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TOWARDS A NEW ERA

Gustavo Esteva

he Zapatista insurrection occurred at a special mo-

ment in history when the counter-hegemonic forces
were debilitated and disarticulated. In these circumstanc-
es, it served as a wake-up call for antisystemic movements
around the world.

The 2021 Zapatista Travesia® occurs at a similar moment.
The pandemic has thrown many people and social and
political movements off balance. Numerous approaches
and initiatives have become obsolete under the new cir-
cumstances. Once again, the Zapatistas have hit the nail on
the head and inspired thoughts and behaviours regarding
the new reality.

In the first section, I examine the crisis of patriarchy, of
the nation-state, democracy, and capitalism, as well as the

1 Whatthe Zapatistas are doing in their trip to Europe is not a simple
voyage. We keep in this text the name they gave to the initiative: The
Travesia.
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options available from below, to demonstrate the impor-
tance of the new Zapatista initiative. In the second section,
Ireflect on the main theoretical and political contributions
of Zapatismo. Finally, I recount activities and initiatives
that have been inspired by Zapatismo.

The Travesia in the Face of Civilizational Crisis
The Crisis of Patriarchy

During the last decades, the compulsions that have always
defined patriarchy have become exacerbated.

The male conviction that man’s creations are always
better than those of nature has caused a constant and irre-
sponsible destruction that has come to be considered nor-
mal. The construction of an entirely artificial world, where
nature and even woman are considered mere resources,
continues to be broadly accepted and has reached unprece-
dented extremes. We can no longer turn to instruments
that were once at our disposal. The use of new technologies
renders us the subsystems of systems, for we are subsumed
under their logic. Instead of perceiving this transformation
as a threat to a truly human life, many—especially children
and young people—enthusiastically surrender themselves
to it, without considering the implications of the way of
patriarchy and its gospel of death, whereby destroying life
is considered an act of creative bravery.

The other side of the same patriarchal coin consists in
the configuration of human relations and social organiza-
tions under the principle of power, control, domination.
The patriarchal conviction that human societies cannot
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operate without structures of subordination has become
generalized. It is widely accepted that chaos and disorder
would otherwise prevail; the idea of an order that has been
agreed upon between peers is considered meaningless and
practically impossible without a structure of power capable
of imposing order amongst those who would otherwise
naturally tend to dis-order. It is even perceived that the
general disorder caused by this patriarchal “order” is the
result of an insufficient exercise of power and domination,
of alack of control, which means that the latter should be
intensified.

This old patriarchal tendency, which has caused all
sorts of oppressive configurations—affecting mostly women
and children—, has presently reached its most extreme
form in the so-called society of control. Fascination for
new technologies allows for their use to control thoughts
and behaviours through statistical techniques that detect
individual patterns, habits, and attitudes. This information
is used to commercial ends, to create patterns of consump-
tion, but it is also used by governments and the police to
broaden the spheres and dispositives of control.?

Atthe same time, there is an increase in direct violence.
It is now impossible to draw a line that distinguishes the
world of crime from that of institutions. People from differ-
ent government levels and positions; alleged members of

2 Inthis essay | use the Foucaultian notion of dispositive, a hetero-
geneous set of elements with a strategic function (Foucault 1980: 194;
1997: n.p.). For Agamben (2009: 14), it is “literally anything that has
the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control or
secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions or discourses of living beings.”
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cartels or other criminal gangs; direct or indirect corporate
agents; military, police, and paramilitary groups, shock
troops, and many others have unleashed unprecedented
levels of violence. Mexico continues to be at the forefront
in this respect, with a hundred crimes being committed
every day. However, this phenomenon can be observed
everywhere.

As the Zapatistas warned many years ago, we are now
involved in a new type of war, the first total war in history.
It would be absurd to compare the ongoing genocide in
Tigray, Ethiopia, with the situation that has prevailed for
years in Central America or the north of Mexico. The con-
texts are very different, and so are the histories. However,
one cannot but observe what they have in common: the
murder and disappearance of persons who are not involved
in local conflicts; the moral degradation of the crimes;
the terror generated in broad segments of the population;
and the inability of government institutions to channel
or transform the conflicts or, even less so, to protect the
population.

On the 8™ of March 2020, this state of affairs was rup-
tured. Millions of women around the world caused a tear
in patriarchal normality through their mobilizations, a tear
that revealed its nature. Initiatives and behaviours with a
long history were reactivated, constantly and daily chal-
lenging patriarchal behaviours through words and actions.
This radical rupture of normality is not something magical
that can change attitudes and mindsets that have been in
place for thousands of years overnight. However, it does
have a high symbolic value, and it has been reinforcing the
countless initiatives which, at ground level, foster different
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forms of cohabitation, placing once again care of life at
the centre and dismantling the hierarchical structuring of
everyday life. These endeavours are inevitably dispersed,
and they spring from the autonomous decision of very dif-
ferent people, particularly women.

