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“They were not separatists. They were not even a guerrilla, ‘a 
fish that swims in the sea of the people’, as defined by Che 
Guevara, a revolutionary group seeking popular support to 
take power. They were born as a collective decision of 
hundreds of communities who had no interest in conquering 
it. They were the sea, not the fish” (Harvey 2014: 39). 

 
 

This essay concerns a modified, improved version of a paper originally 
written in March 2014 for the ‘Indigenous Peoples, Globalization and 
Development’ MA course at the University of Winnipeg, Canada; Dulce 
Gonzalez—incidentally one of our new assistant editors—intends to 
submit a major update of the essay in due course, to be published in one 
of the future issues of our journal. 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 

It has been asserted that neoliberalism is a hegemonic force, which 
cannot be escaped, and neoliberal ideology is closed and bereft of  
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alternatives (Khasnabish 2008: 166). It is defined as “a theory of 
political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can 
best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms 
and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong 
private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (Harvey 2005: 8).  
 

Neoliberalism is largely viewed as powerful, expanding and inevitable 
(Bohle 2006: 57; Yeates 2002: 69) and commonly associated with 
globalization and development (Campbell & Petersen 2001: 51; Harvey 
2005: 7). As the destructive impacts of neoliberalism become gradually 
more apparent, particularly for poor and minority groups, the 
possibility of alternatives to neoliberalism is increasingly important. 
The rise and impact of the Zapatista Movement in Mexico is evidence 
that there are local responses which have the potential to offer 
alternatives to neoliberalism. 
 
After nearly a decade of struggle, the Zapatista’s uprising became 
public in January of 1994 with the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberation 
National (EZLN)’s declaration of war on the Mexican government and 
the seizure of four towns (Van der Haar 2001: 188). This coincided with 
Mexico’s signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), and transition to a more market-based economy, which was 
seen as a direct threat to Indigenous livelihoods through the 
introduction of dominating international market competition.  
 

The EZLN based their constitutional right to declare war on the 
Mexican state on Article 39 of the country’s Constitution, which states 
that “National sovereignty essentially and originally resides in the 
people. All political power emanates from the people and its purpose is  
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to help the people, [and that] the people have, at all times, the 
inalienable right to alter or modify their form of government” 
(Safransky & Wilford 2011: 15). Under this line, the EZLN issued a list of 
eleven demands addressed to the government based on work, land, 
housing, food, healthcare, education, independence, freedom, 
democracy, justice, and peace (Jung 2003: 24).  
 
The Zapatista Movement has challenged the traditional roles of the 
state, society and the market, and has exposed the conditions of 
poverty and marginalization under which much of Mexico's 
Indigenous peoples live in addition to the political exclusion which 
keep them from enjoying full citizenship (Safransky & Wilford 2011: 4; 
Van der Haar 2001: 99).  
 

This paper will illustrate how the Zapatista Movement is a local 
response to the resistance of neoliberalism, evident through the 
transformed enviro-political, social and economic systems of the 
EZLN. While it is worth noting the challenges and limitations of this 
Movement, one should conclude that through fostering self-
determination and spurring similar uprisings and deliberation 
regarding alternatives to neoliberalism, the Zapatista Movement is a 
fundamental, insightful and inspiring example of the existence of local 
alternatives to neoliberalism which can foster Indigenous 
development. 
 
 

Environmental Politics and Indigenous Rights  
 

One of the primary catalysts of the Zapatista Movement was around  
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issues of environmental politics. The Mexican government’s signing of 
NAFTA brought challenges not only to the land-based livelihoods of 
the Indigenous peoples but also to their communal land system, 
adding to issues around the lack of available productive land and 
political reorganization of the communities which persisted since the 
1960s (Harvey 1998: 8; Safransky & Wilford 2011: 15).  
 

One of the most significant effects of the Zapatista Movement 
therefore, was enabling the acquisitions of lands, as land occupations 
were a primary part of the insurgent’s agenda (Van der Haar 2001: 188-
189). The Zapatista Revolutionary Agrarian Law (Ley Agraria 
Revolutionaria Zapatista) stipulated very strict limits on the quantity of 
land that can be held in private tenancy as well as it was advocated 
that land redistributed to landless peasants and farmworkers be 
worked collectively (Lynn 2002: 153): 
 

“All tracts of land that are more than 100 hectares of poor 
quality and fifty hectares of good quality will be subject to 
revolutionary agrarian action… The lands affected by this 
agrarian law will be redistributed to landless peasants and 
farm workers who apply for it as collective property for the 
formation of cooperatives, peasants’ societies, or farm and 
ranching collectives. The land affected must be worked 
collectively” (Ejercito Zapatista de Liberación Nacional 1994).  

