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  ‘to open a crack in history’




  







  

    ‘While Chiapas, in our opinion, does not pose a fundamental threat to Mexican political stability, it is perceived so by many in the investment

    community. The government will need to eliminate the Zapatistas to demonstrate effective control of the national territory and of security policy.’


  




  CHASE MANHATTAN BANK EMERGING MARKETS GROUP, INTERNAL REPORT, 1995




   




  

    ‘It is good for them to know, the gentlemen of money, that the times of yesterday will no longer be those of today nor those of tomorrow . . . They

    shall no longer humiliate those of us who are the colour of earth. We have always had a voice. But it shall no longer be a murmur which lowers its head. It shall now be a shout which lifts the

    gaze and which shall force them to see us as we are, and to accept us as we are.’


  




  SUBCOMANDANTE MARCOS, ZAPATISTA ARMY OF NATIONAL LIBERATION, 2001




  







  Mexico, January 1994




  What may turn out to be the biggest political movement of the twenty-first century emerged from the rainforest remnants of southern Mexico on 1 January 1994, carried down

  darkened, cobbled colonial streets by 3,000 pairs of black leather boots at precisely thirty minutes past midnight. The owners of the boots carried rifles and the odd AK-47 or Uzi. Those who had

  drawn short straws carried fake wooden guns.




  Three thousand faces, hidden by black woollen ski masks, bore the distinctive features of the Mayan Indians of Central America; a people outgunned, outcompeted, pillaged, slaughtered or simply

  passed over since the Spanish conquistadores first arrived on their shores in the sixteenth century. Now, half a millennium later, here in Chiapas, Mexico’s poorest and southernmost

  state, ‘the ones without faces, the ones without voices’ had come to make the world listen.




  The people of San Cristobal de las Casas, the old conquistador capital of Chiapas, were still groggy from their New Year celebrations when their town came alive with the sound of

  marching boots. They heard orders barked in Tzotzil, a local Mayan language, by the black-haired major, carbine in her hands, pistol strapped to her chest, who commanded this uninvited army. And

  from the picturesque central square, the Plaza 31 de Marzo, its ancient yellow cathedral and colonial government buildings framed by a clear white moon, they heard the sound of gunshots.




  Those citizens brave or curious enough to venture out into the square were met with a sight they were unlikely to forget: dozens of masked guerrillas were swarming around the Plaza. Some were

  standing guard with their battered rifles, others were surrounding the police headquarters, while a third group, armed with sledgehammers, pounded on the great wooden doors of the Municipal Palace. There could be little doubt in the minds of the people of San Cristobal about what they were witnessing. It was the first act of a revolution.




  By the time the rebels began carrying furniture out of the Municipal Palace and using it to build barricades across the streets, to check the expected approach of the Mexican army, the Plaza was

  thronging with locals, drunks, tourists and curious spectators. Then, as they watched, a small group of guerrillas raised a flag in the middle of the elegant square – a black flag, printed

  with four red letters: EZLN.




  As they did so, a masked figure emerged on to the balcony of the Municipal Palace. In his hand he held a piece of paper. It was a declaration of war against the Mexican government: one which, on

  that same morning, would be read aloud to the people of six other towns in Chiapas which this ‘EZLN’ had also claimed as its own.




  ‘We are the product of five hundred years of struggle,’ he read as, in the background, more gunfire and palls of smoke indicated that a rebel column was storming the police

  headquarters. ‘We are the inheritors of the true builders of this nation . . . denied the most elemental preparation so they can use us as cannon-fodder and pillage the wealth of our country.

  They don’t care that we have nothing, absolutely nothing . . . There is no peace or justice for ourselves and our children . . . But today we say: Ya basta! Enough is

  enough!’




  Five hundred miles away, Mexico’s president, Carlos Salinas, and his anointed heir, Luis Donaldo Colosio, were celebrating the New Year in an exclusive holiday resort on

  the Pacific coast. As the midnight bells rang, Salinas and Colosio raised glasses of champagne and toasted the official arrival of NAFTA – the North American Free Trade Agreement –

  which, at the stroke of midnight, officially came into operation. With the sound of those bells, NAFTA had created, for the first time in history, one great borderless free market between Mexico,

  Canada and the USA. Mexico had officially entered the modern world, and Salinas was celebrating his legacy.




  Two hours later he was on the telephone, listening to news of a development that would shatter not only that legacy, but his successor’s presidency and his party’s age-old iron grip

  on Mexican politics; and which, later – much later – would begin to shake the legitimacy of the global free-trade project itself. The Secretary of Defense was calling from Mexico City,

  and he had bad news. An armed insurgent force, calling itself the Zapatista Army of National Liberation – EZLN – had seized control of seven towns in Chiapas state and declared war on

  the army, the government – and NAFTA itself.




  ‘Are you sure?’ croaked the president.1




  Back in San Cristobal, a journalist had collared the masked man who had led the assault on the police station. Unlike the other guerrillas, what could be seen of his face

  suggested not an Indian but a ladino – a Spanish Mexican. The man wore bandoliers across his chest, and a tattered green cap studded with red stars on top of his ski mask. A pipe

  protruded from his mouth. Ignoring Major Ana Maria, the Indian woman who had led the invasion of the city – which, as an Indian woman, was exactly what she had come to expect – the

  journalist asked this tall white man with the big nose who he was.




  ‘Who am I?’




  ‘Yes! Are you, perhaps, “Commander Tiger”? Or “Commander Lion?”‘




  The man with the pipe looked at the journalist with a mixture of weariness and amusement behind the black wool of his mask.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘I am Marcos. Subcomandante Marcos.’




  It didn’t last. That day, around 3,000 Zapatista soldiers took control of seven towns in Chiapas. The government responded swiftly and decisively: 15,000 troops poured

  into the state; helicopter gunships bombed Indian villages, killing 150 people; specialist assault teams hunted down the Zapatista units. The guerrillas retreated from San

  Cristobal barely twenty-four hours after they had arrived. Within twelve days the government, responding to an unexpected surge of national support for the masked rebels, declared a ceasefire, and

  the EZLN melted back into the rainforest from whence it had come.




  As revolutions go it was, shall we say, unimpressive. In less than a fortnight, it seemed, the Zapatistas had been crushed, along with their insurgency. An ignominious end to yet another

  ignominious revolt: the latest in the long line of guerrilla uprisings that Latin America just couldn’t seem to grow out of.




  And yet. As the truth about these ‘Zapatistas’ – a grass-roots peasant army who named themselves after the followers of the slain hero of the original Mexican revolution of

  1910, Emiliano Zapata – began to emerge, so did something curiously different. These, it seemed, were no ordinary guerrilleros. For one, they claimed that they had no desire to seize

  state power. Unlike so many Latin American revolutionaries before them, their aim, they said, was not to grab ‘power’ on behalf of ‘the people’, but to dissolve power down

  to the level of communities – to take back what they claimed had been rightly theirs, before governments and private economic interests stole it from them. ‘Power is not taken,’

  they would later be heard to say. ‘It is constructed.’