The Extinction of the “Democratic” Nation-State and
the Exhaustion of Capitalism

“Democracy” was born in the West, in open contradiction
with the democratic idea that people rule themselves. The
“democratic” men of Greece atrociously discriminated
against women, slaves, and “barbarians.”® For Aristotle,
Greek democracy, just like tyranny or oligarchy, could never
serve the common good. He formulated various arguments
against any form of majority government (Bishop 1989).
The modern political regime that became a universal
model was not conceived as a democracy. For the Feder-
alists,*to put the government of the American Union into
the hands of the “people” would be irresponsible. If “the
multitude” had the power, the demagogues would control

3 The Greeks classified as “barbarian” any person who did not speak
the Greek language or had the “moral qualities” attributed to the
Greeks, thus inaugurating the colonialist attitude.

4 Atthe end of the 18 century, an intense public discussion took
place on the US Constitution. Alexander Hamilton, John Hay, and James
Madison, wrongly known as “the Federalists,” were very prominentin
this debate. Their 81 articles and essays were published as The Feder-
alist Papers. Online: <http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1786-1800/
the-federalist-papers/>, accessed on the 7t of December 2019.
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the country and fragment it: instead of a Union, the re-
sult would be small countries. With concerns similar to
those of Aristotle, the founders of the nation of the Unit-
ed States conceived a regime, a republic, in which power
would remain in the hands of a small elite group, even if
some limited functions were granted to certain sectors of
the population (Hamilton et al. 2000; also see Ellis 2002
and Jennings 2000). This republic did not receive the name
of democracy until half a century later, when slavery was
formally abolished. However, neither the change of name
nor the constitutional amendments eliminated the racist,
sexist, and classist character or the oligarchic and oppres-
sive nature of the regime, which became a universal model
of “democracy” also bearing the stamp of colonialism. As
of the Enlightenment, the people of the West assumed that
theirs was a civility that other peoples lacked. To “civilize”
others for their own good became imperative.

In Europe, following the replacement of monarchies
with a softer and more disguised oligarchy, a fascination
with the new regime gradually emerged; the belief took
root that it was truly democratic and that some minor ar-
rangements would be enough to eliminate its more op-
pressive oligarchic expressions. Today, under the existing
system, no one can seriously contend that people are in-
deed governing their own lives. The idea that this type of
sociopolitical organization is truly democratic now seems
a gigantic hoax, an idiotic illusion, and a mechanism of
domination. It produces the opposite of what it promises.

In the nation-state, the power of the people is trans-
ferred to a small minority of the electorate whose votes
decide which party will govern. A small group, recruited
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amongst the elites, promulgates the laws and makes the
important decisions (Archipiélago 1992). “Political alterna-
tion”, “democratic controls and balances,” and “indirect
democracy” do not repair this oligarchic structure, nor
do they change the nature of the regime.>

The concept of the nation-state that was born out of
the Peace of Westphalia® acquired its political force during
the French Revolution, when it was coupled with nation-
alism and displaced or disqualified previous concept and
practices of state and nation. It was soon perceived as the
most complete embodiment of the mode of industrial pro-
duction, in turn presented as the natural culmination of
humanity: the pinnacle of progress. Although during the
19' century this political form of capitalism was strongly

5 So-called participatory democracy includes initiative (the direct
submission of draft laws by the citizens), referendum (the popular vote
to approve laws, policies, or public decisions), revocation of mandate,
consultation and other mechanisms. In certain cases, such as Switzer-
land or California (USA), citizens are annoyed by the number of issues
on which they are called to vote, often without enough information or
knowledge. In other cases, such as Hungary, these mechanisms are
theinstruments of a dictatorship. The expression “direct democracy”
is at times employed to allude to “participatory democracy” (Cronin
1989); however, in this essay, it is reserved to forms of self-government
of the people.

6 Aseries of treaties signed in 1648 put an end to the religious wars
in Europe, including the Thirty Years’ War. The contractual element
had already entered the civic space in some parts of 18th-century Eu-
rope; however, the treaties granted a formalinstitutional status to the
emerging concept of the state in Europe. See Nandy, 1992, and his
abundant work on a brief characterization of the modern nation-state.
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criticized, it did not lose its hegemonic position amongst
academics, intellectuals and large sectors of the society.

Despite the global vocation of capitalism, the nation-state
was always the main stage of capitalist expansion. How-
ever, towards the end of the 20 century, national borders
increasingly became an obstacle. Macro-national structures
such as the European Union, designed to facilitate the free
circulation of capital and commodities, were not enough
to overcome them. Little by little, the substance of the
nation-state began to dissolve. The main function of its
governments, the administration of the national economy,
became impossible: all economies were left exposed to
transnational movements that evaded the control of any
one nation. While the national rituals and the nation-states
themselves remain a general reference point, their raison
d’étreand the material substance that makes them real have
disappeared.

