
1

Zapatista Caracoles and
Indigenous Emancipation in

Chiapas, Mexico

A report by Puneet Dhaliwal and Sarah Reader

November 2009

Prepared for the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund Trustees in partial
fulfilment of the conditions of receipt of an LRMF Award.



2

Table of contents

List of Figures and Images 3

Abstract 5

Acknowledgments 6

Part One: Project Overview 7
- Origins of Project 7
- Methodology 8
- People we met on our travels 10
- Limitations 11
- Structure of Report 13

Part Two: Introductory Material 14
- The context of Chiapas 14
- The formation of the EZLN 16
- The Zapatista rebellion 16
- From Aguascalientes to Caracoles 19

Part Three: Zapatista Autonomy 22
- Autonomous Governance 23
- Cooperative Economics 35
- Autonomous Education 40
- Autonomous Health 47
- Gender 50

Part Four: Beyond the Caracol 58
- La Otra Campaña (The Other Campaign) 58

Part Five: Conclusion 63
- Summary 63
- Recommendations 65
- Personal Reflections 65

Bibliography 71

Appendices
- Appendix I: Glossary 73
- Appendix I: Itinerary and Map 75
- Appendix II: Accounting Statement 77
- Appendix IV: Women’s Revolutionary Law 79
- Appendix V: Abortion Song 80



3

Figures and Images

Sign at entrance of Oventic caracol 1
(reads “Everything for everyone, nothing for ourselves”)

Meeting John Holloway in Puebla 8

Puneet and Sarah at the entrance to Oventic caracol 13

Map of indigenous groups and their location in Chiapas 14

Map of municipalities with a Zapatista presence 17

EZLN caracoles and Juntas de Buen Gobierno in Chiapas 19

Mural in Morelia of a caracol 21

Entrance to Oventic 23

Office of the Junta de Buen Gobierno at Oventic 24

Compañer@s of the Oventic Junta de Buen Gobierno 25

Mural at Oventic of a snail that is “slow but advancing” 28

Accounts of the Oventic Junta de Buen Gobierno 28

Sign at Oventic announcing the prohibition of drugs 29

Communal kitchen in Morelia 35

Zapatista bootmaker stamping a boot with the EZLN star 36

Outlets for Zapatista cooperatives in TierrAdentro, San Cristóbal 37

Zapatista boots ready to be taken to Canada 38
to raise money for the Zapatistas

Zapatista autonomous secondary school in Oventic 40

Mural in a classroom of the secondary school in Oventic 42

Making tortillas 46

Ambulances outside the Guadalupana Clinic 48

Medicine store and an ill Sarah getting medicine 49

Mural of an indigenous girl on a school building at Oventic 50

Women’s cooperatives in Oventic 53



4

Poster for La Otra Campaña 58

Poster from the forum on Atenco 60

The power generator at CIDECI 61

Puneet at Laguna Miramar and Sarah at Palenque 66

Waiting for the Junta at Morelia 68

Passing time in Morelia 69

Puneet and Sarah atop of the Great Pyramid of Cholula 69
before interviewing John Holloway

Puneet and Sarah at the entrance to Morelia 70

Map of Chiapas detailing the Zapatista caracoles we reached 76



5

Abstract

Chiapas, in southern Mexico, is simultaneously one of the most indigenous, resource-
rich, yet poor and marginalised states in the country. For the five centuries since the European
conquest, many of the indigenous peoples have suffered from chronic poverty, economic
disenfranchisement, political marginalisation and social exclusion. The modern neo-liberal
Mexico, which was progressing towards a prosperous future with the passing of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), had little room for the indigenous peoples. On
January 1st 1994, the day the NAFTA came into effect, the Zapatista National Liberation Army
(EZLN) rose up and declared “¡Ya basta!” (“Enough!”) The EZLN captured seven towns in
Chiapas, making demands for recognition of indigenous rights and culture. Since then, the
Zapatistas have taken control over their own lives by reclaiming lands and organising themselves
through their autonomous communities, municipalities and caracoles.

The objective of this project was to analyse these experiments in autonomy and the
extent to which the Zapatista caracoles realise a culture of participatory democracy. It was also
concerned with the extent to which the Zapatista movement helps to overcome problems of
indigenous marginalisation. Our approach was methodologically diverse, drawing on
documentary analysis of Zapatista communiqués and NGO reports, interviews with academics,
activists and NGOs, and participant observation in two Zapatista caracoles. The primary analysis
in the caracoles centred on the forms of governance, economic organisation, autonomous health
and education, and gender issues.

The key findings are as follows. The use of the traditional indigenous cargo system of
community responsibility and service acts as a fundamental basis for a participatory kind of
politics which is a real alternative to the official Mexican liberal capitalist democracy. The use of
indigenous principles of governance generates a sense of reflexivity and self-questioning in the
act of governance. This provides a context in which indigenous autonomy and dignity have been
constructed, particularly with respect to community control over health and education,
compared with the problems extant in the official systems. The development of collective
economic organisation presents another means, albeit limited in scale, by which participation is
advanced. Gender issues show a shift in culture in favour of gender equality but, as with the
aforementioned sectors, there are still shortcomings to be addressed. Of course, the
communities also face continued pressures from paramilitary harassment and a permanent
military presence. Despite the limitations and challenges to the movement, the achievements
within the space of 15 years remain considerable.

This report recommends that, in order to obtain a clearer and fuller view of the situation
of the Zapatista movement, more direct work is required at the community and municipality
level so as to gauge differences in achievement and progress across the region. Studies would
also benefit from comparison with the situation in the official government health and education
systems as well as the impact of their development subsidies on non-Zapatista communities. In
terms of evaluating the wider impact of the Zapatista movement for indigenous people, greater
depth of research and analysis on La Otra Campaña (The Other Campaign) is required. This
report concludes that the Zapatistas present a genuinely alternative form of politics that enables
greater participation, albeit with limitations. The Zapatistas – as they themselves make clear – are
no model to be rigidly applied elsewhere. They do, however, present a great inspiration and
numerous lessons regarding overcoming inadequate conceptions of democracy. Their
autonomous organisation marks substantial progress for many indigenous peoples in Chiapas,
though they face the challenge of how to amplify this across Mexico.
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Part One: Project Overview

Origins of the Project

This project grew organically out of our own personal political and academic interests.
As political activists committed to principles of radical anti-capitalist democracy, we have had a
long-standing interest in the autonomous form of organisation developed by the Zapatistas. The
1994 uprising captured the attention of the world and the Zapatista movement has been
important for many on the global anti-capitalist left. Their notable refusal of the objective of
taking state power presented an important break with many of the vanguardist revolutionary
anti-capitalist movements of the 20th century and has made them popular with many on the
libertarian anti-capitalist left. The Zapatistas, then, were an important formative influence on
Puneet’s early politicisation and he proceeded to read widely on them. The indigenous roots of
the movement gave the Zapatistas additional resonance for Puneet, who, having experienced
racism firsthand, has a longstanding interest in the issues of marginalisation and exclusion based
on race that are prevalent in Mexico.

Given this background, he had the aim of carrying out a project to examine the
autonomous organisation practiced by the Zapatistas. With friends who had carried out projects
in Venezuela and Peru funded by the Reinvention Centre and the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund,
he began to develop plans to do the same. Sarah, after returning to Warwick from an Erasmus
year in Madrid (during which she studied courses on Latin America and also spent two weeks on
a delegation to Mexico), had similar wishes to carry out such a project. With a deep interest in
Latin American politics and social movements, she had wanted to do a project on the Zapatistas
and was especially interested in the gender issues in that context.

Our personal political interests that motivated this project have very much been
bolstered by our own academic interests. As students of both politics and Spanish (Castilian), we
have developed a strong interest in the politics of Latin America (particularly in the new social
movements as agents of change), the reality of radical politics, indigenous marginalisation, and
the role and position of women in society. Our competence with the Spanish language also made
conducting a project in Mexico a feasible option for us. These political and academic interests,
combined with a desire to independently carry out a personally meaningful project in a
fascinating area of the world, led us to pursue the project.
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Methodology

In order to successfully analyse the Zapatista form of organisation, we devised three
main approaches to gathering the appropriate information. The first consisted in documentary
analysis before going to Mexico in order to familiarise ourselves with academic accounts of the
uprising and Zapatista organisation, more informal accounts by activists with direct experience in
Zapatista territory, reports from NGOs that work with and have contact with Zapatista
communities, and political declarations and communiqués from the Zapatistas themselves. This
stage had the purpose of orienting and refining our research questions and aims, in particular, in
terms of which sections of the Zapatista caracoles we would be analysing.

Second, we conducted various interviews – often fairly casual encounters – with
academics and activists with knowledge and experience of the Zapatistas. These included: John
Holloway, professor at the Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities at the Benemérita
Universidad Autónoma de Puebla, México and author of Change the World Without Taking Power:
The Meaning of Revolution Today and various books on the Zapatistas; Jérôme Baschet, professor at
the l'Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales (Paris) and the Universidad Autónoma de
Chiapas, México; Jet Nauta, SIPAZ Team Member in Chiapas, Mexico; various human rights
observers and volunteers with Frayba in Chiapas; and activists in Chiapas involved in La Otra
Campaña (The Other Campaign).

Meeting John Holloway in Puebla
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The third and most substantive method of research in this project was that of participant
observation in two Zapatista caracoles. This involved several days visiting caracol II, Oventic,
staying for four days in caracol IV, Morelia, and staying for two weeks at the Zapatista Rebel
Autonomous Centre of Spanish and Mayan Languages (Centro de Español y Lenguas Mayas
Rebelde Autónomo Zapatista; CELMRAZ) in Oventic. This allowed inquiry into the form of
governance, in particular the Juntas de Buen Gobierno (Good Government Juntas), the autonomous
health and education systems, the economic organisation through the cooperatives, as well as
observation of gender issues that cut across all the other aspects.

Combining the information gathered through these various methods allowed us to
generate the conclusions to our research questions that are presented in this report. There are, of
course, certain limitations to our project that we encountered, but these were not serious
constraints on the accuracy or validity of our research outcomes.
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People we met on our travels:

Whilst much of what we learnt derived from meetings and experiences that we had
arranged and planned before heading to Mexico, we also derived a substantial amount of
information from unexpected encounters and meeting a host of interesting people with an
interest in the Zapatistas and issues concerning indigenous communities. We include here a list
of the people we met during our adventure, though preserve the anonymity of those who did not
give us permission to use their names.

 A retired scholar from the Colegio de México and sculptor we met on the flight from
London to Mexico City; interested in indigenous culture and history

 John Holloway, famous autonomist Marxist and professor at the Benemérita Universidad
Autónoma de Puebla. We met him at his “office” at the Jardín Etnobotánico in Cholula
San Andrés.

 An American woman we met in San Cristóbal de las Casas doing an internship with the
Mexican Ministry of Health. She was researching the impact of swine flu and the
response to it in indigenous communities.

 A Canadian activist who had been on the Mexico Solidarity Network program abroad a
few years ago and who had returned to Oventic to carry out a project with the boot
cooperative at Oventic and to liaise with activists campaigning against Canadian mining
companies in Chiapas. He introduced us to other campaigners adhering to La Otra
Campaña as well as recommending we stay at Junax, the housing centre for volunteers
and people working on projects on indigenous communities.

 An Australian environmental campaigner who had spent a semester studying in
Cuernavaca and was also interested in the Zapatista movement.

 A pair of Italian and American mural painters we met in Morelia; they were carrying our
projects in Zapatista communities, helping to design murals and providing materials for
the members of the communities to paint.

 A number of human rights observers working for the organisation Fray Bartolome de las
Casas, who met whilst staying at Junax.

 Jet Nauta, a team member of the peace NGO, SIPAZ, in San Cristóbal de las Casas.
 The director of the organisation Otros Mundos.
 Jérôme Baschet, a friend of John Holloway’s and professor who divides his time between

Paris and San Cristóbal de las Casas. Puneet met Jérôme at the seminar discussion he
attended at the autonomous school for indigenous youths in San Cristóbal, CIDECI.

 Various campaigners in San Cristóbal who were also adherents to the Zapatistas’ La Otra
Campaña. They are organising an ecological movement and campaign against the
destruction of the Lacandon jungle and the appropriation of seeds by multinational
corporations.

 An Australian who had been living and volunteering in Acteal.
 Members of the boot cooperative at Oventic.
 Members of the CELMRAZ language school collective in Oventic.
 CELMRAZ education promoter@s from various municipalities in the highlands.
 One of the original comandantes of the EZLN and earlier in the FLN.
 Students from the autonomous secondary school at Oventic.

 American students on the Mexico Solidarity Network semester abroad program, who
were spending five weeks in Oventic.
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Limitations

Given the nature of the project, things did not, of course, always proceed as originally
planned in our project proposal and we encountered various limitations and constraints. The
first and most obvious limitation was with regards to the question of access to the Zapatistas.
Given the clandestine nature of the Zapatista movement and the continual threats it faces from
the Mexican state’s “low intensity warfare” and violence from paramilitary groups, we anticipated
a challenge in terms of gaining access to the caracoles. In fact, as soon as we arrived in Mexico, it
was reported in the national media that 20 prisoners in jail for the 1997 Acteal massacre in
Chiapas had been released by the Mexican Supreme Court, raising tensions in Chiapas and in
Zapatista territory.2 Nevertheless, as sympathetic political activists, and by being open and honest
about our intentions, we were able to stay for a total of just over two weeks in two caracoles.
There were, however, bound to be certain information gaps owing to our incomplete view of
Zapatista communities. Whilst we have every reason to believe that the information we gathered
is not false, it may not always be the entire picture. For instance, anecdotal evidence from human
rights observers who had spent time in different communities suggests that this may be the case,
but not necessarily to a great extent. Furthermore, our experience and interaction with the
Oventic Junta de Buen Gobierno was often somewhat awkward, which introduced an element of
scepticism in us with respect to what we saw in Oventic. However, this characteristic was entirely
absent from our experiences in Morelia and other areas of Oventic, particularly the school. A
plausible explanation may be down to cultural differences and the very simple fact that Oventic
receives throngs of visitors (zapaturistas) that the Junta has to deal with – far more than any other
caracol receives. A combination of a very legitimate wariness of infiltration and spying by
paramilitaries as well as weariness with these starry-eyed Western radicals may contribute to this.
While the extent of our access was a clear limitation for our project, it did not undermine the
utility and validity of the information that we did manage to obtain.

Second, we faced a limitation in terms of the scope of our access to Zapatista territory.
We spent time in two caracoles – Oventic and Morelia. But our original plan was much more
ambitious – to spend a week or more in three different caracoles (Oventic, La Realidad and
Roberto Barrios) in order to gain a detailed understanding of a range of Zapatista territories.
After meeting with Jet Nauta of SIPAZ, however, we learned that the Junta of Roberto Barrios
was now in Oventic for unclear reasons, so we decided it best to avoid Roberto Barrios. Oventic,
the closest to San Cristóbal de las Casas, remained the best option. After speaking with human
rights observers that had spent time in various caracoles, Morelia seemed like a better option than
La Realidad. Whilst travelling through the jungle areas, we did pass through La Garrucha and La
Realidad, which afforded a fleeting view, but helpful nevertheless, of how the caracoles can differ.
But most importantly, the grassroots nature of the movement and the very real autonomy of
each of the caracoles meant that many were unwilling to speak on behalf of others or make general
assumptions about other caracoles and municipalities. We are well aware that we cannot infer from
what we saw in one caracol and generalise it to another. Indeed, we also cannot say with any great
authority how matters differ at the municipality and community level. So for example, whilst we
witnessed active participation by women in the Juntas of Oventic and Morelia, we are unable to
say how this compares to the other caracoles, or whether this was reflected in the participation of
women at the more local level. At any rate, we would have had difficulty in having extended
access to the more local level because of language barriers. Whilst Castilian was effective for
communication in the caracoles, translation between Castilian and tzotzil was required in the
municipality that we visited, highlighting the difficulty of having greater access at the local level.
In many ways, being in Oventic, we were seeing the best and most advanced of the movement,

2 http://www.libertadlatina.org/Crisis_Mexico_Chiapas_Acteal_Massacre.htm
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and we must add the caveat to this project that all Zapatista caracoles and communities are
certainly not as fully developed as Oventic. Furthermore, each zone has distinct indigenous
groups, languages, cultures, histories, religions; they also have their unique experiences of
marginalisation and ways of constructing autonomy too. Thus, whilst we faced the limitation of
having only a brief view of the caracoles, we are not generalising from this to all communities.

A further difficulty of analysing the progress of the Zapatista movement, particularly in
quantitative terms (for example, in the areas of health or education, or the level of women’s
participation in the Juntas), is the Zapatistas’ aversion towards statistics. We learned from the
Zapatistas of their perspective that statistics are yet another tool of the Mexican state for
ensuring the continued subordination of the indigenous population. They are used as a means of
undermining the movement, for example, by underestimating the amount of support for the
Zapatistas, or the number of people living in autonomous villages. This was made clear when the
response to any quantitative question was invariably “un chingo”.3 Whilst this presented a barrier
to obtaining hard data, we were able to gather a sense of the situation through qualitative
information, for instance, in comparing the experiences of the indigenous youth in Zapatista
autonomous education systems with those in the official government systems.

Finally, the time constraints placed upon our project were another significant limitation
that affected us in two ways. Given that we simply had only seven weeks in Mexico, in which to
conduct interviews in Puebla and Chiapas as well as spend time in Zapatista territory, we were
constantly under the pressure of having to achieve a substantial amount for the limited time we
had available. For a future project to gain a deeper understanding of the caracoles, autonomous
municipalities and communities, a longer time period would be greatly beneficial. Going to
Chiapas with a middle-to-long-term community or constructive project would also be a more
preferable way of having sustained and intensive access to a community, whilst also being much
more beneficial for the community in question. The second aspect of the time constraints was
that of optimality of timing. When we arrived in Oventic in August it became clear that it was
not the optimal time to be there. As government and administrative centres (rather than natural
living communities per se), the caracoles are much more active when the schools are in session.
Hence, the time spent in Zapatista territory during September was more productive and
insightful than that in August. Nevertheless, we still learned much from our earlier experiences;
that they were far less structured than our later experiences actually helped to give a different
perspective and were useful in their own right. If future research in caracoles were to be
conducted, it would be preferable to do so during another time of the year, such as Autumn or
Spring.

With these limitations in mind, it is clear that we are not pronouncing the final word (nor
are we attempting to do so), but offering an analysis of our experiences and the best information
we could gather in the time.

3 “Un chingo” is Mexican slang for “a lot” or “a fuckload”
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Structure of Report

This report proceeds in three main sections. First, we provide a short introduction to the
historical, social and political context in which the Zapatista uprising developed. The purpose of
this is not to give a comprehensive account of all aspects, but to provide enough information for
the reader to make sense of our experiences and analysis, which are the focus of this report. This
section covers the social and political context of Chiapas, a brief history of the formation of the
EZLN, the 1994 Zapatista uprising, and the consequent formation of autonomous municipalities
and Aguascalientes – later renamed caracoles.

