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Zapatistas: The Wait for Justice

“We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor. It must be demanded by the oppressed.

For years now I have heard the word ‘Wait’. …This ‘Wait’ has almost always meant ‘Never.’ We must come to see…that ‘justice too long delayed is justice denied.’”

-Martin Luther King, Jr. Letter from Birmingham Jail

Lies, broken promises and violence have plagued the lives of many indigenous communities for many years. In the southern-most state of Mexico, Chiapas, the struggle for peace and justice has been ongoing for over 500 years. Chiapas is a state full of many strategically important natural resources for the Mexican economy, and ironically one of the poorest. For decades the indigenous population of Chiapas has endured discrimination and marginalization from the Mexican society. In January 1, 1994 the frustration of the indigenous people manifested itself into violent protest. Soon the cries for Justice and Liberty became loud and proclaimed across the world. Ten years later that same cry is still proclaimed by the indigenous people and justice is yet to be served. The Mexican government has refused to implement justice and freedom to the people of the jungles in Chiapas. The actions of the Mexican government seem to be to disempowering the Zapatistas that 10 years ago rose against the federal government. Today the declaration of war by the EZLN has not been retracted, the fighting and bloodshed continues, and the people of the mountains are silenced in the midst of oppression. The excuses and obstacles for peace must be removed and resolved to allow for freedom and justice to flow to the farthest corner of Mexico.


Over 500 years ago, the Spanish came to Mexico, armed not only with weapons, but with a culture that sought to abolish the empowering indigenous traditions built over hundreds of years by the Aztecs and Mayas. Since then Mexico became a land with confused identity, culture and traditions. In Chiapas, more than in any other part of Mexico, the struggles to mix the two worlds has remained after centuries of oppression. In Chiapas, the indigenous population lived marginalized while the elite society of Mexico strived to forget the indigenous existence. Contrary to popular belief the conflict in Chiapas was not an overnight affair; the conflict was a response to years of lies and discrimination. John Ross explains that “Five centuries of accumulated anger, despair, and resistance broke from the throat of the Mexico in one enormous “Basta Ya!”(61). The indigenous people of Mexico proclaimed “Enough!” The effort “Mexicanize” the native people of Mexico was an attempt to put a nice face on discrimination. The government of Mexico envisioned a future of modern citizens, where natives where only a reminder of the past. The modern Mexico wanted an image of economic power and social stability. The cries of the Zapatistas on January 1, 1994 were a bitter reality check for the entire Mexican population.  In the Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle the EZLN released a statement explaining the revolution:

We are the product of five hundred years of struggle: first against slavery; then in the insurgent-led war of Independence against Spain: later in the fight to avoid being absorbed by North American expansion; next to proclaim our Constitution and expel the French from our soil; and finally, after the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz refused to fairly apply the reform the laws, in the rebellion where the people created their own leaders. In that rebellion Villa and Zapata emerged -- poor men, like us.

January 1, 1994 marked the moment and time where the world would learn about the truth about México. The Zapatistas let the world know that Mexico was a land that had forgotten its people and denied justice to its populace. The native people of México had an obligation to stand up and fight for justice and freedom. Like Emiliano Zapata the revolution was a fight for the people.


Emiliano Zapata a revolutionary figure of the early 1900’s inspired the many indios, or indigenous people of Mexico to rise up and rebel.  In the 1910 revolution against Dictator Porfirio Diaz, Emiliano Zapata led the working class in a struggle for justice. John Ross states that “Emiliano Zapata was a fiery, handsome maters horseman, who fought valiantly for the most cherished cause – the land of his people.” To the indigenous people of Mexico Emiliano Zapata is remembered as a hero for the poor. According to Wikipedia, although Emiliano Zapata, “wasn't of pure indigenous blood (being of mixed Spanish and Native American ancestry and considered mestizo), Zapata quickly became involved in struggles for the rights of the Indians of Morelos.” During the revolution Emiliano Zapata fought to take back the lands that the rich plantation owners had taken from the indigenous people of Mexico. In 1910, it was already evident that the social elitist system of Mexican society was exploitaing the Indigenous people. After many negotiations to return land to the indigenous people, Emiliano Zapata noticed that the govenrment had broken its promises and was not willing to take the land from the rich plantation owners. Therefore, Emiliano Zapata took arms and began an armed revolution to take back the stolen lands from the rich farmers. Emiliano Zapata lead his army against the government and overthrew the dictator. Still, for years after, broken promise after broken promise, made the Zapata army remain mobilized and continue to fight. In the end, 1919, Emiliano Zapata was once again betrayed by the government and assinated. The many parrelles with the revolution of 1910 and the 1994 uprising in Chipas led rebels to the name themselves “Zapatistas.” The EZLN (Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional), today lives on with the ideas initally set out by Emiliano Zapata, “Tierra y Libertad,” (Land and Liberty). The indigenous people of Mexico today are struggling for civil rights, land ownership, and respect.