 

 
Thus while many families joined the movement as a way to acquire 
some land, many others fled their communities fearing the Zapatista 
army, the Mexican army, or both. There were other peasants wishing to  
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be included in the land agreements, primarily young men without land 
rights of their own.  
 

In effect, the EZLN’s agrarian law was not so different from the official 
land reform legislation of the Mexican government, and was in fact 
modelled on it. Despite that, people who joined the Movement felt 
that “…Zapata´s name historically justified their demand for continued 
redistribution of land and that their detailed outline of collective 
production techniques, which focused on satisfying the primary needs 
of people would promote national well-being” (Lynn 2002: 153).  
 

Like the official land reform legislation, the revolutionary law sets 
criteria for the liability of private properties (though it is set 
considerably lower), allowing some land to be retained by the 
landowner, defining who may be considered beneficiaries of land 
reform and determining how the land should be used. This was an 
indicator that the Zapatista’s conception of land tenure was largely 
influenced by the Mexican state (Van der Haar 2001: 188-189). In fact, 
land reform through the Zapatista Movement was not a new solution 
to issues of land acquisition in Mexico. 
 
The government’s ejido (Indian community lands) system widely 
initiated in the 1940s was a means of land reform, which served to 
expropriate land from wealthy landlords for communal agricultural 
use, until it was eliminated in the early 1990s as a result of “low 
productivity” in favour of enabling ownership of the land (Schmidt & 
Gruben 1992: 2). Then, the ejido collective plots were commonly 
bought and sold, aligned with a market-based economy.  
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Therefore, the Zapatista Movement brought a re-emergence of land 
reform, beyond the limits set by the state, based on unsatisfied 
demands for land, rather than old, mishandled ones (Van der Haar 
2001: 204-205). Because the state’s land reform bureaucracy was what 
protected land rights, its elimination and thus failure to resolve 
incomplete endowments and lasting conflicts became an issue of state 
legitimacy; where people could not rely on the state they no longer felt 
to be bound to its laws (Ibid: 207).  
 
The Zapatista’s land reform differed from that of the successive 
Mexican governments through its Maoist influence which emphasized 
collective ownership, by limiting the ability of the Mexican state to 
regulate land tenure, and by reframing the issue as one of Indigenous 
rights, drawing the support of Indigenous movements globally (Van 
der Haar 2001: 190, 207 & 210).  
 

The limits of neoliberal land policies, emphasizing titling and 
privatization, have become increasingly clear beyond the Zapatista 
Movement, inciting greater support for communal tenure systems. The 
expanding role of non-state actors in land tenure regulation has been 
supported by broader trends towards decentralization and recognition 
of the rights of Indigenous peoples (Van der Haar 2001: 264). 
 
 

Through striving for just compensation for the extraction of natural 
resources on Indigenous land and for political autonomy, the 
Zapatista’s land reform was much more than land distribution, but 
rather “a conscious rethinking [reforming] of development on the land 
in order to privilege social justice, economic development, ecological  
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sustainability, and the local community” (Baum 2011: 1), or what has 
otherwise been called “land sovereignty” (Safransky & Wolford 2011: 3). 
The Zapatista Movement has therefore been characterized as “a radical 
political critique of representative democracy [which] provides both a 
conceptual apparatus and a grounded model for how we might think 
and do politics differently, in [which] autonomy is self-governance” 
(Ibid: 15).  
 

Through the Zapatista Movement, land occupation became framed in 
an ethnic discourse in terms of “recovering the lands of our ancestors” 
which were impacted by state-led redistribution (Van der Haar 2001: 
205-206). This was likely an important factor in the success of the 
Zapatista Rebellion in acquiring communal land since 1994, as 
emphasizing the link between culture and land challenges 
individualist notions of neoliberalism and can effectively promote self-
determination and Indigenous rights (Engle 2010: 163-164).  
 