Second, we present in detail our findings from our project concerning Zapatista
autonomy. This is divided into consideration of their forms of governance, their economic
organisation, their autonomous health and education organisations, and gender issues that cut
across all other aspects.

We then offer a brief insight and analysis of the role of the Zapatistas’ La Otra Campaña
in reaching out beyond the caracol in order to develop a cross-country social movement “from
below and to the left”, comprised of various sections of society. This is analysed in terms of its
potential for overcoming problems of indigenous marginalisation and in amplifying a
participatory politics beyond the caracol.

The report ends by offering conclusions and recommendations, as well as some of our
personal reflections on our experiences throughout the project.

Puneet and Sarah at the entrance to Oventic caracol
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Part Two: Introductory Material

This section introduces the subject matter of the Zapatista movement in order to provide
the reader with sufficient information and contextual knowledge with which to approach our
findings. The purpose of this section is not to provide a comprehensive account of the social and
political context of Chiapas since the Spanish conquest, the formation of indigenous popular
resistance, and a detailed chronicle of the Zapatista rebellion. Rather, this section gives an
overview of such relevant aspects in order to contextualise our findings concerning the
construction of autonomy by the Zapatistas.

The context of Chiapas

Chiapas is one of the most indigenous regions of Mexico, with approximately one
quarter of its inhabitants belonging to indigenous groups.4 Of its indigenous population, 81.5 per
cent is concentrated in the Highlands, the Nortern Zone, and the Lacandon Jungle, where the
predominant indigenous groups are tzotzil, tzeltal, ch’ol, and tojolabal.5

Indigenous groups and their location in Chiapas
Source: CIEPAC, http://www.ciepac.org/mapas/sociales/etnias.gif

4 http://www.inegi.org.mx/est/contenidos/espanol/rutinas/ept.asp?t=mlen02&s=est&c=4171&e=07
5 http://www.sipaz.org/data/chis_en_02.htm

http://www.ciepac.org/mapas/sociales/etnias.gif
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The indigenous peoples, however, have historically been the most marginalised groups in
Mexico, excluded from economic development and political representation. Notwithstanding the
official state discourse of a “pluricultural” Mexico, the indigenous people have suffered a history of
discrimination, and the promise of “awareness of their indigenous identity” in Article 2 of the
Mexican Constitution6 clashes harshly with the marginalisation and exclusion faced by indigenous
peoples in modern Mexico. Chiapas is the state with the second highest level of marginalisation in
Mexico, with chronic poverty, poor access to healthcare, and vast income inequality.7 The
economic underdevelopment of Chiapas is further emphasised by chronic unemployment, below
average literacy among the indigenous population, and a high infant mortality rate. All this, despite
Chiapas being one of Mexico’s most resource-rich states: with only 3 percent of Mexico’s
population, Chiapas produces 13 percent of the country’s corn, 54 percent of Mexico’s
hydroelectric power, 5 percent of the country’s timber, 4 percent of its beans, 13 percent of its gas,
and 4 percent of its oil. Yet most of the development investment in Chiapas has been used to build
infrastructure such as roads and dams that help transport products from the state to the rest of
Mexico.8

Such inequities and injustices with respect to control of land and resources characterise
the relationship between the Mexican system and the indigenous people since the conquest.
Mexico was historically a nation of feudal land tenure and social inequalities with the Spanish
Crown’s imposition of the encomienda system ending the traditional ejido system of communal land
ownership. The encomienda system was a feudal system that granted natives to an individual,
responsible for instructing them in Spanish language and the Catholic faith, whilst extracting
tribute in the form of labour or products. Even after independence from Spain, the situation of the
indigenous did not improve. Enclosures privatised land that had been informally settled by
indigenous populations or that were temporarily unoccupied, resulting in the displaced indigenous
becoming labourers on large private estates.

In the face of such conditions, many indigenous peoples have striven to assert their own
autonomy, land rights and indigenous identity and there has been a long history of popular
organisation and resistance since the conquest. The most notable event in this line of resistance is
the 1910 Mexican Revolution, in which Emiliano Zapata – whose image and memory the
Zapatistas draw on – led poor farmers and other marginalised groups against the government and
large land holders. Agrarian reforms after the revolution abolished the encomienda system and
affirmed the ejido system, securing the right for communal lands for indigenous communities
through Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution. This theoretically secured land for the indigenous
peoples to live and work on.

Material living conditions for many indigenous in Chiapas, however, did not improve
substantially. Continued repression by landlords and complicity by the government (particularly in
legalising armed groups for the defence of ranch lands, called “guardias blancas”) supported
landlords and ranchers against ejido land claims.9 Problems faced by the indigenous led to
immigration and settlement of uncultivated lands in the Lacandon Jungle during the 1950s and
1960s, which increased pressure on the rainforest land. In a bid to limit migration, the government
declared protected areas and, in 1972, granted a territory of 600,000 hectares to 66 Lacandon
families, displacing 2,000 Tzeltal and Ch’ol families from 26 communities.10

6 http://www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/pdf/1.pdf
7 http://www.conapo.gob.mx/publicaciones/marg_local/03.pdf
8 George Collier and Elizabeth Lowery Quaratiello. Basta! Land and the Zapatista Rebellion in Chiapas (Oakland: Food
First Books, 1994), p.16
9 Neil Harvey, The Chiapas Rebellion: The Struggle for Land and Democracy (Duke University Press: London, 1998), p. 60
10 http://www.sipaz.org/crono/crono_eng.htm
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The combination of these issues of historical marginalisation and racism, exclusion from
lands and desperate poverty and inequality developed the context for considerable indigenous
organisation and resistance.

The formation of the EZLN

The Zapatista rebellion can be seen as part of this long line of popular organisation and
resistance with demands for land, dignity and autonomy. The roots of the EZLN go back to the
antecedent guerrilla group, National Liberation Forces (FLN), which emerged in 1969 alongside
other urban guerrilla groups in the wake of the 1968 military massacre of peaceful student
protesters at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM).

The EZLN was founded on November 17th 1983 by 3 non-indigenous members of the
Maoist-Guevarist FLN from the urban north and 3 indigenous from the Selva Lacandona in
eastern Chiapas with the intent of developing an armed apparatus to achieve their revolutionary
aims.

Over the years, its members had been involved with public social work in some of the
poorest communities in Chiapas and in developing self defence groups to protect communities
against large landowners and their armed guards. The EZLN gradually grew, building on an
organisational infrastructure created by peasant organisations and the Catholic Church. Its
character also changed, displaying less of the vanguardism of traditional revolutionary movements
and exhibiting greater reflexivity and adoption of indigenous principles.

Indigenous control over the military structures was consolidated by securing recognition
of the Indigenous Clandestine Revolutionary Committee (CCRI), an elected group of individuals
representing communities coordinated under the EZLN. These representatives are controlled by
the communal assemblies. For ten years, the EZLN grew and trained clandestinely in the
mountains and jungles of Chiapas, preparing for a war against the Mexican government.

The Zapatista Rebellion

With the social and political context of Chiapas and the development of the EZLN,
persistent corruption in the Mexican political system and growing neo-liberalisation of Mexico
made a dramatic political response from the Zapatistas more likely. Since the 1980s, Mexican
economic policy focused on attracting foreign capital and promoting industrial development to
achieve neo-liberal modernisation. The controversial election of Carlos Salinas de Gortari in
1988, under allegations of political corruption and electoral fraud, saw an acceleration of these
neo-liberal policies. The Salinas government initiated privatisation of land and, in 1992, as a
precondition for Mexico entering the NAFTA, Article 27 of the Constitution was reformed. This
constituted a considerable weakening of the ejido system of communal land, thereby undermining
the security of indigenous communities to land entitlement.

As a precursor to the 1994 uprising, thousands of indigenous members of the EZLN
descended on San Cristóbal de las Casas on October 12th 1992, the Christopher Columbus
quincentennial and 500th anniversary of indigenous resistance, joining thousands of other
indigenous protestors – a total of approximately 10,000 indigenous. They proceeded to march
through the city and toppled a statue of the city’s founding conquistador, Diego de Mazariegos.
Following the march, the indigenous communal assemblies voted in favour of war. Community
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control over the military was formalised in 1993 with creation of the CCRI-CG, which ordered
military leaders to prepare the uprising.11

On January 1st 1994, the day the NAFTA came into effect, 3,000 armed and balaclava-
clad Zapatistas rose up, declaring “¡Ya basta!” (“Enough!”), recovered various lands, and
captured seven towns in Chiapas, among them San Cristóbal de las Casas, Ocosingo, Altamirano
and Las Margaritas. They issued the First Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle, in which they
detailed their aim of advancing to Mexico City and overcoming the Mexican federal army. They
also articulated their eleven demands for work, land, housing, food, healthcare, education,
independence, freedom, democracy, justice and peace.12 This was met with a strong military
response from the federal army, resulting in many deaths. After civil society came out calling for
peace, including a half-million strong demonstration in Mexico City, the government declared on
January 12th a unilateral cease-fire and announced its intention for negotiation and dialogue with
the rebels.

Municipalities with a Zapatista presence
Source: CIEPAC,,, http://www.ciepac.org/mapas/sociales/zapatist.gif

11 Neil Harvey, The Chiapas Rebellion: The Struggle for Land and Democracy (Duke University Press: London, 1998), p.
198
12 EZLN, First Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle (1994),
http://www.humboldt.edu/~mc92/pdfs/zaprebellion/EZLN-First-Declaration-Lacandon.pdf. (Accessed on
26/11/09)

http://www.ciepac.org/mapas/sociales/zapatist.gif
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Rejecting the government proposals born of the dialogues, the Zapatistas opened
dialogue with civil society and issued the Second Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle, convening
the National Democratic Convention in the first Zapatista political centre (called “Aguascalientes”)
and calling to all Mexicans to fight for profound changes to the political system. Throughout the
next year, the Zapatistas seized more and more land, evicting landowners and eventually
establishing positions in 38 municipalities, declaring them rebel autonomous municipalities.

One year after the uprising, the Zapatistas once more spoke to civil society through their
Third Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle, calling for a movement for national liberation, a new
constitution, and rejection of the state party system. In February, the federal army launched a
new offensive to capture the EZLN comandancia, who succeeded in escaping; the result being
even stronger support from civil society, which demonstrated and declared “Todos somos
Marcos” (“We are all Marcos”).

Peace talks continued in 1996 and led to the San Andrés Accords being signed on
February 16th 1996 in the town of San Andrés Larrainzar (which the Zapatistas re-named San
Andrés Sakam’chen de los Pobres), granting autonomy and recognition of rights to the
indigenous population. The government, however, refused to implement the accords and instead
increased militarisation and paramilitarisation of Chiapas. At an impasse over the implementation
of the demands of the San Andrés Accords, the Zapatistas, in their Fourth Declaration of the
Lacandon Jungle, called for participation of civil society in a political forum, the Zapatista
National Liberation Front (FZLN). Over the next few years, while the Zapatistas continued in
efforts to remain in the public eye and build solidarity networks, the federal army, unable to
break the power of autonomous communities, took to training and supporting paramilitary
groups, whose misdeeds they could claim no responsibility for.

The most infamous incident was the Acteal massacre of December 22nd 1997, in which
paramilitaries killed 45 people (including children and pregnant women) attending a prayer
meeting in the village of Acteal. These individuals were part of the pacifist group, Las Abejas
(The Bees), who expressed sympathy and support with the goals of the Zapatistas. In August
2009, the Supreme Court ordered the release of 20 men that had previously been convicted for
the massacre, heightening tensions in the communities.

The Zapatista rebellion continued, under persistent pressure from the “low intensity
war” constituted by the permanent military presence and constant threats from paramilitary
groups. Its focus shifted onto strengthening their support bases and developing autonomous
organisation in the communities.
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From Aguascalientes to Caracoles

Since the uprising, the Zapatistas have endeavoured to create their own autonomy
through autonomous health, education, and forms of governance at the municipality level in
each zone. Each zone had a cultural and political centre, called Aguascalientes, named after the
state in Mexico where the revolutionary leaders Emiliano Zapata and Francisco (Pancho) Villa
met for the first time in 1914 during the Mexican Civil War.13 In 1994, the CCRI formed the first
Aguascalientes in Guadalupe Tepeyac, but this was destroyed by the federal army in 1995. The
EZLN responded by establishing five more Aguascalientes in La Realidad, Oventic, La Garrucha,
Morelia and Roberto Barrios, one for each zone in Zapatista territory. These served as cultural
centres for Zapatista gatherings and a means of communication within the movement.

After continual frustrations over the implementation of the San Andrés Accords, the
Zapatistas took to unilaterally implementing them on their own terms in order to affirm
indigenous rights and autonomy. In August 2003, the EZLN announced the death of the
Aguascalientes and their replacement with Caracoles (snails), each with a Junta de Buen Gobierno
(Good Government Junta). This signified a new turn in the Zapatista movement, with full
control over civil matters being formally transferred from the military EZLN to the civil
authorities – an inversion of the civil-military relationship in order to consolidate the
construction of autonomy.

EZLN caracoles and Juntas de Buen Gobierno in Chiapas
Source: CIEPAC, http://www.ciepac.org/mapas/politicos/caracol03.jpg

13 John Ross, ‘‘Los Caracoles’ Dramatic Changes in Zapatista Structure Bolster Rebels' Regional Autonomy’, 2007,
Global Exchange, http://www.globalexchange.org/countries/americas/mexico/975.html. (Accessed on
30/10/2009).

http://www.ciepac.org/mapas/politicos/caracol03.jpg
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In a communiqué, Subcomandante Marcos explains the reasoning behind the
construction of the caracoles and the need for an authority in each zone to mediate between the
autonomous municipalities and also between Zapatistas and non-Zapatistas, to attend to contact
with civil society, as well as to oversee projects being carried out by volunteers and NGOs.14

There were also concerns of unequal
growth and development across the
regions, with some communities
growing faster than others and
receiving more funds from civil
society. With the installation of the
Juntas de Buen Gobierno, all projects and
contributions must be overseen by
them. The Juntas also levy a “fraternal
tax” of 10 percent on incomes, which
is then directed towards projects in
more disadvantaged municipalities.15

The name caracol is hugely symbolic and laden with a multiplicity of meanings for the
Zapatistas. In Mesoamerican culture, the snail represents a new beginning and the renewal of life.
In this way the centres reflected a new stage or rebirth in the Zapatista movement and its
transformation from a movement with the notable vertical military structure of the EZLN into a
fundamentally horizontal movement directed from the bottom by the communities.

Caracol also means conch, which refers to the important role of communication that the
caracoles play in the movement, with reference to a Mayan legend. The legend describes four gods
who placed themselves at four corners of the world to hold the sky up. Since they often became
distracted, one god kept watch, carrying a caracol to awaken the others if evil fell upon the earth.
The god went on to teach humans how to use the caracol to alert others to evil in the world.16

The spiral shape of the snail shell reflects how all aspects of the movement are
continuous and how the caracoles serve as a link between the communities and the outside world,
allowing people to enter the communities and simultaneously carry the message to the outside
world. Marcos writes that they are "doors for those from outside to enter the communities and
for the communities to enter the outside world."17 We were also told that in the same way that a
snail’s shell protects it from severe weather and external threats, Zapatistas are able to endure
attacks from the military or paramilitaries and withstand threats to emerge stronger than ever.

The snail is also used to portray the Zapatista pace in the sense that, whilst the
movement may have the appearance of moving slowly, this is a matter of perspective and it may
be, in fact, that we, looking from the outside, are all moving too quickly. Furthermore, the snail

14 Subcomandante Marcos, ‘Chiapas, la treceava estela (segunda parte): una muerte, Nuestra América, 2003,
http://www.nuestraamerica.info/leer.hlvs/1793. (Accessed on 31/10/2009).
15 John Ross, ‘‘Los Caracoles’ Dramatic Changes in Zapatista Structure Bolster Rebels' Regional Autonomy’, 2007,
Global Exchange, http://www.globalexchange.org/countries/americas/mexico/975.html. (Accessed on
30/10/2009).
16 Chatterton, Paul, ‘The Zapatista Caracoles and Good Governments: The Long Walk to Autonomy’,
http://www.stateofnature.org/theZapatistaCaracoles.html. (Accessed on 30/10/2009).
17 John Ross, ‘‘Los Caracoles’ Dramatic Changes in Zapatista Structure Bolster Rebels' Regional Autonomy’, 2007,
Global Exchange, http://www.globalexchange.org/countries/americas/mexico/975.html. (Accessed on
30/10/2009).

“The Good Government Juntas represent both

the poetic, populist and the practical nature of

the Zapatista struggle to build workable

alternatives of autonomy locally, link present

politics to traditional ways of organising life in

indigenous communities, and contrast with

the ‘bad government’ of official

representational politics in Mexico City.”

- Paul Chatterton in the State of Nature
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is used to demonstrate the gradual progress of the Zapatistas and that, no matter how slowly,
they are always moving forwards.

Because of the importance given to the caracoles and the many meanings of its name,
many of the murals we saw in Morelia and Oventic bore pictures of snails or conches or were
decorated with symbolic spirals. With the current political developments in the Zapatista
movement, the civil organisation through the caracoles is the natural area of focus in evaluating
the achievements and shortcomings of the Zapatista movement and project of autonomy.

Mural in Morelia displaying a caracol
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Part Three: Zapatista Autonomy

This project focuses on the caracoles, the civil political and cultural centres of the Zapatista
movement, in contrast with the military wing, the EZLN. The indigenous bases of support are
comprised of five caracoles which link autonomous municipalities and communities. Each caracol
corresponds to a zone in Zapatista territory; La Realidad (for the jungle frontier with Guatemala
zone), Oventic (for the highlands zone), La Garrucha (for the tzeltal jungle zone), Morelia (for
the tzotz ch’oj zone), and Roberto Barrios (for the northern zone).

The scope of our direct observation was limited to two caracoles (Oventic and Morelia)
and a visit to the autonomous municipality of San Pedro Polhó in the highlands. It quickly
became clear that a full impression could only come from a deep knowledge of each caracol, each
autonomous municipality, and the relation between communities, between the community and
municipality level and between the municipality and caracol level. Also, the exact relation between
the civil sector and the military EZLN and the comandancia would need to be known,
information which is particularly difficult to come by.

This project was focused on the core aspects of social organisation found in the caracoles
– the form of governance, the economic organisation, the autonomous health and education
systems, and issues of gender. There were, of course, many other important and interesting
observations and aspects that are not expounded in this report, but we felt these to be the most
important markers of progress in the Zapatista movement.

