolution, caused rapid and 

unbalanced growth, increasing the problem of indigneous community devel¬ 

opment and land distribution all over the country. The survival of 

indigenous ancestral land was affected by the new distribution of land 

through the ejido system, the potential development for the energy of 

Mexico, and exploitation of natural resources that brought oil explora- 
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tion and hydroelectric dams built and projected for these regions.6 

The recent rapid development and modernization of the country 

caused the population in urban areas to Increase considerably and as a 

consequence national projects for community development have given 

priority to urban sectors. These decisions made rural sectors marginal 

in' the minds of politicians and limited attention was given to support 

regional planning and development for indigenous settlements. Tradi¬ 

tionally practical elements were substituted by manufactured parts 

brought from urban centers at a higher cost and with specialized labor 

forces, which caused a strong negative impact on the economy of indi¬ 

genous communities. All of these factors made indigenous communities 

more peripheral and left them with limited economic capacity for devel¬ 

opment and low productivity levels, due to a low level of technology and 

weak communication systems. Their socio-political conditions reflect 

these backward situations that coincide with their economic base. These 

social conditions manifested themselves in inadequate housing, deficient 

nutrition, illiteracy, lack of water and energy resources, unhealthy 

living conditions, and as a logical consequence, limited opportunities 

to achieve a higher standard of living.6 

Hence, in Mexico today, the conditions in which we find these 

groups are tragic indeed. There is not one ethnic group which does not 

confront serious problems in their settlement and survival of ancestral 

cultural patterns. The strong socio-economic unbalance, has generated 

deep and complex problems as well as a notorious social instability in 

rural areas. Because of the heterogeneity of Mexico's indigenous 

groups, they have been difficult to integrate, and have not benefited 
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from the national economic policies for development. (The peoples 

include: Tzotzil, Tzeltal, Lancandon, Tarahumara, Huichol, Mazatecos, 

and many other ethnic groups.) This problem increased, if we observe 

the large number of different ethnic groups with distinct demographic 

and economic importance, in many cases with diverse interracial back¬ 

grounds (especially in America) and interculturation. This situation 

has relevance, as well, because their political, economic, cultural, and 

social implications derive from the co-existence of such groups with the 

rest of the regional population.1 

2. Contradictions in the National Policies for Development of Rural Sec¬ 

tors and Improvement of Indigenous Communities. 

After the national programs for development were implemented fol¬ 

lowing the agrarian reforms in Mexico, new solutions for rural areas 

were established in order to improve the economic situation and habitat 

problems of these sectors. With the goal of integration of indigenous 

groups within the national context, new projects were proposed all over 

the traditional centers of Mexico. These projects were directly focused 

on improving the basic existence of rural and indigenous communities. 

Priorities were given to agencies assisting and protecting the natural 

environment; provision of housing and community facilities like health 

care, education, drainage, communication, etc.; technical assistance for 

development of modern technology and integral programs for planning 

strategies. 

Since the 1970's, the Mexican government together with the III 
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(Instituto Indigenista Interamericano) designated new directions con¬ 

cerned with the "Actual Indian Policies." The objective was to present 

points of departure for the discussion of such policies, framed in the 

context of the general economic and political tendencies of the conti¬ 

nent and in the institutional framework of official Indianism. The pro¬ 

posals resulted from these policies were addressed in a "Plan Quinquenal 

J* 

de Accion Indigenista Interamericano" with the goal of improving indige¬ 

nous communities through the performance of public services, and to 

integrate these groups in the participation and benefits of the national 

developmental policies for planning* This implies the gradual closing 

of traditional societies within modern ones, which has caused the actual 

erradication and inbalance in the socio-economic structure of tradi¬ 

tional societies* What they tried to achieve with these policies is to 

confront the real factors that are causing the misery in these indige¬ 

nous societies, and to apply adequate and productive projects focused to 

produce basic and effective results by using their own technology and, 

by improving them with their own resources and social organization to 

work more productively* In summary, these policies begin with an impor¬ 

tant social fact: 

That the native populations in the continent are 
found in different socio-economic situations* 

Without abandoning the basic principles of 
Indianism, this implies the application of dif¬ 

ferentiated and adequate policies in each situa¬ 
tion* Several classificatory criteria were pro¬ 
posed, which may be useful in the application of 

distinct action strategies; and then it con¬ 
tinues with the analysis of the coverage of 
Indian actions, of the politico-administrative 

structure and the prerequisites for achieving 

those objectives* These requirements will be a 
guarantee to Indians regarding : the access to 

land and natural resources on which their eco- 
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nomlc life is based; the adequate remuneration 

of work; and their participation In Improvement 

projects.0 

In order to coordinate these projects for development, the govern¬ 

ment created INSTITUTIONS whose structure functioned as a pyramidal sys¬ 

tem, and by which INI (Instituto Nacional Indigenista)9 became the coor¬ 

dinator for the indigenous sectors in Mexico. The purposes of this 

institution were to create a balance in the development of these regions 

and to coordinate other institutions in the programs designated for the 

indigenous sectors. Together with the INI all these institutions began 

to find new solutions in different fields. Later on, however, they 

began to face a new problem: the cultural survival of indigneous com¬ 

munities and ancestral settlement patterns of the remaining Mexican 

autochtonous cultures. 

Due to these problems, special interest was given to land distribu¬ 

tion through the ejido system, by which communities recovered some of 

the land taken by ladings*9 during colonial times. With the support of 

financial credits, new technology improved rudimentary and traditional 

systems and vernacular agricultural implements were replaced by new 

machinery. New economic systems were also implemented in order to 

improve new subsistence economies, as a consequence, the realization and 

performance of such developmental projects has had a counter-productive 

result on the internal economic system of these societies as they have 

nearly eradicated the subsistence economies which supported the indepen¬ 

dence of these communities. Hence, the process of colonialism after the 

Spanish conquest until the Agrarian Revolution, did not stop with the 

agrarian reforms, in fact it continued through the internal domination 
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of rural development. This internal domination or internal colonialism 

brought about the development of the class of merchants, usurers, inter¬ 

mediaries, monopolists, and money lenders in the backward rural areas 

in whose hands is concentrated a growing part of the regional income, 

and to whom, far from constituting an element of progress, represent 

obstacles for the productive use of capital and in general for regional 

development.* * 

Because of the bad conditions for transportation and communication 

in rural sectors, repairs to technological Implements were seldom forth¬ 

coming. Deterioration resulted because the indigenous population did 

not receive proper education in the use and maintainance of the new 

equipment. Today new efforts at education have begun to change this 

situation. Schools have been built, primary as well as technical edu¬ 

cation was given by cultural promoters who began to improve this new way 

of life which allowed for more communication with the modern world. 

Bilingual systems were now more common among the indigenous population, 

but there still remained a high level of illiteracy and unilingual 

vocabulary, especially among women. With the establishment of the pro¬ 

grams for health care, clinics and small hospitals were built through 

the direction of COPLAMAR (Comision para las Zonas Marginadas) and the 

results were a decrease in the death rate and an increase in the popula¬ 

tion. Traditional medicine began to be replaced by a dependency on 

modern medicine. All these factors have benefited these communities, 

however, the actual conditions of these clinics and hospitals differ 

from their potential use because of neglect by the community. There is 

a lack of adequate service by medical professionals, whose presence in, 
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and accessibility to these communities has often been limited. Also the 

level of medicine present only satisfies the primary needs of health 

care, without back-up specialized services, which are expensive and 

require special facilities. 

With the exploitation of the natural resources for the economic 

development of Mexico in 1970, exploration and development projects 

began to open new communication systems all over the southeast part of 

Mexico with special focus on the State of Chiapas, one of the richest in 

natural resources and heretofore undeveloped. Hence the most remote 

places of the southeast not exploited and reached before by modern 

civilization, were discovered. The exploitation of forest, jungle, and 

other natural resources began to change the panorama of the economy and 

the future of the country. As a result of these programs and through 

the influence of the abpvementioned institutions, new development pro¬ 

jects in different areas all over the rural and indigenous sectors were 

begun. They began to solve problems of water, electricity, drainage; to 

build schools, clinics, markets; to open new communication and transpor¬ 

tation systems; and to give technical assistance. Many projects were 

started in different fields, but because of the lack of coordination and 

questionable performance of these projects, many of them have been for¬ 

gotten, abandoned or not finished. All these factors caused a strong 

impact within the indigenous communities and their evolutionary process 

changed traditional patterns and cultural values. 

The modern movement of development brought with it agents of a cul¬ 

ture of progress (or what we previously called agents of change), their 

objective was to coordinate and to realize these projects; hence strong 
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relationships between the community and the state began to be more esta¬ 

blished and constant during the introduction of these indigenous groups 

into modern life* These new confrontations between internal and exter¬ 

nal parties within the indigenous communities created a strong impact on 

the socio-political structure of these traditional societies, resulting 

in increased problems of caciquismo and political power in rural Mexico, 

especially in the southeast regions. 

The caciquismo12 as a political power structure has dominated tra¬ 

ditional societies and been protected and supported by the sector of the 

government bourgeoisie that chose a capitalist system in Mexico. These 

confrontations of class structure and power structure have been contra¬ 

dictory to the socio-economic and political structure of these tradi¬ 

tional societies. As a consquence of this problem, indigenous societies 

did not participate in the political decisions. This problem has led to 

strong contradictions in Mexico's social class structure, resulting from 

a relative political stability due to the power structure of mediation 

that has been allowed to control these contradictions. This structure 

of mediation began with the Agrarian Revolution through the farmers' 

mobilization that allowed the further stability of the party, PRI. This 

alliance forced the bourgeoisie to satisfy some of the needs of rural 

people, but controlled their political participation, through the ele¬ 

ments of the mediation structure called "caciques'* or popular leaders, 

to whom affiliation with political power served their own interests and 

to mediate popular demands.^ 

As a result of these problems other factors came to affect the 

regional development of the country. Because of the growing bureau- 
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cracy, no special interest was given to the preparation of the agents of 

change as the mediators within the indigenous communities. No emphasis 

was given to an integration of the natural environment as a support for 

a self-sufficient economy. New patterns for construction were achieved 

through the introduction of new materials, like concrete, steel, and 

aluminum. New settlement patterns were imposed in order to satisfy the 

demands for displaced communities like Frontera Echeverrfa, Chicosaén, 

etc. There was neither preservation of cultural patterns of these auto¬ 

nomous groups nor respect for ceremonial centers and traditional pat¬ 

terns. New modern ways of life influenced the indigenous ideology and 

beliefs, and as a result have created mixed cultural patterns and an 

evolution of new expression in their cultural context and habitat. 

Cultural survival within indigenous community settlement patterns 

was also affected by the strong contradiction of values with respect to 

traditions and customs, and by the interaction of social-class structure 

with the structure of political power. Cultural survival also was 

affected by the conflicts within the internal elements of the socio¬ 

political structure of these societies such as "caciquismo.” The addi¬ 

tion of external institutional forces to the internal conflicts of the 

indigenous societies, brought about strong contradictions in the evolu¬ 

tionary process of settlement patterns. Those forces began to change 

the history of Mexican rural and regional planning and the only hope 

remaining for the indigenous was to survive. This confrontation with 

modern societies resulted in new habitat patterns that created cultural 

change in society, politics, architecture, and the urban context. 

Finally, as pointed out in the analysis of Caciquismo and Political 
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Power in Rural Mexico, the explanations given in most of the works based 

on the actual transformation of the political power structure and the 

needs for a renovation of the structure of mediators is this: all means 

of control and internal domination, including caciquismo, are contradic¬ 

tory to the needs for the development of capitalism in the country, and 

especially the rural areas, 

From this point of view, they analyzed this 
crisis as ’the existing contradictions among the 
bourgeoisie that try to force this large scale 
capitalist develoment on to the rural sectors, 
in order to accelerate the process of industri¬ 
alization, to increase the internal market and 

at the same time, to stop the rural exodus. ' 
The result is that the agrarian bourgeoisie com¬ 

posed of terratenientes (landlords) and mer¬ 
chants have supported the political system, the 

CACIQUISMO, increased their own profits while 

failing to promote a non-partisan REGIONAL PLAN¬ 

NING. 

3. Ecologie Exploitation and Potential Development of Chiapas 

Our focus of attention in this study is based on the region of the 

Chiapas highlands composed by a high percentage of indigenous population 

from the TZOTZIL, TZELTAL, and TOJOLOBAL ethnic groups spread out in 25 

municipalities. In order the understand the direction of this study, it 

is necessary to describe the problems that this region is confronting 

with respect to the consequences of the national policies for develoment 

of indigenous settlements and the inevitable ecological impact of the 

current and potential development of Chiapas, Mexico. 

