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7 Activists’ communication and
mobilization tactics to find
Ayotzinapa’s 43 disappeared
students

Luis Rubén Diaz-Cepeda, Ernesto Castaieq,
and Kara Andrade '

Since 2006, Mexico has been going through a rough period where the 31
to control the profits from illicit drug traffic by different groups ang m
actors has caused the murder of at least 234,996 people as of Octobes
2016 (INEGI, 2018) and 30,499 missing people (RNPED, 2018). In 2057
at least 18,898 homicides were attributed to organized crime (Dittmar.
2018). This increased level of violence started with the war on drug
ordered by former President Felipe Calderén Hinojosa (2006-2012) and
his strategy of Joint Operations between military personnel and police o
enforce the ban on illicit substances. Military involvement continued
during Enrique Pefa Nieto’s administration (2012-2018). In fact, in 2018
the federal government passed the Internal National Security Law tha
formalized the continued patrolling of the streets by the army; a measure
that in 2006 had been announced as temporary.

Since the beginning, activists and those who have suffered directly or
witnessed the violent side-effects caused by this strategy have protested the
militarization of the country. During this time, some social moyement cam-
paigns appeared such as the movement against the milimr'iza[inn of Ciudad
Judrez in 2008, the Movement for Peace and Jusmfc with Dliﬂlh':
(Movimiento por la Paz con Justicia y Dignidad, MPJD) in 2011; - ‘J
students’ movement #lam132 (#Yosoy132) in 2012. Ho“jc\-er. rhajh IL;L
savvy PR strategy from the activists involved in the Ayorzinapa m?‘;i‘:‘m
the demand of finding the students reached levels of mobilizations ¢

rpassed the previous protests. : .
B 'f'rxe Ayotzi?napa movement started when on the evening zt :-ml -
26, 2014, two of the five buses with student teachers for thc‘- chn W
Isidro Burgos' were attacked. Police and umdenn_ﬁed gunmen e

N n the buses of students in Iguala, Guer e
three students — were shot and ?“";ifo o
e 43 students wcrcl taken by
n mili b (Gibler, 2017)- ice
x::;ﬂi( in by corrupt lo¢ l polt
‘murdered and incinerated-

ptembes
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130 Luis Rubén Diaz-Cepeda et al.

“spontaneous” activity possible, (2) this communication netwo,
“co-optable to the new ideas of the incipient movement”; ang (3)
ence of one or more “precipitants” or immediate catalyses that
fire for the spontaneous action to occur (Freeman, 2003, Pp. 22_25"‘&

This chapter relies on data collected through a series of inten:)'
ducted separately by each one of the authors in-person, emews
noted, in Mexico and the United States. The interviews we dralv): Whey
this chapter are: N for

* Raiil Romero is a member of the Zapatista movement and Mgy,
for Peace and Justice with Dignity (MP]D) (March 23, 201¢;, “ent

® Omar Garcia is an Ayortzinapa student and spokesperson of &
Ayorzinapa movement (February 22, 2015).

e Julio Cesar Guerrero is a campaign coordinator for the Carayan, 8
Phone interview (March 22, 2015). >

e  Alicia Hopkins, a philosopher, is a member of the Youth in Alternariye
Resistance Collective (November 9, 2014).

e Raul Benitez-Manaut is a professor at Mexico’s National Universiry
UNAM (February 24, 2014).

e  Luisa Ortiz Pérez, PhD, is an activist and organizer (March 20, 2015

e Vidulfo Rosales Sierra is a lawyer from the Tlachinollan Humag
Rights Center. He works pro-bono on cases for the indigenous and
poor people Guerrero, Mexico (March 23, 2015).

e Mark Stevenson is an Associated Press Reporter. Mexico City Burean
Email interview (February 13, 2015).

