






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































7.9 Producing spaces of resistance 

are not found within traditional communities (Lorenzano 1998: 129, 1:3-l). 

As should be clear, the rejection of alien determination implies the rejection of 

the state as an organization that places itself above society (Lefebvre 1966/2009: 

147-150). After all, the state is not just a form of social relations, but a process 

of forming social relations (Holloway, 2002a: 94). This has been a conscious 

decision that relates to the experience of betrayal by the state that culminated 

with the revisions to Article 27 of the constitution. As van der Haar (2005: -l89) 

argues, the EZLN "sought to displace the state and deny the Mexican government 

legitimacy because the latter had betrayed the revolutionary project. The EZL:\ 

revived Zapata, whereas the Mexican state had declared him Indeed, the 

invoking of Zapata was an important discursive move, due to his symbolic referent 

in Mexico as the emblematic defender of the peasantry. It therefore provided a 

means of claiming historical legitimacy for their struggle that reached out to 

wider sectors of Mexican society (Rajchenberg and Heau-Lambert, 1998: 23-3-l). 

This highlights the point raised in the introduction with regard to the fact the 

Zapatistas struggle is not merely to be confined to the local production of space. 

but is also a struggle to insert itself onto wider scalar dynamics. However. whilst 

the discourse of the Zapatistas has been hugely important in terms of mobilizing 

support, this must not be separated from the concrete nature of their struggle, 

as without a material political project their discourse would be little more than 

posturing and wishful thinking. 

Instead of trying to capture state power and use it instrumentally to achieve 

their objectives, the Zapatista model of organization is pre-figurative, organically 

constructing a new type of social relations as a lived experience of experimenta­

tion, rather than waiting for some future moment of decisive action. I8 As Marx 

(1844/2007: 124) points out, the value of pre-figurative action results in the cre­

ation of new needs, namely the need for society. Thus, "what appears as a means 

becomes an end." As one Zapatista (2009: personal interview, La Realidad) put 

it, they are not looking for power, but seeking to return it to the It is 

in other words a geographical redistribution of power. Rather than 'a politics of 

180ne Zapatista (2009: personal interview, La Realidad) explained that the importance of 
the movement was that they were making plans new a new life: "when it rains one 
by getting an umbrella and wearing adequate clothing ... The world economic system IS gomg 

. ft Wh u want to change the world down the toilet. We are preparmg for what comes a er... en yo 
you need to prepare for it." 
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Figure 7.3: "You are in Zapatista Rebel territory. Here the people command and 
the government obeys" (Photo by Chris Hesketh, 2009) 

demand ' - whereby state power is reinforced as the supreme arbiter of decision 

making, the Zapatistas have moved to a 'politics of the act ' whereby they them­

selves assume the responsibility for the social (Day, 2005: 88-89). The impetus 

for this came when the government refused to ratify the original San Andres Ac­

cords agreed at peace talks in 1996, and instead finally passed in 2001 a watered 

down version of the bill , which failed to recognise the Zapatistas fundamental de­

mands for cultural rights to autonomy and the use and benefit of their territory 

(Mora, 2007: 71 ; for further details see People 's Global Action, 2007). This led 

the Zapatistas to a process of internal reflection and the further development of 

their autonomous project , through the creation of the Juntas de Buen Gobierno 

(JBG) in 2003, which put the San Andres accords into effect unilaterally. Rather 

than the state leading the process of renewal and absorbing discontent in the 

form of passive revolution (discussed in Chapter 5) the Zapatistas as a subaltern 

force managed to keep the initiative. Their rights were claimed and put into 

practice, not simply granted by an external power. As one member of the JBG 

of La Realidad (2009: personal interview) stated with regard to this: ··\\·it h or 
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7.9 Producing spaces of resistance 

without laws, we will construct our own autonomy." The Zapatistas ha\"e learnt 

from the failures of previous social movements in Chiapas who were co-opted and 

rendered powerless through their involvement with the state. In contrast they are 

extremely aware of the dangers of trasformismo and passive revolution. They are 

therefore insistent their struggle will take place without the mediation of political 

parties "who find new ways to win, new clothes to wear new words to say. and 

new gifts to offer" (Zapatista 1, 2009: personal interview, La Realidad). Instead, 

the Zapatistas have built a form of collective class power that is grounded in their 

own needs and aspirations. 