As we know, with the discovery of oil and the related develop¬ 

ment of other natural resources, the Mexican government, under Luis 
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Echeverrîa, in the 1970’s started the exploration and further exploita¬ 

tion of the southeast region of the country. Among the regions that 

offered more opportunities for the exploitation of natural resources was 

the state of Chiapas, which for a long time was not considered in the 

national plans for development. The state of Chiapas is one of the most 

beautiful regions of the country and has a richness in human and natural 

resources unique in the world. It is also very well known for its eth¬ 

nology and folklore as well as its unique ancient Mayan culture and tra¬ 

ditional costumes mixed with the Spanish heritage from colonial times. 

The population of Chiapas is composed of two groups : 80% are 

indigenous ethnic groups from the Mayan family and 20% are "ladinos 

descendants from the Spanish, mixed with the indigenous population. The 

ladinos are now concentrated in the urban centers of Tuxtla Gutierrez, 

Comitan, and San Cristobal de las Casas. These societies are charac¬ 

terized by a notable heterogeneity and rate of cultural change distinct 

in their various social and economical sectors. The ethnic heterogene¬ 

ity is not only manifested by the distinct racial and cultural hybrids 

and the existence of important indigenous ceremonial centers such as 

Zinacantan, San Juan Chamula, Tenejapa, Ococingo, and San Cristobal de 

las Casas, but also they form a part of a mosaic which expresses the 

deep Mayan heritage of Mexico. 

The natural richness of Chiapas includes 300 km of Pacific Ocean 

coast, huge oil resources, rain forest, agricultural areas, livestock, 

and ecology that exist’ in LA SELVA LANCANDONA, LA SIERRA MADRE DE 

CHIAPAS, LA ZONA CENTRAL and hot lands of the Grijalva and Usuraacinta 

Rivers. Becuase of the potential richness of its natural resources, the 
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government decided to make Chiapas one of the major areas for develop¬ 

ment in order to improve the overall national economy. Accordingly, 

major investments were directed for the economic transformation and 

exploitation of the natural resources of this area. 

Beginning in the 1970's several projects for hydroelectric dams 

were undertaken which included Malpaso, La Angostura, and Netzahuatl- 

coyotl. These flooded more than 100,000 hectares of the best agricul¬ 

tural land of Chiapas. These lands were owned by different ethnic 

groups and located in one of the most beautiful and ecologically rich 

regions of central Chiapas. Furthermore, in order to implement this 

hydroelectrical capacity, new projects have stated with the dams of 

Itzantun, Penitas, and Agua Azul over the central plateaus of Chiapas. 

These projects are all ready at an advanced stage of construction, with 

others projected for initial exploration in El Naranjo, Huixtân, Alta- 

mirano, Livingstone, Las Tasas, El Colorado, La Pimienta, Santo Domingo, 

Très Naciones, La Catarata, Jabali, and Chujul for the transformation of 

the Grijalva, Usumucinta, Tzaconeja, and Jatate Rivers.2 

As a result of these policies, rural and indigenous communities 

were uprooted and moved to other land. Hence, rural movement to both 

urban centers and underdeveloped regions of the country increased drama¬ 

tically and brought about nationwide housing and urban infrastructure 

problems. 

In order to accommodate for the flooded areas and to replace the 

land taken over for potential developments, new areas were provided for 

human settlements in different areas of the country and new land was 

distributed among these displaced communities. New settlements were 
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built like Chicosaén, Frontera Echeverrfa, and others In the region of 

El Marquez de Comillas, which absorbed not only the displaced communi¬ 

ties of Chiapas, but also from other regions of the country in which 

development had been undertaken like Veracruz, Guerrero, and Hidalgo. 

El Marquez de Comillas is the last section of untouched jungle located 

in the Petén region of Chiapas. This region is the one which is con¬ 

fronting serious problems in its development due to the irrational 

exploitation that brought about the develoment of these new settlements. 

These recent community development projects have demonstrated that 

many such projects have serious problems of cultural adaptation and 

social integration of the indigenous population within the newly created 

environment. These problems have occurred mainly because there was not 

a clear comprehension of cultural and social values in the implementa¬ 

tion of the programs for the proposed projects made by development 

agents. Hence, the relationships that exist among man and his environ¬ 

ment as part of a subsystem within the communities’ socio-cultural con¬ 

text were never taken into serious consideration.15 

The jungle environment was not analyzed for the proper use of its 

natural resources before the displaced people (among the Tzotziles) were 

moved in. Due to the fertility of the jungle, developer agents thought 

that this land would also have good potential for agriculture and no 

interest was put in the ecology of the forests of the jungle. In order 

to accommodate the displaced people, they just checked the maps of this 

region and sent engineers who measured out land allotments. No atten¬ 

tion was given to the location or future use of these lands, in the 

hands of several rural and indigenous people, which are completely dif- 
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ferent from their native places in soil and climatic conditions. In 

many cases, land distribution was given to people who came from FINCAS 

(big ranches) owned by private landlords and who were used to working 

from receiving orders, without ever being independent and having no pre¬ 

paration for agriculture. 

When they sent these people to settle these new environments, 

nobody helped them to settle their new communities, no technical assis¬ 

tance in how to use the natural resources was offered by the government, 

and in this way they sent thousands of people to the jungle in a com¬ 

pletely disorganized anarchy. All of these factors have had a counter¬ 

productive impact in the ecoogy of the jungle, as well as in the devel¬ 

opment of the new settlements. As a consequence, the actual conditions 

existing in these regions are very tragic. 

In order to settle the new communities, these people started by 

burning and destroying thousands of hectares of valuable forests of 

mahogany, cedar, and other precious trees in order to grow corn and 

graze cattle, without rationally exploiting these natural resources for 

their future economic improvement. This irrational exploitation caused 

serious problems of soil erosion and alteration of the hydrologic sys¬ 

tems. In fact, the ecological conditions of the jungle were not suit¬ 

able for the cultivation of corn, so the destruction has been in vain. 

There are many of these settlements spread all over the jungle 

without any communication and transportation, making it very difficult 

to acquire subsistence needs and supplies. In most of the cases, people 

have to walk several days to find them. Most of these communities are 

small and with a very weak economly, people live in dangerous conditions 
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with serious problems of sanitary contamination and epidemic diseases. 

Communal facilities like schools and hospitals do not exist, with only a 

few exceptions in which the community has built its own schools, but 

with a lack of teachers. The new elements from modern technology that 

have been brought to these areas are radios, which advertise the virtues 

of Coca Cola and the like. Fortunately, since a few years ago, the 

people listen to Radio Comunidad Indigena, a radio program given by INI 

in which they begin to learn more about their own culture. 

All of these communities are confronting serious problems in the 

adaptation to these new environments due to the confusion with the land 

distribution. These problems brought with them consequent rural and 

indigenous disorganization and incongruities with the long range plans 

of the government. Also, the mix of different ethnic groups with dif¬ 

ferent religious beliefs assigned to the same settlements brought about 

social instability, which has led to serious confrontations of social 

relationships and political disputes between the members of these soci¬ 

eties, ending in murder and violence among them, and therefore making it 

difficult to integrate them into a community.16 

Due to the rapid development of the new communities, the time for 

research into the traditional needs, wants, and activities suited to 

these ethnic groups was very limited. The developers did not respect or 

consider the different needs of each group according to its cultural 

patterns, housing structure, and community facilities. Hence, many of 

these transplanted communities faced problems in adapting to the imposed 

new patterns of housing and community facilities, finding it difficult 

to identify themselves with the new settlements and the new environ- 
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ments. 

The construction of dams also caused migration of rural population 

to urban centers and raised conflicts of land organization among the 

”ejidos" next to the flooded areas which have increased the number of 

households per unit of land. Because of the complexity of requirements 

for such development, the new technology brought in specialized 

laborers. New jobs were occupied mostly by outsiders which in turned 

increased the unemployment level among indigenous people. With both 

emigration of rural population and immigration of new labor forces, 

urban centers faced a more rapid and unbalanced growth in addition to 

the aggravation of existing unsolved problems. 

A growing demand for housing, community facilities, urban infra¬ 

structures, water systems, together with population growth, educational 

systems, and other factors began to change human settlement patterns and 

the future of the urban and regional planning of Chiapas. The old and 

ancient patterns that Mayan-Spanish cultures had implanted over this 

region were substituted by modern patterns of housing typologies imposed 

all over the country without satisfying the needs of these traditional 

cultures. 

The old housing construction built of adobe, stucco, and with 

materials available in the region were replaced by modern concrete 

structures of galvanized roofs, which in turn are very badly built and 

have problems in thermal conditions, being very cold in winter and hot 

in the summer. Also it has substituted the labor forces of the communi¬ 

ties with new specialized labor with higher costs. The urban context 

has also changed the expression of these settlements in which a mix of 
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styles have deteriorated the typical urban context. There is also a 

lack of urban structure because the new buildings, done by the govern¬ 

ment, are all dispersed without conforming to a unity with the totality 

of the settlement's structure. 

Because the new government built facilities totally different from 

the old ones in form, function, and structural materials, one of the 

strongest impacts on the potential development of Chiapas was the eradi¬ 

cation of traditional lifestyle in the transplanted communities. There¬ 

fore, new styles of building forms and urban patterns began to change 

the communal habitat patterns and traditional order which represented 

the cultural background of Chiapas settlement patterns. 

With the future development of Mexico, other institutions began to 

study and to open new techniques of research into the potential develop¬ 

ment of the natural resources of the country. Therefore with the Insti¬ 

tute Mexlcano de Recursos Naturales Renovables (INMERNAR) they began to 

study all the regions. Throughout these studies they discovered that 

the ecological impact of man over the natural environment has led to 

serious consequences in the ecological system. Three major impacts were 

identified: deforestation, soil erosion, and unfavorable alterations in 

the hydrographic regions. These impacts led to serious problems in all 

the regions of the country, endangering the stability of the ecology and 

the natural environment.*8 

Due to the strength anb fragility of the natural resources and pro¬ 

ductivity of these regions in Chiapas, it is necessary to implement the 

proposed projects for these regions in such a way as to create a balance 

between the utilization of the natural resources and the survival of 
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existing ethnic groups and their settlement patterns. However, this 

balance is not an issue for the present political powers, for whom the 

beauty and abundance of the natural resources (fauna and vegetation) of 

Chiapas impress only their ambition for the potential development of 

this region of the country. 

The tropical rain forest of Mexico, whose ecology is still unknown 

in many aspects, is suffering from continuous aggression due to irra¬ 

tional exploitation focused on opening new agricultural land, construc¬ 

tion of thermonuclear plants, hydroelectrical dams, and oil exploitation 

that in many cases are justified but in others fail because of the lack 

of écologie orientation.*9 The wild fauna have also suffered negative 

ecological impact due to unfavorable alterations in their habitat with 

the construction of new communication links, urbanization, and the con¬ 

struction of new settlements. 

Meanwhile there is also the hazard of sanitary contamination facing 

the southeast region of Mexico which represents a challenge for develop¬ 

ment planners. Statistics have proven that in the 1970's 38.95% of the 

Mexican population did not have water systems and that 55.88% did not 

have drainage systems, which explains the high level of unhygienic con¬ 

tamination due to fecalism, especially among the rural and indigenous 

sectors.29 

All of the problems resulting from ecological impact represent a 

barrier for the future development of Mexico. It also represents a 

challenge for the future development of these indigenous and rural 

regions. Therefore, we should attempt to consider in this study that 

whenever we formulate new developmental projects, we ought to consider 
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the ecological aspects rather than solely applying technocratic and 

developmental criteria. 

To consider a proper use of natural resources in order to reach a 

maximum level of production, and to protect our natural environment in 

order to reach a better standard of living though Mexico's development 

means to assure a solid future without blocking the future development 

and helping to prevent expensive reparations and sometimes incurable 

downfalls. The preservation of our environment not only has economic 

meaning, but also ethical values that teach us to have respect for our 

natural environment, and aesthetic values when it allows enjoyment of 

its serene beauty where human impact does not degrade it.^l 

4. The Cultural Process of Modernization and its Impact on Indigenous 

Societies. 

The main objectives of this case study are to analyze how different 

agents of change have transformed basic concepts within settlement pat¬ 

terns of these indigenous communities, as well as how impositions of 

modern man-made settlement developments have transformed traditional 

lifestyle and bhe cultural evolution in these societies, which in turn 

are causing serious problems in the future development of these settle¬ 

ment patterns. 

The phenomenon of regional and urban planning for the development 

of settlement patterns in Mexico, and Latin American countries in 

general, is deeply tied to the ideology of modernization and post¬ 

colonial socio-cultural changes. Since the Spanish conquest, socio-cul- 
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tural processes have changed the settlement patterns from those of pre- 

hispanic societies. The new Ideology imposed by Western civilizations 

brought about a new process of development with the idea of a culture of 

progress. 