This report, then, only presents the most salient points of our investigation in terms of
answering our original research question. Other insights, activities and findings are sometimes
mentioned in passing, but not presented in great detail if they were not of direct relevance for
our objective. Chance meetings and discussion with members of the ex-FZLN and La Otra
Campaña, and also one of the comandantes of the EZLN (whose name remains anonymous here)
were important in allowing us to learn more about the history and context of the movement and
its relation with civil society. Nevertheless, this report remains centred on the findings
concerning the core aspects of social organisation in the caracoles.
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Autonomous Governance

i. Key Structures

The Zapatista territory in Chiapas extends over the highlands and the Lacandon jungle,
in which people are organised into various autonomous communities, which are linked by key
structures of autonomous government. From the community level at the bottom, individuals
from the autonomous communities are elected as representatives to sit on community assemblies
to represent their community and deal with issues pertaining to the relevant communities. Above
the community level, organisation takes place in Autonomous Municipalities, where councils
have representation from the community assemblies. These various Autonomous Municipalities
are then organised around a caracol, one centre of government for each zone in Zapatista
territory. Each caracol houses a Junta de Buen Gobierno (Good Government Junta) which includes
elected representatives from the autonomous municipal councils. The Juntas oversee the
municipalities and mediate conflicts, either between autonomous municipalities or, more often,
between Zapatistas and non-Zapatistas. In addition to these institutions, there is also the
Clandestine Revolutionary Indigenous Committee (CCRI), which has an ambiguous relationship
with the aforementioned civil institutions. It contains representatives from the autonomous
municipalities alongside permanent military representatives and serves to protect Zapatista bases
of support and oversee civil institutions to prevent corruption.

Entrance to Oventic
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The Caracoles:

Each caracol has certain key institutions: the Good Government Junta, a Commission for
Information, and a Commission for Vigilance. In Oventic, there were also located offices for
authorities from the autonomous municipalities of the zone. The Junta is the administrative
authority and, of the key structures, is the one with the most extensive role in the caracol, which is
elaborated later. The Commission of Information attends to visitors interested in knowing more
about the history and organisation of the Zapatistas. In Oventic, given the large number of
visitors (often zapaturistas) each year,18 this largely acts as a means of processing curious visitors
without wasting too much of the Junta’s time. As we were waiting to be seen by the Junta, we
could see numerous visitors coming and going and we could hear them receiving the same
rehearsed presentation.

The Commission of Vigilance, though, has a more substantive role to play. Like the autonomous
municipalities and the Juntas, it is comprised of elected representatives from the community
assemblies. It functions as a kind of register or clerk’s office to obtain information on those
wanting to present themselves to the Junta. Upon our arrival at the caracoles, the members of this

Commission took our
passports and information
about us, including the
number of our previous
visits to the caracol and our
current purpose for
visiting. During our stay in
Oventic, we could see
numerous people visiting
from nearby communities
with issues to present to
the Junta. The
Commission classifies
issues and passes them
onto the Junta. It also has
the task of keeping the
Junta accountable and
ensuring that it “doesn’t go
down the wrong path”.

Office of the Oventic Junta de Buen Gobierno

18 In the first year of autonomous self-government, Oventic received 4,458 visitors and continues to be the most
visited caracol, given its proximity to the city San Cristóbal de las Casas. See http://americas.irc-online.org/am/5745



25

In terms of the specific functions of the Juntas, they are as follows. Firstly, they oversee
and certify the realisation of community projects and tasks; as part of this, they also have the role
of countering the disequilibrium in development between autonomous municipalities and
communities. The introduction of a 10 percent “fraternal tax” is a means of countering unequal
development across regions. Second, they attend to interaction with national and international
society, with respect to requests for visiting communities, carrying out productive projects,
installing peace camps, and carrying out research. Third, they have the supportive role of
distributing excess funds from the commercialisation of products from Zapatista cooperatives in

support of those that
cannot commercialise their
products or do not receive
any kind of support.
Fourthly, they have an
important role pertaining to
justice, in terms of
mediating community
conflicts, effecting
denouncements of human
rights violations, and
overseeing compliance with
laws. Finally, they also
promote and approve the
participation of
municipalities in activities
and events outside of the
rebel communities.

Compañer@s of the Oventic Junta de Buen Gobierno

The Autonomous Municipalities

Each caracol, with representatives from the autonomous municipal councils, links a
certain number of regional autonomous municipalities. Oventic, for instance, links seven
autonomous municipalities: San Juan de la Libertad, San Andrés Sakam’chen de los Pobres, San
Pedro Polhó, Santa Catarina, Magdalena de la Paz, San Juan Apostol Cancuc, and Dieciséis de
Febrero. During our time in Oventic, we visited San Pedro Polhó and San Andrés Sakam’chen
de los Pobres. These municipalities in turn represent the community assemblies.

Polhó, whilst being one of the autonomous municipalities, is also the site of refugee
camps of more than 5,000 people displaced due to paramilitary violence around their
communities. Established in 1995, this municipality has been the site of self-organisation and
construction of autonomous health and education. Their autonomous council is comprised of
various different posts, which are determined by the communities. Our visits to Polhó and San
Andrés were clearly less extensive than our stay in the caracoles but underpinned certain
observations concerning the system of governance and justice, which are expounded below, and
the form of community economic organisation, which is addressed in the following section.

During our time in Chiapas, we did not spend any time in autonomous communities. But
the necessity for tzotzil-Castilian translation in even the autonomous municipality of Polhó
suggests that we would have faced considerable language difficulties the more local we attempted
to go. There is, therefore, an absence of direct experience concerning the relation between the
community assemblies and the municipal councils.
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ii. The Cargo System

Whilst the Zapatistas are often heralded by Western radicals as exemplary of
decentralised, libertarian, horizontal forms of organisation, the indigenous traditional
underpinning of many of their practices is often neglected. Whilst we were in Zapatista territory,
we learned that the strongest thrust behind the Zapatistas’ autonomous organisation is the
traditional civil-religious hierarchy, or cargo system of community duty, service and responsibility.
Cargo can be translated as “burden” but is better understood as a “charge” or “responsibility”.

With some roots in the systems of civil and religious offices imposed by the Spanish
authorities and Catholic Church, the cargo system also has many pre-Hispanic roots that
combined with the Spanish system, much like the way in which the Catholic faith has been
appropriated by indigenous communities and combined with traditional indigenous beliefs and
practices.

The cargo system underpins all of the key Zapatista structures and authorities from the
community assembly level right the way up to the Juntas de Buen Gobierno. The various public
posts and offices are conceived of in terms of public duties and responsibilities with community
organisation very much oriented around community needs. This is exemplified by the fact that,
as we learnt in Polhó, community assemblies and autonomous municipalities are made up of
representatives from families and communities. Community members aged 15 and above
convene to decide the posts and who to elect to fill them. Offices are held on the basis of one’s
skills and past history of community work.

There is, to be sure, a certain hierarchy involved in this system, with a progression of
different community roles, some more senior than others. However, these cargos are conceived of
as an honour and great responsibility, often requiring decades of committed service to move up
the rungs of the ladder. The highest positions are held by people with great moral standing
within the community and a history of community service. In Polhó, we learnt of various
different cargos or posts within the autonomous municipal council, which reflect the general
approach in community assemblies as well as the Juntas. These include mayordomos (a senior cargo
holder that organises religious festivals and community events), mayors, municipal secretaries
with substitutes, representatives from the CCRI, a commissary for ejidos, individuals responsible
for matters relating to land, territory, natural resources, recovered lands, and conflict between
organisations, municipal judges with the role of mediator and counsellor, and a form of
community police. The holders of such offices organise the various aspects of the community,
from the autonomous health and education systems to administering justice.

Of course, whilst the cargo system expresses an obvious hierarchy in which there might be
said to be a risk of power and authority accumulating in the hands of those higher up the ladder,
there are certain means by which the problems of vertical political relations are restricted. Firstly,
as mentioned before, the cargo is a community responsibility and, whilst there is a certain honour
in being nominated to serve one’s community, it is radically different from the self-serving
motivations extant in public office in professional politics in the Mexican, American or British
systems. As such, people in autonomous communities do not run for election as representatives,
as such. Rather, they are chosen every two to three years by their community on the grounds of
them being well-placed to serve the community’s needs. Of course, without extended access at
the community level this cannot be verified or refuted, and one might conjecture that there could
be an element of ‘canvassing’ at least in an informal manner. Other than simply contributing
effectively to community work, however, it is difficult to see how this could actually manifest
itself in communities in a widespread manner. The fact that representatives are seen as part of
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the pueblo and not a class of politicians apart from the community reduces the distance between
the taking of decisions and those for whom such decisions are made. That the representatives do
not receive a wage for their community work and are expected to carry on with their
contribution to the collective work in their communities reinforces this radical break with the
politics of the Mexican state system.

Second, whilst there are elected representatives, there is a widespread practice of rotation
of the public authorities, which avoids the accumulation of power with certain individuals.
Generally, the members of an authority rotate every 8 to 15 days, depending on the region and
distance between communities and the central authority. The practice of this rotation, though,
varies across caracoles. For instance, in Oventic, there are 26 members of the Junta, men and
women of different ages. During our stay we saw different individuals in the Junta at a given
point; there were seven members present on our first visit, and each subsequent time we spoke
with the Junta, the members changed over. They rotated members every week in such a way that
ensured some overlap of representatives from earlier weeks, so as to ensure some element of
continuity in the process. In Morelia, however, they changed over every fortnight, but instead of
using an overlap method, the entire authority changes over. When we were in Morelia, towards
the end of a week they were preparing for the rotation and lengthy handover process to inform
the next set of representatives about their work and the relevant issues from their tenure. In
terms of overcoming the accumulation of power and ensuring a more participatory form of
politics, rotation is clearly an important tool in ensuring that there is participation in the act of
governing from a wide section of the communities. The Zapatistas say of their collective
government in the Juntas that “we have all been government” and that the members of the Junta
are “specialists in nothing, even less in politics”.19

The actual process of decision-making by the members of these authorities is generally
one of collective consensus decision-making rather than simple vote taking. Matters are debated
extensively by the members with the goal of detailed deliberation and agreement and consensus
by all members of the committee. This greatly enhances the participation and input from all
members of an authority, reinforcing the collective nature of Zapatista government.

19 Jérôme Baschet, “Construir la autonomía: Lo común sine el Estado. La experiencia zapatista” (translated from
French into Spanish). A text discussed at the seminar meetings at CIDECI.
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Of course, the rotation process and consensus decision-making process make for a very long,
drawn-out and ultimately slow political process, especially from a Western perspective. The

counter to this, though, is that rotation leads to
greater involvement and participation from
individuals from many communities in the
decision-making process. The consensus
method could be said to lead to more
considered outcomes that are appropriate for
the communities with a stake in the issues and a
greater focus on participation from all within
the decision-making process itself. Whilst the
process is certainly slower than that in liberal
elitist representative democracies, moving at a
slower pace – as we learnt from the caracol
metaphor – does not necessarily mean that one
is moving at the wrong pace. Perhaps it is we,
looking from the outside, who are moving too
quickly.

Mural at Oventic depicting a snail stating that
it is “slow but advancing”

When analysing the Zapatistas, it is especially important to avoid any kind of idealisation
and confront the reality of their experience, as the Zapatistas themselves do. If a particular
representative is falling short in his or her responsibilities and not serving the community well,
there are means of recalling that representative, in keeping with the community-driven nature of
Zapatista organisation. In fact, whilst in Oventic, we learned that in the municipality of San
Andrés Sakam’chen de los Pobres (which is split between Zapatista and non-Zapatista
authorities), several years ago a Zapatista authority had been removed from office for
squandering public funds on redecorating the zócalo, the central town square. In our discussion
with Jérôme Baschet, we learnt that the recall is not seen as anything particularly exceptional or
controversial, but rather part of the indigenous system of governance. If community needs are
not being well-represented and served, action will be taken to ensure that they are served
appropriately. This is the primary thrust of the accountability of Zapatista authorities and, in fact,
outside the offices of the Juntas in Morelia and Oventic, we could see printed accounts detailing
the expenditure carried out by the Junta.

Public accounts of the Junta de Buen Gobierno in Oventic
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The general form of Zapatista governance, then, is built on traditional indigenous
practices, which underpin a very participatory form of politics whose impulse is the serving of
community needs. This is achieved through the indigenous cargo system of community duty,
which entails rotation of responsibilities and the right of recall of representatives not adequately
serving the community.

iii. Justice

Matters of justice in Zapatista communities are generally administered at the lowest
possible level, allowing community control of such issues. During our visit to Polhó we learnt
that the municipalities and communities often lack rigid, codified laws as such, but are run more
in line with “usos y costumbres” – uses and customs derived from community practices. However,
this is not simply an unreflective adoption of how traditional communities have lived, for that
would have profound restrictions on the liberties of women. In fact, during the uprising, the
EZLN expounded and adhered to ten revolutionary laws, some of which act as a basis for many
practices in autonomous communities. Alongside general laws concerning the conduct of the
EZLN in war, these revolutionary laws govern agrarian matters (in terms of recuperation of
lands and collective property among landless peasants), social security, work, and the status of
women in the movement (this is explored in the later section on gender and the Women’s
Revolutionary Law is found in Appendix IV).

Transgressions, whether petty or grave, are punished by some form of sanction,
depending on the severity of the infraction, but the general approach to justice is more
restorative than retributive. The community’s usos y costumbres are used to determine the
appropriate reparation of harm done or a sanction in terms of community tasks. The Zapatista
approach to problems such as crimes is that they should be solved, not merely punished. This can
take the form of repairing the damage done to assignable individuals or families, a certain
number of hours of community work, and in the worst cases, a loss of rights and eventual
expulsion from Zapatista territory. Justice depends on the agreement of all parties involved and
can often take days for the relevant authority to resolve through a process of dialogue.

One notable rule for all Zapatista communities is the prohibition of drugs and alcohols in
Zapatista territory. We saw various signs in
each of the four caracoles we passed through
declaring the prohibition of drugs and
alcohols. The importance of such a rule
became evident when we saw the
destructive effects of alcohol on the
indigenous people in non-Zapatista
communities that we passed through on
the way to Zapatista communities. There is
also a tactical reason for prohibiting drugs
and alcohol, since halting drug-trafficking
has always been a common pretext for
much of the federal army’s military
presence and action, and underlying
support from US administrations.

Sign at Oventic announcing prohibition of drugs
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Such a rule is implemented by some form of community “police”, though the role is not
as extensive as common Western conceptions of the police. The cargo is called mayol, which is
translated more as “guardian” than “police”. In the instances of inebriated people returning to
Zapatista territory, their task is to hold them in a room overnight so as to prevent harm and
damage to the community. This shows the community service-based nature of justice and its
enforcement.

Nevertheless, anecdotal evidence from a human rights observer that had spent time in
various Zapatista communities told us of an instance that suggested a sometimes more
retributive aspect to punishment and discipline. A child who stole a researcher’s Dictaphone
suffered corporal punishment from his father, the main reason being the shame that the child
had brought upon his family. This is clearly only one piece of anecdotal evidence and could
hardly be said to represent the entire Zapatista experience, but it serves as a useful reminder that
the movement goes at the pace of the communities and that these are obviously far from
uniform.

Whilst justice is generally administered at the lowest possible level, there are times when
conflict resolution demands the intervention by higher authorities like the I. Communities in
Chiapas are very often divided along political, cultural and religious lines, with some families
even being divided between Zapatista, non-Zapatista, and anti-Zapatista factions, leading to
some family members joining paramilitary groups against other members of the family. This
necessitates the presence of effective mediation and conflict resolution by some authority, and
due to the practice of the Zapatista Juntas in this role, many other non-Zapatista communities
now recognise the legitimacy of the Juntas and often approach them for mediation,
reconciliation and resolution of conflicts.

The generally restorative philosophy of justice in Zapatista authorities offers a strong
basis for a community-driven approach. The importance of dialogue and reconciliation, where
possible, highlights the community participation that underpins the Zapatista approach to issues
of justice. Nevertheless, the aforementioned anecdote highlights the possible limitations of this
approach being perfectly implemented at different communities and levels of authority.

iv. Political Culture

Whilst the formal structures of Zapatista governance provide an important means of
engendering a more participatory form of doing politics, it is the underlying political culture of
collectivism, equality, and reflexivity – strongly inculcated in the autonomous schools – that
underpins the project of autonomy and participatory politics.

At the heart of community life is a culture of collective endeavour, be it through
collective production in the ejido land or, as we learnt in Polhó, through the pooling of families’
resources together for community projects. The use of a collective store for food to support
those without enough food is further evidence of this. Even at the smaller scale in fairly
mundane activities, like playing basketball, there is a clear sense of equality, cooperation and
collective effort. This is especially notable in gender terms, with there being no noticeable
division or awkwardness between males and females. Although only a small example, this kind of
pervasive sense of equality, particularly between sexes, is still uncommon in much of Western
society.
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In addition to such observations, there are numerous slogans or principles, translated
from their Mayan origins, which provide a cultural underpinning to the key structures of
participatory politics. First, there are expressions of equality between people and communities.
“Somos iguales porque somos diferentes” means “We are equals because we are different” and expresses a
profound acceptance of difference and the value inherent in everyone. This is manifested in the
conciliatory approach of the Zapatistas towards non-Zapatista indigenous communities, who are
still seen as brothers and sisters who can, for instance, still benefit from the Zapatista healthcare
and education systems. The Zapatistas value difference and a multiplicity of struggles, which can
be seen through their La Otra Campaña, explored in Section IV. This respect for difference is
found also in their call for “Un mundo donde quepan muchos mundos” or “A world where many worlds
fit”, a concise expression of the pluralism at the heart of the Zapatista project.

Second, a spirit of collectivism is expressed through the famous Zapatista slogan of “Todo
para todos, nada para nosotros” or “Everything for everyone, nothing for ourselves”. This underpins the ethos
of community service at the heart of the cargo system and is reinforced by the imperative to
“Servir y no servirse” or “Serve and don’t serve yourself”. This ideal of individual service, or indeed
sacrifice, for the good of the community runs deep through the indigenous cultures and
practices. The right of recall of representatives not effectively serving the community
encapsulates this collectivism.

Finally, a significant component of the indigenous approach to governance and
organisation is that of reflexivity. This constant questioning and rejection of the imposition of
fixed certainties is the foundation of the very anti-vanguardist nature of the Zapatista movement,
which contributes to its potential for a participatory politics. The core principles are those of
“Caminar preguntando” (“To walk, questioning”) and “Mandar obedeciendo” (“To command, obeying”).
These poetic, and sometimes seemingly oxymoronic statements, exhibit the oftentimes
contradictory and ambiguous character of the Zapatistas. “Caminar preguntando” shows a disregard
for the imposition of a certain, fixed path to follow and displays the openness that lies at the
heart of the Zapatistas’ collective government. The need for extensive deliberation and
consensus decision-making is reflective of this. The principle of “Mandar obedeciendo” shows the
community-driven aspect of the movement. While the notion of “mandar” (commanding) could
be said to embody a vertical relation, the context of the cargo system with rotation and recall
reinforces the importance of decision-making that is fundamentally driven by community needs,
which is ensured through continual and reflexive reference to the community. These ideas are
complemented by the principles of “Convencer y no vencer” (“Convince and don’t conquer”), “Representar
y no suplantar” (“Represent and don’t supplant with one’s ideas”), and “Bajar y no subir” (“Go down and
don’t go up”). Taken together, these principles reject the arrogance of self-certainty and they
emphasise the importance of reference and respect for the community, especially when taking
decisions that affect them.

