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The Struggle of the Zapatistas: Seeking a Solution after 10 years

"There hasn't been much change. We're still poor," Isaac [A Zapatista Rebel since 1994] acknowledged, as he cast a glance over [his hometown’s] wooden shacks and shoeless children. "But at least now people are aware." 






-Isaac, Zapatista Leader Since the Beginning






(CNN Wolrd Article)

Introduction:


The indigenous community of Chiapas, Mexico has been struggling for hundreds of years, ever since the inception of the Spanish conquest. The Indians of Mexico (and especially of Chiapas) have been dehumanized and have been rejected of constitutional rights throughout history. For this reason, and other related reasons, the indigenous population of Chiapas has suffered from hunger, lack of health care access, poverty, loss of agricultural land, and racism over the past four centuries. In particular, the majority of Mayan populations in Chiapas are often forced to bear injustices and infractions of natural human rights. Set deep in the thriving green and fertile jungles of southeastern Mexico, Zapatistas have maintained a resistance movement to stand up for the injustices endured by the approximately 2.3 million people who live and die in the Chiapas countryside. A war broke out in Southern Mexico on New Year’s Day of 1994, 10 years ago. In its first military actions, the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) demanded from the Mexican federal government democracy, liberty, and justice for all Mexicans. Led by Subcomandante Marcos, the Zapatistas demanded autonomy from the government, legal recognition of Indians in Mexico, demilitarization, and the redistribution of agricultural lands. But time and time again these rights continue to be denied. No president has been able to reach an agreement with the Zapatistas. The war still continues, although the negotiations have halted. The bloodshed still continues, and yet there is still no solution to this conflict.


A solution that satisfies both the Mexican government and the Zapatistas is attainable. A proposed Solution involves a 4 part solution to the four demands of the Zapatistas: health care, indigenous rights, demilitarization, and redistribution of land. But first, a comprehensive history and causes for the lack of success of the movement must be discussed. . 

History / Reasons for Lack of Success of the Zapatista Movement:


The Zapatista movement has generally failed to achieve tangible improvements for the indigenous community of Chiapas. There are three key causes for the inability to reach an agreement with the Mexican Government. Contemporary economic policies, the elitism of the Mexican political state, and continued intrusion from international foreign powers such as the U.S are the three principle barriers to reaching an acceptable agreement. 


The Economic Policies like the North America Free Trade Agreements (NAFTA) are a threat to the economic and overall situation of the EZLN. NAFTA is an agreement that nurtures international competition but this competition is too great for Mexican farmers; American prices are too low compared to Mexican prices especially for agricultural goods. The demands of the Zapatistas conflict with the agreements of NAFTA, specifically regarding the redistribution of lands and the issue of autonomy. Surely Mexico would look weak if it was allowing a “rebel” group to separate from its power. Regardless, Mexico did not want to lose the NAFTA agreements. Even in 1994 when the Zapatistas rose against Mexico in response to NAFTA, the government had a specific agenda aimed at covering up the guerrilla presence of the EZLN. The government of Mexico needed to “put on its best face for the impending US congressional vote on the NAFTA” (Shulz). The government downplayed the Zapatista movement at this time in order for the US congress to vote positively for NAFTA. An unstable Mexico could have changed the outcome of the vote. NAFTA, and other economic policies, is a barrier to finding a solution to the conflict because it can lead to the failure of the communes. The lack of markets for good leads to lack of money, and an increase in poverty. NAFTA is limiting the resources of the EZLN movement. El Plan Puebla-Panama would expedite and stiffen the competition even more and thus hurt the Chiapas EZLN supported farmers even more. These farms are the main source of income for the communes, and they have become more difficult to maintain because of the economic policies. 


The political barriers are bigger obstacles than economic obstacles for the Zapatistas. The demands of the EZLN have never been respected by the ruling parties in Mexico, it does not matter whether its the PRI or the PAN. In Mexico, the elite control politics.