New elements were also introduced by modern societies, which mani¬ 

fested new cultural ideas in these communities. Roman Catholicism 

developed throughout the period of colonialism, evolved a cultural mix 

of strongly indigenous and Spanish influences in most settlement pat¬ 

terns. The expression of the urban context and the use of public spaces 

have changed, but the physical urban structure from pre-Columbian 

settlements still remains. Changing communal habitat patterns evolve 

new manifestations in traditional architecture and the use of new build¬ 

ing forms and materials replaced some of the ancient building tech¬ 

niques. 

In recent years this process of development toward modernization 

brought with it a complicated socio-political structure which tries to 

impose new settlement patterns appropriate to more advanced societies. 

As a consequence, these processes of change allowed the existence of 

two kinds of cultural developments in Mexico: the culture of progress 

(urban) and the culture of poverty (rural). Strong contradictions in 

the further development of settlement patterns among the urban and rural 

sectors occurred In which the first is concerned with developing a capi¬ 

talist society, through the policies of an induced change, while the 

second is more concerned with the continuation of a spontaneous change 

within a traditional society of a more rudimentary nature. 

From this point of view, the ideas of a culture of progress are 
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based on the dependency of a consuming society, which tries to impose 

new patterns on others that satisfy their own needs, but do not properly 

satisfy the communal needs of the traditional societies being imposed 

upon.2* The process of modernization then not only carries with it new 

patterns for development through the introduction of new technology 

which gives the opportunity of increased production levels in the eco¬ 

nomy of the system, but also brings with it socio-cultural changes, eco¬ 

nomic problems, and government intervention.22 These factors give way 

to a process of induced change in the development of settlement patterns 

and consequently alter the existing formal order. 

The projected goals introduced by agents of the culture of progress 

into these traditional societies through the process of modernization, 

have not been appropriate to these cultures, which require and demand 

other primary needs that these agents of progress do not offer in order 

to reach a productive level of cultural progress, improved habitat, and 

communal services, as well as achievement of a self-sufficient economy. 

These ideas of modernization, or progressive goals, have brought 

with them serious implications for the indigenous cultural process and 

socio-economic and political systems, which are resulting in an unpro¬ 

ductive negative progress in these communities. Also integration of the 

economy into the process of development for modernization has brought as 

a consequence the interrelation of internal and external mechanisms of 

change which now dominate the economic process of these traditional 

societies, making it more difficult to reach a self-sufficient economy 

and changing it from a producer society to one which consumes. 

We also want to make evident here, that the increase in the accep- 
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tance of these elements within the community depends on the capacity of 

the members to absorb them. However, the increase in the adaptation and 

later use of new projected goals upon these traditional systems is more 

evident every day. Due to the scarcity of other elements that these 

communities demand, their members are forced to accept and integrate 

them into their existing social and physical structural system. . This 

phenomenon brings with it, the creation of new values and responses of 

man to his natural environment and habitat and therefore defines the 

expression of these cultures. 

The cultural process toward modernization that these indigenous 

societies confronted, has brought as a consequence serious problems in 

the regions of Chiapas. Actually, this region is an area of great 

conflicts which include agricultural conflicts due to displacement of 

some communities and land distribution, political and religious manipu¬ 

lations by caciques, rural disorganization due to the caste system, 

hunger and fratricidal strife, as well as cultural decadence. In order 

to understand these phenomena better, we will give an overview of the 

problems in some of the principal municipalities of the highlands. 

SAN JUAN CHAMULA, is the most densely populated municipality with 

more than 60,000 inhabitants living in 72 parajes or hamlets, and one 

ceremonial center or cabecera municipal which represents the center of 

the culture. Chamula is very well known for its complicated political, 

religious, and formal organization, as well as folklore, crafts produc¬ 

tion, and religious ceremonies and beliefs. This municipality used to 

be a very well organized and unified society for communal work, but 

recently has been confronted by fraticidal strife because of religious 
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conflicts between Roman Catholics and Protestant evangelists, causing 

the expulsion of many tzotziles who do not want to subscribe to Roman 

Catholic beliefs to the urban centers and newly developed areas of El 

M arquez de Comillas and lowlands of the Grijalva River. This munici- 

palilty has been controlled by caciques ejidales and ladings who manage 

the political, religious, and social structure as well as the commerical 

trade, without allowing a self-sufficient economy supported by the same 

indigenous people. The population in these communities is also growing 

very fast and land resources are very limited with strong problems of 

erosion; due to the movements that brought with it the development of 

ITZANTUN dam in the Tzotzil lowlands, population migration to the cere¬ 

monial centers and adjacent hamlets increased the households per unit of 

land. All of these problems has been emphasized in the last years, 

creating rural disorganization and political disturbances all over the 

region. 

Municipalities like PANTHELO, CHALCHIHUITAN, HUITIUPAN, and SIMO- 

JOVEL DE ALLENDE have been affected by the hydroelectrical project of 

ITZANTUN. Indigenous residents have had serious confrontations with the 

government because of the expropriation of the best agricultural land 

and the relocation of displaced communities to other land. 

Other municipalities like ZINACANTAN, LARRAINZAR, and CHENALHO have 

also had serious problems due to religious reasons and a continuous 

struggle with ladings and rural teachers. This has led to rejections of 

education programs established by the government, and indigenous resi¬ 

dents have requested the replacement of present school teachers, who 

speak only Spanish, with bilingual ones. 
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With the national programs of C0DEC0M (Convenio de Confianza Muni¬ 

cipal), municipalities have received strong economic support, but these 

plans have aggravated the situation because there is no coordination or 

unification among the institutions controlling the situation. As a con¬ 

sequence, there does not exist adequate community facilities, schools 

have been built, but there are not enough teachers and the illiteracy 

rate is 43%; health care centers exist, but there are not enough doctors 

specialized in indigenous medicine resulting in an Increase in the child 

mortality rate from 40% to 60%. Also other problems of infrastructure 

such as potable water, electricity, drainage, communication and trans¬ 

portation, community facilities, l.e., have not yet been satisfactorily 

addressed.^ 

In light of the critical situation that now faces these communi¬ 

ties, it is important that knowledgeable people as well as students of 

urbanism and architecture, develop a consciousness about their potential 

professional roles in developing planning strategies for this region. 

To better understand this phenomenon of the process of change in 

human settlements in the rural areas of Mexico, we are going to focus on 

the Chiapas highlands as a case of study. Everyday it is more evident . 

that the requirements for the improvement, development, and protection 

of the ceremonial centers and markets of San Juan Chamula, Zinacantan, 

and San Cristobal de las Casas are essential parts of the historical 

inheritance from Mayan settlement patterns. The importance that this 

type of settlement pattern has for urbanism is due to the three differ¬ 

ent types of settlements that we find in this region and that support 

the whole structure of Tzotzil communities: the ceremonial center, the 
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compact settlement, and the dispersed settlement» 

For many years this region has been considered and respected for 

its cultural values, and many studies have been made by anthropologists, 

ethnologists, sociologists, and ecologists from all over the world 

because of the cultural richness, color and tradition of the contempo¬ 

rary Mayan people. However, we have not seen the application of all 

this academic research into the real situation of indigenous settlements 

in which their professional counterparts, agents of change, have been 

participating for the improvement. 

We also find that too many architects, urbanists, and rural plan¬ 

ners working and participating in these projects try to solve the prob¬ 

lems of indigenous communities as urban problems without taking into 

consideration that these groups are completely different from our socie¬ 

ties with regard to their environment, society, technology, and culture. 

The concern of this thesis is to seek new methods of adaptation and 

integration of man-built environments within the existing traditional 

contexts that correspond to the lately stereotyped image of the 46 indi¬ 

genous ethnic groups of Mexico. Finally, we must ask how the ideas of 

modernization can best preserve the cultural values which give identity 

to man's context or sense of place with respect to the natural environ¬ 

ment, as well as how architects and urban designers can use modern tech¬ 

nology to create an environment that is not part of their own cultural 

background. 
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5» Impact of Modernization on the Survival of Traditional Patterns of 

Indigenous Communities. 

Analyzing the existing conditions of these indigenous communities, 

it becomes clear that the national development projects have not been 

appropriate to the needs of these traditional societies. These develop¬ 

ment projects carried with them a strong impact on the urban and physi¬ 

cal context and consequently affected the respective socio-cultural 

systems. 

New manifestations of the impact of modernization can be observed 

through the process of change that the traditional architecture has 

experienced in recent years in this region of the highlands of Chiapas, 

in which we can observe that most of the projects for community facili¬ 

ties realized in these settlements, by the government, as health care 

clinics, schools, markets, and urban services in general, are not con¬ 

sistent with the expression of the urban context of these areas, while 

being part of a typology imposed all over the country. The loss of tra¬ 

ditional forms and methods in Mexican architecture is a widespread phe¬ 

nomenon. The use of new technology and new materials has overshadowed 

the traditional architecture, and every day the expression is more alien 

and out of cultural context. 

There has also been an increase in government regulations which 

provide fewer possibilities for the survival of traditional patterns. 

The existing communal habitat patterns tend to evolve new forms which 

depend on external elements and bring with them higher levels of cost. 

Hence, the subsistence economy is getting more dependent on external 
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economies, making it impossible to achieve self-sufficiency. 

Another of the consequences resulting from modernization in these 

communities is the continuous cultural penetration of what we call 

"agents of change" or "agents of a culture of progress" or planners, who 

try to "impose” in the community way of life a restatement of new pro¬ 

jected goals. All these factors lead to new cultural manifestations by 

admitting other elements into their communal habitat patterns. This 

phenomenon can be analyzed through the impact that potential development 

of hydroelectric dams have had in the specific case of Chiapas, Mexico. 

These- projects for potential development brought with them, rural 

movements and an increased demand for urban services and land for the 

communities who were displaced by such developments. In order to solve 

this problem, the government built new communities and distributed land 

among displaced people in other parts of the country. As a consequence 

of this, large-scale internal migrations of population occurred all over 

the region, urban centers were confronted with an increased demand for 

services and housing, while the remaining rural sectors were also 

affected by the scarcity of workable land. 

Because of the rate of population growth in rural and urban sec¬ 

tors , the demand for public services all over the region have also 

increased. In order to satisfy the needs of the communities, the 

government of Chiapas implemented projects for the improvement of public 

services through projects such as hospitals, schools, public markets, a 

service infrastructure, and various kinds of cooperatives. But, as we 

can see, there is, however, a vast difference between the projects and 

the resultant realities. Many of these projects remain incomplete and 



34 

in many cases they have ignored completely the expression of the cul¬ 

tural, social, and physical context proper for the region. 

The movement away from traditional architecture and settlement pat¬ 

terns has, over time, brought with it the loss of vernacular building 

and town planning techniques. At the same time, the re-education of the 

indigenous labor force in the use of new techniques has met limited suc¬ 

cess. The proper methods of installation and use have often remained a 

mystery, resulting in structures which do not live up to their expecta¬ 

tions, i.e., rapid deterioration, poor ventilation, etc. Consequently, 

the communities are caught in the midst of adapting to new, alien tech¬ 

nologies, and losing familiar ones which use readily available materi¬ 

als. These new manifestations of communal habitats are failing because 

of modern technology. The more expensive materials used for new con¬ 

struction have to be transported from the cities to their rural assembly 

locations. 

In modern Mexico, traditional architecture is being changed by new 

patterns that do not have any signature of a traditional or cultural 

expression. The house and the public building alike are without charac¬ 

ter, and because of the lack of appropriate town planning, the villages 

confront a loss of traditional organization, as in the case of the 

Egyptian peasant villages mentioned in Fathy's book, Architecture for 

the Poor, in which he mentioned: 

...as a direct result of this lack of recogni¬ 
tion of our tradition, our cities and villages 

are becoming more and more ugly. Every single 
building manages to increase this ugliness, and 
every attempt to remedy the situation only 

underlines the ugliness more heavily.21* 

Particularly, we see this case more and more all over these indigneous 
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communities in which the process of development has been established by 

the decision-making process undertaken by the government of Chiapas. By 

building new elements for these communities they try to improve the 

living conditions. Moreover, in many cases the projects started are 

left half finished and are already decaying. These projects tend to be 

miserly with the qualitative dimensions of living space and deny the 

inhabitatants the benefits of real self-craftmanship derived from self¬ 

construction and self-determination. 

Unfortunately, all these processes and elements copied, rather than 

adapted from forms of western modernization as an ideology, are the ones 

proposed by the government for the future development of these indi¬ 

genous communities as a model of modernity, and, as in other Third World 

countries, are gaining ground in these villages. All these innovations 

in the development of settlement patterns are presented by external 

agents which influence community development and hence interrupt the 

existing systems. Survival in these societies will depend on the 

national economic and political regulations taken by the external deci¬ 

sion-making process in which the country is based. 