  Their language, too, was new. Where was the talk of ‘the proletariat’, ‘the bourgeoisie’, Marx, Lenin, Mao, permanent revolution? Why, instead of appealing to ‘the

  workers’ to rise up and join them, were they calling on something called ‘civil society’ to stand between them and the soldiers of their government? Why did they speak not of a

  dictatorship of the proletariat but of a rebirth of democracy? Why was their uprising directed not just at a government, nor even simply at the usual capitalist stooges, but at an apparently

  innocuous regional trade treaty?




  Why did this Marcos character, who spoke in poetry, stories and riddles, describe his homeland as ‘an object of shame dressed in the colour of money’? And why were so many people

  beginning to describe what had happened that day in the green high-sided canyons of Chiapas as ‘the first post-modern revolution’?




  The answers to these questions would take a while for the world to figure out. When it did, this tiny indigenous rebellion in an overlooked part of Central America would provide the spark that

  lit a bigger rebellion all across the world. The Zapatistas would become the unwitting, but not unwilling, forgers of a truly global insurgency against history’s first truly global

  system.




  Like most of the rest of the world, I didn’t notice the Zapatista uprising at the time. I was at university, writing essays and finding myself dragged into a

  mini-revolution of my own: the road protest movement which was then spreading like a rash over what was left of the British countryside. Up trees, down tunnels, in squatted factories, padlocked to

  bridges and balanced on top of digger arms I, like thousands of others, was politicised by the road protests, and began to make the links between what was happening in Newbury, Winchester, Bath and

  Leytonstone and what was happening to the wider world.




  Over the next few years I got involved in what seemed to be a putative but growing mass movement, in Britain and beyond, which was taking those links to the streets. As it occupied motorways,

  holding street parties where previously there had been traffic jams; invaded the shareholder meetings of oil companies; lobbied parliament; refused to lobby parliament; marched, grandstanded and

  grew, it talked of the global forces behind the problems it was trying to tackle. It talked of ‘neoliberalism’ (whatever that was); of powerful, unaccountable corporations, of a

  grinding-down of democracy, of a global economic machine spinning out of control, eating up the things that people valued and spitting out share prices as it passed.




  It began to talk, too, of these Zapatistas. I heard that the EZLN were something new, radical, remarkable. I heard that they had reinvented politics. I heard that Chiapas was the lodestone of a

  new revolution. I heard that they were anarchists, communists, reactionaries, fools, poets, warriors. I heard that they were none of the above. I heard that Subcomandante Marcos

  was the new Che Guevara. I heard that they did an extremely natty line in T-shirts.




  In September 2000, I went to Prague, and, with 20,000 others, tried to shut down the annual meeting of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. There I saw something extraordinary.

  Protesters from all over Europe were joined by others from around the world in an unprecedented coalition of the most unlikely, and yet strangely united, forces. And on the streets, among the

  banners, the flags, the tear-gas, the batons and D-locks and stun grenades, the energy and the ideas, thousands shouted a slogan first heard in the San Cristobal Plaza on that January morning in

  1994: ‘Ya basta!’ Enough is enough.




  Back home, after that, it was difficult not to be disillusioned with the way the world was going, and the people who were running it. The world was changing, further and faster

  than anyone could remember, and none of the old answers, from left or right or anywhere, seemed to fit the new questions. On the streets, meanwhile, something was massing. At the Ecologist

  magazine, where I was working, reports were coming in every day, from all over the world, of resistance, rebellion, uprisings against the system. If you added up the numbers involved, it totalled

  millions of people, in dozens of countries. Few of the stories ever made the mainstream media. Something big was happening out there, and nobody was listening.




  I couldn’t escape a growing conviction that what I was seeing was the fumbling birth of a genuinely new political movement – something international, something different and

  something potentially huge. But what exactly was it? Where had it come from? Was it really, as so many claimed, ‘global’, and if so, what did that mean? Did it have any substantial

  ideas beyond objecting to the status quo? Was it a flash in the pan or a bushfire across the political landscape? I felt a part of it, whatever it was. I wanted to know.




  It took me eight months of travelling across five continents to get near to answering those questions. I knew that to really understand this movement I would have to go and

  see it at work – not simply in the cities where the highly publicised protests happen, but in the places where the movement was really born, where its strength and numbers lie and where its

  essence can be found – places which lie mainly in poor countries, away from the camera’s eye. Choosing some of the places to visit was difficult, but one decision was easy to make. I

  knew I had to go to where so many said this whole thing had been born: I had to go to Chiapas.




  I knew that whatever had happened, and was happening, in Chiapas, would tell me a lot about this movement, and about the hopes that kept it alive. Hopes expressed by the shadowy Subcomandante

  two months after he stormed the police station in San Cristobal, in words which, as well as any other, provided an explanation for the hard struggle into the light of something genuinely new:

  ‘In our dreams, we have seen another world.’




  Mexico, August 2001




  My plane touched down in a Mexico that would have been almost unthinkable just a few years before. In July 2000, the country had finally shaken off the world’s

  longest-ever period of rule by one political party: one which, more or less, had been in existence since Mexico became the stage for the first revolution of the twentieth century.




  In 1910, sick of the corrupt, thirty-four-year rule of their dictator-president Porfirio Díaz, the people of Mexico rose up in revolution. Armies of peasants, led by the populist radicals

  Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata, called for tierra y libertad – land and freedom – in a seven-year skirmish of competing interests. When the dust settled, in 1917, nearly a

  million lives had been lost, and Mexico had emerged with a new constitution and a new political order.




  For seventy-one years that constitution had been – so they claimed, anyway – safeguarded by its descendants, the deliciously named Institutional Revolutionary

  Party (PRI). Seventy-one years is a long time in politics, and in the intervening period the PRI, who remained in power throughout, had moved from being (at least in theory) a party of

  revolutionary redistributists to a party of laissez-faire corporate libertarians; from a party of democrats to a party of oligarchs; and from a party loved, or at least supported, by the majority,

  to a party loathed or at best tolerated by most of its people.




  Mexico was, theoretically, a democracy under the PRI, and had been since the revolution. In reality, elections were rigged so heavily and blatantly that for seven decades, despite growing

  popular discontent, the PRI managed to stay on top. But in 2000, the complacent party unexpectedly lost the first presidential election in its history. Shell-shocked, the rightful rulers of Mexico

  cleared their desks to make way for the parvenu Vicente Fox, ex-head of Coca-Cola Mexico, leader of the conservative National Action Party (PAN), cowboy, political novice and showman. It was the

  start of something very new. Would it be something very different?




  A year later it wasn’t yet clear what, if anything, would be changed by Fox’s shock defeat of the PRI. It was beginning, though, to be obvious what wouldn’t. Fox’s PAN,

  like the PRI and perhaps even more so, were enthusiastic free marketeers, committed to NAFTA, ‘globalisation’, open markets and everything else that had given birth to the Zapatista

  rebellion. Fox, on coming to power, had boasted that he could solve the Chiapas problem ‘in fifteen minutes’ – and unlike his PRI forerunners, he was talking about dialogue rather

  than military crackdowns. When I arrived in Mexico City, though, he had been in power for a year, and the Zapatistas were still where they had been since January 1994 – in the forests of

  Chiapas, holding out for a new nation.