On January 1, 1994 the EZLN (Zapatista Army of National Liberation) took control of the city of San Cristobal and Declared war on the Mexican federal Government. The Mexican government, led by then President Carlos Salinas de Gortari, was shocked and attempted to first discredit the revolt. The Mexican government and Carlos Salinas were very displeased with the timing of the Zapatista revolt for many obvious reasons. First, 1994 was the first year that NAFTA was to be implemented and Mexico was attempting to rise to new economic heights. Blanche Petrich reports that Mexico “was expected to cast of its Third World status once and for all in 1994, when it entered the first year of the Northa American Free Trade Agreement” (44). Carols Salinas de Gortari, who became president as a result of a highly controversial election, had a plan for economic success that did not involve the indigenous people of Mexico. Regard for the indigeneous people needed to be low in order to implement many of Salinas’ economic policies. Second, the Zapatista movement brought to light the many injustices that still existed in Mexico. The Zapatista movement was quick to garner large support and crisitism of the government was high.  Petrich explains that immediately after the start of the war, “there was an unstoppable surge of sympathy and understanding for the uprising of the Native people” (46). This support for the Zapatistas, gave the conflict national and international media coverage and can also be considered as a factor that lead to negociations. Finally, the Zapatista movement put the nation’s population into a state of questioning identity, culture and values. It is not a mystery that most Mexicans are considered mestizo, meaning of indigenous and spanish ancestery. The declaration of war by the Zapatistas reminded Mexicans that they too were of indigeneous ancestry and that many years before had been colonized by Spain. All these ideas began a sort of “secondary revolution,” among Mexican citizens, that all empowered the Zapatista movment.


Mexico is comprimised of a minority indigenous population. After centuries of stuggle indigenous populaitons still remain in many Mexican states. These populations struggle against discrimination, and fight to retain their language, customs, traditions, and lands.  In Chiapas the indigenous population has been marginalized for many years. Everywhere in Mexico these indigenous groups are marginalized, but Chiapas seems to have prevalence in indigenous discrimination.  There could be many factors contributing to this fact. One possibility is Chiapas’ geographic position; Chiapas is in the southern-most part of Mexico an area that was a center for Mayan civilization. The entire south of Mexico and the Central American countries that lie below it were the epicenter of the once great civilizations of the Aztec and Maya. Since this Spanish conquest of Mexico and Central America, it appeared that all remains of the indigenous civilizations have vanished. The truth is that these civilizations have lived on in today’s indigenous populations. According to Paulina Hermosillo, Chiapas is home to, “more than 885,000 indigenous peasants, among them Tzeltales, Tzotziles, Ch’oles, Tojolabales, Zoques, Mames, Zapotecos and Lacandones” (71). Additionally, Chiapas borders with Guatemala and is near El Salvador, countries who also had struggles with indigenous rights and liberty.  The Central American countries could have been an influence to the Zapatistas in Chiapas. Additionally, the Zapatistas had seen the failures of countries to the south and learned how to successfully fight against their oppressors. The war united and mobilized the entire indigenous population of Mexico. In states like Oaxaca, Veracruz, Querétaro, Yucatán, Michoacán, Morelos, Sonora, and Baja California, many indigenous communities also mobilized to proclaim the same cries of justice that the Zapatistas shouted. The map below shows the regions of Mexico that the EZLN visited to mobilize thousands of natives.
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Chiapas is a unique state in Mexico. Chiapas’ population, natural resources, social customs and economic value are distinguished in Mexico. For the Mexican economy Chiapas is a vital factor for trade.  At the same time Chiapas is plagued with discrimination and social divisions. Mexico’s elitist social system is very evident; the gap between the rich in poor is very large and pronounced. Chiapas is very poor and most of its citizens live in poverty without adequate resources. Elaine Katzenberger reports that “eighty percent of its municipalities are in a state of neglect classified by the Mexican government as ‘acute marginalization’” (33). The vast majority of citizens in Chiapas must endure and live in third world conditions. While the Mexican government was trying to show to the world that they were a “middle power” and that their citizens had a higher standard of living, many indigenous people continued to live in poor conditions. In January of 1995, El Finaciero reported that nearly 60% of Chiapas’ working population was in the agricultural sector. Agriculture is vital to the economy of Chiapas and most indigenous communities survive only on what they grow and harvest. The land of the indigenous farmers is not for profits, it’s for survival and food. This essential truth separates the poor indigenous farmer from the lighter-skinned farm owners. The fact is that discrimination against the dark indigenous people is very prevalent in Mexican society. The indigenous people in Chiapas have been forced to give up their land to ranchers and farm owners through intimidation and violence. The injustice in Chiapas has gone unreported for too long, the rebellion and declaration of war in 1994 was appropriate.


