Power to the People?

A Case Study of the Zapatista Movement

Chiapas: The people of the southern state of Chiapas are among Mexico’s poorest. The land of Chiapas, however, is among Mexico’s richest. More than half of Mexico’s hydroelectric power comes from Chiapas. Natural gas and oil are found there, and much coffee is grown. Yet, the resources go north to fuel other Mexican states.

Those hardest hit by poverty in Chiapas are the people of Mayan descent. Many of them do not speak Spanish. Most of them are small-scale farmers. They have less access to education and healthcare than most other Mexicans.  When Mexico’s leaders run for election or make public policies, they tend to ignore the needs and voices of the indigenous peoples. In addition, much of the best land for farming and ranching is controlled by a few wealthy landowners. These rancheros often act with the Mexican government in ways to benefit only themselves. 
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In the remote southern state of Chiapas, Mexico, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation began an armed rebellion against the Mexican government on January 1, 1994. The Zapatistas claimed to be fighting against poverty and injustice and for the rights of indigenous peoples. Led by a man referred to as Sub-Commander Marcos, hundreds of peasant soldiers, their faces covered by black ski masks or red bandanas, operated in the countryside. Although most Zapatistas carried weapons dating back to World War II, they occupied several key towns and attacked a regional military base. More than 100 people were killed in the uprising, including government soldiers, peasants, and government functionaries. The Zapatistas blew up telephone and electrical towers and detonated car bombs in Mexico City, injuring several people. The Mexican military responded with force, and international human rights groups accused the military of torturing villagers to get information about the rebels. Since 1995, the Zapatistas have been committed to negotiating with the Mexican government. Nonetheless, talks between the government and the Zapatistas have stalled. The conflict has pitted village against village, often spilling over into bloodshed. In 1997, for example, government forces massacred 45 villagers for their support of the Zapatistas. At the same time, the Zapatistas rely on the internet and cellular telephones to maintain a sophisticated communications network. Their Web site attracts thousands of visitors. 
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The Chiapas
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Questions to Consider:

1) Do you believe that the Zapatistas' decision to use force was acceptable and justifiable? Why or why not?

2) Are the Zapatistas terrorists or revolutionaries? Why?

3) Was the way that the force was used acceptable? Why or why not?

4) What is your view of the response of the state (Mexico’s government) to the Zapatistas' use of force? 

5) What would you recommend that they Zapatistas do in order to get their ideas across to the Mexican government?