What then have been the Zapatistas key proposals? Politically, one can iden­

tify the production of three spatial scales at which the Zapatista politics now 

function within their territorial zone of influence. These are the community level. 

the municipal level, and the level of the caracoles which operate on a regional 

scale. These spatial scales are linked together as networks of resistance (Gonza­

lez Cassanova, 2005). The caracoles are an example of urban experimentation 

the Zapatistas have been involved with, housing as they do key economic foun­

dations of Zapatismo, as well as schools, health clinics, and meeting centres. The 

premise of creating this level of government was to co-ordinate better the efforts 

of the autonomous municipalities, to counter the uneven development that had 

taken place between areas under Zapatista influence19
, and provide a focal point 

for people wishing to engage with the movement. Meaning snail or shell in Span­

ish, the idea of the caracoles was for knowledge to spiral outwards among their 

communities. 

Drawing on the indigenous tradition of the cargo (discussed in the previous 

chapter), members of the community assembly are elected to the municipal gov­

ernment where they generally serve a term of around 2-3 years. The municipal 

government contains the general command, the agrarian council and the honour 

and justice commissions. Members work for 1-2 days a week and then return to 

their communities. Members of the Municipal government are further divided in 

three teams of 7-8 people to occupy positions on the JBG. These teams rotate 

19For example a 10% tax is made on all solidarity contributions from NGOs working in 
Zapatista territory. 10% is also levied on any government project that wants to pass th~oug~ 
their zone of influence (JBG, 2009: personal interview, La Realidad; Stahler-Sholk et ai., 200 I. 

57). 
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every 10 days or S020 (JBG La Garrucha, 2009: personal intervie,Y). The princi­

ple of rotation is important for a number of reasons, both economic and political. 

Economically it is vital to allow members to return to their communities to be 

able to plant and tend crops (as work on the Junta is an unpaid responsibilit~· 

rather than a position of prestige). However, in rotating in this manner an im­

portant political mechanism also operates as it ensures that representati,'es are 

constantly in contact with their social base. As Marcos (2004) explained. it is 

a new way of doing politics "so that the task of governing is not exclusiye to 

one group, so that there are no 'professional' leaders, so that learning is for the 

greatest number of people, and so that the idea that government can only be 

carried out by 'special people' is rejected." A member of the JBG at La Realidad 

(2009: personal interview) described the Juntas as a space in which they learned 

to construct autonomy. Therefore, "the Junta is like a school ,,,here we learn to 

govern." This model of governance thus conforms to the theory of autogestion 

described in Chapter 2. The principle of rotation also overcomes one of the po­

tential problems inherent to this concept, namely the formation of a bureaucracy 

(Lefebvre 1966/2009: 147). Some have sought to argue that autogestion dovetails 

with neoliberal ideologies of self-help (Higgins, 2004: 140). However. this is to ig­

nore the key differences of social purpose. As Lefebvre (1979/2009: 128-9) makes 

clear, the latter consists in "transferring the problems, but not the priyileges of 

the central power to grassroots organization." 

Education itself is perhaps the most advanced aspect of Zapatismo, not only 

in the sense that it is the most active and pervasive, with each community now 

having a school, but also in the sense that it is seeking to ground education 

within the peoples own reality, in terms of history, and social environment (Ross, 

2008: personal interview, Mexico City). Education promoters are nm" sent to 

each village where maths, history and language tuition are taught in whatever 

the language the children speak (education promoter, 2009: personal interview, 

La Realidad). A system has been created whereby those who gain literacy can 

then serve the community either through working on the Juntas or themseh'es 
. 1 .. th munity becoming education promoters and thus collectIVe y rmsmg e com .. 

20In La Garrucha the Junta is staffed by an 8 member team with two members fr~m e~c~ of 
d 211 'ties In La Reahdad It IS a the four municipalities, that in turn represent aroun commUlll. .. 

~ . 4 .. l't' d around 150 commurntles. 
I member team, also representmg mUlllClpa lIes an 
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Figure 7.4: Primary school in Oventik (Photo by Chris Hesketh, 2009) 

Another important aspect of the Zapatista's autonomous project is their pro­

vision of ontonomous justice and law, based on the indigenous tradition. This is 

based on the principle of reparations rather than the western system of punish­

ment . Someone found committing a crime is sentenced to work in the community, 

and the appropriate sentences are decided by village assemblies (JGB , La Reali­

dad; JGB, La Garrucha, 2009: personal interviews). Indeed, non-Zapatista com­

munities have been known to ask the Juntas to adjudicate in particular disputes 

helping to soften traditional int ra-community tensions (Hansen , 2008 : personal 

interview, Tlaxcala) . One prominent example on their justice provision is the 

prohibition on alcohol within the communit ies. One must understand this in 

terms of the history of exploitation in Chiapas, whereby alcohol was forced onto 

the communities as payment in lieu of money. It was t he key means by which 

caciques enriched themselves and caused further problems in the community with 

alcoholism and domestic violence (see Lewis, 2005: 161-3; Bobrow-Strain . 2007: 

71). A collective decision was therefore made in t he assemblies to ban it (JBG . 