Important to note then is the fact that ethnic identity of the Zapatistas 
is not merely related to language and clothing but also to politics, 
including the “the experience of discrimination, political exclusion and 
government abuse” (Van der Haar 2001: 231). This correlates with 
international frameworks (including the United Nations) in which 
Indigenous identity corresponds with the experience of colonialism 
(United Nations 2004: 2-3). In the case of this movement itself, it 
“restructure[d] people’s identifications” through the land reforms, and 
thus “produced community” (Van der Haar 2001: 259). This implies that 
the impacts of the Zapatista Movement are profound, extending 
beyond the tangible to the philosophical realm; penetrating ideas, 
values, beliefs and particularly the identity of landless peasants.  
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Subsequently faced with an impasse in the peace talks with the 
Mexican government, the EZLN has created 38 autonomous 
municipalities, known as the Municipios Autónomos Rebeldes 
Zapatistas (MAREZ), in English the Rebel Zapatista Autonomous 
Municipalities, ruled by their own forms of government akin to their 
Indigenous ancestors of the past (SIPAZ 2012: 1).  
 

These autonomous municipalities have proven to be legitimate and 
effective means of governance, though they are not without their 
challenges and criticisms. While elected representatives coordinate the 
municipalities, they have been characterized as a “fractured and 
diverse” landscape of autonomy, “with various projects of autonomy 
overlapping and assuming different characteristics in different 
regions,” illustrating the challenges that come with community-level 
autonomy (Van der Haar 2001: 211).  
 

Additionally, the autonomous municipalities are sometimes viewed as 
an imposition from the military command of the EZLN which creates 
“a great deal of tension in practice”, as people are forced to make heavy 
contributions to the EZLN military structure, and at times feel “caught 
between two armies [the EZLN and the Mexican governments’], trying 
to please both, yet not knowing who would eventually win” (Van der 
Haar 2001: 232).  
 

Despite these criticisms, the Zapatista Movement became an 
important symbol in the disputes over the Mexican national project, in 
the defence of Indigenous rights, and in struggles “against neo-
liberalism” (Van der Haar 2001: 187). 
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Social Development and Indigenous Rights  

 

Like millions of Indigenous peoples in different continents, Mexican 
Indigenous peoples demand rights to cultural self-determination. They 
insist on the right to live according to the local practices and customs 
to develop self-governance. For example, as part of their demand for 
recognition as collective units, they fought for the inclusion of the term 
pueblo—‘peoples’—instead of ‘people’ in the Constitution (Jung 2003: 
1). Their claims for collective rights include the right to local and 
regional autonomy, bilingual education and communal land as the 
basis of the cultural reproduction of the group (Ibid). This has had 
profound effects on the Zapatista education and health systems and 
was a significant motivator of international support. 
 
On August 8th of 2003 the Zapatistas announced the transformation of 
Aguascalientes, a space for dialogue with the civil society leading to the 
birth of Caracoles, the autonomous areas of which the MAREZ are part 
of, and the Junta del Buen Gobierno (board of good governance), 
bringing in effect the San Andres Accords of 1994 (Harvey 2014: 39).  
 

There are five Caracoles for each of the five geographic and ethnic 
zones, which are civilian centers with autonomous government 
(Ramonet 2001: 1). They constitute a political and territorial body 
covering several autonomous municipalities and regions. The supreme 
governing body is the Junta del Buen Gobierno, which is appointed by 
the autonomous councils (Cuevas 2007: 7-8).  
 

The Zapatista worldview, viewing Caracoles as seashells which can 
“help their ears to hear even the most distant words”, enabled them to  
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dialogue with the Mexican government, resulting in the San Andres 
Accords which committed the Mexican government to “recogni[ze] a 
number of Indigenous rights in the fields of, among others, forms of 
social and political organization, the election of local authorities, the 
administration of justice, management of resources, [and] land tenure 
and cultural development…” (Van der Haar 2001: 99).  
 

The Zapatista members intended to practice interculturalism in 
bringing about the possibility of dialogue. Interculturalism has 
potentially radical implications for changing society for the better, 
through strengthening identity by drawing on ideas from other 
cultures while at the same time autonomy can provide the political 
space to make this happen (Gow 2008: 143).  
 