The living conditions and human rights violations of the indigenous population in Chiapas forced the creation of the EZLN. The National Population Council reported that about 30 % of the population of Chiapas is illiterate, 62% did not finish primary education, 51% of dwellings have earthen floors, and 35% of homes lack electricity and 70% are overcrowded. The situation is very grim for many indios, or indigenous people, who only speak their native tongue and are ignored by the Spanish speaking populace. Among these indios, illiteracy rates are at 49% according to El Finaciero. The lack of educational support for the indigenous communities of Chiapas and the need to work, forces many young natives to abandon school. It is difficult for a young child to remain in school when at home, food and shelter are difficult to ensure. In the book Rompiendo El Silencio, an insurgent of the EZLN recalls that after his oldest brother had reached the end of primary education their father asked him to stop school and work, because the need for food was increasing. This is just one example of many children that are forced to leave school in order to help out at home. The injustice to the indigenous farmers has many consequences. The denying of lands and social services creates a system of oppression that results in lack of education, health and rights. Through these violations the Mexican society, effectively created an insurgent group known as the EZLN. Although many times the EZLN has been attacked, and the government attempted to discredit its motives by calling it at drug organization and most recently a terrorist organization, the fact remains that injustices alone have led to the creation of the EZLN. The Zapatista spokesperson and movement leader, El Subcomandante Marcos has observed these attacks and responded in an interview in 2001 with the Civil Society, stating that “the EZLN is fighting so that it will no longer be necessary to be clandestine and to be armed in order to fight for justice.” The truth is that the indigenous population of Chiapas was denied every other option and removed of any other means, and left to fight with arms.


 What can force a population into war? Many may argue that the Zapatistas are rebellious and criminals. Additionally, others may condemn the actions of the EZLN citing the death of many Chiapanecos. It is difficult for the indigenous population to understand these arguments. The living conditions and centuries of discrimination speak and advocate for the actions of the Zapatistas. Many estimates showed that among the rural population of Chiapas, (mostly indigenous) about half have to get water from natural reservoirs or rivers, and more than two-thirds have no sewage system. When the country of Mexico refuses to take responsibility of its citizens, what are the citizens left with? Additionally, if a population is denied citizenship on basis of race or ethnicity, how can the government consider itself fair? If a government is instituted to protect and provide for its citizens, then what is done when that promise is broken? When the fundamental duties and responsibilities of the population are neglected by the administration, the population has a responsibility to take action. In Mexico the administration for centuries has neglected the cries of the indigenous population. By effectively establishing an elite society and marginalizing the poor, the nation of Mexico has been able to suppress the cries of the natives. Additionally, when barriers such as culture, language, and tradition are strongly pronounced, the indigenous populations are left as outsiders. The goal of these obstacles is to eventually lead to the silence of the poor and marginalized. The purpose of the discriminatory methods is to push the minority far enough from the mainstream population until they are effectively considered, “non-citizens.” Once the administration can label the minority a “non-citizen”, the country can be convinced to deny rights and services to the minority. This process of marginalization is very effective when implemented for centuries. As time passes it effectively cuts all ties to the minority and creates a social mindset of “us and them.” It is at that point when the government can justify its inhumane actions. A government is not necessarily held responsible for the protection of outsiders or foreigners. Therefore, denying rights to the “non-citizens” can be considered fair and just.