  The twenty-hour bus ride from Mexico City to San Cristobal de las Casas is painful. On cracked leather seats with dubbed American films blasting out from

  four television screens, the bus takes us through valleys and forests and fields, along motorways and pitted tracks, from a modernising metropolis towards something much older. I am here with a

  friend, Lucy, who speaks Spanish and has been to Mexico before. We arrive, dazed, in San Cristobal, check into a hotel, grab some food, and then wander the gently undulating cobbled streets, taking

  in the sights.




  The lanes and squares are full of tourists, come to gaze on the colonial beauty of the buildings: the grey and white Municipal Palace, from the balcony of which the declaration of war was read;

  the vast, curlicued gold and white cathedral, like a conqueror watching over its people; the trees decked with ropes of red, gold and white for forthcoming Independence Day, and all around, the

  rolling green mountains.




  In the central Plaza where the Zapatistas announced themselves to the world, withered old men in cowboy hats lean on poles strung with bags of candyfloss. Men with wooden boxes strung around

  their necks roam the square offering sweets, chiclets, single cigarettes. Chaotic kids chase you for money, try to clean your shoes, sell you dolls, purses, belts – the deserved fate

  of the rich foreign tourist. In the centre of the Plaza stands an iron bandstand reminiscent of the Bournemouth Pleasure Gardens, surrounded by lawns and flowerbeds, newspaper stands and

  shoe-cleaning stalls, their shadows painted on to the paving stones by a deep white sunlight.




  San Cristobal is a beautiful city, but it tells you little about Chiapas. The only indication that over a quarter of the state’s inhabitants are pre-conquest people are the Indian women,

  their black hair flowing in ponytails down their backs, long blue or black skirts, delicate white tops, ruffled in pink and green and yellow, the traditional colours of their villages. The women

  are in San Cristobal trying to sell necklaces, beads and trinkets to the tourists. They will step off the pavement as you pass because, even now, despite all that has happened since 1994, they know

  their place.




  But look beyond San Cristobal, at the state of Chiapas itself, and you begin to see why an uprising happened here. Chiapas is paradoxically the poorest and the richest state

  in Mexico. It is the top producer of coffee in the country, growing 36 per cent of Mexico’s total coffee production.2 It produces 55 per cent of

  Mexico’s hydro-power (from a series of vast dams, many built on requisitioned Indian land) and almost 20 per cent of the country’s total electricity.3 It produces 13 per cent of the country’s maize, 5 per cent of its oil, and 12 per cent of its natural gas.4 What remains of the

  heavily deforested Lacandon jungle, in the south of the state, is trumped in terms of Latin American biological diversity only by the Amazon. Chiapas, by any standards, is extraordinarily

  resource-rich.




  Meanwhile, its people are extraordinarily poor, even by the standards of a nation in which 40 per cent of people live below the poverty line. For the riches of Chiapas do not go to feed, pay,

  house or clothe the people from whose land they are extracted. They go to other states, to Mexico City, to the USA and to the world’s export markets, courtesy of national and foreign

  corporations, corrupt landowners and deeply unjust land and property distribution.




  Thus it is that in the state which produces almost 20 per cent of Mexico’s electricity, more than a third of homes do not have electricity at all. Thirty per cent of the population is

  illiterate, rising to 49 per cent in some rural areas. Almost 40 per cent live on an income of less than US$3 a day; 19 per cent simply have no income. Diseases of poverty, from river blindness to

  malaria, are rife. Education is sparse, health services often non-existent.5 ‘There are seven hotel rooms for every thousand tourists,’ noted

  Subcomandante Marcos, sharply, in 1992, ‘while there are only 0.3 hospital beds per ten thousand Chiapaneco citizens.’ Worse, he said, 1.5 million people in Chiapas had no medical

  services within reach and 54 per cent of the population suffered from malnutrition. ‘The tribute that capitalism demands from Chiapas,’ wrote Marcos, ‘has no historical

  parallel.’6




  Marcos wrote those words shortly after the government had set in motion a measure that tipped the putative EZLN over the edge – the measure that, more than any other,

  they were later to say, cemented their determination to go to war, even if it meant their deaths – better that, they would say, than the death which would come if they stayed silent: the

  death of their people.




  It has been said that the Mexican Revolution never reached Chiapas – certainly it remains a land of corrupt landlords, racism and inequality. What did get there, even if slightly fitfully,

  was Article 27 of the post-revolutionary constitution of 1917. Article 27 set in motion a process of land reform dedicated to breaking up the corruption of Mexico’s ancient hacienda

  system, under which vast tracts of land were owned by rich absentee landlords and thousands of peasants starved, or existed as peons – debt slaves, forced to work for their landed

  masters.




  Article 27, one of many radical measures in the post-revolutionary constitution, allowed the government to expropriate land to provide each rural community with an ejido – a piece

  of communal land. Landowners had no right of recourse, and the size of land owned by an individual – or, crucially, a corporation – was limited. Ejidos could not be broken up

  or sold; they were to be passed on through families to ensure rural self-sufficiency and stability and fend off poverty. Mexico’s 28,000 ejidos make up almost half of the national

  territory – and a huge difference in the lives of those who live on them.7 They were the best and only hope for many rural families, in Chiapas as

  elsewhere, to achieve self-sufficiency – and with it a measure of pride and something to pass on to their children.




  But Carlos Salinas, PRI president from 1988 to 1994, had plans for the ejido law. Salinas was the man at the helm of Mexico as the world emerged from the Cold War and George Bush

  Senior’s ‘new world order’ came into operation. As elsewhere, this order turned out to be the order of a newly triumphant capitalism – ‘neoliberalism’, as it is

  widely known in Latin America – its authority and ideology finally unchallenged by any serious alternative. Salinas was going to modernise Mexico, seek a place for his

  nation near the top of that order – drag it into the twenty-first century, whether it liked it or not. He knew it wouldn’t be easy.




  The ejido law presented him with his first major obstacle. A quarter of his fellow Mexicans still worked on the land; largely on small farms, ejidos and family holdings. They

  were secure, they were rural and they were, in the government’s view, hopelessly ‘anti-modern’.8 They needed

  ‘restructuring’, the ultimate aim of which was to destroy the peasant class in Mexico and replace it with the kind of rural landscape that was becoming the norm elsewhere in the world

  – intensive agribusiness farms focused on export. This was the progressive thing to do. It made economic sense. And it was a prerequisite for Salinas’s dreams of a New Model Mexico.




  And so it began. Article 27 was repealed in 1992. Privatisation of communal land was allowed for the first time since the revolution, and land redistribution was brought to a standstill to

  prevent any more land being given over to ‘inefficient’ peasant production. For the first time since 1919, land reform in Mexico was officially over. Latin American historian Eduardo

  Galeano called it ‘the second death of Emiliano Zapata’.9 But this low punch to Mexico’s rural population was no isolated legal change.