The four key elements which distinguish the Sistema de Educación 
Rebelde Autónomo Zapatista (SERAZ), in English, Zapatista 
Autonomous Rebellious Education System, from conventional 
Mexican public education, are the intercultural ideology, the recovery 
of language and identity as a form of decolonization, the 
institutionalization of local knowledge within an education system, 
and use of the concept of promotores. The promotores must have an 
ethnic origin due to their activist role as they serve as transmitters and 
drivers of the social, cultural and political aspirations of the ethnic 
group of origin (Baronnet 2012: 1). 
 

SERAZ, formerly ‘The Other Education’, was locally developed under 
the Indigenous worldviews of the region, promoting cultural diversity 
rather than using ‘western’ mono-cultural views (Baronnet 2011: 1). The 
autonomous Zapatista schools have played a very important role in  
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promoting intercultural education in a pluri-cultural country (Ibid: 21). 
The schools, named Semillita del Sol (Little Seed of the Sun), have a 
multi-level component in which community Elders teach the youth, 
ensuring their education includes Indigenous history, language and 
culture, which can support livelihoods within the community as 
opposed to emigration of former students away from their 
communities, as occurred through the state education system (Ibid: 
177).  
 

Hence, there is a particular emphasis on community and collective 
work. While studying, students under the SERAZ system also learn how 
to grow gardens for self-sustenance, how to produce crops and how to 
raise animals, thus learning practical knowledge while earning an 
income to support their families (Baronnet 2011: 177).  
 

In terms of language and identity, the most important aspect for the 
Zapatista members has been the recovery of cultural values, the ways 
of speaking and understanding each other within communities 
through focusing on teaching and learning in their native languages, 
Tzotzil, Tzeltal, Tojolabal and Chol, among others (Baronnet 2011: 42).  
 

Therefore, SERAZ has become an opportunity to appreciate, rescue 
and nurture the Indigenous communities’ identity and wisdom, in 
which the values of community and environmental reciprocity are 
more important than competition and consumption. This Indigenous 
institutionalization of local knowledge within the education system 
additionally serves as a platform for resistance, strengthening the 
“actions that counter the dominant development discourse and 
practice” (Gow 2008: 138).  
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According to the Zapatista model of developing autonomous services 
such as schools, health clinics and agricultural programs, they rely on 
the training and services of promotores (EZLN 1993: 1). As explained by 
Rafael Sebastián Guillén Vicente, known as Sub-Commander Marcos, 
today named as Sub-Commander Galeano, who was the spokesperson 
for the Zapatista Movement, the term promotores is used to describe 
individual roles within the Zapatista system, as opposed to titles such 
as “doctor” (doctor) or “maestro” (professor) which is viewed as 
hierarchical (Baronnet 2011: 24; Harvey 2014: 45).  
 

The use of promotores as a means of resisting all forms of government 
support, led to the expulsion of government-paid teachers, resulting in 
arguments and criticisms from some community members regarding 
the quality of education their children were receiving (Harvey 2014: 
43).  
 

Furthermore, the promotores had families of their own and 
complained that it was impossible for them to attend both the school 
and their field-work. Thus the “anti-government discourse… conceals 
some of the difficult choices people face and the costs involved in 
rejecting government assistance” (Van der Haar, 2001: 232).  
 

Despite the developed autonomy of the SERAZ, the autonomous 
education system, it is not officially recognized by the Mexican 
Government and therefore lacks support from the state and other 
entities, resulting in significant resources challenges including lack of 
teaching materials and adequate infrastructure (Baronnet 2011: 227-
230). This is matched by a lack of qualified community members with 
ample knowledge of Indigenous traditions and language, to be  
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employed as promotores.  
 

The excessive demands on promotores, including full time service with 
minimal means of compensation or support, make it challenging for 
these community members to maintain decent livelihoods (Howard 
2007: 1). The prominence of oral teachings in Indigenous culture 
further adds challenges to developing necessary written materials, and 
arguments have been made that the SERAZ education system may be 
misguided by external ideologies (Baronnet 2012: 24; Harvey 2014: 48).  
 
The absence of proper policies to protect traditional knowledge and 
support autonomous Indigenous education, is underscored by a lack of 
recognition for Indigenous knowledge and wisdom by the Mexican 
government. Despite these weaknesses and challenges, the SERAZ has 
become a paramount element of the Zapatista Movement, fostering 
self-determination for the Zapatista communities (Baronnet 2011: 326).  
 
