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Introduction


In so few words, the Zapatistas are a people united in the struggle for the rights and dignity of the indigenous people of Mexico.  They are a group composed of the natives to the land of the state of Chiapas, the southernmost and poorest state in Mexico, which primarily consists of the tribes of the Mayan peoples.  The conditions that these indigenous people live in are a testament to the injustices caused by the spread of colonialism and capitalism and the blind eye that its institutions and governments have turned to the people who inhabit the land from which its profits are made.  The suffering has given these people a voice, and the collective struggle has given rise to an organized army of the people: the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN).  The motives, actions, and origins of the EZLN are either misinterpreted or misunderstood by many.  Often times my research has uncovered contradictions as to the purpose of this group, which shows that they are not fully known on a larger scale.  However, their methods of non-violence after some initial violent uprisings have led to their sustenance, and the message they preach is spreading throughout the world and gaining them much support.  They are both War and Peace in their existence, and in their ends have stated that they will bring War in order to finally attain Peace.  What follows is a brief introduction to the setting of which the EZLN was born: the history of Mexico, the conditions and peoples of Chiapas, the shrouded origins of the EZLN, and the legend of the man from which they took their name: Emiliano Zapata.  Following this is an account of the uprising that announced their presence to Mexico and the world in 1994, the effects of this, the march on the capital in 2000, and the on-going struggle they lead today.

A Brief History of Mexico

This timeline is of events in Mexico relevant to the indigenous population and the forming of the EZLN.  It is important to consider the history as far back as the 1500’s because this is the date in which the struggle started.  To think of the EZLN as having only a modern origin and cause is to ignore the root of their ideology, as noted by Martin Espada in the documentary ‘Storm from the Mountain.’

“The Zapatista uprising didn’t spring out of nowhere, not even the Mexican Revolution of 1910.  The Zapatista uprising began the day Christopher Columbus landed in the Americas five centuries ago.  The Zapatista uprising will continue and it will find other countries and it will find other names until we have rid ourselves of the legacy of Columbus, of the legacy of imperialism, conquest, genocide, racism.”1
TIMELINE 2

1521 -
Tenochtitlan (now Mexico City) falls to Hernan Cortes of Spain

1525 -
Francisco Montejo and his Spanish troops complete their conquest of the Mayans

17th Century -
Economy of ‘New Spain’ collapses.  Spanish rulers by this time have 

robbed Mexico of its natural resources and created vast plantations for the 


export 
of goods such as wheat and sugar.  The native population which stood at 
12 million in 1520 is cut by disease and overwork to one million by 1720.

1810s -
The first major uprisings led by Miguel Hidalgo, Jose Maria Morelos, are 
defeated.  However, these rebellions pose a serious threat to Spanish rule and call 
for “an end to Spanish rule, redistribution of land, and empowerment of the 
masses.”2

1823 -
After Vicente Guerrero’s successful rebellions and signing of a treaty in 1821, a 


congress is elected.  A military rebellion follows and Mexico becomes its own 
republic.

1848 -  The United States of America, following the Mexican American War, gains 
control of the states of Texas, California, Utah, Nevada, New Mexico, and 
Colorado.

1857 – President Benito Juarez issues a new constitution to rid Mexico of the remnants of 
its colonial past.  These include massive land reform measures, but these do not 
better the situation of the masses living in poverty.

1867 -
Porfirio Diaz seizes power and rules Mexico for over thirty years.

1910 - Mexican Revolution.  Began with a peasant revolt led by Francisco Madero.  It is 
during this period that popular figures Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa emerged 
into notoriety by forming their own groups of poor farmers and citizens and 
leading revolts against Victoriano Huerta.

1930’s - The PNR (later the PRI) comes into power in Mexico.  This party reverses land 
reforms, increases the rich/poor divide, and stays in power through election fraud 
and political assassinations for 70 years.

1994 - NAFTA is signed and goes into effect.  EZLN overtakes cities and military bases 
in Chiapas.  The military reaction ends in the deaths of a vast majority of the 
EZLN, many women and children, attempted genocide in some regions, and 
human rights violations of prisoners.