The Mexican government has let its economic interests to supersede the rights of the indigenous population of Chiapas. Chiapas is perhaps the single most important state for the economic future of Mexico. Chiapas offers a large part of the resources, labor, and international borders to help propel Mexico to unheard of economic power. In a letter to La Jornada from the Lacandon Jungle in 1992 outlines the resources of Chiapas. The letter describes Chiapas as a state with 75,63.4 square kilometers of land. Chiapas is the eighth largest state of Mexico and has 111 municipalities. Chiapas’ richness is portrayed in its natural characteristics; it is home to 40 percent of Mexico’s plant varieties, 20 percent of Mexico’s fresh water fish and 80 percent of the nation’s butterfly species. The state of Chiapas produces many of the country’s most valued resources, including: petroleum, electric energy, coffee, wood, and livestock. Ironically the state’s infrastructure has been neglected for many years and many rural communities, (mostly indigenous) use mountain trials that are centuries old. The government has only taken from Chiapas, and robbed its wealth. In a letter to La Jornanda, the EZLN states that, “The one port, Puerto Madero, is used exclusively by the beast, to ship out what it has robbed.” Mexico has only sought to exploit the land and people of Chiapas. It is for this reason that it is crucial to the government to silence the cries of freedom of the people. The government does not want to guarantee land ownership and rights the population they have exploited. The elitists of Mexico know that if the indigenous population is given power, they will refuse to exploit the treasures of their land. The EZLN describes the actions of the Mexican government stating that they “take the wealth of Chiapas and in exchange leave their mark of death and disease…” It is for these reasons that it becomes apart that the Mexican government has only side-stepped the issue of indigenous rights in order to protect its financial and international interests.


While examining the Mexican interests in Chiapas it becomes very evident that international pressure has been significant in influencing the actions of the Mexican Federal government. Inevitably it is the United States that has influenced Mexico the most in the negotiations with the Zapatistas. Trade acts and economic agreements between the United States and Mexico have impacted the lives of many indigenous people. Trade agreements such as NAFTA and the proposed Plan Puebla-Panama have made life nearly impossible for the silenced minority. While these trade agreements are received by the Mexican administration as steps to improve the Mexican economy, thousands of indios are push aside in the name of trade. Most elitists in Mexico and the United States view NAFTA as a positive step to a stronger trade alliance with international partners. It is no coincidence that the Zapatista movement burst out in rebellion in January 1, 1994, the first year and day that NAFTA was to go into action. Carlos Salinas de Gortari had pushed through many economic reforms to strengthen Mexican economy and NAFTA was portrayed as the ultimate move by Mexico to unite to the northern powers.  The North American Free Trade Agreement was very influential in the actions of Mexico towards the Zapatistas. The rebels in Chiapas were the only significant opponents blocking NAFTA. Before January 1, 1994, the federal military and the Zapatistas had already clashed in armed confrontations. The Mexican government, in an attempt to show its best face, tired to keep the confrontations secret from the United States. Late in 1993, the vote for NAFTA was headed to the United States congress and it was important that Mexico represent a stable and peaceful nation. In the summer of 1993 the Mexican military was suddenly airlifted out of positions in Chiapas to portray Chiapas as a peaceful place. John Ross recounts that Sub-commander Marcos explained the strange move stating that, “the decision to withdraw the troops was made…because an unpredictable U.S. congress would soon confront the North American Free Trade Agreement” (30). Many attempts were made by the Mexican government to portray itself as a nation that had shed its third-world image. Unfortunately, while the image was being changed by the Mexican administration, the thousands of impoverished farmers of the south could not be hidden.  Many reports had been made and the Chiapas government and inevitably the Mexican government had knowledge of the guerilla force in Chiapas. Still the administration fought to keep secret the conflict in Chiapas. Again and again the government denied any existence of a guerilla force and attempted to discourage the press from investigating further into Chiapas. In August 7, 1993 the Proceso, a magazine, obtained the secretive report that spoke of the rebels in Chiapas. The former government of Chiapas, Patrocinio Gonzalez Garrido, became very frustrated by the media and quickly attempted to discredit the finding to protect the NAFTA vote. Gonzalez responded to the news agency EFE on August 11, 1993 stating that, “Whoever circulates the false rumor will cause grave prejudice to development because the release can halt foreign and domestic investment in the agricultural sector,” Additionally, Gonzalez went on to declare that, “the Mexican government discounts the presence of a guerilla movement in Chiapas” (32). The Mexican government was very swift in its maneuvers to hide the conflict emerging in Chiapas. While the Mexican government attempted to execute its vanishing act of the rebels, the United States continued to debate over NAFTA. With the implementation of NAFTA, the United States would easily be able to tap into Mexico’s large cheap-labor and sell commerce south of the border. The North American Free Trade Agreement would ensure the United States a market for American made goods and remove all international barriers for Free commerce. The Salinas administration hailed the passage of NAFTA as the beginning of a new era for Mexico. Although, the Mexican government knew of the Zapatistas long before the January 1st confrontation, it did nothing because it wanted to remain favorable under the international microscope. It is undeniable that if the Mexican military had gone with full force into Chiapas to crush the rebels it would have had many international repercussions, and hurt the passage of NAFTA.