  Article 27 was repealed to lay the ground for something much bigger; something that the Zapatistas would call the ‘death blow’ for their people: NAFTA.




  When the North American Free Trade Agreement was dreamt up by the leaders of Mexico, Canada and the USA in the early 1990s, it was sold to their people as a treaty which, by removing unfair

  trade barriers, would bring jobs, development and growth to all three countries. The real impact was very different. Millions of jobs were lost as economic sectors collapsed, their government

  support removed. A steady stream of US and Canadian companies moved their operations to Mexico to take advantage of its cheap labour. NAFTA also allowed private corporations to sue governments if

  they felt they were getting in the way of their ‘investor rights’; which they began to do. The US waste-management company Metalclad, for example, successfully sued

  the Mexican government for almost $17 million when it was prevented from siting a toxic waste dump in an ecological reserve.10 But it was in agriculture

  that NAFTA caused the most devastation; and Mexican agriculture in particular.




  NAFTA began to phase out government support for vulnerable crops and opened the country’s markets to mass-produced imports from the USA and Canada. Within a year, Mexico’s production

  of corn fell by half as cheap imports, many of them below market price, flooded the country. Meanwhile, the price of corn in the shops rose. Record profits were recorded by some agribusinesses in

  the USA as millions of peasants in Mexico lost their land – land that was no longer secure because of the repeal of the ejido law, and no longer economically viable because of NAFTA.

  The hundreds of varieties of the ancient maize plant, which originated in Central America, began to disappear, replaced by a handful of intensive chemically raised hybrid varieties grown on the

  vast prairie farms of the USA.11




  For the Mayans of Chiapas, known since the dawn of time as ‘the people of the corn’, who lived by growing maize, the effect was devastating. Entire rural communities were decimated

  – a process that shows no sign of stopping. ‘We, the indigenous people,’ wrote Marcos in 1996, ‘are not profitable. We are a bad investment . . . Power’s money does

  not want to buy a merchandise that does not yield good profits . . . Today, the shopkeeper has to modernise his store and get rid of all the merchandise that is unattractive. And we, with our dark

  skin and our overwhelming need to stay close to the earth . . . are not attractive.’




  The repeal of Article 27 and the signing of NAFTA meant that the last avenues for the Indians of Chiapas had been shut down. As far as they could see, they had two choices: they could rise up

  against what was being done to them by an unscrupulous alliance of their own government and foreign economic interests, or they could lay down and die.




  And so, on 1 January 1994, they rose. Twelve days later, a ceasefire declared, the EZLN and the government of President Salinas began a game of cat-and-mouse that was to

  last for years, continuing through the governments of his successor, Ernesto Zedillo, and, later, Vicente Fox. While the Zapatistas declared an indefinite ceasefire, the governments of Salinas and

  Zedillo alternated dialogue with military incursions and bombing raids. National and international pressure on the government to reach a negotiated settlement grew and finally, in 1996, after

  months of talks, the EZLN and government negotiators agreed to a set of proposals known as the San Andres Accords, after the Zapatista village in which they were thrashed out.




  The government said it would craft a new law on indigenous rights based on the Accords. Though what they contained was by no means all that the rebels had wanted (they had hoped to talk about

  bigger, national, non-Indian issues like democracy and development and the future of Mexico; the government was having none of it) they represented a big step forward for Mexico’s 10 million

  indigenous people. The Accords called for Mexico’s Indians to be granted ‘autonomy as part of the Mexican state’, giving them the right to choose their own forms of political and

  social organisation based on their customs and traditions, control their own land and resources and organise their own lives as communities. It would give them a degree of control over their own

  destinies which they had not enjoyed since the arrival of Hernán Cortés.




  And for a brief moment, in 2001, it looked like the dream could come true. President Fox’s first act on taking office in December 2000 was to send an indigenous rights bill based on the

  San Andres Accords to the Mexican Congress for approval. Buoyed up by possibilities, the Zapatista army, masks still on but guns left behind, undertook a historic 2,000-mile journey – quickly

  labelled the ‘Zapatour’ – from the jungles of Chiapas to Mexico City along routes lined with cheering crowds. When they got there, 100,000 people came out to meet the first rebels

  to come to the capital since Pancho Villa met with Emiliano Zapata in 1914, at the height of the revolution. Still masked, the Zapatistas were allowed to address the Congress,

  and plead with the legislators to pass the indigenous bill.




  Within a few months, the dream was dead. Congress passed the bill in July 2001, but with so many amendments that the Zapatistas – and every other Indian group in Mexico – rejected it

  as worse than nothing. Where the San Andres Accords had promised autonomy, control of resources and indigenous rights, the ‘gutted’ law said that indigenous communities were subject to

  existing government structures, that any moves towards autonomy must be designed and approved by each state, and that Indian use and ownership of their own resources was subject to national laws

  governing resource extraction. In other words: no change. The Zapatistas issued a furious condemnation of the government’s ‘betrayal’, claiming that Fox had always intended to

  hijack the bill, and retreated back to the forests of the Lacandon. They are still there.




  I’m hoping Ryan Zinn is going to help me understand what might happen next. Ryan, a young, friendly Californian with ginger stubble and a limitless supply of patience,

  works for Global Exchange, a US-based human-rights group which has been working in Chiapas since the Zapatista uprising. Officially, like virtually everyone else who works on the issue, they

  don’t take sides – the Mexican constitution gives the president the power to immediately expel any foreigners accused of meddling in Mexican politics, and that power has been used many

  times since 1994. Over 450 people, from aid workers to journalists to priests, have been ejected from the country for being, or looking like they might be, involved in the Zapatista struggle.

  It’s the reason I’m keeping my notebook firmly in my pocket in public.




  It’s a few days into our stay in Chiapas, and Ryan has agreed to let Lucy and I tag along on one of Global Exchange’s ‘reality tours’ of some of the Zapatista

  communities. These involve a group of a dozen or so people from the rich world, mostly the US, forking out a wad of cash in exchange for a week being escorted around rural

  Chiapas, talking to Zapatistas and others about what’s happening here. The idea is to wake people up to the ongoing low-intensity war in Chiapas, to spread the word and to further some kind

  of mutual understanding. As an introduction to some of the realities of Chiapas, and of Zapatismo, it’s just what I need.




  Thus it is that we are piling into a cramped minibus with a dozen reality tourists, for an hour-long journey to Oventic, one of the key Zapatista bases in Chiapas. Our companions include an

  affable teacher from ‘Noo Joisey’, a twenty-something Californian witch, an Irish priest and an overweight neoliberal economics professor from the American midwest, whose reason for

  being here is unclear, but who appears to disagree with everything everybody says. It looks like being an interesting day.




  The Zapatista revolution became an armed struggle when there was nowhere else for it to go. Long before 1994, though, it began as a process of grass-roots community resistance to what its people

  called mal gobierno – bad government. And Zapatismo’s success can be measured not in that short twelve-day war, not in the Mexican government’s response to its

  demands – not even in the success it has had at inspiring something global. Its success can be measured in the fact that, on the ground, among hundreds of thousands of Mayan villagers in

  Chiapas, a revolution is still taking place.