The progressive dissolution of the “democratic na-
tion-state” is also a consequence of capitalism having
reached its own internal limits. Since the 1970s, neolib-
eralism has been dismantling the social achievements of
200 years of workers’ struggles, causing unemployment,
salary and supplementary benefit reductions and a dete-
rioration of public services. Some countries and regions
have been more affected than others; however, they have
all witnessed unprecedented levels of inequality: 1% of the
world population owns more wealth than the remaining
99%, and less than 30 people possess more wealth than
almost 4 billion of the poorest people on the planet.

Most of today’s production still has a capitalist charac-
ter, but capital can no longer turn to the mechanism that
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constitutes it: it cannot invest its profits in the expansion
of production through the purchase of labour power and
compensate each increase in productivity with an equiva-
lent increase in production. For this and other factors, the
global reproduction of the capitalist system is no longer
feasible.’

In 1995, in a meeting of the State of the World Forum that
took place in San Francisco, economic and political leaders
began to speak of the 20/80 world: once the technological
revolution has been completed, 20% of the population will
suffice for production.® A new social class was created:
disposable human beings, at times described as the pre-
cariat (Standing 2011). In the past, the unemployed served
capital as an industrial reserve army. Now capital has no
use for them. The “excess population” is constantly rede-
fined, creating new groups of expendable human beings.

Barbarity has become the norm. Speculation, dispos-
session, and compulsive destruction replace production
as a source of accumulation. The democratic facade is no
longer of use. The only thing left of the old nation-state

7 Formany years, Wallerstein (2011) argued that the terminal phase
of capitalism began in 1968. In the 1990s, Robert Kurz (2016) and
Grupo Krisis (and later on Exit!) elaborated a solid analysis on the end
of capitalism. Moishe Postone (1993) and Anselm Jappe (2011,2019)
continued the analysis into this century. Also see Harvey (2014) and
Holloway (2016).

8 Inthis meeting, Zbigniew Brezinsky coined the term tittytainment
to refer to what the excluded 80% should receive. Online: <https://
www.facebook.com/notes/10159106618661052/>, accessed on the
18" of September 2019.
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design are the dispositives for the direct and indirect con-
trol of the population.

The rule of law, a pilar of the “democratic nation-state,”
was the condensation of 200 years of struggle for civil rights
and democratic liberties. It is now replaced by a declared
or undeclared state of exception (Agamben 2005, 2015).
New laws normalize illegality and impunity. Instead of
the rule of law, of common norms correctly applied, we
are increasingly dominated by the law.

The environmental destruction caused by the dominant
forms of production and consumption is an extreme abuse
of any common sense. The entire planet is in flames, not
only the Amazon, California, and Australia. The climate
we once had has been destroyed. We know nothing about
the compatibility of human life with the emerging climate
(McKibben 2006).

With technological, environmental, and social changes,
new forms of political domination have emerged. Leaders of
openly antidemocratic and even fascist-leaning tendencies
are elected or re-elected. They claim to embody general
discontent and promise to dismantle “the system”; once in
power, they see this promise through by reinforcing and
expanding their oligarchic elements. They have a broad
social base, especially amongst those most affected by the
current state of affairs, whom they have convinced that
the authoritarian option is their best hope to right their
wrongs and appease their discontent. Many people now
cling to leaders attributed with messianic capacities, such
as various spiritual, religious, or political fundamentalists.
Almost everywhere, “democracy” is being “democratically”
dismantled (see Santos 2005).
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The Radicalization of Discontent

The 215 century is characterized by the proliferation of
discontent, which appears even in the most unexpected
places. No space of social reality is immune.

The rebellious spirit of the 1960s persisted in many
mobilizations during the following decades, especially in
Europe. Following the 1999 Battle of Seattle, new waves
of popular protests expressed a diversity of discontents
with the dominant system, particularly with representative
democracy. “Que se vayan todos! Out with all of them!” said
the Argentineans in 2001. Ten years later, the Indignados
in Spain forcefully stated, “My dreams do not fit into the
ballot box,” while the Greeks announced that they would
not leave the squares they were occupying until “they” had
gone. Occupy Wall Street forcefully declared in New York:
“You make demands when you believe that the government
can comply with them. That’s why we don't make demands.”
Since October 2018, the gillets jaunes of France have been
radically rejecting all systems of representation. In 2019,
protestors in Lebanon tried to rid themselves of all polit-
ical classes, and in Latin America they openly challenged
their governments.

