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1

Local Communities and 
Global Resistance

Social Change and Autonomy 
Struggles in the Americas

Kara Z. Dellacioppa

Introduction: New Languages of Resistance to Globalization

Over the last twenty years, we have witnessed an abundant growth of 
research on globalization.Within this vast body of work, studies have 

analyzed regional economic integration and debated the shifting role of 
the nation- state (Robinson 2001; Wade 2003), the globalization of produc-
tion (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994), and global citizenship (Sassen 2005). 
By the late 1990s, social movements had emerged as a central research topic 
of globalization (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Smith and Bandy 2005; Della 
Porta and Tarrow 2005) that included a prolific body of scholarship on 
the impact of neoliberalism on Latin American social movements (Esco-
bar and Alvarez 1992). However, it wasn’t until the Battle of Seattle in 
1999 that a global (but diverse) “movement of movements” (Mertes 2004) 
emerged, working to understand, combat, and possibly transform the “glo-
balization project” (McMichael 2000; Epstein 2001). Michael Hardt and 
Antonio Negri’s “Empire” (2000) was widely read in leftist academic and 
activist circles and was considered the most “optimistic” reading of global-
ization.Their descriptions of the cacophonous revolts of the “multitude” 
included all movements from the Hamas of the Gaza Strip to the Land-
less Movement of Brazil (without making much distinction between the 
two). However, their reading of the current global climate, while innova-
tive, lacked an empirical analysis of social movements and of the structure 
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of global power (an analysis of America’s hand in structuring globaliza-
tion was especially lacking). Although many embraced these new concepts, 
others doubted that their analysis would lead to the construction of any 
viable global political organization out of this amorphous “multitude” 
(Arrighi 2002).

The Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN), however, punctuated 
the headlines of the global news media, throwing the “new world order” 
into a tailspin while challenging the theoretical abstractions of “global civil 
society” and the “multitude.” The resulting concrete case study included 
the seedlings of an actual political program. In 1994, the EZLN uprising 
against the Mexican state was a game changer. The EZLN, or Zapatistas, 
in one brief moment shifted the terms of the debate about the possibili-
ties for resisting and transforming the globalization project (Ross 1995). 
The Zapatistas challenged long- held beliefs about identity, race, relations 
of power, and the role of the state in social transformation. They defied the 
established notion that, to transform society, a revolutionary movement 
must seize the state apparatus and reorganize society from above. Instead, 
they argued that society can only be transformed from below at the com-
munity level (Marcos 2006). They believed that by changing relations of 
power at the micro level, eventually the state would have to respect the “dig-
nity” of their struggle and to “mandar obedeciendo” (rule by obeying).The 
EZLN articulated the “right to be different,” the demand for “dignity,” and 
the “struggle for autonomy” (Esteva 2006). Shortly thereafter,“Zapatismo” 
became a transnational, “transcultural,”1 and “translocal”2 political vision 
engaging with discourses of autonomy, global justice, indigenous rights, 
and democracy while challenging Western notions of democracy and poli-
tics (Escobar 2010; Holloway 2010). The Zapatistas developed, in effect, a 
“grassroots postmodernism” (Esteva and Prakash 1998). When the EZLN 
burst forth into global politics, they challenged both the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the political legitimacy of the Mexi-
can state (Barry 1995; Collier and Quaratiello 2005; Harvey 1998). Scholars 
and activists alike flocked to understand this “new kind of revolutionary 
movement” and credited the Zapatistas with catalyzing the global justice 
movement (Wood 2005; Starr 2005).

In 1996, within in a few years of their emergence, the EZLN brought 
together thousands of activists from around the world, in the jungle of 
Chiapas in the hopes of creating a global strategy of resistance to corporate 
globalization. Shortly after, many of those same participants incorporated 
Zapatista discourses and practices of autonomy and consensus in their own 
movements, thus helping to set the stage for the Battle of Seattle and the 
creation of the World Social Forum in 2001 (Starr 2005). Although many 
scholars argue otherwise, the Zapatistas never claimed to have originated 
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or to be the “vanguard” of the “alter- globalization” movement. Indeed, 
they fiercely resist such notions. However, the history of their movement 
crystallizes the global– local nexus. To attain a clearer understanding of that 
nexus represented by the Zapatista movement, we decided to publish an 
edited anthology of recent case studies of community- based social move-
ments that are participating in the global justice movement and that, to 
one extent or another, have been influenced by the concepts of autonomy 
as well as by other key notions reflected in the Zapatista movement.

Our hope is that this volume will serve as a window into the new prac-
tices and discourses of global resistance articulated by a variety of local, 
community- based movements. While hardly the only movement in the 
Americas to challenge Euro- modernity, the EZLN is one of the more recent 
movements that has pointedly challenged the European liberalism that for 
centuries had been imposed on the Americas (Escobar 2010). We highlight 
Zapatismo because it is the most relevant movement to directly influence 
the case studies in this book. In several of the cases we present, the EZLN’s 
political practices and discourses serve as a model and an inspiration for 
organization (see chapters by Govea, Hernández Castillo, and Téllez in this 
volume; Wood 2004; Starr 2005). For others, the Zapatistas are fellow trav-
elers on the road to autonomy (see the Drainville essay on the Coalition of 
Immokalee Workers in this volume). Still other movements share parallel 
concerns about autonomy and are seeking to define these ideas without 
directly referencing the Zapatistas (see Weber’s chapter in this volume).

The Zapatistas have consistently refused to be the vanguard of any 
other movement, much to the disappointment of many on the Left. As 
they have resisted cooptation by the state and other powerful social forces 
(including nongovernmental organizations, or NGOs), they have sought to 
build “mutuality” into their relationships with their wealthier supporters 
and other grassroots social movements (Andrews 2010; Olesen 2004).The 
transformation of power relations among groups and between communi-
ties and the state is a centerpiece of the Zapatista struggle. The concept 
of power as a relationship, rather than a reified class or institution, is also 
reflected in grassroots feminist organizing in places such as a global port 
city in the US where powerful nonprofits impose agendas on grassroots 
feminist organizations that struggle to make their communities livable for 
their families (see Weber’s chapter in this volume).

Although the EZLN has inspired alter- globalization social movements, 
ranging from Argentina to Italy (Wood 2005; Olesen 2004), this volume 
focuses on examples of local resistance in the United States and Mexico.
We found a number of interesting cases in the two countries that, to one 
extent or other, shared a similar history of colonial and postcolonial domi-
nation and whose models of organizing reflected or paralleled that of the 
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Zapatistas. We thought it would be enlightening to analyze how Zapatismo 
was articulated implicitly and explicitly in these movements, on a regional 
and local yet still transnational level. Our goal is to begin a dialogue about 
developing a “theory of resistance” to neoliberal globalization that origi-
nates with concepts developed out of Zapatismo and other like- minded 
movements.

As previously stated, the Zapatistas have often been considered to be 
among the catalysts of the global justice movement. However, the term 
“global justice” can suffer from the same limitations as the concept of the 
“multitude” or “global civil society,” concepts often used to refer to that 
movement. As André Drainville deftly argues in his chapter on the Coali-
tion of Immokalee Workers (CIW), the notion of “global civil society” 
often eviscerates the radical impulses contained in local struggles, instead 
of focusing on the “compliant” amalgam of NGOs that are rendered junior 
partners in the globalization project (Petras 1999). In short, the global jus-
tice movement needs to be grounded empirically in an analysis of locally 
based struggles for analysts to truly understand how the “global” is articu-
lated in key moments in the everyday lives of social movement partici-
pants. This is necessary if we are to rescue the “radical” potential of these 
movements.

The community- based struggles represented in this volume are made 
up of individuals at the grassroots level who are participating in the global 
justice movement. They consist of immigrants, farmworkers, sex work-
ers, students, indigenous people, and women, among others. They repre-
sent urban and rural communities in both the United States and Mexico. 
Although they may engage in strategic partnerships and coalitions with 
NGOs and the nonprofit sector, they all view the concept of “autonomy” 
as key. How autonomy is articulated varies from movement to movement. 
These are the new subjects of the grassroots global justice movement, the 
subjects of the new regime of capital accumulation called “accumulation 
by dispossession” (Harvey 2003). Here we turn to a discussion of subjectiv-
ity and social change. Briefly outlining Harvey’s notion of “accumulation 
by dispossession” will show why difference and exclusion become key cat-
egories of analysis of social change under corporate globalization. It is a 
similar argument that the Zapatistas developed in the Sixth Declaration of 
the Selva Lacandona (Marcos 2006).

The Zapatistas, the State, and “Accumulation by Dispossession”

The EZLN’s political discourse and practice of power in their relations 
with traditional political authority, political parties, and the nation- state 
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depart radically from traditional revolutionary movements.From 1994 to 
1996, the EZLN sought to negotiate with the Mexican government over 
their central demands of democratization and indigenous autonomy. An 
agreement on indigenous rights, called the San Andrés Accords, was signed 
that included provisions (albeit limited) on education and autonomy for 
the nation’s indigenous peoples but that steered cleared of any issues relat-
ing to the democratization of the state or control of natural resources 
(Hernández Navarro 1997). Although limited in scope, this landmark 
agreement inspired many social activists around the world to imagine 
“new possibilities changing relations between the state and the people” 
(Alan Minsky, interview with author, Los Angeles, CA, January 13, 2005).
Unfortunately, after years of stalled implementation, along with paramili-
tary violence and the broken promises of political parties, including the 
left- leaning Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD), the Mexican gov-
ernment finally put a nail in the coffin of the accords by passing an alter-
native indigenous rights law. The alternative was a huge step backward for 
indigenous rights (Sanchez 2001). It was at that point that the Zapatistas 
retreated to their communities to discuss what to do. Given the years of 
intermittent negotiations, ongoing political violence, and the betrayal by 
all three main political parties that blocked any effective resolution of the 
conflict, the EZLN, in consultation with its base communities of support, 
began a retreat from state- centered politics.

After a two- year- long consultation with their base communities, the 
EZLN decided to strengthen their “autonomous” institutions, which were 
created in 1994 (EZLN 2007, 68– 69).These institutions are autonomous 
in that they are not recognized by the Mexican government. The EZLN, 
as a largely an indigenous movement, revised indigenous customs law 
to create new institutions that parallel those of the Mexican state. These 
institutions include health clinics, schools, courts, and municipal councils 
called “Boards of Good Governance.” The boards were created to develop 
the civilian side of the Zapatista movement while lessening dependence 
on the military wing of that movement for decision making. If the move-
ment were to survive a difficult time of political division and material 
deprivation, or so the Zapatistas believed, grassroots democracy needed to 
be intensified and strengthened. This has been an ongoing process in the 
Zapatista communities since 2003.

Power, the Nation- State, and the EZLN

The nation- state, according to the EZLN, has been for sometime in the 
hands of what sociologist William I. Robinson refers to as the “Transnational 
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Capitalist Class,” or TCC (2001).The Mexican state since the early 1980s has 
slowly been transformed from within and without as the TCC pushed it to 
abandon the corporatist developmentalist model and to develop one based 
on neoliberal ideology. The redistributive state programs institutionalized 
by the 1917 Mexican revolution, such as land reform, have been privatized 
or eliminated over the last thirty years, leaving a wake of social devastation 
in Mexico’s poor rural and urban communities. The implementation of 
NAFTA in 1994 was but one iteration in a long quarter century of priva-
tization. From the perspective of the Zapatistas, the Mexican ruling class 
has increasingly revealed itself to be agent of empire. The developmen-
talist state no longer invests in the country in the hopes of “developing” 
Mexican society in order to “catch up” with the First World. Rather, the 
aim of this new regime of accumulation is to maximize profits and to cre-
ate the most “investment friendly” country possible. Lowering the price of 
Mexican labor so as to compete with Chinese labor has been one of the key 
goals articulated in such government initiatives as “Plan- Puebla Panama.” 
Thus the Zapatistas regard the entire Mexican “political class” as an agent 
of global capitalists seeking to accumulate capital through dispossession 
(Harvey 2003).

“Accumulation by dispossession” is what Marxist geographer David 
Harvey refers to as the “new imperialism” (2003).This concept is distinct 
from the old imperialism during the era of “expanded reproduction” of 
capitalism. During that period (1945– 70), developed economies guaran-
teed near- full employment for the citizens of the First World. As expanding 
reproduction came to an end by the 1970s in the First World, what were 
called “structural adjustment policies” (SAPs) of the Third World sought to 
privatize nearly every aspect of social and biological life (see Jennifer Rog-
ers’s chapter in this volume on the struggle against genetically- modified 
corn in Oaxaca). As the countries of the First World, or the “Global North,” 
begin to feel the pains from the destruction of social goods such as public 
education and social security, the interconnection between the struggles 
of the Global North and the Global South becomes increasingly acute. 
However, it is hardly as seamless and equalized as Hardt and Negri (2000), 
for example, argue. The EZLN and their fellow travelers are engaged in 
local grassroots struggles, with global dimensions, coming up against vari-
ous aspects of this new regime of capital accumulation. The EZLN’s latest 
political initiative, the “Other Campaign,” is indicative of the new direction 
of these movements.

The EZLN movement’s Sixth Declaration called for “The Other Cam-
paign,” and it was launched alongside Mexico’s 2006 presidential race 
(EZLN 2007). As the EZLN ceased to engage with the Mexican “political 
class,” it drew itself nearer to the movements of the most marginal social 
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actors— sex workers, indigenous peoples, and young people— in order to 
build a “new kind of movement” of one “NO” and many “YES’S.” This new 
perspective included the EZLN’s refusal to endorse any presidential can-
didate in the 2006 election, much to the chagrin of the institutional Left 
in both Mexico and the United States, who were banking on the EZLN’s 
endorsement of the PRD’s presidential candidate, Andrés Manuel Lopez 
Obrador. At the same time, remarkably, the EZLN reached out explicitly 
to the Chicana/o and Mexican immigrant community in the United States 
to join with them in their effort to democratize Mexico from below. Their 
goal was not to ask for donations but rather to join together with the “Oth-
ers”3 of the United States in the struggle to build a new Mexico. The culmi-
nating goal for The Other Campaign is to eventually rewrite the Mexican 
Constitution around the time of the country’s 2012 presidential election. 
From the perspective of the Zapatistas, Chicana/os and Mexican immi-
grants alike should be included since, after all, they were originally exiled 
by the economic policies of the Mexican government. The EZLN considers 
the Mexican government’s recent policies as a response to pressure from 
the TCC and this new stage of capital accumulation called “neoliberal glo-
balization” (EZLN 2007, 79).

The Zapatistas argue that the role of the state should be to “mandar 
obedeciendo” (rule, obeying the will of the people). This is what they have 
attempted to put into practice in the 38 autonomous municipalities in 
Chiapas. The Zapatistas regard the Mexican state as being completely cor-
rupted, owing to its collusion with the transnational capital, its utter aban-
donment of the Mexican Constitution, and the widespread penetration of 
the narco industry in many Mexican state institutions (for English news on 
the drug war in Mexico, see www.narconews.com).

As previously noted, power for the EZLN is a relation, rather than an 
object or thing. It is something that is exercised between individuals and 
groups. The EZLN’s “ethics” understand power as a relationship, not as a 
thing to be seized. This view is evident in their refusal to engage with insti-
tutions within the system (after a number of betrayals) and their refusal to 
focus on elections as a solution. Many of their former allies have criticized 
and subsequently abandoned them as a result. Still, despite the divisions 
that have developed even in their own communities, and despite media 
inattention to their struggle, they have proved, if nothing else, that their 
model has enabled them to survive the media’s abandonment of them, the 
war on terror, and the U.S. military’s increasing infringement on Mexico’s 
sovereignty under the guise of the “war on drugs” (Carlsen 2009).
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The Role of the State and “Expanded Reproduction”

Throughout much of the twentieth century, capitalism was organized 
primarily through nation- states. Although globalization and its “modern 
world system” had been developing since the conquest of the new world 
(Wallerstein 1979), twentieth- century capitalism developed in a stage that 
Marxist geographer David Harvey (2003) calls “expanded reproduction.” 
Expanded reproduction is a regime of capital accumulation in which state 
investments guarantee steady (but not immediate) profits for the captains 
of industry.The construction of infrastructure (highways, electrification, 
dams, development of technology) and long- term investment in the repro-
duction of the working class via public education provided well- paying 
jobs and an internal consumer market for goods produced by national 
industries. Marxists call this period the “welfare– warfare state,”a result of 
the class compromise following hard- won labor struggles prior to the New 
Deal (O’Connor 1973). By the 1970s, however, U.S. hegemony began to be 
challenged as Japan and Germany began to effectively compete with U.S. 
capitalists, and OPEC imposed an oil embargo, pinching off supplies and 
raising costs. At the same time, the economic pressures from the Vietnam 
War pushed the U.S. government to undo the Great Society programs that 
had been trumpeted just a few years earlier.

In Latin America, the import- substitution industrialization (ISI) stag-
nated, and the subsequent crash in oil prices at the end of the 1970s led 
to defaults on debt throughout Latin America (McMichael 2000). This 
precipitated the end of state- led developmentalism and ushered in a neo-
liberal reorganization of nation- states in both Latin America and later in 
the United States. Under the “expanded reproduction” model north of the 
border, and the developmentalist states south of it, the working classes 
as subjects of exploitation had gained some bargaining power and were 
able to get their social demands met. Throughout this period of North 
America’s reign in the “long twentieth century” (Arrighi 1994), the focus 
was on developing its own consumer and productive base while largely 
barring entry of foreign- made goods (Arrighi 1994, 65). In Latin America, 
however, the Cold War gave the United States legitimacy to forcefully open 
global markets for its goods through the Marshall Plan. Development “aid” 
was doled out to Latin American nation- states to build a regional consen-
sus for American capitalist democracy.

The “social subjects” under the system of expanded reproduction were 
largely the working class. Its members organized, through unions, to grab 
a larger share of the value they produced. They voted en bloc for politi-
cal parties that represented their interests, the Democratic Party in the 
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United States and the Social Democratic or Nationalist Populist parties of 
Latin America.

The new regime of capital accumulation that emerged in the 1970s— 
the “accumulation by dispossession”— sought profit making through the 
destruction of state- owned or state- subsidized enterprises and the priva-
tization of social goods such as Social Security and the eradication of 
minimum wage laws.4 The rise of the transnational corporation alongside 
stagnating profits and a crisis of accumulation around the world gave way 
to a new iteration of capitalism. The “worker,” in the classic Marxist sense, 
began to transform into another kind of subject as the neoliberal model 
became institutionalized in the Third World. The deindustrialization of 
the American auto industry (along with other industries such as textiles 
and small electronics), the corporate takeover of American agriculture, 
and increasingly successful political attacks on the welfare state created a 
more “flexible” workforce. Meanwhile, the “globalization of production” 
was the new strategy to boost stagnating profits and shifted what were once 
well- paying union jobs with pensions to “export processing zones” (EPZs) 
in East Asia and the maquiladoras on the U.S./Mexican border (Fernandez 
Kelley 1983; Gereffi, Spener, and Bair 2002; Ong 1987).

The decline of working- class power paralelld the emergence of new 
social subjects. By the end of the twentieth century, wages in the United 
States were no longer keeping pace with the cost of living. As a result, 
women and minorities stepped into the workforce en masse to make up the 
household income gap from declining wages. At the same time, this new 
influx of workers as well as automation helped to lower the price of labor. 
As work became more contingent— that is, automation along with the glo-
balization of production made increasing numbers of American workers 
redundant— service jobs, with lower salaries and fewer benefits, came to 
replace stable union manufacturing jobs and fewer workers could count 
on lifetime employment. As a result, the workplace offered a less- stable 
source of identity.

Social Theory, Cultural Politics, and New Social Movements

By the 1980s, the drastic changes ushered in by the end of “expanded repro-
duction” had begun to filter into social theory. Although some heralded the 
beginning of a “postmodern culture” (Jameson 1984), others argued that 
society was moving toward a “liquid” rather than “solid” form of modernity 
as identities became increasingly individualized around “consumption” 
rather than production (Bauman 2000, 135– 47). Within the new devel-
opment subdiscipline called social movement theory, some celebrated the 
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decline of solely class- based social movements as an “advance” of democ-
racy (Laclau and Mouffe 1988; Touraine 1988). Debates among scholars 
of new social movements (NSM), however, have been contentious and 
extremely political.5

As “solid modernity” (Bauman 2000) and “expanded reproduction” 
began to decline, repressed collective identities and lifestyle differences 
emerged (Harvey 2003). Black power and brown power movements, the 
women’s movement, the lesbian and gay movement, and the environmen-
tal movement challenged normative lifestyles and claimed their advocates’ 
right to be included while maintaining the right to be different. At the same 
time, “artificial negativity” (Luke 1978)), which refers to the inability of 
liberal politics to threaten the modern capitalist state, emerged to argue 
that the above movements do not effectively challenge the system because 
they are essentially minority groups asking to be incorporated into the sys-
tem itself. Therefore, artificial negativity (as defined in the era of expanded 
reproduction) is a tool of monopoly capitalism to correct “overrationaliza-
tion” of social subjects within capitalist society. According to the school 
of critical theory that rejects modern liberalism, by allowing certain types 
of social differences to be recognized by the system, artificial negativity 
thwarts capitalism’s inherent impulse toward totalitarian fascism (Antonio 
2009). When global capitalism (communal vs. society of modern individu-
als), the result is often organic negativity: a total rejection of the system. 
An example of “organic negativity” is a community or a group that poses 
a challenge to the modern capitalist state from “the outside.” Today’s criti-
cal theory circles often cite white nationalists in rural America and radical 
Islam as examples of organic negativity and as a true threat to modern 
capitalist democracy.

The turn toward the analysis of “artificial” negativity occurred along-
side the development of “new social movements,” signaling an end to class- 
based politics. With the emergence of “accumulation by dispossession,” 
class politics (along with a renewal of an analysis of imperialism; Harvey 
2003) began to rise once again within the global justice movement by way 
of both autonomy struggles of indigenous peoples’ of the Americas (Har-
vey 2004; Escobar 2010) and the rise of semiperipheral states, such as Ven-
ezuela, that challenge U.S. regional domination (Hart- Landsberg 2009). In 
both of these distinct forms of struggle, a critical intersecting dialogue of 
class, race, autonomy, and imperialism has developed.

The Zapatista movement challenges the “artificial vs. organic negativ-
ity” divide and reflects concerns about the issue of social class, the cultural 
politics of postmodernism, and new social movement theory. The Zapatis-
tas seek to be included while maintaining a sense of radical difference at 
the community level. Their notion of communal autonomy grew out of an 
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interethnic mixing of Mayan communities during and after the coloniza-
tion of the Lacandón jungle (Harvey 1998). This history helped set the 
stage for the incorporation of other emerging identities, such as feminism, 
into Mexican indigenous and peasant organizations (see Hernández Cas-
tillo in this volume).

The EZLN’s struggle remains “organic,” even while mixing radical 
notions of modern liberalism of rights and sovereignty that could be ren-
dered as “artificial.” The San Andrés Accords is an achievement that allows 
for the radical potential of modernity while acknowledging a distinct sub-
jectivity around an “authentic” indigenous subject. Even more important, 
the EZLN has challenged the underlying assumptions of liberal politics 
and power by rejecting state aid and resisting incorporation on the Mexi-
can state’s terms (and liberalism itself). Through their efforts to achieve 
political autonomy, they have developed a politically sophisticated form of 
populism that “has no coordinates on the traditional political spectrum” 
(Evans 2008, 519). In Ernesto Laclau’s well- known essay on populism, 
the concept of the popular (in the case of the Zapatista “indigenous”) can 
never be separated from its “articulation” within political discourse along-
side other elements (1979).The Zapatistas have developed a “community- 
based” autonomy movement that articulates itself within the framework of 
the Mexican constitution and the global justice movement while still man-
aging to challenge dominant liberalism (individual autonomy through free 
economic choice). Participants move between levels (from community to 
regional to national to global) at distinct moments, not unlike Drainville’s 
description in this volume of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers’ partici-
pation in the global justice movement. The broad horizon of their politi-
cal imaginary frustrates the Mexican state as well as the traditional left to 
no end. Along with a host of other new indigenous popular movements 
in Latin America, the Zapatistas are redefining and moving beyond tra-
ditional liberalism by incorporating more “communally” focused forms 
of politics (Escobar 2010).While the influence of these movements can 
be registered at the level of state policies in countries such as Bolivia and 
Ecuador, in the United States local movements are also being influenced 
by these ideas.

Accumulation by dispossession continues its assault on the “commons” 
(i.e. social goods held in common, such as education, health care, social 
security) in the countries of both the global North and the global South. 
Both the United States and Mexico are representative of this, and their 
fates are increasingly intertwined. Class politics is increasingly important, 
even as the power of labor to affect state policies continues to decline. Here 
enters the concept of “autonomy.” That word harks back to the critical 
theorists’ fears of a potentially fascist- leaning “tribalism.” However, many 



12   KARA Z. DELLACIOPPA

social movements have taken up the concept of autonomy as their own, 
as modern liberalism has either failed to incorporate their communities 
into the modern state or has forcibly subjected them to accept its terms of 
rule. For example, immigrant communities in the United States typically 
are ignored by unions or are increasingly targeted by the state as potential 
criminals or terrorists.

Autonomy: Postliberalism and “Alternative Modernizations”: 
The Politics of Community in the Americas from South to North

In a recent article, Arturo Escobar outlines the key social changes in Latin 
American politics and society brought about by the resurgence of indig-
enous (as well as peasant and Afromestizo) movements. In it, he begins 
by describing the shift to the left of several Latin American governments 
(Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia) and their efforts to develop a “postcapi-
talist” or alternative modernization (2010, 12).He juxtaposes the efforts of 
left- leaning governments— what has been referred to as the “pink tide” 
(Chase- Dunn et al. 2010)— with the recent revival of indigenous move-
ments throughout the region and the challenges and demands they place 
on these governments.

He develops an in- depth argument about the deep challenges these 
movements have posed, not only to the neoliberal development model but 
to the new left- leaning governments as well. These new movements, Esco-
bar argues, are not just challenging the neoliberal economic order. Rather, 
they are challenging the orthodoxy of liberalism itself. Escobar uses the 
terms “postliberal” and “decolonial” to refer to the indigenous peoples’ view 
of politics and social life (2010, 11– 12).

At the same time, he refers to the concept of alternative modernization 
as the efforts by left- leaning Latin American governments to redistribute 
wealth through a postcapitalist development. Although many of these 
efforts have been affected by the politics of the indigenous movements 
themselves, the politics of these new social movements go far beyond the 
issue of economic redistribution. Escobar (2010) regards two interrelated 
but distinct movements, one led by the left- leaning states that challenge 
and transform the predominant neoliberal model into a postcapitalist one, 
and one led by movements that seek to transform the notion of politics by 
introducing what many Latin American scholars are calling a “postliberal” 
era. Indigenous movements have been developing since the beginning of 
resistance to colonialism and their resurgence has been central to both of 
the processes noted by Escobar.
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Escobar (2010) argues that the relationship between the state and 
movements is simultaneously complementary and wrought with tension. 
Latin American indigenous and Afromestizo movements organize not only 
to redistribute wealth and resources but also to redesign social life. Esco-
bar describes the tension between the two thus: “The key question for the 
states is whether they can maintain their redistributive and anti- neoliberal 
policies while opening up more decidedly to the autonomous demands of 
social movements; for the latter, a key question will be the extent to which 
their politics of difference can develop infrastructures that might confer 
upon them a reasonable chance to vie for the re- design of social life along 
non- liberal and post- capitalist criteria, while retaining their autonomy” (4).

In his analysis of the current juncture in Latin America, Escobar provides 
a number of examples, ranging from the CONAIE in Ecuador to feminist 
organizations in Venezuela to Mexico’s Zapatistas. He discusses how these 
movements are redefining politics at the local and national levels. Citing 
several Latin American indigenous scholars and activists, Escobar notes 
that their notions of politics do not separate either the economy or nature 
itself from social life, in what he refers to as Euro- modernity. This is not to 
say that these movements reject liberalism entirely. In fact, many include 
aspects of liberalism that they find useful. Voting, for example, might be 
employed for decision making, along with the use of consensus. Rather, 
beneath the “pink tide” that has swept Latin America are scores of social 
movements that are reimagining social and political life.Some indigenous 
activists and intellectuals are arguing that perhaps liberalism’s hegemony 
over the world has exhausted itself and the time for experimentation with 
other models of political organization is upon us. The notion of autonomy 
is central to many of these movements, including the Zapatistas.

This Bridge Called Zapatismo

The contemporary situation in Latin America might seem worlds apart to 
the people living in the United States, with the deepening economic crisis, 
the Tea Party movement, and strident anti- immigration laws. However, as 
the essays in this volume point out, some ideas that have gained ground 
in Latin America resonate with developments in some U.S. communities.
The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) is the clearest example. This 
Florida- based organization gained national headlines with its successful 
boycott of Taco Bell and McDonalds. The CIW organized alongside church 
and student groups to raise the wages of impoverished tomato pickers. 
More than 80 percent of its membership hails from southern Mexico, and 
many are of indigenous descent. Despite the fact that immigrant labor is 
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excluded from political representation and increasingly criminalized by 
repressive immigration laws, the CIW managed to build coalitions across 
race and class. Autonomy is a key concept for their organization as well 
(Leary 2005). Although clearly the impact of social movements on the state 
is much more profound in Latin America than it is in the United States, the 
exchange of political discourses and practices between the global North 
and global South is noteworthy. Immigration and the speed of mass com-
munication have helped make this exchange of ideas possible. If the notion 
of autonomy gains ground in more movements, discussions of a “postlib-
eral” society in the United States may ensue. Even if it that never comes to 
pass, the seeds of new ways of thinking about the organization of social 
and political life have been planted. And that is what we hope to explore 
in this volume.

Organization of the Volume

The chapters that follow are organized into two parts.The first part 
addresses aspects of social change, such as identity and culture. The sec-
ond part f ocuses on the organizational and political aspects of these new 
movements.

In chapter 2, Aída Hernández Castillo and Gisela Espinosa Damian dis-
cuss the development of feminist consciousness in the early days of the 
Zapatista movement in Chiapas. They describe the historical development 
of women’s activism within that indigenous and peasant organization, 
as well as the Zapatistas. They argue that within the broad strokes of the 
movement, a distinct indigenous women’s movement emerged.

Jessica Taft’s essay in chapter 3 follows the development of teenage 
involvement in the Zapatistas’ other campaign in Mexico City. She dis-
cusses how these young women find their political voice through the mul-
tifaceted “Other Campaign” of the Zapatistas.

Chapter 4 is based on an ethnographic study of two Chicana/o- Latina/o 
social movements based in the Los Angeles area. In it, Melissa Govea ana-
lyzes the appropriation of feminist discourse through Zapatismo in both 
of these movements. Here, Zapatismo has allowed new definitions of femi-
nism to emerge within these organizations. Govea concludes by demon-
strating that Zapatismo has allowed for new feminist discourses to emerge, 
affecting the “gender- equity” politics of both organizations to varying 
degrees. She also argues that the more those organizations have adopted 
Zapatismo as a political vision and practice, the more equalized the gender 
relations have become.
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In chapter 5, Oscar Marquez examines the intersection of inner- city 
youths’ adoption of both the liberatory discourses of hip- hop and of 
Zapatismo to create what he terms “temporary autonomous zones of edu-
cation.” His essay is an ethnographic study of hip- hop groups in Los Ange-
les that specifically adopt Zapatismo toward this end.

The second part of the volume discusses organizational aspects of 
these new social movements. JenniferRoger’s essay in chapter 6 addresses 
the intersection of corn, autonomy, and free trade in the Mexican state of 
Oaxaca. She focuses on two social movements: the Popular Assembly for 
the People of Oaxaca (APPO) and No Hay Pais sin Maiz, the movement 
against genetically modified corn, and explains how both social move-
ments challenge the imposition of free- trade policies in their communities.

In chapter 7, Michelle Téllez addresses how the “autonomous munici-
pality” of Maclovio Rojas is contesting and deconstructing the global 
monopoly of “empire.” She considers resistance in that community, led by 
women, a powerful example of confronting global capitalism.

Chapter 8 is Clare Weber’s analysis of the efforts of a Mexican immi-
grant women’s organization that demands both environmental justice and 
inclusion in decision making in a statewide effort to create better com-
munities. Her essay illustrates immigrant women’s struggle to make their 
voices heard. As well, it analyzes how race, citizenship, class, and gender all 
influence the struggles for community control of local governmental and 
NGO policies.

The final chapter, by Andre Drainville, assesses the efforts of the well- 
known Coalition for Immokalee Workers and describes their organizing 
efforts to demand fair wages for tomato pickers in northwest Florida. It 
discusses their innovative organizing style as well as their victories against 
McDonalds and Taco Bell in negotiating better wages. Drainville argues that 
the success of the CIW reflects the new internationalism of social move-
ments and the antiglobalization movement, demonstrating an authentic 
example of “globalization from below.”

Clare Weber’s concluding essay offers brief reflections on the possibili-
ties for local, community- based organizations to engage in the struggle for 
global justice.
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Notes

 1. Transcultural refers to deep cultural difference not normally captured by tra-
ditional social scientific methods. See Mignolo 2000. It is a term that signifies 
the “traffic” of ideas, values, and the like between dominant and dominated 
groups and is contrasted with the concept of “assimilationism” that prolifer-
ates in the American social sciences.Cultural change in the theory of assim-
ilation of the Chicago School is usually conceived of as a one- way process 



LOCAL COMMUNITIES AND GLOBAL RESISTANCE    19

between “ethnic others” and the dominant white group. Transcultural refers 
to a “dialogic,” or two– way, process.

 2. Lynn Stephen employs the concept of “translocal” to describe indigenous 
Zapotec and Mixtec communities in Oaxaca, Mexico, and in Oregon and 
Southern California in the United States. “Translocal” refers to the way in 
which these communities create an identity in local contexts that appears 
more significant than “national identity” (2007).

 3. Several organizations, including many Chicana/o/Latina/o and immigrant- 
based ones, participated in what is called “Otra Campaña” (The Other 
Campaign on the Other Side of the Border). It included Los Angeles– based 
community- based organizations such as Casa del Pueblo, The Eastside Cafe, 
and the South Central Farmers. Organizations such as CIW (see Drainville in 
this volume) and the Movement for Justice in El Barrio, in New York City, also 
participated to varying degrees (Dellacioppa 2009).

 4. Naomi Klein argues, in The Shock Doctrine, that Chile’s American- supported 
military coup that killed democratically elected President Salvador Allende in 
1973 became the first laboratory for the Chicago School of economics policies 
of radical neoliberalism, wherein large- scale privatization went hand in hand 
with widespread, state- sponsored terror against the civilian population (Klein 
2008).

 5. For example, in Antonio and Bonanno’s essay (2000) on globalization, they 
write lucidly about the struggle of the meaning and impact of NSMs:“NSMs 
are a debated topic. Supporters see them as new forms of radically democratic 
collective action (e.g., Giddens 1994; Beck 1997). Moderate critics argue that 
NSM’s progressive aspects are countered by their tendency to split the left and 
underplay economic injustice (e.g., Gitlin 1995; Rorty 1998; Zizek 1997). Dis-
missive critics hold that NSM leaders and core members are a ‘New Class’ 
of bureaucratically entrenched, ‘politically correct,’ and powerful pseudo- left 
professionals (e.g., Piccone 1990– 1991; Lasch 1995). On the break from Marx-
ism, see Ernesto Laclau and Chantel Mouffe (1985); Ellen Meiksins Wood 
(1986); Anderson (1983;1998); and Eagleton (1996).”





Part I

Cultural Resistance 
and Identity

In the first part of this volume, we examine the effects on cultural identity 
and activism, along with issues of autonomy reflected in the Zapatista 

movement or Zapatista- influenced movements. These essays focus on the 
ways in which the notions of autonomy have affected cultural identity. 
Aída Hernández Castillo and Gisela Espinosa Damian discuss the devel-
opment of feminist consciousness in the early days of Zapatismo move-
ment in Chiapas as well as the history of the development of women’s 
peasant and indigenous organizations in that Mexican state. Jessica Taft’s 
essay focuses on the involvement of teenage girls in the Zapatistas’ “Other 
Campaign” in Mexico City and how they used it to find their own politi-
cal voice. Next, Melissa Gove analyzes how feminism has emerged in two 
Chicano- based organizations in the United States and how Zapatismo has 
impacted gender equity politics in both. Lastly, Oscar Marquez analyzes 
the intersection of the liberatory discourses of hip- hop and Zapatisimo 
through the creation of “temporary autonomous zones of education” by 
means of an ethnographic study of two Los Angeles hip- hop artists who 
have adopted Zapatisimo specifically as a way of creating community and 
popular education.





2

New Political Actors 
in Rural Mexico

The Challenges and Achievements 
of Peasant and Indigenous Women

Aída Hernández Castillo and Gisela Espinosa Damian

Translated by Kara Z. Dellacioppa and Clare Weber

Introduction

In the last few decades, amid the emergence of profound transformations 
in the Mexican countryside, two noteworthy processes coincide. On the 

one hand, we find the feminization of those regions, associated with the 
decline of small- scale peasant production and the unstoppable wave of 
mostly male migration. On the other hand, we find an explosion of wom-
en’s political participation and social struggles that at the same time share, 
in their various organizations, social agendas that threaten the oppressive 
structures of power operating against them and encapsulating their unique 
demands for gender equality and rights.

The indigenous and peasant areas of Mexico have suffered accelerated 
changes in their communities, related in great measure to the effects of 
neoliberal agricultural policies on the peasant economy. Since the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) went into effect in 1994, the 
price of basic grains has plummeted, while the price of basic foodstuffs 
has risen by 257 percent. In the case of corn producers, during the last 
presidency some 3.75 million tons of corn has been imported to cover the 
basic food needs of the population, without the government’s charging the 
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tariff agreed to by the United States, leaving Mexico without the $429 mil-
lion it is owed and with a negative impact on some 3 million Mexican corn 
producers (Hernández Castillo 2007). Today, 40 percent of these imports 
are used to cover basic food needs. At the same time, Mexican agricultural 
products are displaced from the internal market and rural families struggle 
with difficult conditions in order to survive and continue farming.

The antipeasant neoliberal policies have influenced “northern 
migration”— a generic term that denotes the border between northern 
Mexico and the United States. Migration north has been converted into a 
survival mechanism for hundreds of thousands of farmworkers who have 
given up living at the mercy of international market price fluctuations or 
hoping for a share of the agrarian product that never comes. Before the 
Mexican agrarian crisis and the subsequent demands of rural movements, 
governments initiated projects of “development” that sided with agri-
business in imposing “democratic- liberal” values under the preconceived 
notion that these values were superior to the vision of the world and orga-
nizational forms of Mexico’s indigenous peoples’ and peasants.

The problems that rural communities are living through also pro-
foundly affect women, as male migration brings about the most significant 
changes in women’s lives. Indeed, their traditional task of reproductive 
labor is added on to their becoming the head of households. The women 
are responsibility for maintaining their parcel of land and are overbur-
dened with work, at the same time that they continue to acquire new skills, 
a sense of security, and some sense of freedom. The absence of their men 
is opening up new political spaces and positions of authority for women, 
not simply because of a critical reflection of the system of gender exclusion, 
but by default.

Although various state institutions recognize the feminization of the 
countryside, the rural women’s social programs are steeped in very tra-
ditional ideas, creating small- scale productive projects, oriented toward 
subsistence consumption and based on the misconceived notion that a 
woman’s’ participation in the economy through supporting her household 
is marginal. The major economic support programs are geared toward 
men, even though women hold 20 percent of the titles to arable land. Due 
to the increase in female- headed households and because of long periods 
when women assume responsibility for the maintenance and care of the 
family, programs do not exist to generate employment for women. In other 
words, even though the winds of change are blowing for peasant and indig-
enous women in the countryside, programs are based on women’s’ roles of 
the past.

Facing this ethnocentric, probusiness, and sexist vision of cultural 
development of global capitalism, dissidents have raised their voices in 
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the countryside, demonstrating that this crisis is based on a civilizational 
model of individualism and both ethnic and gender discrimination, as well 
as on an exploitative and predatory relationship to the environment (see 
Hernández Castillo and Suárez Navaz 2004). In this chapter we describe 
the critical perspectives of indigenous and peasant women’s organiza-
tions that are developing their own theorizations of the economic crisis 
of rural Mexico. The critiques developed by the organic intellectuals of 
these movements not only are directed toward the political economy of 
agrarian policies in Mexico but also include powerful statements about 
human beings’ relationship with nature, how people should live together, 
and social justice.

Nevertheless, it is impossible to understand either the growth of indig-
enous and peasant women’s participation in contemporary social move-
ments or the rise in their gender- specific demands without recognizing 
their history of struggle and resistance since colonial times (Gall y Hernán-
dez Castillo 2004), as well as the multiple dialogues of the last several 
decades that have influenced their political identities. Campesino move-
ments, guerilla movements, theology liberation movements, rural femi-
nisms, and international organizations, as well as government programs, 
have all contributed to creating political spaces for peasant and indigenous 
women. Each of these contributed various elements to help construct a 
culturally specific, gender- based agenda for change. They rearticulated or 
rejected various elements of other discourses about the rights of women.

The voices of these women began to be heard in the early 1980s, as part 
of a broader series of social mobilizations and struggles of urban and rural 
women participating in popular movements (labor, urban popular, peas-
ant). They began to develop a criticism toward the inequalities and injus-
tices they suffered as women. The women’s campesina movement was part 
of this pioneering process whereby a popular feminism, in its rural form, 
was constructed.

From that time until today, rural women’s movement (whether campe-
sina, mestiza, or indigenous) has grown in numbers and relevance. Now 
women are no longer just companions in their men’s struggles, but are 
consolidating themselves as new social actors, with their own voices and 
own demands. Distance and dispersion of their communities, rural pov-
erty, and the patriarchal rural culture all affect their ability to mobilize. 
However, in the thirty years since the movement took its first steps, one 
can see the slowness and fragmentation of their organizing processes. But 
one can also observe the richness of their reflections and contributions, 
even amid organizational discontinuity and fragmentation. Today, rural 
women have opened up a political space for equality, a space from which 
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for hundreds of years until recently one could only hear the voices and 
perspectives of men.

Here we reflect on how, from the margins of the campesino and indig-
enous women and from the margins of the feminist movement, rural 
women’s voices emerge with a discourse that touches the heart of the 
mechanisms of exclusion, race, gender, and class. In the case of indigenous 
women, there is even a deeper struggle that oppresses, excludes, discrim-
inates against, and exploits them. In this way, in spite of the social and 
political marginality from where they begin to become politically active, 
these women radicalize alternative projects for social change in both rural 
and feminist movements.