This timeline serves to give a background of information of the events in Mexico that are a precursor to the forming of the EZLN.  Of particular note are the Spanish conquest, American seizure of lands and influence, and the long ruling of individuals or single parties.  The next section is an in-depth look at the people and conditions of the state of Chiapas, where the EZLN is located.

Chiapas: An In-Depth Look
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Chiapas is located in the southernmost region of Mexico.  It shares its border with Guatemala, and was originally a part of Guatemala until it joined the Mexican union in 1824.  This part of its history is integral in the mentality of its people because many feel that Chiapas was and is not part of the plan of Mexico, and is instead a land whose people are not true citizens of the country.  The indigenous communities are descendants of the Mayans, a people whose name is mainly mentioned and known throughout the world in the context of ancient times.  These people made their living off of the land they live on, but after the conquest would work for the owners of large, underdeveloped estates who raised cattle, sugar, and grains.  The cities collected taxes from the neighboring tribes and were the centers of trade.  This made Chiapas a self-sufficient state that was effectually closed off from the rest of Mexico.

However, during the latest part of the 19th century Chiapas became one of the most profitable agricultural regions in Mexico.  It was the nations largest source of coffee, and was in the top five of 31 states in producing chocolate, sugar, bananas, tropical fruits, corn, beans, rubber, cotton, and rice.  This boom occurred after the government sold large tracts of its land in Chiapas in response to the increasing demand of tropical agricultural commodities on the world market.5  The purchasers of this land was overwhelmingly foreign investors (German, American, Spaniard, English, French) and they used this land to establish the plantations for the goods mentioned above.  There was nobody in the jungles and mountains of Chiapas who was willing to work on these plantations, but the government stepped in to protect their investors.  They devised plans to get the indigenous populations to work, including creating new taxes to force them into debt and the arresting and selling of the tax evaders to labor contractors.  These plans did not work as successfully as the Mexican government had hoped because the natives could avoid debt and avoid the cities and towns altogether as long as they could feed themselves from their land.  The strategy then, was to “reduce or eliminate native communities’ landholdings.”6  Almost all of the tropical lowlands that indigenous people had held at the beginning of the 1880’s and half of the land in the mountains, which is extremely less fertile, was sold to achieve this means.  This proved to be successful as the poverty that resulted from these measures forced the indigenous population to seek work off of their land.  Soon 80% of the men in the region were moving from harvest to harvest in order to sustain themselves and their families.  In the 1930’s, agrarian reform returned some of the land to its inhabitants, but not enough to let the people become self-sufficient.  This was a clever guise, and the land reforms that followed did much of the same to appease the masses while maintaining the institution that was set up.  The indigenous people engaged in several rebellions, and they fought this system of exploitation through a wide variety of methods including dressing young boys as girls to avoid the labor that would follow.

Presently in Chiapas, 15,000 indigenous die each year of preventable disease and malnutiruition.7  Most Chiapan diets consist of coffee, beans, corn, and tortillas.  The years of malnutruition and hunger have made a once healthy and strong race of people   into a community where it is rare for anyone to grow taller than five feet.  More than 30 percent of the state’s 3.2 million inhabitants are illiterate, 32 percent speak only an Indian language, and 72 percent of schoolchildren do not complete primary education.8  Subcomandante Marcos, the chosen speaker for the EZLN rattles off more statistics like these in a speech:

There are 70 hotel rooms per 10,000 tourists in the state and only .3 hospital beds per 10,000 Chiapan citizens; 16,058 classrooms and only 1096 in indigenous zones; 92,000 barrels of petroleum and 516.7 billion cubic feet of natural gas extracted daily; and most importantly of all, the control of the land is still in the hands of the inheritors of the conquest.9

The Mayan people of Chiapas have been consistent in building creative forms of resistance to the oppressive forces at work against them.  They have established economic self-sufficiency projects which range from weaving cooperatives to communal kitchens, organized workers unions, staged protests against the electoral fraud that has been occurring consistently for years, and have marched to Mexico City to make demands of the government.  These peaceful methods did not help their situation and the people still faced attacks by the land owners, police, and the military, so the choice was made to take up an armed struggle.  The EZLN is the most publicized dimension of this struggle, and it is this organization that this paper will continue to explore.