“Democracy” also illustrates the counter-productivity
of modern institutions, posited by Ivan Illich half a century
ago. Itis corporations and the politicians that serve them,
not the people, who make all the important decisions today,
everywhere. Corporations are effectively ruling the world.
For Illich, political majorities are fictitious groups of people
with very different interests, uncapable of reasonably ex-
pressing the common good. He explained why democracy
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will not be able to survive the use that corporations make
of its laws and democratic procedures to consolidate their
empire. According to the author, the modern nation-state
has become a corporation that coordinates a multiplicity
of groups, each serving its own interests; political parties
bring together the shareholders at regular intervals to name
aboard of directors. When faced with disaster, institutions
lose their respectability, legitimacy, and reputation of serv-
ing public interest (Illich 2001).

Disasters are now the order of the day. The world we
knew is falling apart all around us minute by minute. We
are immersed in sociopolitical and environmental chaos
that is taking us beyond sheer horror. Until recently, most
people believed that the electoral process expressed the
will of the people and that the elected representatives
were at their service, that they were there to serve their
interests and wellbeing. The fact that things did not work
that way was commonly attributed to circumstantial fail-
ure. As with all rituals, failures increase faith in the myth
instead of debilitating it. If it does not rain, those who
partake in the rain dance will dance with more fervour
and intensity, without doubting the validity of the ritual.
The ritual generates the faith, not the other way round.
This has been the case with “democracy.” However, it is
almost impossible to find people who are still convinced
that they govern themselves and that they are acting for
the common good when participating in the electoral
procedures and the political games of the nation-state.
As Illich warned, most institutions have lost legitimacy,
respectability, and the reputation of serving the public
interest.
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Many people continue to use the ballots to express their
rejection of the government or the dominant party, or for
circumstantial goals or particular interests. Others think
they might influence public policies or the government
orientation this way. However, the main democratic in-
stitution has disappeared—namely, the general conviction
that the people are effectively governing their society.

For sheer survival or in the name of old ideals, ordinary
people are embracing new political horizons beyond the
nation-state and the dominant political mentality. Rather
than social movements, they are societies in movement
(Zibechi 2006, 2017). The expression “radical democracy”
can reflect what people are weaving from below. In going
to the root of the democratic idea, it does not attribute no-
tions of protection or serving to abstract state institutions:
the root of all legitimate power can only be the people
themselves (Lummis 2002). For an increasing number of
people, no dispositive that transfers this power to a form
of representation can be truly democratic.

It is impossible to effectively characterize all the na-
scent initiatives. Most share a common rejection of the
patriarchal, statist, capitalist, racist, sexist, caste-based,
and anthropocentric roots of the dominant regime. Their
common “NO” opens up to a multitude of “YESes”, to paths
and life options that are radically diverse (Escobar 2015;
Kothari et al. 2019).

The Travesia

Today’s main political conflict does not involve liberals and
conservatives, republicans and democrats, superpowers
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and nation-states, industrialists and environmentalists,
progressives and reactionaries. It is a conflict between life
and death. Today’s struggle seeks, with a sense of urgency,
to stop the destruction of Mother Earth and human life. In
this sense, the pandemic is the beginning of the final battle
in this war. Its outcome may depend on the clarity with
which we can perceive its terms. The Travesia is, above all,
a global wake-up call to take the necessary action against
what remains of capitalism and against the atrocious mode
of dispossession and destruction that is replacing it. It is
a struggle for life.

The experience of the antisystemic movement allows
us to acknowledge that it is utterly illusory to expect gov-
ernments to stop corporations, for the former are increas-
ingly at the service of the latter. It is equally pointless to
appeal to the corporations themselves, trapped in their
destructive logic. Even less so is there room for turning to
political parties or conventional mobilizations. The only
true hope lies in the people themselves, organized for
resistance, survival, and emancipation. Their initiatives
are constantly expanding in the entire world, but they are
dispersed, dis-concerted. The aim of the Zapatista initiative
is for these initiatives to become concerted, so that they
can exert the necessary force in the face of a perspec-
tive that is increasingly horrifying, characterized by the
multiplication of authoritarian controls, a campaign of
fear, and destructive impulses. In accordance with their
tradition and style, the Zapatistas do not make a global
call to unite forces around them or around a specific uto-
pia or organization. They rather focus on listening to us
so that we can listen to each other. By opening up to the



TOWARDS A NEW ERA 21

possibility that the other might transforms us, awakened
by the Travesia, the opportunity will arise for us to inter-
twine and come together in the particular forms of each
geography and context.
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Aworld where many worlds fit. Zapatista Soli. Archive of shared images
for the Travesia for Life-Europe Chapter.
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The Gifts of Zapatismo

One cannot even think of where to begin, and the list is
constantly growing. However, it is useful to keep some of
the main theoretical-political contributions of Zapatismo
in mind.