Data also comes from the analyses of secondary sources and ethnographic
work in activist events. Diaz directly observed key actors in Mexico Giy
during the beginning of the movement (October to December 2014). Durinz
this period Diaz attended several organization meetings, marches, and rallis

“astafieda attended a presentation of the report from an international grow

s
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€vening of September 24 2014
man studen.ts fro_m the Normal were headed to Iguala r;aragi;:l;ﬁnc;fsf;;:h-
trip to Mexico City to Participate in student -
ing October 2, 1968,

For years, he said, the students had been retaining commercial and

tourist buses as a public service to the school. During bus retentions, the
students would peacefully, with no weapons or any kind of force, ask the
‘bus driver for temporary use of the bus; if the driver agreed, the passengers
. d th dents would take the addi-
- would be offloaded to other buses an e stu : L
tional buses for a few weeks and then return them withour any longas.
‘That night, the driver agreed to turn over the bus l:le was dsnp:rx:lg n;s = ajg:cia
11 - .
fonld deoproffehe Pameonee B e Cl::;ﬂ thi driver would follow-
s, “We had done that before, many tu‘neis. o). G chinks that

ugh” A 2 e e
ough” (Garcia, Mar b Sy this time things
students were tricked by the bus driver bx
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klllir!g. the students and burning their remains for eleven houp,
municipal dump and then throwing their ashes in the Fiv
2014). In January 20185, Felipe Rodriguez Salgado, a lca.;ler :
Guerreros Unidos gang, was arrested and reportedly ¢ € Of the
he had been given orders to kill the students because they hag BAT0PS fhay
to rival gang Los Rojos (Archibold, 2015). The Mexican gov;"”w
sented this as “the historical truth™ of what occurred thar nighe, Ag e 0

. gd‘
of January of 2015, the Attorney General made a public statem
detailed how the students “were grabbed by police, handed ov“c::
gang members, who killed them and incinerated the bodies™ (AP, 2015
The government version was broadly reproduced by mainstream y
but it was not accepted by the students’ parents, schoolmates, and activisyy
because the version they had from surviving students differed from the
official one.

The parents’ suspicions of the official version, which were initially por.
traited as foolish by mainstream media, would later gain scientific support
as the Argentina’s international forensics team, which was brought i n
help identify the remains, stated there was not enough scientific evidence |
to conclusively prove the theory presented by then General Atrorney Jesis
Murillo Karam (AP/AFP, 2015). The questions then remained, who ok
the students? And where were they? Activist Alicia Hopkins argues that
Murillo Karam’s statements did not have the purpose of answering these
questions truthfully, but rather “With this press conference and (l:
support of the political class the federal government wanted to close.
case and move on” (personal communication, November 9, 2014. Agamst
the government’s predictions, the search for the truth would continue.
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134 Luis Rubén Diaz-Cepeda et al.

to protect the evidence. “The police were stjl i

and the army was at the entrance. They were la;?attz:g :he foungg .
le_ft eye twitching (Garcia, 2015, personal interview). W}’, G'arﬁa Silys,ﬂ'qg '
him what happened to his eye, he says the military threwen ﬂt&:
January 13 when the parents of the missing students ;rock At hipy,
and teachers from the school tried to gain access to an a,n - ““da:
(BBC, 2015). He considers this is part of his work as ann:;y l'n:‘ei'”
stt.adc.:nt at Ayotzinapa’s teacher’s college. They wanted toctwm and g5,
missing students in the military base where the teachers ands?;cdl:::”ﬂ

pected the disappeared were being held or where th Sug.
had been burned. €Y Suspected the Bodie,

Activists’ communication and mobilization tactics

Catalyst for action

What allowed bringing sustained atrention to the disappearance of the sty
dents in Iguala was that the other students ar the school, and irs affiliared
network, were able to respond to the physical and subsequent disqualifics.
tions in the mainstream media by using a pre-established structure of com.
mittees, secretariats, and delegated leaders for consensus-based
decision-making. One of the main ways this consensus on how to respond
to crises was reached was through a General Assembly of teachers, su-
dents, and affiliated committee members. The morning after the disappear-
ances happened, Garcia said, the General Assembly mer to first establish
the facts behind the event and work through the unknowns

‘We didn’t have a clear count of how many of the colleagues had been
‘disappeared. We thoughr it was 58, then 57, then after the meeting we
knew it was 43, and we thoughr they were in jail. g :