  Oventic is evidence for this. In December 1994, thirty-eight Zapatista-supporting villages in Chiapas declared themselves ‘autonomous municipalities’. In a reaction to continued

  government stalling over their demands, the municipalities declared that their territory, totalling almost a third of Chiapas, was now under official Zapatista control. In these autonomous zones

  the villagers ejected local government officials from their territories and declared that they would run their own communities their own way.




  This, they said, was what they meant by revolution: ‘Not the same form of power with a new logo or wardrobe,’ explained Marcos, but ‘a gust of

  fresh air’. ‘The communities created the autonomous municipalities,’ said a villager from one of the autonomous villages, ‘so we could be free to create what our thoughts

  tell us, to create what we want according to our needs and our history. We are not asking for the government to hand us clothes, but rather the right to live with dignity.’12




  Since 1994, the autonomous zones, against all the odds, have survived. They run their own local government, hire and fire their leaders, run their own services and train teachers and doctors.

  None of it has been easy. Despite support from charities and solidarity movements, abroad and at home, the autonomous communities are desperately short of money and basic necessities, from petrol

  to food. They refuse to accept any resources or help from central government until the San Andres Accords become law. They put up with attacks by paramilitary groups supported by landowners and PRI

  politicians and insistent pressure from a government that could well do without thousands of its own people effectively seceding from its control. Sometimes, that government’s patience snaps.

  In 1999 in San Andres, the police, in a surprise operation, invaded the town hall, shut down the Zapatista government and reclaimed the town for the state. The next day, thousands of Zapatistas

  – not the guerrilla army, but ordinary, unarmed citizens from San Andres and surrounding villages – reinvaded, took back the town hall and re-declared their autonomous zone. The police

  never tried again.




  The Zapatistas have managed to do this because community support has been virtually total. Zapatismo has survived not because of the few guns the guerrillas wield, and not even through

  international solidarity – though this has played a crucial part. It has survived, above all, because it has a seemingly unbreakable community base. ‘The Zapatistas’ are not just

  the few thousand guerrillas in the forests that the rest of world likes to focus on; they are the estimated quarter of a million people in the towns and villages from whence that army was drawn.

  The people who, in many cases, are living autonomy every day, and without whom the guerrillas would be nothing. Zapatismo is not just an armed rebellion – it is a

  whole region in daily resistance.




  This powerful support base has created what may come to be the most lasting legacy of the Zapatistas – a legacy that has built on two crucial ideas. First, that power is not something to

  be concentrated at government level, changing hands between political elites every few years: it is something to be devolved down to community level, to be used by and for the people it affects.

  And secondly, that anyone who wants this to happen should not waste their time waiting for government to hand it down to them, but should rise up as a community and take it themselves.




  After an hour’s journey along twisting, mountainous roads, our minibus pulls up outside a makeshift gate, which gives way to a long dirt track leading down a hill with a

  collection of wooden buildings strung out along it. We squeeze out and stand by the side of the road, gazing at the surrounding forests, encircled in ribbons of mist. Next to the gate is a wooden

  building covered in murals. Murals, as I am to discover, are to be found in every Zapatista community, and this building is plastered with the faces of four icons that appear in almost all of them:

  Marcos, Emiliano Zapata, Che Guevara and the Virgin of Guadelupe, the ancient vision of a brown-skinned Virgin Mary which appeared to a shepherd boy near Mexico City in 1531, and laid the

  foundations for Mexican Catholicism. In Zapatista murals, the Virgin wears a ski mask.




  Ernesto, Ryan’s colleague at Global Exchange, is negotiating with a black-masked man who has arrived to greet us. He hands over our passports and a letter of introduction. The man

  disappears, then returns, and we are officially welcome to Oventic. We are ushered into the mural-swathed building, which turns out to be a shop and café. Inside, the cash-strapped

  Zapatistas are hoping we will open our wallets in exchange for the tempting array of goodies they have laid out before us: Marcos T-shirts, ski masks, bandanas, posters, keyrings, tape recordings

  of revolutionary songs, books, caps, even EZLN ashtrays. Down a few steps are two rows of rickety tables and a wooden serving hatch – the whole building looks to have been

  made by the villagers – behind which women are making tortillas, beans and rice. They are also doing a brisk trade in bottles of Coca-Cola.




  ‘Ryan,’ I say, ‘they’re selling Coke.’




  ‘You’re right,’ says Ryan, ‘they are selling Coke.’




  ‘But they’re Zapatistas . . . they, er, well, they don’t like neoliberalismo or US colonialism, right? And they drink Coke?’




  ‘Well, they like Coke. Comandante Tacho is supposed to have said that the only good thing to come out of capitalism was Coca-Cola.’




  ‘Really? Ah.’ I can’t shake off a feeling of disappointment, which is followed immediately by a feeling of guilt about feeling disappointed. Why shouldn’t they drink

  Coke? No, hang on, why should they?




  ‘What you have to remember,’ says Ryan, ‘is that despite all the nice posters and cute dolls and all the rest, this is still an insurgency. Coke or no Coke, this is still a

  revolution.’




  As we talk, the man who met us at the gate comes in, hands over a few pesos, and walks out with a bottle. He still wears his black ski mask. Perhaps this is Zapatismo sticking two

  fingers up at the Coca-Cola corporation of America. Or is it the other way round?




  After a spot of lunch, we are given a tour. First stop is the clinic, a vast, concrete building covered in a stunning array of murals – Mayan dragons, masked faces, guns, fire, plants

  entwining themselves around windows, children holding hands. Pueblos Unidos! reads one wall. Democracia, Justicia y Libertad reads another. Inside, we gather round as the doctor,

  a young, dark-haired, white-coated man called Nastacio, tells us how short they are of supplies and how hard it is to work here. He grew up in a nearby village, and believes strongly, he tells us,

  in what Zapatismo stands for.




  ‘We are training our own doctors and health professionals to work in the autonomous communities,’ he says, ‘because we want to be able to keep our people healthy. But it is

  very hard to attract people here. You can see that we have no money. We have some medicines, but not enough. And none of us are paid.’ He says it not as a lament, simply

  as a fact.




  ‘Sometimes,’ he goes on, ‘people bring us corn, tortillas or beans in exchange for treatment or medicines. Which at least means we can eat!’ He smiles.




  Further down the track is a school. We are led into a classroom, and sit down on small wooden desks, scratched, ink-stained, tatty, like any school anywhere. The room is dusty and lined with

  what look like home-made bookshelves, crammed with books about Latin American history, sociology, politics, revolutionary theory and practice. Some of the books are in Tzotzil, the local language.

  Overhead projectors, old computers, cardboard boxes and a dented metal globe are piled up in a corner on the concrete floor, and motes of dust hang in the sunlight that stutters through the

  dilapidated windows. Only the graffiti on the desktops give away where you are: instead of ‘I love Ricky M’, the scratched slogans say ‘Zapata Vive!’ and

  ‘EZLN’.