Beyond Patriarchy

The insurrection of the Zapatista women began long before
the 1%t of January 1994 and it has never ceased. They broke
the backbone of patriarchal normality, and their attitude
continued to spread until, on the 8™ of March 2020, mil-
lions of women around the world did the same thing. We
are no longer where we used to be.

This insurrection clearly set itself apart from conven-
tional feminisms and was often invisible, even disqualified.
For example, on the occasion of the Indigenous National
Forum, called by the Zapatistas on the 1% of January 1996
amidst the San Andres negotiations, various roundtables
were organized. In the women’s table, urban feminists from
Mexico City quickly took control and, on the second day,
began to circulate to the rest of the tables a manifesto that
they had prepared previously. When preparing to sign it,
we realized the Zapatista women had left the conversations
of the women'’s table, respectfully stating that they would
go to a different space to discuss what was of interest to
them. This rupture of sorts left its mark for years to come.
Many feminists did not understand the radicalness of the
Zapatista women.
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What they have been constantly doing and saying ex-
presses, above all, their conviction that there is no room
for compromise: there can be no real freedom for women
within the dominant system. Their struggle must focus
on dismantling it. There is no point in waiting until the
system disappears, pursuing reforms or adjustments in the
meanwhile; the patriarchal traits of behaviours, political
structures, and social organizations, as well as the verbal
and non-verbal language, must change, now.

Perhaps the most important achievement of the Zapa-
tistas is their struggle for life, their fight to nurture it and
regenerate it. They revisit and renew an old tradition. The
arché of the first matriarchal societies meant that in the
beginning was the mother. When men took over the word,
the arché began to turn to control, domination, rule. The
Zapatistas have recovered the original meaning of the term.

Going beyond patriarchy means dissolving all hierarchy
in human relations, rejecting forms of rule and domination.
Despite the resistance of men, this principle has managed
to prevail in the constitution of the Zapatista communities.
They easily accept specific hierarchies that are controlled
by the group and aim at performing concrete actions. Or-
ganizations might be created to fulfil specific temporary or
permanent functions; in these cases, rule or coordination
are practical apparatuses for the realization of the entrusted
tasks, but they do not establish or generalize hierarchies
beyond the sphere of this task.

This principle allows for the understanding of the com-
plex relationship between the EZLN and its support bases.
An army cannot be democratic or exist without a hierarchy.
The EZLN has had a vertical character from the moment it
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was created, but it only leads the communities under con-
ditions of red alert. The EZLN does not rule over everyday
life. The insurrection was the result of consultation with
the communities, which stood behind it from the begin-
ning. And so it has been ever since. Once new policies or
decisions are approved, the EZLN responsibly assumes
their implementation. Furthermore, the military character
of the initiative has disappeared since 2006.

Since the Women’s Revolutionary Law, which appeared
on the 1%t of January 1994, the Zapatista women have occu-
pied a prominent space in all public events, in everyday life
and in the initiatives of the Zapatista peoples and communi-
ties. Ithas not been an easy ride. As everywhere else, they
encountered the resistance of men, many of whom still do
not accept the new way of being in a world that involves
going beyond patriarchy. Nothing has stopped them, and
they continue to play a central role in the transformations
that take place within the communities and inspire the en-
tire world, including the sexual declassification of society
and the practical elimination of all forms of gender-based
discrimination.

Asking we Walk

One of the defining features of Zapatismo is its capacity to
change without betraying its principles or losing its way.
This is how Zapatismo was born, when the profession-
al revolutionaries that arrived at the Lacandon Jungle in
1983 to promote their notion of social revolution decided
to listen; and they discovered that, at the same time, the
peoples and the communities that received them were also
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listening to them. As Comandante Tacho once pointed out,
listening does not consist only in hearing the other, butin
being willing to be transformed by the other.

The Zapatistas have been constantly modifying their
walk, listening to others. Since the first time they listened,
in 1983 and 1984, the EZLN focused on economic, social,
and political organization until, in 1991 and following the
decision of the communities, it led the insurrection. On
the 12th of January 1994, the Zapatistas carefully listened
to the demand of a civil society that revolted with them
and stood by their side but expressed the need to not walk
down the path of violence. The Zapatistas have been obeying
ever since. They have not laid down their arms. As Subco-
mandante Moisés once asserted, they are a tool, just like
the machete and the plow. They can serve a purpose. They
have the arms, and they know how to use them. However,
they have not done so, despite the constant aggressions
of almost three decades. They have consistently defended
non-violence.

