Subcommandante M arcos

A leading person in Zapatista Movements in Mexico

Biography:

Not much is known &bout the private life of Subcomandante Marcos. As the leading
gookesperson and one of the leaders of the indigenous armed revolutionary group,
Zapdiga Army of Nationd Liberation (EZLN), he conceds his identity behind a
baaclava for obvious security, as wedl as socio-palitical reasons. Although, conflicting
sources have at times identified him as a disenchanted government officid, a college or
university professor, or a Jesuit priest (1), a generd consensus in the literature points to
the posshility that he is formdly educated (with a Magters in Philosophy) and that he has
worked as a professor at the Autonomous Univerdty of Mexico. In an interview with
Gabrid Garcia Maquez, Marcos acknowledges his urban, middle-class, and literary
upbringing.

He reveds that both of his parents were teachers who taught him to become *conscious
of language—not as a way of communicating, but of condructing something” (2).
Indeed, most of his readers, dong with Marquez, recognize that Marcos writes in a style
that reveds an erudite familiarity with many literary genres.

In 1995 the Mexican government attempted to reved Subcomandante Marcos identity
by identifying him a Refad Sebadién Guillén Vicente, a Mexican ndiond from
Tampico, Tamaulipass. Macos and the EZLN denied this. In reponse Zapatista
sympathisers across Mexico clamed “Todos Somos Marcos’ (We Are All Marcos) (3).
Such protests attest to the metapersona status that Marcos represents.

Subcomandante Marcos acknowledges that he is not indigenous, even though he is the
highet military authority of an indigenous revolutionary group. Neverthdess those in
his ranks regad him as “‘a man of druggle even if he is mestizo' [read: of ‘mixed
European and Indigenous heritage] (4). ” In short, Marcos biography, interesting as it
may be is irrdevant to the struggle a hand. As Macos himsdf remarks. “At dake is
what Subcomandante Marcosis, not who hewas’ (5).

History and Important Events:1968-1993

Numerous sources speculate that Subcomandante Marcos, like many in his generation,
become radicalized by the events of 1968. It is dso believed that he left his post a the
univesty and joined the urban, Maoist, guerilla group, Nationad Liberation Front
(FLN), dthough the exact date is not know. After the FLN was discovered and defeated,
Subcomandante Marcos arrived in the jungles of Chigpas, in November 1983, to attempt
to build a socidi movement dong the familiar lines of Guevara-inspired guerrilla war.



He himsdf acknowledges that when the group of sx would-be guerillas firg arived
they possessed a verticd conception of druggle, expressed in the bdief: “Wha is
necessary is a group of srong men and women, with ideologica and physca strength,
with the resistance to carry out thistask” (6).

However, Marcos and his companions soon learned that importing a preconceived
schema of revolution was neither feasible nor desirable. As the young EZLN carried out
its work among the indigenous communities, a ‘double-learning process took shape. For
the indigenous people, this involved learning from the EZLN things like military defence,
Mexican higory, mathematics, and reading and writing. While for the EZLN, lessons
such as how to conserve one's food, widdd a machete, and the world-view of the
indigenous people were imparted. Eventualy a rdaionship out of necessty began to
form, with the result of “a confrontation between... modes of decison-making [which
took place] until people from the communities began to join the EZLN and the
indigenous form of decison-making began to take precedence” (7). As thousands joined,
the line between the communities and the guerrillas became blurred.

This confrontation led Marcos and his companions to shed ther former Maoigt
conception of an amed vanguard party, and to subordinate themsaves to indigenous
communa dructures. As a result of adopting the democratic practices of the community,
Marcos no longer spoke of the EZLN as “a guerilla group, but an amy, an army with
territory, with troops, with a generd draegic plan” (8) , formulated by communities
themsdves. As one scholar on the subject notess “The process of regiondizing the
military sructure clearly demondrated the character of the EZLN as a federation of
political/armed communes’. Adopting, or rather evolving into a federate framework led
Marcos to bresk with his earlier theoreticd schemas and to emerge, after the 1994
uprisng, as a spokesperson/theorist of what has become known as ‘the first postmodern
revolution.’

1994 - present

The EZLN ganed the world's attention by occupying San Cristoba de las Casas, Las
Margaritas, Altamirano and Ocosingo (10) on January 1st 1994. The date ddiberately
coincided with the inauguration of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
in Mexico. The EZLN declared war on what it perceived as an unjust and illegitimate
government, and made demands for the incuson of indigenous people in decisiont
making processes and an end to the poverty that plagued (and plagues) the communities.
In total, eleven demands were liged in the 1t Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle (11). A
wave of military represson ensued as the armed forces attempted to recapture the towns
and encircle the EZLN.