“The Party of the Institutionalized Revolution (PRI), which ruled Mexico for eight decades, feared that the EZLN's demands would signal the end of its monopoly. Now President Fox, the credit for whose electoral victory can be partially claimed by the EZLN, fears that an enhanced civil society will mean the loss of power not just of a monopoly party but of the monopoly classes in Mexican society. The PRI represented those classes, but its defeat has not meant their defeat. The ruling class in Mexico switched its allegiance to Fox's PAN, and it is now up to Fox to protect its hold on the social and economic order. Thus the simple demand from the EZLN is decidedly revolutionary” (FrontLine)

From 1994 to 2004, the Zapatistas have attempted to discuss land, liberty and justice in Chiapas. The ruling party in Chiapas and Mexico always supports the rich and elite over the poor peasants and countryside farmers. In alliance with local political bosses of the ruling political party, the elite in Chiapas have been able to manipulate the legal system to acquire lands from poor Indians, or evade taxes by “bribing officials and securing delays and exemptions without money or influence”(Schulz). Many estates of the elite were “acquired illegally through he violent seizure of ejido and national lands, and maintained by private armies and the complicity of local judges, sheriffs, and military commanders”(Shulz). The elite’s control of a high percentage of the country’s wealth has given the elite the economic and political power. The elite any loss of power, which includes a loss of power caused by the redistribution of agricultural lands (one of the Zapatatistas demands). Therefore the redistribution of agricultural lands would lead to the loss of financial support from the elite to the current ruling political party. 


The current Mexican President, of the PAN ruling party, Vicente Fox was once eager to visit the Zapatista conflict. The problem with Fox is that he will only solve this “problem” under his own terms. During Zapatour, Subcomandante Marcos soon realized seeking a solution with Fox was not going to be feasible. Zapatour ended in Mexico City on March 11, 2001. Subcomandante Marcos, during the Zapatour, demanded the recognition of the “constitutional rights of the indigenous (as represented in the San Andres Accords signed by the government and the EZLN in February 1996, but not implemented as yet)”, the return of indigenous lands to “communal stewardship”, and the “demilitarization of indigenous regions (such as Chiapas, where 70,000 federal troops garrison the State”(Frontline). 


The Mexican Congress did not approve nor did it completely fulfill any of the EZLN’s demands of Zapatour, but it was still not a complete faluire. As a result of Zapatour, the government added two minor reforms to the constitution that attempted to end racial discrimination and to remove 21,000 soldiers from Chiapas. These gains were relatively small. The fact is that Chiapas is still about 30% occupied by the military and that Indians are not legally recognized yet. Indigenous, human rights, the EZLN and other organizations continue both to “denounce the illegitimacy of the indigenous rights law and also to challenge its legality” (SIPAZ Report). The Zapatistas see this law as a betrayal to indigenous people. Again, the political situation, whether it’s the PRI or the PAN, has led to the reluctance of the Mexican government to settle with something agreeable with the EZLN, and therefore has halted the success of the Zapatista movement. 


The EZLN has not been able to gain constitutional rights for the indigenous communities for the last 10 years. The government will not exercise it’s power to grant autonomy and recognition because it does not agree with the Zapatista’s demands. The government refuses to bestow recognition and autonomy of Indians for a couple of reasons. First, the recognition of Indians requires an “enlargement of the space for democratic action, [and asks] for a new theory of democracy in Mexico”(Frontline). The government feels that this expansion of democracy has potential to destabilize Mexico and thus jeopardize the power of the ruling party; therefore Fox’s government, controlled by the elite, continues to deny indigenous rights. Autonomy is a fearful for the Mexican government. They do not want the Zapatistas to develop new type of Mexican society. EZLN towns flourish with activity, and have already abandoned the state. These towns even provide themselves with their own social services. The EZLN has created “autonomous spaces, places where self-government, economic democracy and development, are practiced without governmental (or corporate) participation.” Zapatista mobilizations, press releases and marches come with the purpose avoiding the Mexican government. The Zapatistas have succeeded in preventing the extermination of these autonomous spaces regardless of the intense federal troop coercion and pressure by fierce paramilitaries. The EZLN may appear “as a guerilla army,” but “it is truly a FORCE for the reconstruction of society”(Frontline). A reconstruction of society is a risk again for the ruling and elite powers of Mexico; therefore they cannot forfeit these modest gains for the Zapatistas and the indigenous community the EZLN represents. According to the elite, modern Mexican society is at risk because of the EZLN.  


The Mexican Government has historically made political decisions based on the influence of the United States. Mexico’s economic dependence of the US has led to this political influence. US foreign influence on Mexico is a significant factor in the inability of the EZLN achieving its goals. The attacks on September 11 had a great impact in the Zapatista movement due to this US influence. It led to a loss of focus towards the Zapatista movement, but it also shifted the type of focus that was towards the movement. The EZLN has been labeled a terrorist organization by US government agencies (SIPAZ Report). This was a sensitive time in American politics, and supporting any terrorist would anger the American government. The EZLN is still considered a terrorist organization, and the any negotiations with the EZLN can be seen as negotiation between terrorist. This influences the Mexican government to slow negotiations. This was a bigger problem in the past. Most of the Americans do no not really know about the Zapatista Movement. It gets not media attention.  Chiapas borders with Guatemala, and the US is concerned about the regulation of that border (San Antonio Express-News). Negotiations at this time do seem slow. As a result, Vicente Fox seems to be returning to a covert war using army intimidation and encouraging paramilitary activity (Chiapaslink).