  At the end of the room, behind the teacher’s desk, in a semicircle, sit eight men who have been awaiting our arrival. They wear cowboy hats or baseball caps, cowboy boots or sandals, and

  every one of them, without exception, wears a mask. Some are bandanas, but others are the black woollen balaclava masks that have come, more than anything else, to represent Zapatismo. The

  ski masks perform two practical functions: in the case of the guerrillas in the forests, they keep the worst of Chiapas’s cold mountain winters at bay; and in the case of the Zapatistas in

  villages like Oventic, they make it harder for the police, the state, the paramilitaries or unfriendly observers to identify the wearer.




  But the masks have come to represent more than that. The Zapatistas – ‘the ones without faces, the ones without voices’; the despised Indios – were ignored for

  centuries when they weren’t actively repressed. It was only, paradoxically, when they hid their faces that Mexico noticed them. Now their masks, in their identical blankness, are a symbol of

  identity. ‘The voice that arms itself to be heard’ goes in tandem with ‘the face that hides itself to be seen’ – and upon those unseen faces, say

  the Zapatistas, can be sketched the features of anyone, anywhere, who rises up to resist oppression. Behind the masks, they say, they are us – we are all Zapatistas, and we are

  everywhere.




  In the school, through one of those masks, we are being treated to a lecture by a representative of the EZLN Education Commission. He is explaining to us that this is one of the

  Zapatistas’ first autonomous schools, in which they will be propounding a ‘revolutionary, popular system of education’. It will focus on the real needs of children and

  communities, not those imposed from Mexico City, and it will be teaching children what the communities have decided they need to know. ‘We want to construct an example for humanity,’

  says the man. ‘A people without education is one without history; a dead people. We will not have these teachers who sit behind their desks with their minds in New York or Mexico City,

  educating our children to make money at the expense of their people. We will provide a revolutionary education for our own people. The government says we have weapons here, and they are not wrong.

  Education is a very dangerous weapon; it wakes up minds, and consciences.’




  This is all rather interesting, but after two hours of it, most of the group are desperate to escape. The talk has become a political monologue, in monotone, and it has become clear that even

  the Zapatistas have their crashing bores. There are some inherently human problems that it seems no revolution can solve. It’s a bit depressing. Ryan is virtually dead, having been

  translating, nonstop, for two hours. We file outside into the bright sunlight, blinking and exchanging looks.




  ‘Well,’ I say to Lucy, ‘that was fun.’ She grimaces.




  Before we pile back on to the bus we have an appointment at the women’s co-op. A group of women have been waiting patiently all this time to introduce us to their work. The ‘Society

  of Women for Dignity’ is one of many projects in Zapatista communities run by and for women. It’s a co-op, to which female artisans from different communities bring

  their wares to sell, and any money they make is divided up equally between all the members.




  ‘It is important to us to organise as women,’ says their spokeswoman. They are all lined up in front of us, beneath hanging weavings and before shelves of woodwork and pottery. She

  seems nervous, which is probably not surprising. ‘For a long time, we had no way to do this. It has been hard work, but we have come together as women to assert our dignity and it has made us

  proud.’




  The position of women in Zapatista communities is an example of how Zapatismo has striven to fuse traditional Mayan culture with newer ideas – and how they are prepared to reject

  aspects of that traditional culture which are no longer acceptable to them. The deeply male nature of traditional Chiapas is one such aspect, which was rejected in the EZLN’s Women’s

  Revolutionary Law. The law, drawn up by women, applies to all Zapatista communities and explicitly grants women the same rights as men in all things – including decision-making, marriage and

  armed combat (up to a third of the Zapatista guerrillas are said to be women). Talk to any woman in any Zapatista community, I found, and she will tell you that the law, though patchily enforced,

  has led to a marked improvement in their lives – and a new confidence in their dealings, as equals, with the traditionally dominant men.




  Some habits are hard to change, though. Before the woman speaking can go on, a man in a cowboy hat interjects and summarises everything she has just said, in his own words, as she listens,

  silently, overshadowed.




  ‘Which is why they need a women’s co-op,’ says Lucy. ‘Men are the same everywhere.’




  Outside again, a village leader has something to say to us before we go. He is an old man in a checked shirt, and he wears no mask. He bows slightly beneath the weight of his words. Tiny,

  peeping chicks scratch around his feet.




  ‘You must know,’ he says, simply, ‘that we are suffering here. You have seen, now, how we are. Life is hard, but we struggle. We must struggle because there is nothing else.

  But we know that there are Zapatistas elsewhere in Mexico – that there are Zapatistas all over the world. Like us, they struggle, and they will not give up. We are

  everywhere. All we ask of you, now, is that you take our word; that you speak it and sing it and breathe it wherever you go. That is all.’




  ‘Thank you,’ says Ryan, with a slight bow of his head. And then, we are gone.




  Back in the minibus, accelerating down the hillside back towards San Cristobal, the neoliberal professor is unhappy. He has a kind of quixotic smile-frown on his face and is sweating gently

  through his stretched blue T-shirt.




  ‘Now, you see,’ he is saying to anyone who’ll listen, ‘that women’s co-op is not going to survive if it goes on like that. It’s not operating efficiently. Did

  you see what they do? Every woman contributes different amounts of work, different skill levels, different products and yet they divide up the remuneration equally. That means that the

  harder-working and more skilful women are subsidising the less talented ones.’




  ‘I think that’s the idea,’ says his long-suffering wife, who seems to have made an art out of looking embarrassed.




  ‘Well, they don’t understand basic economics, that’s all. It’s not going to survive long-term. You can’t subsidise under-achievers.’ He is straight from

  central casting, and he’s making me feel ill.




  ‘Look,’ I say, ‘it’s deliberate, isn’t it? It’s community support, small-scale industry, co-operation, mutual aid. I thought you economists liked private

  initiatives. What alternative do you suggest? Perhaps the faster workers could take the money and run? Or do they need to set up a benefits system to dole out cash to the ones left

  behind?’




  ‘Well, I don’t think that would be ideal,’ he replies. ‘If they were to ask me, I would say that what would really benefit them would be a nice, clean

  maquiladora just on their doorstep . . .’




  ‘What’s a may-kee-adora?’ says the teacher from New Jersey.




  ‘A sweatshop,’ says a sharp old woman from New York, who has been eyeing the professor with increasing distaste. He looks pained.




  ‘Well, that’s a derogatory term, but in any case . . . they could work for a daily wage, perhaps making sneakers or shirts, or whatever, for export to the States.

  Under NAFTA they would get very favourable rates. They’d earn money from export, and that would allow them to develop and—’




  ‘Who’s got a cigarette?’ demands the woman from New York. ‘I need a cigarette.’




  ‘I really don’t like smoking,’ says the professor, looking pained again, ‘particularly not in enclosed spaces.’




  ‘Yes,’ says the woman from New York. ‘I know.’




  In a small plaza in the north of San Cristobal, overshadowed by a great, florid church, Lucy and I are wandering aimlessly through a sprawling Mayan market. The stallholders

  are indigenous people, mostly women, and they lay out their wares on the dusty ground and on old wooden tables, plastic sheeting always at the ready to throw over their stalls when the heavy

  tropical rains come. Much of what they sell is tourist trinkets – clothes, paintings, souvenirs – and among these, since 1994, most of the stallholders have been doing a nice line in

  souvenirs for the revolutionary tourist. For the Zapatistas sell.