The Autonomous Zapatista Health System, in Spanish, El Sistema de 
Salúd Autónmo Zapatista (SSAZ), forms part of the EZLN’s political 
project for autonomy, in which it interacts with and links directly to 
living conditions, housing, nutrition, labour, justice, education—all 
part of the EZLN’s eleven demands (Cuevas 2007: 6). Zapatista 
healthcare is provided for free (with the exception of medicines) 
regardless of religious or political affiliations, or participation in the 
Zapatista Movement (Ibid: 7).  
 

Each community participating in the health programme is however 
required to follow the SSAZ structure, comprised of a health 
coordinating committee, which includes representatives of health  
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outreach workers within each municipal council, with significant 
dependence on community members acting as health workers (Cuevas 
2007: 7-8).  
 

The government health system differs substantially from that of the 
SSAZ. Participation in the national system is not voluntary, but linked 
to other economic benefits for education and health; yet the 
government’s health services do not adequately support communities 
situated in remote areas, and care is not free of charge and cost 
recovery is utilized (Cuevas 2007: 7-8). Despite those differences and 
the declaration of resistance, the SSAZ interacts with the Mexican 
National Health System, referring patients to this system for more 
demanding, secondary or tertiary treatment (Ibid: 11).  
 

Furthermore, the SSAZ model has been criticized for excluding 
traditional Indigenous health practices, which have historically been “a 
key element in the survival of the community and a fundamental 
element of identity” (Cuevas 2007: 11). Participation of traditional 
health agents, including ‘hueseros’, ‘curanderos’, ‘iloles’, and ‘hierberos’, 
has been limited with the exception of midwives who may still assist 
with childbirths (Ibid). Overall, however, this model has had a 
significant impact on the primary level of health care which the 
Zapatista(-controlled) communities receive, as compared to that 
which they received under the Mexican government’s health system 
(Ibid: 12).  
 
Another significant aspect of the Zapatista’s strategy to strengthen 
their anti-systemic political movement has been the organization of 
national and international networks garnering global support and  
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international media recognition (see further section ‘Media 
Communications and Strategies’). To begin with, the media gave the 
Zapatista Movement the support and credibility they needed be taken 
seriously by the government, forcing President Ernesto Zedillo to 
negotiate with the EZLN (Baum 2011: 1). Therefore, “[t]his negotiating 
power, although not allowing the EZLN to achieve the desired change 
in the constitution, allowed them to achieve or at least move towards 
many of their goals” (Ibid).  
 

In addition, the international support helped to finance partial 
investments of autonomous social programs concentrated on 
education and health. For instance, by 2013 funding had been invested 
in the construction and maintenance of four new, autonomous 
secondary schools and training centers for promotores  (Baronnet 2012: 
187).  
 
Despite the important role of support from the international 
community and the attention of the media, the online activism 
encountered setbacks. After twenty years of the campaign, 
international financial support stagnated. The EZLN also suffered from 
disagreements among a division of supporters, which is a common 
flaw of online activism (Baum 2011: 1).  
 

The lack of access to technology and knowledge limited some of the 
Indigenous communities to participate in the online movement. 
Although this meant that they were dependent on their local leaders 
with access to this source of support, the Zapatista members resolved 
this by hosting offline events. “This movement to offline 
communication was extremely popular and successful, strengthening  
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relationships and allowing the inclusion of those on the wrong side of 
the digital divide” (Baum 2011: 1). Overall, the unique social systems of 
the Zapatista Movement distinguished them from the Mexican 
government’s neoliberal-based models, and were influential in their 
ability to attain economic development. 
 
 

Economic Development and Indigenous Rights 
 

It has been argued that the dominance of modern economics led to the 
appropriation, suppression and overlooking of other economic models 
(Escobar 1995: 62). Still, a number of local responses to mainstream 
capitalism do exist, with differing emphasis on property ownership, 
eco-technology, economies of scale, agency of coordination, scope of 
the market and cross-border trade (Park 2011: 67).  
 

Examples of these models include but are not limited to the eco-
capitalist globalization movement, solidarity economy movement, 
nation-state centric localization models, degrowth subsistence 
economy model, socialist planning model, eco-socialist model and the 
anarcho-communist model (Park 2011: 66; Brysk 2000: 178).  
 