In searching for the factors that have affected the expression of 

architectural and settlement pattern traditions in Latin America, we 

have found, that in many cases (like Guatavita in Colombia in 1966, La 

Sorbona in Spain, and Malpaso in Mexico) these factors have been sig¬ 

nificantly limited by national political and economic positions. How¬ 

ever, we think that the role of architects and planners as agents of 

change plays an important part in the development of any society, since 

they can act as mediators in the participation of projects for the 
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improvement of indigenous settlement patterns. 

The factors of survival that we want to take into consideration in 

this anslysis are related to settlement patterns existing in the cere¬ 

monial centers and historical urban centers of the Tzotzil region of the 

Chiapas highlands in Mexico. We will try to distinguish those factors 

of survival which have been preserved in these settlement patterns. We 

will be analyzing a complex societal system in which internal-external 

relationships among different societies are interacting constantly, 

creating new settlement patterns and a new expression of their adapta¬ 

tion to the environment and modernization. Socio-cultural changes 

occurring in these societies are becoming—more-complex and the nature of 

the problem is one of scale, going from spontaneous change to an imposed 

change, due to the influence of external agents of change and internal 

decision-making process from the members of the community who accept 

these changes. 

Influence by the implementation of new goals onto the communal 

habitat patterns of indigenous settlements, does not have to impose a 

new way of life. What we want to see happen is the survival of the 

effective characteristics of community settlement patterns, which in 

turn will assure the survival of a traditional architecture. Therefore, 

our goals in this analysis will be focused on two factors: 

How indigenous man responds to his environment in order to define 

his habitat and culture and, 

To establish the means by which developer agents, from outside cul¬ 

tures take into consideration the natural context and culture 

in the implementation of community development for these 
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traditional societies. 

Implementation must be viewed in two phases. The first is related 

to the creation of a balance in. the process of cultural survival taking 

into account the traditional values that these societies have. The 

second is related to the achievement of a progressive change in order to 

maintain this balance within the cultural process by considering this 

society as a system. These two phases of implementation will prevent 

imposed change from destroying the existing culture, which will not per¬ 

mit evolution, rather than revolution. 

We should take into consideration that the process of modernization 

that these societies have had over time has not been based on higher 

levels of production, rather on a traditional technology by which they 

have developed their own process toward a traditional modernization. 

Therefore, we consider it possible to reach an adequate process of 

modernization in these societies, if we could show them how to use their 

own materials with appropriate technologies and by using their own 

available natural resources. Also, by using traditional patterns of 

construction that do not imply higher levels of technology cost. In 

this way, the needs of the communities are better served, while at the 

same time being socially and aesthetically satisfying. 
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III. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

The hypothesis sustained by this thesis is concerned with a posi¬ 

tive relationship between man and his environment which would lead to an 

improvement in the condition of his habitat and the protection of his 

culture. The definition of his social organization, within both the 

individual and collective context, will involve four main considera¬ 

tions: 

a) Respect for and survival of traditional and vernacular architec¬ 

ture and settlement patterns in order to achieve self-sufficient 

economic and cultural expression. 

b) Respect for the land rights and cultural values of native ethnic 

groups while protecting their human rights. 

c) Improvement of the urban structure (infrastructure) as well as 

protection and preservation of the urban context. 

d) Minimalization of the impact of modernization on the natural 

environment and integration into the cultural process which allows 

it to maintain the means of cultural self-determination. 

We will try to approach this study of changing communal habitat 

patterns in the Tzotzil region of Chiapas, Mexico by adopting the socio¬ 

logist's and anthropologist's methodological approach in analyzing a 

cultural process. Our main concern will be to emphasize physical and 

cultural settlement patterns, previously approached as a primarily 

archeological and anthropological problem by E. Vogt, R. Adams, and D. 

McVicker, from the view point of the culture in which a project is situ¬ 

ated, in order to define and use relevant patterns and characteristics 

40 



41 

of that culture. In addition, changing communal habitat patterns means 

dealing with modernization while analyzing Tzotzil culture not only from 

the anthropologist's point of view, but from the architect's and urban 

planner's through the differing conceptions of space in various cultures 

over time. 

Hence, by analyzing the facto.rs which cause cultural change in any 

society we can suggest the anthropological and sociological point of 

view, considering that the consequences of change in community develop¬ 

ment can be due to the relationships among internal-external factors in 

the process of change, which can be characterized in three different 

types of interactions. These conclusions are derived from our previous 

analysis in Chapter II and will allow a better understanding of the fac¬ 

tors of change proposed by Miller and Vogt, as: 

1. External relationships (out-in), which are responses to direct 

forces of modernization from outside cultures in the community's struc¬ 

ture , like : 

National policies 
and economy 

Technology 

Modernization 

COMMUNITY 

Intercultural 
relationships 

Agents of change 

Immigration 

2. Internal-external relationships (in-out), or responses to the 

indirect or unanticipated consequences of modernization from the com¬ 

munity to the modern cultures, like: 
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Emigration to 
urban centers 

Population growth — 

Loss of tradition 
and cultural values 

COMMUNITY 

Land displacement 

Family disintegration 

Ecological problems 

Social instability 

3. Internal relationships (in the community), direct responses from 

modernization in the community to accept and confront change, like: 

Religion and beliefs 

Culture and society 

COMMUNITY 

Social structure 

Settlement patterns 

Internal politics 

and economy 
■ L «      

When we speak about culture and cultural survival, we are dealing with 

different concepts. The first is referring to a society while the lat¬ 

ter is based on the consequences of cultural change in the society. 

Cultural survival we understand to be the evolving cultural process of 

any society. It develops during the natural process of historical and 

cultural evolution, and arises from influences of modernization (tech¬ 

nology) and also intercultural relationships with outside cultures, 

resulting in a transformation with regard to the characteristics of the 

adapting culture. We consider that cultural survival is part of a 

sequence of change consistent with a continuity of the existing formal 

order, this means, change as a cultural continuity, without cultural 

intervention. (It is necessary here to point out the important dif¬ 

ference between cultural continuity and cultural intervention. The 

latter is a one-sided exchange initiated by a large cultural group often 
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resulting in the absorption of the imposed-upon culture through induced 

change, while making little or no cultural impact on the imposing cul¬ 

ture. Both devices figure strongly in the problems faced by the Tzotzil 

communities.) 

Fig. 1. Cultural survival in community development process. 

CULTURAL PROCESS 

I  
SPONTANEOUS CHANGE 

Consistent with a continuity 
of the existing formal order 

I 
Change as a sequence 

i 
CULTURAL CONTINUITY 

INDUCED CHANGE 

Reflected with alterations 
in the formal structure. 

Change as an imposition 

I 
CULTURAL INTERVENTION 

The difference in these two types of change is one of the scale of their 

relative impact within communities as part of the interaction within the 

cultural process of societies from peasant to rural, pre-urban, and 

urban. In the case of the communities being studied here, Chamula is a 

peasant society, Zinacantân is rural, San Cristobal de las Casas pre- 

urban or in the process of urbanization and Tuxtla Gutierrez, the state 

capital, is urban. The scale of these communities depends upon the 

interaction they have had during their historical process, which will be 

further analyzed in Chapter V. 
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When we study the cultural process of any society, we have to make 

clear our understanding of culture as “man's integration with his 

natural environment.” The way man has adapted to this environment is 

reflected in his traditions and customs. Also, a culture's future is 

subordinated to the exploitation of its natural resources in order to 

generate a cultural process. The cultural development of a community 

that is shaped by such ecological adaptation is manifested by the major 

environmental zone. Those cultures that have the same environmental 

zone, for example, arid, forest, and river valleys, tend to follow the 

same evolutionary sequence. For each ecological niche with its particu¬ 

lar potential, man developed a suitable assortment of exploitive tech¬ 

niques. Therefore: 

The interaction between technology and the par¬ 

ticular social arrangment and organization by 
which people of a given culture exploit their 

environment, constitutes their CULTURAL ECO¬ 

LOGY. 1 

It must be recognized, however, that any group makes use of only 

certain parts of the environment. Selected on the bases of technology, 

social-systems, and value orientations and at the same time certain 

aspects of the environment may strongly influence the way of life of a 

group. The study of cultural ecology of a society, as considered by J. 

Steward2 is the description of the different characteristics from natu¬ 

ral environmental factors that define the communal habitat patterns, 

customs, and traditions in a society. Through these aspects we know the 

major forces that give meaning to their settlements. 

Therefore, the approach this thesis will take is: 

1) to explore in which manner or how far can we design with culture in 
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mind, 

2) how can spatial elements from exterior worlds be introduced into 

other cultures without adversely affecting behavior, expression, 

and tradition?, 

3) how far can adaptation of modern technology be introduced properly 

to provide change without destroying the manifestation of their own 

cultural process?, and 

4) in which ways can we as agents of change establish communal habitat 

patterns taking advantage of the utilization of natural resources 

and labor force in order to make a community self-sufficient and 

self-determinant? 

Considering the above, our goals in the formulation of a methodo¬ 

logical approach are to consider two primary determinants of settlement 

patterns: 1) natural and 2) man-made « The first is concerned with the 

physical context and ecological circumstances while the latter is based 

on the socio-cultural process and contemporary economies. We will try 

to implement a progressive development plan for the analysis of these 

settlements based mainly on the continuity of regionalism appropriate 

for the expression of Tzotzil culture. As a final point we will try to 

determine which are the factors of change affecting the cultural sur¬ 

vival of traditional indigenous architecture and settlement patterns. 

Our central themes will be analyzed from three points of view con¬ 

cerning ecological, sociological, and technological factors. The first 

is concerned with the PHYSICAL CONTEXT which allows an understanding of 

how a community has developed its settlement patterns through the physi¬ 

cal determinants of its natural environment. This allows- a definition 
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of Che habitat and culture through the means of adaptation, integration, 

and utilization of its available natural resources. Through this analy¬ 

sis we will define in Chapter IV the urban structure of communities in 

which we will describe the physical form of the community as a totality, 

made up of institutions and housing. 

The second is concerned with the CULTURE AND SOCIETY of Tzotzil 

communities and the analysis should deal with different factors that 

will help to understand the Tzotzil culture and its organization as a 

social group. Furthermore, it will be useful to find which ones could 

be the main factors for the improvement, protection, and development of 

these communities, as well as to find the actual problems they are con¬ 

fronting in their social structure in order to establish priorities for 

community development. 

The third is concerned with the impact of MODERNIZATION on the 

Tzotzil natural environment and contemporary economic and technological 

development of settlements. This analysis will help to clarify the eco¬ 

logical and cultural circumstances by which the cultural process is 

achieved. That is to suggest that the acceptance of elements and 

behavior from external cultural influences has changed the old patterns 

of behavior from the ancient Mayan culture to today. The community 

development programs of the Mexican government represent the most recent 

influence. The economic and political circumstances of the imposition 

of a modern lifestyle have developed a prototype for regionalism which 

negates heterogeneity and the expression of tradition derived from the 

Mayan heritage of the Tzotzils. 
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Fig. 2. Analysis of the cultural process for community development. 
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IV. CHANGING COMMUNAL HABITAT PATTERNS IN THE TZOTZIL REGION 

OF THE CHIAPAS HIGHLANDS IN MEXICO 

1. Introduction to TZOTZIL Culture 

With the discovery of the great ceremonial centers of Mesoamerica 

such as Tikal, Chichen-Itza, Bonampak, and Chincultic a great interest 

in the study of these cultures began. This changed the future of the 

modern day descendants of the ancient Maya, who had previously been sub¬ 

ordinated under colonial and then caste conscious societies which did 

not realize the cultural importance of these ceremonial centers. Exten¬ 

sive studies have been undertaken since the 1930’s by groups of anthro¬ 

pologists, sociologists, historians, archeologists, linguists, and phi¬ 

losophers producing a diversified body of knowledge about the Mayan cul¬ 

ture. Only in the last twenty years has a multidisciplinary approach 

begun the interpretation of not only the main sites, but all the related 

cultural aspects as well. However, a limited number of architects and 

urban planners have adapted this information for use in their own fields 

which is one of the main reasons that a crisis exists in Mexico's indi¬ 

genous communities, as evidenced by the present lack of cultural conti¬ 

nuity. 