  Here you can pick up many of the things we saw in Oventic: ski masks, posters, flags, calendars, keyrings. One of the most popular buys for the discerning Zapaturistica is a mini EZLN

  soldier, made of black felt with matchsticks for guns. These are either hung from keyrings or stuffed by the half-dozen into crudely made but brightly painted little wooden lorries with

  ‘CHIAPAS’ written on the side. The best of them, in addition to the masks and guns, have little pipes sticking out of their mouths. You can also find, in the market and in every tourist

  shop in town, Zapatista T-shirts. They come in dozens of different locally printed designs, sizes and colours, but virtually all of them have one thing in common: a picture of Subcomandante

  Marcos.




  Every political movement needs its icon and Marcos, whether he likes it or not, has become one – not simply for the Zapatistas of Chiapas, but also for the growing

  global movement they helped to spawn. Interestingly though, he is not, even to his most fervent worshippers, ‘followed’, because he refuses to be anyone’s leader.




  Partly this is a reflection of reality. In the official scheme of things, Marcos is not the leader of the Zapatistas because the Zapatistas have no leader. The Zapatista army is run by

  twenty-three comandantes who make up the ‘Clandestine Revolutionary Indigenous Committee’. All of them are Indians and they are elected by, and take their orders from, the

  autonomous communities they come from. The decision to go to war in 1994, for example, was not made by the comandantes – they do not have the authority to make such significant

  decisions without the go-ahead from the Zapatistas in every autonomous village. Only after an exhaustive, months-long process of consultation and voting across Chiapas did the EZLN get the go-ahead

  for war; and only then did they act.




  Marcos, meanwhile, is simply a subcomandante. In theory, this makes him a deputy, instructed by the comandantes to train and command the Zapatista troops. In reality, though he

  is not the leader of the Zapatistas, he is their voice, both in Mexico and internationally. He provides a vital bridge between the world of the Indians and the modern world. But he refuses to lead,

  to be followed, or to write anyone a manifesto, political or otherwise. Because to do so would be to make a nonsense of everything that Zapatismo stands for – local democracy,

  political and economic control at community level, and a very different way of looking at power.




  Marcos is always writing, though. He can’t seem to stop himself. ‘Communiqués’ have stuttered forth from his jungle redoubt ever since 1994, and are instantly

  recognisable both from their unique style and from their sign-off, which never varies – ‘From the mountains of the Mexican Southeast, Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos’. All

  self-respecting guerrillas, of course, have to write acres of revolutionary cant about the evils of capitalism. It’s in their job description. Marcos, while not immune to this tendency, is

  decidedly more poetic, and more unpredictable, in his approach. He writes elegant denunciations of political opponents: ‘Health to you,’ he closes one

  communiqué to former president Zedillo, ‘and a parachute for the cliff which comes with your tomorrow.’ He writes ‘telegrams’ to ‘international civil

  society’: ‘THE GREYS HOPE TO WIN STOP RAINBOW NEEDED URGENTLY STOP’. He writes absurdist morality tales: ‘The tale of the lime with an identity

  crisis’; ‘The tale of the nonconformist little toad’. And he is surely the only guerrilla in history whose pet beetle, ‘Don Durito of the Lacandon’, writes his own

  stories, essays and economic critiques.




  ‘This making of a new world,’ says Marcos, by way of explanation, ‘is a serious business. If we can’t laugh, the world we make will be square, and we won’t be able

  to turn it.’13 One thing seems clear: this is no ordinary Latin American guerrillero. Che Guevara may have had the student beard and the

  martyr’s death, but he never had Marcos’s sense of the absurd. This is revolution with a twinkle in its eye, and you don’t get much more post-modern than that.




  Who Marcos really is remains a mystery. President Ernesto Zedillo, Fox’s PRI predecessor, ‘unmasked’ him as an ex-philosophy professor from Mexico City. Marcos naturally denied

  it. What does seem clear is that the young Marcos, whoever he was, started his journey in Chiapas as a revolutionary steeped in the hard-left dogma of the twentieth century, and ended it as

  something very different. His journey from where he was then to where he is now has become one of the central legends of Zapatismo, and it makes a telling point about a growing political

  movement that rejects the rigid ideological certainties of both left and right.




  The story goes that Marcos arrived in Chiapas in the early 1980s, with a now defunct bunch of Maoists from Mexico City. They wanted a revolution. Revolutions happened when the oppressed workers

  rose up against the capitalist classes, seizing the means of production for The People, and strangling the last Starbucks executive with the innards of the last World Bank consultant. The

  indigenous people of Chiapas, if they were anything, were certainly oppressed. They looked like fertile ground. All they needed was a proper education in the realities of their

  class position, and hey presto: a vanguard in the making.




  Only it didn’t work out like that. ‘Rise up!’ Marcos told them. ‘Go away,’ they said. ‘We’re not a proletariat, our land is not your means of production

  and we don’t want to work in a tractor factory. All we want is to be listened to, and for you big-city smart-arses to stop telling us how to live. As for your dialectic – you can keep

  it. You never know when it might come in handy.’




  For Marcos, Chiapas was a revelation. ‘We thought we were the light of the world,’ he once told a Mexican journalist, ‘sent here to organise the Indians. Then we began to speak

  with the communities, and they had a very important lesson for us.’14 The young revolutionary learned more than he taught – learned about

  grass-roots democracy, about tradition, about working the land and closeness to nature, and about an entirely different, ancient, indigenous worldview, that could not be classified by any of the

  political rigidities of the modern world. He began to question his ideological certainties, and learned, through over a decade in mountain caves and forest redoubts, in villages and valleys and

  farms, that what los indios wanted, after 500 years with the white man’s boot on their collective neck, was the freedom and power to live and grow their own way, untramelled by the

  ideals of those who would ‘develop’ them, from right or left or centre, and all for their own good.




  Was this revolutionary? Was it conservative? Did it matter? Marcos didn’t seem to think so, and has since taken to revelling in his and Zapatismo’s quixotic position as a

  new, old, radical, traditional, local, global, romantic and practical political phenomenon, which no one has managed to cram into any existing ideological boxes. ‘The communists accuse him of

  being anarchist,’ he writes, autobiographically. ‘Guilty. The anarchists accuse him of being orthodox. Guilty . . . The reformists accuse him of being an extremist, a radical. Guilty.

  The radicals accuse him of being reformist. Guilty. The “historical vanguard” accuse him of appealing to the civic society and not to the proletariat. Guilty. The civic society accuses him of disturbing their tranquillity. Guilty. The Stock Exchange accuses him of ruining their breakfast . . .’15




  Marcos likes to insist that the answers the Zapatistas have found apply only to them. He will not tell anyone, anywhere, what they should do; only that, when they find their own answers,

  appropriate to their own situation, they should put them into practice. Out of the first post-modern revolution comes the first post-modern guerrilla: one who offers more questions than answers, to

  whom ideology is fluid, to whom power is to be redefined not seized, to whom mocking is more effective than preaching, to whom ‘our word is our weapon’. Marcos’s political

  identity crisis turned him into something new and unique: a kind of dissenting, faceless Everyman. And in him, more than any other one person, the thinking, and the workings, of a new, rising

  international movement are reflected.