First, we look back to the rural women’s organizations that were rooted 
in the 1970s through the first five years of the 1990s, a period when the 
two most important aspects of the campesino movements changed the 
struggles for land and for control over the process of production. Women 
participated in these processes, which allowed them to reflect on their own 
problems as well as the Zapatista uprising of 1994. Then we examine the 
rise of the indigenous rights movement, which was developing at the time 
and which erupted into a broad movement for indigenous rural women 
that shared their demands for personal rights and autonomy for their peo-
ple. Women also raised their voices to criticize the gender inequalities that 
were naturalized by their cultural institutions and demanded recognition 
and respect for their rights. Finally, we recount the current struggles of 
rural women, both mestiza and indigenous, and consider the political and 
cultural transcendence of their political organizing as well as the nature 
of the challenges they face in the second decade of the twentieth century.

Women and Rural Social Struggles

The emergence of women’s rural movements is related to the rise of the 
campesino movement that, since a decade ago, has been about the demand 
for land,1 leaving control of the National Peasant Confederaction (CNC), 
the corporative apparatus most important for rural Mexico and the tortu-
ously slow legal proceedings, designed to maintain political clientalism and 
corporate control, that in order to make effective the right to land, granted 
by Article 27 of the Mexican constitution. During the entire decade of the 
1970s, peasants from all over Mexico fought with landowners, political 
bosses, businesspeople, and state authorities, whose means of production 
were much sought after (Bartra 1985, 120– 42). Invasions and land take-
overs were commonplace for hundreds of groups and campesino struggles 
that, by 1979, had achieved the establishment of the National Coordinador 
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Plan de Ayala (CNPA), whose saying— “Today we fight for the land, also 
for power”— reflects the political character of agrarian struggles of the day.

During the last decade, in the violent struggles for land led by men, 
women were present, elbow to elbow, as a show of support. In moments of 
great tension and risk of repression, they put themselves on the frontline of 
these mobilizations or land invasions under the concept (not always con-
firmed) that, as women, they would not be treated as brutally as the men 
would.2 Women participated in social struggles and joined in debates, but 
they rarely spoke up and voted, their role clearly being secondary. They 
took on traditional women’s tasks such as preparing the meals or growing 
their families’ food and taking care of their families while their husbands 
participated in meetings. But silence doesn’t mean a lack of thinking, so 
their presence in the assemblies and mobilizations also familiarized them 
with agrarian and radical political discourses of the rural environment. 
Because of their participation in rural organizing, campesinos were identi-
fied with revolutionary Zapatismo; but they were also identified as being 
part of the broader popular movement of exploited, subaltern people who 
stood alongside the campesino movement. This broader popular move-
ment included independent unions, the urban popular movement, the 
student movement, and the independent left political parties that emerged 
during the seventies and the eighties. In this context, rural women began to 
share both a political perspective and a project of social change.

Rural Women Speak Out

At the beginning of the 1980s, rooted in other spaces, rural women focused 
on repositioning themselves within social movements and constructing 
a new discourse around gender. In 1980, various civil organizations, lib-
eration theologists, and popular movements3 organized the First National 
Women’s Gathering, with the intention of opening up a debate about the 
“problematic of women” within the popular sectors. Rural women had 
gained experience in multiple rural struggles, but in that gathering, for 
the first time, they began to allow the problems they have as women to 
become known.

Collectively, they realized that they were subordinated and treated 
unequally in all aspects of their personal and political lives— in the home 
and with their families, in their communities, and in the campesino orga-
nizations. They began to analyze the amalgam of class and gender con-
flicts in the social arena, but they also shined a light on the contradictions 
and conflicts with their menfolk, with whom they shared dreams of social 
change. The issues they raised had to do with rights regarding the politics 
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of housework, land rights, and sexuality. This was the first spark of the 
movement, but it lacked enough time for reflection to turn that initial 
spark into a movement and authentic changes.

Among the most important agreements reached at that meeting was the 
organizing of women by sectors, workers, urban activists, peasants, each 
separately, with the goal of broadening the reflection of the grassroots in 
order to organizer another larger, more broad- based and representative 
meeting of women at the national level. Later, in various local meetings 
and in view of the economic crisis and the dispersion and distance between 
rural communities, the rural women who began this organizing process 
decided to organize regional gatherings. They organized one in the state 
of Jalisco, another one in Sonora, and three in the southeast (in More-
los and Chiapas). Rural women from the CNPA attended, as did members 
of rural groups that organized against the “appropriation of the produc-
tive process” (collective ownership of production, credit, supplies, and the 
commercialization of harvests, as opposed to the inherent paternalism of 
the state bureaucracy). They postulated the concept of autonomy from 
the state and its corporative entities. They had already been organized by 
1984 in UNORCA (National Union of Regional, Peasant, and Autonomous 
Organizations)4 and members of Christian- based communities. In some 
cases, women were already organized in production and craft coopera-
tives, or in health or nutrition fields. These included collectives like UAIM 
(Agricultural and Industrial Women’s Unity). These were self- managed 
organizations in the corn- mill, small- scale farming, and sheep- herding 
industries. But perhaps the majority of the attendees were just a part of the 
multiethnic campesino movement, without having any affiliation with a 
specific activity as women.5

The promotion and organizational processes were supported by civic 
organizations like Women for Dialogue, CIDHAL– Cuernavaca, Equipo 
Pueblo, and Christian- based communities. Just like Chiapas, Morelos had 
a broad- based organizing effort in the countryside, as did SEPAC (Services 
in Popular Education A.C.). Among these organizations, during the first 
half of the eighties, CIDHAL was key in developing processes for reflec-
tion, with a focus on gender, showing their commitment to women from 
the popular sectors and their critical position toward gender inequality. 
Some groups, such as Equipo Pueblo or Women for Dialogue, had more 
relationships with the campesino movement, but only CIDHAL had 
developed methodologies for popular education and specific themes for 
women in the popular sectors. Here we can see their importance and their 
feminist imprint on the construction of new discourses and identities for 
rural women.
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In February 1986, the First Encounter of Peasant Women of the National 
Coordinator of the Plan of Ayala was held and, from then on, reflections on 
gender developed during multiple regional and local meetings. These meet-
ings touched on the themes of rural women and the family and commu-
nity, women’s agrarian rights, Agricultural and Industrial Women’s Unity, 
domestic work and agricultural labor, cooperatives, sexuality, health, and 
nutrition. The 1986 meeting was rich in reflections. Rural women showed 
themselves to be the poor among the poor, as they recognized their nutri-
tional deficiencies, their multiple health problems, and their long, intense 
workdays due to the lack of basic services in their homes and communities. 
Their reflections shifted the political discourse of the campesino move-
ment. They were rendered invisible in their rural organizations, without 
a voice or vote in assemblies in spite of their participating, shoulder to 
shoulder, with men in agrarian struggles. They were regarded as nobod-
ies by all public institutions in spite of their strong participation in the 
agricultural workforce, had scarce access to land rights, and were treated 
poorly by their husbands and denied even the possibility of deciding how 
many children they would have. That 1986 gathering was promising, but 
the internal conflicts of the campesino movement disarticulated the fragile 
national organizing apparatus that they had achieved over a number of 
years, demonstrating the hierarchy among their membership and political 
identities, as well as the subordination going on inside their organization.

Under these circumstances, the processes were growing stronger at the 
local and regional level, in part because of the women’s efforts to make 
their projects acceptable in the peasant communities. But the progress was 
also due to the multiplication of civil groups that supported them and 
their efforts, among them being the National Network of Rural Promoters 
and Advisors, which, since the mid- 1980s up to today, has maintained an 
exchange of experiences working with women on their gender demands. 
Also important was the “wave” of grants that demanded a “gender per-
spective” in their project and relatedly the feminization of social programs 
developing in rural communities, such as Opportunities and those that 
came before, like Progresa y Pronasol.6

One characteristic of the peasant movement that emerged in the 1980s, 
and even up until the Zapatista uprising of 1994, is that peasant identity 
and political agendas overshadowed the gender- specific and ethnic- specific 
demands of the women, since the word “peasant” emphasizes the link to 
the land, the struggle to “appropriate the productive process,” a confronta-
tion with capitalism and the political system and official corporatism, as 
well as the struggles against peasant exploitation in the marketplace (land, 
work, commodities, money), and peasant demand for the democratization 
of social spaces.
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The emergence of gender in peasant struggles divided peasant iden-
tities, because the eruption of difference has a conflictive character, a 
harsh appearance, and a demand to recognize the legitimacy of difference 
(Gutiérrez 2002, 80). Therefore, the politics of women tended to enrich 
the peasant movement, but it also caused tensions and conflict within it; 
in the same way and for many years, in peasant women’s organizations, 
indigenous women’s identities were not recognized, as they appeared only 
as peasants. This is how the various organizing processes developed in the 
rural women’s movement between 1980 and 1994. They reemerged during 
the second half of the nineties, as part of the indigenous women’s move-
ment, since by that time that no one was blocking women’s expressions of 
ethnic identity and belonging.

Convergences and Conflicts in Gender Identity

In each region, rural woman adopted diverse organizing dynamics. In 
Chiapas, for example, the first contacts women made were with the peas-
ant movement, which opened up spaces and facilitated a basic agenda 
during the first gatherings. The organizing processes were influenced by 
other actors as well, among them the “women’s ministry,” which sought 
to “promote organization with a religious commitment in peasant fami-
lies and communities . . . respecting God’s plan [in incorporating them] 
more actively in the struggle against exploitation” (Garza and Toledo 2004, 
197). The religious workers began a literacy campaign and created groups 
dealing with health or a “reflection and analysis of reality.” But soon came 
forth “timid questionings of women’s submission,” and religious workers 
organized gatherings of peasant women of the south in 1986. And so began 
a long process that in 1994 developed into the creation of the Coordinator 
of Diocesan Women (CODIMU).7

In certain electoral districts, official programs are created directly for 
women, and peasant organizations begin to get resources and open spaces 
through these organizations. This was the case of San Jolovil (Casa del 
Tejido), which was opened by Fonart in 1979; of the Jpas Joloviletik, pro-
moted by the National Indigenous Institute (INI), whose ranks swelled, 
even in the 1990s; and of the Jolom Mayatek (Mayan Tejidos), which was 
supported by Kinal Anzetik, A.C. (Garza 2002, 129). Another important 
anchor for indigenous women’s organizations in Chiapas was health, as its 
first traditional medicine clinic was developed, herbal medicine was sup-
ported, and with the aid of civil groups a project was set up to address 
reproductive health and midwifery.
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In Puebla, although many women participated in the construction of 
the “United We Will Win” Regional Farming Cooperative, or “Tosepan 
Titantaniske,”8 their indigenous and gender identities were diluted because 
of the masculine peasant face of the cooperative. Analysis of the 1990s 
showed evidence of women’s presence, their productive role, their history 
of organizing (such as conflict with the Tosepan in their craft projects), 
their improved management of economic resources, and their proposals 
to rectify gender inequalities were considered unacceptable by cooperative 
members.

Even though, at the beginning of the 1980s, some public institutions 
promoted women’s projects in the region, it wasn’t until 1985 that “an 
organizing process for craft workers in San Andres Tzicuilan . . . had been 
initiated. They were already members but only at the local level; later, 
after two attempts, they were accepted [in La Tosepan and] in 1987 there 
were already 300 members” (Pérez Nasser 1999, 71– 72). Their process was 
pointed out by academics in the Postgraduate College of Agriculture in the 
State of Mexico. Here, the position of the advisors was openly feminist, and 
they were familiar with the indigenous women’s struggles and those issues 
that provoked conflict from the cooperative’s members. Organizational 
training, productive projects, craft projects, business training, and address-
ing questions of gender9 all strengthened the Nahuatl women’s collective, 
but the development of their organization created problems for the larger 
cooperative and led to its division in 1992.10 The Craftworkers Organiza-
tion called “Mseualsiuamej Mosenyolthcicauanij” (“Indigenous Women 
Working Together”) was a byproduct of this rupture. After their separa-
tion, new crafts and tourism project have crystallized, and today they are 
acknowledged as important social actors and a point of reference for other 
rural women (see Mejía Flores 2008).

In the center of the state of Guerrero, a similar process occurred: 
Women of the Society for Social Solidarity Zanzekan Tinemi (“We Stand 
Together”), an ethnically mixed peasant organization, initiated an orga-
nizing process based on production projects (corn mills, garment busi-
nesses, and chicken farms), but the Zanzekan faced difficulties by not 
managing their budget properly and not appropriately prioritizing their 
work (Alemán Mundo et al., 1999, 257). These factors motivated them to 
create their own judicial system, called the Society for Social Solidarity, or 
“Titekititoke Tahome Sihuame” (“The Women Are Working”), which at 
one point had some three hundred members. Nevertheless, problems with 
the leadership of the Zanzekan in accepting that women could manage 
their own resources and projects, and that they had a more important role 
in the interethnic organization and in front of their financing agencies, 
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caused them to break away and create another organization, the “Noche 
Sihuame Zanze Tajome” (“All Women As One”; Espinosa 2009b).

Just like the women of Puebla, the women from Guerrero had reflected 
and acted on the issues they faced regarding gender inequality, but in both 
cases, their bitter experience inside the mixed organization motivated them 
to rebel. In both of these instances, Nahautl women, who at the beginning 
of the 1990s were recognized only as peasants, today are considered pillars 
of the indigenous women’s movement, both in their home states and at the 
national level.

In Oaxaca as in Guerrero, where agrarian struggles in the 1970s were 
difficult, and later, as the struggle over the appropriation of the processes 
of production strengthened a powerful tendency within the peasant move-
ment, women from diverse regions joined a number of struggles and 
organizations. At the end of the 1980s, the collapse of international coffee 
prices and the dissolution of Inmecafe (the state- supported entity that sup-
ported coffee producers) led to the development of the State Coordinator 
of Coffee Producers (CEPCO), which articulated a new wave of regional 
organizing. Already by 1992, CEPCO was promoting women’s organiz-
ing in regional organizations. The productive projects and the health and 
social service projects were beginning to develop, but little by little women 
broadened their areas of focus until they embarked on a critique of gender 
relations (Acuña 2000, 88), supported by advisors with a feminist identity. 
In 1998, 277 women’s groups had been created. Acuña reveals how, in the 
Mixtec Highlands of Oaxaca, these groups pressured their organization 
to recognize the women’s projects and resources, an experience that led 
them to reflect more on their circumstances and work more toward social 
action. Already they were moving beyond productive projects, health proj-
ects, and social services toward organizing against gender inequalities that 
were impeding their potential as well as their exercise of their basic rights.

In Alamos, Sonora, one of those organizing processes began that later 
would bring together events and discourses of indigenous women. At first, 
in 1979, health was the most pressing problem that concerned the Yaquis, 
and four groups were created to deal with this issue. In 1985, there were 25 
groups dealing with health, but it wouldn’t be until 1986 (after the Gather-
ing of women of the CNPA), when “the First Regional Gathering of Peas-
ant Woman of Alamos brought together diverse experiences, and looking 
to carry out this meeting” (Alonso et al. 2000, 359) where, in contrast to 
the earlier period when health was regarded as the only concern, specific 
problems of women were dealt with, as was the organizing process itself. 
From that point on, they advanced a critical reflection about the situa-
tion of peasant women and gender relations, and had begun to diversify 
their areas of action. In 1988, in reference to the Third Annual Regional 
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Gathering, they questioned the priority given almost exclusively to men 
by credit and rural development programs. In 1989, at the conclusion of 
the Fourth Regional Gathering, the Regional Organization of Women of 
Alamos gave rise to associated figures like the Society of Social Solidarity’s 
Susana Sawyer (ibid., 367– 77) and the Network of Women of UNORCA, 
which finally converted into the Mexican Association of Women’s Network 
(AMMOR), with around sixteen thousand members and its own officially 
recognized organization (Serrano 2000). This broad network of savings 
and loans inspired diverse productive projects and initiated meetings 
and reflections with clearly feminist themes such as the empowerment of 
women and masculinity. But it also questioned UNORCA’s definition of 
“appropriation of the means of production” as the central organizational 
objective, ignoring that the agrarian problem is an unresolved issue for 
women, since very few of them have agrarian land titles and direct access 
to land, which thereby limits them as “subjects” of credit and production 
support programs. At the same time, they are hailed as “beneficiaries” of 
welfare policies, which reinforces the gendered division of labor and denies 
the productive role women play in their families and communities.

Dialogues with Civil and Peasant Feminisms

As mentioned, the processes of reflection and organization of peasants/
indigenous have been supported and influenced by academics, by civil and 
lay organizations influenced by liberation theology, and by feminist organi-
zations or those with a gender perspective. CIDHAL and Women for Dia-
logue were pioneers in this, but over the years other civilian agencies joined 
in and supported not only peasant women but also the emerging indig-
enous women’s movements. Agencies that stand out include Comaletzin 
AC, which was formed in 1987 and has worked with indigenous and cape-
skin women from Morelos, Puebla, Sonora, and Chiapas; the Center for 
Research and Action for Women (CIAM) and the Women’s Group of San 
Cristobal de las Casas, both established in 1989, which worked with women 
in Los Altos de Chiapas and with Guatemalan refugees; and the Women’s 
Team in Solidarity Action (EMAS), which in the late eighties established 
a headquarters in Michoacan and worked with Purépecha women. The 
National Network of Advisors and Rural Promoters, whose members work 
in different states, has been one of the more permanent bodies in support-
ing processes of indigenous and peasant women.

While organizational processes of peasant women would be inexplica-
ble without the support and the ideology of the peasant movement, they 
are not comprehensible without a gendered perspective that promotes civil 



34   AÍDA HERNÁNDEZ CASTILLO AND GISELA ESPINOSA DAMIAN

organizations that support and ultimately are rooted in feminist think-
ing. Since the early eighties, feminism and peasant women alike engaged 
in messy, tense dialogues that were central to the construction of their 
discourse, identities, and actions. True, advocates and grassroots women 
rejected an uncompromising feminism, with its reality and its problems,11 
but it is false to state that the subversive discourse of these women is alien 
and opposed to feminist discourse. History shows that social subjects are 
in dialogue over construction of competing policy proposals and concepts 
under discussion. It’s not about finished speeches constructed in isolation. 
Rather, there are mutual influences, as well as political and cultural clashes, 
but it is in the midst of this sea of relationships that building and rebuild-
ing processes, agendas, and political identities take place.

Critical reflection on gender relations among peasant women was not 
a result of “natural” peasant processes but the product of a dialogue with 
feminism and women’s own mixed organizations. Since the resistance there 
has been an appropriation and reworking of feminist issues in the context 
of indigenous and peasant lives. This paved the way in the mid- 1990s for 
the indigenous women’s movement to merge with neo- Zapatismo and the 
national indigenous movement, but from the outset it expressed a critical 
discourse, not only of class exploitation and ethnic discrimination but also 
of gender inequalities.

The New Indigenous Identities and Gendered Demands

The 1990s brought about the emergence of new indigenous identities that 
displaced peasant identities as sites of political organization. This was 
made visible from the so- called V Anniversary of the Encounter of Two 
Worlds in 1992. The collective organization against the official celebrations 
created spaces of confluence among peasant farmers throughout the conti-
nent, who began to assert their indigenous identities.

But this resistance movement was only the tip of the iceberg of broader 
political and organizational processes that have changed indigenous 
thought from an analytical and legal term into a concept of self- ascription, 
creating a new collective imagination and a transnational space. This 
allowed for the sharing of experiences, thinking about joint strategies, and 
establishing of links between groups as diverse as the Maori of New Zea-
land, the Adivaci in India, and the Maya of Mexico and Guatemala.

At the same time that indigenous representatives were planning a strat-
egy of resistance to the V Centennial Celebration, the discourse about the 
indigenous traveled along rural roads of Latin America, reaching isolated 
villages through workshops, marches, and meetings, where community 
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leaders and members of NGOs or religious orders, who embraced lib-
eration theology, began to popularize the concept “first peoples” and 
denounced the effects of colonialism in their lives and territories. Thus 
local self- appointed Zapotecs, Mixes, Aymara, and the like added a new 
sense of identity, as indigenous beings who came to build a new, imagined 
community aligned with oppressed peoples throughout the world. Ana-
lysts say the indigenous rights movement was born transnational (Brysk 
1995, Tilley 2002), since from its origins it went beyond local struggles and 
self- ascription.

Studies of the Mexican indigenous movement of that era do not men-
tion women, but the testimonies show that they were responsible for the 
“logistics” of marches, pickets, and analysis in those meetings that were 
documented.12 Women’s role as “escorts” left them in the shade and 
excluded them from decision making but allowed them to meet and share 
experiences with indigenous women in different regions of the state.

Religious members who adhered to liberation theology played an 
important role in promoting opportunities for reflection, especially in the 
influential Dioceses of San Cristobal (Chiapas); Oaxaca and Tehuantepec 
(in Oaxaca); and Tlapa (in Guerrero). The Diocese did not promote a 
reflection of gender, but in their courses and workshops designed to ana-
lyze social inequalities and racism of mestizo society, indigenous women 
began to question the gender inequalities they were experiencing within 
their communities.

Similarly, civilian feminist organizations that for years had combined 
their support for productive projects with reflection to promote gender 
awareness now continued their work in indigenous areas that claimed not 
only the rights to land but also rights to a specific culture and control of 
the territory. However, it was after the public appearance of the Zapatista 
National Liberation Army (EZLN) in 1994 that indigenous women began 
to raise their voices in the wider spaces, not only to support the demands 
of their peers or the interests of their communities but as well to demand 
respect for their specific rights as women.13

Since then, attention has been given to the numerical and politic impor-
tance of indigenous women in the political- military organization of the 
EZLN. Several were at the forefront of making municipal presidencies. The 
Commanders Ramona, Trini, and Andrea and the Lieutenant Ana Maria 
quickly became symbols of resistance for indigenous women. What from 
the outset distinguished Zapatism from other Latin American guerrilla 
movements, in which women have also participated, was the inclusion of 
gender demands on their platform of struggle. The so- called Revolution-
ary Act of Women14 resulted from a consultation held among several activ-
ists and Zapatista bases of support, and is known, according to a statement 
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from the Subcommander Marcos, as “the first Zapatista uprising” (La Jor-
nada, January 30, 1994).

The Act consists of ten points, including the right of indigenous wom-
en’s political participation and leadership positions, the right to live free 
of sexual and domestic violence, the right to decide how many children to 
have, the right to a fair wage, the right to choose to marry, and the right to 
quality health services and education, among others. Although all indig-
enous women do not know this law in detail, it has become the symbol 
and the possibility of a more- just life for them. Under the influence of 
the Zapatista movement and its Revolutionary Law for Women, we see for 
the first time in Mexico a movement on a national scale; it is still emerg-
ing and has many internal tensions. However, through various and distinct 
local efforts, the movement demands the incorporation of gender into the 
political agenda of the indigenous movement.

The National Movement for Indigenous Women

In 1997, over seven hundred women from different parts of the country 
attended the National Meeting of Indigenous Women, called “Building 
Our History.” They established the National Coordination of Indigenous 
Women (CNMI). This umbrella organization grouped together women 
from about twenty indigenous villages, along with women from the states 
of Chiapas, Michoacan, Morelos, Distrito Federal, Guerrero, Hidalgo, 
Jalisco, Mexico state, Puebla, Queretaro, San Luis Potosi, Sonora, Vera-
cruz, and Oaxaca.15 In its introductory brochure it cited as being among its 
objectives: “Strengthen the leadership of indigenous women from a gen-
der perspective, drawing from our cultural identity, establishing a nation-
wide communication network of indigenous women; provide training and 
support to indigenous women nationally; manage financial resources to 
implement regional productive projects, training and service for the indig-
enous peoples; raise awareness among indigenous peoples and the national 
society about respect for the human rights of indigenous women and a 
vision of gender. Training should include an appropriate methodology that 
takes into account gender identity according to our worldview” (brochure, 
CNMI 1997).

Although the members of the CNMI did not publicly claim to be femi-
nists, their gendered demands and interest in combating the subordination 
of indigenous women have caused many analysts to talk about the gen-
esis of a new indigenous feminism (see Espinosa 2009, Hernández Castillo 
2001 and 2008, and Marcos 1997). Although the participation of women in 
peasant and indigenous struggle is not new and predates by centuries the 
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Zapatista movement (Gall y Hernández 2004), the creation of a national 
organization and the struggle for their specific demands as women are 
unprecedented in the history of the indigenous movement.

Unlike other aspects of the feminist movement, indigenous women have 
maintained dual membership, linking their gendered claims to the strug-
gles for autonomy of their people; hence, their interest to remain in mixed 
organizations that fight for land and control of territory and for political 
and cultural rights. This double militancy has faced resistance from both 
the feminist movement and the indigenous movement, although both 
movements have been stimulated: feminists to incorporate cultural diver-
sity in their vision of gender inequality, and the indigenous movement 
to incorporate gender perspectives into ethnic and class inequality under 
which indigenous people live.

Since its inception in 1996, the National Indigenous Congress (CNI, 
one of the main areas of convergence for indigenous movements after the 
Zapatista uprising) relied on the active participation of women on their 
working boards, where the most active leaders pushed for the creation 
of women- specific boards. Again, as has happened in the history of the 
Latin American Left, the ghost of divisiveness arose to deny the right to 
a private space. Finally, in the CNI meeting held in Nurio, Michoacán, in 
March 2001, with the presence of the Zapatista high command, a women’s 
board was created. Despite the commitment of the leadership of CNI, at 
the time of the discussion, many indigenous leaders demanded that the 
board be open to men. Purépecha, Mixe, Zapotec, and Chocholtec women 
all patiently explained to their companions that it was not an initiative 
to divide the CNI, but a working strategy to create a climate of trust in 
which indigenous women, mostly monolingual, may express their feel-
ings. A Purépecha leader cut off the discussion, grabbing the microphone 
from the coordinator of the board and demanding that attendees discuss 
“really serious” items. The board ended up being a “majority” of women. 
This incident illustrates the uphill struggle of indigenous women to open 
democratic space and relationships in their joint movement.

Some 13 years after the creation of the CNMI, its activists have had to 
face not only the resistance of their comrades, but also the internal fac-
tionalism of the coordinating committee, whose top leaders have left. The 
different positions of indigenous organizations, with respect to their rela-
tionship to the state and the Zapatista movement, hinder the consolida-
tion of a national movement for indigenous women. Similarly, the lack of 
funding to support grassroots work through workshops and promotion of 
organizational processes has hindered the work of the coordinating com-
mittee in different regions of the country. Against this background, many 
indigenous women who became leaders of the solidarity movements with 
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Zapatistas, and who occupied important positions within the CNMI, have 
chosen to concentrate their political and organizational work locally.

These difficulties led to a retreat and a weakening of the CNMI national 
articulations, but the political knowledge that was acquired in these areas is 
affecting the consolidation of state or local processes, around community 
justice, participation in local government, sustainable development, and 
health, among others. Although it remains difficult to speak of a national 
indigenous feminism, nevertheless the Zapatista women, the experience of 
the CNMI, and the dozens of local processes that exist today oblige us to 
recognize that the struggles against racism, sexism, and economic exploita-
tion can, and should, be complementary, concurrent, and articulated.

The Voices of Women in the Legal Debate

At the same time that the voices of indigenous women struggle to recon-
ceptualize Mexican feminisms, they have had to confront the use of dis-
courses on women’s rights as an argument to deny the cultural rights of 
indigenous peoples. The debate over autonomy and indigenous rights was 
at the center from 1994 until the early years of the new century, reach-
ing its peak when the bill prepared by the Commission for Harmony and 
Pacification (Cocopa), based on the San Andres Accords (signed between 
representatives of the EZLN and the federal government), was sent by Pres-
ident Vicente Fox to Congress for possible adoption. Despite the extensive 
political mobilization in support of the so- called Law of Cocopa, which 
included members of the EZLN command for 12 states of Mexico’ 3,383 
indigenous delegates from 41 ethnic groups in Nurío, Michoacán, who 
supported the bill; and the historic appearance of the Zapatista command 
before the Congress, the main demands for autonomy of this initiative 
were rejected by the majority of both houses of Congress, which passed 
a very limited Indigenous Law. The EZLN and the national indigenous 
movement saw this as a mockery of their claims and a betrayal of the San 
Andres Accords.16

The approved Indigenous Law placed a series of limitations on the pro-
posed Cocopa autonomy law. It gives the state legislatures the authority to 
determine how to recognize the autonomy of indigenous people; it denies 
their right to management of their collective lands and territories and the 
legal status of their regulatory systems. Despotic forces control most of the 
state legislatures, and the freedom granted in the new law will only be a 
figure of speech without a legal foundation that allows it to be operational. 
The Indigenous Law was a response to the pressures against autonomy that 
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the conservative right and ethnocentric liberals had since 1996, when they 
disregarded the San Andres Accords.

Indigenous women have played an important role in defending the Law 
of Cocopa: It was a woman who gave the most important political mes-
sage of the EZLN to Congress. On March 28, 2001, before the Mexican 
deputies, she began her speech: “My name is Esther, but that does not mat-
ter now. Soy Zapatista, but that does not matter at this time. I’m Indig-
enous and I am a woman, and that’s all that matters now.” She and Maria 
de Jesus Patricio, a traditional Nahua healer and member of the National 
Indigenous Congress, expressed a dynamic conception of culture. The two 
claimed the right to their own culture, while recounting their efforts to 
transform elements of the tradition they consider oppressive and exclu-
sionary in their own communities. Both women are representatives of a 
movement within and outside the Zapatistas that has taken up the task 
of confronting visions of indigenous culture that either idealize it or dis-
miss it. Indigenous women have sued the state for their collective rights as 
peoples and their rights as an indigenous movement to change the cultural 
forms that violate their human rights. Their participation in the Congress, 
within the Indigenous National Congress, and in their own spaces offers a 
guide to rethink autonomy from a dynamic view of culture, while claim-
ing the right to self- conceived identity as a historical construction that is 
formed and reformulated daily. This is a vindication of the multicultural 
nature of the nation, and it offers a definition of culture that encompasses 
not only the voices and hegemonic representations of culture, but also the 
diversity of voices and contradictory processes that give meaning to collec-
tive human life.

New National Situations and Local Struggles 
in the Twenty- First Century

The struggles for recognition of the Law of the Cocopa and indigenous 
autonomy in the early years of this century served as a political educa-
tion for the country’s indigenous, but it is important to recognize that the 
intense mobilization also wore many leaders down, and they moved away 
from their local and ant- like work that women’s indigenous and peasant 
organizations did in the eighties and nineties of last century. The disen-
chantment with the limitations of the Indigenous Act that was passed and 
the possibilities of legislative control, or armed struggles that some local 
groups took up, led many leaders of the CNMI to reassess the basic work 
and redirect their energy toward promotion of spaces for collective reflec-
tion about their needs and demands as women and as indigenous.
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More than a failure or disruption of the national movement of indig-
enous women, we must consider the current retreat to local struggles as 
another moment in which the experience of the national struggles for 
autonomy and indigenous rights, and reflection on their specific gender 
problems, are being collectivized at the community, regional, or state level. 
They are also strengthening organizational networks to reconstitute com-
munity justice, create resistance to megadevelopment projects, struggle for 
women’s health, eradicate violence against women, and search for sustain-
able alternatives and defense of their rights.

One of the areas where women are redefining “the traditions and cus-
toms,” as a product of a decade of experience mobilizing around rights 
and autonomy, is community justice. In various parts of the country, orga-
nizational processes of indigenous women have influenced, and in some 
cases have directly created, spaces of community justice. These are emerg-
ing experiences, and an analysis cannot be generalized to all indigenous 
regions of Mexico, but they have a symbolic importance in the new dis-
courses and imaginaries about indigenous rights.

Some relevant experiences in this area are the spaces of Zapatista justice 
in the Good Government in Chiapas, Tseltal, Tzotzil, and Tojolabal (see 
Mora Bayo 2008; Millán 2008); the case of Community Status in Tlahui-
toltepec, Oaxaca, in the Mixe (see Vianey 2009), and the Indigenous Court 
Cuetzalan, Puebla, in the Nahua (see Mejia, Celestina, and Rodriguez 2006; 
Terven 2008). These are very different experiences in regard to community 
justice, because in the former case we have a totally autonomous space that 
is not recognized by the state where Zapatista supporters are exercising 
their own justice, without any intervention by state institutions. In the sec-
ond case, it is a space for justice that has been recognized by the constitu-
tional reforms that have occurred in Oaxaca in the last decade. Finally, the 
Indigenous Court in the Mixe area was created by the state itself, as part of 
a series of judicial reforms that were proposed to decentralize justice, and 
has been reappropriated by indigenous organizations in the region.

In all three cases, these experiences claim indigenous community jus-
tice and the right of peoples to self- determination. But it is not an “indig-
enous law” that is static or of ancient origin and whose precepts cannot be 
changed; rather, it is a process that has been changing over time and is able 
to incorporate and be enriched by the experience and the thoughts of orga-
nized indigenous women. In all three cases of indigenous organizations 
there has been a struggle with the traditional and/or autonomous author-
ity for participation in the application of justice and for reconstitution of 
rights in a way that includes the specific rights of indigenous women.

Another problem, which has been addressed since the eighties but has 
gained more strength in local or state organizations of indigenous women, 



NEW POLITICAL ACTORS IN RURAL MEXICO    41

is that of health problems and violence from a gender perspective. This 
struggle also includes rights: the social right to health; reproductive rights; 
and the right to a life free of violence. The reflection and awareness that 
these problems are another manifestation of social marginalization and 
ethnic and gender discrimination strengthened organizational processes 
in different states. In Guerrero, Puebla, Oaxaca, and Chiapas, for example, 
indigenous women and civilian agencies that work closely with them, sup-
ported with small donations, are operating self- managed “health houses” 
whose objectives are to reduce maternal mortality, improve pregnant 
women’s health, educate them about their rights, prevent and eradicate 
violence against women, develop public awareness efforts, with women, 
men, youth, and community authorities, and create networks of midwives 
and health promoters.

The impact of these processes is multiple: At the organizational level, 
their own promoters and networks that are being created in some regions 
support the indigenous women’s movement. The construction of a dis-
course and practice that combines social, ethnic, and gender perspectives 
in the health field inevitably has led to a critique of the public institutions 
and a demand that they respect their rights, including a respect for their 
reproductive decisions and establishment of an intercultural dialogue 
that recognizes their conceptions of health and illness, maternity, and the 
knowledge of midwives and healers and indigenous organizations as part-
ners. In this sense, the struggle for health is simultaneously a process where 
the indigenous woman as citizen is constructed. Indigenous women’s 
demands for heath not only point to the relationship with the state and its 
agencies but are also indicative of gendered cultural changes in their com-
munities and their families, where women are attempting to change their 
subordinate status and reduce the violence that sometimes results in death 
for women (Espinosa 2009c).

It is worth noting that the productive projects and savings and loan 
groups that started in the eighties have continued and grown. At the begin-
ning of the new century, new struggles by peasant women emerged, with 
ecologists protecting their forests, those that organize around the use and 
care of rivers and water protesting against pollution, and those who are 
starting agroecology. We cannot include in detail the range of experiences 
and struggles that are shaping peasant and indigenous women, but the 
experiences of the last decades are reflected in many of the discourses and 
practices of these movements. They have begun to incorporate the pro-
cesses of internal democratization and participation of women as a prereq-
uisite for organizational consolidation.
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In Conclusion: Challenges and Achievements 
of Peasant Women’s Movements

Despite the long and intense journey that peasant and indigenous women 
have traveled and the processes of change that their social participa-
tion created, there is still an unfathomable gap for indigenous and peas-
ant women where gender inequality persists in land tenure and access to 
natural resources, lack of recognition for agricultural and domestic work, 
restricted access to credit and development programs, less pay for work, 
the marginalization of many in behind- the- scenes work, and the invisibil-
ity of their role in feeding people and the food culture.

While indigenous and peasant women’s participation in family and 
community decisions is growing, inequities in gender, class, and ethnic 
identity persist in official institutions, villages, and homes, in the public 
and private sectors, and within peasant and indigenous movements. For 
example, the intense mobilization in 2001 to defend the Cocopa Law 
helped grow the movement called “The Countryside Does Not Tolerate It 
Anymore” (MCNAM). In 2003, MCNAM brought together a dozen of the 
largest peasant organizations, some of them with origins in the struggles 
of the seventies and eighties, such as the CNPA and UNORCA and other 
more recent organizations, including some central committees of the for-
mer state party (the Institutional Revolutionary Party), now in opposition 
to the incumbent National Action Party.

Beyond the course and outcome of the movement, which generated 
strong debate within the MCNAM, it is interesting to note that despite 
the experience and maturity of the processes of peasant and indigenous 
women, their organizations were marginalized, with little involvement in 
the direction and negotiation of the National Agreement for the Country-
side signed by peasant organizations and the government.

The “Campaign Without Corn There Is No Country,” which included 
peasant organizations and civilian agencies working in the countryside, 
shows another side of the same problem. While it involves a great num-
ber of women, gender issues and claims were rendered irrelevant in the 
Campaign. The organizational advances and the reflections and perspec-
tives of gender that peasant and indigenous women have been develop-
ing for decades are not always reflected in the daily spaces or in mixed 
organizations.

In recent decades, the lives of peasant women, the construction of their 
identities, their experiences and political and gender projects, are undergo-
ing profound changes. This is due in part to structural adjustment policies 
and a business perspective that is both ethnocentric and sexist. Understand-
ings of development from this perspective deny the cultures and worldview 
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of indigenous and peasant women and, above all, deny the burden of wom-
en’s work and responsibilities. However, small gaps have opened for the 
deployment of their abilities. Conversely, the rural agrarian, productive, 
and democratic movements have fought against ethnic discrimination and 
for political and territorial rights in resistance to the hegemonic project. 
For many years women in these movements have played a secondary role, 
but these movements have also been a school for political education and a 
space to construct themselves as social actors. They are raising their voices 
and advocating for a new social imaginary. Lastly, while there has been 
contact with feminist discourse and collaborations with civil organizations 
that support peasant and indigenous women, they have configured their 
own feminist discourse.

The neoliberal economic and political context poses great challenges 
for the survival of peasant and indigenous communities. However, the 
political experience of the past decades has influenced indigenous and 
peasant women to develop their own strategies to confront this civilizing 
project that excludes them, along with their communities. From the edges 
of mixed indigenous and peasant movements and from the fringes of the 
feminist movement, indigenous and peasant women’s practices and theo-
rizing about gender inequality or exclusion, ethnicity and class, and their 
creative ways of imagining alternative modernities began to surface.17

The experience and thought of the peasant and indigenous women is 
questioning ethnocentric visions of academic and political feminism in 
Mexico and its difficulty in understanding evidence that subordination 
and gender inequality are not isolated, but intersect with ethnic exclusion, 
class, race, and religion, and the like. These issues require a rethinking of 
the concept of gender as a multidimensional category. It is time to recog-
nize that there are multiple ways to articulate identities and gender projects 
within the constellation of actors and movements of a diverse and unequal 
Mexico. The contributions of indigenous and peasant women speak to 
the need to build a feminism that recognizes the plurality of the subject 
“Women” in the Mexican context.
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Notes

 1. Land was the most general demand of the peasant movements in the 1970s, 
but it was not the only one. Other demands were made respecting wages and 
working conditions, protests against the state bureacracy, and protests against 
the political imposition of ejido and communal leaders and mayors in the 
municipios (Bartra 1985).

 2. For example, Garza and Toledo (2004, 196) refer to the Simojovel and Venus-
tiano Carranz, Chiapas, in which the struggles for land were very violent. The 
authors say that the popular strategy consisted of putting women, old people, 
and children in charge of the defense of taken lands, under the assumption 
that because they were weak, violence would not be used against them.

 3. The attendees came from CIDHAL (Communication Exchange and Human 
Development in Latin America AC), who had been offered financing to 
organize a meeting with Latin American women leaders. CIDHAL, some 
ecclesiastical- based communities, and the Popular Education Network– 
Women for Dialogue and Group and Family Education organized the meet-
ing, trying to get women to attend from all the popular sectors (Espinosa 
1993).

 4. The CNPA integrated small- scale producers, day laborers, and those demand-
ing land; UNORCA only worked with small- scale producers. In spite of this, 
both identified as “campesino” organizations. In both organizations, many of 
these campesinos were indigenous and, in this way, the CNPA and UNORCA 
constituted a very important political antecedent to the movement that came 
much later.

 5. All together, the meetings were attended by members from the states of 
Hidalgo, Tlaxcala, Michoacán, Guanajuato, Puebla, Tabasco, Veracruz, Oax-
aca, Chiapas, Guerrero, Sonora, Morelos, and Jalisco (Espinosa 2009b).

 6. The Program for Education Health and Nutrition (Progresa), initiated by 
Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de León (1994– 2000), provided continuity to the 
National Program of Solidarity (Pronasol), designed by Carlos Salinas 
de Gortari (1988– 1994). Both focused on poverty and supported “social 
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coresponsibility.” The Progresa program was rebaptized as “Opportunities” 
during Mexico’s President Vicente Fox’s term (2000– 2006). But it is similar 
to its predecessor, since both Progresa and Opportunities recognized the 
reproductive role of rural women and reinforced it with resources and action. 
Although in some cases the distribution of resources did not depend on a 
male partner’s bettering women’s position in the family and the commuity, 
still to be a part of this program overburdened women with work and meet-
ings (the “coresponsibility” was regulated from above and required attendance 
at meetings, medical exams, participation in collective work projects, or serv-
ing as representatives at certain functions), strained the women’s autonomy 
in decision making, and made it easier for men to ignore their domestic and 
care- work. For a feminist analysis of the Opportunities program, see Mora 
Bayo 2008.

 7. The Coordinator of Diocesian Women formed in February 1994, one month 
after the Zapatista uprising, when indigenous women representing almost 700 
reflection groups linked to the Diocese of San Cristobal met in that town in a 
show of strength. In these first meetings, they reflected on the challenges they 
faced as women in the new context of war, but they also were explicitly seeking 
to define evangelism from a women’s perspective. In reading the Bible in the 
context of everyday life, indigenous women began to question the inequalities 
that they experienced not only as indigenous women and as peasants but also 
as just plain women. For a deeper analysis of this organizing process, see Gil 
Tébar 1991, Hernández Castillo 1998a, and Santana 2001.