On the northern borders, politicians lobbied to ensure the passage of NAFTA. The debate over the congressional vote has long and hard fought. The passage of NAFTA was uncertain until the very end. The Mexican government had lobbied since 1988 and was hopeful of the outcome. No one thought about the indigenous people when deciding to vote, no one knew of the campesinos (farmers) that would be harmed by the trade agreement. Among the American population there was a fear that many jobs would move south of the border seeking cheap labor to reduce costs, and the future of NAFTA seemed gloomy. In the end the economic interests of all parties involved in the agreement were too strong and able to eliminate any obstacle in NAFTA’s passage. The EZLN wanted to begin the fight before NAFTA would head to the United States congress, but the Mexican Military kept pushing the rebels back. The indigenous people cried to prevent the passage of NAFTA, but without a voice went unheard and after NAFTA was passed the EZLN had to mobilize and proclaim to the world the injustice of NAFTA. In an interview with Medea Benjamin, El Subcommandante Marcos states, “NAFTA is a death sentence for the indigenous people. NAFTA sets up competition among farmers, but how can our campesinos – who are mostly illiterate – compete with the U.S. and Canadian farmers?” (67). Most farmers in Mexico are of indigenous ancestry. These farmers live in the mountains of many Mexican states. The Mexican farmers are poor, uneducated and live in third-world conditions. Their crops are irrigated by the rain, and their fields picked by hand. The Mexican government issues laws and regulations that affect the lives of many of these farmers. The farmers are not given the opportunity to voice their opinions nor are represented in government. Instead the Mexican government favors the rich land owners who take the land from the indigenous population, only to then give work to the indios in slavery-like conditions. The ladino, or white-skinned, land owners have large plantations established in stolen indigenous land and pay the natives close to nothing to care for their crops. This author has visited the lands of campesinos in the western mountain ridge of Michoacan, a western Mexican state. From my observations, for the farmers in Mexico, their crops are the only source of food and money. The farmers in the mountains are self-sufficient in many ways. Compared to the modern farming methods in the United States, these farmers must work in very primitive conditions. The farming of the mountain land begins with the clearing of weeds, trees and rocks. The clearing of the land is done by burning the land, and going into the land with machetes to clear trees and remove rocks. It wasn’t until the 1980’s that some of these farmers began the use of power tools, such as chain saws, but still not everyone has these tools. After the land is cleared, farmers go in and hand plant seeds for many acres. Most poor farmers have their children helping them with the crops, and if they can hire other men to help. Once the seeds are planted, the farmers then hope for rain to irrigate their fields. For harvest once again the farmer goes in and hand picks the crops. The most common of the crops is corn. The corn is then removed from the cob by hand or using a wooden crate to beat the corn from the cob. Finally, farmers must deliver the corn to the cities and sell their harvest; some of the harvest is stored for food. It is this process or something similar that thousands of poor farmers must go through year after year, only to ensure their survival. With nothing but land, if the poor campesino is denied land, then it means death.  It is for this reason that farmers in Chiapas and the indigenous population had to fight for their land. 