  Who is Marcos? He has answered that question himself. ‘Marcos,’ he wrote in 1994, ‘is gay in San Francisco, a black person in South Africa, Asian in Europe . . . a Palestinian

  in Israel, a Jew in Germany . . . an artist without a gallery or a portfolio . . . a sexist in the feminist movement, a woman alone in a Metro station at 10 P.M. . . . a

  writer without books or readers, and a Zapatista in the Mexican Southeast . . . He is every minority who is now beginning to speak and every majority that must shut up and listen. He is every

  untolerated group searching for a way to speak, their way to speak. Everything that makes power and the good consciences of those in power uncomfortable – this is Marcos.’16




  In other words, if Subcomandante Marcos did not exist, the international movement that is coalescing in opposition to ‘globalisation’ would have to invent him. Todos Somos

  Marcos reads a slogan chanted by crowds and printed on T-shirts from Mexico City to Seattle to Genoa: We are all Marcos. Who is Marcos? Who isn’t?




  I’ve been in San Cristobal almost a fortnight, interviewing people, trailing the Global Exchange crowd on a few other visits, organising interviews,

  being a tourist and trying to work out what I think about what I’ve seen so far. I was never sure exactly what to expect in Chiapas, but I am realising the complexity of the situation. The

  poetic guerrilla rebels that are sometimes romanticised by activists in the West are, in reality, determined peasant farmers, indigenous people fighting for their own lives and traditions.

  Nevertheless, I think I am beginning to grasp some, at least, of the essence of Zapatismo.




  Autonomy is clearly a key part of it. Every Zapatista you talk to will tell you that autonomy – real, local control of their community, economically and politically – is a

  hard-fought-for principle, rather than an expedient political move. They will tell you, too, that autonomy for them doesn’t mean independence, dropping out, isolation – it means control

  of their own destinies. Linked with that is the commitment to community democracy – real control, by all, at community level, however difficult it may be to implement.




  Taken together, these seem to be at least the beginnings of a practical realisation of all Marcos’s words about re-thinking what power is and how it should be used. In a world of

  centralised power blocs, ‘the ones without voices’ will always be trampled on. Challenge that by devolving as much power as possible down to ground level, and ensuring that the people

  really get their hands on it, and you have already begun a revolution in the way the world works – though it may not be one that any traditional revolutionary would recognise.




  I was told I would find something in Chiapas which would inspire me. And this is inspiring, for it seems to me that, despite the hardship and the struggle these people are going

  through, they have hit on something which has, in principle at least, global potential. Something that is spreading. Later, on my travels, I will understand just how far.




  But I need to see more – need to see where the Zapatistas are really coming from, literally and otherwise. So Lucy and I have arranged to spend some time living in one of the five

  Zapatista ‘capitals’ – all known as Aguascalientes. Oventic was one, but this one – La Garrucha – is much more remote. We will be there as peace

  observers. The Zapatistas, who are still harassed and occasionally attacked by the army and paramilitary gangs, are keen to have groups of ‘internationals’ living in their most

  vulnerable villages; a tradition that began in 1995, when the government’s military assault against ordinary Zapatista villagers was at its height. The internationals both gather information

  on military comings and goings, and, theoretically, act as some sort of deterrent – a clear signal to the Mexican government that the world is still watching Chiapas. For the next ten days,

  this will be our job – in return, we get to live and work in the birthplace of Zapatismo.




  Before I leave, I write a letter to Marcos and the General Command and deliver it, as instructed, to a contact somewhere in San Cristobal who has promised to get it to whatever lonely outpost

  the guerrillas are currently camped in.




  ‘We will send it,’ she promises me, ‘but I don’t think you will be lucky.’ She’s probably right. Since the success of the Zapatour and the consequent failure

  of Congress to honour the San Andres Accords, the EZLN General Command have been incommunicado, and the usually garrulous Marcos has been refusing all interviews. Still, it has to be worth a

  try.




  Ocosingo is a frontier town. It has a lot of potholes, fume-spewing trucks, flyblown bars, a fair few drunks, no tourists and absolutely no Internet cafés. Two hours and a world away from

  San Cristobal, it guards the entrance to the Cañadas – canyons – great green valleys which run through the Lacandon rainforest down to the border with Guatemala, some

  seventy miles away. The Cañadas are the wild, forested, rebellious heart of Chiapas where the Zapatista rebellion was fomented, and where Marcos and his guerrilla band lived for years in

  caves and forest camps, and probably still do. In 1994, Ocosingo was one of the seven towns the Zapatistas invaded, and the scene of the worst disaster of the uprising, when the EZLN were ambushed

  and gunned down by the army and the air force, some shot in the back of the head after surrendering. Around 150 people – Zapatistas, soldiers and civilians – died in

  the bloodbath that was Ocosingo.




  We’re only here to get transport out again, and soon we find ourselves packed on to the back of a truck which staggers out of town and on to a road hardly worthy of the name. There are no

  buses east of Ocosingo – buses can’t cope with the roads, so truck travel is the only way into the heart of Zapatista country. Lucy and I are shoehorned between piles of old tyres,

  boxes of beer, bags of corn and about ten other people. There are skinny old men hauling great sacks of maize; women on the way back to their villages from market; children hanging on to their

  skirts; a gang of grinning, shoeless wide boys perched on the roof and a couple of shaven-headed, slab-chested soldiers on leave from the military bases that squat near the Zapatista villages.




  The journey to La Garrucha takes four hours, and we alternate between teetering on the end of wooden benches that are jolted up into the air by every rut, and standing on the wooden slats that

  make up the side of the truck. A ratty brown dog, lying under one of the benches, quietly and persistently ejects the contents of its stomach, which flows gently up and down the floor with the

  movement of the vehicle. The road is scatter-bombed with potholes the size of large ponds, and we have to get out and push several times.




  But the Cañadas have a powerful beauty. They grow deeper as you drive south, away from the cities, passing small thatched villages, smoke rising through the wooden roofs. Women in

  traditional dress gaze shyly at you as you pass and children chase the truck for a few yards, yelling in Tzeltal. The branches of overhanging trees are smothered in brilliant red fungi, gentle

  white blossoms and tree orchids, and all around the green, misty hills close in, cutting you off from any other reality. Vultures collide with air currents overhead, insects whistle and whine and

  all around you, wherever you look, there are butterflies. Huge iridescent blue ones, with wingspans like palm leaves; tiny tiger-printed ones; white, red, purple, brown and

  bronze ones, with the fitful sun filtering through their litmus-like wings, circling and seething along the miles of fog-swollen road until it seems that a shimmering cloud of leaf-thin butterflies

  escorts our truck to the gates of La Garrucha.
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