 8. This cooperative was created in the mid- 1970s, and by the mid- 1990sit had 
grown to have roughly ten thousand members. The production and trading of 
corn and coffee have been central to the organization. The Tosepan have had 
a key role in the rural small- producers movement (Martinez Borrego, 1991).

 9. It is necessary to emphasize that the reflections on gender dealt with many 
themes: gender inequality in a rural context, women in development (WID), 
gender and development (GAD), practical and strategic interests, empower-
ment, sexual and reproductive health, and violence against women.

 10. There had been conflicts between the Crafts Commission, the advisors, and 
the leadership of Tosepan: Comments were made that “they didn’t want us to 
continue to work with the advisors . . . Why were they going to get rid of them? 
Because the men said so?” (cited in Pérez Nasser 199977). Another issue was 
that the craftswomen received resources “and they were managing all of this; 
we said . . . it’s better that we have our own organization so we can do more 
projects” (ibid.).

 11. Garza y Toledo say that the emerging academy in Chiapas had a hostile and 
suspicious attitude toward feminism. “The common perception was that it 
was a handful of radical protesters who had little to contribute to the knowl-
edge of the legitimate struggles of the poor” (2004, 206), because the rural 
situation had hardly been touched by feminism.

 12. Although some feminist journalists attempted to account for women’s par-
ticipation in these movements, academic papers published thus far have 



48   AÍDA HERNÁNDEZ CASTILLO AND GISELA ESPINOSA DAMIAN

systematized this experience by silencing the voices of indigenous women. 
For example, on national indigenous and peasant movements, see Mejía and 
Sergio 1987. On the indigenous movement in Chiapas, see Morales Bermúdez 
1992.

 13. This participation in public spaces was in response to repression by both the 
state and their own colleagues and communities. For a discussion of the vio-
lence that organized women have faced, see Hernández Castillo 1998b. For a 
discussion of other problems encountered in the organizational processes of 
indigenous women, see Magallón 1988.

 14. That law was issued through the information arm of the EZLN “Mexican 
Alarm,” distributed in various parts of Chiapas on January 1, 1994. The 
national and international press has reproduced it. For a description and 
detailed analysis of the Revolutionary Women’s Law, see Rovira 1997 and Mil-
lán 2008.

 15. A history of the National Congress of Indigenous Women and their organiz-
ing work in the state of Oaxaca can be found in Arties 2001.

 16. The Cocopa initiative was taken up by President Fox in January 2001 and sent 
to Congress for discussion. On March 28, 2001, in a historic event for Mexico, 
representatives of the General Command of the EZLN rose to the podium 
of the Congress and supported the initiative of the Cocopa. On April 25 of 
the same year the Senate in full (including the senators “left” of the Demo-
cratic Revolution Party) passed an Indigenous law that substantially modi-
fied, in form and substance, the original initiative. A week later, the Chamber 
of Deputies, by a majority (this time opposed by the deputies of the PRD), 
affirmed the decision of the Senate. A comparison of the Cocopa law and the 
law passed, and an analysis of its limitations, can be found in 2004 and Gómez 
López Barcenas 2004.

 17. The reflections of indigenous women and their criticism of the exclusion-
ary neoliberal project, ethnic essentialism, and ethnocentric feminism can be 
found in Lovera and Palomo 1999 and Sanchez 2001.
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The Rebel Girls of 
the Other Campaign

The EZLN and Teenage 
Activism in Mexico City

Jessica K. Taft

The girl with the light- brown dreadlocks and braces thought for only 
a few moments before settling on a pseudonym. “Ramona,” she says, 

“for the ‘Zapatista Comandante Ramona.’” “Okay, great,” I replied, “I’ll call 
you ‘Ramona’ when I write about you.” This young Ramona was 19, and in 
her last year of high school, when I met her. She and several of her peers 
had just started a new Zapatista collective, called El Caracol, within their 
Mexico City school, and Ramona, like her chosen namesake, was clearly 
at the center of the group. She had been part of the Frente Zapatista for 
several years before forming her school collective, and she worked hard to 
bring that experience to her peers without becoming a “leader” or “expert.” 
With a deep commitment to equality and nonhierarchical organization, 
Ramona was a frequent facilitator during discussions and planning meet-
ings, as well as a consistent voice for participatory democracy, humility, 
and careful listening, all of which she saw as central to Zapatismo.

Ramona is one of many self- identified teenage Zapatistas in Mexico 
City. The Zapatista movement informs her political practice in countless 
ways. And, in addition to explicitly Zapatista- identified teens like Ramona, 
other young activists in the city also draw on Zapatista ideas, practices, 
and beliefs in their political struggles and social movement organizations. 
They reference Zapatista sayings, wear Zapatista T- shirts, and speak of 
being inspired by the Zapatista struggle. In this chapter I consider how 
high school– aged girl activists in Mexico City relate to Zapatismo, and I 
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argue that Zapatismo is valuable resource for their activism. Following 
Manuel Callahan (2005), I treat Zapatismo not as an identity or ideology 
that belongs only to those individuals who are part of either the EZLN or 
the various solidarity networks that support the Zapatista movement but 
rather as “a cultural and political practice” that infuses many social move-
ments and activist communities across the Americas. Like John Holloway, 
I am interested in Zapatismo’s resonance in the cities, in understanding the 
dimensions of “an urban Zapatismo for which the EZLN is not a model but 
a constant point of reference” (2005, 169). More specifically, I look at how 
Zapatismo serves as a resource in three important ways: It offers teenage 
girl activists powerful and inspiring ideas, tools for considering and weigh-
ing different political strategies and tactics, and a feeling of political and 
social significance— a feeling that they are part of an important historical 
struggle. In doing so, I suggest that Zapatismo has substantial resonance 
for girl activists and highlight its utility as a flexible set of “tendencies” 
(Callahan 2005, 10) that teenage activist communities have reinterpreted 
and made their own.

High Schools and La Otra, Fall 2005

My analysis of Mexico City girl activists’ relationship to Zapatismo is based 
on ethnographic participant observation and 19 in- depth interviews con-
ducted in and around Mexico City in the fall of 2005. As part of a larger 
project on girls’ activism in the Americas (Taft 2011), I observed girl activ-
ists at organizational meetings, marches, workshops, in their schools, and 
at political cultural events, and I interviewed girls about their political per-
spectives, identity narratives, and social movement strategies. Most of the 
girls I interviewed in Mexico were 16 or 17, but one was 18 and another was 
19. One girl identified as working class, seven as lower middle class, nine as 
middle class, and one as upper middle class. The interviewees came from 
three high schools in Mexico City as well as from a few activist organiza-
tions from the surrounding region (primarily Cuernavaca). The schools 
included one preparatoria (a more traditional high school) and two Cole-
gios de Ciencias y Humanidades (CCHs), high schools that have a history 
of a more critical, active, and student- led pedagogical approach. All three 
schools had multiple cubiculos, or small political clubs, each with a tiny 
room and a distinct ideology. These included environmentalist, anarchist, 
various branches of sectarian socialist, Partido de la Revolución Demo-
craticá, and Zapatista- influenced cubiculos. In addition to these cubiculos, 
I interviewed girls who were involved in youth- run media organizations, 
gender and queer rights groups, and labor rights organizations within and 
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outside their schools. For obvious reasons, this essay focuses most heavily 
on those girls who articulated a connection to Zapatismo and drew on 
Zapatista ideals, but it is important to note that this was not limited to the 
girls who were part of organizations with an explicit connection to the 
Zapatista movement. Girls involved in many different cubiculos regularly 
referenced Zapatismo or the Zapatistas in their discussions with me.

At least part of the centrality of Zapatismo to these girls’ political narra-
tives can be explained by the particular historical moment of the research. 
Fall 2005 was a period of heightened visibility for the Zapatistas, after sev-
eral years of organizing that focused primarily on building autonomous 
governance structures and communities in Chiapas (Mora 2007). After 
the release of the Sixth Declaration of the Lacandón jungle in June 2005, 
the EZLN called for an encuentro, or gathering, to discuss the formation 
of “The Other Campaign.” Several Mexico City girl activists attended, or 
had wanted to attend, that encuentro only a few weeks before I met them. 
A call for a new approach to national politics, and a substantial shift in 
rhetoric (Máiz 2010), “La Otra” was intended to engage Mexican activists 
from around the nation (Mora 2007; Zugman 2008). Thus, in the period 
of my fieldwork, La Otra was an important part of the social movement 
landscape. Further, La Otra was also intended to be an autonomous, social 
movement alternative to the presidential election campaigns and a refusal 
of party politics. In Mexico City, the race between Andres Manuel Lopez 
Obredor, Felipe Calderon, and Roberto Madrazo was already the subject of 
significant political discussion, media attention, and activist energy.

In addition to the excitement of a presidential election and a new phase 
in the Zapatista struggle, high school activists in Mexico City in fall 2005 
were also facing a period of increased political repression, which led to 
several school occupations and numerous teach- ins, rallies, and marches. 
Since the 1950s, student activists critical of the government at the Uni-
versidad Nacional Autónoma de México and its associated high schools, 
both the preparatorias and the CCHs, have faced violent opposition in 
the form of groups of thugs, called porros (Lomnitz 1986). Throughout 
the history of Mexican student movements, porros have infiltrated activist 
groups, incited violence, and brutally beaten and attacked activists at pub-
lic events (Cuevas 2004; Lomnitz 1986). In fall 2005, the porros were once 
again active in the high schools, harassing and beating many teenage activ-
ists (Galan 2005; Martinez 2005). At each of the schools where I conducted 
research, students were facing the threat of violence, and were organizing 
to demand safety and protection within their schools.

Fall 2005 was an intense and very active period within high school move-
ments in Mexico City. Students were occupying their schools, travelling to 
Chiapas for encuentros on La Otra, and trying to figure out their feelings 
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about, and relationship to, the upcoming national presidential election. All 
this makes for a particularly vibrant, complicated social movement terrain 
and provides a valuable opportunity to look at how some Mexican girl 
activists drew on Zapatista tendencies to make sense of and navigate this 
challenging political context.1

Thinking Zapatismo

According to several scholars and journalists, one part of what has made 
the Zapatistas effective at spreading their messages is the creative use of 
language, coupled with an analysis of significant transnational concerns 
(Holloway 2005; Olesen 2006). The many catchy phrases and sayings 
that are found in the various Zapatista communiqués and declarations 
quickly became pervasive in social movements across the Americas (Klein 
2002). According to John Holloway, “the fact that the Zapatistas of Chi-
apas . . . have made such an impact in the urban struggles of the world has 
much to do with the language they use. This is not just a question of pretty 
words or of Marcos’s undoubted literary skills. It is above all that they 
offer a different way of seeing the world” (2005, 176). Not merely slogans, 
Zapatista phrases and poetry can function as opportunities for reflection, 
since they are open to interpretation (Callahan 2005, 11). Activists may 
take up these phrases and use them to consider their own beliefs, giving 
them their own somewhat distinctive meanings. When interviewing girl 
activists in Mexico, I would hear many of these recurring statements, and 
would ask them about their understandings of some of these oft- repeated 
snippets of Zapatismo.

Ixtab, a 17- year- old from Cuernavaca, was one of many Mexican girls 
who had a particularly strong connection to the Zapatista saying “A world 
in which many worlds fit.” Talking about her visions for the world, she said,

How we live now, only the people who have power, the people in the govern-
ment, the wealthy, there is only a world for them . . . They’ve created their 
bubble, with their family, and the people who are around them, so that they 
can believe that in Mexico there isn’t poverty, that [there] aren’t other people 
who don’t have what they have. They forget that there are other worlds, that 
there are indigenous people, that there are young people who are against 
globalization. We are another world. And we realize that it isn’t just us, but 
there are gays and lesbians, indigenous people, workers, old people, children, 
women. So we need to create a world in which many worlds fit, where every-
thing is for everyone.
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Ixtab’s interpretation of this popular phrase highlights her belief in the 
diversity of experiences in Mexico, in the difference between how she lives, 
thinks, and feels compared to how others may live, think, and feel. Seeing 
such difference, and being committed to it, she suggests, then helps her to 
consider how to practice her activism: “I always try to think about other 
people.” Nenetzin, who is part of the same youth organization as Ixtab, 
confirmed that the Zapatista celebration of difference embedded in this 
phrase is important to the group: “There are a lot of us, and we all have 
ideas that are very, very, very different . . . but, in the end, all those differ-
ent ideas help us achieve a one big idea, one big world. Lots of little worlds 
make up a bigger and better world!” While Nenetzin references diversity, 
Rosa, from Mexico City, drew on this same phrase to talk about equality: 
“More than anything, I think they talk about equality. Right now we live 
in a world that is totally divided, where one person has a lot, others have a 
little . . . So, to say a world in which many worlds fit is to say a world that 
is diverse but equal.” As these three quotes show, Zapatismo and Zapatista 
sayings provide some valuable language that Mexican girl activists can ref-
erence as they develop their own political perspectives.

The ideas of Zapatismo also filter into girl activists’ political objectives 
and goals for their organizations. This was particularly evident in discus-
sions among girl activists about seeing democracy within their schools. 
Lucy, immediately after noting that her group was part of La Otra Cam-
paña, said that “this means that we want reform, and we want commu-
nity . . . Here in the school we want to challenge the antidemocracy that 
we have. There isn’t democracy, and we want to create more democracy, 
to support and achieve students’ rights.” Democracy was a central element 
of Zapatista ideas that girl activists referenced when talking about their 
own hopes for the struggle against the porros in their schools. Liliana said 
that her collective, “as part of working on La Otra, want[s] to remove lines 
of power and make it so power belongs to everyone. To make a democ-
racy . . . We want to help people, one by one, whoever they are, to change 
their mentality and begin to believe in this democracy.” While this vision is 
grand, Liliana and her peers were trying to implement this in a smaller way, 
within the structures of their cubiculo, as I’ll discuss below, but also in their 
demands to the school administration. In addition to seeking protection 
from the porros, they were calling for the creation of a student governance 
body that would be regularly consulted about issues of school safety, and 
school policy more broadly. Zapatista ideals of democracy beyond the state 
and party politics, expressed through many of the discussions surrounding 
La Otra, were thus a source of inspiration for girls’ own attempts to create 
more democracy within their schools.
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The diffusion of Zapatista ideas, visions, and phrases was actively pro-
moted by some girl activists. In particular, the members of several orga-
nizations that were participants in La Otra had planned reading groups, 
workshops, and photo exhibits to engage their peers in discussions about 
these ideas. El Caracol, in Liliana’s words, is “partly a study group.” She went 
on to say that “we study Zapatista texts, but not just Zapatista texts. Things 
about human rights, the rights of homosexuals, literary texts, whatever, 
but usually we focus on Zapatista texts because we want to understand this 
point of view and we try to teach ourselves, and to learn, and in some way 
to share this learning with others.” Similarly, several of the teens who run a 
student radio station in their CCH would read Zapatista materials over the 
air, and ask their peers to respond, to think about what these declarations 
mean, and to consider their own political beliefs. Zapatismo thus functions 
as an intellectual resource for these girls. It provides materials, words, con-
cepts, and opportunities for thinking about important issues and is actively 
used and reworked in girls’ developing political analysis and discussions.

Doing Zapatismo

Ramona, the young woman with whom I began this essay, sees Zapatismo 
primarily as a methodology, a way of practicing politics, rather than as a 
set of ideas. For her, Zapatismo provides an approach to political organi-
zation that guides the work she and her peers do in their cubiculo. When 
I asked her to describe the group to me, she began by saying, “We work 
in the Zapatista style.” Her group, El Caracol, collaborated with another 
cubiculo in the school to plan and implement an occupation demanding 
school safety reforms and an administrative response to the porros. I asked 
Ramona to tell me about the differences between the two groups, and she 
again focused on method, not goals:

I think the objectives we want to achieve are the same for the two groups, but 
how we work is very different. Our collective takes a Zapatista approach. We 
have a lot of Zapatista ways, like to lead by obeying, to listen to people first, 
and simple things, like the attitude you have with people. The other group 
is more confrontational, they are more closed, and don’t listen as much to 
the students at large. We respect them because we know it is just a different 
style . . . We have different ways of working, but we know that we all want 
the same thing.

Zapatismo, then, is not simply an inspiring set of ideas for Ramona, but a 
practice, a way to do her activism.



THE REBEL GIRLS OF THE OTHER CAMPAIGN    55

Specifically, the Zapatista methods that Ramona and others in El Car-
acol emphasize are the politicized practices of participatory democracy, 
careful listening, and asking questions. There are, of course, numerous 
other Zapatista practices and tactics, but when these girls say that they use 
a Zapatista approach to political organizing, they are usually referring to 
what John Holloway calls the “politics of asking” (2005, 171), which leads to 
an “organizational orientation— the emphasis on horizontality, the encour-
agement of expression of people’s concerns” (172). Furthermore, as Hollo-
way notes, this approach has been characteristic not just of urban iterations 
of Zapatismo but of numerous other contemporary urban struggles.

Discussing their decision- making mechanisms, Ramona said, “Because 
we are a Zapatista collective, we say that the first thing is to listen. If there 
are five people and one doesn’t agree, it still doesn’t pass. We keep talking 
until we are all in agreement to do something . . . Even the smallest things 
we decide together because we are a collective and everything should be 
collective.” While many youth activist groups in Mexico City and else-
where have a similar commitment to democracy, those who referenced 
Zapatismo in describing their work emphasized the deliberative and com-
municative aspects of democratic decision making, rather than simply the 
mechanisms for voting or coming to agreement.

Ramona’s passion for listening, as a political practice, was also made 
clear when I asked her about her group’s political tactics: “We always try 
to listen to people in order to know what they are thinking and then to 
base our work on this. I know collectives of only ten people and they close 
themselves off and then go about their work. Our tactic is to listen to peo-
ple and to work with people, to not only stay among ourselves.” Listening, 
as I’ve discussed elsewhere (Taft 2011), is also a crucial feature of teenage 
girls’ political education strategies. For Mexico City girls with a strong con-
nection to Zapatismo, listening was even more vital to their definition of 
effective pedagogy. In Ramona’s words, “The most important part of being 
an activist is listening to people and not closing ourselves off.” The mem-
bers of El Caracol don’t simply use Zapatista ideas in the development of 
their political beliefs, but they also reference and draw on Zapatista prac-
tices as a way to determine their actions within social movements.

Lucy, another Zapatista- influenced girl in Mexico City, drew on a differ-
ent part of the Zapatista method when trying to figure out how she wanted 
to be politically engaged. Particularly given the context of an upcoming 
election, Lucy was drawn to the Zapatista ideas of autonomy and refer-
enced them regularly when describing her work with Radio Pacheco, a 
youth- led radio station and courtyard sound system in her school. “We 
don’t have any ties to any political party, we are autonomous, and so we 
support other autonomous groups, like the Zapatista movement.” I asked 
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her what autonomy meant to her and she replied, “A lot of people think it 
means not having laws, or doing whatever you want, but I would say that, 
for me, it means having my own critical opinion of things that I think don’t 
help the community . . . It means it is your movement and you can show 
that you don’t get help from them [the government], that you are able to 
move forward together without the things they offer.” The Zapatista move-
ment, for Lucy, provides an important opportunity to consider her own 
political choices for action and alliance, and offers a strategic model for her 
own group’s position in relation to governments and governance.

As these two cases suggest, Zapatismo can serve as a strategic resource 
as well as an intellectual one. In contrast to those who warn against seeing 
Zapatismo as a “model” (Callahan 2005; Holloway 2005), my research with 
these young women indicates that teenage activists benefit from having 
this example. While they do not directly copy or mimic Zapatista actions 
and must, given the difference in context, make their own versions of 
Zapatista strategy, Zapatismo serves as a kind of political ideal for them, 
one that they try to emulate in their own organizational approach and 
activist methodology.

Feeling Zapatista

In addition to Zapatista ideas and Zapatista methods, the heightened 
visibility of Zapatismo in fall 2005 and the opportunity of La Otra gave 
many teenage girl activists a feeling that they were part of a movement that 
went beyond their own specific issues and demands within their schools. 
La Otra was therefore an emotional resource in the sense that it provided 
a powerful sense of community, of movement, and of collective impor-
tance. As Ixtab stated, being part of La Otra helps her to “know that there 
others struggling for other things, that there were people before me, and 
there will be people after me.” Zapatismo, then, allows girl activists to see 
beyond their specific struggles and feel that they are part of a larger social 
movement.

This sense of connection was most evident among those girls who had 
actually travelled to Chiapas to participate in the encuentros surrounding 
the initiation of La Otra. Maria, from Cuernavaca, traveled with several 
other members of her youth activist group for the September encuentro. 
When I asked her about her favorite experiences as an activist so far, she 
immediately said, “when we went to Chiapas for the beginning of La Otra.” 
She continued, “I loved getting to meet the people, being there in the jun-
gle. It was such a good experience being there to hear the speakers and to 
listen to all of the problems and all of the proposals of the different people.” 
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The opportunity to travel to Chiapas, to connect with other activists from 
around Mexico, and to see so many people coming together in this move-
ment was, for Maria, a powerfully positive experience.

Similarly, while Frida was not able to attend the September gathering, 
she emailed me few years later to tell me about traveling with the caravan 
of La Otra in 2006. She wrote,

I was part of the independent media contingent. It was so gratifying for 
me to see the true reality of my country, and to realize how many people 
are resisting and struggling for dignified and just conditions: work, health, 
housing, education. And in all of this, I saw the rich history of the struggle of 
women who are rising up in different corners of this small part of the earth, 
and of which I am a part. I have learned such a lesson about the importance 
of these small struggles and histories.

The Zapatista movement, here, provides a feeling of significance, remind-
ing girl activists that they are part of something large, something that mat-
ters. And, as Frida notes, even their own small stories and struggles matter 
because they are part of a larger story.

For girls who have not actually been to encuentros, or traveled with 
the Zapatista caravans, Zapatismo can still provide a feeling of political 
strength and historical possibility. In Chantal’s words, “La Otra is a larger 
movement, it’s national, and even has an international presence, so it is 
something with more impact; so being part of that, as well as our own 
group, moves us forward.” Or, as Rosa put it, “I feel like I’m part of the 
movement of La Otra . . . It says we should unite forces, and that is what 
I’m doing, when I’m working here in my cubiculo.” Feeling that they are 
part of the Zapatista movement helps these young women to feel that what 
they are doing matters and can help them to stay motivated in the face of 
resistance and the daily challenges of political organizing.

La Otra, and Zapatismo more broadly, thus serve as an emotional 
resource for young activists. One of the challenges of highly specific local-
ized organizing, especially when done by small groups of individuals, like 
the school- based struggles against the porros, is that participants may feel 
isolated and therefore feel frustration. However, the Zapatista idea, articu-
lated in part through La Otra, that all these struggles are and should be 
connected, can help young activists to mitigate this emotional tendency. 
To engage and persist in activism, individuals must believe that change 
is possible (Flacks 1988; Klandermans 1997). Zapatismo, because it sym-
bolically connects girls to other activists, helps to remind them of these 
possibilities, thus making it an effective emotional resource for maintain-
ing hope and energy.
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Zapatismo as a Resource

John Holloway writes that urban Zapatismo involves “understanding that 
the Zapatistas and we are part of the same struggle. The Zapatistas of Chi-
apas do not give us a model that we can apply to our part of the struggle, 
but we see their forms of struggle as an inspiration for the development of 
our forms of struggle” (2005, 168). In this essay, I’ve attempted to provide 
empirical examples of this urban Zapatismo, looking at how girl activists 
in Mexico City use Zapatismo as “an inspiration,” or, in other terms, as an 
intellectual, strategic, and emotional resource for their own activist prac-
tices. Adding to Holloway’s claims, the case of Mexico City teen activists 
suggests that Zapatismo is not merely a generalized inspiration, but also a 
concrete tool with a variety of practical purposes.

Using other movements and organizations as resources is clearly not 
unique to the case of Zapatismo and urban teenagers. Diffusion processes 
and the numerous ways that diverse social movements build on and learn 
from one another is a major topic of study in the sociology of social move-
ments (Soule 2004). However, not all movements learn equally from each 
other. What is striking, in this case, is the extent to which Zapatismo was 
a primary source of guidance for many teenage activists in and around 
Mexico City. One reason for Zapatismo’s utility is its resonance. Unfortu-
nately, the question of why Zapatismo has such resonance for teenage girls 
is quite difficult to answer and somewhat beyond the scope of this paper. 
However, I’ve argued elsewhere that girls’ identity narratives, particularly 
their gendered claims about how girls are good listeners, are quite similar 
to Zapatista pedagogical approaches (Taft 2011, 117). In the case of Mexico 
City girls, Zapatismo is a social movement resource that is both readily 
available due to its visibility, particularly during the period in which this 
research took place, and one that matches with many of their shared narra-
tives about their collective identities as girls and as teenagers. As such, it is 
a particularly compelling source of knowledge, guidance, and inspiration 
for these young women.

Zapatismo’s utility as a resource for urban teenage activists is not lim-
ited to Mexico. While Mexican girls draw on this movement more than do 
their peers in other parts of the Americas, the Zapatista struggle was also 
an important part of the political landscape for a few teen activists in sev-
eral other cities, most notably Buenos Aires, San Francisco, and Vancouver. 
Theresa, a young white woman in Vancouver, had recently become involved 
in indigenous movements in her area after traveling to Chiapas and learn-
ing from the Zapatista movement. And Marina, a “horizontalist” in Bue-
nos Aires, told me that the revision of the democratic decision- making 
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procedures and the electoral structure of her school’s student center was 
inspired by both local, Argentine horizontalism and by Zapatista practices.

Zapatismo’s relevance to young urban activists, in Mexico City and 
beyond, highlights one dimension of the impact of the Zapatista move-
ment. Young activists were drawing heavily on Zapatismo for intellectual, 
strategic, and emotional purposes, and these Zapatista tendencies infused 
their activist approach. The ideals and practices of participatory democ-
racy, listening, autonomy, and diversity became central to many girl activ-
ists’ politics via the Zapatista movement. Zapatismo’s visibility, vibrancy, 
and importance during these initial moments of this microgeneration’s 
activism suggests that these tendencies, whether or not they are explicitly 
named as Zapatista, will continue to reverberate through social move-
ments for many years to come.
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Note

 1. It is worth mentioning that the relationship between the urban Left and the 
Zapatistas once again changed in the postelection period. The tensions, rup-
tures, and many arguments regarding the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) 
of La Otra and that of the movement to challenge the electoral outcome are 
important, but well beyond the scope of this essay. I look specifically at the 
relationship between girl activists and Zapatismo in the founding moments 
of La Otra and make no claims about the political or social outcomes of this 
“new phase” in the Zapatista movement.
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Zapatismo and Community- 
Based Social Change

Toward a Feminist Global Praxis?

Melissa N. Govea

This chapter is based on research conducted for my master’s thesis, in 
which I used ethnographic research and in- depth interviews to exam-

ine the adoption of Zapatismo as a feminist framework in a Latino/a activ-
ist and Chicano/a student activist organization. During the two years I 
spent in the field, I had the opportunity to meet activists outside the two 
organizations with whom I worked; two of the activists I met from outside 
organizations spent time in Oventic, the largest of the Zapatista caracoles, 
or collectives. Working alongside the men and women of the community, 
these two participants provided firsthand accounts of Zapatista organizing, 
serving as a wonderful complement to the stories of organizing from their 
U.S. counterparts; their voices breathe life into this chapter. The goal of this 
chapter is to share the incredible work of the transnational activists from 
various social locations who are actively striving to incorporate Zapatismo 
as a feminist global praxis. Just as the Zapatista caracoles serve as a spiral to 
the outside world, so do the stories of the men and women in this chapter, 
who are heralding Zapatismo in a variety of extraordinary ways.

Zapatismo: A New Avenue for Activism

Since the EZLN set foot on the international stage in 1994, they have been 
paramount in a global struggle against globalization, imperialism, cultural 
hegemony, and neoliberal politics. Zapatismo has been a guiding political 
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practice for numerous activists throughout the world, linking them in soli-
darity with the political and social ideologies of the Zapatistas (Johnston 
and Laxer 2003; Zugman 2005). In concurrence with Zapatista organiz-
ing, contemporary activist circuits around the world have been modeling 
their own alternative political processes after the Zapatistas as a way to 
shape alternative realities in the face of imperialist domination. Through 
creating subversive discourses and employing a heavy “postcolonial”1 cri-
tique, these various activist circuits seek to create alternative spaces by 
drawing from cultural forms of knowledge, promoting egalitarian struc-
ture and organizing (Mora 2011). Zapatismo, as a political consciousness 
that strongly advocates for social justice and the reestablishment of basic 
rights to marginalized communities, emphasizes grassroots mobilization 
and united efforts to fight for social justice. These emphases have made 
Zapatismo enormously popular with transnational social movements, pro-
viding activists who are championing a variety of causes with a centralized 
ideology by which to construct counterhegemonic mobilization.

This chapter is loosely based on research I conducted for my master’s 
thesis, in which I explored the expansive power of the Zapatista movement 
by examining how Zapatismo was adopted as a feminist framework in 
two Latino/Chicano activist organizations. Over the course of two years, 
I conducted ethnographic research with both organizations with which I 
worked; during this time I had the opportunity to fully understand how 
Zapatismo worked to promote gender equity in these organizations. The 
group with which I worked the most in- depth is Voz,2 a Chicano student 
activist organization; I worked with various chapters in Orange and Los 
Angeles Counties. The second organization with which I worked, Ran-
cheros Unidos, is a primarily Latino organization, composed of farmers 
and local activists in Los Angeles. During my time with both organiza-
tions, I had the opportunity to meet and work alongside activists who were 
heartily involved in various organizations. Several of the men and women 
whom I met had worked alongside the Zapatistas in Oventic, a caracole 
in Chiapas, Mexico, through Solidaridad Zapatista, an activist immersion 
program. Over the course of twenty months, I employed ethnographic 
methods by acting as a participant observer within my two field sites; this 
ethnographic work was supplemented by conducting ten in- depth inter-
views with members of Voz and with people who had traveled to Oven-
tic via Solidaridad Zapatista.3 Throughout the period in which I collected 
data, I spent time attending the weekly meetings of various chapters, 
helping to paint signs for Indigenous Peoples’ Day, observing impromptu 
protests, assisting in fund- raising, hearing lectures, and so forth. The Voz 
activists with whom I worked often knew of various social justice events 
occurring both on and off their respective of campuses, to which they often 
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invited me. The causes of these various events often varied; drawing on 
the Zapatistas’ understanding of the intersectional nature of oppression, 
Voz activists felt it was important to support causes outside of their own 
Chicano/a activist parameters by supporting events sponsored by Muslim 
student organizations, fund- raisers put on by Asian American clubs, and 
the like. The degree to which Zapatismo was adopted varied in these orga-
nizations, as members had varying familiarity with the Zapatista move-
ment. Particularly in the case of Voz, a national organization, individual 
chapters had respective foci and, consequently, various ways in which 
Zapatismo was adopted. Nonetheless, every member with whom I spoke 
knew of the Zapatistas.

As a graduate student of a Southern California university, I was able to 
gain entry to the university chapter of Voz during my first year of atten-
dance through a friend I had met in a feminist theories course and who 
was currently serving as the chair of this organization. Through “snowball” 
sampling, the majority of the men and women with whom I conducted 
interviews were contacts I met at weekly meetings or through current 
members of one of the group chapters in Southern California with whom 
I worked most closely.4

The Global Resonance of Zapatismo

Perhaps the most appropriate yardstick to measure the effectiveness of the 
Zapatista movement is to examine its sweeping global power. Although 
the movement was birthed in the mountainous jungles of Chiapas, it has 
spread globally, gaining widespread popularity among antiglobalization 
activists. The 1994 Zapatista uprising sparked international attention, 
bringing together over three thousand activists from around the world to 
Chiapas, and further inspiring other global protests, such as the infamous 
1999 protest of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Seattle (Johnston 
and Laxer 2003). In its criticism of “international governing institutions” 
such as the WTO and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Zapatis-
tas have found common ground on which to globally unite, because many 
view these organizations as “symbols of oppressive power” (Johnston and 
Laxer 2003).

The plight of the Zapatista movement is enormously influential in 
eliciting global sympathy and arousing international critiques of the neo-
liberal subtext of globalization (Johnston and Laxer 2003; Olesen 2005). 
Zapatistas offer a specific political discourse, referred to as Zapatismo, 
which has been adopted by numerous activists throughout the world, 
linking them in solidarity with the political and social ideologies of the 
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Zapatistas (Johnston and Laxer 2003; Zugman 2005). The Zapatistas have 
constructed a global image appealing to those who have been marginalized 
on a multitude of levels; Subcomandante Marcos has identified himself 
as representative of all people marginalized on the basis of class, sexual 
orientation, gender, race, nation, or creed. The intersectional nature of this 
agenda thus enables oppressed people of all ethnicities and nationalities 
to establish a communal accord. Through creating a discourse that links 
their local struggles to the global struggles of masses, the Zapatistas have 
produced a transnational social movement calling for restoring rights to 
marginalized populations and for reconfiguring and transforming global 
economic and political systems (Alfaro 2004). This international solidar-
ity achieved by the Zapatistas is considered to be a significant marker of 
its success, both by drawing international sympathy for and support of 
the causes championed by the Zapatistas and by evoking transcontinental 
attention to global inequities (Barmeyer 2003).

The anarchist overtones of Zapatismo appeal to activists who actively 
resist the imperialist, capitalist rhetoric that permeates dominant culture’s 
rules of organization and mobilization (Zibechi 2004). Zapatismo is built 
on a principle that advocates for the distribution of power to all people; its 
sole purpose is to design a movement for the people whom it serves (Zibe-
chi 2004). As a global movement, Zapatismo has created a space for dia-
logue and community for oppressed populations from around the world. 
With the aim of dispelling paternalistic, hierarchical dogma of the Global 
North, activists strive to weave new cultural narratives that create egalitar-
ian communities. Equating capitalism with unjust hierarchy and holding it 
responsible for perpetuating social inequalities, Zapatismo resonates with 
activists by providing them with an activist agenda built on subverting 
Western imperialist laws that favor the Global North.

In addition to its critique of Western imperialism, activists use 
Zapatismo as a way to rewrite cultural scripts of power, as these activ-
ists strive to resist hierarchical structure within their own activist circuits 
(Zibechi 2004). Activist organizations have adopted Zapatismo as a model 
for structural organization by shaping their organizations after Zapatista 
“caracoles,” a word whose multiple Spanish connotations translate to 
“snail” and “spiral.” Similar to the spiral construction of a snail’s shell, 
these organizations fashion an activist model that fights for equity within 
their respective organizations, while striving to extend their fight for equity 
outward to the community. The caracoles have come to act as and repre-
sent sites of resistance for the Zapatista communities. Originally they were 
called “aguascalientes” (hot waters), but the de facto leader, Subcoman-
dante Marcos, renamed them “caracoles,” imagining them as spirals that 
“open to the outside world and through which the outside world can know 
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the Zapatistas” (Ross 2005, 39). The caracole model has been extremely 
influential in aiding activists in the structuring of their own activist net-
works. This model was cited by numerous activists with whom I worked in 
shaping their understanding of how the equity politics of their organiza-
tions were related to a large social schema.

Zapatismo on the Ground

Of the ten participants I interviewed, two of them, a man and a woman, 
had traveled with Solidaridad Zapatista throughout Mexico as a part of an 
educational, immersion experience over the course of the summer; partici-
pants spent six weeks in Oventic. The largest of the caracoles, Oventic sits 
high above San Cristobal in the foggy mountains, governed by the Junta de 
Buen Gobierno. The most publicly accessible caracole, Oventic is the site 
for many activists to participate in the life of the caracole, bearing witness 
to Zapatista organizing and activism firsthand. Participants work alongside 
the men and women of Oventic, assisting them in their daily duties, par-
ticipating in community meetings, and joining in recreational activities, 
such as playing basketball or watching a movie. Additionally, Solidaridad 
Zapatista participants take intensive courses in Zapatismo and the history 
of the Zapatistas, which helps them to gain a deeper comprehension of 
how Zapatismo, as a driving philosophy, constructs and shapes the com-
munities in which they are working. In shaping participants’ perceptions 
of the gender- equity politics in Oventic, they were able to see firsthand the 
important role women held in the community. Women community mem-
bers rotated positions with their male counterparts for the 24- hour shifts 
as guards of the community. In my discussions with participants, they felt 
that bearing witness to such shared, egalitarian roles in Oventic prompted 
them to consider how women’s active participation in traditionally male- 
held roles challenged their own preconceptions of gendered work.

One of the women whom I interviewed, Adelita, had been an active 
member of Voz, when I first began collecting data in October 2008. Soon 
after beginning my work with Voz, I discovered that Adelita had spent the 
previous spring traveling throughout Mexico with Solidaridad Zapatista. 
The duration of my Solidaridad Zapatista trip to Mexico was two months, 
with six weeks spent in Chiapas, Mexico, in the Oventic caracole. I met 
Manuel, another Solidaridad Zapatista participant, through a mutual 
friend, who had joined the program at a different time than Adelita. Both 
participants were heavily influenced by their time spent in Oventic; the six 
weeks spent in Chiapas, they said, were formative in shaping their concepts 
of Zapatismo, reconstructing their strategies for activist mobilization, 
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reformulating their ideas of feminism, and solidifying their commitment 
to social justice for all populations.

The majority of my participants became aware of the Zapatista move-
ment through word of mouth; many of them first heard of the movement 
through their respective activist organizations. Voz, in particular, held 
workshops on Zapatismo, which educated members on Zapatismo both 
as theory and as political praxis. Additionally, members within Voz heard 
about Zapatismo and the Zapatismo movement through members of their 
organization who had traveled to Chiapas with Solidaridad Zapatista. On 
returning to the States, these members would hold discussion groups with 
their organization to educate their fellow members about the struggles of 
the Zapatistas; creating a space for critical dialogue about the Zapatistas 
was central to the mission of Voz. Through these discussions, activists were 
provided with an example of a working inclusive movement.

The importance of gender equity in achieving social justice has been 
one of the most forthright issues of the Zapatistas. In one of the first com-
muniqués, Subcomandante Marcos wrote of the double subjugation of 
women— their marginalization within an already marginalized commu-
nity (Conant 2010). The importance of the Zapatista women in shaping a 
discourse that fought for local and global rights has been widely recognized 
as one of the more differentiating characteristics of the Zapatista move-
ment. Simultaneously challenging NAFTA and patriarchy, the Zapatistas 
created a movement for everyone, by everyone; this has played a key role 
in the shaping of activists’ understanding of how Zapatismo can work as a 
feminist framework toward equity for all persons.

While Voz tried to stay abreast of all global issues, Zapatismo rheto-
ric helped to systematically provide an example to these young activists of 
how to recognize and draw relationships from the local oppression they 
saw within their communities to global struggles. Most importantly, these 
activists drew on their experiences working in Oventic to discuss innova-
tive ways of activist organizing and reconstructing cultural narratives; in 
imparting their knowledge of Zapatismo to their contemporaries, these 
activists were able to create a new space that aided them in their structural 
recognition and articulation of global oppression and global social justice.

One member of Voz, Beatriz, described to me how Zapatismo was 
implemented as a means to evoking global awareness, particularly in their 
younger and newer members. She explained that Voz specifically strove to 
adopt the Zapatistas’ “spiral model” because it helped them to structurally 
address issues of inequality both within and outside of their organization; 
this was especially valuable in equipping members new to the world of 
activism with the lexicon and the ability to critique microlevel inequalities 
and link them to more macrolevel, global struggles. Beatriz described how 
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“the spiral model is what we strive to implement . . . Zapatismo is widely 
knit to a lot of international issues, and I don’t think a lot of people [had] 
gotten to that point yet” (Beatriz, pers. comm., Los Angeles, November 
2008). In employing Zapatismo and the Zapatistas’ use of the caracole as a 
structural model by which to organize, these activists gained a more com-
prehensive understanding of the interconnected nature of oppression and 
the ways in which they could organize for countermobilization.

Adopting Zapatismo was especially influential in shaping participants’ 
understanding of feminism, evoking awareness of LGBTQ issues, and 
striving to abolish the use of sexist, heteronormative language. Manuel 
attributed his time spent in Oventic to increasing his awareness of his own 
sexism and homophobia, stating, “Learning about Zapatismo, particularly 
their support for LGBTQ and women’s rights, helped me realize how it 
is indeed possible to fight for progressive social change” (Manuel, pers. 
comm., Placentia, CA, August 2010). Adelita experienced the same inspi-
ration in her time spent with Solidaridad Zapatista. During her time in 
Oventic, the Zapatista organizers held a session in which they went over the 
Women’s Revolutionary Law with Solidaridad Zapatista participants; this 
session was designed specifically to educate participants on women’s roles 
in the Zapatista movement. Adelita described how “The women have made 
it very clear that in order for us to work together there needs to be some 
gender equality, and gender balance [in the Zapatistas]” (Adelita, pers. 
comm., Fullerton, CA, June 2010). The inclusive rhetoric of Zapatismo 
pushed gender equity to the forefront of the Zapatista agenda for other 
activists. Subcomandante Marcos has always made it a point to attribute 
much of the success of the Zapatista movement to the imperative role that 
women played in the revolution (Conant 2010). Exposure to Zapatismo’s 
feminist rhetoric provided both male and female activists with a language 
to understand how true social equality cannot be found without acknowl-
edging and eradicating the subjugation of women.

As an organization, Voz made a wholehearted attempt to use gender- 
neutral language in an attempt to eradicate existing sexism; this was often 
attributed to Zapatismo. Because Voz makes an active attempt to adopt 
Zapatismo as a framework through which to understand sex and gender, 
their work toward eradicating any gender inequity is based on a rhetoric 
that seeks to mitigate any gender distinction. Similarly, the use of masks by 
the Zapatistas also mitigates the role of any distinction based on gender. 
Adelita recounted to me that while spending time in Oventic, she noted 
that it was difficult for her to distinguish between the women and men at 
times, as they were wearing Zapatistas masks and androgynous clothing.