The ‘military phase’ laged until the Mexican government declared a cease-fire on
January 12, 1994. After this stage, the movement entered into a second phase, which has
been regarded by some as ‘language warfare’. It began with government proposds for
pesce, which after thorough deliberations the EZLN rgected on the grounds that “the
centrad questions of democracy, freedom, and justice had not been resolved” (12), and



that the government continued to violate the cease fire, and lie aout the process of the
dialogue. In response, Subcomandante Marcos composed, and continues to compose, a
fury of letters directed a the media, where he urges “civil society to take on once again
the centra role’ (13).

Conventions were organized in the following years with the ams of drawing the world's
atention to the druggle in Chigpas and broadening the concept of participatory
democracy. Thousands attended from abroad, and Marcos succeeded in establishing
himsdf as a charismatic opponent (despite or perhaps because of the balaclava) of the
anti-globaization movement. He was dso accredited with having shifted revolutionary
practice to a new theoreticd level. As historian Antonio Garcia de Ledn notes, “Marcos
and the Zapatistas have transformed politica discourse into a mode of poetical discourse
and have initisted a radicdly innovetive use of language and information in the politica
sruggle’ (14). Words, as Marcos often remind us, are the arsend in the conflict for

justice, liberty, and democracy.
Magjor Concepts:

Command-Obeying - Although, command-obeying is nothing short of the desgnation
of the democratic forms that have survived for centuries in the indigenous communities
of Chigpas, Subcomandante Marcos can be accredited with bringing it to our attention.
Command-obeying can be thought of not only as a way of community decisionmeaking
but dso as away to alow communities to maintain control over their gppointed leaders.

The practice assures that community leaders must be able to lisgen to the communities
(15), specificdly because it rgects the impersonad politics of mgority rule, so often
asociaed with democratic prectice in liberd-capitaist regimes. In the place of mgority
rule, command-obeying advocates consensus. Marcos notes:

“In any moment, if you hold a podtion in the community (firs, the community has to
have appointed you independent of your politica effiliation), the community can remove
you. There it a fixed term that you have to complete. The moment that the community
begins to see that you are faling in your duties, that you are having problems, they st
you down in front of the community and they begin to tdl you what you have done
wrong. You defend yoursdf and findly the community, the collective, the magority
decides what they are going to do with you. Eventudly, you will have to leave your
position and another will take up your respongbilities’ (16).

The nature of such debates dlows us to conceptudize command-obeying as a germ of
paticipatory democracy: its mechanisms place power directly into the hands of
communities to the extent that the ‘organization’ that acts on behdf of the communities
cannot decide which path it will take without consultation. Thus, in prectice, the EZLN
accepts or regjects the government’s proposals only after every child, woman, and man in
the communities, has had the opportunity to spesk and be heard.



Subversive Affinity - While Subcomandante Marcos often, to the dismay of the
traditiond Left, presents himsdf as a nationdist (17), his nationdism is best understood
as an attempt to congruct a ‘subversive afinity,” (a term prescribed by Massmo De
Angdis). Subverdgve dffinity cannot be “defined by nationd boarders or racid
characterigtics’ (18) . To be certain, Marcos certainly clams that the EZLN “are patriots
and our insurgent soldiers love and respect our tricolored flag” (19); however, Marcos
adso transgresses the limits of national boundaries when he suggedts that the demands of
the EZLN can be the demands of exploited people worldwide. The object of sriving for
universal values, such as judtice, democracy, and liberty, is presented a conferences and
in Marcos communiqués as dways a potentidly internationd aspiration. The idea of
‘nation’ is thereby reformulated by subversve affinity as “the idea of struggling wherever
one happensto live’ (20).

Perhaps, nowhere does Marcos aticulate subversve affinity better then when he
proclams

“Marcos is gay in San Francisco, a black in South Africa, Adan in Europe, a Chicano in
San I9dro, an anarchig in Spain, a Pdedinian in lgad, an indigenous person in the
dreets of San Cristéba, a gang member in Neza, a rocker on campus, a Jew in Germany,
ombudsman in the sedana, feminig in political parties, Communist in the post-Cold War
era, prisoner in Cindapa, peacifis in Bosiia... Marcos is every undulated, oppressed,
exploited minority that is ressing and saying ‘Enough!’” (21)"His border-transcending
proclamation dtuates the Zapatidas pariotism as an dement in a multiplicty of
sruggles. By donning the balaclava and evoking the name of Zapata, Marcos congructs a
metapersona that not only awakens the collective memory of insurrection, resulting in a
“dramaic move in a generd panr-Maya culturd affirmation movement (22)", but aso,
through its anonymity, opens the posshility for others to join in the struggle. Through
ubversve dfinity, Mexican higory is brought to life a the same time as its nationd
particularism is overridden.