To prepare for NAFTA, the Salinas regime in Mexico passed a number of economic reforms impacting Mexican farmers. The most radical reforms, where those having to do with land ownership. In the 1910 revolution of Mexico, Emiliano Zapata fought to ensure “Tierra y Libertad” (Land and Liberty) for the poor farmers. After the revolution, Article 27 of the Mexican constitution became a pillar for Mexican farmers. Article 27 is the section of the Mexican Constitution which deals with land distribution or ownership. Leslie Lopez describes that in 1917 Article 27 established the state’s ownership of all land and water resources, forests and mineral deposits and “gives it the power to limit private ownership and break up existing large estates” (267). This article was a result of the fight that Emiliano Zapata endured for nearly a decade. Article 27 helped create a system of land ownership, known as the ejido.  Under this agrarian reform system, farmers and peasants are guaranteed the right of transfers of individual plots or can decide to use land collectively. This system of land ownership had been in effect in Mexico, since 1915 and farmers enjoyed their transfer rights. The reform in 1915 was created to help eliminate large plantation owners who made use of poor farmers as slave labor. Additionally, Article 27 was originally created because the rich land owners had stolen land from indigenous communities. It is for these reasons that it then becomes clear as to why the Salinas regime abolished this guarantee in 1991. The Salinas administration knew that in order for agreements such as NAFTA to succeed, it needed to give the federal government power over farming lands. Without Article 27 in the way, the Mexican government could then take over farming land and sell them to private firms. The abolishment of Article 27 was a huge blow to the indigenous population of Mexico. Without any rights over the ownership of their lands, many rich land-owners began to flood farming grounds, just like in pre-revolutionary Mexico. It is said that history repeats itself when we fail to learn from the past, and effectively the Mexican administration was treading in dangerous grounds.


The first day in which NAFTA was to go in effect, the cries of injustice from the southeastern mountains of Chiapas came rolling down the hill and spread all over the country. The Zapatista insurgency was a result of the injustice of the Salinas administration. Within the first days of fighting of 1994 the Zapatistas from Chiapas had accomplished the impossible. Somewhere in the mountains, reformists had been training for years to prepare for the insurgency, and while all seemed quite and peaceful, in the mountains soldiers were being created to fight for reform. It all seemed to happen so quickly in those first days of the armed struggle between the Zapatistas and the Mexican government. Just days before the beginning of 1994, no one in Mexico or abroad would have ever imagined such actions ever taking place.  Suddenly the poor, uneducated men and women from the mountains took center stage in the world. Truly the EZLN was demonstrating the unstoppable power of the people on that first day of 1994. Blanche Petrich describes the events stating that, “As much as a third of the entire state of Chiapas has been blockaded by the rebels. Not even the Salvadoran FMLN, the most capable and best-organized guerrilla army in modern history, had dreamed of an insurgent operation of this caliber” (45).  The Zapatista uprising was born in the south-eastern region of Chiapas. The region was Zapatista territory, and from there expanded to the rest of the state. The map below shows the spreading of the Zapatista movement and its reach, by December of 1994.
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The Zapatistas had emerged to power, not because of advanced weaponry, military or financial strength, but because it had in the most pure form, united the people. A united population is a strong population. The force of the Zapatistas was too much for the Mexican government to squash. Although the Mexican government conducted air raids and mobilized its most modern and capable units for the fight against the Zapatistas, the Mexican military soon realized that an all out attack on the indigenous populations would be impossible. The many centuries of struggle had given the Zapatistas the skills necessary to overcome a stronger adversary.  After eleven days of fighting the two sides agreed upon a cease-fire and began proposing negotiations. Was the Mexican military incapable of killing off the ill-equipped Zapatistas? The truth was that the support and solidarity that the Zapatistas had won over made any use of force impossible for the Mexican military. On that first day of 1994, the Zapatista movement accomplished more than just occupation, the movement gave the thousands of indigenous people a face.