Of course, one must question whether such principles are simply just attractive rhetoric
with little practical impact. To evaluate this effectively would clearly require much more
extensive access and familiarity with specific communities, but many of these principles can still
be seen as informing the way in which politics is done by the Zapatistas, as mentioned
throughout this section. Furthermore, that these ideas are taught in the autonomous schools
marks an important foundation in participatory democracy for the future of the movement.
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v. Challenges

Despite the strengths of the autonomous governance, the Zapatistas clearly also face
challenges that could place limits on truly effective participation.

a. Regional differences

Firstly, as became clear by visiting Morelia after Oventic, and also by passing through La
Garrucha and La Realidad, the caracoles differ in terms of size, accessibility, resources, and
external threats. For instance, provision of healthcare and education can be said to vary
substantially, with a large clinic and the only Zapatista secondary school in Oventic. Healthcare
and education facilities in Morelia are not as advanced as in Oventic, which is the largest and
most well-developed caracol. Oventic receives the most visitors and, most likely, support from
solidarity networks, given its proximity to the city of San Cristóbal de las Casas, which is
something of a Mecca for Western radical activists sympathetic to the Zapatistas. Of course, the
existence of a “fraternal tax” is intended to help to prevent the exacerbation of inequality across
caracoles, though we did not manage to discover how successfully, if at all, this tax was being
implemented.

It must also be said that each zone has different cultures and peoples with different
histories of oppression and experiences of constructing autonomy. Whilst in Oventic, we learnt
that the tzeltal and tojolabal people in Morelia (and its surrounding municipalities) had suffered
displacement in their history and their experience of constructing autonomy, therefore, was very
much one of creating from anew. In Oventic, however, the tzotzil people had not been displaced
in such a way and their project of autonomy was more akin to appropriating and dismantling
from the official system, developing autonomy from pre-existing communities.

These facts complicate analysis of the project of autonomous governance in Zapatista
territory and suggest that emancipation is most likely not uniform across regions and
communities. Nevertheless, whilst each community clearly does not face the same challenges and
material conditions, it can be said that the approach to politics and form of organisation
common to all autonomous organisations of the Zapatistas is broadly conducive to greater
participation.

b. The civil-military relation

Another challenge to effective community participation and control over their
organisations is the ambiguous and unclear relationship between the civil and military parts of
the Zapatistas. The relation is not clear, but there is interaction via the Clandestine Revolutionary
Indigenous Committee (CCRI), which has representation in autonomous municipal councils and
Juntas de Buen Gobierno. The CCRI is made up of representatives from autonomous municipalities
alongside permanent military representatives – the comandancia general (General Command). This
raises potential difficulties for community control over civil affairs and may be a barrier to
completely effective participatory democracy.

Since 2003, however, much more power has been transferred to civilian hands with the
old military-civil dynamic being, to some extent, inverted to put much more control in the hands
of the people and communities rather than the EZLN. In a public evaluation by the Zapatistas in
2004, the relation of the structure of the EZLN and autonomous civil authorities was cited as
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one unresolved issue, which would be resolved through greater experience and consolidation of
the civil organisations. This is clearly one aspect for which primary information was difficult to
obtain. Discussions with John Holloway and an American film-maker who has been visiting
Oventic since its inception, though, were fruitful on this issue. John noted that:

“there has been a shift in the last four or five years in the Zapatista movement and, to some
extent, in the way in which people are looking at the Zapatistas. Whereas ten years ago
people tended to think of it as basically the EZLN – the army, supported by its bases – now
the emphasis has shifted, especially after 2001. Now the image (or at least mine) is much
more that the important thing is what is happening in the communities and that you really
have to think about the comandancia and the army as being support of this real process.”20

The American film-maker told us about the changes he had witnessed in the civil-military
relationship within the caracol. When it had been created and there was a high level of risk of it
being raided by the Mexican military and paramilitary groups, the EZLN kept watch at the gate
and registered visitors. There was a very visible military presence, which has gradually ebbed
away. Most of what remains is the insurgentes’ shop and eatery at the entrance to the caracol. Whilst
members of the EZLN can occasionally be seen in Oventic, an outsider would have difficulty
identifying them. What one sees instead is a government centre that is administered by members
of farming communities.

On this inversion of the military-civil hierarchy, John opined that this had a lot to do with
“the final rejection in 2001 of the implementation of the San Andrés agreements” which he saw
as a “break with the politics of demand”. It was “no longer about dialogue with the state or
asking the state to implement certain things … Why bother demanding anything if they are not
going to implement it? The emphasis therefore shifts very much towards the community.”21

Thus, whilst the civil-military relationship remains a significant area of debate and contestation
concerning Zapatista autonomy and participatory politics, the progress made since 1994 appears
considerable, allowing the scope for greater community control over their organisation.

c. External threats

While the internal challenges mentioned above are important, it is the external threats
and challenges from the Mexican military and paramilitary forces that serve as the most
significant challenge to the practice of autonomy. Whilst travelling in Chiapas, we saw that
wherever there were signs announcing that “Está usted en territorio zapatista en rebeldia” (“You
are in rebel Zapatista territory”), there was not an army base far off. In fact, near the caracoles of
Oventic and La Realidad there are quite large army bases (we passed by the San Quintin army
base before passing through La Realidad and could see military spotlights during the night
around that area). During a blackout in Oventic, we could see similar spotlights at night. The
continual military presence serves as a reminder that the Zapatistas are constantly living in
resistance and that their project of living autonomously is carried out under difficult conditions.

Whilst the military presence is not as great as a threat as it was in the years immediately
following the uprising, the “war of low intensity” is now simply being carried out by other means
– namely, that of paramilitary groups funded and trained by the Mexican state. With the Acteal
massacre and numerous human rights violations and instances of violence since, the Zapatistas
face a threat that is, in many ways, more dangerous and unaccountable than that of the federal

20 Interview with John Holloway
21 Interview with John Holloway
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army. The government can – and does – easily wash its hands of any violence and dismiss it as
“inter-community conflicts”. The release in August 2009 of many individuals originally convicted
for the Acteal massacre made clear the difficulties faced with regards to the paramilitaries.

Whilst all shortcomings of the Zapatistas cannot be attributed to external factors, the
very real danger and fear present for many communities – which necessitates the role of human
rights observers in communities – must be taken into account when evaluating the progress of
the Zapatistas. In light of the seemingly insurmountable challenges faced by the Zapatistas, their
achievements and strength shine all the more clearly, particularly with respect to the autonomy
they have developed in governance.
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Cooperative Economics

The centrality to the Zapatista rebellion of control and usage of land and resources
makes the question of economic organisation another important criterion by which to judge
progress of the movement. The key issues are assessing the means of production, distribution
and exchange in terms of popular control. Before moving onto these areas, it is worth noting the
general economic situation in the territories in which Zapatista organisation exists. The
communities are comprised of rural farmers and are generally very poor – in Polhó many often
go by each day with scarcely a tortilla to sustain them. Zapatista communities are often quite
dependent on support from civil society and solidarity groups for they do not accept aid from
the Mexican government. Because of donations from solidarity groups and so on, authorities and
communities will often have materials that seem out of place in such poverty, such as
ambulances and computers.

i. Production

Production in Zapatista communities is undertaken in a communal and collective fashion
to meet community needs. As the people are farmers and peasants working ejido land, they tend
to produce agricultural products they require to satisfy their own consumption – mostly crops
like beans, coffee, corn, maize, and bananas. Since Zapatista communities are autonomous and
do not abide by the authority of the Mexican state, they do not accept any government
development subsidies. They also do not pay for the electricity they consume (leading to several
power cuts whilst we were in Oventic!) and they organise their own water and waste disposal
services. Productive activity is characterised by a collective consciousness of work, mutual aid,
and cooperative units of production.

Community tasks like cooking and cleaning toilets are characterised by a rotation, ensuring that
each member of the community contributes to the collective good. Whilst we were in Morelia,

we saw members of the Junta carrying
out the task of cleaning toilets,
emphasising the community
responsibility aspect of Zapatista
organising. Their elected
representatives are by no means
above such tasks. Living and eating
conditions are communal with no
obvious hierarchy among individuals.
For instance, when we ate meals with
the compañer@s in Morelia, everyone
sat and ate together alongside each
other and everyone was responsible
for washing the bowls and mugs they
used.

Communal kitchen at Morelia
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The most substantive means of furthering collective production is the existence of
collective stores and Zapatista cooperatives, often with offices in the relevant caracol. These
cooperatives eliminate the existence of intermediaries in the production process and grant the
workers the capacity to have control over their labour through collective democratic
participation in their work. We noted that the Zapatista artisan products displayed the name and
community of the person who made it – a small step to overcoming commodity fetishism! The
cooperative nature of production also enables members of cooperatives to aid the community as
well as each other through mutual support. Incomes from these activities contribute to the
organisation of communities and the work of the Juntas, for instance in autonomous health and
education.

In Oventic and Morelia there are various cooperatives with representatives or encargados
from surrounding municipalities. In Morelia there are cooperatives of tzeltal, tzotzil and tojolabal
women from the surrounding autonomous municipalities engaged in producing agricultural
products as well as embroidery. In Oventic, there are three women’s artisan cooperatives
(Mujeres por la Dignidad, Xulum Chon, and Nichim Rosa) and a boot cooperative (Primero de
Enero). The women’s cooperatives are considered in detail in the later section on gender,
whereas this section focuses on the boot cooperative.

The boot cooperative, started around ten years ago, has around ten volunteers working
there, with four encargados – those charged with the responsibility of operating the cooperative.
The workers, who come from three different municipalities in the highlands, do not receive
wages, working around ten hours a day for five days a week.

A Zapatista boot-maker stamping a boot with the EZLN star
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The products are then sent to communities where boots and shoes are required. The rest are
sold via outlets in San Cristóbal
de las Casas (like in the
Zapatista sympathetic cultural
centre and café, TierrAdentro)
and through solidarity networks
(we met a Canadian activist
buying 40 pairs of boots to sell
in Canada and send the
proceeds back to the
Zapatistas). These contribute to
the cooperative in terms of
purchasing more materials and
gradual improvement of
machinery as well as to
community projects like health
and education.

Outlets for Zapatista cooperatives in TierrAdentro, San Cristóbal

Production in these cooperatives is very much characterised by collective democratic
control over production, without bosses and exploitation. They also operate along principles of
mutual support – we learnt from the women’s cooperatives at Oventic that if a member is ill, the
others will share resources and support for their needs. The cooperatives allow community
members the chance to organise themselves, contribute to the community and strengthen
themselves. Whilst the cooperative economics employed in production clearly presents an
important means of furthering participation, it is important to note the potential limits of scale.
Many of the products, particularly the artisan products, seem to have little potential for
widespread success to support community projects and seem to be squarely aimed at the visiting
zapaturistas. Nonetheless, the collectivism practiced in such collective endeavours – from
Oventic’s boot cooperative down to the community ejido land – present a real challenge to
human economic relationships being determined by money and profit rather than community
needs. The collective organisation of production, then, generally facilitates greater participation
for people.
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ii. Distribution

The distribution of resources in Zapatista communities is fundamentally driven by an
ethos of collectivism and community needs. This could be seen in Polhó, where families
contribute what they can afford for the furtherance of community projects and construction.
There also existed a common store of food to satisfy community needs. This community focus
on distributive matters guarantees at the very least the absence of hierarchy and barriers to
participation on the grounds of unequal distribution.

There is, however, no rigidly egalitarian distribution across communities – this much was
clear from the differences in resources and size of the various caracoles. Although there is talk of a
“fraternal tax” to counter disequilibrium, we did not obtain any information on this being used
in practice. At any rate, even if it is being implemented, it is still a relatively recent invention so
one would not expect to see the effects of highly organised redistributive measures.

Such inequalities in distribution – if only between caracoles rather than within
communities – can be said to exist and affect life opportunities. The general orientation of
economic organisation around community needs, however, tends to ensure that people do not
face substantial barriers to participation.

iii. Exchange

In terms of exchange, the surplus products from communities are sold through outlets in
civil society and also through international solidarity networks, mainly in the United States,
Canada and Europe. This supplements the incomes for communities and is important for
supporting the autonomous health and education projects, which are analysed in the later
sections.

Zapatista boots ready to be taken to Canada to raise money for the Zapatistas
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Within the communities themselves, though, there did not appear to be any widespread
network of exchange. There was, of course, exchange with the outside world to meet the
material needs of communities but since organisation is largely communal and production is
quite low-scale, it was not clear how exchange operates and is controlled by community
participation. Individuals did, though, have some amount of money (required for personal
consumption and transport from municipalities to caracoles, and the occasional bet on a game of
basketball). Detailed information over the organisation of economic exchange was one area in
which we did not manage to obtain much information, though the general impression we got
was that such operations are fairly low scale.

Taken together, these various aspects of economic organisation display how an
underlying principle of community control and service for community needs enables
considerable participation in the economic sphere. Whilst there are certainly limitations of scale,
the collective character of work – particularly in the Oventic boot cooperative – impressed on us
the positive difference in the Zapatista form of economic organisation.

iv. Challenges from the government

Despite any such achievements and progress, though, the Zapatistas face continual
challenges and pressure from the government. The government sponsors and supports
alternative ‘cooperative’ groups nearby the Zapatista cooperatives in a bid to undermine them.
This clearly weakens the income streams that support the Zapatista community health and
education projects. The government also implements policies of development aid and subsidies
in some communities in Chiapas. When we were travelling around Chiapas we saw numerous
billboards boasting of their policies that: “Son hechos, no palabras” (“They are actions, not
words”). Given the poverty of many rural indigenous communities and the Zapatistas’ refusal of
government money, this has the effect of dividing and separating communities since it is a
difficult life to reject such money and continue to live Zapatista. The subsidies, however, often
have the effect of creating dependency rather than effectively helping communities out of
poverty. That such money may often be squandered on alcohol adds further problems to this
aid. Thus, despite any achievements by the Zapatistas, as with their autonomous governance,
they constantly face external challenges and adverse conditions against which they strive to assert
their autonomy.
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Autonomous Education

One of the most successful Zapatista projects of autonomy has been the creation of
autonomous schools across Chiapas. The Zapatistas have constructed schools in areas where
previously there were none and at every level they refuse government subsidies and finance.22 In
addition to being Mexico’s poorest state, Chiapas also possesses the highest illiteracy rate. In the
remotest, mostly indigenous villages more than half of five-year olds do not attend school and a
census found that 28.8 percent of children aged 6-14 cannot read or write.23 Given this situation,
and the marginalisation and discrimination suffered by indigenous people, the ability to provide
hundreds, even thousands, of children with the opportunity for education is a significant
achievement.

i. The construction of autonomy

The autonomous education project, the
Zapatista Rebel Autonomous Education
System of National Liberation (SERALZN),
began in 1990 with two schools in La
Realidad. In addition to the 63 primary
schools that have been constructed across
the region, Oventic, as of 2000, has the first
autonomous secondary school which now
takes over a hundred students.24 During a
workshop about the ‘Other Education’,
Zapatistas expressed how they hope to build
an autonomous high school an eventually a
university.25 The autonomous education
project has produced tangible results and is
constantly growing and becoming a stronger
part of the movement. During our time at
the Zapatista Rebel Autonomous Spanish
and Mayan Language Centre in Oventic
(CELMRAZ), we witnessed some of the
progress that has been made.

Zapatista autonomous secondary school in Oventic

22 Amber Howard, ‘Zapatistas Showcase their Autonomous School System to the Nation and the World’, The
Narco New Bulletin, http://www.narconews.com/Issue44/article2487.html. (Accessed on 4/11/2009).
23 Christina Híjar González, Autonomía Zapatista: Otro Mundo es Posible, (Mexico: AMV, 2008), p. 138.
24 Christina Híjar González, Autonomía Zapatista: Otro Mundo es Posible, (Mexico: AMV, 2008), p. 139
25 Indybay, ‘La Otra Educación: Zapatista Schools’, Indymedia,
http://www.indybay.org/newsitems/2006/12/31/18342626.php. (Accessed on 3/11/2009).

“Education is our shield against the state.

A child with no education is nothing.”
- A compañero in Morelia.
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The Zapatistas are constructing a system in which education is based on mutual learning
and respect. They are redefining the relationship between teachers and students and providing an
alternative to the racist and inaccessible Mexican state system. They view education as a
fundamental tool of resistance against the state and the capitalist system and as an important
means of being able to defend their communities and reclaim their history, their culture and their
lives.

In contrast to the economic imperatives that characterise the state education system, the
autonomous schools do not have the aim of producing a labour force that suits the labour
market. They do not define their ‘curriculum’ according to the demands of the labour market in
terms of what skills are most employable – indeed, they actively reject this. Rather, they
determine their education in terms of the needs of the communities that are served by the
education. For example, in Mexican state schools teaching English is becoming compulsory as it
is seen as essential for progressing in a career and being able to work with international
businesses.26 As explained to us by an education promotor, studying English is of little use for the
Zapatistas – peasants from rural farming communities whose lives lie within their communities
and not the pursuit of a ‘career’ in the northern cities or the United States. Considerably more
useful for the indigenous are workshops which are tailored to the communities’ needs such as
farming, shoe-making or developing appropriate technologies.