However, these competing local models “are discussed only within a 
few activist milieu[s] and rarely trigger constructive criticisms or 
serious debates from academics” (Park 2011: 66). The Zapatista 
rebellion challenged that when it made global history for its rejection 
of capitalism at a time of widespread economic crisis and 
disillusionment with representative democracy (Tucker 2014: 1). It 
changed the discourse of Indigenous peoples’ sovereignty from being  
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an unspeakable issue in Latin America (Engle 2010: 57), to one that 
embodies autonomy which is not simply cultural, but economic and 
political as well (Ibid: 94). 
 
During the 1950s and 60s, the local state of Chiapas experienced an 
economic boom that would later have an impact on political 
mobilization in the national state (Khasnabish 2008: 102). It was 
considered the agricultural heartland of southern Mexico for its cattle 
ranching and the large production of export crops such as coffee, corn, 
cacao, tobacco, sugar, fruit, vegetables and honey. It was also a key 
state for the nation’s petrochemical and hydroelectric industries 
(Garcia 2006: 54).  
 

However, it was largely the interests of the elite—large landowners, 
plantation owners and politicians—that were served by extensive 
agrarian reforms and a paternalistic, corporatist state (Khanabish 2008: 
101). The Reform of Indian Community Lands (ejidos) created 
communities which depended on the state for credit, material 
assistance and amplification of original land grants through the 1980s 
and early 1990s (Ibid). 
  
The socio-economic landscape of most Latin American countries in 
the mid-1980s was characterized by systemic pauperization resulting 
from the global consolidation of capitalism. This was largely 
experienced through the deployment of structural adjustment 
programs, privatization of productive and financial sectors, the 
removal of subsidies and market protections, and free trade (Vasquez-
Leon 2010: 7; Escobar 1995: 22). For Mexico, a widespread economic  
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crisis further led to the withdrawal of external government assistance, 
which resulted in lost economic protections for production 
cooperatives as state subsidies; thus, export, tax privileges and basic 
social services were eliminated.  
 

Specifically, the privatization of the State Coffee Marketing Association 
and collapse in world coffee prices resulted in a drop of peasant 
incomes by 70 per cent (Brysk 2000: 151). Another outcome was the 
massive rural-to-urban migration and abandonment of farmland 
exacerbated by population and migratory pressures of economic 
modernization (Ibid).  
 

These concerns, as well as the growing contradictions between the 
neoliberal model and the claim to social rights, strengthened the idea 
of social or solidarity economies, and other local alternatives to 
mainstream international development and trade (Vasquez-Leon 2010: 
7; Brysk 2000: 145).  
 
 

The transformative effect facing a free trade agreement, a “death 
certificate” for Indigenous farmers  

 
The EZLN was created out of these socio-economic and socio-cultural 
concerns. The uprising which shook the world was timed to coincide 
with the launch of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) in 1994. It was a direct protest to the concessions as terms for 
entrance into the NAFTA agreement and its promotion (Engle 2010: 
112). Sub-Commander Marcos termed NAFTA as a “death certificate” 
for Indigenous farmers (Ibid: 302) in poverty stricken Chiapas, on the  
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premise that it would force the farmers to compete with cheaper 
imports. It also amounted to having their constitutional rights to 
communal land being revoked.  
 

Almost 54 percent of the Chiapas land was designated as communally 
owned; but the reformed Article 27 of the Constitution, which allowed 
for the ejidos to be purchased by corporations and foreign investors 
(Torok 2009: 15) and a backlog of unresolved land titles, were threats to 
their security (Brysk 2000: 151).  
 
The Zapatista communities of Chiapas have had a profound impact on 
international trade, demonstrating that local responses can have an 
impact on neo-liberalism (Torok 2009: ix). Central to this discussion is 
the transformative effect of the Zapatista Movement’s quest for 
cultural autonomy on mainstream capitalism by way of embedding 
and promoting social values, procedures and benefits through the fair 
trade movement. What is particularly noteworthy of the Zapatista 
Movement is its ability to bypass a number of the constraints of the 
existing neoliberal system that exclude small-scale producers from 
mainstream and added-value markets (Brysk 2000: 145).  
 