The participation of many national and international universities 

now provides the academic literature pertaining to these people and 

their settlement patterns. In addition, the government of Mexico estab¬ 

lished the "INSTITUTO NACIONAL INDIGENISITA" (I.N.I.) after 1950, to 

utilize the principles of applied anthropology in helping the Indians of 
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Mexico to make adjustments to and take advantage of modern improvements 

in education, science, and technology. This institute is now operating 

field centers in areas such as Chiapas, Oaxaca, Chihuahua, and Yucatan 

and is engaged in a long range program of education and community devel¬ 

opment* Although the emphasis has understandably been on "action" 

rather than "basic research," the I.N.I. has sponsored a great deal of 

field research in the areas in which it is operating, and has published 

a notable series of monographs by Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran, Ricardo 

Posas, and Alfonso Villa Rojas. In the late 1950's and through the 60's 

the emphasis of projects shifted to the "TZOTZIL and TZÈLTAL" regions of 

the Chiapas highlands, where three American universities are engaged 

in long-range ethnological research: Harvard University with Evon Z. 

Vogt, the University of Chicago with Norman A. McQuown, and Stanford 

University with Kimball Romney, together with the Universldad Nacional 

Automona de Mexico (UNAM) department of history and anthropology. 

Other institutions began to operate in this region as well. C0PLA- 

MAR and PRODESH (Chiapas rural development program) started in the 

1970's to build systems of communication (roads, electricity, and tele¬ 

phone lines), to increase local food production, and to establish a 

minimum health care service system. PRODESH is also improving nutri¬ 

tional levels and formal education and encourages activities among the 

region's youth. Teachers have been trained and medical care given; some 

70 health stations now operate in the area providing basic preventive 

and curative services. Elementary aqueducts now provide drinking water 

to the villages, and many other similar programs have begun. Neverthe¬ 

less, because of the lack of research, most of these projects are in an 
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elementary stage and In most cases not finished* Much work remains in 

the improvement of the natural habitat and in understanding how these 

people might be introduced to modern systems by giving them the means of 

self-sufficiency and self-determination that their culture requires*. 

Further research has been realized by the CIES (Centro de Investi- 

gaciones Ecologicas del Sur-este, Mexico) in this region, vrtiich promises 

big research projects destined to solve the ecological problems of 

Chiapas; as well as to study more scientific approaches for the future 

of the natural resources, to improve settlements, and to protect the 

human rights of the people of Chiapas highlands.^ Based on the informa¬ 

tion found about the Tzotzil region, we will continue this study by 

giving a description of the development of these communities and their 

cultural process through their history. 

2. The Tzotzil Mayan Communities 

The main ethnological divisions within the Maya region in Chiapas 

are characterized by three Mayan groups, TZOTZIL, TZELTAL, and T0J0- 

LOBAL, who constitute the largest remaining indigenous population (over 

200,000 inhabitants in I960),3 whose ancestors apparently established 

themselves in Chiapas in late Classic times (700 A.D.) and who still 

maintain much of their Indian cultural background and tradition (Figs, 

la and lb). 

It is assumed that the Mayas living today in the Tzotzil region of 

the Chiapas highlands are descended from a proto-community that existed 

at some time in the past. The best hypothesis at present is that the 
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community existed in the northwest highlands of Guatemala at about 2600 

B.C. They emigrated to the lowlands where they spent some thirteen cen¬ 

turies in the Usumacinta river valley and later moved into the highlands 

until the end of massive migration in 1200 A.D. These inferences sug¬ 

gest that the ancestors of the Tzotzil-speaking people had some relation 

to the Classic Maya, most probably on the western periphery. While we 

assume descent from a proto-Maya community, we have discovered that each 

contemporary Maya community is distinct in its beliefs and customns (as 

each prehistoric Maya community undoubtedly was). there are general 

themes which are recognizable as Mayan cultural patterns, but the pre¬ 

cise themes varies not only from region to region, but also from one 

hamlet to another within each community in the whole Mesoamerican area, 

which makes it hard to analyze the traits of each without specific field 

work.1* 

3. The Environmental Setting of the Chiapas Highlands 

As described by Evon Z. Vogt,® there is a very close geographic 

correspondence between the contemporary habitat of the Tzotzil and 

Tzeltal communities and the central plateau or great depression of 

Chiapas which lies in the same physiographic region (Fig. 2). This core 

of the central highlands of Chiapas is a massive plateau of cretaceous 

limestone and volcanic rock. This mountain mass is about 220 kilometers 

in length along its principal axis, running northwest-southeast from the 

vicinity of Pichucalco to the Guatemalan border, and 50-100 kilometers 

in width. It has a complex geological history as is evident in the 
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schematic profile6 (Fig. 3). This mountain mass now has three basic 

layers: a broad base with elevation of some 1000 meters; terrace mar¬ 

gins with an elevation of around 2500 meters; and a summit, for the most 

part between 2100 and 2500 meters, with a gently rolling surface. A few 

peaks reach over 2700 meters near San Cristobal de las Casas in which 

the highest point reaches 2858 meters. 

The summit is extensively scarred with sinks, and there are many 

caves that are of ritual importance to the Indians. Fault-line scars 

have divided the area into ridges and basins which drain internally. 

These upland basins are important for human settlements in the high¬ 

lands. The largest of these enclosed valleys Is occupied by the ladino 

town of San Cristobal de las Casas and many of the small ones are the 

location of ceremonial centers for the dispersed Indian communities like 

Zinacantan and Chamula (Fig. 4). Except in some of the larger basins, 

contemporary human settlement is closely tied to the infrequent water 

holes that can be relied upon throughout the dry season. Thus, the 

indigenous Tzotzil and Tzeltal communities that prevail through most of 

the area consist of house clusters or large hamlets groups around one or 

more water holes, while maintaining important social and ceremonial ties 

with the ceremonial or political centers (Fig. 5). Agriculture is the 

main activity of these communities and maize is grown in clearings at 

all altitudes on the plateau summit; but due to the serious erosion of 

the soil, the subsistence economy now depends to a greater degree on 

sheep hearding, wage labor, and the crops grown on rented or communally- 

owned milpa lands at much lower altitudes.} By contrast, the pre- 

hispanic distribution of these settlements was, in the main, confined to 
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the Interior basins and their immediately surrounding hills, suggesting 

that; cultivation of bottom lands in these basins was a far more impor¬ 

tant source of local subsistence that it is at present*8 

Below the plateau rim, surface drainage becomes more important with 

decreasing altitude, and deep valleys have been carved into the skirts 

of the plateau on all sides* Springs are increasingly numerous at lower 

elevations, providing ample water for coffee, fruits, and sugar cane* 

The dispersed Indian settlements that predominate on the plateau give 

way to ladino hamlets and towns that are interspersed with large fincas 

and cattle ranches, while the stands of pine and oak of the higher ele¬ 

vations are replaced first by oak and then by tropical broadleaf forest 

and savannah* Although no where as densely distributed or varied in 

type as modern communities, prehispanic sites are also found all along 

the plateau slope, like in the case of Apas, on the Zinacantan parajes 

(Fig* 6)* Fairly steep slopes will sustain milpa agriculture, but both 

present and prehistoric settlements tend to cluster instead in or around 

the principal valleys and open plains*8 

4* Types of Settlement Patterns 

The various types of settlement patterns of the Tzotzil Mayan area 

can be characterized, as suggested by Norman Hammond, by informal 

cluster, minimal ceremonial center, and regional ceremonial center* The 

description of any type of settlement pattern not only implies residen¬ 

tial structures, but also, as mentioned by Hammond, 

•••defensive earthworks, field walls, terraces, 
and raised fields all form part of manfs divi- 
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sion of the landscape, and residence and economy 

are so intertwined that the pattern of settle¬ 
ment can be understood only as an entity and as 
a dynamic system, now fossilized in disuse.*0 

Considering the different aspects that are involved in the description 

of settlement patterns, we will try to support this study based on pre¬ 

vious archeological research carried out by Robert Adams (1961) in the 

Chiapas highlands, considered to be the best information for our future 

description of the Tzotzil communities and their evolutionary trends. 

His work analyzes the "Changing Patterns of Territorial Organization in 

the Central Highlands of Chiapas, Mexico," from an archological point 

of view through results of field research with data from historical 

linguistics, archival research, and the comparative study of social 

organization in contemporary Indian communities, to give an idea of the 

cultural survival of changing communal habitat patterns in this region 

of Mexico' before the Conquest. This analysis should attempt to make a 

recognition of ancient settlement patterns prevailing in the actual 

Tzotzil communities, while giving us the principles of Mayan urbanism, 

in chapter V, and the process of their settlements through the last five 

phases of Mayan civilization.** From this we will try to define some 

concepts related to the actual meaning of these new settlements of the 

Chiapas highlands 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER IV 

1» Fernando Benitez in Los Indios de Mexico, Vol. 1, "La Ultima Trin- 

chera," Biblioteca Era sérié Mayor, Mexico, 1967, gives a clearly 
description of the actual problems confronted by the Tzotzil 

people, and their impact throughout the process of modernization 
after the agrarian reforms of 1940. He also gives a general over¬ 

view of the everyday life of these people and their culture. 

2. C.I.E.S. is now operating in San Cristobal de Las Casas from which 
they control all the projects detined to southeastern Mexico. 

Among the areas of research involving them are: scientific 
research on medicine, agriculture, zootecnia, reforestation, epi¬ 
demics, etc. Despite this specific research and programs concern¬ 

ing the habitat improvements of these settlements are lacking. Due 

to the lack of participation from specialized professionals, how¬ 
ever, further projects involving multidisciplinary work will try to 
integrate more of these aspects within their programs of develop¬ 

ment and research. 
3. Evon Z. Vogt, Handbook of Middle American Indians, Ethnology Part I 

and II, Vol. 7, University of Texas Press, Austin, TX, 1969. 

4. Ibid. Vogt gives these hypotheses based on the discoveries and 
research realized by Adams, Thomson, and other Maya researchers, 
pp. 133-225. 

. Ibid., pp. 133-137 

. Ibid., p. 135. 

. As in the Soconusco coffee plantations, Huitiupan, Simojovel, and 

other hot lands where they have to walk several days. This move¬ 
ment of workers and landowners to the hot lands implies a trade of 

products internal and external to the region, and also represents 
the cultural influences within the highlands and lowlands. It is 

important to mention that most of these constantly migrating people 
always do return to their original home lands, thereby expressing 

their strong roots in their culture. 
8. Robert Adams, "Changing Patterns of Territorial Organization in the 

Central Highlands of Chiapas, Mexico," in American Antiquity, Vol. 
26, No. 3, 1961, p. 342. 

9. Ibid., pp. 341-360. 
10. Norman Hammond analyzed Mayan settlement patterns and proposed this 

classification in his description of "Subsistence and Settlements” 
in his book, The Ancient Mayan Civilization (Rutgers Univ. Press, 

New Brunswick, NJ, 1982, pp. 172-173). 
11. We are going to also analyze the study carried out by Vogt and his 

collaborators in Aerial Photography in Anthropological Field 
Research. Under the Harvard Chiapas Project, Harvard University, 

1974; also, we will consider Gary Gossen, Chamulas in the World of 
the Sun; Time and Space in a Maya Oral Tradition (Harvard Univ. 

Press, Cambridge, 1974). 
. John Henderson, The World of the Ancient Maya (Cornell Univ. Press, 

Ithaca, NY, 1981, p. 17). 

12 



V. PHYSICAL DETERMINANTS OF ENVIRONMENT AND CONTEXT 

1. Late Pre-Classlcal Period 

The first cultural influences reaching the Chiapas highlands, came 

from numerous pre-classical centers along the Grijalva River.1, Since 

the Pre-Classical Mayan phase (400 B.C.) the Chiapas highlands were slow 

to emerge as a cultural center, in contrast to other Mayan centers like 

Tikal or Palenque. The typical setting of settlements in Chiapas were 

the plateau-rim sites and the very modest valley bottoms or terrace- 

margin settlements forming small, widely dispersed centers, that con¬ 

sisted of a scattering of house platforms around a central small pyramid 

of 6 to 8 meters, and a few much smaller ceremonial mounds or platforms, 

like two samples suggested in the archeological survey made by Adams2 

(Figs. 7a and 7b). Comparing these types of settlements with the actual 

Tzotzil communities, it seems reasonable to say that the relatively 

dispersed nature of the late pre-classical sites remained, both on the 

terrace margins of the plateau and on its summits (as is the case of 

Apas, one of the Zinacantan parajes, see Fig. 6). With the development 

of a more organized complex society, the siting of their settlements 

with respect to their ceremonial centers indicates that since pre- 

Colombian times the urban development process of Mayan communities 

underwent a sequence of cultural changes which characterize the Tzotzil 

urban setting in relation to their cultural patterns and adaptation to 

the environment which still prevails today. 
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- 2. Early Classical Period 

By the early classical phase (200-600 A.D.) the cultural influence 

of Chuchumatanes Mayan Indians from the Quiche region of the Guatemalan 

highlands to the Chiapas highlands brought about the first appearance of 

sculptured monuments in the region southeast of Comitan (50 kilometers 

southeast of San Cristobal). This is evident in the ceremonial center 

of CHINCULTIC (585 A.D.), containing medium pyramids, a ball court 

marker and several stellae of considerable value for future research 

into Mayan history^ (Fig. 8). This architectural influence continues 

through the Comitan valley and Ocosingo region until 879 A.D.,1* devel¬ 

oping a type of headland settlement with the characteristics of a nucle¬ 

ated ceremonial dwelling center built on low, irregularly terraced hills 

along the rim of one of the great steps descending from the plateau sum¬ 

mit. Settlements were regularly.placed on highly defensible locations 

on steep ridge-lines, bluffs or even sharp pinnacles, or within artifi¬ 

cial defensive features, such as terraces which also were used for agri¬ 

culture purposes (Fig. 9). It seems that the most widespread occupation 

of the highlands was achieved at this time, due to a big migration of 

population from the Grijalva valleys and as a consequence of the Mexican 

invasion from the people of central Mexico (Toltecs, Aztecs, Mexicas). 