The purpose of the armed uprising was to start a revolution. The EZLN wanted to fight to remove an illegitimate government that had continuously misled the people. The demands of the Zapatistas were simple, as explained by one EZLN leader, on February 1, 1994, “What we’re asking for is freedom, democracy, and justice?” It is easy for a country that is controlled by the elite to exploit the poor. The poor lack too much and know to little to understand politics or economy. The poor only understand survival. In Chiapas torture, rape and abuse of the indigenous population was very common. The elitists attempt to make such horrible acts seem as natural or necessary in their society. In 1993 Amnesty International explained that torture was common practice for judicial and federal officers in Mexico, and reported that, “Most of the victims were criminal suspects but some – including leaders of indigenous communities and human rights activists – were apparently targeted solely for their peaceful political activities” (55). Consistently, the Mexican government would beat and oppress the indigenous population of Chiapas. The Zapatistas did not begin the violence of war, but only responded to the war that was already waged at them. In 1992 and 1993 the Mexican Center for Human Rights (CDH), reported that Chiapas was number one in Mexico for human rights violations. Additionally, it was well documented by human rights organizations that most of the victims of these violations were the indigenous or mestizo farmers. Therefore the response to the strong oppressive forces was the EZLN. The Zapatista image and its glorified leader became the poster child of all insurgent wars.


Right after occupying there major cities in Chiapas and the shock of the attack had subsided, everyone began to ask “who are these people?” and “what do they want?” El Subcommandate Marcos then emerged from among the insurgents to proclaim the Zapatista demands. Marcos is the elusive leader and military strategist of the Zapatistas. No one knows much about Marcos or where he came from. Still, his mysterious image was nostalgic and reminded Latin America of such leaders as Ernesto “Che” Guevara or Emiliano Zapata. Since his appearance and declaration in San Cristobal, Marcos has been a star. The sub-commander gave the EZLN a leader and spokesman. Marcos has been very influential to the success of the Zapatista movement; his letters and powerful rhetoric have united hundreds of Mexicans. Marcos represented the movement in many ways, his poetic nature and strong, clear message was unexpected. Marcos was humble but also appeared educated and aware of the political, foreign and media powers. These characteristics made Marcos a legend and hero among students, liberals, and activists. Guillermo Gomez Peña explains that, “Eroticism was a crucial ingredient in Marco’s hype. His soft and sincere voice and ‘beautiful hazel eyes’ framed by the black mask, turned him in to an icon…”(92).  Images of El Subcommandate are very prevalent in pop-culture and have become synonymous with rebellion.  The Mexican government, in an attempt to discredit the leader or silence the movement has waged a war of propaganda against Marcos that is still evident today. Latinnews Daily reported that on June 9, 2004, Luis Alvarez, the government’s peace negotiator in Chiapas, said that Marcos has lost influence among the population and can no longer be considered an essential for negotiations.  Again the government attempts to circumvent the issue of indigenous rights by trying to create an alternate “solution.”