Despite the subliminal (and sometimes overt) sexism in Voz, all 
my interviewees felt that most male members of Voz generally made a 
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conscious effort to avoid engaging in sexist behavior and to promote gen-
der equality both in and outside of the organization. Active participation 
in workshops on Zapatismo or references to the Zapatista movement in 
weekly meetings helped participants to find an example they could refer-
ence when devising ways to create their own egalitarian structure. Addi-
tionally, each participant also attributed the shift toward feminist praxis, in 
part, to the recent swelling numbers of women and the dwindling numbers 
of men within Voz. They all said that those men who were not willing to 
consciously embark on a path toward gender equality or to adopt gender- 
equity ideologies had left Voz. Similar to the way in which Voz grappled 
with combating gender inequity, participants, mainly those who had had 
the opportunity to travel to Oventic, noted that the Zapatistas also strug-
gled with existing sexism in their caracoles. As Adelita relayed to me: “It’s 
not like women just became equal. There’s men and women who didn’t 
want to be a part of that. There’s men who want their women to be home, 
cooking and cleaning . . . There’s some women who want to be at home. 
I’m sure they have their own dialogue internally about that” (Adelita, pers. 
comm., Fullerton, CA, June 2010). Referencing the present struggles of the 
caracole was important in participants’ assertion and comprehension that 
neither the Zapatista movement nor the caracoles should be romanticized 
or idealized; such romantic idolizing diminished the very real struggles the 
Zapatistas dealt— and deal— with on a daily basis.

Adelita continually stressed the need to not romanticize the Zapatistas. 
As she remarked, “I think a lot of people romanticize the Zapatistas . . . And 
[organizing] hasn’t been an easy thing for them to [do].” (Adelita, pers. 
comm., Fullerton, CA, June 2010). During our interview, she disclosed to 
me that a man had been kicked out of the caracole for abusing his wife. 
While Adelita pointed out that this behavior is not commonplace and not 
tolerated within the caracole, she added, “But it does happen” (June 2010). 
Though the Zapatistas still have issues of sexism and the vestiges of partia-
rchical colonialism to combat within their communities, it was important 
that participants not be distracted by such incidents; if anything, talking 
about how these organizations work against occurrences of sexism was 
essential to creating their own Zapatismo- inspired feminist rhetoric. Creat-
ing a space for dialogue and structurally implementing gender- egalitarian 
policies has been central to the Zapatistas’ agenda for social justice.

The meetings of Voz are designed in a way that resembles direct democ-
racy; participants adamantly assert that each member within Voz has a 
voice that is equally valued, a principle also advocated by the Zapatista 
movement (Alfaro 2004; Collier and Collier 2005). This type of direct 
democracy helps contribute to their striving to create a space in which sex-
ism must be challenged and where women’s voices are heard.
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The need to avoid romanticizing the Zapatista movement was also 
applicable to participants’ self- reflection on the gendered dynamics within 
their own organizations. While Voz members appear to make a conscious 
effort to promote gender equality, there is still existing sexism, which mem-
bers spoke of in all of the chapters with whom I worked. The female Voz 
participants whom I individually interviewed felt that the women within 
Voz did a disproportionate amount of work at events hosted by Voz. Two 
of the women whom I interviewed also noted that they felt the work they 
were assigned during these events was gendered labor, which perpetuated 
traditional gender performance of femininity. For example, female par-
ticipants reported that women were often responsible for supplying food 
at events and for cleaning up afterward, while the men took on roles that 
connoted authority, such as hosting workshops and overseeing the execu-
tion of events. Also, many of the participants within Voz felt that while 
female members composed the majority of Voz, statements made by male 
members were given more authority and recognition than those made by 
female members.

As mentioned before, male members of Voz struggled with developing 
their own feminist praxis; this is where drawing on the underlying femi-
nist rhetoric of the Zapatista movement became imperative to providing 
the groundwork for their own engagement with feminist praxis. In inquir-
ing about feminist politics within Voz, the majority of the men I inter-
viewed would not directly address my inquiries about the gender- equity 
politics practiced within their Voz chapters; rather than engage in a dis-
cussion about gender inequity within their organization, they would redi-
rect the conversation to address their own identification as a feminist. For 
example, in my interview with Jorge, I asked him how he perceived gen-
der equality in Voz. He responded by saying, “Well, everyone in Voz would 
call themselves a feminist. I mean, it’s kinda required, right? Our chair’s a 
woman” (pers. comm., Fullerton, CA, June 2010). Jorge then proceeded to 
enumerate the many feminist theorists whom he had read, after which he 
launched into discussing the numerous women’s studies professors with 
whom he’d worked. Rather than discuss how power was distributed along 
gendered lines within Voz, Jorge instead redirected the conversation back 
to him in way that exemplified his own political positionality within a 
feminist context.

This same sort of reshifting of the conversation occurred with an inter-
viewee, Henry, who is a recent graduate of Voz. Although Henry acknowl-
edged that acting as a feminist was central to Voz’s mission, he felt that too 
much focus on feminism “might detract from the movement.” To Henry, 
the most important struggle to be fought was for a blanketed concept of 
social justice; in achieving equality for all, Henry assumed that gender 



70   MELISSA N. GOVEA

equality would also fall into line. By adopting a more gender- blind view of 
social justice, Henry felt that gender equality would be a subsequent effect 
but not the driving force of such a movement. In this sense, it’s impor-
tant to avoid romanticizing Voz as a wholly feminist organization. Like 
the Zapatistas, the activists in Voz are actively figuring out how to be and 
act as a feminist. In the case of Voz, a strong reliance on understanding 
the Zapatistas’ usage of intersectionality and female- based social change is 
central to their active shaping of a gender- egalitarian environment.

While there is still work to be done in the abolition of gender ineq-
uity, the adoption of Zapatista principles such as direct democracy has 
helped to provide a progressive, constructive framework for implementing 
gender- equity ideologies and feminist politics. The men of Voz are grap-
pling with the limitations of identity politics in constructing a relation-
ship between their own identities as feminists to Voz’s collective feminist 
agenda. Although these men identify as feminist, this identification does 
not necessarily ensure that they are equipped to actually act as feminist 
agents in systematically undermining patriarchy. Identifying as feminist is 
only one component of the struggle for gender equity; one must also be 
equipped with the knowledge and strategic devices to abolish gender ineq-
uity. The men of Voz are identifying as feminist, but they are still discerning 
how to act as such.

Zapatismo was an extremely influential theoretical model for building 
community in some of the Voz chapters where I spent time. Zapatismo and 
its advocacy for building community, self- empowerment, and egalitarian-
ism lends itself to an easily accessible model of equality for Voz. Tatiana 
explained the way Zapatismo was adopted within her respective Los Ange-
les chapter, stating, “Zapatismo is very big here. We are children of their era; 
we grew up watching them and being very aware of the issues they stood 
for. We’re really active in the same sort of things— indigenismo, auton-
omy . . . It’s like they say, you know? ‘We’re all Marcos.’ That has become 
our slogan” (Tatiana, pers. comm., Dominguez Hills, CA, February 2010).

Echoing Subcomandante Marcos’s famed line, this demonstrates 
the way in which the Zapatistas have been a movement with which all 
oppressed people may identify, further uniting members and creating a 
sense of community both within Voz and with the outside community. 
Forging this sense of community is imperative to fashioning an activist 
agenda for Voz. Using Zapatista statements such as “We’re all Marcos” not 
only aids in creating a centralized vision for social justice but also helps 
to further cement the idea that all oppression is connected. In creating a 
mutual understanding of the intersecting nature of oppression, Zapatismo 
helps Voz to design an activist agenda in which the eradication of one form 
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of inequity is seen as requisite to abolishing all forms of oppression and to 
further promoting solidarity among its members.

Tatiana, the Voz member, once told me that Voz hoped to create an 
environment in which gender equity would be implemented as the result 
of an organization that promoted equality on all accounts. Voz, however, 
bases a lot of its efforts toward achieving equality on an oral tradition of 
indigenous rhetoric, creating a space open for debate and disputes. Con-
versely, the second organization with which I worked, the primarily Latino 
Rancheros Unidos, in Los Angeles, is strapped for volunteers and does 
not dedicate any time to the collective, structural exploration of indige-
nous models of equity praxis. Rather, while some of its members may be 
equipped with knowledge of indigenous or Zapatista concepts of gender 
equity, Rancheros Unidos does not actively incorporate either indigenous 
or Zapatista models of gender equity within its infrastructure. Instead, 
gender equity comes as secondary, the result of direct democratic practices, 
paralleling the political processes of the Zapatistas. Although both Voz and 
Rancheros Unidos draw on a loose interpretation of the Zapatistas’ use of 
indigenous models of gender equity, their interpretation and execution of 
incorporating these ideals differ, with Voz focusing strongly on investigat-
ing the rhetoric of these ideals while Rancheros Unidos simply implements 
direct democracy.

Drawing on the Zapatistas’ anarchist undertones, defying hierarchi-
cal institutions is central to the vision both of Rancheros Unidos and of 
Voz. Tatiana, one of the female participants whom I interviewed from one 
of Voz’s Los Angeles chapters, asked if I would mind whether Adrian, the 
male chair of her chapter, could join us. During our interview, Tatiana dis-
closed her reasoning in this request: “There’s no hierarchy in Voz, that’s 
why I wanted you to interview him [Adrian] with me, too. I don’t want 
to be the sole voice speaking for Voz here or its representative. There’s no 
hierarchy. He has things to say, too, that might be different than what I have 
to say. I don’t want you just getting my perception of what is going on in 
Voz” (Tatiana, pers. comm., Dominguez Hills, CA, February 2010).

This was a sentiment commonly echoed throughout my interviews. As 
one of the members of Voz, Jorge, said, “We believe in shared responsi-
bility.” Like the Zapatistas saying of “Everything is for everyone, nothing 
for ourselves,” Voz collectively attempts to dismantle any type of hierarchy 
that might manifest itself in Voz (Conant 2010). Structurally attempting 
to eradicate any sort of pecking order, Voz would do away with titles that 
might insinuate some type of assigned hierarchical value, particularly that 
of any type of gendered hierarchy. As Grace said, “We might all do differ-
ent things, but we’re all the same” (pers. comm., Fullerton, CA, June 2010). 
The organization of Zapatista collectives was extremely inspiring to many 
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of the activists with whom I worked. Both of the Solidaridad Zapatista 
participants whom I interviewed were extremely impressed by the shared 
responsibilities of the Zapatistas, such as the Junta de Buen Gobierno, the 
governing board of the Oventic caracole, in which all members alternately 
serve. In each of their interviews with me, Manuel and Adelita described 
to me how the Zapatistas use revolving roles in leadership, ensuring that 
all members have equally participatory roles and guaranteeing a means 
of barring any potential outside efforts from corrupting the leadership. 
Manuel described how the Zapatistas organized within their caracole to 
eliminate any opportunity for hierarchy to be established:

I was really inspired by the creativity, determination, and success achieved 
by the Zapatistas. In a real, concrete way the Zapatistas are effectively imple-
menting a radical, egalitarian, democratic society. Politically, I was fascinated 
and impressed with the governing structure, particularly the space [and] 
opportunity it seemed to allow for anyone in [the] community to partici-
pate in a leadership position. More importantly, it was arranged so that the 
“leadership” would be constantly in flux. Central to Zapatismo is the idea 
that the community [and] people are in charge. Having “professional lead-
ers or politicians” like they do in representative democracies is anathema to 
Zapatismo, since representative government can lead to hierarchy and dis-
parity. While very much an experiment when initiated, the Junta de Buen 
Gobierno seemed to be functioning quite well. (Manuel, August 2010)

The adoption of Zapatismo varies by individual member within each 
chapter of Voz; some chapters may be collectively more familiar and 
involved with the Zapatistas. Virtually every chapter with which I worked 
had some members who had gone to Chiapas, Mexico, to do solidarity 
work with the Zapatistas. All my research participants with whom I con-
ducted individual, in- depth interviews were familiar with, sympathetic to, 
and committed to the causes of the Zapatista movement in Chiapas. How-
ever, only some members directly cited Zapatismo as the central concept to 
which he or she adhered as a guiding political consciousness. This is due, 
in part, to the fact that some members had no knowledge of the Zapatista 
movement until they joined Voz. Thus it is a movement with which they 
are still becoming acquainted.

In a broader sense, I noted in my field observations that the Zapatista 
movement was a subject that was continually brought up throughout 
various Voz chapters during their meetings. The Zapatista movement or 
Zapatismo political consciousness was consistently put on Voz’s agenda 
to discuss as a subject that they might possibly include as an educa-
tional workshop in their conferences and dealings with the public. In its 
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totality, Voz seemingly appears to identify with Zapatismo by embracing 
its commitment to eradicate economic, sexual, racial, and gender oppres-
sion against which the Zapatista movement champions; however, Voz 
does not necessarily view itself as collectively embodying Zapatismo, as 
its members openly acknowledge varying degrees of identification with 
Zapatismo. While some feel more comfortable articulating their knowl-
edge of Zapatismo and the Zapatista movement, virtually all participants 
recognized it as a mode that advocates for inclusiveness and a commitment 
to social justice.

Like the Zapatistas, Voz and Rancheros Unidos orient their organiza-
tions in a way that enables them to dismantle the matrix of domination. 
Voz uses intersectional political praxis in a number of ways— in their con-
stant efforts to maintain ongoing critical dialogue, in the multiple foci of 
their community outreach, and in their attempts to structurally institute 
awareness of social inequities. Through addressing intersecting forms of 
oppression such as sexism, homophobia, classism, imperialism, and rac-
ism, Voz creates an alternative space in which the matrix of domination 
can be both critiqued and dismantled. Rather than assume a monofocal 
perspective in shaping their collective understanding of oppression, Voz 
attempts to understand the ways in which an individual can experience 
multiple forms of oppression. The Zapatistas’ political agenda focuses on 
eradicating all oppression. As Subcomandante Marcos has identified him-
self as an agent working on behalf of people marginalized on the basis 
of gender, sexual orientation, race, nationality, or class, the heart of the 
Zapatistas lies in their commitment to vanquishing all forms of oppres-
sion. Zapatismo, hence, is forged on the foundation of a commitment to 
using intersectional politics to dismantle the matrix of domination. Simi-
larly, Voz’s central focus is based on a commitment to addressing and fight-
ing all forms of oppression. In order for one to be freed of the entangled 
threads of oppression, one cannot focus one’s attention on a singular 
thread; rather, one must be rid of all its snares to truly be free. Thus Voz 
disentangles oppression by actively seeking to disembody it on a multitude 
of levels.

Although Rancheros Unidos does not cite the Zapatista model as hav-
ing been adopted within its organization, its egalitarian structure and its 
fight for the rights of poor migrant farmers is exemplary of Zapatismo. 
Rancheros Unidos advocates for direct democracy and equality for all, but 
the communicative organization of its meetings and its fight on behalf of 
the marginalized are indicative of a loose interpretation and adoption of 
the same principles of Zapatismo.

This knowledge of and commitment to the causes of the Zapatista move-
ment echoes the sentiment articulated to me in my individual interviews 
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and expressed throughout my field observations in meetings with Voz. Its 
members view all forms of oppression as interlinked; they consequently 
see the struggles of the Zapatistas as struggles of their own, because they 
also view the agents against which the Zapatistas fight as oppressive instru-
ments that must be eradicated— agents such as “white supremacy, capital-
ism, patriarchy, and neocolonialism.” This attitude toward recognizing the 
interconnectedness of oppression and believing that the aforementioned 
hegemonic forces must be abolished is a view articulated by the Zapatista 
movement (Alfaro 2004; Barmeyer 2003).

The Zapatista movement has set out a model that aims to dismantle 
intersectional oppression. Focusing on the eradication of patriarchy, clas-
sism, homophobia, sexism, imperialism, cultural hegemony, and racism, 
the Zapatista movement aims to create alternative spaces that promote 
egalitarianism and a strong sense of community. Through adopting 
Zapatismo as a political consciousness and feminist framework, both Voz 
and Rancheros Unidos more effectively mobilize in their quest for social 
justice by addressing intersectional oppression. In attacking oppression 
in all its forms, these organizations are better equipped to act as effective 
agents of social change.

A central thread that weaved through my interviews and field obser-
vations is a strong message of renewed hope. Whether participants had 
spent time with the Zapatistas through Solidaridad Zapatista or learned 
about them through activist workshops, they saw that the Zapatistas have 
illuminated the path for activists from a variety of causes. The Zapatistas’ 
success has been enormously encouraging to activists’ own visions; bear-
ing witness to a revolution that has effectively worked equips activists with 
the encouragement needed to believe social change is capable and may be 
elicited from their own hands. Manuel cited the Zapatistas as inspiring in 
both his activism and his personal life, as he articulated:

Zapatismo has made me more hopeful in fighting for social change. On 
purely a personal level, I’ve developed more patience in dealing with family 
problems. In trying to gain more access to healthcare and social services for a 
family member, my experience in Chiapas helped me become more patient. 
The Zapatistas are surviving against incredible odds, and their determina-
tion and success has helped me stay grounded to the difficulties of achieving 
justice. It’d be easy to give up and just think about myself, an individual solu-
tion, but there is no such thing when one recognizes that the well- being of 
others is tied in with oneself. (Manuel, pers. comm., August 2010)

The perseverance of the Zapatistas, as well as their commitment to the 
well- being of others, inspired Manuel as well as my other participants to 
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commit themselves to improving the well- being of those around them. 
Again, the Zapatista caracole model of creating an egalitarian environment 
both within their community and outward to their community is instru-
mental to evoking hope that social change is possible. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, the dedication of the Zapatistas has evoked the strongest feelings 
from activists. Throughout the interviews I conducted, participants cited 
the Zapatistas’ dedication as a cornerstone in solidifying their own com-
mitment to social justice and acting as an active agent for social change.

In examining the adoption of Zapatismo and its effects on the gender- 
equity politics of Voz and Rancheros Unidos, it appears that feminism and 
Zapatismo are complementary frameworks in the quest for gender equity. 
Zapatismo’s theoretical grounding in constructing knowledge from the 
bottom up, its reclamation of indigenous knowledge, and its advocacy for 
equity provide a unique feminist agenda that better encompasses multi-
faceted oppression. Zapatismo is self- empowering; the strong emphasis on 
autonomy allows for marginalized groups to reclaim their own power. Most 
importantly, Zapatismo enables oppressed populations to regain power by 
carving out a third space in which these populations abolish their status as 
“other” by fusing together their own indigenous beliefs with modern polit-
ical processes. Essentially, Zapatismo as a feminist framework provides 
these organizations with an innovative model in which they can construct 
new feminist narratives and praxes in the face of dominant culture’s mar-
ginalization. Zapatismo advocates for the construction of knowledge and 
political processes to be constructed from below, empowering marginal-
ized groups with a space to rebuke dominant culture.

Rancheros Unidos and Voz both interpret and implement Zapatismo 
differently within their respective chapters. As an organization that is in 
dire need of volunteers and monetary resources and is more singular in its 
focus, Rancheros Unidos does not grapple with the theory behind indigen-
ismo and Zapatismo. Conversely, Voz dedicates a large portion of its time 
to exploring the rhetoric behind Zapatismo, feminism, and indigenismo; 
creating the space of this dialogue leaves much room for interpretation 
as its participants try to discern a link between Zapatismo and feminism. 
Rancheros Unidos is organized in a way that is loosely based on Zapatismo 
and indigenismo; indigenous concepts of organization informed the struc-
ture of its meetings, but were never formally instated as a foundational 
concept by which to abide. Voz, by contrast, focuses more heavily on incor-
porating theory and ideology within its organization.

Additionally, as a national organization, the gender- equity politics and 
adoption of Zapatismo in Voz varies widely among its chapters. In the 
chapters that cited Zapatismo as being more heavily implemented in their 
organization, gender equity seemed to be more prevalent. Zapatismo’s 
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emphasis on disseminating hierarchy, building community, and creating 
indigenous understandings of sex and gender helped these chapters to forge 
more gender- equitable relationships, in addition to instilling its members 
with an even greater sense of social responsibility. Through creating an 
understanding of shared responsibility, gender equity, and the intersect-
ing nature of oppression, Zapatismo provides as feminist framework that 
encourages women as well as men to eradicate all types of oppression in 
order to achieve true social justice.

Voz ends its meetings with one person starting to clap. One by one, 
the rest of its members fall into the same singular, rhythmic clap, which 
swells in the room. As Zapatismo advocates for emphasizing the collective 
before the individual, these claps signify the unifying of many individuals, 
bringing their many narratives into one central vision— a collective whole 
of individuals, united on behalf of the marginalized, in a quest for social 
justice on all levels.
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Notes

 1. In Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies, she contests the prefix 
“post” in referring to “postcolonialism” to suggest that colonialism is not over.

 2. Pseudonyms are used throughout this study for all participants and both 
organizations.

 3. Interviews lasted from about 45 minutes to three hours and were conducted in 
English, with the occasional Spanish word or phrase inserted by either myself 
or the participant. I asked participants to choose settings that were comfort-
able to them in which to conduct the interviews; often these took place in their 
chapter’s office, outside on campus, or at a local coffee shop.

 4. While the foci of the activists interviewed vary, all research participants are 
strong grassroots activists who adopt Zapatismo’s advocacy of self- reliance, 
social justice, and giving back to the community.
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La Otra Educación
Hip- Hop, Zapatismo, and Popular Education

Oscar Marquez

When the Zapatistas rose up in arms in 1994, the Chican@ Movement 
in Los Angeles experienced a paradigm shift. No longer was the 

movement looking to an indigenous past for its inspirations. It was now a 
group of living, indigenous peoples from southern México who were chal-
lenging the dominant power relations in the new, neoliberal world order. 
Immediately, Chican@s looked to the Zapatistas for organizing strategies 
based on indigenous communalism, consensus, and collectivity. In a depar-
ture from the Chican@ Movement of the late sixties and early seventies, 
which insisted on being recognized in the United States and demanded to 
be incorporated into society, the contemporary movement was beginning 
to question whether inclusion was the goal, or whether attaining auton-
omy, outside of institutions and the state, should be their new path. In Los 
Angeles, this questioning has led to several autonomous community spaces 
throughout the city that are grounded in an indigenous epistemology that 
looks to Zapatismo for its inspiration. These spaces, in turn, have fueled 
urban Zapatismo in Los Angeles for many years.

Urban Zapatismo in Los Angeles is unique from other international 
solidarity efforts for two reasons. First, perhaps as in other U.S. cities with 
a large Chican@ population, Los Angeles Zapatista- inspired work has an 
indigenous foundation in its solidarity work within its communities. Sec-
ond, a large number of artists have participated in establishing and con-
tinuing Zapatista solidarity work. I argue in this chapter that it is because 
Chican@s can identify with an indigenous perspective that they are able to 
move beyond traditional Zapatista solidarity and relate on a more human 
and spiritual level.
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Grounded in this indigenous cosmology, Chican@ artists are using 
their music to create a culture of resistance through decolonial educa-
tion. It is only through such an education, they argue, which focuses on 
spiritual, mental, physical, and psychological transformation, that youth 
can be liberated from the grips of neoliberalism (Alfred 2005). These art-
ists have created the Popular Education for Art and Cultural Expression 
(P.E.A.C.E.) Academy for urban Chican@ youth to learn about themselves 
and also to learn some practical hip- hop skills. Artists are teaching youth 
about Zapatismo, indigenous identity, culture, politics, and resistance all 
while sharing hip- hop skills that will continue to foster this culture of 
resistance. These skills include hands- on lessons on DJing, MCing, spoken 
word, visual arts, break dancing, teatro (theatre), and music production. 
By engaging in these types of educational projects, I argue, Chican@ artists 
are continuing to fulfill the responsibility of “creating a world where many 
worlds fit” that the Zapatistas have asked all adherents to pursue within 
their own communities.1

This research was conducted as an observing participant in urban 
Zapatismo in Los Angeles. Sirena Pellarolo (2006) contends that “we are 
holistically observing participants; as we participate, we are inextricably 
and inseparably observers . . . involved in a community- wide process” 
(ibid., 2). I am engaging in observation but I am a participant in this com-
plex, often- contradictory community of urban Zapatismo and in the 
cultural work that is being done in Los Angeles around Zapatismo more 
specifically. For the last three years I have participated in A.R.M.A. (Arte en 
Rebeldía, Movimientos Autónomos; Art in Rebellion and Autonomous Move-
ments in English), organizing delegations to Zapatista territory, planning 
music and cultural events, coordinating educational events for local youth, 
and taking part in two delegations to Zapatista territory, where I was able 
to participate in the first official meeting between Chican@s in Los Angeles 
and the Congreso Nacional Indígena (CNI; National Indigenous Congress).2 
I have also been part of the core organizing group of the P.E.A.C.E. Acad-
emy, which, as of this writing, is only three weeks from being implemented.

During this research, I interviewed three key Zapatista- inspired 
musicians who have been part of various A.R.M.A. projects, including 
the P.E.A.C.E. Academy. One is Cihuatl Ce, a powerful, intelligent, and 
extremely skilled MC. She grew up in the backyard punk scene of the mid-
nineties and eventually joined an all- female group called Cihuatl Tonalli. 
She eventually went solo and is in the process of releasing her first full- 
length album, Femi9ine Millimeter. Olmeca, the second interviewee, has 
been an MC for more than 15 years. He started his career at the world- 
famous Project Blowed in the late nineties. He was in an underground 
hip- hop group called Acid Reign for a number of years before he joined 
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Slowrider, a legendary Chican@ band from L.A. After the band broke up, 
Olmeca started his solo career, during which he independently released 
two full- length albums, Semillas Rebeldes and Counter Culture/La Contra 
Cultura; his third album is in the works. My third interviewee, Nico Aviña, 
is one- half of the powerful poetic duo Los Poets del Norte, as well as a lov-
ing father, husband, and community member. Nico has dedicated his life to 
art, poetry, and community. For several years, Nico and Xavi Moreno, the 
other half of the duo, have been offering spoken- word workshops at local 
high schools. Los Poets del Norte have an eponymously titled recording 
that was put out independently, as well.

This essay consists of two parts. The first part discusses the trajectory of 
Zapatista- inspired organizing in Los Angeles. In this section, I argue that 
Chican@s are able to transcend traditional solidarity paradigms because of 
their indigenous perspective. I also make the link between the Zapatistas 
and Chican@ artists in L.A. by placing their participation historically in 
the first Encuentro Chican@- Zapatista: En Contra el Neoliberalismo y por 
La Humanidad (Chican@- Zapatista Gathering: Against Neoliberalism and 
for Humanity). The second part discusses the different popular- education 
projects in which these four artists have participated. I argue that to decol-
onize oneself, one has to do so through an indigenous perspective. Accord-
ingly, these artists are applying this perspective in their popular- education 
projects so that they can create a culture of resistance. I give the example 
of the P.E.A.C.E. Academy as a project that is in the process of creating this 
indigenous culture of resistance.

Beyond Solidarity

Solidarity and Resonance

There are multiple ways of engaging in solidarity work with the Zapatistas, 
but it is not until one begins to implement Zapatismo in one’s own space 
and community that one begins to go beyond solidarity. Thomas Olesen 
(2004) identifies the different types of solidarity interactions as political 
solidarity, rights solidarity, material solidarity, and global solidarity (257– 
59). Both rights solidarity and material solidarity are apolitical actions 
wherein a demarcated hierarchy exists between the first and third worlds; 
it is the first world that provides support for the third. Political solidar-
ity, by contrast, is highly politicized but is limited in its ideology either to 
nationalist agendas or to a binary divide between first and third worlds. 
Olesen offers left- wing internationalism as an example of political soli-
darity that was rooted in a socialist ideology but that was nationalist and 
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party driven by nature. Global solidarity, however, is politicized solidar-
ity that seeks to erase the distinction between those providing the solidar-
ity and those receiving it. Olesen describes it as “an expression of a more 
extensive global consciousness that constructs the grievances of physically, 
socially and culturally distant people as deeply intertwined” (259). Thus, 
for Olesen, solidarity is an understanding of mutual struggle and how that 
struggle connects two groups of people.

Alex Khasnabish (2008) offers another view of Zapatista solidarity. To 
analyze how Zapatismo is transnationalized, Khasnabish introduces the 
concept of resonance: a “non- linear and unpredictable dynamic by which 
meaning made in a particular context becomes significant in another” (7). 
Here, “resonance” implies a fluid transformation of ideas and perspectives 
from one social, cultural, and physical context to another. It takes into 
account how individuals interpret Zapatismo and then how this interpre-
tation leads to action. For Khasnabish, resonance is a “dense, rhizomatic 
networ[k] of connections amongst ‘the real’ (individuals, movements, 
systems of power) and ‘the more- than- real’ (imaginations, languages, and 
repertoires embodying new political horizons)” (8). It becomes a creation 
and manifestation of one’s own power, rather than a response to unequal 
hierarchal power relations. As a rhizomatic network, Zapatismo resonance 
does not have a prescribed plan or a rigid guide to follow. The rhizome, 
by nature, is complex and heterogeneous. Thus Zapatismo in an actual, 
autonomous, Zapatista community will look completely different from 
rural Zapatismo in Los Altos de Jalisco, Mexico, or, in this case, from urban 
Zapatismo in Los Angeles. By analyzing transnational Zapatismo as a rhi-
zomatic network, Khasnabish allows for transnational actors to transform 
Zapatismo to fit their own social, political, and cultural context and capac-
ity. This makes for a rather ambiguous display of solidarity, since indi-
viduals may not necessarily manifest Zapatismo in overt actions (such as 
marches or creating community centers) but, rather, in subtle ways: for 
example, in their everyday interactions with people, or as teachers in their 
classrooms, or as partners in a romantic relationship.

The Zapatistas have themselves reflected on solidarity and the role civil 
society plays in the creation of Zapatista autonomy. As part of a series of 
communiqués titled Another Calendar: That of Resistance, the Zapatis-
tas released Chiapas, The Thirteenth Stele. In this communiqué, they 
announced the death of the aguascalientes and the birth of the caracoles.3 
This shift contained both a reflection of the process of building autonomy 
in the Zapatista communities and also a message for civil society. The cara-
coles are highly regulated gateways for civil society to converse and engage 
with the Zapatistas. It is in these caracoles that civil society is introduced to 
and welcomed by the Zapatistas, who then grant permission for visitors to 
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visit their communities. The caracoles are like an economic/political/cul-
tural hub for the Zapatistas. There one is likely to find the various resources 
for that particular autonomous municipality, such as schools, clinics, train-
ings, and religious/cultural events. Thus, a delegation to a caracol is likely 
to engage in dialogue with Zapatista teachers, students, community mem-
bers, and perhaps even the junta de buen gobierno.

In this same communiqué, the message to civil society was that, for 
the Zapatistas, “pity is an affront and charity is a slap in the face” (Marcos 
2007, 210). This comment was in response to “Cinderella Syndrome” soli-
darity, wherein the paternalistic relationship between civil society and the 
Zapatistas often led to community projects imposed by nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) and to clothes drives with Western clothing that had 
no place in Zapatista communities, such as incomplete pairs of high heels 
(Marcos 2007). Instead, what the Zapatistas asked of civil society was “for a 
building of a small part of that world where all worlds fit. It is then political 
support, not charity” (Marcos 2007, 213). Chican@s in Los Angeles have 
seen the Zapatista struggle as a mutual struggle and have engaged in this 
type of political support of the Zapatistas since January 1994.

Los Ángeles Rebelde

It was on January 3, 1994, two days after the Zapatista uprising, when 
Roberto Flores and other activists went to Chiapas as human rights observ-
ers. Flores’s participation in Chiapas was part of the first phase of transna-
tionalizing Zapatismo in Los Angeles and would eventually pave the way 
for a continuous relationship between Chican@s in Los Angeles and the 
Zapatista communities, which would in turn shape the Zapatista solidarity 
work being done in L.A. Los Angeles has a unique history with the Zapatis-
tas, as an overwhelming number of artists, musicians, and cultural workers 
have participated in Zapatismo in their own communities. This is, in large 
part, because of the 1997 Encuentro Chican@- Zapatista: En Contra El Neo-
liberalismo y Por La Humanidad (Encuentro Chican@- Zapatista for short), 
in which more than one hundred twenty Los Angeles artists engaged in 
four days of dialogue with the Zapatistas about art, culture, and autonomy 
(Flores 2008). Because of this encuentro, there was and continues to be a 
significant focus on creating cultural spaces and doing cultural work that 
is Zapatista inspired. Flores breaks down Zapatismo in Los Angeles into 
six phases:

 1. The Zapatista uprising occurs and a small group of people from Los 
Angeles travel to Chiapas.
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 2. The Zapatista/Chican@ encuentro occurs.
 3. Music/art/cultural influences begin.
 4. Delegations continue (organized by Estación Libre, Unión de Comu-

nidades, and Comité Zapatista de Los Ángeles).
 5. Individual autonomous spaces begin to open.
 6. Attempts begin to connect the different autonomous projects occur-

ring in Los Angeles (e.g., the Autonomous Peoples Collective; Zepeda 
2011, 44– 45).4

Flores further distinguishes between three types of solidarity work that 
operate within these six phases: “trabajos de arañilla (spider work), trabajos 
de abeja (bee work), and trabajos de hormiga (ant work)” (45) Spider work 
consists of establishing local and global networks of collectives and indi-
viduals. Bee work consists of disseminating news and information about 
Zapatismo, in this instance throughout Los Angeles. Finally, ant work is the 
everyday grassroots actions of collectives and individuals toward building 
autonomy (Zepeda 2011). I trace the history of some of this work done by 
multiple collectives and spaces throughout Los Angeles in the next section.

Encuentro Chican@- Zapatista

The 1997 Encuentro Chican@- Zapatista was born out of an evolving 
Chican@ cultural politics that was trying to avoid the traditional “Chin-
gon” politics, with its nationalist, sexist, and patriarchal tendencies (Sol-
datenko 2005). Chican@s were becoming more politically and culturally 
internationalist. The Encuentro attempted to create a more inclusive safe 
space within the Chican@ Movement for people of all genders, sexuali-
ties, nationalities, languages, and political ideologies. The Zapatistas were 
influential in fostering this new political and cultural revolution in their 
demands for “un mundo donde quepan muchos mundos” (a world where 
many worlds fit). The Encuentro Chican@- Zapatista was key in creating 
community spaces and temporary autonomous spaces for youth. One 
of the first politically and culturally driven spaces that can be traced to 
Zapatismo was the Peace and Justice Center (PJC, also known as the Old 
Jail). The PJC was established in 1995 when a group of artists and organiz-
ers occupied an L.A. Conservation Corps job site for two months. Within 
that period, the youth involved organized shows, events, workshops, and 
other culturally influenced events. After two months, the organizers were 
granted the space for one year (Viesca 2004). As Victor Hugo Viesca says of 
the PJC’s founders, “the significance of the Zapatista struggle for an alter-
native imaginary of democratic politics has not been lost on the artists and 



LA OTRA EDUCACIÓN   85

activists of the East L.A. scene . . . [It] has provided the East L.A. scene with 
a model for a more inclusive democratic politics in a multiracial city such 
as Los Angeles” (731).

Another space that soon emerged was the People’s Resource Center 
(PRC). The PRC held similar cultural and political workshops for youths 
to get involved in, including graffiti classes and music lessons. The PRC 
also engaged in all the types of work that Flores describes: the “trabajo 
de hormiga,” “trabajo de abeja,” and “trabajo de arañilla.” Their cultural 
workshops were political as well and informed youth about the Zapatistas 
through their art. The PRC also created networks of artists and activists 
to collectivize their goals. Many participants of the PJC eventually worked 
with the PRC, and it was ultimately a collective from within the PRC 
that established the Big Frente Zapatista, with the goal of organizing the 
Encuentro Chican@- Zapatista in 1997.

The 1997 Encuentro introduced already politicized Chican@ artists to a 
new way of doing politics, which in turn shaped their political and cultural 
projects. The Encuentro was divided into four major themes to facilitate 
talks and dialogue about politics and culture: (1) autonomy, (2) la mujer 
(women), (3) art as a political and educational tool, and (4) nos encon-
tramos (we find each other) (Juárez 2010). Musical groups that emerged 
or were solidified by the Encuentro included Quetzal, In Lak Ech, Aztlan 
Underground, and Rage Against the Machine. These musicians’ eagerness 
to spread Zapatismo through their art influenced many young, up- and- 
coming musicians in Los Angeles, especially Olmeca, Nico, and Cihuatl Ce. 
Roberto Flores (2008) described how these artists came back to L.A. with 
a fresh analysis on neoliberalism, horizontalism, and indigenous identity. 
On returning home, they spread what they had learned, applying it in their 
art, politics, spirituality, and everyday lives.5

This surge of Zapatismo in Los Angeles made way for continuous auton-
omous projects and collaborative work with the Zapatistas. Creating com-
munity through autonomous spaces was crucial at the time. John Holloway 
(2005) states that ‘the (re)construction of community bonds has . . . been 
a central concern of the movement in the cities. The construction of social 
centres or alternative cafés, the coming together of people in informal and 
changing movements create new patterns of community and mutual trust 
which are part and parcel of the development of councilist forms of orga-
nization” (Holloway 2005, p.172). Spaces like Eastside Café and Casa del 
Pueblo opened their doors to the community and engaged in grassroots 
community organizing around locally specific issues. Casa del Pueblo 
and Estacion Libre, the latter an organization strictly for people of color, 
went on organizing delegations, caravans, and work brigades to Zapatista 
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territory, thus continuing to build relationships between Chican@s and 
the Zapatistas.

Flores (2008) says that this Chican@- Zapatista relationship was built 
due to “trust tunnels.” “This trust tunnel consists of a complex mesh of 
historic, genetic, political, spiritual, cultural, and friendship affiliations 
shared by Chican@s and Zapatistas that allows for openness and learn-
ing in solidarity” (127) This trust led to Chican@s’ helping to organize the 
Tijuana Mitin as one of the stops for Subcomandante Marcos during the 
Other Campaign.6 The Zapatistas trusted in Chican@s to the extent that 
in 2005, as part of the Other Campaign, the Zapatistas called on Chican@s 
to assist in organizing an encampment in Baja, California, to help pro-
tect and preserve the indigenous rights of the Cucapa community. In an 
announcement, Marcos said, “We have decided to send an urgent message 
to the Mexicans and Chicanos north of the Rio Grande to come in order to 
maximize the number of people here, create a safe space, and protect the 
Cucapa and Kiliwa community during the fishing season” (Bacher 2007, 
1). One of the main reasons that Chican@s have such a strong spiritual and 
cultural connection with the Zapatistas, which allows for Chican@s to go 
beyond solidarity, is due to Chican@’s indigenous identity.

Los Ángeles Profundo

Although the colonization of the Americas led to a massive mestizaje of 
the population, a large indigenous presence remains throughout the conti-
nent, including Chican@s in Los Angeles. Latin American scholars, such as 
Guillermo Bonfil Batalla and Alfredo Lopez Austin, have studied the social, 
cultural, and political remnants of pre- Columbian indigenous cultures 
that are present in today’s indigenous and mestizo populations. Lopez 
Austin (2001) calls these cultural remnants el Nucleo Duro (hard nucleus). 
He maintains that “the generations affiliated to a similar tradition cannot 
share the totality of its cultural attributions, since the tradition has a his-
toric characteristic and is, therefore, mutable; however, they share so many 
attributes with their previous and subsequent generations that they can be 
identified as cultural links of a historic sequence” (Lopez Austin 2001, 51). 
For Lopez Austin, therefore, much of today’s mestizo peasant population 
can be culturally linked to an indigenous past and present.

Bonfil Batalla (1996) refers to this similar process as México profundo 
(deep Mexico or profound Mexico), a mestizo population with cultural 
traits that link them to an indigenous history even though they may self- 
identify as mestizo. Bonfil Batalla argues that mestizaje continued the colo-
nial ethnocide of indigenous peoples through a process of de- Indianization. 
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He attributes this largely to the creation of a national culture within a capi-
talist system based on Western models. To him, the creation of a national 
culture through an imposed foreign model was culturally schizophrenic 
because it implied that the peoples and their cultures that were already 
present were not sufficiently Mexican: “The majority of Mexicans have 
a future only on the condition that they stop being themselves” (Bonfil 
Batalla 1996, 65). De- Indianization, thus, was partially accomplished by 
imposing the systems of capitalism, neoliberalism, and Western religions 
that eventually created an “imaginary México.” However, México profundo 
exists within the interstices of this imaginary México, in the “inherited 
knowledge” of many Mexicans (Bonfil Batalla 1996, 21). México profundo 
can be seen in the agricultural methods of Mexican campesinos (rural farm 
workers) and their use of the milpa (maize crop); in the communalism 
of many Mexicans; in Mexicans’ relationship with the natural world and 
the cosmos; in the importance of the family as a cooperative unit, and in 
the important roles that children and elders play in this unit; and in many 
other traits and characteristics. By extending an indigenous identity to 
mestizo Mexicans via a historic cultural link with present characteristics, 
Bonfil Batalla allows us to make that same argument for many Chican@s 
living in the United States.

Chican@s, as descendants of Latin America but largely from México, 
have a historic and cultural link to indigenous peoples, which the Chica@s 
are identifying and reappropriating through a process of decolonization 
that allows for a much deeper resonance of Zapatismo. Although Bonfil 
Batalla situates his analysis within México, some have argued that as a 
result of globalization and neoliberalism, Mexicans have brought their pro-
fundidad to Los Angeles and the rest of the United States through migra-
tion (Fox and Rivera- Salgado 2004; Melero- Malpica 2005). Bonfil Batalla 
himself, in talking about the migration of campesinos within México 
from rural to urban areas, has declared a direct link between migration 
and México profundo: “Migration Indianizes the city. In general, the new 
arrival can count on family or friends from the same village who have 
arrived before him. They facilitate his first contact with the city, helping 
him adapt and find work. Together they form a nucleus of people identi-
fied by their local culture of origin. In this small world transferred from 
the village they can speak their own language and re- create, as far as pos-
sible, their own practices and customs” (51). Lo profundo is evident walking 
down the streets in Los Angeles, mostly in migrant communities such as 
East L.A. In the Eastside, one can find households growing milpa in their 
yards, parents and grandparents sharing stories about their upbringing 
in their pueblos (towns) or on their ranchos (ranches), folks telling about 
their relation to the land and how life moved at a slower pace in Mexico, 
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residents demonstrating that communalism is ever present in multiple- 
family homes and in the neighborhoods in general, and urban youth show-
ing respect for their elders.