La Realidad, 2009: personal interview). 

Overcoming alienation has also been important in the realm of production. as 
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well as the social reproduction, of the community. The Junta de Buen Gobiemo 

at La Garrucha (2009: personal interview) stressed their elders had lived through 

suffering and had bosses to answer to, but they had never known bosses. In a 

misinformed analysis of the movement, Tom Brass (2005: 665) labels the Zapatis­

tas 'petty small holders' primarily interested in protecting their private property. 

However, this is to ignore the fact that, from their inception the Zapatistas hm'e 

promoted collective ownership rights, an example of which was the Revolutionar~' 

Agrarian Law declared in 1994 (Lorenzano 1998: 139). Production is largely or­

ganized in cooperatives and is taking place more and more in a collective manner 

as one Zapatista confirmed (2009: personal interview, La Realidad). Production 

is undertaken first and foremost for the subsistence needs of the community, al­

though some products are exchanged on the market. In La Realidad there is a 

bank that provides loans at a rate of just 2% interest for those who need money. 

Interest is charged so that extra funds can be generated for the community if 

needed. Jorge Santiago (2008: personal interview, San Cristobal) the former 

Director of Desarrollo Econ6mico y Social de los Mexicanos Indigenas (DESMI, 

Indigenous Mexican Social and Economic Development), a San Cristobal based 

NGO that has worked for over thirty years in Chiapas with indigenous groups, 

argues that the Zapatista communities have been involved in a profound process 

of change. Although collective work has a long history in Chiapas, the idea of 

collective ownership of property, in terms of the means of production, has been 

something new that the Zapatistas have contributed to. One example of this 

is the women's collective from Oventik 'Mujeres por la Dignidad' (Women for 

Dignity). They formed in 1997, and now have over 700 members from over 4 mu­

nicipalities. Products from Zapatista communities, including clothing, artwork, 

coffee and other such things, as sold within TierrAdentro, a Zapatista solidarity 

cafe in San Cristobal. It has been pointed out that in global commodity chain 

production, the largest benefits rarely accrue to the direct producers (Radcliffe 

and Laurie, 2006: 88). This strategy of the Zapatistas however ensures it is 

the primary producers, who receive the full benefit of their labour, not coyotes. 

Having seen the success of the collective marketing of the Zapatistas, some non­

Zapatista communities have requested to sell products jointly with them. Some 

products are also sold through the solidarity economy, most notably in the US. 

Canada and Western Europe. The solidarity economy provides 'breathing room' 
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to some communities on occasions, but according to Tom Hansen (2009. personal 

interview, San Cristobal) "the substance of Zapatismo does not depend on it ," It 

is worth noting that the reindigenisation of production has a particular geography 

to it that is frequently not understood by ladinos. In Nettie Wild's documentan' 

A Place Called Chiapas, Jorge Kanter, one of the most (in)famous landowners of 

Chiapas (whose family lost three of their four ranches to the Zapatistas) argues 

that despite inheriting the land and infrastructure, nothing has been done \\'ith 

it, and the fields are overgrown and unkempt. However, this view is based on a 

totally different understanding of what it means to produce. In Kanter's case, 

production relates to capital accumulation and doing as much as possible with 

the resources. For indigenous peasant communities, production relates the abil­

ity to live in harmony with the land and wider environment (Castillo and Aida, 

2001: 218-9). This includes leaving certain tracts of the land fallow, explaining 

why certain areas appear as idle and overgrown to those not familiar with this 

method of farming (see also Bobrow-Strain, 2007: 159-160 for a discussion of this 

issue). 

Lastly the Zapatista have developed their own autonomous health service. 

Each autonomous municipality now has its own health clinic, with prominent 

hospitals such as the Clinic 'Commandata Ramona' located in La Garrucha and 

the clinic 'Guadalupana' at Oventik. These clinics conduct health consultations 

and minor surgeries within Zapatista territory and are free for Zapatista mem­

bers, whilst those from non-Zapatista communities are only asked to pay a small 

fee. These developments highlight the revolutionary politics of the Zapatistas. 

and shows concrete evidence for spatial transformation that have been induced 

through collective power, transforming conditions of everyday life. 