They have not stopped walking. They are constantly
transforming their reality and they do not only listen to
what they are told. They actively seek the conditions that
can lead to an exchange of ideas and experiences. This is
what happened throughout 1994 and 1995. The year 1996
was crucial for the Zapatista listening. It began with the
National Indigenous Forum, where different indigenous
groups listened to each other for the first time and decided
to build the National Indigenous Congress; the Congress
adopted the antipatriarchal principle of operating as an
assembly when together and as a network when separat-
ed, abandoning the centralized and hierarchic forms of
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conventional organizations. The Zapatistas brought to the
table of negotiations with the government the positions
of all the indigenous peoples of Mexico, not only theirs;
the San Andres dialogues and the resulting accords were
an exemplary case of listening, despite the closures and
misunderstandings from the government side. 1996 was
also the year of meeting people and collectives from around
the world who, time and again, responded to their callings,
finally forming the International of Hope.

For the fulfilment of the San Andres Accords, the Zapa-
tistas persisted in their dialogue with the authorities of
successive governments, responding to the calls of civil
society. They were able to acknowledge their limits, not
only due to the betrayal by the government, but also to
the change in the economic and political circumstances
in Mexico and the world. In 2006, anticipating what in
2008 would be expressed as a financial crisis, the Zapatista
peoples and communities commenced another profound
transformation; this was the result of carefully listening to
all sorts of experiences that demanded going beyond the
horizon of the nation-state and government authorities
to redefine the democratic tradition, in a thrust that has
lasted all the way up to the 2021 journey.

It is virtually impossible to find another political initia-
tive and another movement of the magnitude and scope
of Zapatismo that has learned to change so profoundly
on the basis of listening. Instead of falling into the trap
of theoretical formulations that turn into dogmas and are
expressed in slogans that are increasingly devoid of mean-
ing, the Zapatistas have known how to listen to others
and constantly modify their orientations, forms of orga-
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nization, and economic, social, and political practices,
without abandoning any of the original motives of their
uprising, motives which are no longer expressed in the
form of demands but are self-constructed challenges and
experiences.

A World of Many Worlds

Listening to others involves attention as well as respect,
opening up to the possibility of difference, to the sensible
acknowledgment of their radical otherness. The critique
of all universalist formulations did not emerge only from
the multiple cultures that built Zapatismo. It also sprang
from the interaction with people and organizations from
very different cultures around the world who visited the
Zapatista territories.

For many centuries, the evangelizing tradition (Catholic
means universal) contaminated political initiatives of all
classes and conditions based on the promotion of ideas and
practices that were accepted as indisputable truths. To pro-
mote is to move the other towards the direction that is con-
ceived by the person who promotes, under the assumption
that people are still, that they must be moved—something
that is always false—or, even worse, that they are moving
towards the wrong direction and must be guided towards
the direction of the person who conducts the promotion.

Commotion is what defines the Zapatista style of inter-
action. The Zapatistas move jointly with others to define the
path together, on the basis of a drive that involves growing
together and walking down this path side by side. Doing,
putting ideas to practice, becomes a source of contagion
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and inspiration for others; and, as this practice is founded
on mutual respect and attentive listening, it leads to the
radical practice of building a world where many worlds
fit, both in theory and in practice.

Walking the New Era

The radical spirit of Zapatismo, from their invention until
today, is to defy the dominant regime. From the beginning,
they have articulated a solid characterization of the roots
of the oppression suffered by the peoples that conceived
and built Zapatismo. They remained watchful before the
changes of this regime, when the destructive vocation of
those who propelled it and benefited from it turned against
them and activated even more atrocious modalities of dom-
ination and control, putting the survival of the human
species and even of the planet itself at risk.

However, in contrast with many other endeavours di-
rected against the dominant regime, the Zapatistas did
not build in its place a utopian notion to lead the general
endeavour towards a certain conception of the new soci-
ety. They decided to build it without a preconceived plan
on the basis of a fortunate combination of traditions and
innovations that always included the capacity to change.
In Zapatismo, it is difficult to distinguish practice from
theory. All practice is constantly submitted to a process
of reflection that gives way to theoretical and technical
elaborations that modify it. It is the doing itself that turns
into a source of contagion and inspiration for others, who
can apply their own creativity to trace their path in their
particular context.



30 GUSTAVO ESTEVA

Certain elements can be considered characteristic of
this walking and have led to all sorts of interactions with
other initiatives and movements.