This type of settlement suggests that defensive purposes were the main 

impetus for the siting of these urban centers, for which warfare was 

important even before the end of the early Classical phase.6 

Vogt6 emphasized the importance of sacred mountains in contemporary 

Tzotzil and Tzeltal ceremonialism, implying at least one alternative 
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basis for the selection of headland sites according to religious fac¬ 

tors; but this consideration still remains unsubstantiated since the 

shift to defensible hilltop location later became demonstrably asso¬ 

ciated with trends toward militarization in the late Classical times, 

and which had repercussions throughout Mesoamerica with the further 

decadence of the great Classical Mayan period and the main ceremonial 

centers in Tikal, Palenque, and Bonampak (Figs, 10a, 10b, and 10c)« 

3, Late Classical Period 

With the Mexican influence and population migration, further cul¬ 

tural conflicts brought war to Chiapas, Since defensible positions were 

favorable, the nature of the architecture was forced to change. Because 

of the decadence of the early Classical period, urban settlements were 

to change in part during late Classical times. The elaborate pyramids 

and ceremonial centers changed to a symmetrical arrangement of descend¬ 

ing terraces of crude masonry crowning a hilltop in the form of a trun¬ 

cated cone, which presumably corresponded to either geographical circum¬ 

stances or central Mexican influence,f The classical headland settle¬ 

ments continue over the late period with the initiation of new settle¬ 

ments in marked clustering hills around small and moderate sized flat- 

bottomed valleys. During the late period, these areas were suitable for 

intensive agriculture, A number of large communities needed a greater 

surface area than could be obtained on a single hill and so were gradu¬ 

ally extended to cover two or more adjoining summits. Such examples are 

the two communities close to Aguacatenango and Teopisca8 (Figs. 11 and 
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12). 

There was a marked constance of fairly isolated pockets of inten¬ 

sive settlement which in turn evolved densely occupied bottom lands 

through the internal basins while the central core maintained its own 

defensive position. Adams suggests that "independent nuclear communi¬ 

ties with independent ceremonial practices rather than regionally 

organized groups of communities were the form of socio-political organi¬ 

zation for the area during this period"^ (Figs. 13 and 14). 

The Chiapas highlands were isolated and not directly influenced by 

any of the major Mayan centers and were therefore different from other 

contemporary centers in Mesoamerica. There was a relative lack of 

attention to ceremonial structures with the exceptions being single ball 

courts at some of the large cities, small altar-platforms or possible 

structures for perishable shrines which represent almost the only type 

of ceremonial construction. The absence of craftsmanship limited the 

spread of detailed ceremonial construction. Temple structures were 

limited to the same single pole and thatch construction used for houses. 

The religious practice of this period was mainly performed within the 

natural elements of the environment. The summit terraces of larger 

sites were surrounded by small pyramids or platforms, and additional 

ceremonial structures, including the ball courts, were placed on lower 

slopes between adjoining summits with densely grouped house terraces 

forming the major foci of settlement, and with some dispersed settle¬ 

ments forming presumably independent centers with their own ceremonial 

building, which gave away to a type of nuclear community*^ (Figs. 15 and 

16). 
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4. Early Post-Classical Period 

After the Mexican invasion in the early Post-Classical period, this 

type of settlement started to decline. By the late Post-Classical, at 

the time of the conquest, these settlements were small in number having 

evolved into more powerful and complex political groupings concentrated 

in and around the larger, more strategic valleys, such as San Cristobal 

de las Casas, Zinacantan, and San Juan Chamula, on the plateau summits 

where water was more plentiful. These new settlements differed from 

early Post-Classical sites because of their locations which were more 

likely to establish wider teritorial control. Zinacantan is an example 

which, since the Mexican invasion (1400 A.D.) and during the conquest 

established control of the Chiapas highlands by maintaining power 

through their alliance with the Mexicanos (descendants from Mexicas), 

and controlled the commercial route from the Grijalva valley (which was 

the Mexican route to Tenochtitlan, capital of the Aztecs), to the high¬ 

lands and lowlands of Comitan, Ocosingo, and Guatemala. This form 

of political control brought about the economic domination of the 

Zinacantecos and Zinacantan's position as one of the main pre-hispanic 

markets(Fig. 17). 

This type of settlement was shifted to the larger valleys and open 

locations associated with major routes of communication and optimal 

points of exchange which represented the basis of their subsistence eco¬ 

nomy. Agriculture was the main activity of these societies, therefore, 

their system of settlement shifted to the large valleys which could 

sustain more intensive patterns of exploitation, and toward the forma- 
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tion of organized independent groups of communities, closely spaced, 

each centered on a "capital” and with more coercive patterns of poli¬ 

tical and religious control like Chamula. In effect, a redistribution 

rather than a reduction of population seems to have taken place within 

the rgion as a whole. It lead, in short, in the direction of a terri¬ 

torially integrated, perhaps more state-like, system of settlements, 

connected by a series of sites along the major trails. While maintain 

important trade routes, and independent control of each valley12 (Fig. 

18). 

The commercial alliance between these settlements also promoted the 

existence of religious relationships. There were frequent ceremonial 

processions between the highlands and lowlands which manifested a 

regional structure tied together by commercial trade and religious cir¬ 

cuits. The pattern, then, was one of ceremonial and commercial sites 

connected in a chain rather than the typically concentrated nature of 

ceremonial centers in the highlands. This bespeaks the existence today 

of the sacred geography of the Tzotzil region. The present day patterns 

of pilgrimage to mountains, shrines, caves, and waterholes recently 

described by Vogt13 was firmly established by the sixteenth century in 

the Chiapas highlands11* (Fig. 19). 

5. Late Post-Classical Period 

At the time of the conquest two main patterns of settlement existed 

in the Chiapas highlands:1® 

1) internally exploitive and 
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2) externally exploitive. 

The first represents primary adaptations to natural features of the 

landscape, with the formation of valley states, constantly warring with 

neighbors in their attempts to maintain independent and complete control 

of each valley’s set of resources. The most significant factor in the 

structure of these settlements was the need for a defensive retreat 

which resulted in a system of hilltop redoubts controlling single large 

upland valleys where the population was dispersed in the often described 

Mayan pattern. Chamula is a typical example of these settlements, which 

had control over the valley of San Cristobal for a significant time end¬ 

ing with the Spanish conquest.In these particular patterns there was 

a decline in resident and ritual importance due to the constant military 

conflicts sustained by the Chamula in the whole region. 

The second pattern, externally exploitive, represents an expansive 

adaptation to changing social environments which attempt to produce an 

interdependence among populations located in various valleys and ecolo¬ 

gical zones. It can be associated with the historical Zinacantecos. 

This system was maintained by trade and military power and encouraged 

exchange among diverse ethnic groups and environmental zones, and 

assured the safety of its participants. Here the representative settle¬ 

ments were considerably more nucleated and tended to be located in more 

accessible areas where control over the essential communication network 

could be exercised. Participant communities brought into this network 

would also tend to cluster around access routes, and would be more 

densely settled. This type of pattern also increased the ritual signi¬ 

ficance of their settlements which would be used as a mechanism of 
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expansion to support the growth of trade and pilgrimage routes (Fig. 

19) . 

During the Conquest, the continuation of these complex patterns of 

independent communities with different growing trends, was truncated and 

the future of these settlements changed dramatically. The Spanish 

influence introduced a grid pattern leading to more concentrated settle¬ 

ments along the large valleys which was uniformly enforced in the 

colonies of the New World. An important locus for the further investi¬ 

gation of this case can he analyzed in Copanaguastla (a pre-hispanic 

site of the Chiapas highlands), where a colonial town with a grid pat¬ 

tern was sympathetically introduced into an aboriginal political center 

of the same name, and which had no pre-hispanic counterparts1J (Fig. 

20) . 

Vogt suggests that the markedly different reaction to Spanish con¬ 

tact by the Chamulas and Zinacantecos may reflect the response of inter¬ 

nally and externally facing systems. The Chamulas initially reacted 

with ferocity to the Spaniards and later in the rebellion of 1869,18 

while the Zinacantecos seemed to accett them (relating to the Aztecs, 

later to the Spaniards, and now to the modern world). Here, it is 

further suggested that the concept of internally and externally facing 

systems may help provide a "solution to the more specific problem as to 

why Zinacantân has more emphasis upon local ancestor kinship than does 

Chamula."18 He later supposes that it may be that the Zinacantecan 

religious organization is the best variant for integrating new parts and 

people into an externally exploitive system (reflected in the ceremonial 

circuit), while the Chamula variant serves equally well to guard its 
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established boundaries (by following trails over the ridges rather than 

routes connecting major valleys)* Although the economic and political 

importance of the external exploitive system was undermined by conquest, 

reduced under colonial rule, and further weakened by the construction of 

the Pan American Highway along a new route, Zinacantân center still 

retains a degree of nucléation greater than other head towns still in 

existence* Chamula, which was forced under colonial rule to relocate 

in open valleys, until recently, has remained quite provincial and 

dispersed* 

After the conquest, there were marked changes in social, political, 

and religious systems almost everywhere* The ceremonial centers were 

convertd into the "cabeceras" of municipalities that tended to follow 

aboriginal boundaries. The cabeceras, with their Catholic church and 

"cabildos" facing on a central plaza and with streets laid out on a grid 

pattern, became the new control point as the Spanish assumed political 

leadership* New types of civil-religious hierarchies evolved from the 

combination of aboriginal Maya and Spanish elements. New religious 

beliefs brought by the Catholic priests were added to or fused with Maya 

beliefs, also domestic animals, and crops were added to the economy* 

The year 1720 marked the time when Christian and Spanish elements 

were absorbed rapidly and the Maya elements were destroyed. After 

that came a relaxation of Spanish control, an integration of Maya and 

Spanish-Christian elements into a new pattern that gradually evolved 

into a smooth and well established culture that persisted into the nine¬ 

teenth century. After the nineteenth century, with the establishment of 

coffee plantations, Maya communities where impact by the use of new 
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machinery and the development of a new economic system, bringing about a 

marked change in customs, and a great demand for Indian labor* 

Recent trends have been toward greater respect for Indian rights to 

their land and their cultural survival. This direction has been espe¬ 

cially noticeable in Mexico where the land reform stemming from the 

Mexican Revolution have restored to the Indians as *'ej idos" much of the 

land taken earlier by ladings. and where the I.N.I. is now maintaining 

an impressive program of education and community improvement for Indians 

in Chiapas and Yucatan. This has led in turn to an explosive rate of 

population growth throughout most of the Maya area, with the consequence 

that population tends to outrun economic opportunities and educational 

facilities. The contemporary Maya-speaking people are some of the most 

culturally and physically vigorous Indians in all of middle America. 

About the history of the development of these communities, we found 

that after they were conquered by the Spanish between 1523 and 1528, 

the Indian lands were occupied by Spanish with the establishement of 

"encomlendas," which granted both large tracks of land and the service 

of the Indian residents on the land of the conquerors. They also soon 

began to practice policies of reduction and grouping to bring dispersed 

Maya populations into manageable adminstrative units and facilitate the 

conversion of Indians to Christianity. The use of Catholic symbols 

seems to be typical of the Indians' handling of attempts to convert them 

to Catholicism. From the beginning they seem to have understood Catho¬ 

licism imperfectly, adopted it selectively, and adapted it to suit their 

own purposes. The result has been the persistence of pre-conquest sym¬ 

bols and beliefs and the modification of Catholic patterns in present 
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day Chiapas. 