The main idea behind solidarity economies is that the quality of life is 
included as a measure of economic efficiency, and not merely 
profitability (Vasquez-Leon 2010: 7). In other words, moral economies 
are used to “make profit with a purpose” thereby challenging the 
international logic of profit (Brysk 2000: 143).  
 

Although most cooperatives and alternative development schemes 
work within the systems they seek to change, the Zapatista Movement  
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is different in that it has clearly been a departure from the existing 
legal and institutional order (Vasquez-Leon 2010: 8). For them, the 
quest of seeking Indigenous rights, recognition and dignity provided a 
means to socially embed new rules, norms and procedures into 
international trade by using the cultural significance of land (Brysk, 
2000: 159). This involved the use of traditional knowledge through 
organic agriculture in Chiapas and the certification of production 
(Torok 2009: 9). 
 
To assess specifically how economic activity in Chiapas impacted 
international trade, requires the examination of two main factors. 
Firstly, the power of communications networks, the media and its 
corresponding increase in creating global consciousness of social 
issues and problems; and secondly, the influence of fair trade as 
promoted in south Mexico.  
 

Participating in fair trade allowed the Zapatista to further contradict 
the free market relations, which are based on buyers seeking the lowest 
prices rather than on building “long-term human relationships” 
(Schulz 1988: 31). As such, the coffee trade in Chiapas has been 
recognized as a unique approach to sustainable development through 
the use of identity politics and cultural autonomy (Torok 2009: 9).  
 
 

Media Communication and Strategies 
 

The Zapatista’s ability to communicate beyond borders allowed for the 
creation of a communication praxis whereby linkages were established 
between Indigenous peasants in the remote jungles of Chiapas, to  
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audiences in Mexico City, New York, Toronto, Berlin, Milan, Paris and 
Sydney among many other places (Schulz 1998: 31). Their use of 
transnational support and information networks, termed as ‘Zapatista 
in Cyberspace’ (Brysk 2000: 160), enabled them to provide a platform 
for discussing alternatives to market economies by hosting an 
international conference—the First Intercontinental Encounter for 
Humanity and Against Neoliberalism (Ibid).  
 

In this sense, the Zapatista Movement allowed for questioning of the 
asymmetrical costs of free trade in its impact of low wages, 
unemployment and reduced sovereignty (Stiglitz 2006: 62). It could 
also be argued that the Zapatista’s media prowess contributed to the 
growth of Western and environmentally conscientious consumers as 
evidenced by the increased volume of fair trade coffee, as a portion of 
global coffee market transactions and the reassessment of the roles of 
ecology and cultural sustainability in economics (Torok 2009: 4, 
Pierotti 2011: 13). This not only provided the Zapatista Movement with 
the ability to maintain financial independence and reject handouts 
from the state, but also contributed to the promotion of ethical 
standards such as eco-labeling and social benefits in the negotiation 
processes of conventional markets.  
 

Although it could be claimed that the Zapatista members have 
attained economic autonomy, challenges still remain. Poverty is still a 
problem in the region and is exacerbated by vulnerability to economic 
pressures, as well as fluctuations in the global market and of aid from 
sympathizers, an underperforming economy and the drug war. Despite 
its limitations, the Zapatista Movement has been cited as an 
inspiration for subsequent social movements opposing socio-economic  
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inequality, financial greed and corruption, such as the Occupy Wall 
Street movement. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

In essence, any model, “whether local or universal, is a construction of 
the world and not an indisputable, objective truth of it” (Escobar 1995: 
62). Although he contextualizes this observation in the field of 
economic analysis, it could be applied to social constructivism in 
general.  
 

This is reinforced by Richard Stahler-Sholk’s observation that the 
Zapatista Movement, despite being a significant example of social-
movement resistance to neoliberalism, has several inherent limitations 
including what he coins the ‘neoliberal multiculturalism trap’. This 
implies the situation whereby the same nation-states that oversee 
economic liberalization and privatization “establish themselves as 
arbiters of the boundary between individual and group rights, carefully 
circumscribing the latter to exclude challenges to class-based 
inequalities” (Stahler-Sholk 2007: 52).  
 