Each school is autonomous from the others and structures its lessons according to the
needs and wishes of the members of the communities. They do, however, have common values
and general ‘subject areas’, which are much broader than those found in state schools. The
general aim of the autonomous education system is to promote indigenous culture, history and
language and to counteract the racism towards the indigenous population which characterises the
state system. It also emphasizes the importance of community and collective learning and labour
in addition to subjects such as mathematics and natural sciences. Each caracol has its own primary
school, which focuses on the following areas:

1. La Realidad: life and the environment, maths, language, history, integration and the
Zapatista demands

2. Oventic: language and communication, maths, social sciences, natural sciences,
humanism (philosophy of Zapatismo), mother tongue (tzotzil) and production

3. La Garrucha: maths, language, history and customs, life and environment
4. Morelia: production, education, politics, culture, health, nature, reading and writing,

sport, maths, history, geography, languages (Spanish and mother tongue)
5. Roberto Barrios: maths, language, history, life and environment, Zapatista demands

All schools place great importance on gender equality, which partly explains why there is
a growing respect for women’s rights and the challenging of traditional gender roles amongst
younger generations. The schools also place a strong emphasis on learning about the true history
of Mexico and the indigenous people, highlighting the way in which the indigenous poor have
been excluded from mainstream accounts. An example is the revisionist interpretation of the
collapse of the Mayan empire before the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors; rather than a
collapse and decline, the Zapatistas reinterpret this as some kind of revolution from below in
which Mayan society became more decentralised. This alternative focus on the identity and role
of the indigenous in history was shown to us through the stories of Don Antonio, a famous
storyteller whose tales have been retold and written down by Subcomandante Marcos. These
stories draw on the history of colonialism and the repression of the indigenous people and are

26 Prensa Mexicana, ‘Aprende inglés y continua tú educación’,
http://www.prensamexicana.com/news.php?nid=23274. (Accessed on 3/11/2009).
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illustrated in bright colours making them accessible to children and adults alike. The stories often
have hidden meanings and use the natural elements and the Mayan Gods to convey their
message. The stories may have multiple interpretations, but all of them relate to the Zapatista
movement and the struggle against imperialism and capitalism. Although Don Antonio’s stories
are not necessarily widely read within the indigenous communities, they reflect the way in which
the movement draws on the imagery of the indigenous history of Mexico and attempts to
counteract the way in which the indigenous peoples have been excluded by the Mexican state.

ii. The Zapatista philosophy of education

Mural in a classroom of the secondary school in Oventic

The Zapatista schools promote a non-hierarchical approach to learning and they
constantly highlight the importance of the community. One of the ways in which they succeed in
doing this is by fundamentally challenging the relationship between ‘teachers’ and ‘pupils’.
Instead of holding a position of power over pupils, teachers are considered as holding cargos as
‘promotor@s’ (promoters) and, theoretically, stand at the same level as students. This
reconceptualises education as a partnership of mutual learning between the promoter@s and
students.27 The Zapatistas emphasize that everyone learns from each other and that people do
not require official qualifications to promote learning and in doing so are redefining classroom
dynamics. The role of a promoter/a is unpaid, which means that those who fulfil the role do so
out of a commitment to the community and through an interest in promoting education for the

27 Mexico Solidarity Network, ‘The History of MSN’, http://www.mexicosolidarity.org/about/history. (Accessed on
3/11/2009).
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common benefit as opposed to being driven by the appeal of monetary incentives. John
Hollway, impressed by the outcomes of the education system during his visit to Oventic,
described how

“the whole experience was just amazing! Above all, just talking to them and really seeing that this
was a kind of real commitment – a really open and un-dogmatic approach and an incredible
understanding of what they were doing. They were very articulate and you could easily see this
twenty year old able to make the speeches that Marcos makes.”28

As opposed to the state schools where most of the teachers are mestizos and first language
Castilian speakers, in the autonomous schools the promoter@s come from the same communities
as the students. This means that they can relate to each other and the promoter@s are aware of the
issues affecting their communities and the problems that indigenous people face in Mexico. The
promoter@s at the secondary school in Oventic spend one month at the school and then return to
their communities for two weeks to help their families and with community work. By having this
affinity with their promoter@s, students do not feel intimidated by them or afraid to ask questions.
In addition to this, the promoter@s are often young, some having recently ‘graduated’ from the
autonomous school which also helps to narrow the gap between them and the students.

However, this does not mean that disciplinary problems are entirely absent and that
promoter@s hold no form of authority over the students. Puneet witnessed students from the
secondary school receiving “stern words” from their promotor as they had not completed the
assigned task for our joint project. This indicated that, whilst everyone is a ‘compañer@’, there
continues to be some form of pedagogical distinction between students and promoter@s, even
though it is a far more progressive and less prejudiced one than that found in the state schools.

iii. Dignity and Respect

This ability to redefine the relationship between teachers and students stems from the
Zapatista pursuit of dignity for all and the respect that they hold for others. They do not
categorise people as superior according to their knowledge, skills or age and they reject
discrimination based on race, class, religion and gender. The schools welcome children from all
backgrounds that are willing to learn and everyone is treated as a compañer@. At the secondary
school in Oventic, the extent to which the schools wish to promote equality and challenge
exclusivity is demonstrated by the rule that no one is to have ‘friends’. Whilst this may seem
harsh, it stems from the belief that ‘friendships’ breed secrets and special relationships and that
this in turn leads to resentment. Instead of having ‘friends’ everyone is a compañer@ and no-one
is better than anyone else. Of course, as is natural and expected, children would develop closer
relationships and friendships with particular individuals. The underlying commitment to
collectivism and equality, however, seemed deeply engendered in the children at the school.

The importance given to inclusivity, dignity and respect represents one of the most
significant differences between the autonomous education and the state system. The
autonomous schools welcome children from all backgrounds regardless of their race, class or
gender. In contrast to this, state schools are rife with racism and sexism. We heard first-hand
accounts from students at the secondary school in Oventic about the ways in which they
regularly suffered physical and verbal from the mestizo teachers at the state schools. These
teachers have little to no understanding of, or concern for, indigenous communities, their culture
or their needs. They would often punish their students if they were heard speaking in their native

28 Interview with John Holloway 12/08/2009.
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languages instead of Castilian. Teachers would often resort to the use of a thin rod for whipping
students’ hands or would pull the hair near their ears. This created an atmosphere of fear in
which indigenous students felt constantly threatened by the teachers and alienated from the
system. A CELMRAZ promotora also told us that when she was young she used to dread going to
school so much that in the mornings she would often hide or run away once her parents had
gone to work. This would then lead to the school fining her parents for her absence which
would then cause tension within her already poor family.

Rather than fearing school, students at the autonomous schools willingly travel long
distances in order to attend it. This is especially true for the secondary school in Oventic – the
only autonomous secondary school in the area. Students, if and when they can afford to, travel
from as far away as the Lacandon jungle. Students board at the school for two weeks and then
return home for a weekend to see their families and collect food and resources for the next two
weeks of school. The fact that students make this effort and are prepared to travel great
distances to go to school demonstrates how much they value education, especially the Zapatista
autonomous education compared to that of the state system. John Holloway emphasised this in
the interview by saying of the autonomous education system that

“It is an amazing achievement because the children may live up to ten hours away. The distance
they may have to travel means that parents are allowing their twelve or thirteen year old girls to
go away, which is absolutely unheard of in these communities.”29

Furthermore, the fact that students also take part in the maintenance and running of the schools
gives them a greater stake in them and a feeling of responsibility for its functioning. There is a
universal commitment to the school and the movement and children truly value the opportunity
to learn. The autonomous education system, therefore, has made considerable achievements in
its short existence concerning participation and the overcoming of indigenous marginalisation.

iv. Challenges

Whilst great strides have certainly been made with the building of autonomous schools
and training of promotor@s, there are still considerable challenges the Zapatistas face with this
project of resistance. The illiteracy rates in the area mean that few people can read or write to
then be able to teach it to others. This can make training promotor@s a slow and difficult process.
When students have completed the three levels at the secondary school in Oventic, they are
encouraged to then become health or education promotor@s. However, many have to respond to
the practical needs of their communities and return to help support their families. This can also
lead to current promotor@s having to leave the schools and help with farm work and in the home.
These everyday needs mean that there may be little stability within the schools both with the
students and the promotor@s.

The travel costs of attending school are also a significant barrier to many children’s
education, especially with regards to the secondary school in Oventic, currently the only
autonomous secondary school in the state. This means that children travel from as far away as
the southern jungle regions and their families have to find some way of covering the costs.
Although a significant proportion of girls are now attending the secondary schools, many parents
continue to be reluctant to allow their children, particularly girls, to travel long distances alone.

29 Interview with John Holloway
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The Zapatista schools also face a severe lack of resources, not only because Chiapas
already the poorest state in Mexico, but also because the Zapatistas reject all government funding
and subsidies as a guarantee of their autonomy and as a means of combating corruption. The
Mexican government provides families who send their children to state schools with a grant of
M$400, whereas the Zapatistas offer none. This means that by choosing the autonomous
schools, parents are refusing a substantial amount of money.30 Even the schools in Oventic,
which is possibly the most developed of the caracoles, are rudimentary and lacking in many
materials such as books. The building in which the school is held in Morelia has no windows or
doors. However, whilst the lack of resources is unfortunate, the Zapatistas do not see it as an
obstacle to education and are not defeated by it. If there are not enough classrooms, lessons take
place outside.

v. Zapatista Rebel Autonomous Centre for Spanish and Mayan Languages

Many of our thoughts about the autonomous education were shaped by the time we
spent at the language centre in Oventic. Spending two weeks at CELMRAZ allowed us to have
open discussions with promotor@s, learn about indigenous practices such as tejido (weaving) and
engage with students from the Zapatista Rebel Autonomous Secondary School (ESRAZ).
CELMRAZ is run as a collective and its work directly supports that of the secondary school
such that we were told that our participation was a contribution in the struggle against the
Mexican state. During our two weeks at the language school we gained some insight into the
workings of the education system and the ways in which it differs from the state system, were
made to wear balaclavas to appreciate the experience of the Zapatista rebels, and experienced
two power cuts each for more than 24 hours. We also developed relationships with people who
have been involved in the Zapatista movement for many years, providing us with fruitful
discussions and debates and a long-lasting link with the caracol.

Our mornings were spent with a promotor/a having a ‘language’ lesson which could be
better described as open discussions about the Zapatista movement, its ideals, culture and
problems as opposed to structured language lessons. The program at CELMRAZ was structured
in such a way that it attempted to portray the key values of the Zapatista education by putting
them into practice. Because of this we were able to experience the ways in which autonomous
education enabled greater involvement, participation and critical thought than in official state
systems.

The classes never took place in a formal classroom setting, but rather outside, on the
basketball court or in the language centre round a table. From the outset, it was strongly
emphasised that the classes were a result of a communal effort and that we could shape how they
were run according to our interests and needs. We were also free to decide when to take breaks
and if the conversation was running dry we could decide to end the class early. This meant that
we were all constantly engaged and more likely to participate in the discussions as we did not feel
restricted or forced to be there, and had an active stake in what we learnt. There were some days
we were on our own with the promotor/a without the rest of the students on the language
program and this meant that we could discuss more sensitive topics such as homosexuality and
abortion and also go into greater detail about the things we were interested in (such as the
workings of autonomous education, the Juntas and the health system). We also had plenty of
spare time in which we were able to have longer conversations with the promotor@s, the members

30 Interview with John Holloway.
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of the collective at the language centre, and the other students with whom we discussed the
topics of our earlier conversations.

During the afternoon the promotores organised ‘open activities’ and each day’s was
different. We learnt how to make tortillas, visited and communicated with the women’s
cooperatives, watched documentaries and discussed films concerning to the Zapatista
movement. We were also taken to Polhó, an autonomous municipality which has now largely
become a refugee centre for families forced to leave their homes due to persecution by
paramilitaries.

The two weeks we spent at CELMRAZ were the most fruitful of our time in Chiapas as
they gave us a chance to get to know the caracol from within and experience some of the aspects
of living as a Zapatista (such as cold showers, communal meals and evening singing and music
sessions). Clearly, a longer stay would have been more beneficial as we could have continued to
develop our relationship with the promotor@s, students, and members of the language centre
collective. However, we have both been put on a mailing list and continue to receive regular
updates from the school and news of the Zapatista movement.

Making tortillas
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Autonomous Health

Alongside the governance structures and autonomous schools, the provision of
healthcare is a fundamental pillar of the Zapatista autonomous project. Already an important
issue for communities before the development of the caracoles, it has benefited significantly from
the coordination and support by the Juntas de Buen Gobierno.

Compared to the rest of the population in Mexico, the indigenous population has a much
higher fatality rate due to curable diseases. This is largely due to the lack of sufficient health care
provision by the Mexican government in the most indigenous regions and because of the racism
and discrimination that is deeply ingrained in the existing state system. Because of these
problems facing the indigenous population, the provision of free and accessible healthcare has
become a priority for the Zapatistas and each autonomous municipality now has a basic
community health structure. Autonomous clinics and micro-clinics have been built across
Chiapas, which has been accompanied by the training of health promotor@s and the
implementation of hygiene and vaccination campaigns. For this project, we focused on the
autonomous clinic, La Guadalupana, in Oventic. Lacking medical skills, however, we had limited
access to it and our thoughts concerning autonomous health are largely shaped by conversations
with promotor@s and compañer@s, documentary analysis before and after our time in Mexico, and
a visit to the pharmacy when Sarah became ill whilst in Oventic.

i. The Zapatista philosophy of healthcare

Healthcare in autonomous clinics and micro-clinics is delivered by health promotor@s
under similar principles to the way in which education is delivered by education promotor@s.
Health promotor@s come from different autonomous municipalities and receive training by
working alongside other more experienced promotor@s, or occasionally doctors from cities that
volunteer their time and effort to help the Zapatistas. Once trained, promotor@s either return to
their municipalities to work in a clinic or are elected to fill a cargo to work on a rotational basis at
a clinic in a caracol. The promotor@s receive no wage but may receive food or other such support
from their communities to help them go to clinics to deliver healthcare services.

As with education, the autonomous health system is grounded in the ideas of respect,
dignity and inclusivity. People are not excluded on the basis of race, religion or gender, and
whilst Zapatistas do receive free medicine (to reflect their contribution to Zapatista communities
and struggle), non-Zapatistas still receive the same quality of healthcare and pay only a fraction
of the actual cost. This sense of equality and respect for Zapatistas and non-Zapatistas is
embodied in the notion that “we are all compañer@s”.31 In contrast, the official state hospitals are
deeply racist towards indigenous people and are generally deficient in addressing their needs. In
Oventic, we learnt that indigenous people attempting to see a mestizo doctor would most likely be
treated with disdain, with doctors making no attempt to speak the indigenous languages or
arrange for interpretation. With Castilian being the second language of most indigenous people,
and with clinics and hospitals often located in larger towns and cities, attempting to obtain
healthcare via the official system is understandably an intimidating experience for many
indigenous. The construction by the Zapatistas of, at the very least, a basic healthcare structure
in each autonomous municipality with indigenous promotor@s is a significant achievement and an
important way in which attempts have been made to overcome indigenous marginalisation. This

31 A CELMRAZ promotor in Oventic.
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provision of basic community needs also strengthens the participatory element of Zapatista
organisation.

ii. Healthcare structures and treatment

The precise level of treatment available in different zones, municipalities and
communities clearly differs somewhat, with Oventic being especially well developed relative to
other areas. The Guadalupana clinic at Oventic was established in 1987 and by 1992 it had eight
promotor@s. It now has around 40 promotor@s, with a committee of ten to oversee the functioning
of the clinic and three compañer@s responsible for coordinating the work inside the clinic. The
clinic offers various services, such a dental consultant, ophthalmologist and optician, an analysis
laboratory, a small operating theatre, a gynaecological clinic, and a pharmacy and herbal medicine
shop that stocks both traditional and modern medicines. Although the Zapatistas initially did not
emphasise the importance of traditional medicine, there has been a recent campaign to appeal to
its uses and recommend it alongside modern medicine in the autonomous clinics.32 The Oventic
clinic also boasts two ambulances that were donated by the Italian solidarity group ¡Ya Basta! 33

These transport patients to the clinic when they cannot receive the treatment
they require in the municipal clinics or micro-clinics and do not have the means to travel to the

clinic themselves. In Morelia, by
contrast, the clinic is smaller than that
in Oventic, though it still offers services
such as dental consulting. In spite of
such inevitable variations, concerted
efforts are made at ensuring that
people’s healthcare needs are met as
best as possible with the given
resources. Whilst improvements, as
always, must be made, the
achievements made by the autonomous
healthcare infrastructure developed by
the Zapatistas remain considerable.

Ambulances outside the Guadalupana clinic

Autonomous clinics and micro-clinics offer a basic level of treatment for curable diseases
that cause a high proportion of deaths in indigenous communities. These include gastrointestinal
parasites, Tuberculosis and other diseases related to the respiratory passages, rheumatism, skin
infections, malnutrition, and malarial fever. The clinics also provide support and prenatal care for
pregnant women. In terms of sexual health, there have been big drives to introduce
contraception and raise awareness about sexual health. This is especially important for women in
terms of safeguarding control over their own bodies and decisions over how many children they
have and when they have them. We were unable to find out further information about the extent
to which contraception is being used and were told that the continued influence of Catholicism
poses a challenge for the responsiveness of the campaign.

In terms of mental health, an education promotor from the CELMRAZ collective told us
that there is little provision for psychiatric disorders and, to some extent, it seemed as if they are

32 From the interview with John Holloway and conversations with CELMRAZ promotores.
33 González, Christina Híjar, Autonomía Zapatista: Otro Mundo es Posible, (Mexico: AMV, 2008), p. 148.
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not widely recognised as such within some indigenous communities. One compañero claimed that
Zapatista communities are less susceptible to psychiatric disorders, which he attributed to the
strength of the community and the support and care that this provides. Whilst social conditions
are important in affecting one’s mental well-being, we were sceptical about such views. It is more
plausible that with communities as poor as they are in Chiapas, the first step is building a basic
healthcare structure. Only after this and after more resources become available would there be a
progression to more complex issues of medical care.

Nevertheless, the level of healthcare available, although not uniform, was, at the very
best in Oventic, an impressive achievement. As a result of the growing provision of Zapatista
healthcare, the Mexican government has built a number of clinics in nearby areas in an attempt
to undermine the autonomous ones. There is also evidence which indicates that the government
is funding the sterilisation of indigenous women in order to prevent indigenous births.34 Whilst
this is a notable threat to the progress of Zapatista autonomy in safeguarding indigenous rights,
it is also indicative of the progress that has been made by the Zapatistas such that the
government is taking these measures to counteract them. Alongside education, the autonomous
healthcare system put in place by the Zapatistas exhibits some of the best of the movement.

Medicine store and an ill Sarah getting medicine

34 From conversations with CELMRAZ promotores.
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Gender

Mural of an indigenous girl on a school building at Oventic

For all the progress that there may have been in the various aspects of Zapatista
communities mentioned earlier in the report, this would count for little if this progress were not
made on an equal basis between men and women. The women in indigenous communities bear
the triple oppression of being indigenous, poor, and women. The success of the Zapatista
movement in enabling effective participation and overcoming indigenous marginalisation, then,
is strongly dependent on the progress made on women’s and gender issues.

“…there are women who do not let themselves be
treated as an ornament or be humiliated and despised
just for being women, but who are organizing and
fighting for the respect they deserve as the women they
are.”

- EZLN: ‘The Sixth Declaration of the Lacandón Jungle’
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i. Indigenous women in Chiapas

Walking around Oventic or Morelia it may seem that women’s roles in society remain
unchanged in the caracoles: it is the women who are carrying babies on their backs; it is the
women who are sitting in the shade working on their bordados (textiles) and, in contrast to the
men, most of the women are wearing the ‘traditional’ dress. However, upon closer inspection at
the movement it is evident that Zapatismo is slowly changing gender relations and efforts are
being made to respect women’s rights and to strengthen gender equality. Political, economic and
cultural advances have been made for women in Zapatista communities, which contrasts
strongly with the position of women in wider Mexican society.

Machismo (sexist male-dominated culture) still runs deep in Mexico and negative
stereotypes of the woman are ingrained in the structure of the country’s economy and its politics
as well as the household. Women say that before the Zapatista uprising they suffered great
exploitation and discrimination and had little access to healthcare or education.35 They were
often exploited in the workplace, had no control over the goods they produced or the income
they helped to generate, and domestic violence was pervasive. This is reflective of a culture in
which the women’s place has always been in the home, subordinate to men.

Women’s suffering under the patriarchal and racist system is most severe in the rural
indigenous communities in Chiapas, where factors such as increasing levels of migration, poor
provision of healthcare and education mean that women are significantly worse-off than men. In
contrast to other parts of the country, indigenous women in Chiapas have a lower life expectancy
than indigenous men.36 The Zapatistas however, through their inclusive political, economic,
health and educational systems, are taking practical steps towards improving the situation of
women.

ii. Indigenous women and Zapatismo

In 1993, the EZLN published the Women’s Revolutionary Law (see Appendix IV). This
outlined women’s key rights relating to work, politics, reproduction, safety from violence and
rape, education and the right to participate in the revolutionary struggle. Given its highly
progressive agenda, we were interested in the extent to which the Revolutionary Law has been
implemented in the caracoles and how far the movement has come in dealing with gender issues.