Solution: 


President Fox claimed during his campaign that he would solve the Zapatista conflict with ease and with speed. Fox said that it would take him all but 15 minutes to solve the conflict. In reality, Fox has not been able to accomplish any of his goals regarding the Zapatista movement. Instead, Subcomandante Marcos declared “a betrayal” of Fox’s pledge to protect and promote the rights of indigenous communities. Even the modification of the indigenous rights bill by the national legislature was an insult. Immediately after the law was passed, the EZLN declared an end to the dialogue with the government (World Wide Refugee Information 2002). 


Finding the solution to the Zapatista conflict is an urgent problem, regardless of the ten long and slow years of this struggle. Severe uprisings can still explode into the scene. According to the Zapatistas, the large scale armed revolt of 1994 could be repeated. One original Zapatista says, “There could be another January 1, like the one in 1994, if the government doesn't listen to us…” (CNN World Report, January 2, 2004). So what is the solution? What solution will be acceptable for both the EZLN and the Mexican Government? 


If I was an advisor to President Fox in Mexico I would propose a 4 part solution to the demands of the Zapatistas. The solution includes answers to the Indigenous Rights demand, the Autonomy demand, the demand for Health Services, and the demand for demilitarization.


Granting Indigenous Rights to the indigenous population seems like an unproblematic demand, but these rights have been tricked and lied out of the indigenous community by the deceiving Mexican government. The San Andreas Accords, which were designed in 1996 to clear this exact lack of indigenous rights, are ALREADY signed and in place. But as stated before, the specifications of the San Andreas Accords are not enforced. The current excuse for not granting indigenous rights is that this expansion of democracy will destabilize the Mexican democratic institution. The ruling monopoly of the upper classes is at risk. Granting Indigenous rights will supposedly jeopardize the power of the ruling party. However, the 4 part solution should ease the reluctance of the ruling party to concede the enforcement of the San Andreas Accords. Their monopoly will not be immediately at risk if all parts are implemented (later explained). The solution to the indigenous right problem is now essentially simple. 


As Fox’s advisor, I would recommend that the San Andreas Accords be strictly ENFORCED. This action requires no negotiations. Zero negotiations means that enforcement will be fast. It can take less than those 15 minutes promised by the bearded Vicente Fox. The law is already signed by both parties. The problem will be convincing Fox to agree with this proposition. But the answer is again feasible. Elections are near, and the enforcement the San Andreas Accords will be seen as a positive move by a portion of the Mexican voting body. It would be seen as negative by only a limited number of voting Mexicans. This is true because Mexicans would be willing to give “indios” these indigenous rights due to the majority of the Mexican population being Meztiso (half Indian blood, half European blood). A large portion of the “non-indigenous” population look just like the same people they would be oppressing. It is harder to dehumanize someone if they look just like you. Also, supporters of the Zapatista movement would also vote for the PAN party of Vicente Fox again. After all, it may have been the Zapatista’s support that helped Fox gain his historical presidential victory over the PRI. Agreeing to support the San Andreas Accords is then a strategic move during the election season.


 The next big issue is the response of the Zapatistas. The Zapatistas will likely not take the proposal to enforce the accords seriously. They will likely brush off the proposal and continue to abstain from negotiations. So the government is going to have to prove itself to the EZLN. Fox will have to implement and enforce the San Andreas Accords instead of announcing that he will enforce them. Only actions will be an acceptable gesture at this point in the conlficit. Otherwise the EZLN will think that the Mexican Government is lying again. I am assuming that the EZLN’s trust of the Mexican government is low. 


Presentation of the idea to enforce the San Andreas Accords will sway the Mexican Government to agree with these San Andreas Accords. Simply explain that expanding democracy to cover the indigenous communities will get those votes from the general Mexican community, and also provide them with a increased level of control of the indigenous community (because it is easier to regulate a community of registered voters than a rebel community). This will also prevent some bloodshed due to military actions of the EZLN and Paramilitaries. Also, the U.S would not condemn pushes for equality by the Mexican government. Therefore, enforcing the San Andreas Accords is the first step towards a solution. It is the step that will revive the negotiations that have been hindered for years. 


