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fellowship placement

Beginning in September 2003, I will spend ten months in Chiapas, Mexico, as a JJCF/Lewis Hine Documentary Fellow.  This fellowship is made possible through the Jennifer Jessica Cohen Foundation, the Lewis Hine Documentary Initiative at the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University, and the Bernard van Leer Foundation.

During my time in Chiapas I will collaborate with Melel Xojobal, a social service organization in San Cristóbal de las Casas serving indigenous families and children.  Melel’s central mission is to accompany indigenous families in their struggles to achieve economic stability, to access social resources, and to maintain their cultural identities and heritages while living away from their home communities.  The name “Melel Xojobal” means Luz Verdadera, or True Light, in the Tsotsil language.






background

The families whom Melel serves are part of the large-scale migration of indigenous families to the urban center of San Cristóbal that has occurred throughout the last several decades.  One of the primary causes of migrations is the search for economic opportunity; another, the desire or necessity to escape conflict zones, areas affected by the instability and violence of the low-intensity war being waged in the Chiapan highlands.  The conflict is multilateral, not only between the Mexican government and certain indigenous organizations but also among adversarial political and religious factions within indigenous communities.

As a result, many families have transitioned from their traditional home communities to the urban center.  Life in the city has its own complications, however, and families may face continued economic hardship as well as widespread discrimination.  The physical location of their homes, built on the city’s periphery, where unpaved streets start to climb the hills, reflects in a symbolic sense the social marginalization indigenous families confront:  far too often being indigenous in the city means to have little access to public services, to be unregistered to vote, and to find opportunities for work only in the city’s informal economic market.  

Within this world indigenous children are particularly affected.  Many are not in school, spending their days accompanying their parents or working independently in income-gathering activities:  making and selling handicrafts, preparing and selling food, running errands; working as street vendors, garbage collectors, and porters.  Intelligent, capable, and oftentimes savvy beyond their years, these children are remarkably adept at maneuvering the urban milieu.  At the same time, they are especially vulnerable to its dark side.  Drug culture, sex trades, and violence are all part of urban street life; children are among the most exploitable targets, put at risk by their age, their social status, their lack of education, and their limited access to sources of income.  In addition to the difficulties of street life, children are forced to cope with family hardships and daily encounters with racist attitudes.  All of these factors present challenges to their physical, cognitive, and emotional health and development.



current work

Melel Xojobal is committed to collaborating with urban indigenous peoples, especially children, to help them envision and enact secure and healthy lives.  In all their work Melel seeks to implement programs that are based in respect for people and their cultures.

Melel is divided into two departments:  the Department of Communication and the Children’s Project.   

a)  The Department of Communication disperses information to indigenous communities in the form of a daily news synthesis and periodic publications and conducts workshops to train community members as communication promoters.  

	The Children’s Project is comprised of three initiatives that stimulate the development of indigenous children of scarce resources:


	Day-care center, with a focus on early childhood stimulation and development. 

“Streets”, a project that takes promoters to meet working children in the streets to offer games and lessons that promote reflection and learning.
“House of Learning,” a school program that promotes cultural diversity and that offers children the chance to reflect upon experiences of racism and discrimination.


Currently Melel is exploring avenues for broadening its documentation of the initiatives that form the Children’s Project and, more generally, of the situations and daily experiences of urban indigenous families.  This is the work Patricia Figueroa, Melel’s managing director, has requested I participate in as a Cohen/Hine Fellow.  My hope is that I will be able to assist Melel in further reflecting upon and documenting their work: both for their own organizational development and for the purposes of education and advocacy.  Potential documentation projects include taking oral histories of the working children in Melel’s programs and developing a collaborative documentary project with children in the “House of Learning” project.  The end goal of these projects (or others) is to produce audio/visual/written products to be shared with funders, with organizations doing similar work, and with the larger public.

For more information on Melel Xojobal, the Lewis Hine Documentary Initiative, and/or the Bernard van Leer Foundation, visit the following websites:

http://www.laneta.apc.org/melel/WEB_LUZ/MELEL_PRINCIPAL_c.html

http://cds.aas.duke.edu/hine/openingpage.html

http://www.bernardvanleer.org/


Please check back in early winter 2003 for an update on Melel’s work and my time in Chiapas.