Publicly, the Zapatistas have been very vocal about asserting women’s rights and women
have had a presence in the movement since the beginnings of the EZLN and later in gatherings
and meetings with the Mexican government and civil society. Figures such as Comandanta
Ramona or Comandanta Esther provide a very visual image of the women’s struggle and the way
in which Zapatista women stand alongside the men in the movement. In addition to the
Revolutionary Law of Women, various communiqués and documents, such as the Sixth
Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle, highlight the importance placed on the issue of gender.

The strength of women in sustaining Zapatismo was also made clear to us during our
time in Oventic. Documentaries depicted the beginnings of the movement and the building of
the caracol; they showed footage of the women and the children, particularly young girls, who

35 Hilary Klein, ‘“We Learn As We Go”- Zapatista Women Share their Experiences’, Toward Freedom,
http://towardfreedom.com/home/content/view/1224/1/.

36 Diego Cevallos, ‘Mexico: First Female Mayor-Elect in Chiapas Bucks Indigenous Tradition’, IPS News,
http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=25997. (Accessed on 1/11/2009).
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would confront the federal army’s soldiers as they patrolled the outskirts of Oventic and
attempted to stop outside its entrance. Young and elderly women would form barricades by
holding hands or linking arms as the soldiers approached and they would surround them and
hurl abuse at any that were stopped.

When in Oventic and Morelia, we were faced with the question of whether all of the talk
about gender remained at the rhetorical level in the form of speeches by Marcos and other
members of the comandancia, or whether it was actually being put into practice. Of course, our
analysis is limited by the relatively short time we spent in both Oventic and Morelia, and the fact
that we were unable to truly engage with the autonomous communities. Furthermore, we found
that many of the women we tried to speak to were less likely to be confident Castilian speakers
than the men, which may reflect the fact that they are less likely to have spent time learning
Castilian in schools or in the larger cities where the use of Castilian is more widespread.
Nevertheless, despite these restrictions, we were able to have productive conversations with
members of the Junta, promotor@s and other participants in the movement, which outlined some
of the key areas in which the achievements have been made. These are largely related to political,
economic and cultural changes.

iii. Indigenous women and participatory politics

One of the first steps the Zapatistas took when the Juntas de Buen Gobierno were set up
was to ensure that women were also allowed to participate in the administration of the caracoles.
When we arrived in both Morelia and Oventic, we were greeted by women that were part of the
Juntas. The incorporation of women into the movements’ politics, however, has been a gradual
process and in both Juntas the men appeared to be more vocal than the women. This could be a
result of language communication barriers (not all members are as confident in Castilian as they
are in their native languages). Or it could indicate that perhaps their participation in politics has
not yet been sufficiently consolidated and that they continue to be more reticent than men. Even
if this is the case, every time that we interacted with the Junta, the men made a point of allowing
the women to speak. We were unable to garner much information about the specifics of
women’s increased participation, or the ways in which their lives have changed with Zapatismo,
and they seemed to repeat the same line that “before we could not participate, and now we can.”
We were unable to find out how many women form part of the Junta, or are attending the
Zapatista schools but this does not mean that increased participation is not taking place.

Whilst the participation of women in politics is a considerable achievement, one may
argue that it is only a superficial development. For instance, gender roles could still be defined in
such a way that, whilst women may have the right to participate, the fact that they are expected
to look after their families and their homes means that few women are practically able to
participate effectively. In this respect, though, changes are being made which enable women to
complete their shifts in the caracoles. A promotor at Oventic explained to us how women, if they
have duties to perform outside of their communities, are not expected to look after the
household; rather, the men are now expected to stay home and look after the children and the
household in such instances. Many of the women we met who are members of the Junta de Buen
Gobierno or who were working in the cooperatives had left their husbands in charge of the family.
This is a considerable achievement when one bears in mind that paternity leave is not yet
commonplace in other parts of the country or, indeed, the world. Of course, the reality may
differ at the community level, and Jet Nauta of SIPAZ informed us of the fact that participation
in some community assemblies is still quite limited.
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iv. Indigenous women and cooperative economics

In addition to increasing the participation of women in politics, the Zapatistas have initiated
economic projects which aim to increase the
participation of women and further their
empowerment. One such means is the
establishment of women’s cooperatives,
particularly in Oventic, which are completely
organised and run by women. There are
three women’s artisan cooperatives in
Oventic: Mujeres por La Dignidad (which
organises 400 women from four different
autonomous municipalities), Xulum Chon
(which organises 51 women from two
municipalities), and Nichim Rosa (which
organises 24 cooperative members from two
municipalities).

By using the artisanship and weaving skills that they possessed, women have managed to
establish an important position in the caracol and take control over their own labour. The women
who work at the cooperatives are chosen by
their communities and work on a rotational
basis, staying at Oventic for two weeks at a
time and then returning to their communities
for two weeks. All the products sold in the
cooperatives are made by the women from
the communities and each product has a hand
written label stating the women’s name and
community. This helps to counter the
commodification of their productive activity
and emphasises a more personal relationship
between the woman making the products and
the people buying them.

When we first arrived in Oventic we were
sceptical about the extent to which the
cooperatives were truly helping women, as
not only did we feel that they perpetuate the
idea that only women weave and make
jewellery, but the cooperatives are also very
obviously aimed at tourists. We wondered
about the extent to which women’s
cooperatives could operate at a more local
level and function within a community as
opposed to relying on income from
zapaturistas. It was later explained to us that
the fact that the cooperatives exist at all is
already a major step for the position of

women. The reason that they sell artisan products is because this is the means by which women
can take the skills they possess and build a project of their own. When poverty is as extreme at it
is in Chiapas, women have little choice but to make use of the skills they already have as a first
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step towards autonomy. Thus, making and selling artisan products becomes primarily a means of
survival as opposed to having the primary objective of challenging gender roles. Also, some of
the cooperatives are not exclusively for women, with men also participating in their organisation
such that men are also involved in artisanship. One of our promotor@s also described how men
too have to know how to weave and that it is no longer just a women’s job. Whilst we were
learning how to weave at the CELMRAZ, half of the promotor@s teaching us were men, which
challenged the stereotype of gendered roles.

Whilst the cooperatives do, to some extent, provide some means of supporting women’s
participation, they also face certain difficulties and challenges that restrict this potential. In
addition to the challenge of being away from their families for extended periods of time, the
women related how they were facing difficult times and not managing to sell much. This is partly
due to limited access to markets; apart from several outlets in San Cristóbal de las Casas like
TierrAdentro, there are few places for them to sell their goods other than the cooperative at
Oventic itself. It is also difficult for the women to sell at a ‘fairer price’ whilst other producers in
other towns sell things more cheaply. Furthermore, the government has started setting up false
‘cooperatives’ in order to undermine the Zapatista ones, similar to the way in which they are
suddenly building schools and clinics near to the autonomous ones. This makes it very difficult
to make a living as visitors do not necessarily know the difference between the true Zapatista
cooperatives and the government ones and go for the cheapest options. Such difficulties make
the existence of national and international solidarity networks and groups fundamental to the
Zapatistas.

v. Gender and culture

a. Educational culture

Gender equality and women’s rights are heavily promoted through the culture that
permeates the autonomous schools. Students engage with the importance of respecting both
boys and girls and treating both sexes as equal. Boys and girls are not required to take different
subjects and they are both allowed to take part in the same sports and recreational activities. The
Zapatistas even challenging Castilian grammar rules by using the feminine form of ‘we’ when
there are more women in the group than men (as opposed to the masculine form which is the
standard practice).

The promotion of women’s rights and gender equality through the autonomous schools
is an especially important aspect of the movement, given the discrimination that girls suffer
within the state system. For instance, they face a limited choice of classes and are not permitted
to play basketball during break times. The girls from the autonomous school spoke about how in
the state system they were forced to stay quiet in classes and were not allowed to voice their

“Let me make one thing clear: women have always had rights.

The difference is that in the state system our rights were not

respected, whereas now our rights are respected. But we have

always had rights- and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

- A promotora in Oventic
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opinions. There were even occasions when girls were not granted permission to go to the toilet
and would have to urinate in the classroom if they were really desperate.

b. Abortion

Another important position advanced by some in the Zapatista movement is that of
legalising abortion and a drive to make contraception more freely available. Abortion is not
completely legal in the rest of Chiapas, but giving women the right to choose is highly important,
given the health risks of carrying out illegal abortions. Contraceptives and the option of choosing
to have an abortion are a fundamental means of granting women the freedom to decide when
they have children and how many they have in a culture where women are expected to procreate
and raise families without questioning whether they actually want to or not. Conversations with
promotor@s and singing ‘The Abortion Song’ (See Appendix V) during song night revealed that,
at least in some autonomous schools, there has been a drive to change perceptions and raise
awareness about the issues.

Despite such campaigns, the promotor@s we spoke to about abortion were particularly
young and progressive and the Zapatista position on abortion is more ambiguous, neither
explicitly condemning nor condoning it. In some communities, it is plausible that the persistent
influence of patriarchy and Catholic and traditional values attaches considerable stigma to the
practice of abortion. On this tension between progressive and traditional elements in
communities on the issue of abortion, John Holloway remarked:

“The kids in the school looked up songs and a couple of the songs were very much, I
suppose, militantly feminist. Also, in terms of just raising the question of abortion, it was
interesting. We asked them if they did that in schools, that they talk about these issues. And
they said yes, well in terms of women’s independence, yes. But they cannot raise the questions
of abortion in the schools because the schools are the schools of the community and they have
to respect what the community would accept.”

c. Traditional Dress

One of the factors that made it seem as though the role of women had not changed
significantly in the Zapatista caracoles is that women were much more likely than men to be
wearing the ‘traditional’ dress. During the entire duration of our stay in Mexico we only saw a
few men in Zapatista territory wearing the ‘traditional’ clothes, whereas most Zapatista women
wore the long heavy skirts and colourful, embroidered blouses. We initially presumed that this
indicated that men had more freedom to decide what to wear. Indeed, one promotor said that the
fact that men wear Western clothing reflected that they were more likely to have travelled to the
cities and gone to school where mestizo Mexicans would be wearing jeans and t-shirts.

However, the issue of clothing is complex and the same promotor explained that many
women feel a great sense of pride and ownership over their clothes as they spend hours
embroidering their blouses and making their skirts. This means that even when offered the
opportunity to stop wearing them and adopt more practical clothing for working in the fields or
in the cooperatives they may choose not to. Whether or not women wear modern clothing does
not necessarily reflect whether or not they are subordinated. The point is that women are able to
choose what they wear and have control over whatever they decide. It may be that some women
simply choose to continue wearing the long skirts and blouses. In both caracoles that we visited we
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did see many of the younger girls wearing trousers, and one of our promotoras would alternate her
clothing every few days.

The presence of cultural elements of foreign origin does not in itself indicate weakness or
loss of authenticity within Indian cultures. The problem does not consist of the proportion of
“original” traits as opposed to “foreign” traits exhibited by a culture at any given moment.
Rather the question is who exercises control over these traits: those who participate in the
culture, or members of the dominant society37

d. Homosexuality and ‘Other Loves’

Whilst the Zapatistas seem to have made progress in advancing respect for women’s
rights, there was less talk about how they view LGBT issues. Groups within La Otra Campaña
(The Other Campaign) endeavour to promote the rights of homosexuals and transgender people
and have organised projects and conferences about them. However, the progress was less visible
within the caracoles. One of the most progressive promotor@s we spoke to said that the Zapatistas
accept homosexuality and that people can do what they like within their own homes. He also
told us that the word in tzotzil for the love between two men or two women is the same word
used for the love between a man and a woman: “cha’koj”. This observation, though, was
contradicted by another promotora who said that homosexuality did not really exist within
Zapatista communities. It seems that it may be an issue that is being talked about at the level of
the comandancia and through the mobilisation of groups which adhere to La Otra, but which is not
yet something that has permeated throughout the caracoles or autonomous municipalities.

In response to a question about the Zapatista’s acceptance for transgender people, John
Holloway replied that:

“Marcos, about a year ago, started talking not just of compañeros and compañeras, but brought in
compañeroas, which is fantastic! And that’s become a kind of standard part of Zapatista vocabulary
and a constant theme in the comunicados. It is very much a constant theme of the movement.
There is one organisation … called the ‘Brigada Callejera’ (The Street Brigade), which is a
movement of prostitutes, not just women; but men and transgender women prostitutes.”

The fact that the issue has not advanced at a faster pace is not necessarily a serious criticism of
the Zapatista movenet as they appear to be moving in the right direction and have achieved a
great deal in a short period of time. It is worth noting the Catholic and traditional cultural
context in which this is taking place. Given the talks and projects being organised by members of
‘The Other Campaign’ it seems that there is a growing awareness within the Zapatista movement
that may eventually extend throughout the communities and caracoles. John emphasised on this
issue that:

“The movement is the movement of the communities and it can’t move faster than the
community. They can’t impose things on the community, they have to respect, they have to
follow the pace of the community. Of course, that means they’re not going to fit in with the
expectations of European radicals necessarily”

37 Batalla, Guillermo Bonfíl, Mexico Profundo, p. 137.
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vi. Challenges to gender equality

Despite the various advances made in terms of women’s rights and promoting gender
equality, there are still considerable challenges to the consolidation of the changed relationship
between men and women. We consider one of the most significant barriers to be that of
tradition and religion and their strength within indigenous communities, despite attempts to
transcend the negative aspects of these aspects of community life.

Whilst the Women’s Revolutionary Law states that “Women have the right to decide the
number of children they can have and look after”, the realisation of this ‘law’ is often limited by
the influence of religion and cultural barriers persistent in the communities. The persistent
religious and traditional culture may be a limit on the spread of contraception and abortion.
Because of this there continues to be a stigma attached to women who wish to stop having
babies, especially those who seek to terminate their pregnancies. Whilst the Zapatista rhetoric is
extremely progressive and rules are being challenged in schools, the traditions and religious
culture of the communities are harder to change.

The culture of having large families was made apparent when Sarah was asked by a group
of girls from the secondary school how many ‘hermanitos’ (little brothers and sisters) she had.
Rather than asking whether she had any or not, the question was phrased based on an implicit
assumption that she would have some. This is because small families with less than four children
are uncommon.

Despite such challenges, the Zapatistas are under no illusion that the gender question has
been resolved. We found that people acknowledged that there was still progress to be made and
that in some situations change has been too slow. In a communiqué outlining the two main flaws
of the movement, Marcos highlights how it is still hard for most women to leave their villages,
and that whilst domestic violence has decreased; this is more due to the banning of alcohol than
a significant change in culture.38 However the Zapatistas do not see this as a criticism or a
problem, but rather take a pragmatic approach to the ability to change centuries of inequality in a
deeply sexist country. People constantly referred back to the Zapatista saying personified by the
snail which gives the caracoles their name: ‘lento pero avanzo’ (‘slowly but moving forwards’). The
Zapatistas do not have unrealistic expectations nor do they expect all things to be perfect straight
away. Some things take time but at least, it seems, they are heading in the right direction.

38 Subcomandante Marcos, ‘Leer un video, Segunda Parte: Dos Fallas’, Enlace Zapatista,
http://palabra.ezln.org.mx/. (Accessed on 2/11/2009).
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Part Four: Beyond the Caracol

Whilst our analysis of the political organisation of the Zapatista caracoles showed concrete
ways in which dignity for the indigenous is being affirmed and in which a more participatory
form of politics is being developed, our experience in the caracoles also highlighted the
importance of looking beyond the caracol when evaluating the Zapatista movement. In one sense,
this demands looking further inwards to observe the situation at the municipality and community
level throughout Zapatista territory. This is something we did not manage to do, other than a
visit to the municipality of Polhó. However, looking beyond the caracol also demands looking
outwards in order to see the wider impact of the Zapatista movement in Mexico in terms of
amplifying the Zapatistas’ participatory politics and affirmation of dignity for the indigenous.
The intended means for this became apparent with the Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle
of 2005, in which it is stated that “a new step in the indigenous struggle is only possible if the
indigenous join together with the workers of the city and the countryside.” To this end, the
comandancia proposed a “new front” to construct a national, leftist anti-capitalist plan of action in
order to move towards a “new Constitution” for Mexico.39 This proposal took the form of La
Otra Campaña (The Other Campaign) to organise “from below and to the left”.

La Otra Campaña (The Other Campaign)

La Otra Campaña, or The Other Campaign, began in 2006 when Subcomandante Marcos
decided to embark on a tour around Mexico to try to build a stronger movement against neo-
liberalism by communicating with other groups and campaigns. It followed the release of the
Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle, which outlines the need for a new political force to
counteract the inequality and racism of the
Mexican government. During the tour Marcos
met with a wide range of people, including union
representatives, students, members of gay rights
movements, academics and environmental
campaigners, to build support for a new
constitution which would include the protection
of indigenous people’s rights and autonomy. The
Other Campaign was not intended as an attempt
to form a structured organisation but rather an
opportunity for different groups to come together
and share their experiences and support each
other in their different struggles. A member of
the CELMRAZ collective explained to us how
the importance of sharing experiences is made
clear by the way in which in one Mayan language
the verb ‘to speak’ is the same word as that
meaning ‘to listen’. This gives it an
intersubjectivity and communicative quality that is
lacking in Western languages.

Poster for La Otra Campaña

39 EZLN, Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle (2005), (Accessed online 26/11/09)
http://www.anarkismo.net/newswire.php?story_id=805
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The Other Campaign has been criticised by far left groups such as the Grupo Socialista
Libertario (The Libertarian Socialist Group) in Monterrey (North Mexico) for succumbing to
capitalism rather than challenging it.40 The group argues that the campaign offers little more than
left-reformism and was actually run by Marcos from above who revelled in the cult of
personality that was created around him and that it is naive to think that he truly represents the
interests and needs of the indigenous population.