The Zapatistas of the EZLN have their own societies. As stated before, the Zapatista seek Autonomy. The Zapatistas live in communal societies in which all members share land and share profits. They will die before they give up these societies. Like the great Emiliano Zapata said “Es Mejor morir die pie, que vivir en rodillas” (Its betting die on your feet, than live on my knees). The problem is that the Mexican Government want to abolish these societies. They do not want to restructure the Mexican society. Something must be done to allow the indigenous communities to keep these communes, and to keep the Mexican government happy about these communes.


The solution is to set apart and define regions with clear boundaries in which the Zapatista Communal societies can be flourish without governmental intervention. The boundaries of these set communities would be defined by special meetings between Mexican Government officials and EZLN leaders. A neutral party may help the two parties reach a fair definition of set boundaries.  


Defined regions for Zapatista communities will be accepted by the Mexican Government for two principle reasons. The defined regions will serve as a means of halting the spread of these independent Zapatista communities. Once the regions are defined, all of those that wish to in the Zapatista like Communes must do so in the defined regions. The second reason is that each of these defined regions of communal societies will gain a small level of governmental regulation. This is a huge improvement to the level of NO control that the Mexican government now has of these communities. Right now the government refers to paramilitaries to use violence and fear to control these societies. Therefore control and containment are the main features for setting these defined regions for communal Zapatista societies. 


The Zapatistas may not accept this proposal. I feel like the EZLN might again be insulted by this proposition. They might see it a disrespect of their freedom. Defined regions are not lucrative to the EZLN and they will be smart enough to realize that the defined regions are an attempt to end the expansion of the communal society. The Mexican Government is going to have to be generous when defining the regions; otherwise they will not be accepted. The Mexican government must understand that limiting the size of Zapatista regions will not jeopardize society. The reconstruction of Mexican society will NOT take place because of the existence of these set communities. We have to remember why we are negotiating. We are preventing more bloodshed, we are preventing more murders, we are preventing starvation, and we are healing the problems of the people of Chiapas. So how can you get the Zapatistas to agree with the defined regions? You can promise the Zapatistas Democratic representation for each defined region. This idea of defined regions would still need a lot of development, but the main ideas of this concept is that it would legalize communal societies (that are currently not legal), provide a level of acceptable autonomy to these communes, and allow democratic representation of these non-conventional societies. 


The most important aspect about setting these defined regions of communal societies is that it will allow for the development of a voting structure that allows these communes to be represented in the Mexican Democratic Process. Although the regions would be independent from the Mexican Government, they would still pay taxes and they would still be protected under Mexican Militaries. These regions would still be considered Mexican territory. This makes them eligible for voting. The regions would then have a primary representative (a mayor type) which will oversee the voice of the community and vote according to the voice of the community. Therefore the defined communities will develop into a method of Zapatista Representation in the Mexican democratic process. Involving the Zapatistas in the democratic process can lead to federal funding for infrastructure and service for the indigenous communities in Chiapas. 


The issue of Health services in Chiapas is very interesting. According to Global IDP, the Mexican Services provided by the government are not adequate: 


“Evidence collected by PHR strongly suggests that Mexican government 
programs to alleviate poverty and social inequality in Chiapas are cosmetic in nature, and that the government has abdicated its responsibility to ensure the provision of politically neutral health care to civilians in the conflict zone.”

Not only are the services towards Chiapas horrible, but the Mexican government still  discriminates its health care services against those involved in the Zapatista movement. In reality, the Zapatistas will not even accept the health services provided by the Mexican government. According to Church World Service, “the indigenous population is hoping for a negotiated peace with justice and dignity. Until this happens, the communities will not accept governmental aid, because, for them, the aid is tied too closely to the war effort.” The Zapatistas understand that the services offered are trivial and pathetic. They would rather stand proud and use the curanderos and health promoters available to the region of Chiapas, than to accept pity-like services offered by the Mexican government. The people of Chiapas have pride for their ancient herbal remedies and treatments. These herbal medications are a part of the culture in the indigenous communities in Chiapas. Regardless, half of the money that would go to these medical services is pocketed by middle men and government officials. The Zapatistas would not even see the money and services even if they did accept them because of the corrupted government officials. 
Offering medical services, and related services, is essential in solving the Zapatista conflict. Without basic necessities like clean water, electricity, and health a community cannot develop or be content enough to avoid eventual revolt. For Example, according to the official report prepared by the Pan-American Health Organization “300,000 Indians of the highlands of Chiapas simply do not have access to adequate medical services. Limited medical facilities are available in the area, but they are inadequate even for the general population, who are given priority before Indians.” In this case, we have to think outside of the box to solve the problem of Mexican services. The hindering problem of services is an issue of trust, corruption, and discrimination. The Mexican government should have an option to fund an outside agency instead of its own officials to organize health services. Not its own corrupt officials, but philanthropic organizations can become the leaders of Chiapas’ health, of course only with the proper funding.  