Chican@s have identified with this indigenous identity since the begin-
ning of the Chican@ Movement of the late sixties and early seventies. At 
first, the indigenous aspect of the movement was reminiscent of indigen-
ismo ideology that emerged in the mid- 1900s in México. Indigenismo was 
a response to Mexican Positivism put forth by Gabino Barreda in the late 
nineteenth century, whose aim was to create a Mexican nation modeled 
after England and the United States and thus erase any indigenous past or 
present (Zea 1975). Indigenismo supporters, on the contrary, wanted to cre-
ate a Mexican nation that recognized its indigenous past and was proud of 
its Mexican culture. However, indigenismo was still dangerous for indige-
nous peoples, for its aim was to reach out to the periphery (the indigenous) 
and bring them into the center (modernization). The goal was to assimilate 
indigenous peoples into the modernizing nation- state. So while a roman-
ticization of an indigenous past occurred, modernization and assimila-
tion were literally erasing indigenous peoples at the time (Saldaña- Portillo 
2001). It was this romanticized indigenismo and mestizaje that Chican@s 
first adopted, as they invoked Aztec deities, gods, and heroes and identified 
their indigenous link, geopolitically, with the reappropriation of Aztlan. 
Josefina Saldana- Portillo contends that “in our Chicano reappropriation 
of the biologized terms of mestizaje and indigenismo, we are also always 
recuperating the Indian as an ancestral past rather than recognizing con-
temporary Indians as coinhabitants not only of this continent abstractly 
conceived, but of the neighborhoods and streets of hundreds of U.S. cities 
and towns” (413).

However, while small factions of internationalist and pan- indigenous 
currents existed within the Chican@ Movement of the late twentieth cen-
tury, it was not until the Zapatista uprising that the movement as a whole 
began to recognize living indigenous peoples and to appreciate their capac-
ity for revolution. Flores (2008) states, “Since the Zapatista uprising, the 
self- identification as Chican@ has become more than a general way of say-
ing one is proud of being of Mexican descent; it is a very specific type of 
Mexican, one that identifies with the indigenous rebel” (103). Nico Aviña 
states that “we are aware of being indigenous. We are aware of the Zapatis-
tas . . . We choose to educate ourselves in our indigenous teachings and to 
try to seek that balance and to walk in balance” (pers. comm., July 2, 2008).

Chican@ artists adopt indigenous names and use indigenous instru-
ments in their music. Many of these artists also collectivize their work by 
collaborating in events and in creating albums. This communalism among 
artists comes from the traditions of reciprocity and communalism that 
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Bonfil Batalla mentions exist in México profundo. Chican@s’ indigenous 
solidarity with the Zapatistas has also made way for collaborations with 
the Congreso Nacional Indigena (National Indigenous Congress, CNI), a 
national association of indigenous peoples in resistance. Chican@s have 
participated numerous times in CNI encuentros and, during the Primer 
Festival Mundial de la Digna Rabia (First Global Festival of Dignified Rage) 
in 2008, Chican@s were granted an intimate meeting with CNI members 
for the first time. This diverse albeit shared indigenous identity between 
Chican@s and the Zapatistas allows for a more grounded, human connec-
tion that goes beyond solidarity.

La Otra Educación

Fusing an indigenous and a Zapatista perspective, Los Angeles– based hip- 
hop artists are able to transcend traditional solidarity by creating a deco-
lonial education through urban counterculture. Hip- hop has been used by 
many educators throughout the country to encourage urban at- risk youth 
to perform better in school. These artists, however, are going beyond aca-
demic performance to decolonize youth and teach social justice curricula, 
to create a culture of resistance. Youth and youth culture have long been 
stigmatized as problematic and delinquent. Yet youth are naturally rebel-
lious in ascribing to a counterculture, and this rebellion is being channeled 
to create long- lasting change in themselves and in their community. As 
a Zapatista- principled initiative, this decolonial education is in the pro-
cess of creating autonomy and self- sufficiency. To gain autonomy, one 
must go through a process of decolonization to rid oneself of the domi-
nant power and to discover the power within that those from below have 
(Zibechi 2010).

For Taiaiake Alfred (2005), decolonization must be a process grounded 
in an indigenous perspective: an indigenous decolonial process that decol-
onizes the self first— spiritually, emotionally, culturally, and politically, 
in order to decolonize the community: “The challenge is to find a way to 
regenerate ourselves and take back our dignity. Then, meaningful change 
will be possible, and it will be a new existence, one of possibility, where 
Onkwehonwe will have the ability to make the kinds of choices we need 
to make concerning the quality of our lives and begin to recover a truly 
human way of life” (Alfred 2005, 38).

He goes on to say that one must challenge colonial and neocolonial 
power daily in every possible way, becoming a “perpetual warrior” in 
order to decolonize oneself and society. One must attempt to decolonize 
all aspects of one’s life, from diet to social relationships with people. To 
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decolonize the self, Alfred argues, requires a culture of resistance that sus-
tains a warrior identity. He calls for a “development of a resurgent power 
and culture of resistance that channels our angry and potentially deadly 
and self- destructive energies into a positive force for change. This strength 
lies in Onkwehonwe communities and people being decultured and dis-
abused of the colonial mentalities and various colonial myths and recul-
tured to support the resurgence of action against state manipulations of 
their identity” (Alfred 2005, 59). In the process of becoming perpetual war-
riors, Chican@s are engaging in an indigenous cultural resurgence of their 
historic past. Artists are creating this cultural resurgence in their music and 
in their popular education activism with at- risk youth. In the process, these 
artists are continuing a long tradition of urban Zapatismo in Los Angeles.

La Otra Hip- Hop

Urban youth of color are too often criminalized simply for their racial 
background, but they are also criminalized for their dress, demeanor, and 
other aspects of youth culture. An authoritative policing of youth culture 
emerges that implements a “hidden curriculum” of submission and obe-
dience through dress codes, random police checks, regulating their time, 
and controlling curriculum (Ochoa and Pineda 2008). This strategy reveals 
the dominant culture’s fear of a liberated young adult who is capable of 
critical thinking and political action. Jesus Martín Barbero (1998) asserts 
that this fear stems from a fear that youth will speak out against injustice: 
“The preoccupation of society is not so much about the transformations 
and inconvenience the youth are living, but rather in their participation as 
agents of the insecurities in which we live and for the explosive question-
ing that the youth do about the lies which this society itself creates in order 
to continue believing in a social norm that political chaos, demoraliza-
tion and an expressive aggressiveness by the youth are unmasking” (24). 
What is occurring in these decolonial spaces of education is what Taiaiake 
Alfred (2005) has urged many to do: channel this aggression and discon-
tent toward a positive path, which the artists are doing.

In Los Angeles, many Chican@ youth are attracted to both “gangsta” rap 
and narcocorridos, especially those youth considered to be “at risk.” Their 
interest is owing to the aggressiveness and glorified nature of violence in 
both these genres. The rhythm and beats may be completely different, but 
the lyrics share similar qualities and content: violence, drugs, alcohol, sex, 
and machismo. However, while oppressive in many ways, there is a hid-
den element of resistance that these genres share. Narcocorridos are about 
social bandits, outlaws who oppose the police and corrupt politicians. 
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For this reason, narcocorridos are still speaking truth to power. “Gangsta” 
rap is similar. Theresa Martinez (1997) argues that rap is an oppositional 
culture that emerges out of racial discrimination and industrialization. 
Through a content analysis of lyrics, Martinez finds that “gangsta” rappers 
show distrust for police, fear of a corrupt system, and rage against racial 
discrimination. La Otra Hip- Hop is thus able to reach this rebellious popu-
lation while providing a positive, conscious message that goes well beyond 
“gangsta” rap and narcocorridos.

It is important to distinguish between La Otra Hip- Hop and Chicano 
Hip- Hop (or Chicano rap), because the name “Chicano rap” itself leads 
someone who is unfamiliar with the genre to associate it with the Chican@ 
Movement and with politically conscious Chican@s. Chicano/a rap, how-
ever, is like “gangsta” rap made by Chicanos. The lyrical content and masked 
resistance is very similar to that of “gangsta” rap. Artists such as Kid Frost, 
Mr. Capone- E, South Park Mexican, Lil- Rob, and others are examples of 
this genre. Scholars have analyzed the machismo, misogyny, and cultural 
nationalism in Chicano rap but still find that in some ways it resists domi-
nant cultural norms (McFarland 2006; Rodriguez 2003; Alvarez 2007). La 
Otra Hip- Hop, by contrast, strives to be decolonial in all aspects, and the 
resistance in the music is explicit rather than hidden in text.

I use the term “La Otra Hip- Hop” because of its association with La Otra 
Campana (The Other Campaign), for two reasons. First, it is one alterna-
tive to Chicano rap, which is in many ways a common and mainstream 
genre in Los Angeles, while La Otra Hip- Hop is its own genre. There is an 
otherness about the music and the culture, in that it resists capitalism and 
neoliberalism and is peaceful in doing so. Second, La Otra Hip- Hop artists 
are involved in urban Zapatismo in their communities, apart from making 
music. These artists do not find it sufficient to simply create music that 
inspires, motivates, and creates consciousness. Rather, they stand firm in 
the belief that artists in rebellion should be politically involved in the com-
munities and social movements they rap about and are influenced by. It is 
this ideology that has led these artists to participate in various decolonial 
educational projects.

Hip- Hop Pedagogy

Much has been written about culturally relevant pedagogy and how it 
allows for students to succeed academically while maintaining their own 
cultural traditions and not having to “act white” to be successful, as Glo-
ria Ladson- Billings (1995) has argued. The intention of these artists is not 
only to present culturally relevant material but also to present material 
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that urges students to liberate themselves and become conscious of the 
injustices surrounding them. To this effect, Jeffrey Duncan- Andrade has 
written much about and has given examples of how it can be done through 
hip- hop. Duncan- Andrade and Morrell (2008) use popular culture such as 
media and hip- hop to create “an urban education model that utilizes criti-
cal counter- cultural communities of practice (4Cs), developing a critical 
and engaged citizenry with a democratic sensibility that critiques and acts 
against all forms of inequality” (11).

These artists are take advantage of every possible opportunity to create 
a decolonial education space to spread positive change and consciousness 
building. As an example, Cihuatl Ce has worked in collaboration with a 
local teacher to create an album and a curriculum package specifically for 
that album. She states,

My goal with the album is to create a curriculum that will go hand in hand 
with the music so I see my music as a part of the movement out here in LA 
. . . to bring that consciousness into our kids and to inspire that questioning 
and for them to start questioning why it is that we are in this situation . . . I 
think it’s important; you can’t have any kind of music without any kind of 
action to follow that up . . . or just to have music by itself to just expect it to 
resonate with the kids. It’s not going to happen . . . so as for me, I feel it’s my 
responsibility to take my music and do something with it, take some action 
(pers. comm., June 26, 2008).

Los Poets del Norte were created out of a spoken word workshop for local 
high school youth, given by Nico Aviña and Xavi Moreno. The youth 
enjoyed the workshop so much they essentially demanded that Nico and 
Xavi create a group and continue doing workshops; they haven’t stopped 
since. This is exemplary of the Zapatista model of mandar obedeciendo 
(lead by obeying), where the community directs where the leaders should 
lead them— in this case, the local youth asked for an urban decolonial edu-
cation. Nico’s analysis of his role in creating decolonial perpetual warriors 
is grounded in an indigenous cosmovision that is deeply interlinked with 
the natural world. He describes the importance of using his art form as an 
act of rebellion: “The tree takes what we can no longer use, carbon mon-
oxide, and it turns it into oxygen for us. So it’s taking what’s around it 
and it’s making it beneficial to others. So then we need to act like a tree 
and absorb the language and exhale it in something that becomes positive 
around us . . . because we need each other for us to survive” (pers. comm. 
June 26, 2008).

This decolonial education grounded in Zapatismo and presented 
through hip- hop is also reaching a national audience, as artists such as 
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Olmeca have traveled to perform and present throughout the United 
States. His participation almost never involves just performing at concerts 
or rallies; instead, the majority of his work out of state is in holding work-
shops at universities, local community centers, and for local high school 
youth about Zapatismo, autonomy, culture, and employing art as a weapon 
for rebellion. Olmeca has also been a regular at the annual Institute for 
Transformative Education hosted by the Mexican American/Raza Studies 
Department at the University of Arizona. These artists’ experiences have 
now led to a new initiative to create a consistent space for decolonial educa-
tion in Boyle Heights, an immigrant barrio on the eastside of Los Angeles.

P.E.A.C.E. Academy

Centers and institutions for popular education grounded in hip- hop and 
focused on revolutionary change have emerged from Latin America in the 
last few years. Derek Pardue (2007) shows how hip- hop is used as a peda-
gogical tool in Brazil through the institutionalized CEUs (United Educa-
tional Centers) and the more autonomous Casa do Hip- Hop (Hip Hop 
House). While they may differ ideologically, both seek to inform youth of 
social justice as well as transform them via consciousness- building. Sujatha 
Fernandes (2003) differentiates between the commercial hip- hop that is 
privately funded by transnational record labels, and is thus cautiously pre-
pared for a global market, and the underground hip- hop that is overtly 
political and self- reflective of the revolutionary process in Cuba. Cuba has 
institutionalized hip- hop cultural work into a system of empresas (facto-
ries) that operate under the Ministry of Culture. Given that underground 
hip- hop is not privately funded, it partially relies on the state for support. 
This ultimately affects the level of autonomy that the artist has and, thus, 
determines what can and cannot be said in the songs. In Venezuela, the 
Escuelas Populares de Arte y Tradiciones Urbanas (EPATU; Popular Schools 
for Art and Urban Traditions), which emerged in 2010, are cultural centers 
dedicated to the Bolivarian Process but remain autonomous of the state, 
although they do get some financial and media support from President 
Chavez. They infuse Bolivarian Revolutionary ideology with hip- hop ele-
ments to reach urban youth (Cassel 2011).

The P.E.A.C.E. Academy, while similar to the examples above, is unique 
because it is grounded on an indigenous cosmology and strives to be 
autonomous from the state or any other nonprofit organization. The 
academy is the result of many years of independent temporary spaces for 
decolonial education. Olmeca, Cihuatl Ce, Nico Aviña, Xavi Moreno, and 
I have organized a ten- week summer session for local high school and 
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college youth on the Zapatistas, culture, rebellion, indigenous identity, self- 
empowerment, and other topics, all while learning to express themselves 
through hip- hop’s various elements and other cultural expressions, such 
as DJing, MCing, beat production, spoken word, break dancing, graffiti 
and muralism, teatro, and multimedia journalism. The academy’s vision 
demonstrates that it can be used as a tool for decolonization:

The P.E.A.C.E. Academy serves as an alternative learning space for urban 
youth to engage in a form of positive creative resistance. We focus on a holis-
tic educational experience with the intention of motivating urban youth of 
color to be culturally and politically aware and actively engaged in commu-
nity improvement. We believe that knowledge of self fosters individual and 
spiritual growth. We facilitate this transformative process through urban art: 
the penetrating beat of the drum, the stomp of the dancer’s feet, the groove 
of the record, the vividness of visual art, the prose of Rhythm and Poetry 
(RAP), and the traditions handed down to us by our ancestors (P.E.A.C.E. 
written communiqué 2009).

The P.E.A.C.E. Academy’s goal is to create “perpetual warriors” and a cul-
ture of rebellion by teaching urban youth music and skills while engaging 
in transformative dialogue. By teaching these skills, the academy hopes to 
continue the legacy of cultural politics that has developed in the eastside 
of Los Angeles since the Chican@ Walkouts. This is how La Otra Hip- Hop 
teaches and learns, through engaged participatory performances, sharing 
of skills, and dialogue with an indigenous perspective.

Conclusion

Decolonization, like autonomy, is a long and reflective process. Creating 
a culture of resistance on the basis of an indigenous perspective facilitates 
the decolonial process. I have attempted to demonstrate that Chican@s 
share an indigenous past that still lives on through various traits and char-
acteristics. This allows for Chican@s to reappropriate their indigenous 
identity as part of the decolonial process. Because Chican@s have this past, 
they are able to transcend traditional methods of solidarity to get to a more 
grounded, spiritual solidarity with the Zapatistas. As part of the long his-
tory of Zapatista- inspired organizing in Los Angeles, La Otra Hip- Hop art-
ists are fusing this indigenous decolonial perspective with urban culture to 
reach out to at- risk youth. By connecting with youth on their own coun-
tercultural terrain, hip- hop educators are able to create perpetual warriors 
who stand up for the communities.
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Although the P.E.A.C.E. Academy and other decolonial projects con-
tinue, there still remains a good deal of work to be done for Zapatista- 
inspired activists in Los Angeles. The last surge of Zapatismo came with 
La Otra Campana, where dozens of activists throughout Los Angeles and 
surrounding counties started planning for various campaigns. Collectives 
were formed to represent a unified Los Angeles front in the various pre-
paratory meetings for the Tijuana Mitin and the Cucapa Encampment. 
Banda Martes was the collective that emerged to represent Los Angeles 
in La Otra Tranfronteriza, a transnational network of Zapatista inspired 
groups (Pellarolo 2007). Since this grand effort, organizers have had lit-
tle success at recreating el trabajo de arañilla, which is much needed in 
Los Angeles. Collectives float about doing very important work, but the 
work is not connected to a larger body. With all the possible collaborations 
between educators, activists, youth, families, and artists that the P.E.A.C.E. 
Academy hopes to create, perhaps it can reinvigorate that sense of urgency 
and community that was once present in the city.
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Notes

 1. The saying “a world where many worlds fit” is one of many Zapatista sayings 
and principles that are based on an indigenous cosmology of reciprocity and 
communalism. Other principles include “mandar obedeciendo” (lead by obey-
ing), and “caminando preguntando” (as we walk and move forward, we ask and 
reflect).

 2. By first official meeting, I mean that it was the first time that Chican@s from 
Los Angeles, organized as a delegation, were granted the opportunity to speak 
with members of the CNI in an intimate dialogue. Many individual Chican@s 
have shared dialogue with the CNI in encuentros and other settings. My inten-
tions are not to minimize these encounters.

 3. Before they were called caracoles, they were referred to as aguascalientes. How-
ever after going through a process of reflection, the Zapatistas realized that 
having these aguascalientes controlled by the Zapatista military, the Ejercito 
Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) was not the most beneficial and 
efficient for the communities. The Zapatistas decided that the communities 
would take control over the centers and renamed those caracoles.
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 4. This was taken from an article submitted by Chris Zepeda for an unpublished 
reader put together by A.R.M.A. as part of the June, 2011 people of color del-
egation to Chiapas. For information about the reader or about future del-
egations you can contact A.R.M.A. at armacollective@gmail.com or visit their 
website www.armacollective.com Chris Zepeda is a Ph.D. candidate at Cornell 
University in the Department of Government.

 5. Horizontalism is described by Marina Sitrin (2006) as a means as well as a 
final goal; it is part of the process as well as the destination. She defines it as 
“democratic communication on a level plane and involves— or at least intention-
ally strives towards— non- heirarchical and anti- authoritarian creation rather than 
reaction. It is a break with vertical ways of organizing and relating” (3).

 6. The Other Campaign was a reflective process of the Zapatistas that was initi-
ated by a communiqué of a “red alert” disassociating itself from all solidarity 
organizations. The first phase was the release of the Sixth Declaration of the 
Lacandón Jungle, where a plan was outlined for a caravan throughout Mex-
ico to listen to and learn about the myriad struggles that indigenous peoples 
are facing.



Part II

Political Resistance 
and Identity

This section is focused on the organizational and political aspects of 
these new movements. The chapters examine ways in which political 

autonomy is asserted in diverse settings in Mexico and the United States. 
The local contexts and histories are expressive of Zapatista notions of 
autonomy but are also expressive of forms of organizing that are particular 
to their locations. The case studies in this section are examples of struggles 
for autonomy that either explicitly or similarly adopted notions of auton-
omy. Communities in the United States and in Mexico struggle for political 
space and the possibility of alternatives to neoliberal globalization. This 
occurs in both rural and urban contexts. The intersectionality of race, class, 
and gender are at play in these case studies. Furthermore, the following 
chapters demonstrate the importance of examining struggles of marginal-
ized peoples that take place outside of traditional political struggles and, in 
some cases, national movements, but are, nevertheless, indicative of resis-
tance to globalization.
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Maíz y País
Indigenous Mexican Struggles against 

Biotechnology in Agriculture

Jennifer Rogers

The preservation of biodiversity is important to campesino/as (farm-
ers), consumers, and environmentalists because as it disappears, our 

society develops a monoculture, one without the beauty and health of dif-
ference. While research into transnational networks is necessary to com-
bat economic globalization, it is the work of “globalization from below” 
that highlights the work of often invisible populations (Brecher, Costello, 
and Smith 2000). This chapter offers a timely study of the actions and dis-
course of rural Mexican women and men who are combating globalization 
through preserving the riches of their land. Additionally, a focus on maize 
(corn) generates insights into globalization and free trade while opening a 
window to the labors of resistance and liberation.

The Popular Assembly of the People of Oaxaca (APPO) and the Sin 
Maíz No Hay País (SMNHP, or Without Corn There Is No Country) 
national campaign are each examples of organizations that work with the 
broader indigenous rights movement in Mexico. Although these organiza-
tions differ in structure, tactics, and goals, they each use corn as a symbol 
of the issues that surround cultural and economic autonomy. The APPO 
and SMNHP extend the efforts of national indigenous struggles for auton-
omy by linking corn to globalization, free trade, government assistance, 
unemployment, biodiversity, land rights, and indigenous culture.

Corn does more than feed people or expand neoliberal economies. 
Its place in indigenous historical, social, and economic relations con-
nects social movement actors and people who work every day to preserve 
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and grow indigenous maize varieties and help them survive and flourish 
through proper maintenance. Globalization develops new patterns of con-
sumption, privatizes land and social services, and results in the restructur-
ing of indigenous ways of life and historical methods of subsistence living. 
Since the presidency of Carlos Salinas (1988– 1994), economic restructur-
ing has prioritized consumption over production, encouraged large farms 
over small, and put an end to subsidies and price guarantees. Therefore, 
“indigenous struggles and issues are often over local autonomy, land ten-
ure, community relations, and socioeconomic ‘development’” (Fenelon 
and Hall 2008, 1875). In this chapter, the examination of two Mexican 
indigenous rights organizations or campaigns illustrates how struggles 
for autonomy and cultural sovereignty are woven into struggles for land 
rights, biodiversity, and resistance to both globalization and free trade. 
These struggles are part of a larger agrarian indigenous movement con-
nected to Zapatista struggles for autonomy and land rights.

By invoking the story of corn— from its historical roots in Oaxacan 
agricultural and spiritual life to its recent genetic manipulation— these 
organizations tell the parallel story of indigenous struggle. The story of 
corn highlights the complex relationship between the status of corn, bio-
diversity, land rights, autonomy, indigenous culture, and neoliberal poli-
cies that manifest in the lives of Oaxacan farmers and in the indigenous 
rights movement. In this chapter, I explain APPO and the SMNHP national 
campaign and draw from interviews and ethnographic data. My project is 
based on ethnographic, multisited research and fifty interviews with farm-
workers and members of environmental and governmental organizations 
in Mexico, and was completed between October 2006 and November 2007. 
Eighty percent (forty out of fifty) of those interviewed in this study live 
in the central valley surrounding the capital city of Oaxaca, known as the 
Valles Centrales of Oaxaca.

Outline of the Cases

No clear social movement focuses centrally on the genetic modification of 
corn. However, the national campaign, Sin Maíz No Hay País (SMNHP), 
comes close, and most of its participants see it as a campaign situated 
within the broader indigenous rights movements. Sin Maíz No Hay País 
began June 25, 2007, and culminated in November that year with a concert 
and corn festival in Mexico City’s zócalo.1 The main campaign tactic was 
to present a petition with one million signatures to the Mexican Senate. On 
March 13, 2008, the campaign presented its demands along with 438,000 
signatures, about half the amount needed to reach its goal (Enciso 2008). 
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Those who signed the petition demanded an end to the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the importation of genetically 
modified corn. Sin Maíz No Hay País is a national campaign with inter-
national connections and financial support from Oxfam and Greenpeace. 
The National Association of Commercial Businesses of farm producers 
(ANEC) acted as the main Mexican organization for SMNHP and for the 
November 2007 corn festival in Mexico City. The press and communica-
tion coordinator of ANEC, named Salvador,2 stated in an interview, “The 
national campaign ‘In Defense of Eating Sovereignty and the Reactivation 
of the Mexican Field,’ under the motto ‘Without Corn there is no Country, 
without Beans either, Put Mexico in Your Mouth,’ includes 300 organiza-
tions of diverse kinds and activities. There are rural organizations, envi-
ronmentalist organizations, human rights organizations, unions, urban 
organizations, civil organizations, and state and regional organizations.” 
The main structure and inception of SMNHP emerged from indigenous 
autonomous struggle for farmers and consumer protection, and against 
NAFTA and genetic modification.

In contrast to the national SMNHP campaign, the APPO resistance 
movement was primarily confined to one state, Oaxaca, and focused on 
a set of demands that included the ousting of the state’s governor and 
state recognition of indigenous land and cultural rights. On May 22, 2006, 
striking Oaxacan teachers of Section 22 formed an encampment in the 
zócalo3 and demanded better wages and resources for their schools. Section 
22 of the national teachers union represented seventy thousand teachers 
throughout the state of Oaxaca. The catalyst that sparked that Oaxacan 
uprising was Governor Ulises Ruiz Ortiz’s violent response to the statewide 
teachers’ strike and a one- month encampment in the capital city, Oaxaca 
City. Ortiz’s decision to end the teachers’ strike with tear gas and violence 
united the teachers’ cause with his political opposition.

On June 14, 2006, the striking teachers and their children awoke at 4:30 
a.m. to the sound of helicopters dropping tear gas on the zócalo, some of 
which also landed on private homes and businesses. The police clashed 
with teachers, but by the end of the day, the teachers took back the town 
square. The response from Oaxacans immediately following the events of 
that day was substantial. Some one million people marched against Ortiz, 
almost a third of the population of the state. Recognizing potential allies, 
the teachers called on other Oaxacans to help with their struggle, which 
initiated the formation of the Popular Assembly of the People of Oaxaca 
(APPO) three days later. Organizations from all over Oaxaca, representing 
pueblos (small communities), indigenous groups, women’s groups, and 
unions, among others, joined together with the teachers union, thus insti-
gating a broader movement.
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In the next section, I provide an overview of the significance of bio-
technological modification of food and seeds on indigenous communities, 
especially as it relates to the struggles of Mexican small- scale, and usually 
indigenous, farmers. The recent history and use of biotechnological devel-
opment on the farm by large seed companies and the institution of neolib-
eral policies by the U.S. and Mexican governments are intricately linked to 
the resistance of indigenous movements within Mexico in the last 15 years.

Biotechnology and Indigenous Communities

While the genetic engineering of plants is not a new phenomenon, the cel-
lular manipulation of plant genes in laboratories is new and has become 
an important element within our current global epoch. An analysis of 
the changing methods of genetic engineering and the move from valuing 
scientific, “Western” knowledge over indigenous knowledges illuminates 
global inequalities between core and peripheral nations as well as power 
relations between transnational seed companies and indigenous peoples. 
Crossbreeding and the discovery and use of medicinal plants have been 
used by indigenous peoples long before the biotechnology of today (Tauli- 
Corpuz 2001). Therefore, to differentiate laboratory manipulation of genes 
from traditional manipulation by farmers, I use biotechnology, genetic 
engineering, and genetic modification to mean new technologies of cel-
lular manipulation used by seed companies.

Biotechnology is an “overarching term for a wide variety of new tech-
nologies, of which genetic engineering and the cloning of animals are 
only two of the best- known examples” (Tokar 2001, 3). The technologies 
included under biotechnology all constitute some form of simulation and 
manipulation “of fundamental life processes at the cellular and molecular 
levels” (ibid.). The changes at the cellular and molecular level are made in 
order to enhance particular physical or biochemical traits. This technology 
is all fairly new, a product of science in the last half- century. Some forms 
of biotechnology are highly controversial,4 especially reproductive, genetic, 
and cloning technologies.

One aspect of the biotechnology debate is the appropriation of indig-
enous knowledges and the patenting of indigenous materials. NAFTA 
regulates the trade and consumption of materials and plants. Critics of 
NAFTA and TRIPs (Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights) claim that 
developing countries are disproportionately affected by the trade agree-
ments through piracy and the appropriation of indigenous resources. 
Many of the food crops and medicinal plants are taken from developing 
countries. Beth Burrows discusses the criticism of the “bioprospecting” of 
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raw materials: “They [critics of biopiracy] observed that theft was twofold: 
first was the theft of knowledge of biological material and how to use it, 
and second was the theft of the material itself. Noting that no royalties had 
been paid for the use of this material, they called the unagreed to, unac-
knowledged appropriation of the material ‘biopiracy,’ and suggested that 
the World Trade Organization trade rules would likely be interpreted to 
make continuing theft of genetic material easier for the Industrial World” 
(2001, 240). Seed companies and scientists claim ownership over life, 
seeds, and nature, yet indigenous people claim that these materials “were 
the result of millennia of study, selection, protection, conservation, devel-
opment, and refinement by communities of Third World and indigenous 
peoples” (Tokar 2001, 241). The patenting of biological organisms, such 
as seeds, places the control of “life” into the hands of companies that can 
charge for the use of their seeds.

With the first plots of genetically modified, or GM, corn officially 
planted within Mexico (given approval in October 2009), the potential 
implications for biodiversity, the autonomy of farmers, and land rights 
are escalated. As part of the global justice movement, activists around the 
world are fighting to “reclaim the commons,” and the preservation of bio-
diversity is a central demand. My research began in Mexico as an explo-
ration of a movement to protect the biodiversity of maize, because it is 
potentially threatened through the growth and importation of GM corn 
from the United States. Rather than finding a social movement dedicated 
to the removal of GM corn and other seeds, I discovered organizations, 
campaigns, and protests that are connected to a broader indigenous rights 
movement.

Changing Our Relationship to Corn

Corn is a unique vegetable in that it relies on the human hand to reproduce 
itself. The corn husk prevents seeds from being carried in the wind and 
planting itself for reproduction. Fernando, a Oaxacan activist member of 
Frente de Comunidades de la Cordillera Norte (Front of Communities of 
the North Mountain Range), commented on the dependent relationship 
between corn and humans: “Corn is important because it is food. It is such 
a fundamental thing for the people of Mexico that it has even a level of 
dependence on humans such that it cannot reproduce alone. It requires 
the human hand and a degree of culture. The process of sowing is social-
ized, the harvest is socialized, and the sharing of food is socialized” (pers. 
comm., November 17, 2007). For approximately ten thousand years, corn 
developed a reciprocal relationship with its human caretakers. Jolted by 
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improvements in laboratories and the push for corn- based fuel (ethanol), 
corn entered a new phase in its development in the past two decades. Part of 
corn’s recent story and development is the shift from Mexican dominance 
in corn production to the United States as being the leading producer and 
supplier of corn. Since the inception of NAFTA policies in 1994, Mexican 
corn farmers have suffered from a lack of federal support and an inabil-
ity to find local and international markets to sell their harvest of indig-
enous corn varieties. Unable to compete with the inexpensive imported 
corn, which is subsidized by the U.S. government and farmed using more 
productive technological tools, Mexican farmers must find work through 
other means. For most Mexican farmers, corn is now simply a subsistence 
crop, albeit an essential one for daily sustenance.

As a consequence of NAFTA, corn farmers have found themselves with-
out an international market to sell their products. Additionally, the influx 
of cheap, U.S. corn has decreased the value of their indigenous corn and 
nearly erased their ability to profit from growing indigenous corn. The elim-
ination of the National Company of Popular Subsistence (CONASUPO) 
intensified the difficulty of Mexican farmers to sell their corn because of 
the loss of price supports to farmers and consumers (Mann 2004). CONA-
SUPO had over 1,500 stores in rural communities that guaranteed prices 
to farmers for the sale of their crops. Without CONASUPO, farmers must 
compete on a “free market” against imported corn from the United States. 
Although NAFTA did not require the elimination of either CONASUPO 
or subsidies for farmers, the Mexican government decided to disband the 
program, to signify that “the Mexican agricultural economy has opened 
itself up to international competition” (Yúnez- Naude and Barceinas 2000, 
my translation). ANEC offers a similar service that CONASUPO used to 
offer, though it is on a much smaller scale. Salvador of ANEC (National 
Association of Commercial Businesses of farm producers) said, “The gov-
ernment has washed their hands of the problem . . . the beneficiaries are 
the large companies.” In response to the loss of autonomy over their land, 
income, and biodiversity, farmers and activists formed indigenous rights 
organizations and used corn as a symbol of struggle. The Sin Maíz No Hay 
País campaign is one such example.

Fighting for Maíz y País

At the Sin Maíz No Hay País festival in Mexico City on November 8– 10, 
2007, Aldo Gonzalez of UNOSCO stated, “If farmers don’t have the neces-
sary conditions to live on the farm, then corn will disappear.” The hun-
dreds of varieties present these days are a product of thousands of years of 
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indigenous knowledge, improving and crossing seeds so that today, the dry 
central Oaxacan valley has corn that does not require much water and the 
Mixtec hills have corn that thrives along steep slopes. Most farmers grow 
three or four varieties in their milpa to ensure a good harvest. One may 
be preferable for a particular tortilla and another is safe against common 
pests. The diversity of indigenous corn that thrives throughout Mexico is 
in danger because of the influx of genetically modified corn varieties from 
the United States and the pull of farmers from their land to urban centers. 
As farmers leave their land, the threat to biodiversity heightens because 
they are no longer available to do the work of maintaining biodiversity.

The central demands of SMNHP include the removal of corn and beans 
from NAFTA and a moratorium on growing genetically modified corn. 
Salvador, of ANEC, told me that the campaign is also pushing for corn to 
be labeled a world heritage site by UNESCO so that its cultural significance 
and physical presence can be reserved and preserved. Although the needs 
of the Mexican farm are diverse, Salvador claims that the central focus of 
the Sin Maíz No Hay País campaign was to stop the complete liberalization 
of the trade of corn under NAFTA on January, 1, 2008. Two years later, we 
now know that the destined marriage of corn and free trade was not altered 
or halted; however, the Sin Maíz No Hay País campaign continues to raise 
awareness about the potential threats of genetically modified corn and its 
already known social and economic impacts on corn farmers.

Figure 6.1. Vendors sell their products at the Sin Maíz No Hay País festival in 
Mexico City, November 11, 2007.
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At the SMNHP corn festival, shown in Figure 6.1, Salvador stated that 
the campaign “is raising the consciousness of urban society about the 
issues of maize and in general the Mexican farm [such that] urban society 
sees that the issues of the farm are not just the responsibility of the farm-
ers; the issues of the land are a matter for us all.” We can see in Salvador’s 
statement that maize is used as a central issue, symbolically, in the over-
all movement to protect indigenous rights, especially farmers’ rights and 
land rights. Sin Maíz No Hay País and its member organizations use corn 
to illustrate how NAFTA and genetic modification negatively affect indig-
enous farms and indigenous cultures. Anthony, a representative of ANEC, 
states that his organization is an actor in the national social movement 
to defend the Mexican farm: “We [ANEC and those involved in Sin Maíz 
No Hay País] are forming part of the international movement seeking to 
develop alliances to elevate our demands and defend ourselves against the 
politicians who are favorable to monopolies and importation.” As a cam-
paign focused on farmers’ rights and an end to the importation of U.S. 
corn, the campaign is easily situated within the Mexican indigenous rights 
movement.

SMNHP works to educate Mexican consumers and farmers and to stop 
the importation and growth of genetically modified corn. Aleira Lara, a 
Greenpeace organizer, spoke on a panel at the corn festival about a lack of 
any studies that prove that GM is safe for the environment and consump-
tion and that corn- based ethanol is a sustainable fuel source. She argued 
that most corn is genetically modified to produce an insecticide within 
the plant. “This insecticide is also harmful to beneficial insects that help 
control plagues.” Aleira confronted the claim that GM can alleviate hunger. 
In reality, she states, “Hunger is a problem of a lack of access to land, water, 
and income to produce [food], not in the amount of food available . . . Too 
many people don’t have sufficient income to buy food and increasingly 
people are producing less food. We are dismantling the system of growing 
our own food” (field notes, November 10, 2007).

To further their campaign’s interests, Sin Maíz No Hay País activists 
consider education a priority. Salvador, of ANEC, states that many people 
lack knowledge of NAFTA: “Whether they live in rural or urban areas, there 
is a lack of knowledge in general.” Confronted with a lack of knowledge 
concerning free trade and genetic modification, organizations that are part 
of Sin Maíz No Hay País must engage in education work to gain support 
for their causes. They believe that the issues of free trade and GM concern 
the rural Mexican farmer most of all, but in reality, they are pose significant 
problems for everyone and the environment too. Therefore, SMNHP activ-
ists have to overcome the knowledge barrier in order to garner signatures 
and support and to stop farmers from planting GM corn.
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Researchers first discovered GM corn in the hills of Oaxaca in 2001 
despite a government restriction on planting GM corn (Quist and Chapela 
2001). The culprit in the planting of GM corn was the importation of GM 
corn for consumption purposes. Unknowingly, some farmers had planted 
the imported, consumption- only corn in their milpa. Without cheap and 
reliable testing devices, it is impossible for us to understand the full con-
centration of GM corn in Oaxaca and Mexico in general. In Daniela Soleri 
and David A. Cleveland’s survey of four Oaxacan communities, only 12 
percent (20 of 168) of the respondents had heard of GM maize. However, 
the Mexican government recently removed all restrictions against the 
planting and harvesting of GM corn on Mexican land.

Similar to Soleri and Cleveland’s findings, most Oaxacan farmers I 
spoke to were not aware of the term “genetic modification” or “transgenic 
seeds,” though a few— particularly those involved in indigenous rights 
movements— spoke loudly and passionately about the potential dangers 
of genetic modification. Although half the farmers I interviewed, five out 
of ten, have heard of the term “transgenic” or “genetically modified,” only 
Julio, a farmer and activist from Santiago Tuutla, Veracruz, is greatly con-
cerned about contamination and a loss of biodiversity. Three others had 
heard of GM, but are uncertain or unaware of any negative consequences. 
Like other corn farmers whom I met or heard speak at a corn festival, Julio 
talks passionately about the problems posed by the growth of genetically 
modified corn, especially biodiversity and reliance on transnational seed 
corporations. He attended the Sin Maíz No Hay País corn festival in Mex-
ico City as a representative of MAIZ, a Zapatista campesino organization 
in Veracruz. MAIZ focuses on many campesino issues, including access 
to medicine, rights for women, and access to education. MAIZ is deeply 
involved in educating farmers about genetic modification and free trade. 
Julio only grows indigenous corn and shares his saved seeds with others in 
the MAIZ group. He prefers to sell it within his family. “I do sell a little. It 
is very good to sell within the family” (pers. comm.) Julio’s organization, 
MAIZ, is an example of small- scale, grassroots organizing to confront a 
loss of autonomy on the Mexican farm. Through seed saving, education, 
and cooperative selling, MAIZ helps its member families and neighbors 
survive.

At a corn festival held in association with the SMNHP campaign in 
Hualahpan de Leon, Oaxaca, an elderly farmer, Marco, from Hualahpan 
de Leon, held a corn stalk and announced, “Today we start a fight!” His 
declared war is against the exploitation conducted by seed companies and 
the potential “enslavement” he claims is the fate of farmers who become 
indebted to companies and rely on them for their seeds and pesticides. 
To maintain independence, farmers claim control through long- observed 
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customs of seed saving, an act ritualized by every farmer I interviewed. 
Farmers traditionally save their best seeds every year for the following 
year’s harvest. The improved seeds (improved through natural, nontrans-
genic methods) and GM seeds bought from companies often produce 
higher yields than indigenous corn varieties (up to five years on one stalk 
versus two or three). However, the higher- yield seeds are often ibrido, or 
self- terminating seeds.5 The farmers are forced to buy the seeds from the 
company every year because the ibrido seeds cannot reproduce. Thus the 
Hualahpan de Leon corn farmer invoked the horrors of “enslavement” 
because of the loss of control and financial independence that is inherent 
in seed saving.

Corn is a focus of social movement demands, rhetoric, and artistic 
expression because, as Salvador explains, “regarding cultural integration, 
economy, and family, corn is very important and it is the basis of food for 
Mexicans.” Working the land, eating from it, and preserving it are con-
nected to the claims of the indigenous people to the land that they sow. 
Figure 6.2 is a photo of a poster made by an APPO supporter and artist 
that shows a farmer sowing the land and states, “The land is of/from who 
works it.” Beneath the corn stalks and the farmer are the letters “APPO,” an 
invocation of the local uprising.

Figure 6.2. An artist depicts a maize farmer, November 2006.
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En la Lucha: APPO

APPO explains itself as a popular movement, with the central goal of 
removing Oaxaca Governor Ulises Ruíz Ortíz from office. However, APPO’s 
goals are much broader in scope. First, its interests are grounded in those of 
Oaxaca’s indigenous populations, specifically regarding land rights, access 
to clean water, and recognition of indigenous forms of government. As 
part of the indigenous rights movement, APPO fights for farmers’ rights, 
including resistance to genetically modified seeds; to imported, cheap 
products that decrease their ability to sell their products in local markets; 
and to the privatization of land under government programs, such as 
PROCEDE and Plan Panama. As part of this movement, they are actively 
engaged in educating farmers about genetic modification and neoliberal 
trade policies. Using “expert” knowledge from professors of local universi-
ties, APPO educates farmers and activists who attend the APPO meetings.

Corn, NAFTA, and indigenous rights are intricately connected in the 
social movement rhetoric and literature of the APPO uprising. As a social 
movement issue, maize symbolizes a loss of autonomy for farmers and the 
threat to biodiversity and cultural heritage for rural Oaxacans. At the State 
Forum of Indigenous Pueblos of Oaxaca on November 29, 2006, one of 
the mesas (a discussion meeting group) focused on land and land rights. 
A professor from Chapingo University spoke of the “war on the campesi-
nos [farmers] through the privatization of water and the genetic modifica-
tion of corn” (field notes, November 27, 2007). One by one, indigenous 
corn farmers responded to the professor with their own concerns regard-
ing genetic modification and NAFTA. The issue of corn illuminates the 
problems of free trade, genetic modification, and the subsequent appro-
priation of this issue by indigenous rights movements. Many farmers were 
unaware and skeptical of the risks of genetic modification, but felt upset at 
the loss of governmental support and unfair competition initiated by free 
trade. As a product of the liberalization of trade and standardized national 
accounting methods, indigenous people of developing countries are forced 
to become part of the cash economy and economic development. As a 
result, the household work and subsistence living of indigenous cultures 
are devalued.