Sl (Gareia, 2015, personal intervie!
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Guerrero where they work. Eve

tions in their area, help them, check in with the

Garcia states that there is also a list of o;ganiz::i’;';“l:; o‘;:’:t a;:‘dq; ::::s
beyond Guerrero that the school has maintained relationships with for
years and many of which volunteer and provide different types of support
for the school. These organizations extend into national and international
networks. Among these are State Coordinating Committee of Education
Workers of Guerrero, or CETEG, which was the force behind Mexico's
democratic teachers’ movement, the Na i nal “
Education Workers, or CN' '
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I had never felt fear when protesting for m
the first marches, the violence szarteg. Therg S;Lfs:e:thm‘;’ 1Tbe dars
Fhe marches, and the police were using the excuse ofv:n:l,-ol:?ce &""‘!
mﬁl;rated the marches to resort to violence, things like‘;,js-m )
C:_ar.rlages., hitting women on the head .-- [During one of :2, M?’
vigils being held for the students] it was held in open space il
Zocalo and they turned off the lights. You know the Zocalo h’a;n . :
entrances and if they close those off no one can move from the i;:
The:'re was a vigil at night. They turned off the lights and let loose the
police. You can only imagine what happened ... It made us all cry. !
(Pérez, 2015, personal interview) )

The repression of Ayotzinapa was similar to other movements classified 15 ll
student movements, such as the night of Tlatelolco in 1968.° the break of

the National University of Mexico (UNAM) students’ strike by Federal ‘
forces in 1999,'% and even previous attacks to the Normal’s students by the
Federal police.”! However, one thing that was significantly different was
the use of social media to document the marches, vigils, protests, and “die-
ins” that were being staged at different schools and public places, as well

‘as subsequent repression. The disappearance of the students was discu

. ented in many ways by different people, captured on vido,

Yo ube, Facebook, Twitter and then hashrags were

n hose shared moments. Twitter hashtags e
lude “We Are Not a Number™ and “14m

ed by students all over the %
gs of statements such as “We ar<?

: imon¥
inction of creating testi
f.““c'-“",hm distributed beyosd
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T .

o ::’l:h\‘ji g‘a); etr}::e are l;nore questions than answers,
. nty about thg disappeared students, °
ppearance, however, has gained international attention,
parents and students of Ayotzinapa sustain th b
Guetreto! th pa sustain the momentum in
rero through marches, popular assemblies of local residents gy
teachers worl.ung with labor and teachers’ unions, peasant 6‘%‘ o
and community-run police movement or auto-defensas, the :??“":fh
l;,oo‘tfl;s and the blocking of major highways into an othcrwis:gm -
;c& s; :C(::’s; gigz;.known for beaches and weekend getaways (Asfura-Hep
1 Or} a national level they have organized with other student networks
inherited from the #YoSoy132 movement of 2012 (Diaz-Cepeda, 2015:
Guillén, 2013; Muiioz Ramirez, 2011). Internationally, the campaign has
spread to universities in many countries where vigils, protest marches, and
actions such as “die-ins” have been staged; songs and poems have ben
performed on social media. The parents, students, and reacher’s plea for
justice and accountability by the Mexican government for the Ayotzinap
student disappearances have become part of the demands of other causs
and social movement campaigns such as disappeared migrants all over the
world, forced disappearances, political prisoners, police brutality in Fergx
son, Missouri, the deaths of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and others att

hands of the police (Tilly, Castafieda & Wood, 2019). '
it There are also growing international alliances with groups thu:
1illatt 3 School of the Americas Watch, and a coalition of US-based orgqnmw_
that helped the parents of the disappeared students © c;rg?rll:tm
ana4: arch 2015 in which three caravans wuh a total Oh : 3 e

“ . than 40 cities across the US. “The main aim,” ¢ :avc
to de an international forum for the parents who & e
vernment of system X :

: ic violence and impunity s
cording to Julio Cesar Guerrero, Qmwlgl;m /%%
243, are provided by the coalition memaml -
, account for the parents” travel, foo%
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Nobody wants to touch it because it's nasty stuff. [p
repression stuff, it’s the military, and there are al| sorms
of co-optation or buying out, and eventually,
come as well.

the main repr
(Pérez, August 20, 2015, personal i

Thus, despite citizen indignation and widespread mobilization, Politiczng
and state actors have shown little interest in this issue.