The EZLN: Origins  


There are no reports that can give a definitive answer as to the true origins of the EZLN.  A lot of speculation revolves around the formation of the group as a result of defunct Guatemalan rebel groups such as the Grupo Torreon who came to Chiapas as refugees.  These organizations engaged in guerilla warfare in Guatemala while fighting for similar causes as the people in Chiapas, and used this knowledge to infiltrate the church and gain access to the people.  Many other origin rumors exist of similar outsiders with communist or Maoist ties coming to the jungles of southern Mexico to organize the people for their own political reasons.  Another popular theory is one that centers on Marcos, who would become the Subcommander of the EZLN, arriving at an indigenous village with a group of students and leading the people from that point on.  Marcos, himself, denies this rumor and insists that he is only a sub commander in the army and that he reports to a higher group of Mayan Indians who form the Revolutionary Clandestine Indigenous Committee (CCRI).  What is known is that the structure of the EZLN does not revolve around a single ruler.  Instead there is a heavy emphasis on anti-caudilismo, resisting authoritarian power as well as demanding accountability to the base. Subcomandante Marcos explains:

Our leadership is collective . . . They call this ski mask ‘Marcos’ here, today, and tomorrow they’ll call it ‘Pedro’ in Margaritas or ‘Joshua’ in Ocusingo or ‘Alfred’ in Altamiro.  Collective work, democratic thought, the obedience to the will of the majority are all more than traditions in the indigenous zones.  They have also been the only possibility for survival, resistance, dignity and rebellion.10

This structure of leadership resembles traditional forms of Mayan governance present in the culture throughout its existence.  It is also a reaction to the domination of Mexican society by the local strongmen and its history of dictators.

The Legend of Its Name

The Zapatista name is an important side topic that this paper will delve into.  The reason for it being chosen as the name for the struggle is because both the EZLN and the man, Emiliano Zapata, fought for the same cause and same people.  He was a hero of the Mexican revolution and led revolts of the people to recover communal land that had been seized by wealthy landowners.  He organized great numbers of poor Mexicans under his cause and was seen as a hero of the people, and as an outlaw to the authorities of Mexico and the United States.  His slogan was “Land For Those Who Work It,” and this saying is written into the Mexican constitution.  Because of his revolutionary tactics, land was redistributed to the local peasants and the haciendas that had been a dominant facet of Mexican life were soon abolished.  The core belief that the government and the wealthy should not have the rights to the land of Mexico is why the EZLN chose to use his name.  The struggle that Zapata fought for and his victories did not affect the plight of the Mayans living deep in Chiapas.  So, the same fight continues on in the present day, and the EZLN under his name takes it up for the poor people of Mexico.

The EZLN: The Cause

The Zapatistas fight is centered on land and dignity for the indigenous people of Chiapas.  However, this struggle is not just a local one as the EZLN has come to adopt the fight of the millions of poor people in Mexico.  This fact will be gone into a greater depth further in the paper.  The Zapatistas fight is one which calls for the return of the land to the people who work it and live off of it.  They ask for food, hospitals, shelter, and education as well because these aspects of necessity have been neglected by the government.  Their mentality is that they are not just asking for a favor by the government, but demanding a right.  In this then, they are representing all the indigenous people and not just the people of Chiapas.  They say the struggle is a struggle against forgetting, a struggle against hunger.  The struggle against forgetting is more important than it seems because the people feel like they are silenced and forgotten in society, that their suffering is going unnoticed because the government hides it from the public eye.

The conditions of millions of indigenous are not just suffered by them, but also by millions of Mexicans who are also excluded from the political, economic, and social life of this country.  They’re not even considered a factor in the markets because many of them live outside the market so they’re not counted in the economic plan of North America, of Canada, and the United States.11