Language Warfare - Much like subversve dfinity, language warfare is not something
that Subcomandante Marcos coined, but something he does. Language Warfare emerged
out of the shift from the firs, ‘military’ phase of the Zapatisa uprisng to the second,
‘didogue phase. It is characterized by the use of computer networks, conventions
inviting paticipants from civil sociey, extensve leter and communiqué writing,
interviews, and other means tha suggest that words and not guns ae the principle
wegpons in the struggle.

Language warfare dso characterizes the attempt of the EZLN to bresk out of the isolation
which the government atempts to impose upon Chigpan communities, in order to extend
the struggle for judtice, liberty, and democracy beyond Chiapas. It is thus an attempt to
open up anew frontier where dialogueis alowed to take place. As Marcos explains, “We

ae saying, Let's dedroy this State, this State system. Let's open up this space and
confront the people with ideas, not with weapons® (23).



(Neo)Zapatismo - Zapdisno desgnaes the Zgpatidas refusd to fit into former
revolutionary schemas. As such, it represents a bresk with not only traditional Left theory
(for example, theory of permanent revolution) but dso with al theoreticad frameworks
that have hitherto attempted to account for revolutionary activity (for example, resource
mobilization theory).

For many, Zapatismo represents a new way of doing politics. Ideologicdly, for example,
it is impossble to Stuate Zgpatismo, as Holloway and Peaez suggedt, into any of the
classca “pre-st moulds of Trotskyist, socid democratic or anarchist thought. (24)
However, it is just as impossible to deny the anarchist character of command-obeying or
the feminig orientetion of the ‘laws of women,’ drafted by the Zgpatita communities.
Marcos acknowledges the origins of Zapatismo in the origina confrontation between the
Marxist guerrillas and the indigenous communities. As he puts it, “We arived here and
we were confronted by this redity, the indigenous redity... Ultimaey the theoreticd
confronted the practical, and something happened - the result was the EZLN.

Therefore our combatants are right when they say, We are not Maxis- Leninigts, we are
Zapatidas. (25)" Zapatismo can, therefore, be thought of as a different type of
revolutionary project; in place of revolutionary vanguards and historical necessty it
offers command- obeying and subversive &finity.

According to Marcos, Zapatismo is not about the seizing of postions of power, but about
the opening of spaces where didogue can take place. As such, the capturing of the dtate
with the am of executing a progran has no place in the vison of Zgpatiismo. On the
contrary, inherent in the recognition of the need for dialogue is the recognition of the
plurd nature of Mexican society. As such, Marcos is careful to point out that the
Zapdida revolution, despite of its clear indigenous content, is not an indigenous
revolution: it is the atempt to create a space where different political forces have the
opportunity to debate al proposds. “If there is a neolibera proposad for the country,”
contends Marcos, “we shouldn't try to diminae it but to confront it” (26). As such,
Zapatismo may dgnd a departure from other political theories, but it does not exclude
the need to serioudy condder the political aspirations of neoliberd, anarchist, or Marxist

perspectives.

Crucid to the survivd of Zapatismo is its ability to withsand categorization. As has
dready been noted, Zgpaismo utilizes language wafare in order to highlighting the
demands of indigenous communities. Clams to ‘dignity’ and ‘jusice are centrd to the
naiure of the Zapatista struggle. Dignity and judtice, however, are empty dgnifiers they
have no ontent, but serve as the bads for claiming the right to have rights. The same can
be sad of Zapatismo. For Zapaismo to declare itsdf Marxist, with an dready defined
proposa of ‘what is good for the country,” would not only be inaccurate but would aso
rob it of its atempt to function as “a firs step, an antechamber that you enter before you
enter this new country”. As Marcos argues, an atempt to create a universa doctrine by
Zgpatismo would imply that Zgpatismo would have to dat defining itsdf, and “As it



tries to define itsdf, Zapatiamo takes the risk of becoming just another organization”
(28).
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