Although there is clearly an open question, as ever, concerning the role and influence of
Marcos and the other comandantes, our experience of La Otra Campaña was generally a positive
one, in which we were made aware of the multiplicity of different struggles taking place and the
wide-ranging issues affecting the indigenous population of Chiapas. It became clear that the
Zapatistas are only one movement and that there are others fighting for their own aims or for
similar aims in different manners. Whereas the precursor to La Otra Campaña, the ex-FZLN, is
widely regarded as a failure, La Otra, for now at least, seems to have the scope for wide
participation and organisation. Of course, this carries with it the risk of dilution and attenuation
of any meaningful struggle, but La Otra seems an important means of broadening the
movements to incorporate different struggles. Whilst still in its embryonic form, La Otra
Campaña also allows the scope for discussion and representation of issues that, as yet, do not
have a prominent position with the Zapatista movement or communities. Whilst we were in
Chiapas, we encountered various groups and activists that adhere to the principles of La Otra
Campaña and the Sixth Declaration, and there appeared, in San Cristóbal de las Casas at least, to
be a considerable network of activists and campaigns arising from this political space.

i. Las Abejas

La Otra Campaña serves as a potentially useful network for organisation to denounce acts
of paramilitary violence and to stand in solidarity with indigenous communities in the face of
such human rights violations. Las Abejas are a pacifist indigenous community in the village of
Acteal, in the municipality of Chenalhó who have suffered from such paramilitary violence. In
1997, paramilitaries stormed entered the community and killed 45 people who were gathered in a
prayer meeting. Whilst Las Abejas stood (and continue to stand) in solidarity with the Zapatista
movement, they disagreed with their violent means in 1994. The day we arrived in Mexico City,
the Supreme Court ruled to release some of the paramilitaries who had been convicted of
carrying out the massacre and who had been imprisoned for the past twelve years. This caused a
great deal of tension in Chiapas as those who survived the massacre became afraid that the
released paramilitaries would seek revenge on the community. A mass protest was held the day
before we arrived in San Cristóbal and during our stay various vigils took place.

In San Cristóbal we met an activist who had been living in Chenalhó and he told us
about the effects the release of prisoners was having on the community. He also spoke of how
‘Las Abejas’ had become divided and a group had split off from the original community and
taken over two of the cooperatives, using the name of ‘Las Abejas’ to profit off of them. One
day, walking through San Cristóbal, Puneet came across a protest which appeared to have been
organised by Las Abejas, but he later found out that they were not, in fact, the original pacifist
group but represented the breakaway group.

40 Grupo Socialista Libertario, ‘A Program and Project for the Continuation of Capitalism’, 2007, Collective
Reinventions,
http://www.collectivereinventions.org/Insurgent_Mexico/The_Sixth_Declaration/The_Sixth_Declaration.htm.
(Accessed on 10/11/2009).
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ii. Atenco

In 2006, in the city of San Salvador
Atenco, the Mexican government used
violence and sexual assault to disband a
demonstration in the town centre against the
forceful expulsion of flower vendors. During
these attacks more than two hundred people
were arrested, two young boys were killed and
over thirty women were raped.41 Twelve
people are still in prison and together they
have over 112 year sentences.

After returning from our travels in the
Lacandon Jungle, we discovered that there was
an organised forum taking place at the cultural
centre, TierrAdentro, organised by members
of the campaign to free the political prisoners
of Atenco. Family members of current
prisoners, ex-prisoners and members of
peasant and land campaigns had united and
were travelling across Mexico to raise support
for their cause.

Poster from the forum on Atenco

During the forum we heard first-hand accounts from ex-prisoners about the appalling
conditions the political prisoners had to endure, which included having no food for days and not
being allowed to use a toilet or a shower. Torture and abuse by prison guards is commonplace
and the Mexican government is doing nothing about this. The Zapatistas have shown great
solidarity with the Atenco campaign and many communiqués and press releases end with
“Freedom and justice for Atenco”42. Through La Otra Campaña, people fighting for the freedom
of the prisoners are able to network with the EZLN and other movements to spread the
message and garner support for their cause.

41 Edinburgh Chiapas Solidarity Group, ‘Free the Atenco Prisoners’, http://www.edinchiapas.org.uk/node/232.
(Accessed on 15/11/2009).
42 EZLN, ‘Comunicado del EZLN sobre Atenco’, Union Rebelde, 2006,
http://unionrebelde.blogspot.com/2006/05/comunicado-del-ezln-sobre-atenco.html. (Accessed on 15/11/2009).
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iii. CIDECI

The Centrro Indígena de Capacitacion Integral (Indigenous Centre for Integral Training)
or Universidad de la Tierra (University of the Earth) of Chiapas, is an autonomous school for
indigenous youth in San Cristóbal and has a close affiliation with the Zapatista ideals of
autonomous education. It was set up in 1983 based on the principles of radical democracy as a
centre for the training of indigenous people.43 Like the Zapatistas, CIDECI looks towards the
history of Mexico and the ways in which the current neoliberal system is a product of
imperialism and the subordination of the indigenous population. By providing youths with free
education, it attempts to bolster a movement from below to challenge the injustices of the
Mexican system. CIDECI also actively contributes to the consolidating of La Otra Campaña by
holding weekly discussions on different aspects of the Zapatistas, wider Latin American social
movements, and current affairs. Puneet attended one of these sessions and was able to take part
in a discussion led by prominent members of the San Cristóbal academic and activist circle.

We visited CIDECI on the day of its twentieth anniversary which coincided with the
inauguration of a new library. The school is free to attend but its pupils have to contribute

towards the maintenance and
development of the school. Many of
the classrooms, including the new
library were built by students and staff.
The founder of the school reportedly
said about the new library that “The
students have built the bookshelves,
and now they are going to write the
books that fill them”.44 Akin to the
Zapatista schools, CIDECI
emphasizes the importance of
community values and work and all
students have to complete a final
project which is targeted at helping
and contributing towards their own
communities.

The power generator at CIDECI

43 ‘Interview with Raymundo Sánchez Barraza: A University Without Shoes’, In Motion Magazine,
http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/global/rsb_int_eng.html. (Accessed on 25/11/2009).
44 We were told this by someone who had studied at CIDECI
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iv. San Cristóbal – Palenque supercacrretera

During our time in Mexico we also encountered a lot of opposition to the plans to build
a motorway from San Cristóbal to Palenque which would cause the displacement of hundreds of
indigenous communities and be damaging for the environment. Whilst passing through
Ocosingo, we came across a mass demonstration against the proposed motorway in which we a
huge gathering of people preparing to march through the streets.

The plan is a state initiative to improve tourism and access to the archaeological site of
Palenque, which bears the cost of damaging people’s communities and the environment. The
conflicts arising out of tourist and ‘eco-tourist’ initiatives were something we repeatedly came
across, particularly when we were travelling. These are cases in which the federal and state
governments claim to be improving the tourism industry and local infrastructure but, in fact, are
often acting against the interests of the people living there.

We came across this type of conflict between the government and ejidatarios when we
passed by the ruins of Chinkultic near the National Park ‘Lagos de Montebello’. As we
approached the main road to the ruins a local boy shouted out that the ruins were closed and
said that the government was restoring them and so had closed them to the public. He could not
tell us when the ruins would be reopened. When we reached the National Park the next day,
however, a guide said that the government closed the ruins because local farmers occupied them
in protest of the high prices the government was charging visitors and because they wanted to
have more control over the managing of the archaeological site. After researching the matter
further, we discovered that the locals occupied the ruins because of a land dispute with the
government and so members of the army entered the site killed six people and injured a further
twenty-two.

v. Canadian mining

During our second week in San Cristóbal we met a Canadian activist who was trying to
strengthen links between the Mexican anti-mining movement and that in Canada. Many of the
open-cast mines which exist in Chiapas are owned by large Canadian mining corporations. These
mines are places with great human rights violations, exploitation of the local workers, and
extensive destruction of the environment and local resources.

We met with the director of ‘Otros Mundos’ (Other Worlds; which shares an office with
the Mexican Friends of the Earth) who talked us through the problems with open-cast mining,
the divisions it was causing in the area and a gathering he was helping to organise which would
bring together activists from Central America. This was an event that was meant to galvanise the
anti-mines movement and coordinate strategies and campaigns against the multinational
corporations.

With this brief overview of some of the wider struggles that are taking place in Chiapas,
it is evident that the struggles for democracy and recognition of indigenous rights are much
wider than the Zapatista movement. The Zapatista uprising, though, and their continued
experience of autonomy mean that much of the Mexican left is looking towards Chiapas as the
start of a greater social movement. La Otra Campaña has the potential to play an important role in
going beyond the caracol and amplifying the Zapatista experience.
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Part Five: Conclusion

Summary

During our two months in Mexico we did our best to engage with a wide range of people
and organisations related to the Zapatista movement. We also spent time in two caracoles to gain
insight into how the autonomous project is functioning in practice and to better understand the
practical reality that defines the movement. What we encountered was a movement that is
providing a genuine alternative form of politics to that of the Mexican state system. Zapatista
autonomy enables greater participation and contributes to the overcoming of marginalisation of
many indigenous groups in Chiapas that have traditionally been excluded and ignored by society.
Of course, the Zapatistas are by no means beyond criticism and to withhold criticism of them
would – based on their political culture of reflexivity – be profoundly un-Zapatista. Nevertheless,
despite facing very real challenges and limitations, this report concludes that the Zapatista form
of organisation offers considerable scope for enabling effective participation and meeting
community needs so as to overcome problems of indigenous marginalisation.

Through their Juntas de Buen Gobierno, cooperative economics, autonomous education and
provision of autonomous healthcare, the Zapatistas have taken significant steps to promote real
participatory democracy and to overcome the problems of indigenous marginalisation in
Chiapas. Through their indigenous cargo system of community responsibility and service,
organisation is carried out for the fulfilment of the needs of the community. The existence of
rotation of these posts and a right of recall also helps to reduce the distance between the taking
of decisions and those for whom they are made. There are, however, still unanswered questions
between the exact relation between the civil and the military structures of the Zapatistas, which
could undermine the effectiveness of this community control. Nevertheless, there seems to have
been considerable progress on this front since the autonomous municipalities were first declared.
The collective and cooperative approach to economic organisation also helped to foster
participation and democratic control over labour. The very real possibility of economic
inequalities across regions, though, is a potential limitation on effective participation for
everyone in Zapatista territory. In terms of their autonomous health and education systems,
these were found to be considerable achievements, providing substantial service for indigenous
communities where previously access to healthcare and education was limited. Whilst they still
have problems of access and limited resources, the very real improvements for many indigenous
youth cannot be dismissed. In terms of access to these projects, the Zapatistas are not
exclusionary and they offer education and healthcare for the benefit of all communities, even
non-Zapatistas. The Zapatistas have also done much to challenge the gender roles and inequality
which have defined Mexico and, although there are still obstacles to full women’s emancipation
and the recognition of LGBT issues, many advances have been made in the realm of politics,
economics and education for women.

Despite the progress made, there are many challenges which the Zapatistas constantly
face which may limit their advances. The movement continues to suffer from a low intensity
warfare directed by the Mexican state and enacted by the military and paramilitary groups that
seek to threaten and destabilise the autonomous municipalities and communities. During our
time in Chiapas the military presence was highly visible and there are often reports of human
rights abuses by paramilitaries against Zapatistas and their supporters, which raises tension and
spreads fear amongst them.

Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that the Mexican government seeks to
undermine the autonomous projects the Zapatistas have constructed by building rival schools,
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clinics and ‘false’ cooperatives in the vicinity of the autonomous ones. The offer of government
subsidies also serves to draw support away from the Zapatistas. Given the severe lack of
resources the Zapatistas suffer from, the temptation of money from the government often
creates divisions within communities. However, most of these subsidies and development
projects are not necessarily beneficial for the indigenous communities, often creating dependency
and not offering genuine solutions to problems faced by the indigenous.

One of the greatest things we learnt from being in Mexico is the importance of
contextual analysis and the gap between criticising a movement for its theoretical inconsistencies
and understanding the reasons for the ‘inconsistencies’ by having a deeper understanding of the
culture, history and difficulties affecting the movement. Many academics are far removed from
the object of their analysis, which does not in itself undermine their writings, but we feel that
much can be gained by directly engaging with a movement and developing a greater sensitivity to
the issues which define it.

We also found that in order to better understand the dynamics and changes which are
occurring in Chiapas, we have to look beyond the Zapatistas as there are other movements
which are also striving to overcome problems of indigenous marginalisation. These may focus on
different issues than those of the Zapatistas, or have different methods of achieving them, but
they are also providing a significant challenge to the Mexican government. To a large extent, the
Other Campaign is providing such groups with a forum for discussion, support and solidarity
with all. These groups and different movements, whilst not strictly ‘Zapatista’, all have a
common objective: to overcome the injustices of the state system in Mexico.

The Zapatistas are not intending to provide a model which can be taken and imposed
elsewhere. Indeed they vehemently oppose this dogmatic approach as they are very much shaped
by the practical and specific needs and interests of the indigenous communities in Chiapas.
Whilst criticisms have been levelled at the Zapatistas’ rate of change and progress, the Zapatistas
are very aware that the struggle has not yet ended and that there are many aspects that need to be
improved. They are under no illusion that the movement is flawless and that their aims have
been achieved but they do not see this as a problem or a criticism, but merely a reflection of the
ever-changing and responsive movement. This is reflected by key Zapatista aphorisms such as
“caminando preguntando” (“As we walk we question”) and “lento pero avanzo” (“slow, but
advancing”). These demonstrate the reflexivity, self-questioning attitude and gradual progress
that the movement lives by.

Given that the uprising occurred only 15 years ago, the ways in which the Zapatistas
have challenged the injustices that dominate Mexico and provided autonomous alternatives in
this time are remarkable and inspirational. Although the Zapatista ‘model’ is not one that can
necessarily be taken and rigidly applied elsewhere, there are many lessons that can be learned
from them about the importance of community organising and collective values, and how to use
these to overcome capitalist forms of social relations and inadequate conceptions of democracy.

In order to disseminate information pertaining to our experience in Chiapas, we are
going to make our findings accessible to both students and academics at Warwick and members
of the wider activist community. We will publish articles in the next edition of the radical
publication, Dissident Warwick, and organise a series of talks, film screenings and discussions
about the movement. We would also aim to publish articles relating to aspects of the movement
such as the governance structures and gender-related issues in national magazines such as ‘Red
Pepper’ and potentially with other student-led publications.
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Recommendations

This report recommends that fruitful further research could be carried out in order to
develop a clearer and fuller picture of the situation of the Zapatista movement. More direct work
is required at the community assembly and municipal council levels so as to gauge the
differences in the system of governance at these levels. Studies would also benefit from wider
comparison across all five caracoles and their relevant municipalities. Furthermore, given the
importance of comparison with the official state system of health and education when evaluating
the autonomous systems, research into the situation in official schools and hospitals for the
indigenous population would be a useful area of research, as would evaluating the impact of
government development subsidies on communities that accept government aid.

Given the potential importance of the Zapatistas’ La Otra Campaña for social movements
in Mexico, research into the organisation and effectiveness of this political space would be useful
in determining the prospects for wider radicalisation of democracy in Mexico and wider progress
for indigenous populations throughout Mexico.

Personal Reflections

Throughout this report we have endeavoured to integrate some personal observations
and experiences with our research findings, though we reserve this final section exclusively for
such reflections on our project and adventure in Mexico. To say that our visit to Chiapas and the
Zapatista territories has been a life-changing experience is an understatement and we would like
to thank once again the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund for supporting our project. We have shared
some profound experiences in Chiapas and feel extremely fortunate for having had this
opportunity.

When we determined to undertake this project, we were filled with excitement at the
prospect of connecting with a social movement of the stature of the Zapatistas but also
trepidation over the risk of coming away disenchanted and depoliticised. As political radicals
sharing many of the ideals and principles of the Zapatistas, we were very much putting our own
worldview at stake – if the Zapatistas turned out to be little more than a yawning chasm between
high-minded rhetoric and political reality, what would that mean for us and our political
principles? Would that lead us to re-evaluate our own position and values? Would we re-affirm
our values and reject out of hand the Zapatista experience? On reflection, our experiences have
certainly led us to re-evaluate our ideas and politics, but they have had a greatly affirming effect
for us also – but the journey was never an easy one.

The night before leaving England, we had physically prepared our equipment and
necessary papers to present to the Zapatistas on reaching the caracoles, intellectually prepared
ourselves by reading radical critiques of the Zapatistas, as well as mentally preparing ourselves
for seeing and analysing practical shortcomings and limitations to the Zapatista project of
autonomy building. We had not, however, prepared for what was to come – having most of our
perceptions and attitudes blown apart.

Being in Chiapas, meeting a host of incredible people with knowledge and experience of
the Zapatistas, and spending time with the Zapatistas themselves led us to see how
misunderstood and misrepresented they often are by so many Western radicals. Our experiences
were valuable in allowing us to develop a more complete picture of the indigenous culture
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underlying many of the communities and their organisation, the nature of political resistance for
the Zapatistas, and the wider struggles and movements that exist in Chiapas.

Our first experience in Zapatista territory, however, was fairly deflating. After the
expected lengthy waits for the Oventic Junta’s deliberation, after receiving fairly hollow rhetorical
answers to our questions, and after a fairly unpromising response to our request to stay for an
extended period of time to speak with education and health promotor@s, we faced the hardest
night of our trip. Feeling deflated and somewhat embittered, we got ready to stay the night in a
large wooden barn that were our quarters, where our bed was a pile of wooden planks covered
with a Zapatista banner. As the torrential rain thundered down on the tin roof and as the noise
of barking dogs outside escalated, we began to feel a sharp pessimism over the prospect of our
project. After returning to San Cristóbal the following morning and speaking with John
Holloway about our experiences, he recommended that we spend time in Oventic at the
CELMRAZ and he wrote to his friend there on our behalf. Whilst in San Cristóbal, we met
many interesting people with experience with the Zapatistas that gave us a good range of
differing thoughts and experiences.

Before our time at the CELMRAZ, we visited and stayed in Morelia, where we had a
much more positive and welcoming experience than in Oventic, and had the incredible
experiences of playing basketball with the compañer@s late into the night not long after we
arrived at the caracol. We then spent ten days travelling in the jungle on an incredible adventure as
well as passing through two more Zapatista caracoles. The highlight was definitely an
unforgettable journey through the jungle to reach a pristine, practically isolated laguna in the
middle of the Lacandon Jungle.

Puneet taking the lead at Laguna Miramar Sarah in awe at the ruins of Palenque

The final two weeks at the Oventic CELMRAZ, though, were the most rewarding
experience of our trip, having contact with the promotor@s and students at the secondary school.
We learned a lot about the Zapatistas in these two weeks and it impressed on us how ordinary
they are, yet it is this ordinariness that makes them so radical. They are just people taking control
over their own lives and are resisting oppressive power to do so. From our friendship with the
students on the Mexico Solidarity Network program abroad that were at Oventic during our final
two weeks, to the song nights with students from the secondary school, to the blackouts from
the army cutting off electricity to the caracol and staying out under the stars, these were some of
the most intense experiences we’ve ever had.
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Below are some excerpts from e-mails Sarah sent home during our trip that capture her
thoughts.

“On Monday we set off to the first community and after having been welcomed
there and speaking to two groups from the 'government' structure they've set up
(they gave us a history of the movement and how that specific centre operates) we
were told to wait outside whilst they found out if they could slot us in at the
school. Five hours later they called us back in and started giving us really mixed
messages. At first they said we could stay for a few days with one of the school
organisers, but then they started backtracking and said that given how late it was
they could put us up for the night but given that the school was closed, there was
really no-one to talk to. We were left confused but we decided to stay for the night
then head back to San Cristóbal and rethink our plans.”