Ayotzinapas 43’s lessons

This case study is an example of critical public relations theory, as it privi-
leges the perspective of activist and attempts to learn how PR can be used
for the benefit of the powerless. As such, it diverges from Excellence
Theory assumprions. Excellence Theory is the dominant paradigm i
public relations theory (Dozier, Guning, & Gruning, 1995; Grunig &
Grunig, 1989). For the most part, this tradition was built from the per-
spective of resource-rich organizations (Grunig, 1992) that took power s
a given. Their staff are concerned not to abuse that power and show Cor-
porate Social Responsibility (CSR), and that organizations should avod
manipulation of the public. Instead, they were 1o reach mutual under
standing by challenging activists via a two-way symmetrical model (Grume
& Grunig, 1997). In the same token PR had been perceived by some 3t
ists as an undesirable and unethical “set of techniques for pursuing cope
interests rather than promoting common interests"l(Miller & Diwad;
2008, p holars and activists const

) ~"::.. 'd' 3) have
d be used by actvis® 'XMM
1g power balance Tt






At this early stage, parents had no experion. o
sequence, they did not play an active role in spreading the mec. b oy
suade Mexico's federal government to find out the trurh aud?"
alive. As parents gained experience, by November 2014, thqug
the lead strategy coordinators of the different campaigns, T’Rb
Permanent) campaign has been to find the students alive. Subsequeny -
PAIgns were organized to challenge the Bovernment’s narrative M‘:
people detained during the protests. These campaigns included 5 Combey
tion of off-line and on-line disruptive tactics such as Presenting porraiy o
the missing students and national and international caravans.

As time passed by and the demands not resolved, ar the climax of the
movement there was a dissenting PR stage where SMOs involved 1ot only
called for new legislation but a new government. On the streets, protesus
chanted: It was the State! And since 2014 they got organized on the
Popular Citizen Constituent (Constituyente Ciudadana Popular, PCQ*
and the People’s National Convention (Convencion Nacional Popuds,
PNC)"" (Diaz-Cepeda, 2016). :

It is important to notice thar the success of the movement of mobikiing
thousands of people at a local, national, and international level was duc
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took with initiatives around education, energy
. and tel .
gress. They were able to organize the first independent m °l:fthe ¥:
tial candidates, where the only absent candidate was Enrique Pefa Nier, 1ot
It was broadcasted on You Tube and reached a larger audiml:m
televized ones. Despite all their efforts EPN was voted President of Mexico g
the 2006 to 2012 period. Though with less viibilty, EPN continued g
:3 tn:(;htary strategy and drug related violence not only continued b
ated.
) %ee “Yo Soy 132, a Networked Social Movement of Mexican Youth” (Dig.
epeda, 2015).
6 Si el estado estaba asesinando a la sociedad y estaba desapareciendo y asss
ando no teniamos como comprobarlo hasta que sucedi6 lo de Ayotzinapa.
7 Raudl Romero (33) is a life-time activist. He has participated in the Zapatits
movement and the MPJD.
8 heep:/filustradoresconayotzinapa.tumblr.com. e
9 Similar to civil rights movements in the United States and Europe dunng
decade of 1960s, students in Mexico were demanding more dempug:; Cﬂ:
ditions in the country. These protests increased and as the Olymp:; gty
Mexico 1968 were about to be inaugurated (October 12, 1968),
tration of then President Gustavo Diaz Ordaz was in a hurry roen o
On October 2, 1968 during a peaceful student manifestiiol FLC e
- shot and many of them were killed or disappeared (to l:hcny 258
ate by students, activists, and social orga

 did not report the attack. Sinccuimions 5 adwd
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