-Martin Espada


This quote highlights an essential note in the overall cause of the EZLN.  The local struggle has turned into a national struggle for all of the poor and excluded in Mexico, and not just one of the indigenous in Chiapas.  While Chiapas is the locust of EZLN activity, the ancestral homeland of the core of the EZLN, and the site of the injustices that spurred its existence, it is now a struggle of Mexico.  When the Zapatistas first contacted the government, they offered them hospitals, highways, and clinics.  However, the leaders declined this offer because they were the only ones being offered them.  They said, “When all the Mexican people have them, then we’ll accept them, but right now millions are still poor and neglected.”12  This act shows the principle of the EZLN to be behind their community and never to settle for less than dignity, as well as a pride in their Mexican heritage.  This is why support for the EZLN has grown on a worldwide scale.  The local revolution, through globalization and the spread of technology has garnered support across the globe.
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Das Pentagon im Visier: Zapatisten im Cyberspace
Timeline of EZLN Activity
This timeline continues where the brief history of Mexico timeline left off,  chronicling the actions of the EZLN as a new branch in Mexico’s history.
TIMELINE13

January 1, 1994 – the Zapatistas declare war on the Mexican government and the policies of neoliberalism.  Twelve days of fighting ensue before a cease-fire is called. The First Declaration from the Lacandon Jungle is issued which outlines the principle demands of the ELZN.

June, 1994- The Second Declaration from the Lacandon Jungle is issued after the government’s dialogue is rejected.

August, 1994 – National Democratic Convention, Guadalupe Tepeyac. The Zapatistas invite thousands of indigenous people and members of civil society to dialogue about the future for Mexico. 
January 1995 – Third Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle.  The Zapatistas call for a National Liberation Movement.
April 1995 – The San Andres talks begin. 
February 16, 1996 -  The San Andres Accords on Indigenous Rights and Culture are signed by EZLN and by the Mexican Government. The Accords recognize the right to indigenous territory and autonomy. 

July 1996 – The First Intercontinental Encuentro for Humanity and Against Neoliberalism is held. This is a huge conference to look at the political, economic, social and cultural resistances to neoliberalism, of which the EZLN plays a major role in determining the steps taken by the groups attending.
December 22, 1997 – Acteal massacre - twenty-one women (four of whom were pregnant), fifteen children and nineteen men killed by paramilitary forces while praying in a church. This is part of the growing offensive of the Mexican military, and is followed by raids on a number of Zapatista bases.
July 1998 – Fifth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle is released, signifying the fifth time the EZLN felt it was necessary to enter into new talks and restate their demands for indigenous rights and land reform.

1999-2000. During this period the Zapatistas also supported striking teachers and electricity workers, showing that their motivations are not only self-interested, and widening their support base.

December 2000 –March 11 2001 – March to Mexico City. A four-month caravan to the capital to meet the new non-PRI president Vincente Fox. Along the way Zapatista delegates consult with civil society, hold 72 meetings with Mexican peoples, indigenous groups, and bring hundreds of people to roadsides as they travel in show of support.


The Dirty War 


The Mexican army has engaged in constant small attacks on the EZLN since its inception.  The Mexican Armed forces numbers 140,000 soldiers, of which 70,000 are regulars.14  The Chiapans term it as a ‘dirty war’ of sorts because it is not carried out by the Mexican army itself, but instead by paramilitaries.  The paramilitaries have carried out this ‘low-intensity warfare, killing over 1,500 and causing another 20,000 to flee their homes and villages.  The methods they use are what gives the ‘dirty war’ its name: secret killings, ambushes, spraying chemicals on their harvests, giving them genetically altered seeds during planting seasons, and buying communities with money or construction materials.15 


In response to the violent EZLN uprising at the start of 1994, the Mexican Armed Forces did not react heavily.  However, after the Zapatistas took a MAF garrison in San Cristobal, the counter attack by the Mexican military included 12,000 troops being deployed to Chiapas, supported by artillery, armour, helicopter gun-ships, and rocket equipped aircrafts.  This response was seen as an excessive use of force as the troops crushed the rebellion in San Cristobal and then continued its destruction without being selective.  This indiscriminate use of force resulted in countless human rights violations, as women and children were targeted, peaceful villages were bombed from the air, and prisoners were tortured for information.  The Mexican authorities were quick to cover up most of the outfall from this incident, and refused to discuss it further in later dialogues.  However, the paramilitaries still terrorize the citizens of Chiapas, and are an ever-present force in carrying out the governments wishes from quelling rebellions to protecting the building of roadways, and even carrying out secret assassination missions.