Efforts to settle the Indians in orderly town have apparently 

achieved even less success. Resettlement became an issue about 1540 

when, at the instigation of Bishop Las Casas, the king decreed that 

Indians should be settled in towns in order to receive instruction in 

religion and in civilized manners. The Dominicans did the actual build¬ 

ing of these communities, founding many by taking away the Indians from 

their original and dispersed homes. Often after a town was settled, the 

Indians moved back to their hamlets again as soon as the priests left, 

and then the friars would have to start over again. In 1577 the king 

decreed that Indians be forbidden to return to their old homes "by what¬ 

ever measures should be necessary.” A look at Indian Chiapas today is 

enough to show that although orderly towns were established, living in 

them did not become a rule. With a few exceptions, noted above, the 

ancient dispersed settlement patterns continue today.A9 

Actually, the predominant settlemetn patterns in the Chiapas high¬ 

lands is on of ladinos occupying the major towns — like San Cristobal de 

las Casas, Teopisca, and Comitan — and Indians living in outlying rural 

municipalities. The Indian municipalities have a "cabecera," or poli¬ 

tical-ceremonial center, containing the “cabildo," the church (or 

churches), and houses inhabited mainly by the Indian officials who are 

serving for the year in the civil-religious hierarchy that governs the 

municipalities and manages its central ceremonial life. Some "cabe- 

ceras," like San Andres Larrainzar, have substantial ladino population 

engaged mainly in commercial activity with small stores and "cantinas" 

(bar). Others have few or no ladinos, like Zinacantan, Chamula, or 
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Chanal (Fig. 21). 

The bulk of the Indian population in most municipalities lives in 

scattered hamlets, called "parajes." in the mountains surrounding the 

political-ceremonial centers. Others have compact settlement patterns. 

Each Indian municipio has a distinctive dress style, its own local dia¬ 

lect, patron saint, and local version of social organization, customs, 

and beliefs, all of which are important in distinguishing one municipio 

from another in these essentially corporate communities. In broad per¬ 

spective, the cultural patterns and social organizations are quite simi¬ 

lar throughout the Chiapas highlands. But the local variations of these 

general themes indicate that over a considerable time an interesting and 

complex process of differentiation has occurred. 

On account to the great influence that has been existing from 

ladings in the Chiapas highlands, we have found that from these three 

Mayan groups (Tzotzil, Tzeltal, and Tojolobal), the Tzotzil group is the 

one that has more of its ancestral Mayan tradition than the Tzeltal and 

Tojolobal because these two have been more assimilated into the ladlno 

lifestyle. For this reason I am going to focus on that specific group, 

by trying to make a general analysis of their culture, in order to make 

an approach for the community development and improvement of quality of 

life 
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VI. PHYSICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF SOCIETY AND CULTURE 

1. Culture and Society: The Concept of Space and Social Organization. 

In the last chapter settlement patterns were explained by the adap¬ 

tation of man to his social and physical environments through the inter¬ 

nal and external factors interacting in the cultural process, however, 

there are other factors which are also important. For the Tzotzil, like 

the ancient Maya, geography and religion play an important role in the 

definition of their settlement sites. The conception of space has been 

greatly affected by the geography, religion or cosmology; and the rela¬ 

tionship of a settlement to those around it by trade and ceremonial 

routes, all of which take part in determining world views. With the 

introduction of Catholicism, a particular type of settlement evolved 

through which can be studied the most recent cultural change in the 

Tzotzils. 

The political and religious circumstances of the Conquest forced 

the Indians to adapt Spanish elements in order to protect their ancient 

culture and religious beliefs. For example, the Zinacantecos world view 

stress the continuation of a cultural process by which catholic symbols 

were absorbed into the sacred geography and urban context. The Chamulas 

reacted differently. They refused to accept the change into their myth¬ 

ology or sacred geography, being only influenced by the physical mani¬ 

festation of some Christian symbols. So, with the coming of the 

Spaniards, the religious beliefs of the indigenous population were tem¬ 

pered in some manner, by the necessity to comform with enforced Catholi- 
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cism, bringing about the settlement patterns that exist in these com¬ 

munities today. 

A) The Zinacantecos cosmology was based on ancestral gods living in 

the sacred mountains of their ancient ceremonial centers. These ances¬ 

tors are both repositories of social and cultural knowledge and the 

active guardians of their traditional way of life. In contrast to these 

gods, they also have the "Earth Lord" god, who dwells beneath the sur¬ 

face of the ground, and can be picture as a single being, or as many, 

and- is always described as a large, fat ladino who possesses vast 

quantities of money, herds of cows, mules and horses, and flocks of 

chickens. He also controls the natural phenomena and owns all the 

waterholes.* This cosmological world view was supported by the sacali- 

zation of natural features of the landscape such as mountains, holes in 

the ground, mountain passes, rocks and trees; and by man-made sacred 

places as well, like churches with their collections of saints,the house 

crosses in the patios of each compound, the crosses at the head of 

graves in cemeteries, or the crosses at street corners in the ceremonial 

centers, which were in part, a result of the process of Catholicism and 

Colonialism2 (Fig. 22). 

These ideas were mainly based on a mythology of internal versus 

external gods, and they were preserved through their politico-religious 

cargoholders, who maintained these traditions by their religious 

festivities and ceremonial pilgrimage routes throughout their ancestral 

lands and sacred places. With the introduction of Catholicism their 

ancestors preserved this mythology by integrating the Catholic church as 

the house of the Earth Lord, under the new name of San Lorenzo, patron 
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of Zinacantan* This situation can be understood as a response to exter¬ 

nal pressure which forced them to preserve their religious tradition by 

means of integration of physical elements in their sacred spaces,.while 

preserving their nature as a Post-Classical Mayan society (Fig, 23). 

This cultural manifestation is very strongly expressed in the urban 

structure and context of their main ceremonial centers with the intro¬ 

duction of the typical colonial grid pattern, with a church, plaza, 

cabildo, and open market, representing the politico-religious center 

inhabited by only a few hundred Indians (Fig. 24a); while the bulk of 

the population lives in the dispersed hamlets maintaining strong ties 

with the center through ceremonial pilgrimage circuits to the sacred 

places in each community (Fig. 24b). This ceremonial structure func¬ 

tions as an element of integration of cosmic spaces within the whole 

ancestral lands and with the rest of the world, and it is manifested by 

a cross-shrine structure which in turn defined the sacred and non-sacred 

spaces* 

The regional structure of the Zinacantan communities was given by 

this ceremonial circuit which represented a tribute to their gods. It 

can be defined in four different scales of social organization. 

a) The regional scale which defines the ancestral land and the com¬ 

munity within their geographic context. This structure was supported by 

the main ceremonial centers from outside the region, and were connected 

to the headland or politico-religious center by important trade routes 

running from the highlands to the lowlands. This structure was also 

supported by the interconnection of minor ceremonial centers within the 

ancestral land which contained sacred places like mountains or churches, 
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or important waterholes. Which in turn created the type of settlement 

already described by Vogt as ceremonial center and dispersed hamlet 

(Fig. 25). 

b) The community scale which identifies the community as a whole 

entity, tied by the main ceremonial center within an internal regional 

structure. This structure is given by three different ceremonial cir¬ 

cuits which connect the minor ceremonial centers of Salinas, Paste, 

Navenchuac, and Apas with the politico-religious center of Zinacantan, 

each one containing important sacred places from their ancient mythology 

(Fig. 26). 

c) The hamlet scale which represents the largest subdivision of the 

total municipality and it is the second unit of social structure mani¬ 

festing distinctive characteristics in culture among Zinacantecos. The 

hamlet is composed by one or more patrilineage groups and are grouped 

around waterholes (Fig. 27). These waterholes function as a determinant 

of growth and territorial organization. Each waterhole group is also an 

important ceremonial group and maintains cross shrines as a means of 

communication with the group's ancestral gods (Fig. 28). Important 

ceremonial processions are performed every year by the waterhole group; 

the meaning of these rituals help to link together the patrilocal groups 

(snas) and identifies the waterhole group as another structurally signi¬ 

ficant segment of Zinacanteco society.^ 

d) The patrilineage scale or waterhole group represents the small¬ 

est unit of social organization and is comprises several patrilocal 

extended families. Each group contains several small subdivisions of 

domestic groups which represent the "sna" of one lineage (Fig. 29). The 
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domestic group is composed of kinsmen who live together in a house com¬ 

pound and who share a single maize supply. Each such group is charac¬ 

terized by a house cross, which is erected on the terrace outside the 

door of the principal house in the domestic unit (Fig. 30). A house 

cross always indicates a functioning domestic group, serves as a doorway 

to the soul of the house, as well as a means of communication between 

the domestic group and the rest of the social system. Important cere¬ 

monial circuits within the waterwhole group are the main support of 

social unity among the lineage, and with the rest of the communities by 

pilgrimage ceremonies to the ancestral ceremonial centers. ** 

B) As different from Zincantecos, with the introduction of Catholi¬ 

cism, Chamula did not change their cosmological concepts of the sacred 

and non-sacred spaces from their Mayan ancestors. Chamulas therefore 

have been traditionally characterized by a high degree of cultural con¬ 

servatism and as a consciously ethnocentric Indian municipality. Since 

Pre-Classical times their ancient Mayan mythology of two principal 

deities, "The Father sun" and the moon, his mother, create special con¬ 

cepts about the world view of the Chamula universe. This mythology was 

accomplished by other deities or "Earth Lords," who were close relatives 

to the Father sun and were living in the mountain caves, providing all 

forms of precipitation including the accompanying clouds, lightning, and 

thunder (which were associated with snakes). The most basic concept to 

Chamula spatial orientation is the belief that they live at the center 

of the Earth, the "navel of the world." They believe that their cen¬ 

trality on the Earth, combined with the high elevantions of their lands, 

gives them spatial relationship with the sun (principal deity). Conse- 
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quently, they view their home as the only truly safe virtuous place on 

Earth.5 

Within their own municipality, space is further divided and evalu¬ 

ated according to several criteria. First they distinguish between 

ordinary space and sacred space. Sacred spaces can potentially be used 

for ritual action. This mean that language, gestures, objects, and 

attitudes associated with sacred places are direct to supernatural 

beings or are meant to please them. Ordinary places, in contrast, are 

simply the settings for everyday social transactions and economic activ¬ 

ities. Their ritual behavior may occur equally well in the woods (as in 

caves and waterholes), in the fields (as in maize-blessing cermonies), 

and in the house (as in the house shrine and curing ceremonies). 

These sacred spaces also transcend to other spatial categories. 

The ceremonial center, for example, is the symbolic focus of Chamula 

ritual activity, and contains segments of all the three categories of 

space. It also contains symbols of all the important social groups of 

the municipality. As such, it can be considered a kind of controllable 

microcosm of the whole spatial universe.5 These whole cosmological sys¬ 

tem is bounded and held together by the circular paths of the sun and 

the moon, oriented by the eastern and western edges of the Earth, in 

which a tripartite structure integrates the three barrios within a con¬ 

centric ceremonial center (Fig. 31). 

As different from Zinacantecos, Chamulas' cultural continuity did 

not have the same impact in their urban structure, as compared with 

Zinacantan center. Hence, the Spanish influence was not so determinant 

for their settlements and the acceptation of external elements was not 
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so common. With only a few exceptions like the church and the crosses, 

their concept of sacred space was preserved, and it is manifested by the 

comparative population living in the ceremonial centers as different 

from Zinacantecos which hold much more population than Chamula does. 

Therefore, their regional structure represents more a continuation of 

Pre-Hispanic societies from which the concept of space is considered in 

three scales of organization which together form the whole universe^ 

(Fig. 32). 

a) The universal scale was given by their narrow view of the world 

by which the ancestral land was considered the only real land hold by 

the main ceremonial center as the center of the world. Within this 

scale were contained the woods, main sacred mountains, and caves that 

figure prominently in varius rituals throughout the year. This cere¬ 

monial center also contains within the central San Juan church what is 

believed to be the actual center of the universe or "navel" of the 

Earth. This universal space allows us to identify the Chamulas as a 

strong community tied together by its ancestral land and ceremonial 

center, which represents the center of their moral universe. This moral 

universe was supported by three "barrios" which is the next most inclu¬ 

sive social grouping below the municipality. The three barrios are the 

chief components of the religious and political organization of the 

municipality. Religious and political officials, henceforth called 

"cargoholders" (from the Spanish word "cargo," meaning "office" or 

"responsible"), always enter the offical hierarchy as representativs of 

their barrios, and ritual procedure constantly emphasizes the tripartite 

composition of religious and political organization. Hence the barrios * 
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most important function lies on the ritual and administrative level 

(Fig, 33). 

b) The next on the scale comprising the relationship between man 

and his land is the hamlet, which is the smallest social group that 

identifes an individual's geographic origin in terms which will be 

understood by most adult Chamula. It is also the second largest sub¬ 

division of the municipality for administrative and representational 

purposes.8 Chamula hamlets differ from those in nearby Zinacantan in 

that they are neither demographically nor socially isolated; nor do they 

tend to be so strongly endogamous.8 Also, they are tied together by 

internal trails as opposed to the Zinacantecos which are tied by cere¬ 

monial circuits. The social grouping of hamlets depends on different 

factors, there are those which consist of two to eight hamlets and who 

bury their dead together and celebrate the Festivity of the Dead 

together in the same cemetery. These groups feel closeness to one 

another which is reinforced by the fact that most of their consanguinal, 

affinal (a ritual kinship relationship) are restricted to the few same 

hamlets without being exogamous units. This special relationships of 

neighboring hamlets is no where manifested more clearly than in the 

cemetery group. The other factor of social grouping in the hamlet is 

the waterhole group, like in Zinacantan. Nevertheless, due to the 

limited distribution of water supply in Chamula, strong descent groups 

tend ordinarily to control the right to their use by paying for seasonal 

rights to a waterhole that still has water. Therefore, the waterhole 

group is a unity of economic, social, and political solidarity10 (Fig. 