In other words, when all is said and done, the (nation-)state still 
maintains its neoliberal stance. This can further be illustrated by the 
fact that the only issue that led to a signed agreement between the 
Zapatista and the government was that of negotiations over 
Indigenous rights and culture, which led to the San Andres Accords of 
1996, which conceded state recognition of Indigenous decision-making 
authority.  
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Nevertheless, that victory for the Zapatista was short-lived because the 
implementation legislation was delayed and even replaced by a 
contentious brand of neoindigesmo, which the UN Special Rapporteur 
for Human Rights and Indigenous questions decried as a violation of 
International Labour Organization Rule (ILO) Provision 169 (Stahler-
Sholk 2007: 52).  
 

What this illustrates is that drastic measures are required for the 
Chiapas regions to be politically autonomous. It would necessitate 
making changes to the Mexican Constitution and political change, 
which has not been forthcoming (Baum 2011: 1). Unfortunately, while 
the Zapatista may have overcome political exclusion, the challenge still 
lies in transforming the entire system (Brysk 2000: 162).  
 
The Zapatista Movement was more of a non-violent social-movement 
than a guerrilla insurgency. It never sought to overthrow the 
government, but to rebuild the system from the bottom up as is 
evidenced in their popular refrain mandar obedeciendo, which means 
“the people give the orders and the government obeys” (Stahler-Sholk 
2007: 52).  
 

Then, it raises the question about the sustainability of the Zapatista 
economic model: does this model bear consideration in determining 
its viability as a possible local alternative to neoliberalism?  According 
to Arturo Escobar, “local models exist not in a pure state, but in 
complex hybridizations with dominant models” (Escobar 1995: 96). 
This brings back the question of whether neoliberalism can in fact be 
circumvented, let alone defeated.  
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Despite the recognition that cooperatives and alternative marketing 
networks have the potential to challenge the status quo on behalf of 
the “legitimate interests” of the peasantry, critics have charged that the 
cooperative movement inevitably fails to deliver on its promises of 
participation, equity, solidarity and social transformation (Park 2011: 
66).  
 

Further, critics observe that alternative economies in capitalist 
societies abandon their role as social movements so as to become 
better integrated into the dominant capitalist system. For example, 
Alison Brysk identifies the Otavalos of Mexico as having expressed a 
preference for the pursuit of economic success over political 
mobilization. This has resulted in increased community inequalities, 
disappearance of cottage industries and cultural attenuation (Brysk 
2000: 177).  
 

The petrochemical and hydroelectric industries in the Chiapas region 
also add to more questions regarding the Zapatista’s quest for self-
determination. Richard Stahler-Sholk identifies “autonomy without 
resources” as a potential pitfall of a territorial autonomy (Stahler-Sholk 
2007: 50). He describes this as a process whereby protagonists are 
bottled up in a spatial location in an era when their subsistence and 
cultural identity depend on mobility. This essentially results in 
alternatives to neoliberalism, which in fact actually replicate the top-
down structures of political institutions without developing capacity at 
the local-community level (Ibid: 51). 
 
Certainly, local resistance to neoliberalism is therefore clearly 
illustrated through the enviro-political, social, and economic systems  
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of the Zapatista Movement. These sectors all have unique 
characteristics relating to land reform, education, health, and solidary 
economies, which distinguish them from neoliberal systems, such as 
those of the Mexican government. While weaknesses exist within these 
sectors, and the Zapatista Movement certainly is not without its 
challenges and limitations, the Movement has been critical in bringing 
attention to issues of Indigenous rights, fostering self-determination, 
and igniting uprisings internationally, in support of Indigenous 
peoples and alternatives to neoliberalism.  
 

While there are those who believe that the EZLN and Sub-Commander 
Marcos are history, well-respected writers including Noam Chomsky, 
Immanuel Wallenstein and Pablo Gonzalez Casanova, insist that the 
Zapatista Movement has been the most radical political initiative in 
the world, and perhaps the most important one, in recent times 
(Harvey 2014: 38).  
 

As this “low-intensity war” continues in Mexico, whereby corruption, 
crime and drugs illustrate the state’s lack of ability to effectively govern 
and ensure Indigenous peoples’ rights, Zapatista followers and 
members continue to resist the dominant forces and to incrementally 
liberate themselves from the confines of the neoliberal system (Harvey 
2014: 2). Such examples are influential in mobilizing global efforts to 
find alternatives to neoliberalism.  
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