March to Mexico City


On March 11, 2001, fulfilling a vow in their declaration of war seven years precious, the Zapatista rebels led a march into the heart of Mexico City to press their demands for Indian rights.  This wound up a two-week tour of southern Mexico, and made the Zapatista leaders the first rebel group to ride openly into the city since revolutionary  leaders Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata did it in 1914. The 23 masked rebel commanders arrived at the city with the support of 75,000 cheering Mexicans gathered to join the cause.  The aim was not to denounce the government with which they had been at odds with for decades, because the PRI had lost the most recent election and new president Vicente Fox welcomed the EZLN to the capital.  The meeting, ended with a vote that allowed the leaders of the EZLN to address the Mexican Congress.  Instead of Subcomandante Marcos speaking, the main speaker was Comandante Esther who said after acknowledging the fact that Marcos would not be he speaker as expected:

Now it is our hour.  My name is Esther, but that’s not what is important now.  I am a Zapatista, but that’s not what is important at this moment, either.  This tribune is symbolic . . . And it’s also symbolic that I – a poor, indigenous Zapatista woman – have the first word, and that what I say  is our main Zapatista message today.16
The distinction of the speaker and a leader of the EZLN as a woman has an important context in the society of Mexico.  Not only does this address the EZLN’s stance on women in their organization, but it is a display of the thinking of the group which contrasts starkly to that of the governments of men across the globe.  She goes on to name each of the indigenous people who have joined the march along the way through Mexico, something that is important to note since these names are very rarely mentioned and are often grouped together as ‘indigenous.’  The groups that follow are the largest gathering of these peoples ever at one time, and include several peoples that have been historically enemies but are united in this new struggle which takes precedence over any other animosity no matter how far it dates back:

We met forty-four indigenous peoples and we continued on our way together with them.  These are the names of these peoples, our brothers and sisters, who are earth colored like us:  Tenek; Tlahuica; Tlapaneco; Tojolabal; Totonaco; Triqui; Tzeltal; Tzotzil; Wixaritari; Yaqui; Zapoteco; Maya; Kumiai; Mayo’ Mazahua; Mixe; Amuzgo; Cora; Cuicateo; Chinanteco; Chocholteco; Chol; Pericuri; Guaycuri; Cochimi; Chontal; Guearijo; Huastejo; Huave; Kikapu; Kukapa; Mame; Matlarzinca; Mixteco; Nahuatl; Nahnu; O’odham; Pame; Popoluca; Purepecha; Rararumi.17

The march was seen as a success by the EZLN and by the Mexican government in terms of the expectations both had going into the meetings.  However, Fox has not been able to fulfill all of the promises he made to the Zapatistas and others present to this date.

Information Warfare


The most present struggle revolves around the information war that the EZLN is engaged in.  Once again they are confronted by the Mexican Army, but the battleground is an entirely abstract one: cyberspace.  The concept of netwar is new to the world but not new to the Zapatistas.  It is a war of information in which words, images, and organizations are the key weapons used.  Tactics such as the shutting down of information resources have been implemented by the Mexican Army to suffocate the EZLN, which has engaged in a war in which both side seek to discredit the other’s messages.  So, the EZLN is both a ‘violent, terrorist group’ and a ‘revolutionary organization which has laid down its arms until it is necessary once again’ depending on where you get your sources.

This warfare also deals with one of the fundamental aspects of the EZLN to not be forgotten, because it is in the spreading of their message that they feel they succeed.  When others here of the plight of Chiapas, the EZLN is victorious.  The army’s role then is to keep this from happening, but with the advent of technology this has become increasingly hard to do.  Instead, the globalization that the EZLN disapproves of ha ironically helped their struggle by taking it across seas, so German websites and Irish Revolutionary groups have signs that say Viva Zapata! and proclaim to be part of or support the EZLN.  These small victories may amount to something substantial one day in the future, but the concept of a total victory for the Zapatistas is hard to imagine.  This would entail the return of all of the lands of Mexico to its people, and would have global implications that would sound the death of influential countries and corporations who would do everything in their power to keep this from happening.  This is why Chiapas is a microcosm of the struggle of many people around the world and why it has drawn so much support as a local struggle with which every oppressed people can emphasize with.  There are Chiapas’ the world over, and the events that take place here have global implications for how similar struggles are fought, and how the governments that repress these localities respond to what is to come.
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