A document produced by the State Forum of Indigenous Pueblos of 
Oaxaca, “Pronunciamiento Conjunto de los Pueblos Indígenas y la Socie-
dad Civil de Oaxaca,” refers directly to the issue of corn within the context 
of indigenous rights: “The government politicians have brought about the 
abandonment of the production of maize, sustenance of the life of our 
people . . . It is a few words of a war against our way of life that we must 
learn to resist and conquer” (Foro de los Pueblos Indígenas de Oaxaca 
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2006, 2, my translation). The Indigenous Pueblos Forum met as a response 
to the “delicate situation of aggression and repression” in Oaxaca and to 
the longtime struggles of indigenous Oaxacans (ibid.). Many Oaxacans, 
in fact, are indigenous; one- third (32.57 percent, or 1,120,312) speak an 
indigenous language, while about 24 percent of the indigenous population 
does not speak Spanish (Instituto Nacional para el Federalismo y el Desar-
rollo Municipal 2003).

Although the removal of Governor Ortíz was the central demand of the 
Oaxacan uprising, the movement highlighted many issues, especially those 
related to indigenous people. At the Constituent Congress of APPO in 
November 2006, the attendees separated into different mesas to talk about 
defined issues. The report from the international issues mesa stated, “The 
characteristics of neoliberalism, as indicated before, reflect the privatiza-
tion of all the natural resources, biodiversity, and national heritage, the 
deterioration of the environment, the destruction of indigenous cultures . . . 
[and] the dismantling of institutions that guarantee economic, social, and 
cultural rights for everyone” (Congresso Constitutivo de la APPO 2006, 6, 
my translation). This passage illustrates a broad range of contentious issues 
that collapsed under neoliberalism. The indigenous community activists 
of Oaxaca blame the neoliberal policies of privatization and the removal 
of social services for creating those collective problems that affect the daily 
survival of indigenous peoples— land rights, cultural sovereignty, environ-
mental protection, and people’s health. At the Constituent Congress meet-
ing, APPO representatives, mostly farmers and those who rely on the land 
to feed their families, discussed their concerns about the genetic modifica-
tion of corn and the importation of mass quantities of cheap, U.S. corn, 
because it impedes their ability to grow and sell their own corn.

APPO members feel passionate about the removal of Governor Ortiz; 
it is their central demand, yet it is intricately linked to an important set of 
demands for indigenous rights— rights that are tied up in land protection, 
preservation of biodiversity (maize), and the ability to preserve culture and 
family. The removal of Ortíz is based on allegations of a corrupt election, 
his treatment of the striking teachers, and the push for a government that 
reflects and respects indigenous forms of government (or decision mak-
ing) in Oaxaca, called usos y costumbres. An overwhelming majority of 
Oaxacan municipalities practice usos y costumbres, a method of selecting 
local leaders through traditional election practices rather than secret ballot 
elections. In Oaxaca, 418 municipalities maintain usos y costumbres, while 
152 municipalities there use standard ballot elections, as in most of Mexico 
(Eisenstadt 2007).
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Autonomy and Zapatismo

APPO and SMNHP share a grassroots struggle that furthers the agrarian 
Zapatista fight for land, autonomy, and cultural rights. Using corn as a 
symbol of their struggles highlights the impact of neoliberal policies and 
restructuring on indigenous peasants. These policies, including the loss of 
price guarantees for their crops and a loss of subsidies (though many never 
received subsidies), have pushed many farmers off their land in search 
of jobs elsewhere, thus extending the cycle of migration and displaced 
families.

For Zapatistas, autonomy means recognition, control, and governance 
of their own territory; it is an end to forced migration and the path toward 
collectively maintained land, homes, and community. The Ejército Zapatista 
de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) officially supported APPO’s efforts, which 
was announced at the Constituent Congress meeting of APPO in Novem-
ber 2007 by a group of Zapatistas who traveled from Chiapas to attend the 
meeting. The question of autonomy and the discourse surrounding it have 
become national issues, because the EZLN has forced the government to 
respond to its demands for land and cultural rights. Further, the question 
of autonomy is synonymous with agrarian indigenous struggles, as illus-
trated by the activism of APPO and the SMNHP. Defining autonomy “has 
become an arena in which to confront and negotiate several definitions 
of nation, tradition, modernity, ethnic identity, and citizenship” (Castillo 
2001, 215). Neoliberal policies threaten, and have already changed, the rela-
tionship between indigenous peoples and the land, the ability to survive off 
the land, and the custom of sharing seeds with community members.

The Zapatistas publicly began their struggle on January 1, 1994, to coin-
cide with the inception of NAFTA. This was a conscious move by the EZLN 
to bring attention to free trade, and today the issues of genetically modi-
fied seeds, biopiracy, and terminating seeds are paramount. The EZLN, 
APPO, SMNHP, and various international anti- GM groups share disdain 
for genetically modified crops because of their social and environmental 
impacts and potential implications, which are not limited to (1) a divi-
sion between the haves and the have- nots regarding access to enhanced 
fertilizers and technology for greater yields, (2) the privatization of nature 
through the patenting of seeds and life forms, (3) a greater loss of indepen-
dence, (4) an increase of power for corporations, (5) an increase of mono-
cultures through a loss of biodiversity, (6) a lack of decision- making power 
surrounding these issues for indigenous populations and the general pub-
lic who are affected by the presence of GM crops, and (7) the unknown 
long- term effects of GM crops and technologically enhanced fertilizers on 
people’s health and the environment. Priya Kurian and Debashish Munshi 
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state, “Environmental destruction, a consequence of a failure of recogni-
tion, is fundamentally intertwined with issues of social justice and equality. 
As a growing literature on environmental racism demonstrates, the poor 
and the least privileged are likely to face the worst impacts of environmen-
tal degradation” (2003, 152). In the hills of the Lancandón jungle, members 
of the EZLN are doing the hard work of defending the land for the sake of 
the environment, including all its inhabitants. In Oaxaca and nationally 
throughout Mexico, the APPO and the SMNHP are educating the public 
about free trade, neoliberalism, and genetic modification, and are therefore 
participants in the Zapatista struggle for autonomy.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how corn is relied on for sustenance and eco-
nomic stability; however, competition with U.S. corn farmers has unsettled 
any economic stability once provided by the sale of indigenous corn. The 
indigenous rights movement, which is closely linked to securing rights for 
campesinos, is concerned with corn, free trade, and genetic modification, 
because of their past, present, and future consequences. If the elderly corn 
farmer in Hualahpan de Leon is correct in projecting the future of farm-
ers to be “slaves” to seed corporations, then we must listen to demands 
of Sin Maíz No Hay País and APPO as they work to defend the rights of 
campesinos.

The SMNHP national campaign represented the demands of Mexi-
can civil organizations and indigenous rights organizations to stop the 
importation of U.S. and GM corn and reverse changes implemented under 
NAFTA. Although an environmental justice movement against genetically 
modified corn does not currently exist in Mexico, the SMNHP, the work 
of its member organizations, and the demands of APPO highlight the 
potential for such a future movement— a movement intricately connected 
to indigenous rights, farmers’ rights, and women’s rights. This potential 
movement already has a global focus, connected through the Internet and 
through international organizations such as Oxfam and Greenpeace. Addi-
tionally, the Zapatista support of APPO connects international Zapatista 
supporters to the APPO movement and its demands.

The SMNHP and APPO share a common framework. They both 
employ corn as a symbolic means to illustrate the effects of NAFTA on 
rural, indigenous farmers, including the loss of jobs and the threat to bio-
diversity. Corn is important because of its historic link to indigenous Mexi-
can society, culture, religion, and diet. But in its ubiquitous relationship to 
humankind, maize has cultural and spiritual significance for many people, 
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offers economic freedom for some, and is a basic food staple in our diet as 
a planet. Therefore, maize is a powerful symbol of resistance, change, and 
fear. By harnessing it as a social movement symbol, the indigenous rights 
movement centers the needs of farmers and indigenous peoples who have 
been affected by free trade, globalization, and market domination by trans-
national companies.
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Notes

 1. A zócalo in Mexico is a town’s or city’s main square.
 2. The names of all interview participants in this paper are pseudonyms.
 3. Oaxaca’s zócalo is enclosed by a grand cathedral on one side and the old gov-

ernment palace on the other. Between the two are a variety of restaurants 
overlooking a gazebo and a large quadrangle.

 4. For more information, refer to Brian Tokar’s Redesigning Life? The World-
wide Challenge to Genetic Engineering (2001), which is an edited collection of 
authors arguing different sides to the genetic engineering debate.

 5. Although not all genetically modified seeds are terminating seeds (engineered 
for infertility), the terminating gene is often used to require farmers to pur-
chase seeds each year. Additionally, improved varieties that are crossed natu-
rally from two inbred varieties produce a higher- yielding seed. However, the 
product of the inbred seeds is incapable of reproduction, thus requiring the 
farmer to purchase new seeds each year.
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Generating Hope, 
Creating Change, 

Searching for Community
Stories of Resistance against 

Globalization at the U.S.– Mexico Border

Michelle Téllez

Using the community of Maclovio Rojas, located east of the city of 
Tijuana, Baja California, as an example, this chapter outlines the ways 

in which the global monopoly of “empire,” as coined by Michael Hardt and 
Antonio Negri (2000), is being contested and deconstructed by local com-
munities seeking to regenerate and dignify their everyday lives. The case 
of the poblado (town) Maclovio Rojas stands out as a powerful example of 
resistance to global capitalism. Rather than see the processes of globaliza-
tion as totalizing, it is important to recognize that the will and agency of 
the people can challenge the forces that oppress them. Residents of that 
community articulate a right of belonging, a right to land, and a right to a 
dignified future.

The community of Maclovio Rojas came together in 1988 when 25 fam-
ilies, all members of an independent union of agricultural workers called 
the Central Independiente de Obreros Agricolas y Campesinos (CIOAC), 
took over the land on kilometer 29 between Tecate and Tijuana with hopes 
of establishing a new ejido (communal land). At the time, the 197 hectares 
(486 acres) that now make up the community were vacant. Although the 
area on which Maclovio Rojas was settled was officially declared national 
lands in 1984 by an edict of the federal Agrarian Reform Department, and 
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the workers’ solicitation for an ejido grant should have been a simple open- 
and- shut case, their land struggle has been anything but that.

Their movement is rooted in the complicated history of agrarian reform 
and land- tenure issues of Mexico (Mancillas 2002). When Lázaro Cárde-
nas came into power as president of Mexico in 1934, he set in place the 
institutional mechanisms necessary to redistribute land, a goal established 
by the Mexican Revolution and the Agrarian Reform Law of 1917. The 
Mexican poor were encouraged to solicit idle national lands for ejidos for 
the purpose of living and farming. Until the 1980s, most Mexicans believed 
that the Agrarian Reform made by Cárdenas was “irreversible and final.” 
But in 1991, President Carlos Salinas de Gortari announced his proposal 
to amend Article 27 to permit the privatization of ejido land. The consti-
tutional obligation to distribute land to qualified petitioners was imme-
diately ended. Communal land would now be available for sale or rent to 
either Mexican or foreign companies (Adler- Hellman 1994). This move 
cleared the path for the North American Free Trade Agreement (passed in 
1994), which gave multinational corporations the right to own Mexican 
land for profit at the expense of landless and poor Mexicans, particularly 
indigenous communities.

While these sorts of changes were taking place at the federal level, in 
1989 (a year into the Maclovio Rojas land struggle), Ernesto Ruffo- Appel, a 
neoconservative from the PAN party, became governor of the state of Baja 
California. His first edict as governor was to endorse the No Invasiones (No 
Invasions) campaign by warning people that he would no longer tolerate 
land occupations. Under his regime, the state, not the federal government, 
would regulate land tenure. Ruffo- Appel’s approach was to criminalize 
and discredit the leaders of these settlements by inventing the Crime of 
Instigating Forced Removal.1 This made being a leader of irregular settle-
ments a crime (Lara 2003). The legal mechanisms to control and displace 
families seeking lands were thus set in place, feeding into the goals— and 
pockets— of the corporate and political elite.

Globalization scholars Arjun Appadurai (2001), David Barkin (2001), 
Walden Bello (2001), and Saskia Sassen (1998) all have made it clear that 
the current global market is creating increased inequalities both within 
and across societies, disrupting traditional ways of life, and wreaking havoc 
on ecological systems. In the context of the U.S.– Mexico border region, the 
forces of economic globalization are making not only the political bound-
ary all the more necessary but also the demarcation between rich and poor 
all the starker. Some state that the U.S.– Mexico border, within the North 
American free trade zone, may be the closest thing to South Africa under 
apartheid, given the internal wage inequalities within a common region 
(Staudt and Coronado 2002).
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While the situation is bleak, my hope lies in the fact that globalization 
from above (the collaboration between leading states and the main agents 
of capital formation) is being challenged by globalization from below (glo-
balization that is both reactive to these developments and responsive to 
different impulses and influences). Globalization from below “consists of 
an array of transnational social forces animated by environmental con-
cerns, human rights, hostility to patriarchy, and a vision of community 
based action on the unity of diverse cultures seeking an end to poverty, 
oppression, humiliation, and collective violence” (Falk 1993, 49).

Similarly, scholar Arif Dirlik (1996) argues that by the early 1990s local 
movements, or movements to save and reconstruct local societies, had 
emerged as the primary expressions of resistance to domination. He states 
that the “local” has emerged as a site of promise in the relationship between 
the emergence of a global capitalism and the emergence of concern with 
the local as a site of resistance and liberation. Stated simply, the global 
affects the local, but the local also affects the global.

Many examples of this have emerged in Mexico, such as the powerful 
debtors’ movement, El Barzon, which is made up of a group of indebted 
small farmers and entrepreneurs who have made waves in the political and 
economic spectrum of Mexico. Also, in the Eastern Sierra Madre, a school 
called Center for Rural Training (CESDER) aims to keep campesinos (peas-
ants) on their land through the teaching of land- management techniques 
and small- scale craft production and marketing. This goal— rebuilding an 
independent campesino economy and community— runs directly counter 
to the policies of the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and Mexi-
can government, all of which call for the development of larger, more prof-
itable enterprises on the land. Local governments, which see the modest 
efforts of CESDER graduates as threatening, have tried to shut the center 
down (Barkin, Ortiz, and Rosen 1997).

In Cuernavaca, Morelos, the Frente Cívico Pro- Defensa del Casino de la 
Selva is against the building of a COSTCO in the Casino de la Selva. Their 
slogan, “por el derecho que tenemos a decidir la ciudad, el pais y el mundo que 
queremos” (for the right that we have to decide the city, the country, and 
the world that we want), is a powerful testament to the will of the people. 
In San Salvador de Atenco, in the state of Mexico, campesinos were able to 
halt the construction of an airport, among other projects, that would have 
invaded their communal land holdings. Finally, the communities of San 
Juan de Guadalupe y Tierra Blanca in the state of San Luis Potosi are in a 
struggle to defend their communal land, which the state government wants 
to take over to build a shopping center that would include the symbol of 
the McDonalds transnational monopoly.
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One example of globalization from below is the project of autonomy. 
Grustavo Esteva and Madhu Suri Prakash (1998) argue that the struggle 
for autonomy seems to be merely the new name of an old notion of power: 
People’s power, exercising unprecedented impetus in its contemporary 
garb, forms at the grassroots level. Maclovio Rojas is a pathbreaking exam-
ple of this type of movement. With the following narrative given by Hor-
tensia, the community president, who has been involved with the struggle 
since its inception, one can see the community’s evolution.

With time Maclovio Rojas has grown, and as a community, we decided that 
we couldn’t wait until the lands were “officially” granted to us because the 
kids growing in the community need schooling, the adults need places to 
grow. Our first objective was the land, to harvest it, to raise animals and 
since that didn’t happen and we had the land, we had to do something. We 
decided to distribute the land and create an economic, cultural and educa-
tional infrastructure. This is when the ideas for all of our projects emerged, 
and in 1992 we built our first elementary school because we couldn’t let 
the kids be without schooling. In all of these years, we have looked for ways 
to create better living situations for the residents of Maclovio Rojas (pers. 
comm. Tijuana).

Hortensia’s statement attests to the transformative vision of the Maclo-
vianos and the clarity with which they are claiming rights to the land, both 
to live and to survive. Furthermore, the creation of a community- run 
infrastructure is apparent in the various projects that have been completed: 
They have constructed schools, a women’s center, and a two- story cultural 
center called the Aguascalientes.2 None of these projects received the sup-
port of the state or the federal government; thus, residents actively took 
matters into their own hands and created these autonomous structures. In 
fact, the construction of the cultural center creates a link to the Zapatista 
movement, and Maclovianos recognize that their struggle for land is simi-
lar. Hortensia describes the influence:

In 1994 the Chiapas movement emerged, and in 1995 Marcos invited the 
Mexican people to open up other Aguascalientes. We feel identified with that 
struggle because it’s the same thing, the land struggle is the same, and we 
are being persecuted by the government too. So, we decided that we were 
going to create an Aguascalientes. It was built in 1995 soon after Subcoman-
dante Marcos had announced it, and we invited many national and interna-
tional organizations to show that this was going to be a place for all of these 
organizations to meet, that the space was for everybody. A representative 
from the EZLN of Chiapas came, and it was huge, a lot of media was here, 
and I was even named the Subcomandante Hortensia, so you can imagine 
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the government’s reaction. The army came into the community, invading 
people’s homes, and made a huge mess. I was arrested soon after all of this 
happened. But the Aguascalientes is a symbol of struggle because, although 
we don’t have everything we wanted, it’s a symbol because that’s where we 
have our meetings, and from there, all of our ideas for our projects emerge. 
I don’t know if Subcomandante Marcos knows or not, but we have fulfilled 
our commitment to building the space. By being connected to that move-
ment, we have created more problems for ourselves for two reasons. One 
is that we are playing with the interests of the transnational economy; and 
two, we have been attacked for being luchadores who accomplish things with 
actions not just words. We are showing the government that the people are 
intelligent, that we are dignified and that we have rights (pers. comm. 1999).

This powerful testament brings to light the visionary skills of the lead-
ership, and the links that Hortensia makes between the Zapatista move-
ment in Chiapas with Maclovio Rojas demonstrate the ways in which 
communities across Mexico are actively responding to the conditions cre-
ated by global capital. In Maclovio Rojas, the idea of autonomy emanated 
as a response to the denial of basic human services imposed by the state 
government. Continually in my conversations with the women and other 
community residents, I saw that the people had come together because the 
government didn’t provide for them; it was out of necessity, not out of an 
ideological political conviction that happened before they settled on the 
land. The idea of communes (in the United States), for example, emerged 
because groups of people were seeking alternative ways of life. Here, resi-
dents simply want what has been denied to them: housing, education, and 
health care. Their solution: doing it themselves.

For example, community resident Sylvia says,

I think it’s created here out of necessity. One comes here needing land, but 
once you’re here, you start seeing . . . it’s like when you enter a kitchen, and 
maybe you have an idea about what you’re going to cook, but once you start, 
you see something else, and you see another idea about what you want to 
make. I didn’t use to have so many ideas, and now that I’ve been here, I’ve 
woken up. If you’ve never struggled in this way or lived in this way, then you 
are confronted with something new, but it stems from one’s need, which 
makes one strong to face whatever may come. This is what has kept me here 
(pers. comm. 1999).

Elizabeth adds, “Because of the need that we have for somewhere to live, to 
be able to leave something to our children, something for the future. That’s 
my feeling; we are in need of a place to live. That’s why we have stayed 
so long, because we need it” (pers. comm. 1999). Hortensia also argues, 
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“Necessity has made the community autonomous because, although we 
have the same rights as all Mexicans because we pay taxes, we are denied 
everything. If the government doesn’t give us what we need, then they 
obligate us to organize ourselves. So, we built our schools, we created a 
sports field, and we did it all working together. This is why we are autono-
mous; we haven’t been given absolutely anything but problems. The gov-
ernment treats us like delinquents, even if we are better off than other 
communities”(pers. comm. 1999). In creating this space, Maclovio Rojas 
has become both autonomous and a model for change. This indigna-
tion has come with a cost, however. Because Maclovio Rojas sits on prime 
industrial real estate, the government and transnational corporations have 
a keen interest in gaining access to their land. Subsequently, the prolonged 
16- year struggle has been intense. As the residents have fought to create 
their community and attempted to move their projects forward, the real-
ity of repression has been talked about repeatedly. This has been especially 
felt by the leading organizers, two of whom are currently in hiding and 
two others in jail. The government has threatened to evict the community 
physically on a number of occasions. Luz explains why: “There are a lot of 
interests that the government has here. The lands have a lot of value, so we 
have more problems with them because they want to build state housing or 
factories here” (pers. comm. 1999). Hortensia adds,

There are millions of dollars at stake. We are in a strategic point where the 
Boulevard 2000 is going to pass, and the interests of the transnational com-
panies are there. Since we are an organized community, we serve as a bad 
example because we might wake the consciousness of the people. We can 
have it all if we organize ourselves, and the government doesn’t want that, 
and that’s why Nicolasa is in jail and we [the leaders] are forced to be outside 
of the community so that the organization can fall and the government can 
meet their goal of bringing us down (pers. comm. 1999).

Dora shares,

The government doesn’t like [Maclovio Rojas] because it is an example for 
other communities. The governor gets paid to build schools, and here our 
payment has been made by the sacrifice of the people. The government 
doesn’t want other communities to know, from our example, that they too 
can organize themselves. Why would we need governors or presidents, then, 
if the people came together to organize? It’s all a business for the govern-
ment. The governor travels from place to place using our money, and they 
don’t do anything for us (pers. comm. 1999).



GENERATING HOPE, CREATING CHANGE, SEARCHING FOR COMMUNITY     123

The reality of the repressive pressure placed by the government is 
reflected in the various stories shared by the residents. On one occasion, 
local police forcefully tried to take over the homes of several residents, who 
defended their homes with their bodies. Others in the community began 
dragging furniture onto the highway, blocking the passageway, and causing 
severe disruption. Teresa remembers that the police were beating people 
up: “I saw that. The police would grab the people’s belongings and throw 
them into a pile of mud that had gathered from the rain. They were mad 
because we had blocked the highway” (pers. comm. 1999). Eventually, the 
local police were called off, but instances such as these have been com-
mon for residents. In essence, the community is the ultimate symbol of 
resistance, and the local and state officials are scrambling to get control 
of their lands to appease the interests of outside corporations vying for 
a place to build their maquiladoras. What I would like to highlight in the 
case of Maclovio Rojas is the role of women in the struggle. Women were 
the ones who were al frente, or in front, leading the movement and actions. 
Various women commented on this topic. Dora says, “Women are the ones 
who work the most here. They are the ones who support the most. If there 
is a march or something, the majority are always women that attend; if 
there’s some sort of confrontation with the government, the women are 
the toughest. You see more women and children out in support because 
they’re more courageous. The majority of women who come here are cou-
rageous and daring; the men are more reserved” (pers. comm. 1999). Juana 
agrees: “There are many single moms here who work in the maquilas [fac-
tories], and when we have sit- ins or actions, you will see that the majority 
are women, and I think the women here are very willing to enter [entronas] 
the struggle” (pers. comm. 1999). Maria offers her own thoughts:

Since I’ve lived in [Maclovio Rojas], I’ve always seen the participation of 
women. Women are the ones who come out to defend, especially since 
most of the problems emerge during the daytime, and the housewives are 
at home, and the men are working outside of the community. The fact that 
women are participating more, well, women have always been involved in 
the lucha [struggle] because it’s their home that they are defending. It’s not a 
game, and they won’t allow their roof to be taken from them. Men are more 
involved in the construction part of the projects, the heavier work, the physi-
cal work, and women support by making food and sometimes help build 
too, but more than anything, women are the ones who attend the demon-
strations and protests. It has always been said that la lucha [the struggle] of 
[Maclovio Rojas] has always belonged to the women; they are the ones who 
are in the forefront (pers. comm. 1999).
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This articulation of women’s leadership within the community is par-
ticularly important when one recognizes that the stories of women leading 
social movements often remain untold. The fact that the casa de la mujer 
(woman’s house), or the women’s center, has been created and offers sup-
port and classes for and by women of the community is an important 
tribute to the womanist vision of Maclovio Rojas. Yet, as is admitted by 
leaders of the community, the struggle for land and the constant battle it 
creates often usurp the need to further engage in issues that affect women, 
particularly domestic violence, double workloads, and the culture of patri-
archy that afflict both men and women in the community. Furthermore, 
while women don’t necessarily call themselves feminists, I believe that the 
ways in which they articulated what they had gained by living in Maclo-
vio Rojas gives voice to their evolution as feminist political subjects. For 
example, Paula states, “I’ve learned to defend myself so that they [the gov-
ernment] don’t take what is ours. These lands are mine, and just because 
the government wants them doesn’t mean they can take them away from 
me. I will defend them because I value everything that I have here” (pers. 
comm. 1999). Sylvia adds, “I’ve learned to defend myself in a certain way 
to vocalize myself a bit more. If I don’t know something now, well, I used 
to know less, so I’ve learned a lot. I will defend my property and my chil-
dren because this is something for my children” (pers. comm. 1999). Juana 
shares what she values most in Maclovio Rojas:

Well, the most important is having your land and a place to live. I see people 
who rent, and it’s terrible because I have lived it, and here I have a place to 
live where no one tells me how to be. Before, I was like a ball jumping from 
place to place, and my mother- in- law always had something to say, and that’s 
a super- gain to have your own land, and you can say it’s yours. I’ve gained 
a lot of confidence being here, a lot of self- confidence. Yo sola valerme por 
mi misma [I alone have to make a living for myself], with my children, and I 
have learned that by myself, I can get ahead. If I would have lived in another 
community, I wouldn’t have been involved in sit- ins and marches, and so 
forth. In another place this wouldn’t happen (pers. comm. 1999).

Teresa says that she’s learned to be more courageous: “I’m not scared of 
the government anymore. I can defend myself, because in the beginning, 
you do get scared, but as time passes, you learn more, you have more love 
toward what you have, and you even start getting angrier. I feel good help-
ing my community” (pers. comm. 1999).

In summary, when longtime resident Teresa, who was involved in the 
original land takeover and endured the harsh conditions of settlement, tells 
me, “Thanks to God, I’ve been happy, and I will be satisfied with my little 
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piece of land; this is where I am going to die,” I can recognize the powerful 
model that residents have created. The experience of Maclovio Rojas is but 
one example of people collectively coming together to challenge “empire” 
to put an end to their repressive conditions and to courageously create 
an alternative for themselves. They simply want to have a piece of land to 
safely raise their families.

In August 2003, the Zapatistas announced new plans for the structure of 
their own autonomous communities, in connection with other movements 
working from the ground up. Their plan, Realidad- Tijuana (REALti), is 
described by Subcomandante Marcos: “Confronting the Plan Puebla- 
Panama in particular and in general against all global plans that fragment 
the Mexican nation, the EZLN launches the Plan Realidad- Tijuana. The 
plan consists of bringing together all of the resistances of our country and, 
with them, re- creating, from below, the Mexican nation” (EZLN 2003).

Similarly, at the World Social Forum held in Mumbai, India, in January 
2004, author Arundhati Roy called on all the intellectuals, activists, and 
political leaders present to create a “globalization of resistance.” I believe 
this theme of globalizing resistance is extremely important during a time 
when the accelerated rate of globalization has to be met with an accel-
erated movement of resistance. Maclovio Rojas is an important part of 
this dialogue.
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Notes

 1. Fraccion III del articulo 226 del Codigo Penal del Estado. Maclovio Rojas Fact 
sheet, prepared by Globalifobicos, 2001.

 2. In August 1994, the Zapatistas convened a national democratic convention 
to open a national dialogue with “civil society.” To host the six thousand 
people, the Zapatistas built an “auditorium,” which they called an Aguascali-
entes, evoking the convention held in that city of central Mexico during the 
revolution of 1910. Several more appeared throughout the communities in 
resistance in Chiapas. In August 2003, the EZLN announced the closure of the 
Aguascalientes and the opening of the Caracoles, which will be the ‘Casas’ de 
la Junta de Buen Gobierno (literally translated, this means “homes of the good 
government”).
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Struggles for Social 
Movement Autonomy 
in a Global Port City

Clare Weber

This essay explores Mexican immigrant women’s struggles for auton-
omy and voice as they interface as allies and partners with more pow-

erful nonprofit organizations and city social service agencies in an effort to 
effect positive change in their neighborhood. The Community Residents’ 
Alliance1 (CRA) is a majority Mexican immigrant women- led neigh-
borhood organization working for social and environmental justice in a 
low- income area of Port City, California, near one of the world’s largest 
port complexes. The State Foundation (TSF), a large private foundation, 
planned a multimillion dollar, ten- year funding initiative to build healthy 
communities in central Port City. The initiative comprised several local 
social service agencies and partners. My examination of that plan reveals 
that the CRA served as the voice of the Latino/a immigrant community in 
that area despite barriers of local and exclusionary political dynamics as 
well as complex hierarchies of race, gender, class, and language.

In this chapter, I demonstrate how the CRA’s participation in this pro-
cess with the TSF challenged the assertions of social service agencies that 
the mothers of the CRA needed an external nongovernmental organiza-
tion (NGO) help to organize their community. Their struggle for political 
voice reveals the importance of demanding local autonomy so that a space 
is created where immigrant women can engage in defining their own needs 
and analyzing the political causes of their situation. Although not explicitly 
linked to Zapatismo, the CRA reflected the importance of putting com-
munity first and demanding an autonomous voice. CRA mothers were 
experienced activists, yet the nonprofit agencies in Port City had a vested 
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interest in constructing them as immigrant women in need of “help.” The 
initiative’s planning process was structured in such a way that the CRA’s 
community concerns were marginalized in favor of the nonprofits’, with 
their paid professional staff, and of the social service agencies. As a result, 
the CRA was put in the position of being the “opposition” and the voice 
of criticism in this process, constantly calling for input and representation 
from the Latino/a immigrant community and residents alike. As the CRA 
assumed the responsibility of being the voice of opposition and commu-
nity conscience during the planning process, the social service agencies and 
the TSF framed the CRA as community members in need of help. In effect, 
the planning phase of the initiative laid the foundation for reproduction 
of middle- class, nonprofit- led control, which was ostensibly what the ini-
tiative was expressly not to do. This reflected the invisibility of activist- 
mothering, and the continuation of male- centered approaches both to 
community organizing and to a neoliberal framing of social change work 
by nonprofit organizations.

Framing Social Change Work

Nonprofit organizations frequently control women’s activism to the extent 
that efforts at real structural change are thwarted and the work is channeled 
into reform- minded approaches and social service work (Burrowes et al. 
2007). The nonprofit sector in the United States has conservative roots and 
a history of supporting the middle class. David Wagner (2009) argues that 
nonprofits, on the whole, serve middle- class interests and needs despite 
the popular belief that they exist to “help” the poor and working class. My 
own work (Weber 2001) on organizing among immigrant women street 
vendors in Los Angeles showed that city hall interests took over efforts 
to legalize street vending, larger nonprofit organizations interfered with 
their efforts, and the business community and anti- immigrant sentiment 
thwarted them to such a large degree that when the ordinance to legalize 
street vending was passed, it was useless to street vendors and served only 
to advance the careers of middle- class nonprofit workers and city politi-
cians. The Better Communities Initiative has the potential to follow the 
same trajectory, where middle– class, reform- minded professionals benefit 
at the exclusion of low- income residents of Port City.

Manuel Pastor Jr., Chris Benner, and Martha Matsuoka (2009) have 
recently studied organizing efforts in southern California and the potential 
politically progressive impact on regional policies, but one problem with 
their study is that it glosses over the very real class, gender, and race biases 
that exist in the regional organizing efforts. Indeed, the authors spend too 
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little time examining the power dynamics at play among community mem-
bers, men and women, citizens and undocumented residents, racial- ethnic 
groups, larger organizations, professionally staffed community- based 
organizations (CBOs), and foundations. This chapter analyzes these power 
dynamics, as they are key to understanding how immigrant women’s com-
munity organizing develops into autonomous work or is subsumed by 
more powerful actors and organizations.

Mary Pardo’s seminal work on Mexican American Women Activists 
in Los Angeles (1998) demonstrates how women’s community activism 
becomes an extension of self- defined roles as mothers. It also shows how 
their commitment to support their families challenges the Anglocentric 
assumption of a division between the public and private spheres, with 
women’s roles assigned to the social reproduction of the private sphere. 
Mexican American women’s community organizing breaks down this 
divide and demonstrates how motherhood has a public and community 
role. Nancy Naples’s (1998) study of activist mothering shows that moth-
ering is expressed in complex ways that reflect diversity and particular 
standpoints shaped by race, class, and gender. For CRA mothers, activist 
mothering also includes immigration rights. Living in the United States 
without documentation is a daily concern for them and their children. As 
Hortencia Jimenez (2010) has pointed out, Mexican immigrant women’s 
activism is grounded in the struggle to make demands of the state as it 
relates to their rights as both immigrants and community members.

To ignore the strengths of women’s community organizing to effect 
change at the community or regional level is to ignore the history of social 
movement organizing in the United States, for it is women’s efforts to 
build community and strengthen community ties that is foundational to 
social movements (Abrahams 1996). As Susan Stall and Randy Stoecker 
(1998) have argued, every successful social movement is built on either 
community organizing or a network of communities organizing together. 
Women- centered organizing is an approach to community that builds on 
and strengthens the relationships in the private sphere, and uses them to 
effect change. As Gilda Laura Ochoa (1999) has noted, Mexican American 
and Mexican immigrant women are marginalized from more traditional 
and formal political processes, which exclude women of color generally 
and immigrant women more specifically. To understand local efforts to 
assert autonomy and create spaces for developing a political voice, Ochoa 
argues that struggles for group survival must be counted in the body of 
local resistance to multiple oppressions. However, corporate models of 
organization that nonprofit organizations have adopted overlook and 
devalue the efforts of activist mothering and women- centered organizing 
(Incite 2007).
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Neighborhood Organizing

Despite the wealth generated by the port, residents of central Port City 
are themselves economically and politically marginalized. Living in close 
proximity to one of the world’s largest port complexes, these communi-
ties in Port City face the brunt of environmental injustices caused by the 
ports. Pollution from ships, trucks, and trains have led to increased rates 
of asthma and cancer among residents in neighborhoods surrounding the 
ports (SCAQMD 2008). Yet those same communities seldom have input 
into policies affecting the very health and well- being of their families and 
other community members. In Port City, low- income Mexican and Cen-
tral American immigrant women are engaged in grassroots community 
organizing through the CRA to address the myriad health and social prob-
lems that plague their community.

The residents who live the closest to the port are primarily low- income 
Latino/a immigrants. In census tracts for the central Port City area, 
approximately 99 percent of the population lives at or below 200 percent of 
the poverty level. Low- income residents, especially those whom politicians 
perceive as lacking the legal right to vote, are often ignored despite their 
civil rights and responsibilities as community members, workers, renters, 
students, and parents, among other roles. The CRA is challenging these 
dynamics by working on local policy issues that directly affect their com-
munity. Further, it strives to address issues such as community violence, 
lack of resources for youth, and the need for living- wage jobs, immigration 
reform, and affordable housing.

The CRA has its origins in a 1995 project supported by the local YMCA 
and funded by the state to prevent juvenile crime in central Port City. The 
project included funding for parents and social service agencies. Today, 
the CRA is funded primarily by small grants and community fund- raising 
events and is also supported by a local community health clinic, which 
serves as its fiscal sponsor and provides part- time support staff. At its 
monthly meetings, some forty to sixty women attend to discuss issues in 
the community and to collectively strategize on how to solve them. Many 
of the members of the CRA are undocumented immigrants, whose work 
on behalf of their community reflects a personal courage and resistance to 
the silencing effect of living in the United States without legal documenta-
tion. As one CRA member said, “It’s all about the kids.”

The need to better the community for their children and the efforts to 
collectively educate themselves about the realities of being undocumented 
combined to encourage many women to work collectively for the better-
ment of their community despite the fear and risks. For example, CRA 
members successfully worked with policymakers to have construction of a 
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section of freeway moved by fifty feet, allowing for a much- needed elemen-
tary school to be built. Then they worked with the school district to set 
up medical clinics in the schools. They worked on projects ranging from 
halting expansion of rail yards or changing port policies to support fam-
ily members who work as independent truckers at the port, to initiating 
community projects to lessen violence against women. They have taken 
the Port City police department to task for not responding promptly in 
emergencies and for racial profiling of youth. A representative of the police 
department now comes to their monthly meetings to take note of resi-
dents’ concerns and to be held accountable by the community. The CRA 
has developed strategies for educating and organizing the community on 
members’ health and well- being. It has successfully trained community 
members to speak at public hearings on port pollution and to serve as rep-
resentatives on policy boards and nonprofit organizations, including the 
TSF (one of the largest foundations in the state of California). In sum, the 
CRA is a go- to organization for city officials, social service organizations, 
and politicians looking for community support.

Methods

As noted above, it is the CRA’s work with the TSF’s ten- year “Building Com-
munities” initiative that is the focus of this chapter. As I began my research, 
the TSF was pulling together community organizations, nonprofit organi-
zations, and social service agencies in Port City to begin its initiative. The 
planning phase of the initiative quickly consumed the time of the CRA 
leadership and members over a ten- month period. My fieldwork consisted 
primarily of attending the frequent meetings of the TSF and consulting 
frequently with the president of the CRA and the single paid staff person 
assigned, by its fiscal sponsor, to support the CRA.

This research developed out of a feminist approach to activist and 
community- based research. I live in central Port City, in a mixed- income 
neighborhood. My son attends school with children of CRA members. 
My family is exposed to the same air pollution from the ports as many 
CRA members are. I was a community organizer and human rights activ-
ist before attending graduate school, and my previous research reflects 
these experiences. As a sociologist, Dorothy Smith’s institutional ethnog-
raphy (1987), Michael Burawoy’s organic public intellectual (2005), Randy 
Stoecker’s approach to community- based research (Stoecker 2005), and 
Nancy Naples’s (1998) work on community activism and feminist politics 
have influenced my work.
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This research endeavor was designed to support the organization’s 
efforts to interface with local NGOs and city government in ways that 
challenge the top- down policy discussions that often leave CRA leaders 
frustrated and silenced. Designed in consultation with CRA leaders, the 
research intends to support community members’ meaningful voice in 
community decisions. The larger project includes both an account of the 
struggles of being undocumented and an activist, and the development of 
strategies to present my findings in ways that resonate with funding agen-
cies, foundations, and policymakers.

I have spent more than a year conducting ethnographic field research 
and attending meetings of the CRA and partner community organizations, 
as well as attending numerous TSF planning meetings for the initiative. 
Because I started this project in consultation with the CRA, framing the 
questions and the focus of the research to support their efforts, I have also 
had numerous conversations in person or by phone with the leadership 
of the CRA to discuss progress and planning. I have also supported their 
efforts to hold a workshop for youths in the community— linking the AB 
5402 students on my campus to the CRA. I am working with them to hold 
a women’s conference for immigrant women living in central Port City. I 
wrote a grant for funding for their annual youth safety fair and designed a 
participatory evaluation project for their Summer Night Lights park pro-
gram, which is also part of the TSF initiative to support youths and reduce 
violence in the community. Findings from this study are shared with CRA 
leaders in order to get feedback and critique. As such, I see my relationship 
as reciprocal, dynamic, and activist.

The Web of Agencies

Neoliberalism has contributed to the formation of a particular form of 
corporate- style philanthropy on a local, national, and global scale. Rodri-
guez names this the “nonprofit industrial complex” and argues that it 
supports social service agencies and organizations of the political Left in 
ways that create a dependency on corporate- style philanthropy and edu-
cated middle- class professionals (Rodriguez 2007). As neoliberal economic 
restructuring has reduced state funding for the poor, and has limited 
the rights of women, men of color, the working class, and immigrants, 
corporate- style foundations rose to fill the void of these state programs 
through philanthropic support of policies and programs. Their efforts seek 
moderate reforms and programs that support the political and economic 
status quo and maintain the power of the wealthy. Middle- class profes-
sional “NGO staff” determine policies and programs for the poor. In effect, 
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corporations use their political might to lower taxes and defund social ser-
vices and tax structures that redistribute wealth and income. In their place, 
they support policies that serve to concentrate wealth, income, and politi-
cal power in their own hands. Then they use tax deduction laws, which 
they themselves created, to establish foundations to “help” the poor, all the 
while controlling the agendas of these nonprofits (Rodriguez 2007; Incite 
2007). Needless to say, maintaining autonomy in this context is challeng-
ing, as social service agencies and established organizations on the Left are 
structured to perpetuate their organizations rather than serve a movement 
for social justice.

Port City, sometimes referred to by residents as a port with a city, is 
home to many social service agencies that are part of the area’s “nonprofit 
industrial complex.” Such agencies aim to address the needs of low- income 
Latino/a, black, and Cambodian communities, as well as poor whites. 
While central, west, and parts of north Port City are populated by low- 
income communities of color, East Port City, parts of the downtown area, 
and neighborhoods along the Pacific Coast are affluent, predominately 
white, and politically conservative, with the exception of a primarily white 
gay community, which tends to be politically liberal. My research suggests 
that City Hall policies have favored the conservative and probusiness base 
at the expense of working class, low- income communities of color in Port 
City. In this context, a myriad of social service and community agencies 
exist, each with a particular mission or service area. They include housing 
advocates; legal support for immigrants and immigrant rights; youth pro-
grams such as the YMCA, the Boys and Girls Club, and a Cambodian youth 
organization; Cambodian community groups; community health clinics; 
cultural groups; community gardeners; parent groups of local schools; 
social services provided by churches; advocates for educational justice; and 
the service sectors of city government of Port City and the county gov-
ernment. These community groups, NGOs, and government social service 
agencies have, historically, not worked together and have had to compete 
for funding from foundations. Recently entering this set of agencies and 
nonprofit organizations is a regional organization with a leftist agenda of 
supporting living- wage jobs and policies that force cities to include labor 
rights and unions as part of the process of economic development and city 
planning.

The TSF invited this dense network to implement a ten- year initiative 
aimed at improving health outcomes for the communities of central Port 
City. The process has brought to light the challenges of bringing together 
community members, social service agencies, and nonprofit organizations, 
all while offering the possibility of funding for the groups that participate. 
In this context, the CRA has been the one consistent voice of Latino/a 
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community residents. Cambodian and African American community 
members have often been present, but in small numbers, and they were 
excluded initially from the process. Their absence is indicative of the prob-
lems present with the initiative. Furthermore, several community- based 
organizations decided not to participate out of concern that the process 
laid out by the endowment would consume the limited time and human 
resources of their organizations and, at best, lead to limited gains.