34). 
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c) The third scale of space is the "sna” which is an extension of 

the patrilocally extended domestic group and represents the smallest 

social group to which Chamulas belong. This group consists of kinsmen, 

like in Zinacantan, which maintain the ritual life of the community and 

their integration with the rest of the municipality. 

2. The Urban Context as a Manifestation of Cultural Factors 

From our previous analysis of the concept of space and social 

organization in Zinacantan and Chamula, we can argue that the changing 

communal habitat patterns of these societies evolved different cultural 

manifestations but with some elements in common: their sacred geography 

and adaptation to their natural and socio-cultural process derived from 

colonialism. The process of settlement growth in each was derived from 

diverse internal and external factors in their cultural process which in 

turn are manifested by the physical determinants of their differing 

urban and regional structures. The range of information made possible 

by aerial photographs, combined with a knowledge of society, makes the 

settlement patterns decipherable in terms of a set of interwoven deter¬ 

minants, both ecological and cultural in nature. 

Hence, we are going to consider the two main factors that define 

the urban context of these societies as natural and man-made, which 

together comprise the whole notion of sacred and profane elements mani¬ 

fested by the adaptation between man to his surrounding natural envi¬ 

ronments. First we are going to describe all the sacred and natural 

elements which play an important role in the definition of the urban 
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context. We mean by this, the sacred geography which is supported by 

the sacralization of the natural features within the environment, which 

in turn are complemented with some man-made elements as a symbol of 

sacralization, and which defined the urban context of each (Zinacantan 

and Chamula). 

a) The sacred mountains are one of the main sacred natural elements 

which plays an important rolé in the urban context as a manifestation of 

a cultural factor. For both societies they represent the house of gods 

and ancestors, and they function as an element of integration into the 

regional structure which in turn unifies the region with the rest of the 

world. 

• The main structure of Zinacantan is given by a longitudinal axis 

which represnts the "old camino real, ** connecting the principal access 

route between the highlands and lowlands since ancient times. This 

structure is supported by a series of sacred mountains all along the 

route from the valley of Ixtapa to San Cristobal de Las Casas, with 

Zinacantan as a central strategic and religious center containing most 

of the sacred mountains concentrated in and around five kilometers of 

the ceremonial center of Zinacantan (Fig. 35). This structure was later 

complemented by a transverse axis running north-south and connecting the 

ceremonial centers of Zinacantan with San Lucas Zapotal in the Grijalva 

valley. These factors give way to a more flexible regional structure 

supported by trade and ceremonial routes which in turn allowed and eco¬ 

nomic and social alliance between Zinacantan and four surrounding muni¬ 

cipalities, or what we called before an externally exploitive pattern of 

development. With an adaptation of man to his socio-economic environ- 
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ment (Fig. 36). 

This main structure was also conected by a substructure of internal 

pilgrimage routes connecting the minor ceremonial centers which con¬ 

tained some of the ancestral sacred places (like mountains, hills, 

caves, mountain passes, waterholes, trees, and rocks) to the main cere¬ 

monial. center, which in turn defined the socio-cultural integration of 

Zinacantecos and therefore the economic support of their politico- 

religious center. These minor ceremonial centers were the focus of 

social unity within the hamlets, and the important pilgrimage circuits 

tied them with the rest of the communities. Hence, we can consider that 

the regional structure of Zinacantân is integrated by a series of inter¬ 

nal and external ceremonial circuits and major trade routes creating a 

series of independent communities which express a strong relationship 

between man and his adaptation to socio-economic environments by means 

of their sacred geography, and their organization in concentrated com¬ 

munities (Figs. 37 and 38). 

b) Another of the important natural and sacred elements in 

Zinacantân settlement patterns are the waterholes, which have many func¬ 

tions within the internal structure of the communities. They function 

as a unifying social structure; as a support of socio-religious soli¬ 

darity (a major point on ceremonial circuits within the hamlet); and as 

an element of determining the territorial limits. It also allows the 

formation of independent communities with tendencies toward a concen¬ 

trated settlement pattern, demographically and socially integrated by 

endogamous families tied by internal ceremonial circuits (Figs. 39 and 

40) 
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c) The urban structure of Zinacantan center is integrated within 

the sacred geography by a grid pattern which shows strong Spanish influ¬ 

ences* This ceremonial center represents the political-religious struc¬ 

ture of Zinacantan society and it is composed of the church of San 

Lorenzo, the main institutional buildings, and a small population 

(mostly integrated by the cargoholders). It is also integrated by a 

circuit of sacred cross shrines at the corners of the surrounding 

churches, which in turn define the main urban sacred space (Fig. 41). 

This structure is supported at the same time by the ancient sacred 

geography which includes all the surrounding sacred mountains and 

natural features within five kilometers along the valley. One of the 

main elements within the sacred geography is the KALVARY (kalvario, a 

low lying hill located at the south of the church). This place repre¬ 

sents the meeting of the four ancestral gods, it is the final shrine 

visited on a curing ceremony circuit, and the usual place where black 

chickens are sacrificed and left as a symbolic substitute for the lives 

of the patients (Vogt)11 (Fig. 42). 

The most important religious ceremonies are carried out in and 

around this center with the performance of different religious festivi¬ 

ties and pilgrimage circuits to all the sacred places of the ceremonial 

center and the ancestral lands. This structure given by religious pil¬ 

grimage routes generated new settlements along their path, functioning 

as an axis of growth and communication. 

Differing from Zinacantan, Chamula's main regional structure is 

integrated by a concentric center and held together by a tripartite 

structure composed of three barrios. This structure represents the 
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microcosmos in which the Chamulas live and act together. The ceremonial 

center of San Juan Chamula is the main religious and political center of 

this society and it is believed by Chamulas to be the center of the 

Earth. All sacred mountains are concentrated in and around the cere¬ 

monial center. 

Differing from the Zinacantecos, the Chamulas were not integrated 

into the outside cultures and they always maintained an ecosystem by 

which are expressed the relationships between man's adaptation to his 

natural environment, or what we called before an internally exploitive 

pattern of development (Fig. 43). 

All of these factors give way to a regional structure growing 

through internal trails, tied by the ceremonial center and generating 

dispersed communities around waterholes and valley bottoms with high 

population density and agricultural exploitation as an economic base, 

which in turn define a regional structure with a formation of state-like 

communities demographically isolated and composed of exogenous families, 

socially integrated by waterholes and internal trail routes. These 

internal trail routes were integrated into the regional structure and 

defined within the context by a portal shrine of crosses which in turn 

defined the end of each barrio. They are also integrated by the orien¬ 

tation toward east-west and north (Fig. 44). 

The urban structure of Chamula is integrated into the sacred geo¬ 

graphy by the three principal mountains representing each of the 

barrios, and held together by the church of San Juan Chamula in the main 

ceremonial center. This urban structure tends toward the preservation 

of the ancient headland Mayan settlement patterns, containing a great 
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plaza, market, cablldo, and church. This center has a low density with 

the population dispersed over the region around the ceremonial center. 

The sacralization of the elements of the urban context is expresed 

by a cross-shrine structure running east-west to the ceremonial center 

and also by the cross shrines around the great plaza, which integrates 

the center with the rest of the world by way of the crosses (Figs. 45, 

46, and 47). 
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VII. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

In this study a framework was presented by which the socio-cultural 

circumstances sustained by the Tzotzil communities of the Chiapas High¬ 

lands, from ancient times until the present (1000 B.C-1980 A.D.) could 

be interpreted. From the analysis of the relationships between man and 

his physical environment, and specifically his adaptation to natural and 

social factors, it was possible to define habitat in terms of social 

conditions. From these several conclusions regarding appropriate means 

for effecting social, cultural, economic, and technological change, in 

the context of contemporary attempts at modernization in the Tzotzil 

region, can be drawn. Throughout, the concern guiding this examination 

was the validity, or not, of protecting cultural continuity in order to 

minimize the negative impact that contemporary modernization has had, or 

might have, on the Tzotzil communities. The general conclusions are as 

follows. 

First, it seems that by protecting the urban context of the cere¬ 

monial centers in Zinacantan and Chamula, it is possible to achieve a 

cultural congruency, by maintaining the traditional and vernacular 

architecture and development of settlement patterns without penalizing 

programs of modernization. Specifically, this can be achieved by 

adapting necessary new elements to the existing formal structure, in a 

manner which continues to manifest this structure, thereby making 

possible its preservation and progression. Hence, the two most impor¬ 

tant situations are the ceremonial centers and the ceremonial circuits 

which represent not only the religious aspects of the Tzotzil life, but 
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are tied to the everyday functioning of the settlements. The cross 

shrines on street corners, altars in the mountains and sacred waterholes 

of the hamlets and barrios, along with the main ceremonial center should 

be preserved as the cultural matrix which holds the community together 

and gives the cultural expression* 

Second, modernization undoubtedly provides the means for improving 

the standard of living. However, higher standards should be guided by 

the need to protect traditions of the area where possible. There is 

a social responsibility to respect human and land rights while intro¬ 

ducing modern health standards, medical techniques, and education. For 

example, the Tzotzil shamanas (Indian doctors) could be educated in 

modern medicine so that improved methods can be incorporated into the 

existing structure for dispensing practical medicine. Educational 

instruction should be offered in the native language, be at least par- 

tiallyl centered on Mayan history and culture and be presented in a 

manner coherent with traditional education. By utilizing existing 

methods of social interaction within the community it is possible to 

instill new meaning into the conventions of a community and provide much 

needed services without seriously disrupting its way of life. 

Third, with the integration of these societies into the national 

economy by means of modernization and industrialization, unfortunate 

changes have occurred in the internal economy by rending it more depen¬ 

dent on external markets than might otherwise have occurred. Further, 

these internal economic problems have also retarded the incentive for 

progressive adaptation to modern life. Economic institutions therefore, 

should also be able to function on an independent level. Modernization 
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can be used to increase and diversify production, so that a community 

has the means for self-sufficiency, rather than dependence. For 

example, the formation of cooperatives for agriculture, industry, arts 

and crafts, would increase the incentive of independent industries and 

make both local and external markets more accessible and remunerative, 

without necessarily causing an abdication of cultural identify. 

Fourth, the economic bases of these communities play a large role 

in the determination of cultural values. Therefore, self-determination 

with regard to technology would allow cultural continuity and insure 

control of the community over its built environment. This would prevent 

some of the problems now prevalent in the Tzotzil area, such as the 

inability to maintain, expand, or reproduce the patterns used in new 

buildings and services (water treatment, sewage, etc.). 

It can also be concluded from Chapters II and IV that the ecolo¬ 

gical and cultural circumstances in the Chiapas Highlands are due to 

both external and internal influences on community development. For 

example, external factors stemming from the impact of modernization on 

these societies is considered, under national policy, to be part of a 

process of resource development and social reform. Unfortunately, these 

factors have also adversely affected Tzotzil human rights, deteriorated 

their natural environment, habitat, and culture. Therefore, it appears 

that the most fruitful approach, or planning methodology to be pursued 

in this context is one that juxtaposes (radically) different external 

and internal factors, views of the world, conceptions of space, reli¬ 

gion, and ideology in a manner that allows for a fundamental critique of 

both sides of the question (indigenous and external) and development of 
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an integrted direction for social-cultural progress. 

Here is an important determination of the social responsibility of 

agents of change in the role of mediators between government and the 

community. Otherwise, theprocess of social reform, admirable in many 

other ways, seems likely to be applied, with or without acceptance by 

the indigenous communities, in an untempered manner that results in 

cultural obliteration. 

While these conclusions seem to hold for this context and indeed 

for other Third World situations, they are by no means exhaustive. Even 

within the Chiapas Highlands there are diverse conditions, with those of 

Zinacantân documented here in the most detail. Therefore, the develop¬ 

ment of a specific proposal for the whole area would entail more study 

into the conditions of both Chamula and Zinacantân. 
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