The Mexican government and the Salinas administration of 1994 created theories and distractions to weaken the Zapatista momentum. From the assassination of presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio Murrieta, to prolonged “peace” negotiations the government has side-stepped the real solution for over a decade. In 1996 an agreement was signed by the Mexican government and the Zapatistas that would guarantee rights to the indigenous population. The EZLN presented to the Mexican government its demands for justice 10 years ago in an attempt to bring peace. The EZLN does not seek to take power of Mexico, but demands justice. Marcos explained in an interview with the Civil Society, that, “[the EZLN] is not interested in having government positions, but in the people participating and their voice being listened to and heeded.” The demands that the EZLN made to the Mexican government were to give the indigenous population rights and liberties. In negotiations during 1995 and 1996, the EZLN presented the government its reforms for indigenous autonomy, land ownership, cultural respect and social programs. The demands included freedom of political prisoners, clear territory boundaries, demilitarization of Chiapas, acknowledgement of indigenous interests, and cultural respect of indigenous traditions and historic sites. In February 1996 the San Andres Accords were signed by the warring parties. The most important part of the San Andres Accords was the “Cocopa law.” Under the accords the indigenous population is recognized the right to “inclusionary autonomy,” human rights, the rights to property, and the right to have representation in the Mexican government. Marcos summed up the reforms of the law stating that, “Fundamentally the ‘Cocopa law’ constitutionally recognizes a reality: the Indian peoples are part of Mexico, and they have their own forms of social and political organization. That is, they have the right to be indigenous and to be Mexicans.” Eight years have passed since the signing of the San Andreas Accords and the war in Chiapas is still ongoing. The Mexican government refused to implement the accords and since then effectively forced the EZLN to end negotiations.


Today, a decade later, the environment has changed and the attempts to suffocate the Zapatista cries seem more effective than ever. In his 2000 presidential campaign, President Vicente Fox claimed that he would solve the Zapatista conflict in “15 minutes.” Again the promise for peace seemed closer than ever. Vicente Fox won the election and became the first in over seven decades to dethrone the PRI political party from office. After his victory Vicente Fox sent the indigenous rights bill to congress for approval. The original bill was changed and weakened substantially in order to get passed.  The bill passed by the Fox administration did nothing to protect the indigenous population of Chiapas. The elite Mexican force fears the day when indios will head the country or be represented in the government. The only way the congress approved of the indigenous rights bill, was by transforming the bill from a social reform to a publicity stunt. The EZLN refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of the indigenous reform bill and appealed to overturn the law. The appeal has been fruitless and instead has weakened the influence of the EZLN. The Fox administration has taken a number of measures to undermine the argument and demands of the Zapatistas. According to the Civil Society, the Mexican military has 259 positions in Chiapas. The Zapatistas have demanded that 7 positions be closed. The military positions near indigenous communities are there only to intimidate the population and protect national interest in the state’s resources. With oil drillers extracting about 92,000 barrels a day of oil from Chiapas, the military seems to be in position to protect the nation’s economic interests. According to Marcos, as of 2001, only 4 positions had been closed in Chiapas. Additionally, Marcos reported that only 25 Zapatista prisoners have been released in Chiapas and the Mexican government is still reluctant to release any prisoners. All these actions have only served to prevent the institution of true justice for the indigenous populations.


The only certainty that the future seems to hold for the Zapatistas is more years of denied justice.  Less and less we hear of the Zapatista movement and the media has attempted to make their influence less relevant. The Mexican government advertises that it grants social programs and aid to many indigenous communities in Chiapas. Additionally, the Mexican government speaks as though peace is near and the Zapatistas need not be listened to. Many believe that a solution is impossible for these people. The truth is that is a solution was already found and agreed upon eight years ago. The only obstacle for this solution has been the Mexican government and Mexico’s elite social system. The San Andres Accords had already outlined and guaranteed natural rights for the oppressed population in Chiapas. Now that negotiations have stopped instead of focusing on making the EZLN appear dead, the Mexican government should implement the promises it first made in 1996. Since the Mexican revolution in the beginning of the 20th century to the Zapatista uprising at the end, the Mexican government has broken promise after promise to the indigenous population. Therefore, peace is at the hands of the oppressor and only they have the ability to establish a nation where all faiths, traditions and customs are accepted. As the Mexican government looks for way to appear to be dealing with the problem, the San Andres accords still lie someplace in Mexico as a witness to justice delayed.  The reality of Chiapas is still plagued by violence and neglect. Although the Mexican government attempts to signal an era of peace in Chiapas, the flow of blood in the jungle shows otherwise. True justice in Chiapas is not about giving away social service to “buy out” villages. Justice is about freedom, dignity and protection of rights. Until these truths are recognized and implemented in Chiapas, the declaration of war on Mexico will continue to remain in place. 

Leonel Leal
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