If I was an Advisor to the Mexican president, I would recommend paying a NON-GOVERNMENT organization to organize the development of Chiapas Health services. First, this method will bypass the opportunity for any government official to pocket money because of corruption. It will also prevent discrimination. The Non-Government Organization will issue its service based on need, and not by political affiliation or race. Zapatistas are more likely to trust a non governmental organization; therefore they would accept the aid that would otherwise be rejected if coming directly from the government. Some parts of Chiapas are desperate for adequate health care services and they would be doing themselves a disservice by rejecting the non governmental service. Although funding would be from the Mexican government, it would ensure that the money is spent on fair and equal service that can be trusted by the any community in Chiapas. 


“Health care has long been a pertinent issue for the EZLN. The original Zapatista commanders first won over villages by providing rudimentary health care, and today a string of rustic clinics function, largely with non-governmental assistance, in the Zapatista autonomous municipalities” (Pan-American Health Organization).  Providing funding to these already existing organizations will surely benefit the health services of Chiapas. 


Paramilitaries in Chiapas make Chiapas the warzone that it is. No Zapatista is at rest. No Zapatista feels safe. An anonymous member of Estación Libre of Stanford University once mentioned (in 2003) the sadness after presenting pictures of her trip to visit the Zapatistas in Chiapas. The recurring comment was, “this man is no longer alive,” or “He died while we were there,” or “this man disappeared.” As mentioned earlier in the paper, one of the principle demands of the EZLN is the demilitarization of Chiapas. Thirty percent militarization of Chiapas is still high. The Zapatistas seek complete demilitarization, but this may not be feasible. As an Advisor, I would propose that the Mexican government negotiate a trade off with the Zapatistas. The proposal goes as follows: if the Zapatistas agree to having a small amount of reduced militarization, then the government would reward available land and territories to the Zapatista Farmers in those places that are militarized. This way the EZLN can negotiate for more the redistribution of indigenous lands, but at the same time the Mexican Government can negotiate for levels of militarization and specific lands they would allow to give back to the EZLN.


The proposed solution provides the following for the Mexican Government: Regionalized Communes and Democratic representation allows the government to partially regulate a part of the Zapatista communes. The enforcement of the San Andreas Accords for indigenous rights will allow the governing body to gain popularity during an election season for “solving” the Zapatista Conflict. The Non Government Organizations will provide the Mexican Government a organization to distribute services without corruption and discrimination. Trading off demilitarization for redistribution of indigenous lands allows the government to keep certain areas of the region militarized and to also allow the government to regulate which lands are turned over back to the Zapatistas.


The proposed solution provides the following, this time, for the EZLN and the indigenous communities: The enforcement of the San Andreas Accords will finally bring about the constitutional agreement for indigenous rights. The regionalization of communes will legalize the formation of these communes and prevent future attacks and massacres attempting to end these communal villages. Regionalization will also allow for autonomy of the specified defined regions. Democratic representation of these communes will also be a product of the regionalization of communes. The governmental funding of Non Government Organizations to give health to Chiapas would guarantee money would be efficiently invested in health care and related service. This would bypass any discrimination or corruption that a government agency might take advantage of; therefore the communities of Chiapas would enjoy an sizeable increase in the access to medical care. And the demilitarization deal would not only force the government to minimize the militarization dramatically, but it would allow for the EZLN to regain in an land redistribution (pending that it stays partially militarized). 

CONCLUSION:

The problems of the Chiapas conflict are not easy to solve.  The only way to address the US influence on Mexico is to completely change the way of being for the Zapatistas, and the only way to address the economic policies is through ignoring the rules and arming your self. Other than that, the issues of Mexican politics and societal sentiments can be addressed. Through these means, we can find a solution in which we can grant the people of Chiapas the rights and privileges that they deserve. They are not asking for much. They only ask the space to live there unique lives, for the lands to survive, the recourses to maintain, and the dignity to be considered a human. 
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