Autonomy
The Zapatistas clearly placed autonomy on their general
agenda of transformation and became a necessary refer-
ence for countless experiences that, in this period, have
emerged as autonomous constructions. To appreciate the
significance of what they have done, it is useful to dis-
tinguish between ontonomy, the normative order that is
inscribed in your own being based on tradition; autonomy,
which is created through the internal decision of a group,
collective, community; and heteronomy, the normative
order that is imposed by others. From the very beginning,
the Zapatistas embraced principles and norms that came
from their multiple cultural traditions, without becoming
entrapped by them, modifying them in an autonomous
form. This autonomy was never defined in an individualist
way, leading to the extremes of the right-wing libertarians;
it was the expression of a community thrust, where the
norms of coexistence are freely defined and then modified
according to experience. In Zapatismo, there is a constant
and radical effort to resist all heteronomous imposition: by
the market, the state, or even internal forces and actors.
One of the forms in which the autonomous will of the
Zapatistas is expressed more clearly is that of the conception
of everyday needs. Instead of reducing them to terms that
entail dependence, they are expressed in verbs that reclaim
personal agency. Instead of accepting the education that s
imparted by the regime they resist, the Zapatistas organized
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autonomous forms of learning that are decentralized and
open and have been yielding noteworthy results. Instead
of bowing before the dominant notion of health and a san-
itary system in blatant decline which brings disease and
death to many people, the Zapatistas organized forms of
healing in which they act without dogmatism, combining
traditional remedies and practices with modern innova-
tions, putting emphasis on living a healthy life rather than
on healing. Instead of continuing to consume toxic and
scarce foods which create the worst of dependencies—that
of the stomach—, the Zapatistas gave the act of eating a
multiple meaning, one which combines their significant
self-sufficiency through the production of their own food
with attitudes that modify everyday practices linked to
eating. Housing for the Zapatistas has not amounted to
the acquisition of homes and services, but to a form of
interaction with Mother Earth and with others; an inter-
action that defines the conditions of the environment by
common accord and renders it habitable for true habitants
who enter into dialogue with this environment. In all as-
pects of everyday life, the Zapatista way is built through the
fortunate combination of ontonomous and autonomous
practices and resistance against all forms of heteronomy,
all norms imposed from the outside.

Democracy

The Zapatistas gave back to this word its original meaning.
Abandoning all illusions linked to so-called representative
democracy, and aware that its forms are instruments of
the dominant regime in the nation-state, the Zapatistas
renovated modalities of their different cultural traditions
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to create a form of government of their own. One where
communities and peoples can govern themselves through
procedures that are freely agreed upon; where the principle
of leading by obeying can be applied in all its forms; and
which, at the same time, guarantees the participation of all
in the exercise of government. It is worth noting that these
forms of government are always based on attentive and
respectful listening, on the acknowledgment of a diversity
which includes the radical otherness of others, and on the
capacity to weave impulses and wills at all levels: from
people as nodes in networks of relations to communities,
municipalities, regions, and the entirety of the Zapatista
peoples and communities.
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The Zapatista Inspiration

Since 1994, there is no aspect of my everyday life that does
not in some way reflect the impact of Zapatista initiatives;
even my confusions and contradictions.

What we still do not know how to name, the native,
the indigenous, the original peoples, the autochthonous,
acquired a new meaning for me through Zapatismo. I was
born and raised in a context in which racism was perceived
as the normal condition, where my mother accepted that
the best she could do for her children was to radically sepa-
rate us from our Zapotec origins so that we would not suffer
the discrimination that she had endured. I was 13 when we
acquired the condition of underdeveloped, and I wished
development for my Zapotec grandmother, my family, and
my country, unaware of the physical and cultural destruc-
tion this would entail. For many decades, I lived within a
form of racism that is not perceived as such, one which
is often experienced, under the developmentalist cloak,
as a generous and open attitude towards certain peoples
and cultures that live in conditions inferior to one’s own.

Although my experience on the ground, in the commu-
nities with which I worked in the 1970s and 1980s, gradually
dissolved the convictions with which I had been educated,
and I enthusiastically partook in the awakening and cultural
affirmation in which the commemoration of the 500 years
was expressed in 1992, it was only in 1994 that [ was able
to assert myself in a different way and clear my head, my
heart, my behaviour from all the modalities of racism that
Istill carried within and that, in a way, defined the general
conditions of Mexican society. It was finally possible to say
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“Basta! Enough!” to all of this. With this attitude, I became
involved in multiple initiatives that constituted new forms
of interaction between people from different cultures; this
naturally led to the foundation, with certain friends, of the
Centre for Intercultural Encounters and Dialogue where,
for over 20 years, we have conducted different activities
to learn forms of coexistence with people different from
ourselves.

My participation in the San Andres negotiations follow-
ing an invitation by the Zapatistas changed many political
attitudes in a way that is still difficult to describe. Each and
every one of the events that the Zapatistas have organized
in San Cristobal, which I have all attended with no excep-
tion, has been a source of inspiration that has profoundly
changed my perspectives and activities.