To closely examine the power dynamics that occurred in the first phase 
of the TSF’s initiative, it is necessary to briefly describe how the Build-
ing Communities Initiative was laid out. The TSF worked through a local 
community health clinic to organize a series of meetings, with the goal of 
achieving ten outcomes for a healthy community3 and developing related 
“logic models” that would then provide the basis for carrying out a ten- 
year plan. The TSF hired a consulting firm to facilitate the meetings and to 
lead community members, social service organizations, and community- 
based organizations through the process. Early on in the project, the TSF 
worked with local groups to reach out to the community, with the result 
that approximately four hundred people attended a meeting to discuss the 
ten goals of the initiative. From there, working groups formed around each 
outcome and meetings were held regularly to develop a “logic model” that 
served as a plan to achieve each outcome. In addition, there were general 
meetings for all involved and a steering committee made up of lead orga-
nizations. The president of the CRA was the sole low- income volunteer 
community member on that steering committee. She tirelessly insisted on 
including the voices of community members and regularly reported back 
to CRA members and sought their input.

People from the community and those serving it, defined by the TSF 
as the stakeholders, were invited to meet regularly over the course of eight 
months to develop logic models and prioritize which outcomes would be 
addressed first. However, the majority of participants were paid staff mem-
bers of local nonprofit and social service organizations. The logic mod-
els mapped out what actions and resources would be needed, as well as 
what existing resources would help achieve the specified outcomes in the 
ten- year building community initiative. Although the TSF provided fund-
ing for food, translation services, and childcare, no organizations received 
grant money during the process. The TSF did provide funds for support 
staff, child caretakers, and the consulting firms doing the facilitating. The 
TSF required community members and stakeholders to attend numer-
ous meetings. These were designed to be inclusive and allow for commu-
nity input, but the frequency of the meetings was challenging for some. 
Community- based and social service organizations that had paid staff 
were in the best position to attend the meetings regularly, as part of their 
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full- time work. Despite the time demands and lack of financial support, 
CRA members, in particular the president, continued to attend the meet-
ings. Throughout the process, the CRA served as the principal voice for the 
Latino/a immigrant community in central Port City.

Defining Stakeholder

In documents outlining the ten- year building communities initiative, the 
TSF referred to nonprofit organizations, government agencies, and social 
service agencies as “stakeholders” and community residents as “commu-
nity residents.” Even before the TSF established itself in Port City, the label-
ing of “stakeholder” to include individuals and organizations other than 
community residents signaled that residents were to be acted on by the 
stakeholders, and it implied that residents were not engaged in organizing. 
In many ways, this delineation mimics the masculine approach to com-
munity organizing best represented in the work of Saul Alinsky (1971). 
The Alinsky approach to community organizing (Stall and Stoecker 1998) 
sends professional organizers into a community to lead residents in the 
public sphere to make changes to public issues that residents have a stake 
in changing; existing organizations and groups are incorporated into this 
endeavor. Furthermore, this particular framing of the community, as being 
in need of help and of capacity building rather than solidarity, justifies 
the existence and maintains the power of middle- class, professionally 
led NGOs.

What this approach overlooks is the activist mothering work of women 
residents on behalf of their families, which breaks down the notion of a 
public– private divide in community organizing. It further assumes that 
there is a lack of leadership or organizational capacity in Port City. What 
is left unexamined when operating under this set of assumptions is, spe-
cifically, the ways that social service agencies as “stakeholders” emphasize 
services over political organizing and thereby effectively block work in that 
direction (Ndbuizu 2010).

Doing Community

The Kickoff

“Doing community” refers both to the role that the CRA assumed in the 
process and the way that agencies and the TSF need community mem-
bers to legitimate their work. A politics of inclusion occurs with com-
munity organizing, and, in this context, the CRA claimed voice as the 
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representation of community. The TSF gave small grants to community- 
based organizations (CBOs) to do outreach to residents in an effort to 
ensure their participation. The CRA was one of the groups that the CBOs 
successfully recruited in the Latino/a immigrant community. Youth were 
initially well represented from the community, owing to outreach by the 
NGO’s working with youth, although their participation quickly faded. 
Residents in the Cambodian community were also present, but the pres-
ence of just one Khmer translator limited the participation of Cambodian- 
speaking residents to one breakout group. Spanish- speaking residents also 
had a single translator and only one breakout group. English- speaking resi-
dents had the choice of four breakout groups. Participation by members 
of the Cambodian community also declined over time. An African Ameri-
can community presence was limited, and there were later attempts to 
redress that by including an African American minister on the initiative’s 
steering committee.

A community organizer who supports the CRA stated on several occa-
sions that it is the one community group whose members were consis-
tently present at many of the meetings. My observations confirmed this. 
At TSF meetings, the majority were representatives from social service 
agencies working in the community and city employees, but not residents 
themselves. Despite this, the process began in a way that excluded com-
munity members and ignored gendered dynamics. The CRA was the one 
surviving resident- led community- based organization at the end of the 
planning phase.

The CRA was the one consistent community presence at the planning 
meetings. The CRA women participated as both residents and volunteers 
in numerous meetings and events aimed at addressing community issues. 
They are committed to serving their community and see collective efforts 
as the one way to help one another and improve their families’ situations. 
Their children’s safety, education, and health are huge concerns, given the 
levels of community violence, problems in local schools, and the pollution 
caused by the ports. When CRA members attended TSF meetings, they 
consistently raised the issue of increasing community participation. For 
example, Rosana spoke to me about the first kickoff meeting held in Sep-
tember 2009. She participated in a group discussion on community and 
stated, “The community group met and we were talking about the commu-
nity; it was a long and complicated talk about the necessities of the com-
munity. They [the community] should come and talk about their needs 
and necessities. Most people were agency representatives. The next time, 
we need more input from the community. Those who offered opinions 
were agencies and they don’t know what the community needs, so for the 
next meeting we need to work on this. There should be one community 
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member/community representative from each organization” (field notes, 
September 30, 2009).

The initiative had no process for differently weighing the ideas and 
opinions of social service agency representatives, be they nongovernmental 
or governmental, and of people living in the community. The community 
members have a need to access services, alter them to better fit their needs, 
and affect policy. The service agencies and the municipal government 
sought TSF funds to continue providing the services that they offered (and 
hoped to offer) as part of the initiative. Community members were pres-
ent to participate on behalf of the health of the community, while agencies 
were there in the hopes of receiving funding for their work to the degree 
that they could relate it to community health.

The Planning Phase

As the planning for the ten- year funding initiative advanced, community 
members’ participation and attendance at the meetings was low. In a com-
ment to the program officer of the TSF, Rosana of the CRA stated, “I believe 
a lot has been lost. The majority of the meetings have been agencies.” Afri-
can American, Latino/a, and Cambodian youth, all of whom showed up 
in large numbers at the initial kickoff meeting, stopped attending the sub-
sequent planning meetings. A leader of a community- based organization 
working with youths said, “There were some challenges with the process 
and we spent time educating [the youths] on what was going on. The pro-
cess was boring for the youth. We need to figure out how to form the pro-
cess with youth. We can’t use Robert’s Rules [of Order]. The youth felt the 
process was ‘high level’” (field notes, September 30, 2009).

The technical aspects of the planning process were, at times, daunting 
for adult community members as well as for youth. One community mem-
ber present at the beginning of the process stated, “The logic model was 
not user friendly and was difficult. It will turn community members off. 
There are not enough community residents and no representation from 
the African American community. The only Cambodian was the transla-
tor, who gave input” (field notes, September 30, 2009). Despite repeated 
and publically stated concerns about minimal community participation, 
the TSF did very little to alter the planning process and ensure increased 
community input. The one exception was adding a leader of the African 
American community to the steering committee for the planning process, 
but this failed to translate into increased participation by African Ameri-
can community members.



138   CLARE WEBER

The CRA Assumes an Oppositional Voice

The work of the CRA to claim voice as community was present at the ini-
tial meetings and continued to the end of the planning process. The CRA 
then began to directly criticize the process. In a January 2010 collabora-
tive meeting to report on the plans of the working groups, Rosana stated, 
“We’re going too fast. The facilitators are going fast. There’s quick ques-
tions and then they move on. Some folks are here for the first time and it’s 
going so fast I don’t feel we’re being heard” (field notes, January 15, 2010). 
Rosana was speaking to a process that led to the exclusion of a grounded 
discussion that should have moved from the realities of the community to 
solutions that the community members were vested in and thought would 
work. Community members felt marginalized. Rosana said, “I have some 
comments about the discussion and these themes. I know it’s going to 
seem old. We’re talking about a lot of themes, but not about what’s going 
to happen to the community. We’re all talking about the money, but to 
receive that money we need to reach the base, to include the community. 
So the question is, what is our vision for the community? We need to take a 
few steps back and say what is our vision for the community” (field notes, 
March 18, 2010).

The concerns voiced by some of the CRA women shifted the discussion, 
at least momentarily. For example, Ed, who is a member of a faith coali-
tion of Port City, said, “I see agencies that stop coming because they aren’t 
getting money. I’ve also seen community residents stop coming because 
they don’t see anything getting done.” Andrea, a community organizer who 
works with the CRA, then proposed a way for community members to 
participate in the planning process. She stated, “Through the process a lot 
of the community felt things were lost in translation or not included in the 
documents. I think it’s great to have minigrants. A lot of these meetings 
we have are with directors for agencies in attendance. We don’t have the 
workers, the staff that does outreach and organizing. What about stipends 
for community leaders, i.e., Rosana?” (field notes, March 18, 2010). The 
TSF neither acknowledged nor adopted Andrea’s suggestion. Criticism also 
included concerns over the technical language and the writing- intensive 
process. Although some documents were translated into Spanish, and 
although Spanish and Khmer translators were present at all the meetings, 
concerns were expressed that not every written document was translated 
or, if it was, it was lengthy and in a highly technical language or, as one CRA 
member said, “it was at the level for college graduates” (field notes, March 
18, 2010).

More than six months after the initial kickoff meeting to plan for 
the TSF initiative, the CRA’s leaders were still insisting on community 
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representation and input into the process. Rosana, at a meeting to evaluate 
the planning process in January 2010, stated, “We had previously talked 
about cleaning up a youth [police] record and I don’t see it here. That’s why 
I feel we’re not heard.” The facilitator responded to Rosana, “It’s in Out-
come 6,” which is titled “Neighborhood and School Environments Support 
Improved Health and Healthy Behaviors.” Rosana was not satisfied and 
said, “I want to return to this issue. I lived this history. I knew a youth who 
did a crime when he was 15, 16 years old. He wanted to clean his record up 
at about 20 years old and he couldn’t. He couldn’t find work and he killed 
himself.” She then complained about how the process of note taking and 
facilitating was leaving important facts out, arguing, “If the community 
can’t see all we decided, how can people understand?” (field notes, January 
15, 2010). For the CRA women, it was important to understand and state 
the realities of their daily lives and what was going on in the neighbor-
hoods and community. Rosana, at the same meeting to evaluate the process 
in January 2010, said, “This time we’ve had the opportunity for the agen-
cies to understand how we work. So for me, my message to all agencies is 
that the community belongs to us and we need to make Port City better for 
us and we’ll work together.”

However, the issues were reduced to a few words written on butcher 
paper, watering down the critical nature of issues and the sociopolitical 
context and paving the way for agencies to interpret the problems to fit 
their existing programs that they wanted funded.

An example of a lost opportunity for a grounded discussion is that of 
community violence. The CRA women were quick to express their views 
of how violence against women, violence in the homes, and violence in 
the streets were all related. CRA mothers do not consider teen- dating 
violence and gang violence separate issues. But as a TSF program officer 
put it, “Domestic violence programs tend to be a reaction to the crises. 
TSF is interested in prevention and is looking at the child.” Local advo-
cates involved in the shelter movement, however, took issue with this per-
ception. In a discussion of this approach, Rosana responded to the TSF’s 
comment by saying, “Prevention is something that worries me the most. 
There’s violence in the street. They see it in the home, and they go to the 
streets and take it out on other youth. I have a 12- year- old son, but there 
are some things I can’t protect him from. Inter- family violence work is a 
way to prevent youth and street violence” (field notes, March 8, 2010). CRA 
mothers advocated for an approach to youth violence that did not distin-
guish between violence in the home and in the streets. The CRA’s women- 
centered approach, in other words, did not create a false divide between the 
public and private spheres.



140   CLARE WEBER

Shifting the Power Dynamics

In addition to the presence of class bias, which favors professionally staffed 
nonprofits, power differences on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, and age 
excluded sectors of the community and alternative approaches to organiz-
ing and planning. Although the CRA claimed voice as organized residents 
of central Port City, African American and Cambodian residents did not 
have the same voice. Community violence was limited in its definition to 
largely exclude intimate- partner violence. The planning process designed 
services for youth but did not effectively include them in the process. The 
planning process was not women- centered and perpetuated a conceptual 
framework for organizing that assumed a divide between public and pri-
vate spheres, framing residents as being in need of capacity building and 
leadership.

Volunteering and attending the meetings was demanding and pulled 
the CRA into the world of the TSF and the agendas of larger NGOs and 
city social services. The CRA spent more time defending the importance 
of the voice of the community than setting its own agenda. CRA com-
munity members’ participation declined over time, out of frustration of 
not being heard and because of the demanding schedule of the meetings. 
Barriers with transportation and language were also contributing factors 
in declining attendance. Rosana remained as the main spokesperson for 
the Latino/a community residing in central Port City. Her status and that 
of the CRA have increased as a result of this process. Nevertheless, it was 
sufficiently exclusionary to community members, resulting in a missed 
opportunity for leadership from community residents. At the end of the 
planning process, community participation had been skewed so that it 
placed a burden on the community to continuously be the voice of opposi-
tion and overcome barriers to attending and participating in the meetings. 
Community participation also rewards the social service agencies and the 
professionals who run them. These forces maintain power by constructing 
the women of the CRA as needing help and involving them only in ways 
that do not support activist mothering as practiced by the CRA.

Significance for the TSF Collaborative

On the basis of the observations and analysis of the Building Communities 
Initiative, this final section proposes alternatives that may have achieved a 
more inclusionary and community- driven process. Defining “stakehold-
ers” as community members rather than agencies is a necessary first step 
in placing residents at the center of the process for defining needs and 
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determining actions. The decision- making process should center com-
munity members as leaders in the planning process. Community activists 
are attempting to see that this happens in the next phase of the initiative. 
Whether they will succeed is yet unknown, as there is significant pushback 
from social service agencies and city government. Relying on and sup-
porting local residents who are already leaders in the community, rather 
than bringing outside facilitators into the process, shifts the power of deci-
sion making away from the professional class of nonprofit organizations 
to poor and working- class residents. The issue of how decisions are made 
should be structured in ways that are transparent and give residents the 
majority of votes in relation to the nonprofit organizations represented by 
paid staff. These social service agencies would then be held accountable to 
the residents’ community agenda. It is also important to allow an inclu-
sionary, community- resident- led process to drive the timeline rather than 
letting the TSF’s deadlines drive the process. If a diversity of community 
members is not present, the planning process should not move forward 
until the issue is addressed and until there is a critical number of residents 
with the power to make decisions.

Issues of racism, classism, sexism, and homophobia should be explicitly 
addressed at the outset. An important first step is to acknowledge individ-
ual chauvinism, racism, or classism. However, the structural ways in which 
women, people of color, the GLBT community, and poor and working- 
class people are excluded needs to be understood so that the planning pro-
cess does not reproduce exclusionary tactics. Understanding the gendered 
nature of community organizing and the ways that women are at the center 
of family, community, and organizing against classism and racism is key to 
mobilizing effectively for change and positively supporting these efforts.

The planning process should include resources and time to self- evaluate 
and make collective changes. If the process is exclusionary and community 
members feel shut out and not heard, if there is a lack of transparency, and 
if nonprofit organizational staff exert undue control over the process, then 
the entire process must stop and corrective changes should be made. It is 
imperative to an inclusionary process to not underestimate the organizing 
abilities and leadership of residents. It is important to know the experi-
ences of each participant and understand how leadership is done and how 
women in the community build on their roles as mothers and caretakers 
to extend to community issues. Funding social service agencies and put-
ting them in leadership positions reproduces the very power dynamics that 
thwart political action and community activism. Social service agencies are 
not in the business of community organizing, and have a vested interest 
in the status quo. Community members have a vested interest in changing 
policies.
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Notes

 1. The names of all organizations, as well as the city and the individuals in this 
study, have been changed.

 2. AB 540 students are undocumented students in California who meet certain 
requirements and can attend public colleges and universities and pay in- state 
fees and tuition.

 3. TSF established the following ten outcomes for the ten- year Building Com-
munities Initiative:

 1. All children have health coverage.
 2. Families have improved access to a health home that supports 

healthy behaviors.
 3. Health and family- focused human services shift resources toward 

prevention.
 4. Residents live in communities with health- promoting land use, 

transportation, and community development.
 5. Children and their families are safe from violence in their homes 

and neighborhoods.
 6. Communities support healthy youth development.
 7. Neighborhood and school environments support improved health 

and healthy behaviors.
 8. Community health improvements are linked to economic 

development.
 9. Health gaps for young men and boys of color are narrowed.
 10. California has a shared vision of community health.
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Present in the World Economy
The Coalition of Immokalee 

Workers (1996– 2007)

André C. Drainville

We do not face the world in a doctrinaire fashion, declaring, “Here is the 
truth, kneel here!” . . . We do not tell the world, “Cease your struggle, they are 
stupid; we want to give you the true watchword of the struggle.” We merely 
show the world how it actually struggles; and consciousness is something 
that the world must acquire even if it does not want to.

— Karl Marx to Arnold Ruge, September 1843

In the two decades that have passed since the inception of what was then 
called the “new left internationalism” of social movements (Waterman 

1992), through the rise of the variformed “movement of movements” (Klein 
2002) against the neoliberal “globalization project” (McMichael 2000), 
how social forces install themselves on the terrain of the world economy, 
and how they move through it, has been widely documented by research-
ers working on qualified objects at the periphery of established fields of 
inquiry: “multi- sited” ethnographers (Marcus 1995), “international” and 
“transnational” sociologists (Sklair 2000; Evans 2005; Beck 1999; Castells 
1996) and anthropologists (Kearney 1995, 2004), “international” political 
economists, “glocal” (Köhler and Wissen 2003; Roudometrof 2005) and 
“post- national” geographers (Herod 1995a, 2001; Scholte 1996; O’Brien 
1992), and the like.

These literatures have unearthed a wealth of information on particular 
goings- on, and they have brought some much- needed historical perspec-
tive to bear on the present juncture. But they have contributed surprisingly 
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little to our understanding of how political subjects actually make them-
selves in the world economy, principally because they have looked at it as an 
abstract space far from experience, peopled by demigod figures that have 
fallen ready- made from the heights of Bilderberg or Davos— whose hege-
mony we can only concede— or by would- be counterhegemonic heroes 
born in fleeting moments of global togetherness, in Seattle or Genoa. Far 
from the clammy world of Brechtian struggles where actually existing 
human beings sometimes make themselves into flawed subjects of their 
own imperfect history, and indeed far from what the new literatures actu-
ally document, cosmopolitan icons appear to overdetermine our thinking 
about matters political.

To move beyond cosmopolitan revelries and think through how global 
subjects might actually be making themselves in the world economy, we 
must rise to the political without ever breaking the thread of situated expe-
rience. Travel, then, from locality to globality, while staying in materiality, 
and without ever losing sight of what Anton Pannekoek would have called 
“real concrete organizations” binding people together.1 Only then can we 
begin seeing what might be most substantial, and radical, about the global 
movement of the multitude: the putting into dialectical relation of two 
relatively autonomous, spatially specific, modes of struggle— a local “wars 
of position” and a “war of movement” taking place on the terrain of the 
world economy.

This article deals with the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), 
arguably the most significant migrant workers’ organization to have been 
born in the United States since the founding of the National Farmworkers 
Association (later the United Farmworkers Association) in the early 1960s.2 
Founded a little more than a decade ago, the CIW started out campaigning 
to raise the income and better the living conditions of tomato pickers in 
southwest Florida. Because their necessity for food, raiment, and housing 
required it, they have taken what had been a positional struggle for auton-
omy beyond its place of birth, to Chicago, California, Ecuador, Colombia, 
and elsewhere in the Americas.

The CIW’s first globalizing campaign was a boycott of Taco Bell and 
its parent company, Yum! Brands, the largest restaurant firm in the world. 
This ended in victory on March 8, 2005, when Yum! agreed to cooper-
ate with the CIW to improve working conditions in the field and pay a 
penny per pound more for the Florida tomatoes it uses at its 6,500 Taco 
Bell restaurants— in effect doubling the wages of field hands working for 
its suppliers (Nieves 2005a). After more than a decade of actions, CIW 
militants got the centavo mas they had organized for. This victory, UFW 
President Arturo Rodriguez called “. . . the most significant . . . since the 



PRESENT IN THE WORLD ECONOMY   147

successful grape boycott led by the UFW in the 1960s in the fields of Cali-
fornia” (Leary 2005, 11).

Six months later, the CIW launched its McDonalds campaign. It ended 
April 9, 2007, with a settlement that installed a code of conduct to govern 
the picking fields, which further entrenched the principle of workers’ par-
ticipation and strengthened third- party monitoring (Wides- Munoz 2007). 
Immediately after the McDonald’s announcement, the CIW declared that 
it was switching its focus to Burger King (Lydersen 2007; Sellers 2006).

In all their specificity, CIW actions present us with a concrete organiza-
tional experience from which we can think more generally about the politi-
cal significance of what has been variously and vaguely termed “the new 
internationalism of social movements,” “the antiglobalization movement,” 
or “globalization from below.” It also tells us a little about how global sub-
jects might actually be present at their own making on the terrain of the 
world economy.

Actions

The unincorporated town of Immokalee is “a tiny farm town southwest of 
Lake Okeechobee” in southwest Florida, near the Everglades (Riley 2002), 
fifty kilometers northeast of Collier County’s wealthy retirement enclave. It 
is home to the state’s largest farmworkers community. Roughly half of the 
workers who are based there are Mexican, a further third are Guatemalan, 
another tenth Haitian. African Americans, who some fifty years ago made 
up the majority of agricultural workers, now make up the last tenth.

Until genetically modified crops lengthened the growing season to the 
point where picking has now become an almost year- round activity, the 
majority of seasonal workers in Immokalee stayed for eight or nine months 
of the year, then either followed the migrant stream north during summer 
months (through Georgia, the Carolinas, Maryland, and Delaware, up to 
New England) or settled out of it during the off season and moved into 
such low- wage industries as nurseries, construction, and tourism. Now 
pickers have in effect become year- round residents of Immokalee.

Workers in Immokalee start assembling at five in the morning in the 
“drab salmon light of the street lamps overlooking the lot of La Mexi-
cana #5 market” (Gurwitt 2004a), to meet crew leaders’ buses and negoti-
ate their day’s wage (Bacon 2002). Seven contractors dominate the local 
labor market: Six L’s Farms, Pacific Tomato Growers, Nobles Farms, Nobles- 
Collier, Inc., B&D Farms, Red Star Farms, and Manley Farms. Their pro-
duction is almost entirely sold to brokers who, in turn, sell it to retailers 
and fast- food chains. Taco Bell, which uses tomatoes in chalupas, gorditas, 
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7- Layer burritos, and most other offerings, is one of the region’s single 
biggest buyers.3

In the early 1990s, Immokalee crop pickers started meeting with some 
regularity and urgency to discuss wages and working conditions. CIW lore 
has not fixed the exact moment when parking- lot huddles started turning 
to the founding of an organization, but it does put the number of those 
present at 12— a number that compares favorably to the “nine intrepid 
volunteers” who started the Diggers commune at St. George’s Hill in 1649 
(Fenner Brockway 1980), to the nine “well- meaning, sober and industri-
ous men” present at the founding of the London Corresponding Society 
a century and a half later (Thompson 1980 [1963]) and, perhaps more 
relevantly, to the dozens who took part in the first action of the Movimento 
dos Trabalhadores Rurais sem Terra on the properties of Macali and Bri-
hante in the municipio of Ronda Alta, Rio Grande do Sul, in September 1979 
(Hallewell et al. 2000; Martin 2001).4 The core grievance of Immokalee 
workers was picking wages, which had begun falling in the late 1970s and 
stayed stagnant ever since.

In November 1995, the Proyecto de Trabajadores Agrícolas del Sureste de 
la Florida organized its first community- wide general strike, in protest of 
contractors’ efforts to bring wages down further. Four thousand workers 
participated in a five- day action that stopped 90 percent of agricultural 
production in Immokalee. As well, six workers went on a thirty- day hunger 
strike that ended when growers backed down. In the following months, the 
Proyecto began its “Campaign for Dialogue and a Living Wage,” combining 
community- wide protests with popular education and the development of 
local leadership capacities.

In 1996, a field foreman struck an Immokalee day laborer who, as the 
CIW story goes, had stopped work to get a drink of fresh water. Rather than 
complain to the local police, the man took his case to the Proyecto, which 
immediately called an action. Six hundred people marched to the house of 
the contractor, chanting “Golpear a uno de nosotros es golpear a todos” (A 
blow to one of us is a blow to us all) (Bell and Valentine 1995). This action 
marked the official founding of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, as 
well as the beginning of its “Anti- Slavery Campaign,” which has targeted 
practices that were customary in the tomato fields and orange groves of 
the Florida East Coast agricultural industry: debt bondage, intimidation, 
beatings, pistol- whippings, and so forth. A year later, the CIW organized 
another community- wide strike and started the “Awareness + Commit-
ment = Change” campaign, which aimed for wage increases and for some 
form of collective bargaining to replace early- morning individual negotia-
tions (Bacon 2002). Following that, CIW members waged another five- day 
hunger strike (Baker 1998).
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On December 12, 1999, the CIW organized another general strike, fol-
lowed a few months later by a two- hundred- thirty- mile “March for Dig-
nity, Dialogue and a Living Wage” from Ft. Myers to the Orlando offices 
of the Florida Fruit and Vegetable Association that drew several thousand 
workers and supporters (Peltier 2000).5 At that time, the CIW called on 
Governor Jeb Bush to use his “office to help move industry leaders toward 
a more modern, more humane relationship with workers in Florida’s 
tomato fields.”

In 2001, the CIW organized the first “Taco Bell Truth Tour,” which 
took participants more than eight thousand miles from southwest Florida 
to Taco Bell headquarters in Irvine, California, through stops in 17 cit-
ies, where workshops, conferences, and sundry fund-  and consciousness- 
raisers were held (Damewood et al. 2001). This was the event that launched 
the international boycott of Taco Bell and that has brought the Coalition 
into contact with boycott committee leaders, unions, and student organi-
zations campaigning against sweatshop exploitation throughout the world 
economy (Bacon 2002; Bohorquez- Montoya 2003; Payne 2002; Ramirez 
2001; Krupat 2002).6

The second “Taco Bell Truth Tour” took place between February 28 
and March 16, 2002 (Bacon 2002; Ventura and Knopp 2002). Some ninety 
participants again traveled from Florida to Irvine and back, holding or 
participating in dozens of events (Fernandez 2002). On March 11, Taco 
Bell executives met with coalition leaders at company headquarters, where 
some two thousand people joined the core group of marchers (Fernandez 
2002).7

In fall 2003, the Taco Bell campaign reached Ecuador, where the CIW’s 
flag was raised in Quito during protests organized on the occasion of 
the Free Trade Area of the Americas’ ministerial meeting, by Ecuadorian 
workers taking the Taco Bell boycott as a case study of workers’ resistance 
to neoliberal integration on the continent (Fernandez 2003). The CIW 
struggle also became a point of reference for the Guatemalan Federación de 
Trabajadores Independientes del Campo (Rodriguez P. 2002) as well as for 
Sinaltrainal workers in Colombia, involved in a bitterly fought unionizing 
drive at Coca- Cola plants.8 As Sinaltrainal’s Luis Adolfo Cardona put it, in 
distinctly North American terms,

We are following in the steps of the Black Civil Rights Movement and the 
heroic Montgomery Bus Boycott. We act in the tradition of the United Farm 
Workers whose Filipino and Mexican field workers called a nationwide 
grape boycott to protest low pay and deadly work conditions in the South-
west. Students across the U.S. are currently boycotting Taco Bell with a “Boot 
the Bell” campaign to support Immokalee tomato field workers in Florida. 
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Likewise, Colombian workers will soon know that many in the U.S. are will-
ing to make small sacrifices to support their right to assembly, right to free 
speech, and right to life, liberty, and happiness.9

A few months after protests in Quito, CIW principals led the “Root 
Cause People’s March against the FTAA” during Miami’s FTAA ministe-
rial summit. The Ecuadorian Centro de Medios Independientes (part of 
the Indymedia family) reported on “five days of spooky action (at) Taco 
Bell . . . restaurants across the country to support the Immokalee workers 
boycott . . .”10

The Third “Truth Tour” was a quick affair, starting February 27, 2004, 
with a rally at Yum! Brands headquarters in Louisville, Kentucky, and end-
ing March 5 at Taco Bell headquarters in Irvine with a rally and a show 
that featured, among others, Tom Morello (of Rage Against the Machine), 
Eric Schlosser (author of Fast Food Nation) and Boots Riley (Rolling Stone 
Magazine’s hip- hop artist of the year).11 This event was followed in the fall 
by a mini tour (October 15– 26) that took participants through Oregon, 
Washington State, and Idaho, ending with a rally at Boise State University’s 
new basketball arena— the Taco Bell Pavilion.

In May 2004, Yum! Brands tried to ease the pressure on Taco Bell by 
sending the Coalition an unsolicited check of $110,000, which it said repre-
sented an extra penny per pound for the tomatoes it bought in 2003. Call-
ing the offer a “public relations move,” the Coalition returned the check 
and vowed to continue the boycott (Nieves 2005b).12

The last “Truth Tour” of the Taco Bell phase of CIW mobilization 
started out from Immokalee on February 28, 2005, and was to end with 
a protest rally in Louisville on March 12 (Goetz 2005a). But on the ninth 
day of the tour, Yum! Brand announced that it would begin paying a penny 
a pound more for Florida tomatoes used in Taco Bell restaurants and that 
it would work with the CIW to improve farmworkers’ wages and working 
conditions. The rally was moved from Yum! headquarters to the hall of the 
Presbyterian Church, where the protest turned into a victory celebration 
(Goetz 2005b; Campbell 2005).

The first McDonald’s Truth Tour left Immokalee on April 7, 2007, bound 
for McDonald’s headquarters in Chicago, to join solidarity and social jus-
tice groups participating in the fourth meeting of the Latin America Soli-
darity Coalition. Only two days into the tour, the CIW bus pulled into the 
Carter Center in Atlanta. McDonald’s Bob Langert and the CIW’s Lucas 
Benítez announced that an agreement had been reached “to work together 
to address wages and working conditions for the farmworkers who pick 
Florida tomatoes” (Coalition of Immokalee Workers 2007).
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Planned as a protest, the April 15 “Concert for Fair Food” at the House 
of Blues was turned into a celebration, and the starting event made for a 
new phase of CIW campaigning: Speaking on stage before the appearance 
of headliner Tom Morello and Lucas Benítez challenged Burger King to 
meet the standards of the McDonald’s agreement.

The Burger King campaign “National BK actions” (May 11– 12, 2007) 
took place simultaneously in two dozen cities in the United States.

Outcomes

A decade of public struggles has earned the CIW numerous endorsements 
from a wide variety of individuals and organizations.13 In that period, 
Lucas Benítez, spokesperson of the Coalition since 1996, has also emerged 
as something of a symbolic figure in the United States— a Guevara- like, 
Chavez- like, or Marcos- like poster boy of resistance: “The serious young 
man with the black buzz cut, silver- tipped front teeth and unassuming air 
(who has ‘. . . a junior high school education, a smattering of English and 
years of back- breaking experience in the fields of southwest Florida . . .’) 
is giving voice to those who languish silently on one of society’s lowest 
rungs— itinerant workers hidden in rural trailer parks and paid 45 cents 
per 32- pound bucket for picking America’s fruits and vegetables . . .” 
(Driscoll 2000)14

In November 1998, the U.S. Catholic Bishops’ Conference honored 
Benítez with the Cardinal Bernardin Award for New Leadership for his 
“leadership in efforts to eliminate poverty and injustice in contemporary 
society.” In October 1999, Rolling Stone Magazine and Do Something— a 
New York–  based nonprofit youth leadership organization— gave him its 
$110,000 Brick Award Grand Prize as “America’s Best Young Community 
Leader.” A few months later, the National Organization of Women gave a 
“Women of Courage” award to Julia Gabriel, a CIW principal from Guate-
mala who gained a measure of notoriety by testifying in a servitude court 
case that earned her former employers 15- year sentences in federal prison.15 
In 2003, Benítez received the Robert F. Kennedy Memorial Human Rights 
Award. In December that year, Florida’s Catholic Bishops adopted a resolu-
tion honoring the CIW. At the same time “Just Coffee” added to its roster 
the Un Centavo Mas coffee brand (named after the CIW’s demand for a 
one- cent- per- bucket raise): a “full- city roast” blend, certified fair trade and 
organic. Every pound sold generates $3 for the Coalition.16 In July 2004, 
Lucas Benitez was named Mother Jones’s “Hell- raiser of the month” (Gur-
witt 2004b).
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As well as becoming a marker of integrity— not an entirely insignifi-
cant achievement in the age of branded everything— the CIW has had a 
measurable impact on the daily life of Immokalee workers. After the first 
general strike in 1995, the bucket rate went up by almost a quarter, from 35 
to 45 cents— the first wage increase in more than twenty years.17 The 1997 
strike— recognized (if not endorsed) by Florida Governor Jeb Bush, in a 
speech in Spanish (Renford 2001)— brought about a further wage increase 
of 25 percent for as many as four hundred area workers. The Taco Bell 
agreement of March 2005— a breakthrough victory for the CIW— brought 
pickers what amounted to a wage increase of between 50 percent and 75 
percent (Coalition of Immokalee Workers 2005; Nieves 2005a). For its part, 
the McDonald’s agreement, which concerned many contractors untouched 
by the Taco Bell precedent, almost doubled workers’ income (Clark 2007). 
By many accounts, violence in the fields— the throwing of buckets and the 
hitting— has diminished, as has the arbitrary withholding of pay checks. 
Now field bosses are much more reluctant to use differences of ethnicity 
and national origins to set workers up one against the other, drive down 
wages, or increase work cadences (Damewood et al. 2001; Renford 2001). 
In these terms, the CIW is a remarkably successful organization.

It has been successful, as well, in building networks and institutions. 
Between the first Truth Tour and the agreement with Taco Bell, over three 
hundred U.S. college and universities organized “Boot the Bell” campaigns 
(Nieves 2005a; Nieves 2005b); over twenty Taco Bell outlets were closed 
on U.S. campuses, often as a result of actions organized in the characteris-
tically carnivalesque spirit of the antiglobalization movement (Drainville 
2001).18 On another five campuses, all Taco Bell products were removed, 
and on a further five, Taco Bell franchises were prevented from opening 
altogether.19 In the months preceding the end of the boycott, as support 
for the CIW was building across the student population, the University of 
Notre Dame cancelled its athletic department’s $50,000 yearly sponsorship 
agreement with local Taco Bell restaurants following a campaign led by 
the Students– Farmworkers Alliance and the Progressive Students Alliance. 
A few months later, UCLA followed suit (Andreyeva 2004; Sellers 2006). 
The McDonald’s campaign was less concerned with network building or 
grassroots mobilization, but it did give birth to The Alliance for Fair Food, 
a network of human rights, religious, student, labor, and grassroots organi-
zations that aims at federating struggles in the fast food sector.

Over the first decade of its existence, the CIW has also established itself 
as an organization of record, with credibility and influence outside ques-
tions directly related to picking wages. In Florida, the CIW played an impor-
tant role in the ad hoc coalition assembled to fight the H2A “Guestworkers 
bill,” drafted in the wake of President Ronald Reagan’s 1986 Immigration 
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Reform and Control Act (Epenshade 1995), that would have allowed agri-
business to bring in seasonal workers under visa contracts specific to indi-
vidual employers and thus created a class of indentured workers the likes 
of which has not been seen— or rather validated by legislation— since the 
days of slavery (Riley 2002; Sergent 2001; Seguin 2000; Rothenberg 2000). 
The CIW has also been called in to help document cases built by pros-
ecutors of the Civil Rights Division of the Department of Justice against 
multistate slavery operations based in Florida.20 The best known of these 
was against brothers Ramiro and Juan Ramos and their cousin Jose, who 
got convicted in June 2002 of conspiring to enslave several hundred work-
ers on citrus farms near Lake Placid in Highlands County, Florida (Barton 
2002; Rondeaux 2002). The three men drew prison sentences totaling 34 
years and nine months, and they had to forfeit $3 million. Importantly, 
K. Michael Moore, the federal judge presiding over sentencing, “criticized 
the citrus industry, calling the slavery convictions a sign of the larger prob-
lems in Florida’s second- largest industry” and called for the government to 
look into it as well (Oxfam America 2002).

The CIW has also built, or helped build, local institutions that have 
gained a measure of relative autonomy from Immokalee markets and poli-
tics, both under labor contractors’ stranglehold. The coalition runs a coop-
erative store where dried staples like pasta, tortillas, and toilet paper are 
sold at wholesale prices. It has also founded a community- based radio sta-
tion, Radio Conciencia, that reaches thousands of workers in both Spanish 
and Haitian Creole (Sutcliffe 2006), and it runs an “education and leader-
ship program” that produces participatory videos, street art, and popular 
theater, and organizes community festivals. Working alongside (more than 
with; an issue discussed below) other education agencies— most notably 
the Even Start Program that established an outlet in Immokalee in 1992 
and has since become “a linchpin of social stability in the ever- changing 
Immokalee community” (Dimidjan 2001)— the CIW also funds an annual 
scholarship program for the children of local workers and a Latino cultural 
festival in conjunction with an area Spanish- language radio station. The 
CIW has also taken on community issues such as police abuse or housing 
as an integral part of its work. The latter especially is crucial to the lives of 
a community where nearly half of the population— almost two- thirds of it 
in picking season— lives below the poverty line and where growers provide 
little housing, often of poor quality, to workers (Bacon 2002; Dimidjan 
2001; Riley 2002).

For all its causal neatness, realpolitik reckoning of CIW actions and out-
comes provide little more than a factual background for the analysis of its 
politics. What CIW’s campaigning shows us of what can be born in the 
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course of locally born and globally situated struggles is at once more dif-
fused, more radical, and perhaps more significant.

The Dialectics of Everyday Transnationalism

“Transnationalism,” Luis Eduardo Guarnizo and Michael Peter Smith 
wrote almost a decade ago, “is clearly in the air”’ (Guarnizo and Smith 
1998). Since then, their worries that it might become “an empty conceptual 
vessel” have been dispelled by the work of anthropologist who have studied 
transnational imagination (Braziel and Mannur 2003; Hall 1990), passions 
(Savigliano 1995), global ethnoscapes (Appadurai 1991) and diasporan 
communities (Braziel and Mannur 2003; Ong 1993; Spivak 2000), sociolo-
gists that have looked at how social force in global movement have met the 
high transaction costs of the global world. (Smith 2002), how they artic-
ulated their strategies (Smith 2002), framed their protests (Ayres 2004), 
structured collective actions (Della Porta and Tarrow 2005), built common 
identities (Rupp and Taylor 1999; Smith 2002), and confronted differences 
(Chase- Dunn 2005).

For all the conceptual rigor that recent works have brought to the field 
of transnationalism, and for all the knowledge of particular experiences, 
they have contributed surprisingly little to answering political questions 
related to the formation of global political subjects: Do men and women 
make history in particular ways when they enter on the terrain of the world 
economy? Can they grow their own distinct sense of collectivity? Can 
actually existing subjects, grounded in some kind of shared experience— 
“happening bodies of people,” to evoke E. P. Thompson (1980 [1963], 
196)— make themselves in the world economy?

To think through questions of subjectivity and consciousness in the 
world economy, we can begin by what becomes immediately obvious once 
questions of transnationality are brought into the picture. As do the vast 
majority of crop pickers in the United States— 70 percent of whom are for-
eign born— Immokalee workers can be said to live in a “transnational third 
space,” a relatively autonomous, “fluidly- bounded” (Michael Peter Smith 
1994a), field of social relations born of experiences of transience, deroot-
ing and rerooting (Rouse 1991), “where new . . . forms of political organi-
zation, mobilization and practice are coming into being” (Michael Peter 
Smith 1994).21 What gives this world its integrity is not place per se— either 
that whence exiles and migrants originated or that where they landed— but 
how migrants and exiles negotiate tensions between the here and there of 
their lives and invent, by hooks and crooks of will and necessities, ways 
of life and struggle that cross geographical, cultural, and political borders 



PRESENT IN THE WORLD ECONOMY   155

(Glick Schiller, Basch, and Blanc- Szanton 1992). “Transnational living” is a 
process of invention, not a state of affairs but “an evolving condition con-
tingent on the relationship between migrants’ resources and socio- cultural 
positioning, as well as the historical contexts in the specific localities where 
they live” (Guarnizo 2003).

CIW workers have no country. They live in a composite world: in the 
town of Immokalee, of course; in Collier County; and in the whole of the 
state of Florida. Through “Truth Tours,” the world of the CIW has also 
come to include Irvine, California; Chicago; and every U.S. city and univer-
sity campus visited. By transnational extension and through the occasions 
and necessities of international politics, because it drags other histories 
to Immokalee and follows what Debra Barndt called the “tomato trail” 
(2002), and because it wants to exploit strategic opportunities offered by 
brand- name affiliation and by such events as the Quito or Miami FTAA 
ministerial meetings, the world of CIW workers also takes in Mexico, Gua-
temala, Salvador, Colombia, Ecuador, and the Caribbean (Bacon 2002), 
as well as export- zone sweatshops in Southeast Asia and elsewhere in the 
world economy. In this fluidly bounded context, Paolo Freire’s “Pedagogy 
of Oppression” (used as a model in the CIW’s “awareness raising schemes” 
[Renford 2001]) or lessons learned in struggles against dictatorship in 
Guatemala and death squads in Salvador (the relationship between politi-
cal activism and community building, the mistrust and fear of police and 
state authorities, critical experiences for the most recent wave of migrant to 
labor in Florida’s fields [Renford 2001; Riley 2002]) become as immediately 
relevant as knowledge of local or state politics, or of the consuming habits 
of university students (privileged consumers of Taco Bell’s offerings, who 
are, furthermore, roughly of the same age group as Immokalee workers).22

Transnationalism is not a thing but a relationship, and the CIW strug-
gles as best as it can in a world that is not of its making, in ways that are 
in part shaped— and sometimes overdetermined— by events. That being 
recognized, political questions remain whole. What, if anything, can we 
say about the politics of what is being invented in the course of the CIW’s 
struggle? What mode of struggle (to borrow from Engel’s introduction to 
Marx’s Class Struggle in France) is being defined here, what consciousness 
raised, what actually existing subject— if any— can be seen to be making 
itself, and to what effect?