20 August 2009

“So this week has been spent getting to know the organizations and people
working in San Cristobal better. We had a really good long meeting with the
coordinator of Sipaz (a peace NGO) and learning about the sorts of human rights
abuses that go on in the region and the internal divisions that exist. We then went
to an open house of an autonomous school on the outskirts of San Cristobal called
CIDECI. It was their 20th anniversary and they were inaugurating a new library so
there was a massive party with food for all and new-age jazz marimba music.”
26 August 2009

“Junáx is filled with people working in the communities and who have had lots of
experience with the movement. Last night we had a two hour late night talk with
someone who has been working and living with the communities for over 8 years
and was a member of the original EZLN! He had some amazing stories to tell!

I think that’s probably the best thing about this trip so far is meeting a wide range
of people who have all had different experiences with the Zapatistas and others
who are campaigning against injustice back in their own countries.”

26 August 2009

Since returning from Mexico, we have had a lot of time to reflect on our experiences and we
conclude this report with some of these thoughts. Sarah noted that:

“Since coming back from Chiapas I have constantly been referring back to my experiences there
and the things I learnt from the Zapatistas. Being able to witness first hand a movement which is
truly challenging the inequalities, racism and neoliberalism of the Mexican state was inspirational.
What struck me was how down-to-earth and practical the movement is. Some of my most
exciting moments where those when we were taking part in everyday activities with the Zapatistas
such as playing basketball for hours in Morelia, or watching a dubbed film at the Zapatista
canteen in Oventic. We were also incredibly privileged to be able to interact with the promotores
and students from the secondary autonomous school in Oventic and develop friendships based
on shared interests and outlooks on life.

The impressiveness of the Zapatista movement does not stem from the speeches or the public
gestures of defiance which are broadcast through press releases and Marcos’ communiqués, but
rather from the fact that each person is choosing a life of resistance which in many cases means
greater poverty and hardship for a cause they believe in. With everything they do, from the
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schools they send their children to, to the clinics they visit, to rejecting monetary incentives and
government subsidies, the Zapatistas are defying the system which rules the rest of the country
and fighting for how they want it to be organised. What makes this movement even more striking
is that the Zapatista movement is not made up of a politicised minority, but rather of
communities of people who are struggling collectively for a democratic society. Everyone is
taking part, from young children and adults to the elderly. In an increasingly globalised world in
which neoliberalism is creating and sustaining injustices and inequality based on a culture of
individualism and exploitation, the Zapatistas are building movement based on the importance of
community and collective living.

Each time I tell someone about where I spent my summer they always want to know more about
the movement and what it was like to directly engage with the Zapatistas. This makes our
experiences in Chiapas incredibly valuable as one of the things that the Zapatistas repeatedly said
to us was that when people visit the caracoles, the caracoles visit the rest of the world. In having
spent time in Morelia and Oventic, we are able to carry the Zapatista message across to Europe
and to expose more people to the problems of indigenous marginalisation which characterise
Mexico, and the ways in which a group of people are fighting against it.

Our experiences and adventures in Mexico cannot be quantified in a single report and I am sure
it is a voyage that we will treasure forever.”

Waiting to hear from the Junta in Morelia
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Puneet noted that:

“The project has been such a life-changing experience,
being able to actually spend time with the Zapatista
rebels, so much so that on returning to England, I was
on a massive downer and struggled to adjust back into
the banality of university life. However, the experience
was also a great challenge, from the first difficult
experiences at Oventic to an intense week travelling in
the jungle. We have shared some golden experiences and
I also know that I have developed politically in a way
that I did not anticipate before setting out for Mexico.
There is no substitute for learning about the
complexities and contradictions of a living, breathing
social movement by being there and no amount of
bookish knowledge could ever match up to these
experiences.

Passing time in Morelia

Having returned, I also feel capable of talking about the Zapatistas with authority and have
enjoyed informing people who are curious about my summer project about the rebels in the
Mexican southeast; disseminating information about the project was always a key aim of the
project and I am glad to say that we are in a good position to do this now.”

Throughout the entire adventure, we faced significant challenges but managed to help each other
through them. Puneet, an excessively pessimistic perfectionist at times, may well have thought
the project was over without the support and encouragement of Sarah. Similarly, Puneet looked
after Sarah when she was very sick, which was obviously frustrating given our limited time in
Mexico. Throughout the project our friendship grew stronger through the challenges that we
faced and, having shared our experiences in the Zapatista caracoles, we have come back better
friends than ever.

Puneet and Sarah atop of the Great Pyramid of Cholula before interviewing John Holloway
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Puneet and Sarah at the entrance to Morelia
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Appendix I: Glossary

Abejas, Las – ‘The Bees’ – an indigenous pacifist group based in Acteal that are sympathetic to
the aims of the Zapatista struggle. They suffered a massacre by paramilitary forces in 1997 in
which 45 members of the community were killed.

Caracol – snail shell, conch shell; this refers to the government or administrative social centres of
the Zapatista territory. There are five in total, one for each zone. They have symbolic importance
in terms of the gradual advancing of a snail, or Mayan legends of conch shells being used by
gods to alert others to evil in the world. Each caracol links autonomous municipalities, which in
turn link autonomous communities.

Cargo – indigenous system of civil-religious hierarchy and community responsibility. A cargo
refers to a community duty or responsibility.

CCRI – Comité Clandestino Revolucionario Indígena / Clandestine Revolutionary Indigenous
Committee. A group of individuals representing communities coordinated under the EZLN. The
comandancia general (general command) refers to the military commanders of the CCRI.

CELMRAZ – Centro de Español y Lenguas Mayas Rebelde Autónomo Zapatista / Zapatista
Rebel Autonomous Centre of Spanish and Mayan Languages; a centre in Oventic with
promotor@s from the autonomous secondary school that serves as a means of interaction,
communication and exchange between the Zapatistas and those that identify with their struggle.

CIDECI – Centro Indigena De Capacitación Integral, ‘Universidad de la Tierra’ / Indigenous
Centre for Integral Training, ‘University of the Land’. An autonomous school for indingeous
youths in San Cristobal de las Casas, which is closely linked to the Zapatista movement and
adheres to La Otra Campaña.

Compañer@ – friend, companion, or comrade. The use of ‘@’ signifies both the masculine (‘o’)
and feminine (‘a’) endings as a means of overcoming the traditionally heavily gendered and male-
centred nature of Spanish. This is applied also to promoter such that they are referred to as
promoter@s.

Ejido – a system of use of communal land shared by the community that was prevalent in
indigenous pre-Columbian Mexico but disappeared under colonisation. As part of the land
reform following the 1910 Mexican Revolution and 1917 Constitution, ejidos were reinitiated.
The constitutional rights to ejidos were eliminated in 1992 by Mexican President Carlos Salinas
de Gortari.

Ejidatario – people who borrow land from the government to work it temporarily

Encargado – community members that carry a cargo

Encomienda – feudal labour system introduced in Mexico by the Spanish Crown; this involved
natives being granted to an individual who had the responsibility to instruct them in Spanish
language and the Catholic faith, whilst extracting tribute from the natives.

Junta de Buen Gobierno – Good Government Juntas; centres set up by the Zapatistas in 2003 as
the political administrative body of the Caracoles.
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EZLN – Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional / Zapatista National Liberation Army

FLN – Fuerzas de Liberación Nacional / National Liberation Forces; precursor to the EZLN

FZLN – Frente Zapatista de Liberación Nacional / Zapatista National Liberation Front; now
defunct civil wing of the Zapatistas to engage with civil society.

La Otra Campaña – a new initiative founded in 2005 to replace the FZLN with the aim of
engaging civil society and to gain support for the Zapatista movement and spread social change
“from below and the left” through Mexico.

Machismo – Deriving from the Spanish word ‘macho’, which means male, Machismo specifically
describes the belief of the superiority of men over women.
Mestizo—The Spanish term used to describe the racial mixture of a European and an
Indigenous person

NAFTA – North American Free Trade Agreement; agreement signed between the governments
of Canada, the USA, and Mexico, creating a trilateral trading bloc in North America. It came into
force on January 1st 1994.

Promotor/a – Term used to denote those ‘promoting’ education or health. The Zapatistas have
redefined the terms and roles that are commonly used in society for teachers and doctors as an
effort to break down hierarchies and divisions between people based on status or qualifications.

Zapaturista –– A term commonly used in casual conversations about the increasingly large
amount of tourists who visit San Cristobal and Oventic because of their interest in the
Zapatistas.
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Appendix II: Itinerary

This appendix details the itinerary of the project. Numbers in parentheses refer to points on the
map below.

Date Notes
August 10th Fly LHR to MEX; stay night in Mexico City (DF)
August 11th Bus from DF to Puebla
August 12th Meet John Holloway in Puebla; overnight bus to San Cristóbal de las Casas,

Chiapas
August 13th San Cristóbal de las Casas (1); make contact with Jet Nauta of SIPAZ; visit

to Museum of Mayan Medicine
August 14th San Cristóbal de las Casas; visit to Na-Bolom Museum
August 15th San Cristóbal de las Casas; visit to Museum of Mayan Medicine
August 16th San Cristóbal de las Casas; preparation for Oventic
August 17th San Cristóbal de las Casas to Oventic (2)
August 18th Oventic to San Cristóbal de las Casas
August 19th San Cristóbal de las Casas; visit JUNAX
August 20th San Cristóbal de las Casas; Zapatista co-operatives in Tierra Adentro
August 21st San Cristóbal de las Casas; make appointment for interview with Jet Nauta;

met Gustavo Castro of Otros Mundos about Canadian mining companies in
Chiapas

August 22nd San Cristóbal de las Casas; moved to JUNAX
August 23rd San Cristóbal de las Casas;
August 24th San Cristóbal de las Casas; interview Jet Nauta; visit to CIDECI
August 25th San Cristóbal de las Casas to Oventic; meet Oventic Boot co-operative
August 26th San Cristóbal de las Casas; visit to CIEPAC; met Kjell, activist, involved with

La Otra Campaña
August 27th San Cristóbal de las Casas; seminar discussion at CIDECI; met Jérôme

Baschet
August 28th San Cristóbal de las Casas; Sarah ill – delay plans to go to Morelia
August 29th San Cristóbal de las Casas to Morelia (via Altamirano) (3)
August 30th Morelia
August 31st Morelia
September 1st Morelia; to Ocosingo (via Altamirano) (4)
September 2nd Selva Lacandona; pass through La Garrucha(5)
September 3rd Selva Lacandona; (6)
September 4th Selva Lacandona;
September 5th Selva Lacandona; passs through La Realidad (7)
September 6th Selva Lacandona; (8)
September 7th Selva Lacandona;
September 8th Selva Lacandona;
September 9th Selva Lacandona;
September 10th Selva Lacandona;
September 11th San Cristóbal de las Casas; (9)
September 12th San Cristóbal de las Casas; meet Jérôme Baschet to discuss his text
September 13th San Cristóbal de las Casas to Oventic (10)
September 14th Oventic
September 15th Oventic
September 16th Oventic
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September 17th Oventic; visit to Autonomus Municipality of San Pedro Polhó
September18th Oventic
September 19th Oventic
September 20th Oventic
September 21st Oventic
September 22nd Oventic
September 23rd Oventic
September 24th Oventic
September 25th Oventic
September 26th Oventic to San Cristóbal de las Casas
September 27th San Cristóbal de las Casas; overnight bus to DF
September 28th DF
September 29th DF
September 30th Fly MEX to LHR

Map of Chiapas detailing the Zapatista caracoles we reached
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Appendix III: Accounting Statement

Given the nature of the project and the much required flexibility with our itinerary, the
actual costs deviated somewhat from our original estimates. The informal nature of the economy
in the parts of Mexico in which we travelled also made it difficult to procure full and accurate
records of expenditure in all cases, particularly when purchasing food from street markets.
Nevertheless, the most substantial items of expenditure are accounted for and if they varied
from the estimates, the actual costs were generally lower than expected.

The costs are grouped together by the different sections of our journey for ease of
exposition. There are some notable differences between the estimated and actual costs that bear
mentioning. First, we managed to obtain flight tickets that were considerably cheaper than
anticipated and the cost of anti-malarial drugs (and the quantity required) had originally been
greatly over-estimated. Second, items of bus travel differed from our original estimates. We have
added the costs of general public transport within various towns and cities that were required.
Given our change in itinerary, we did not require travel to Palenque and the heart of the
Lacandon Jungle for project purposes. Once in San Cristóbal de las Casas, we also managed to
locate a cheaper bus service to get us back to Mexico City. Third, items of accommodation costs
differed, mainly because we were not able to spend as much uninterrupted time in Zapatista
caracoles as originally anticipated. We have, therefore, listed higher accommodation costs than we
had expected. Lastly, we have added items for contributions to the Zapatista caracoles in which we
were allowed to stay. They generously provided us with food and accommodation, so it was
appropriate for us to contribute something to the caracoles. In the case of Oventic, since we had
longer access by staying and studying at the CELMRAZ, our contribution was more substantive
than that at Morelia. The actual preparatory costs are given in British pounds and the actual costs
from our time in Mexico are given in Mexican pesos. The exchange rate used between the
Mexican Peso and the British Pound is £1 = $21.6.45

Estimated Costs Actual Costs
Item Cost Item Cost

Preparatory Costs
Vaccinations: Hepatitis A
& B, Rabies, Typhoid,
Tetanus and Polio

2 x £175 = £350 Vaccinations: Hepatitis A
& B, Rabies, Typhoid

£345

Anti-malarial medication £2.20 x 106 =£233.20 Anti-malarial medication £4.79
Anti-diarrhoeal
medication

2 x £5.28 = £10.56 Anti-diarrhoeal
medication, water
purification tablets and
painkillers

£34.21

Mosquito Repellent 8 x £4.50 = £36 Mosquito Repellent 2 x £6.95 = £13.90
Mosquito Net 2 x £17 = £34 Mosquito Net 2 x £18.99 = £37.98
Travel and Health
Insurance

2 x £60 = £120 Travel and Health
Insurance

2 x £87 = £174

Round-trip Flight LHR
to MEX

2 x £755.40 = £1510.80 Round-trip Flight LHR
to MEX

2 x £482.10 = £964.20

Report printing and
binding

£29.95

£1,604.03

45 http://www.exchange-rates.org/history/MXN/GBP/T (accessed on 21/11/09)
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Mexico City and Puebla
Mexico City Hostel 2 x 5 nights = £72.20 Taxi: airport – hostel

(arrival and departure)
2 x $185 = $370

Mexico City Hostel 2 x (1 + 2) nights = $252
+ $560 = $812

Metro to Tapo Bus
Terminal

2 x $2 = $4

Return bus Mexico City
to Puebla

2 x £7 = £14 Bus Mexico City to
Puebla

2 x $118 = $236

Buses in Puebla $86
Return bus Mexico City
to Tuxtla Gutiérrez

2 x £50 = £100 Hotel Puebla 2 x 1 night = $200
Bus Puebla to San
Cristóbal de las Casas

2 x $936 = $1,872

$3,580

Chiapas
Hostel San Miguel,
Tuxtla Gutiérrez

2 x 2 nights = £30.84 Colectivos in San
Cristóbal de las Casas

$284

Bus Tuxtla Gutiérrez to
San Cristóbal de las
Casas

2 x £1.92 = £3.84

Backpackers Hostel, San
Cristóbal de las Casas

2 x 5 nights = £50.50 Backpackers Hostel, San
Cristóbal de las Casas

2 x 8 nights = $1,308

Accommodation in
Junax, San Cristóbal de
las Casas

2 x 11 nights = $990

Colectivos: San Cristóbal
de las Casas – Oventic

2 x £4.08 = £8.16 Colectivos: San Cristóbal
de las Casas – Oventic

$480

Bus San Cristóbal de las
Casas to Palenque:

2 x £10 = £20 Taxi: San Cristóbal to
Altamirano

$200

Camp in El Panchan 2 x £7 = £14
Colectivos: Palenque –
Roberto Barrios

2 x £6 = £12 Colectivos: Altamirano –
Morelia

$80

Bus Palenque to
Ocosingo

2 x £5 = £10

Hostel Ocosingo 2 x £10 = £20 Contribution to Morelia
Junta de Buen Gobierno

$800

Colectivos: Ocosingo –
San Quintin

2 x £3.50 = £7 Contribution to Oventic
Junta de Buen Gobierno

2 x $4420 = $8,840

Colectivo San Quintin –
Las Margaritas

2 x £4 = £8 Bus San Cristóbal de las
Casas to Mexico City

2 x $350 = $700

Hostel Las Margaritas 2 x £7 = £14
$13,682

Other costs
Food 2 x £8 x 44 days = £704 Food $9,457.83

$9,457.83

Total costs in Mexico: $26,719.83
= £1,237.03

Total estimated costs: £3,383.10 Total actual costs:
£1,604.03
£1,237.03

£2,841.06
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Appendix IV: Women’s Revolutionary Law

“The Women’s Revolutionary Law ” (1993)

In their just struggle for the freedom of our people, the EZLN incorporates women in the
revolutionary struggle regardless of their race, beliefs, colour or political affiliation. The only
requirement is that their demands be those of the exploited people and that they are committed
to fulfilling the laws are regulations of the revolution. Furthermore, taking into account the
situation of the working woman in Mexico, their fair demands for equality and justice are
incorporated in the following Women’s Revolutionary Law:

First- All women, regardless of their race, beliefs, creed, colour or political affiliation, have the
right to participate in the revolutionary struggle to the extent and where they wish depending on
their will and capacity.

Second- Women have the right to work and to receive a just salary

Third- Women have the right to decide the number of children they have and look after.

Fourth- Women have the right to participate in the affairs of the community and to hold a
position (cargo) if they are elected freely and democratically.

Fifth- Women and their children have the right to primary attention with their health and food.

Sixth- Women have the right to education.

Seventh- Women have the right to choose their partners and not be forced into marriage.

Eighth- No woman can be beaten or physically mistreated by their family or by strangers. Rape
or attempted rape shall be severely punished.

Ninth- Women may occupy management positions in organisations and may hold military ranks
in the revolutionary armed forces.

Tenth- Women will have all the rights and obligations as outlined by the revolutionary laws and
regulations.
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Appendix V: Abortion Song

Corrido del aborto Abortion Song

Legalizar el aborto Legalising abortion

resulta tarea muy árdua is a very arduous task

pero sería más penosa but it would be much worse

que aún no se planteara nada. if nothing had yet been proposed.

Despenlización Legalisation

derecho a iniciativas right to iniciatives

el mundo te da a escoger the World allows you to choose

otra versión de ti misma. another version of yourself.

Derechos de la mujer Women’s rights

decida sobre su cuerpo to choose over their body

para ello ha de comprender for it one should understand

que en si misma tiene un reto. that in itself it has an objective

El reto consiste entonces The objective thus entails

en no juzgarse si misma that you do not judge yourself,

buscar a que las leyes cambien strive to change the laws

y fortalecer su vida. and strengthen your life.

Despenalización… (2 veces) Legalisation… (2 times)

(*) Tomamos la palabra del “Di Sí a la Piratería!”, del video: ABORTO SIN PENA, México,

2007., de Producciones Gringoyo.

(*) We take the word from “Say Yes to Piratry”, from the video: ABORTION WITHOUT

SHAME, México, 2007, Gringoyo Production