The Indigenous State Forum of Oaxaca, to whose cre-
ation and operation I contributed in the 1990s, was clearly
inspired by the Zapatistas. It constituted a free and open
space for assuming radical initiatives. In its 1997 session,
the Forum publicly asserted that schools had been the main
instrument of the state for the destruction of native cultures,
and diverse initiatives and actions were announced, which
led us to create the University of the Earth (Unitierra) in
Oaxaca at the beginning of the present century; Unitierra is
a coalition of indigenous and non-indigenous organizations
that explicitly embraced the Zapatista example.

Since 2002, Unitierra has participated in the struggle
against genetically modified corn and contributed to the
creation of the Oaxaca Committee for the Defence of Native
Corn. The Committee entrusted the university with the
organization of a big exhibition in Mexico City to advance
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the struggle at the national level. Unitierra organized it in
2003 under the name “Without corn, there is no country
(Sin matz no hay pais).” The exhibition received a million
visitors and managed to propel what became, from then
on, a national movement with the same name, clearly in-
spired by the Zapatistas.

Likewise, in 2003, Unitierra launched a complex regen-
erating activity in the communities, mainly the indigenous
ones. It began by visiting 200 communities in Oaxaca, 120 in
Chiapas, and 80 in Guerrero. This endeavour was a source
of greatlearning and yielded good results, thus becoming
a permanent activity of Unitierra, encompassing all the
physical, technical, and cultural aspects of the different
community realities.

Unitierra participated forcefully in the 2006 rebellion,
when the people of Oaxaca rose up against the authoritar-
ian rule of the governor and held for more than 100 days
what was rightly called the Oaxaca Commune, in allusion
to that of Paris. Despite its limitations and contradictions,
it was an unprecedented experiment of social and polit-
ical transformation in the country, which could only be
stopped through the fiercest repression the state had ever
known. We continue to witness the consequences of this
special moment, where the influence of Zapatismo can
be easily identified.

In January 2017, I promoted the organization of a month-
ly virtual forum called “Other political horizons: Beyond
patriarchy, capitalism, and the democratic nation-state”.
From the onset, it was joined by collectives, groups and
communities from different spaces in Mexico and various
countries. It continues until today, organized and held by
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the collectives themselves on a rotating basis. We exchange
experiences, learn from each other, and reflect together
on ways to deal with today’s challenges. We have already
produced five books that include our conversations, in
which the voice of the Zapatistas can be repeatedly heard.

Likewise, in 2017, some comparfierxs® and I thought it
would be useful to bring together collectives, organizations,
and communities that were challenging the market and
the state and trying to draw an alternative path. As the
main intention was to learn from each other, we called this
initiative Crianza Mutua (Mutual Nurturing), adopting the
expression used by the indigenous peoples of Peru to refer
to their relations with all the living and non-living beings
of their surroundings. We began to identify some of these
groups in Mexico so as to put them in touch and facilitate
their mutual visits. This created a weave of solidarity and
opened up new possibilities. A similar exercise began to
take place in Colombia, where two universities of the earth
like ours had already been created.

In 2018, during a conversation with Ashish Kothari from
the Kalpavrish organization in India, we discovered they
had launched a similar initiative under the name of Vikalp
Sangam, Confluence of Alternatives. Our conversations
flowed into the decision to organize the Global Tapestry
of Alternatives to foster and support the coming together

®  Translator’s note: The author uses throughout the text the form

“x” instead of “a” or “0”—which in Spanish denote the female and male
gender respectively—to include both genders as well as non-binary
modalities (thus, for example, companerxs instead of compafieras or

compafieros).
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of those who are trying, around the world, to deal with the
current challenges with clarity, courage, and creativity.
After alot of exploring, we adopted a common position on
what we do not want this Tapestry to be: it is antipatriarchal,
anticapitalist, antistatist, anti-caste, antianthropocentric.
However, it is not defined by what we do not want, but
rather by our affirmations: we want to put caring for life
at the centre of social organization and abandon patri-
archal centralized and hierarchic practices. The statute
of the Tapestry explicitly points towards Zapatismo as a
source of inspiration and a reference point for identifying
the alternatives.
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AL FARO ZAPATISTA COLLECTION

The Zapatista insurrection occurred at a special moment in
history when the counter-hegemonic forces were debilitated
and disarticulated. In these circumstances, it served as a
wake-up call for antisystemic movements around the world.

The 2021 Zapatista Travesia occurs at a similar moment.
The pandemic has thrown many people and social and
political movements off balance. Numerous approaches
and initiatives have become obsolete under the new cir-
cumstances. Once again, the Zapatistas have hit the nail on
the head and inspired thoughts and behaviours regarding
the new reality.

In the first section, I examine the crisis of patriarchy, of
the nation-state, democracy, and capitalism, as well as the
options available from below, to demonstrate the impor-
tance of the new Zapatista initiative. In the second section,
Ireflect on the main theoretical and political contributions
of Zapatismo. Finally, I recount activities and initiatives
that have been inspired by Zapatismo.
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