These questions can of course not be reasoned through the slogans 
invented by the CIW. In the process of taking its struggle outside the 
immediate context of its emergence— to Governor Jed Bush’s office; across 
the United States to university campuses, antisweatshop activists, and 
Taco Bell and McDonald’s headquarters; to Ecuador and Colombia— the 
CIW has carved slogans (No soy tractor— “I am not a tractor”— read one 
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sign carried during the 1999 general strike) that speak of other struggles 
against exploitation and alienation: Un centavo mas, for instance, recalls 
the “Dockers’ tanner” at the heart of the London dockworkers strike of 
1889— a defining episode of nineteenth century internationalism (Drain-
ville 2004; Oram 1964; Lovell 1969). Evoking such a parallel would give us 
free reign to treat the Coalition as part of the broad history of working- 
class internationalism and, should we wish to do so, to feel safe in add-
ing yet another chapter to one more well- documented but undertheorized 
anthology of popular movements that could, in the cosmopolitan fash-
ion of the day, be called something like “popular movements in the world 
economy” or “grassroots internationalism.”23

Notwithstanding fashionable penchants for political theorizing by slo-
gan, however, catchphrases do not tell us how the CIW has tried to make 
itself a subject of its own history or what it has invented in the course of its 
struggle. Nor do historical allusions. In defining itself, the CIW has tapped 
into the local political imagination, defining its actions as a “civil- rights” 
and “anti- slavery” campaign (Waddell 2001), and its movement as a mod-
ern “underground railroad” (Rondeaux 2002). This, as journalist Mireidy 
Fernandez put it, has allowed the CIW to “put a face on farm workers” and 
bring “to the heartland of America, home of the brave . . .” issues of human 
rights and workers’ exploitation that had otherwise only been seen at a dis-
tance, from Asia, Afghanistan, and Iraq.24 Undoubtedly, this has made for 
more effective campaigning but, again, words— even when read as signifi-
ers and understood in all their discursive weightiness— do not tell us much 
about modes of struggles invented in particular historical circumstances. 
Nor, finally, can questions raised be reasoned out by looking at what Rosa 
Luxemburg would have called the “external form” of the movement. To 
write of the CIW as part of a centerless global “network” à la Manuel Cas-
tells (1996), as a “hub- and- spoke” thing (Klein 2002), or, borrowing a term 
much in fashion amongst antiglobalization activists, as an “affinity group” 
among others, is to miss something crucial. “Networks,” as Zigmunt Bau-
man emphasized, “suggests moments of ‘being in touch’ interspersed with 
periods of free roaming. In networks, connections are entered on demand 
and can be broken at will” (Bauman 2003). Affinity grouping too, suggests 
a kind of conjunctural bonding by choice that gives structuring impor-
tance to strategic opportunism. Inscribed in the process of transnational 
living, CIW transnationalism is more substantial, more quotidian, and 
more problematically mediated than what is suggested by such thinking 
by metonymy. Had the CIW flag never been carried in Quito, had Coca- 
Cola workers in Colombia never entered into the picture, had the CIW 
never become a marker of fair trading, or had its Taco Bell and McDonald’s 
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campaigns not found resonance with antisweatshop activists, then that 
transnationalism would still be woven into the very fabric of its struggle.

Rather than read into slogans, allusions, or forms, what we have to look 
at and theorize from is praxis itself: what the Coalition has done in relation 
to concrete historical circumstances, how it has specifically negotiated its 
rapport with other social forces, both in situ and on the broader terrain of 
the world economy. What, in other words, it has invented in the process of 
willing itself into existence.

Once more, it is useful to begin with the transnational literature, which 
again defines questions that are both relevant and undertheorized in their 
politics. In ethnic (Tölöyan 1991) and trade (Cohen 1971) diasporas— 
transnationalism’s exemplary communities— transnational processes of 
invention take shape over what Fernand Baudel would have called the 
longue durée, in which social and political processes slow down so much 
that history itself appears immobile (Braudel 1969) and the politics of its 
making is nearly invisible. There, the meaning- generating and meaning- 
negotiating capacities of political subjects take centuries rather than 
decades to gel, a process that often appears beyond the reach of human 
agency, bound to shorter durations and more fixed to places.

With twentieth century technology (phone, fax, electronic mail, video 
cameras, and cheaper airplane travel), newer transnational communities, 
by contrast, appear to invent themselves so rapidly that what was hitherto 
hidden because it was folded in longue durée processes now risks being 
obfuscated by instantaneity.

Town leaders can hold group discussions via phone, the Internet, and video, 
or hop a plane for an important meeting. This enables them, as Nina Glick 
Schiller (1992) has pointed out “through their daily life activities and social, 
economic, and political relations [to] create social fields that cross national 
boundaries . . . and bring two societies into a single fold.” Thus, to Haitians 
in New York, “Haiti” exists also outside the island. To the people of Ticuani, 
Mexico, the migrants from their town now living in New York are the “always 
present absent ones.” (Smith 1994b)25

Set in a pluralistic world, guided by lessons garnered from a variety 
of national struggles and circumstances, attentive to the possibilities of 
new technologies (the CIW website is a model of the genre), folded in the 
necessities and opportunities of actually existing struggles, cadenced by the 
rhythms of picking (CIW workers, Lucas Benítez included, remain active 
in the field), the transnational inventiveness of the CIW has a pace and rea-
sons of its own, distinct from both the long unfolding of historic diasporas 
and the instantaneous gelling of cyber- avatars.26
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Crucial here is the relationship between the CIW’s campaigning and its 
community- building efforts at the local level: how the CIW has generalized 
local issues, how this has activated transnationality (transforming a kind 
of latent transnationality en soi into transnationality pour soi) and how, 
in turn, this has charged locality with politics. There is a spatial dialectics 
at work in this process that might be key to answering political questions. 
Unpacking it is necessary to see what lessons can be learned from the first 
decade in the history of the Coalition for Immokalee Workers.

De facto “transnational” because it involves workers living transnational 
lives and because agricultural production in Immokalee is inscribed in a 
global commodity chain, the CIW struggle first gelled as a local fight over 
wages as well as working and living conditions. In that first moment of the 
dialectic, ways of life and struggle that had been learned in other contexts 
were, to put it crudely, “imported” to Immokalee and brought to bear on 
local issues. “No one but migrant workers would have thought of setting 
up autonomous organizations or taking on Taco Bell . . . Coalition mem-
bers have a different way of communicating political issues . . . a different 
relationship to community,”27 To take matters out of the hypothetical and 
into the historical: Not one group of workers previously active in Florida’s 
field— not the African American who had worked the fields prior to the 
arrival of migrant workers, nor the predominantly Mexican workers of the 
previous generation (Riley 2002)— had ever worked with such concern as 
has the CIW to build and defend autonomous positions at the local level. 
The nod to positional autonomism, and thus to Antonio Gramsci (1971), 
is deliberate. From the onset, the CIW has been engaged in what can only 
be thought of as a war of position, with the ambition of establishing rela-
tively autonomous institutions and of laying siege to the constitutive struc-
tures of Immokalee. In doing so, the Coalition obviously reached beyond 
what it could grasp: “The war of position,” as Gramsci (ibid) emphasized, 
“demands enormous sacrifices by infinite masses of people” that the CIW 
obviously could mobilize, let alone organize in any sustainable manner. But 
that accomodationist reasonableness would have so obviously counseled 
more compromises for efficiency’s sake (working in partnership with local 
authorities and all relevant interlocutors from state agencies and the busi-
ness community just to address the housing issue, for instance) and should 
not keep us from noticing that the CIW’s struggle was broadly positional 
from the moment of its inception, and that it remains so to this day.28 In 
terms of its reading of the situation it found itself in, and of its means of 
transforming it, the CIW may well have been misguided or overambitious, 
but its praxis— what Gramsci would have called its “spontaneous inven-
tion” born of “combinations of a given situation of material production 
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with the fortuitous agglomeration within it of disparate social elements” 
(Hoare and Smith 1998)— should be recognized for what it was.

What the CIW took on “truth tours” to Irvine and Chicago and in 
actions beyond— and what was picked up by everyone from Bruce Spring-
steen and Mary Robinson to U.S. campus activists, and in Colombia, Ecua-
dor, and elsewhere— was not a struggle for autonomous position, but a 
campaign for human rights, workers’ respect, and living wages, for un cen-
tavo mas, and against slavery in the field, sweatshop labor, and Taco Bell. 
This is the spin the CIW gave its out- of- position campaigns, in order, as 
Lucas Benítez put it, “to get the maximum numbers of allies from as many 
different sectors as possible” (Leary 2005, 14).

The distinction between in situ and in- movement phases of the strug-
gles is critical here: A positional struggle was brought beyond the imme-
diate context of its emergence and transformed into a campaign defined 
by strategic concerns over gathering support, visibility, and endorsements, 
and over building networks and affinity grouping. To defend its position, 
the Coalition borrowed pregnant references from previous episodes of 
struggles, it “piggy- backed on the ready- made infrastructure supplied by 
global corporations” (Klein 2001), and, in the course of spinning its story, 
defined what Jane Jacobs (writing in the context of interneighborhood 
politics) would have called “hop- and- skip” issues [1993 (1961]).29 All this 
it did well enough to earn wide- ranging endorsements and to define the 
terms of a working relationship with various organizations working with 
distinct constituencies.

Again, we should not get enfettered in realpolitik or definitional con-
siderations. It is not essential whether or not the CIW’s appeals to human 
rights or references to slavery and sweatshop labor were judicious, war-
ranted, or historically “correct.” What is important here is not so much the 
issues themselves but how the Coalition’s tactical choices have transformed 
its praxis: From its positional struggle in Immokalee, it has extracted issues 
that, for better or worse, have guided alliance making and affinity group-
ing.30 What is taking place here is strategic mapping, a particular “geo-
graphical strategy” (Herod 2001a) born of the specific constraints and 
opportunities of the terrain of the world economy. In the most literal sense 
of the term, the necessities of its campaigning have made the CIW venture 
unto a broader terrain of struggle, to find its place in it, and to recognize 
groups with which it can engage and from which it can draw support.

Had it happened during the heyday of the postwar world order, when 
social movement internationalism was contained and structured from 
above by the dynamics of interstate relations and by “old” (corporatist, 
state- centered, nationally based) labor internationalism (Munck 2000; 
Waterman 2001), then the Coalition’s struggle would likely have been 
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carried into the terrain of the world economy only at the price of hav-
ing first been integrated into the programmatic concerns of an estab-
lished institution (Drainville 2004, 1995). It is unlikely, of course, that 
such a cold- war creature as the International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions— that was little more than the cold- war sum of nationally cen-
tered parts (Waterman and Wills 2001)— would have taken on the case 
of un- unionized migrant workers. And it is difficult to even imagine that 
the World Confederation of Trade Unions, standing on the other side of 
the cold- war divide, would have operated in Florida. But perhaps the CIW 
would have constituted itself— as did the UFW— as a proper union with 
appropriate international affiliation, and thus secured some kind of repre-
sentation, perhaps by lobbying the International Labor Office. In any case, 
the CIW would never have been able to move as it is doing now across the 
terrain of the world economy, following tactical imperatives and solicita-
tion rather than programmed routes. At best, one can imagine occasional 
solidarity actions taking place (as they sometimes did for the UFW), but 
never an entire campaign finding its own way across the terrain of the 
world economy (Fujita Rony 2000).

In the present context, the CIW, far from having its route planned by 
internationalist bodies, is following the chancier, more exploratory, route 
of tactical encounters. This, as I have argued elsewhere, is how social move-
ments have answered efforts by the World Bank and others to assemble a 
static and uncritical global civil society made up of NGOs and other com-
pliant partners: Against a global “spatial fix,” social forces invent movement 
(Drainville 1999 (1998), 2004, 2005).31 In and of itself, and regardless of 
particular outcomes, this has radical implications.32

Global campaigning has not taken the CIW beyond Immokalee. Rather, 
it has transformed, and perhaps distorted, its relationship with local-
ity. Here, we arrive at the second moment of the spatial dialectic. On the 
one hand, the recognition earned by global campaigning and the money 
awarded have given the CIW political and monetary means to improve the 
material conditions of Immokalee workers: Bucket rates have been raised, 
violence in the field has diminished, and so forth. The CIW has also gained 
credibility and resources to intervene in dossiers of slave labor and take on 
broader issues of housing and policing, and it has played a role in setting 
the foundations of a community- based negotiation process, something 
that is potentially critical in the context of Florida— a “right- to- work” state 
where union organizing meets considerable legal and political challenges. 
The CIW now has 2,700 members and a staff of eight “who share the work 
knocking on doors around town— few laborers have telephones— to alert 
workers to upcoming actions” (Gurwitt 2004a).33 It also has the visibility 
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and resources to organize what are, by Immokalee standards, the biggest, 
most extravagant, spectacles.34

On the other hand, the CIW, its autonomism activated and radicalized 
by out- of- location campaigning, finds itself in danger of standing increas-
ingly apart from such other community organizations as the Migrant 
Farmworkers Justice Project, the Farmworkers’ Association of Florida, 
Florida Rural Legal Services, and Fresh Start. “These folks,” said Greg Shell 
(of the Migrant Justice Project), “won’t cooperate . . . They’ve missed an 
opportunity for others to help them . . . But the coalition members insist 
their method— grass- roots, inclusive— is the more democratic and less 
bureaucratic way” (Driscoll 2000).35

Florida- based workers’ organizations did support the “Boot the Bell” 
campaign, and they have always welcomed CIW victories, but none in fact 
have worked with the CIW on the campaign themselves, nor indeed have 
they gotten closer to working with the Coalition on local, community- 
building projects. In fact, what is happening is quite the opposite of com-
munity building: Widely celebrated outside Immokalee after a decade of 
spectacular campaigning, the CIW stands increasingly apart from its place 
of birth, a riddle to other organizations: “Nosotros los apoyamos (CIW), 
pero no trabajamos con ellos . . . Realmente no sé que otras acciones ellos 
van a realizar, si otos boicots o que otras acciones” (We support CIW, but 
we don’t work with them. Honestly, I don’t know what other actions they 
are going to take, if there will be more boycotts or other actions).36

One especially revealing example is the relationship between the CIW 
and the Farmworkers’ Association of Florida. Both organizations share 
similar constituencies (the FAF’s membership of over six thousand farm-
workers is drawn predominantly from Mexican, Haitian, African American, 
Guatemalan, and Salvadoran communities), fight for like improvements 
in farmworkers’ housing and working conditions, and share broad, com-
munitarian ambitions. (The FAF’s ambitions include building “a strong, 
multi- racial, economically viable, organization of farmworkers in Florida, 
empowering farmworkers to respond to and gain control over the social, 
political, economic and workplace issues that affect their lives”). But in the 
last decade the two have grown increasingly apart in strategies and tac-
tics (Leary 2005), to the point where they now maintain only a nominal 
relationship (showing up together for press conferences, handing in the 
occasional petition together, and so forth). Increasingly confined to a legal- 
advocacy role (dealing with visas, work permits, and similar matters), the 
FAF— which counts both farmworkers and field bosses as members— does 
not participate in any CIW actions. Members of the two organizations do 
not attend each other’s meetings, and the FAF even refused to endorse the 
Taco Bell boycott until it was all but over, and even then, did so only in 
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a nonspecific, principled, fashion.37 FAF was completely absent from the 
McDonald’s campaign and has not showed up thus far for the Burger King 
campaign.

Animated by what Gramsci would have called a distinct philosophy of 
praxis (“sufficient into itself” in that it “contains in itself all the fundamen-
tal elements needed to construct a total and integrated conception of the 
world”), the Coalition finds that its campaign- born radicalness is in danger 
of standing as obstacles to effective politics and, in the end, to building the 
kinds of institutions that are necessary to structure and defend local posi-
tions (Hoare and Smith 1998). In the near future, this might well mortgage 
the Coalition’s ability to play a mediating role and contribute to the devel-
opment of what Jane Jacobs might have termed a “self- policing neighbor-
hood.” Already, we can see that “community bargaining” in Immokalee has 
not progressed much (at their weekly meeting, coalition members still dis-
cuss labor- market conditions, and still try to gain a common idea of what 
wage they should ask for in early- mornings negotiations, but not much 
more) (Leary 2005); membership has not grown in pace with the Coali-
tion’s visibility, projects for community housing remain just ideas, and the 
Coalition’s cooperative store still sells the same few basic products in the 
same locale it has occupied for a decade, still tended by volunteers and 
Coalition members.

How many frijoles will be sold next month, how many members will 
show up for next week’s meeting or carry their CIW card into the field, 
what will come of housing projects and community bargaining— all this 
will depend on the Coalition’s ability to reconcile its radicalized autono-
mism with the accomodationism of other community organizations. It is 
far from obvious that the Coalition will be able to do this, and thus to install 
itself in something that may look like a position of hegemonic leadership.

What is certain is that national and continental campaigning have not 
taken the struggle of Immokalee workers beyond locality, but rather have 
charged it with politics— maybe with more of politics than it can bear.

The charging of local and positional struggles by global campaigning 
can be seen to operate elsewhere. To give but one example close to the 
CIW, such campaigning can also be seen to animate the student move-
ment in the United States. Just as, forty years ago, the antiwar movement— 
understood by world- systems theorists as the first global antisystemic 
movement (Arrighi, Hopkins, and Wallerstein 1989; Arrighi, Hopkins, and 
Wallerstein 1986; Wallerstein 2002)— radicalized the student occupation 
movement in Paris, Prague, Berkeley, and elsewhere, the “antiglobalization 
movement” (in all its anticorporate, antineoliberal, No- Logo, antisweat-
shop variations) has fueled students’ positional resistance to everything 
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from the commodification of knowledge to attempts at imprisoning cam-
pus activists in “free- speech zones” (Academe 2002; Lesher 2003).

Further from Immokalee, an anthology full of local or positional strug-
gles can be seen to have been charged by global campaigning, to varying 
effect. Were we to assemble this better- theorized anthology and organize 
it alphabetically, we could well begin with Australia, where trade unions 
have responded to monetarist policies both by building national positions 
and by activating transnational campaigns, such as through SIGTUR, a 
network of democratic unions from Latin America, Southern Africa, Asia, 
and Australasia (Lambert and Webster 2001). We could add a chapter on 
Brazil, where we would discuss how the relationship between the munici-
pal struggle of the Partido dos Trabalhadores for a participatory budget was 
activated by Porto Alegre gatherings, and maybe another chapter on the 
relationship between the MST- led occupation movement and its transna-
tional campaigning. A Botswanan chapter could document the campaign 
against the forced displacement of Basarwa/San bush people from the 
Kalahari, coordinated by Survival International, Global Witness, and Fatal 
Transactions, which both successfully problematized so- called conflict dia-
monds (Bond 2003) and socialized the struggle against the centralized gov-
ernment (Taylor and Mokhawa 2003). A Canadian chapter would discuss 
the anti- NAFTA campaign of the late 1980s and its impact on the devel-
opment of “social movement nationalism,” surely as representative as any 
other of what Robert Cox called “the long, laborious effort to build new 
historic blocs within national boundaries” (Cox 1983). Under ‘D’ would 
be a Dominican chapter that would document the transnational campaign 
waged on behalf of workers at the Bibong Apparel Corporation, which 
both drew on and dynamized community links, and, in the end, secured 
the first collective bargaining contract in the history of export- processing 
zones in the Dominican Republic (Jessup and Gordon 2000). Looking to 
the end of the alphabet, a South African chapter could begin with the anti-
apartheid campaign and perhaps lead to an analysis of how the South Afri-
can Municipal Workers’ Union has responded to privatization schemes by 
waging a struggle for “local community mobilization and self- organized 
social services for the community,” which was soon taken out of the coun-
try and reinvented as an antiprivatization campaign, complete with cross- 
border linkages and international actions (Barchiesi 2001). We would, of 
course, emphasize in conclusion the similarity between SAMWU and CIW 
doings. “U” comes after “S”: One last chapter would discuss the Bridge-
stone/Firestone strike (Fumiaki 1995) and the campaign of Ravenswood 
workers (Herod 1995a, 1995b) in the United States that both showed how, 
even at the center of the world economy, transnational campaigns can at 
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once be rooted in concrete, situated struggles and at the same time be con-
stitutive of a broader, more political, sense of place.

Understood in terms of issues raised, strength of coalitions assembled, 
compromises made and outcomes achieved (or misunderstood as exclu-
sively “global” events), episodes thus gathered would look like the “mul-
titude in movement”— “overflowing, excessive and unknowable” (Hardt 
2002). Seen in their dialectical linking of local or positional struggles and 
global movements, they would appear as a more coherent lot.

Conclusion

To be sure, the quotidian and localized doings of the Coalition of Immo-
kalee Workers would fall below the radar of those for whom the antiglobal-
ization movement is a thing unto itself, dressed in riotous garb for Seattle, 
Genoa, or Rostock and attired in its parliamentary finest in Porto Alegre 
and Mumbai. Besides those events, a CIW bus heading for Chicago, even if 
it is filled with migrant workers in struggle against multinational corpora-
tions, appears decidedly local. But looking into CIW’s doings allows us to 
raise a hypothesis about the dialectical linking of spatially specific modes 
of struggle: Locally, where the earthworks of hegemony have been dug and 
solidified, active sorties would in most places amount to counterproduc-
tive adventurism and, thus, political struggles for new orders reasonably 
lean toward positional struggles. On the terrain of the world economy, 
where civil society has not gelled (in spite of neoliberal attempts to define 
the terms of global civility), there is more freedom and opportunities for 
movement. That social forces taking to an increasingly globalized world 
develop similar “social instinct” (born, for Gramsci, of “daily experiences 
illuminated by common sense”)— and come to negotiate in like fashion 
the tensions between locality and globality— does not run counter to intui-
tive thinking.

How widespread is the dialectical linking of local or positional strug-
gle and the global movement, what can be the strength of that which it 
animates, and thus its possibilities to transform world order, are all mat-
ters of empirical inquiry. It may be that the dialectic seen at work in the 
CIW struggle is thinly spread, that it is everywhere short lived and that 
it always overstretches local– positional struggles. It may also be that the 
hegemonic incorporation attempted by global governance will indeed 
succeed in overdetermining all that social forces can invent. Or it may be 
that the dialectical linking of spatially specific modes of struggles is widely 
spread throughout the world economy and that social forces need only to 
be reminded of what they themselves are inventing in the course of their 
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struggles to gain a necessary consciousness of the possibilities offered by 
the present moment.
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Notes

 1. Anton Pannekoek, Massenaktion und Revolution, quoted in (Bricianer 1978).
 2. The reference to the UFW is not gratuitous. Also composed of migrant work-

ers and also led by a charismatic leader who came to personify the struggle, 
the UFW also grew in visibility when it called for a nationwide boycott of a 
well- known brand (“Schenley, a well- known liquor producer with a recogniz-
able brand name and a non- unionized farm workforce”) that got widespread 
support from “. . . university students, urban unions, . . . churches groups . . .” 
and from such public figures as Senator Robert Kennedy. Like the CIW’s 
“Truth Tour,” the UFW organized “a twenty- five- day long, 340- mile march 
from Delano to Sacramento” said to be “inspired by the Freedom March held 
in Alabama two years before” and it”gained a favorable national media atten-
tion, particularly when growers responded by harassing pickers and threaten-
ing violent retaliation.” Citations from (Rothenberg 2000).

 3. Taco Bell buys 7% of Florida tomato production, or 10.9 million pounds of 
tomatoes a year. Thirteen of thirty- two items on the Taco Bell menu include 
tomatoes as a principal ingredient. http://www.tacobell.com.

 4. In an interview (July 7, 2004), Lucas Benítez could recall the names of eight of 
the 12 founders: Pedro López (Guatemala), Felipe Pascual (Guatemala), Greg 
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Asbed, Laura Germino, Elvira (México), Ramiro Benítez (México), and, of 
course, Lucas Benítez himself (México).

 5. The core group of marchers was roughly seventy strong, including coalition 
members, local supporters, and representatives of workers’ rights groups from 
Atlanta and Philadelphia. Two dozen community organizations and religious 
groups joined them at send- off. The largest crowd of supporters numbered in 
the thousands. Five thousand people signed the petition that was presented to 
Florida Governor Jeb Bush on March 17 (Peltier 2000).

 6. Among organizations and coalitions that either have been brought together 
by CIW actions or have offered support are: the United States Student Asso-
ciation (USSA), the Student Labor Action Project, the United Farm Work-
ers, Jobs with Justice, the Students/Farmworkers Alliance, the Movimiento 
Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlan (the largest Chicano student organization in 
the United States), the Campaign for Labor Right (which presents itself as 
“The Grassroots Mobilizing Department of the U.S. Anti- Sweatshop Move-
ment”), the United Postal Workers of America (UPWA), the Los Angeles 
County Federation of Labor, Students for Peace Action (SPA), the Civic Media 
Center, the Mexican- American Student Association (MASA), the Institute for 
Hispanic and Latino Cultures, the Green Party, the Student Environmental 
Action Coalition, Students Transforming and Resisting Corporations, the 
Presbyterian Church USA, Buddhist Peace Fellowship, the American Postal 
Workers’ Union, the Los Angeles County Federation of Labor, ACORN, the 
United Church of Christ, Pax Christi International, Global Exchange, the 
Mexico Solidarity Network, the National Council of Churches Bishop, Oxfam 
America, the Alliance of Baptist Churches, the Episcopal Migrant Ministry, 
the Christian Church in Florida (Disciples of Christ), and the Radical Cheer-
leader (whose Auburn chapter occupied a local Taco Bell).

 7. For details, see the Students/Farmworkers Alliance’s homepage: http://www
.sfalliance.org/About/history.htm

 8. Founded in 1892, Sinaltrainal regroups mostly workers from the Colombian 
food industry laboring for such transnational corporations as Coca Cola, Uni-
lever, Freisland, Corn Products Corporation, Nabisco, Royal S.A., Kraft, and 
so on. On September 9, 2003, FEMSA, Coca- Cola’s largest Colombian bottler, 
locked out workers at 11 of 16 bottling plants. Since then, 20 Sinaltrainal are 
said to have been killed in the struggle, and more than five hundred pressured 
into resigning. Sinaltrainal has taken its struggle to the international level, with 
“The Campaign to Stop Killer Coke,” details of which can be found at: http://
www.sinaltrainal.org/huelga/huelga.html#30. In an interview (July 7, 2004), 
Lucas Benítez emphasized the Coalition’s support for Coca-Cola workers in 
Colombia and Guatemala, mentioning that Coca-Cola products are forbidden 
in the Coalition’s cooperative store. He also mentioned that Coalition mem-
bers had toured villages in Guatemala to explain the struggle in Immokalee. 
No further details were available about these informal solidarity tours, which 
seemed to have taken place on the occasion of family visits.
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 9. Interview with Luis Adolfo Cardona, posted on the Colombian Action Net-
work: http://www.colombiaactionnetwork.org/boycott.html.

 10. http://ecuador.indymedia.org/es/2002/10/355.html.
 11. http://www.ciw-online.org/tz_site-revision/breaking_news/2004pressrelease

.shtml.
 12. “Taco Bell and YUM! Brands offer to assist Tomato Workers if they end boy-

cott against Company. Universal Florida Tomato Surcharge Recommended 
Solution.” Press release May 20, 20004. http://www.tacobell.com/ourcom
pany/press/2004_05_20.htm.

 13. The CIW sitesite provides a long and growing list of public figures who have 
endorsed the struggle in Immokalee. Among individuals mentioned are: Julian 
Bond (NAACP board chairman), Jimmy Carter, Lawton Chiles (a former 
Florida governor, who wrote a letter date January 2, 1998, asking workers and 
growers to establish a dialogue), Noam Chomsky, Barbara Ehrenreich, Dolo-
res Huerta (of the UFW), the Indigo Girls, Cardinal William H. Keeler (the 
Roman Catholic archbishop of Baltimore), Naomi Klein (of No Logo fame), 
David Korten (author of When Corporations Rule the World), Congressman 
John Lewis (D- GA), John J. Nevins (bishop of Venice, Florida), singer Bonnie 
Raitt, Mary Robinson (former UN Commissioner for Human Rights), Lynn 
Redgrave, Martin Sheen, Susan Sarandon, Eric Schlosser (author of Fast Food 
Nation), John Sweeney (AFL- CIO president), Ricky Martin, Utah Phillips, Jeff 
Bridges, and Cecil Martin (former fullback for the Philadelphia Eagles). Miss-
ing from the list is Bruce Springsteen: “The Boss” gave CIW workers ten tickets 
to a local concert in March 1997.

 14. In a featured article devoted (in all senses of the word) to Lucas Benítez, 
Mother Jones’s Rob Gurwitt uses similarly hagiographic prose: “Benítez exudes 
the passion of an old- time labor agitator. He stands about five and a half feet 
tall, but his energy and earnest manner give him an authoritative presence. In 
his daily stint on CIW’s low- power radio station, he deepens his voice, speeds 
up his Spanish, and rolls his R’s for dramatic flair— ‘R- r- r- r- adio Conciencia!’ 
he crows, as he reminds his listeners to take CIW’s phone number with them 
and watch out for charlatans as they head north following the harvest” (Gur-
witt 2004).

 15. At the same time, NOW also honored Laura Germino, a community educator 
with Florida Rural Legal Services, and Lucas Benítez “for their outstanding 
efforts in the fight against poverty and for workers’ rights.” For more details of 
the Gabriel story, see (Oxfam America 2004).

 16. Other “Just Coffee” offerings include Grounds for democracy (full- city roast, 
blend of café Timor and Chiapas; $4 of every pound sold going to “Democ-
racy Now”), Ya Basta (dark- roasted organic Zapatista Java from the Mut Vitz 
Coop in Chiapas), Work for Peace (“A blend of Chiapas, Colombian, and East 
Timorese coffee, its rich taste and deep finish [that] will send you off nicely 
to spread the word of peace,” $1 to the Madison Peace Coalition), Café Timor 
(medium roast fair trade organic, $3 to the East Timor Action Network), and 
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Awakening (medium roast, $3 to the Zen Buddhist Temple in Chicago). See 
http://www.justcoffee.net/justice.html.

 17. Wage figures are approximate, at best, due to reporting conditions, accounting 
inconsistencies, and task specificity: a “. . . bucket of first- picked cherry toma-
toes earns a picker $2.00; the later picking earns only $1.25. Plum tomatoes 
earn 75 cents per bucket and salad tomatoes only 40 cents. The pay varies 
depending on how numerous the tomatoes are on the vine, whether they are 
first picked, and how many buckets a picker fills in an hour” (Riley 2002).

 18. For instance: ‘In Auburn, Alabama, a Take Back the Streets action of the South-
ern Girls Conference took over a local Taco Bell. In Knoxville, Tennessee, a 
picket of a Taco Bell organized by Jobs with Justice and the UNITE textile 
union drew 40 people— prompting managers to call in the police . . . Students 
and anti- sweatshop activists in Los Angeles began organizing pickets in the 
summer at a Taco Bell restaurant in East LA. Protesters showed up each week 
with tomato- shaped signs that read “Support Farm Workers” and “Boycott 
Taco Bell”— and a 10- foot banner featuring an angry Chihuahua dog, like the 
one featured in the company’s commercials, declaring Yo No Quiero Taco Bell” 
(Damewood et al. 2001).

 19. For details of the “Boot the Bell” campaign, see the Students/Farmworkers 
Alliance’s homepage: http://www.sfalliance.org/About/history.htm.

 20. “During the past six years, there have been six federal prosecutions for slavery 
of farmworkers in Florida, five of them with the assistance of CIW” (Schlosser 
2005; Oxfam America 2004)

 21. In “A Profile of U.S. Farm Workers: Demographics, Household Composition, 
Income and Use of Services,” the Department of Labor describes the current 
U.S. farmworkers’ population and traces trends since 1988, relying on data 
collected by the U.S. National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS).

 22. The importance of age was underlined by the SFA’s Julia Perkins in an inter-
view (August 5, 2004).

 23. Many such anthologies have been published in the last few years that are often 
as interesting for the stories they document as they are noteworthy for the 
poverty of their theorizing. See, for instance: (Desfor, Barndt, and Rahder 
2002; Fisher and Ponniah 2003; McNally 2002; Notes from Nowhere 2003; 
Sen et al. 2004).

 24. Mireidy Fernandez, interviewed July 12, 2002.
 25. In the same spirit, see also (Smith 1994; Weber 1999). The relationship 

between transnational living and locality is well studied in transnational-
ism (Guarnizo, Porte, and Haller 2003) Most often, authors emphasize the 
“trans- local” dimension of the process: how, for instance, migrants’ loyalty 
and commitment to their homelands, as well as their investments and money 
remittances, transform local traditional structures.

 26. Though he no longer moves to follow crops, Benítez still ‘occasionally’ picks 
local citrus and watermelon (Driscoll 2000).

 27. The first citation is from Mireidy Fernandez, interviewed July 12, 2002. The 
second is from Sylvia Perkins, interviewed July 7, 2004. In an interview, Lucas 
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Benítez also emphasized the distinctiveness of the CIW in terms of its rela-
tionship with community.

 28. The citation is from “The transition from the war of maneuver (frontal attack) 
to the war of position” in (Hoare and Smith 1998).

 29. The reference to neighborhoods is not extraneous to world order. One of the 
defining document of neoliberal world order is the 1995 Commission on 
Global Governance’s Report, subtitled Our Global Neighborhood, that seeks 
to define the terms of social comity in the world economy (Commission on 
Global Governance 1995)

 30. A few years after the CIW began its living wage campaign, 75 such campaigns 
were under way on U.S. campuses. The most publicized took place at Har-
vard, Swarthmore, Princeton, Wesleyan, University of Virginia, Johns Hop-
kins, Brown, Stanford, George Washington, and Fairfield, where both student 
activists and their tuition- paying parents became involved. On living wage 
campaigns as structuring issues in campus politics, see (Neumann 2001).

 31. In this spirit, Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore write of international regula-
tory agencies looking for a “sustainable regulatory fix” (Brenner and Theo-
dore 2002).

 32. This argument is fleshed out in (Drainville 2004)
 33. The exact membership of the Coalition is difficult to establish. Members do 

not pay for their cards, and— for obvious reasons of fear of police and immi-
gration authorities— no list is maintained. Week in and week out, roughly one 
hundred members participate in gatherings. How resources are used is also 
difficult to verify. When Lucas Benítez was awarded the $110,000 Brick Award 
Grand Prize, he announced that he planned to use the grant “to strengthen 
the Coalition, such as by adding and improving community programs” (Ose-
bold 1999). In the absence of financial reports, this information could not 
be verified.

 34. On January 22, 2007, the CIW’s “Year of the Worker” was inaugurated by a 
concert that drew more than three thousand people, by some accounts— the 
largest festive crowd gathered in Immokalee history.

 35. Greg Shell is managing attorney for the Migrant Justice Project in Belle Glade, 
Florida. In an interview, Lucas Benitez confirmed that CIW’s relationship with 
other community groups in Immokalee was minimal, perhaps even thinner 
than that between it and the U.S. Department of Labor:

Nosotros no trabajamos mucho con grupos de abogacía. Nosotros no necesita-
mos que alguien hable por nosotros, nosotros necesitamos nuestra propia voz. 
Para estos grupos de abogacía es difícil entender que los trabajadores de Immo-
kalee seamos un poco diferentes. Nosotros trabajamos con ellos en momento en 
que nosotros los necesitamos y tomamos la decisión, no cuando ellos lo deciden.

Nosotros trabajamos mucho con el Departamento de Trabajo. Trabajamos 
con otras organizaciones comunitarias en otros estados.

In an interview (April 21, 2005), Stephen D. Bartlett also emphasized the 
CIW’s distinctness and, to a point, separatedness:
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Según mi entendimiento, ellos tienen un forma de trabajar muy diferente. 
La Coalición es una organización que lucha por reivindicaciones, de lucha 
laboral. La otra organización (FWAF) que busca como aliviar o mejorar las 
condiciones de los trabajadores, por ejemplo, programas de pesticidas. Ellos 
(FWAF) reciben dinero para hacer programas de pesticidas, los efectos dañi-
nos. Son dos formas diferentes de trabajar.

 36. Marc Grossman, interviewed April 8, 2005.
 37. Mireidy Fernandez, interviewed July 12, 2002.



Conclusion

Local Movements? 
Global Movements?

Clare Weber

The work of the activists and communities featured in this book are 
exemplary of local responses to globalization. The preceding chapters 

demonstrate how people in politically marginalized communities across 
the global North and South are finding ways to assert both cultural and 
political autonomy. Many of these efforts, as the chapter authors reveal, 
were often directly influenced by Zapatismo or were similar in practice. The 
struggle to create autonomous cultural and political spaces, as expressed 
by Zapatismo, both inspired and reflected how local communities identify 
and resist globalization and struggle to achieve social, economic, political, 
and gender justice.

As Kara Dellacioppa asserts in Chapter 1, some scholars of global 
economic restructuring describe resistance as a mass of people with the 
potential to rise up (e.g., Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri) Others called 
on researchers to examine the diverse forms of globalization from below 
to understand how specific sites, whether political, cultural, or social, are 
shaped by, resistant to, and influential for neoliberal globalization (Sassen 
1998). Studies of women activists’ response to globalization reveal the chal-
lenges of limited local responses yet recognize the importance of the local 
as sites to politicize and create autonomous space from which to extend to 
the global in a transnational feminist praxis (Naples 2001). As explained 
in this volume, local struggles for autonomy that encompass issues of race, 
class, and gender reflect a similar praxis.

In Chapter 7, Michelle Téllez cites Gustavo Esteva and Madhu Suri 
Prakash (1998), who stated that autonomy is a new word for “people’s 
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power.” But if we examine autonomy as practiced, we find it to be an 
inclusive endeavor that opens social and political space for women, indig-
enous peoples, and concerns about the earth. Furthermore, the concept of 
caracol, as discussed by Melissa Govea in Chapter 4, reframes the idea of 
people power to conceptually link local community activism to global and 
transnational struggles. These struggles resist the site- specific and historic 
particulars of globalization while encouraging an understanding of “the 
big picture.”

In Chapter 2, we see that peasant and indigenous women articulate 
feminism and gender in ways that intersect with race and inequalities in 
Mexico. This, then, leads to a new dimension of feminism in Mexico that 
challenges neoliberalism and resists “civilizing projects” that exclude them 
and their communities. The Zapatista Good Governance is a tool for indig-
enous and peasant women to make feminist demands of the state and of 
the movement.

As detailed in Chapter 3, by Jessica Taft, urban women and girls in 
Mexico City were similarly able to draw on Zapatismo and “the Other 
Campaign” to tie their struggles to the larger resistance movement. For 
them, Zapatismo is inclusive of girls’and women’s struggles, as well as the 
rights of the LGBTQ community, indigenous peoples, workers, and the old. 
Urban Zapatismo, therefore, is inclusive in ways that Marxist movements 
were not.

In the United States, college student members of Voz adopted the 
Zapatista concept of caracol as a way to be inclusive and understand 
oppression as interconnected. However, in Chapter 4, Govea contrasts the 
Voz students’ feminist standpoint with Rancheros Unidos, which embraces 
Zapatismo as a form of cultural resistance to the dominant culture in the 
United States without critically examining exclusion and power along gen-
der lines. Even in the case of Voz, the commitment to being inclusive of 
feminism is, at times, more of a theoretical commitment than an applied 
political action. In Chapter 5, Oscar Marquez reveals the cultural influ-
ences of Zapatismo for Chicanos/as and Mexicans in the United States. 
A new form of Chicano/a hip- hop connects struggles in Los Angeles and 
Latin America, linking cultural resistance to the fight for social justice 
against neoliberalism. Marquez demonstrates the importance of hip- hop 
culture as an organizing tool.

At the onset of the Zapatista movement, indigenous relations to land 
and production in Mexico were at the center of the struggle. NAFTA led to 
unprecedented privatization of natural resources in Mexico. In Chapter 6, 
Jennifer Rogers shows how NAFTA threatens biodiversity and indigenous 
farmers in Oaxaca. In response to that threat, a national movement against 
privation arises. Corn becomes a symbol of autonomy, biodiversity, and 
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resistance to globalization and “free trade.” The local organizing efforts to 
resist genetically modified corn reveal how deeply NAFTA threatens both 
cultural and environmental survival.

Similarly, in Chapter 7, Michelle Téllez shows how an independent 
union of agricultural workers took over land that should have been granted 
as an ejido, but was not because of transnational corporate interests. Téllez 
shows the specific ways that NAFTA threatened land tenure and rights of 
workers. Women as maquila workers, farm workers, and mothers were at 
the center of struggle. This local site of resistance to globalization is con-
nected to the Zapatista struggle and has challenged transnational power.

In Chapter 8, Clare Weber explains how the neoliberal state draws 
activists into the nonprofit industrial complex that controls and weakens 
demands of communities. Mexican women as activist mothers resist this 
neoliberal control in an attempt to have an autonomous organization that 
can demand housing, clean air, communities free of violence, and oppor-
tunities for youth. Although not explicitly linked to Zapatismo, their efforts 
to create an autonomous space and a sense of community that allows for 
the voice of women, the undocumented, and poor immigrants mirror the 
Zapatista notion of autonomy.

Chapter 10 is another strong example of local resistance to globaliza-
tion. In it, André Drainville tells the story of a local community challenge 
posed by the Coalition of Immokalee Workers to corporations and global 
food production. Global subjects, from Florida to Ecuador, became sym-
bols of social justice in the United States. What began as a local struggle for 
improved working conditions grew into a transnational social movement 
that made explicit the link between local working conditions and transna-
tional corporate policies for the production and sale of food.

The chapters in this collection reveal multiple forms and varied sites of 
local community activism working to resist neoliberal globalization. Local 
community organizing is the foundation of social movement success and 
longevity. However, scholars have all too often overlooked it as the starting 
point to understand antiglobalization movements. In the United States and 
Mexico, community- based organizations are dealing with similar issues of 
political marginality and local control. Yet in Mexico, we see more direct 
political violence. Communities in both countries, however, are finding 
ways to press forward with their issues. The Zapatista notion of autonomy 
centers the local as the beginning of global resistance, which then spirals 
outward. Furthermore, the praxis of examining local conditions, their 
injustices and exclusions, and their link to larger social forces leads to spe-
cific responses that, as this volume demonstrates, are new, inclusive, inter-
sectional, and transnational.
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