7.10 The scale of the Zapatistas 

However, it is not just within Chiapas that the Zapatistas have had an influence. 

As was mentioned in the introduction, the Zapatista politics has operated on a 

variety of spatial scales that includes a local, regional, national and transnational 

component. 
With regard to the national scale, they have undoubtedly been the most influ-

ential social movement that the country has seen since the Revolution. As John 
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Figure 7.5: Zapatista autonomous health Clinic, La Garrucha (Photo by Chris 
Hesketh) 2009) 

Ross (2008: personal interview, Mexico City) puts it: "In a country that was de­

pendent on one party for 7 decades to provide everything for them from the cradle 

to the grave, doing things for yourself was not encouraged. The message of the 

Zapatistas was therefore radical and has inspired others." The Zapatista rebel­

lion has been hailed as "the most powerful force for democratization in r..!lexico" 

(Collier and Collier, 2005: 450). Not only did the emergence of the Zapatistas 

coincide with the ending of the PRI's 71 year rule in 200021
, but additionally. 

the Zapatistas have opened the political terrain for a plethora of civil society 

groups to flourish (Gilbreth and Otero , 2001: 8-9). This was further enhanced 

with the Otra Campana (Other Campaign) which took place in 2006 alongside 

the national presidential elections. This was designed to build networks with 

other social movements across Mexico who were 'below and to the left". The 

Otra has sought to put into practice ideas about autonomy on a wider scale. 

and seeks to construct a national political force that , at the same time. is not a 

21 With the election of Vicente Fox as leader of the Partido Acci6n N aci6nal (Party of 1\ a tiona! 
Action, PAN). 
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party that aspires to office (Mora, 2007: 65-67). This is precisely a strategy that 

struggles against the dangers of passive revolution that came from the process 

of national democratisation trying, as it did, to absorb opposition movements 

into an acceptable sphere of discontent (Morton, 2005: 190).22 The Zapatistas 

have rejected representative democracy as an irrelevance that fails to deal with 

fundamental structural inequalities (Villafuerte Solis, 2005: 479; Haryey~ 1999: 

246), and thus seek to widen the meaning of democratic participation. It is also 

part of the inside/outside dialectic of the movement, that is proactive at the local 

level but also recognises the importance of political solidarities outside of it. As 

one Zapatista in La Realidad (Zapatista 2, 2009: personal interview), put it: "it 

is important that people do not forget we are still here struggling. ,. 

Although not covered by the mainstream news, the Zapatistas have formed 

and fortified alliances with various social movements across Mexico for example 

the Frente de Pueblos en Defensa de La Tierra (FPDT, Peoples Front in Defence 

of the Land), in Atenco, the Consejo Nacional Urbano Campesino (CNUC, Na­

tional Urban Peasant Council) in Tlaxcala and the Frente Popular Francisco Villa 

Independiente (FPFV-I, Independent Francisco Villa Popular Front) in Mexico 

City. Tom Hansen, whose organization Mexico Solidarity Network works in close 

association with many of these movements, refutes claims that this has not been 

a success, and instead agues that it cannot be viewed in terms of 2-3 years, but 

rather must be seen as a 30-40 year project. This is because "the ideological 

foundations of autonomy is not something that can take root overnight. It takes 

a lot of education and practical experience to internalise something that isn't 

corporatist organizing." The Zapatistas therefore have helped inspire a new con­

ception of thinking about political organization that explicitly rejects the Leninist 

model of vanguardism, whereby social struggles are subordinated to the interests 

of the party.23 Whilst autonomy has a long tradition in Oaxaca, the Zapatistas 

certainly helped to reignite social struggles there, showing what could be made 

possible. Inspired by the Zapatistas, a number of 'autonomous municipalities' 

have sprung up throughout Mexico including Zirahuen, San Salvador Atenco and 

San Juan Copola. If the Zapatistas resistance does indeed offer an example of 

22For an in depth analysis of this trend see Robinson (1996). . . , 
23Marcos (2003) made his position on this matter abundantly clear WIth a commumque 

entitled 'I shit on the Revolutionary Vanguards of this planet' 
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a counter-hegemonic struggle (see Morton, 2002), it is arguable that it is one in 

which the term counter-hegemony requires a double reading, as not only are they 

countering a current regime of hegemony, they are also countering the logic ~f 
hegemony itself a singular emancipatory project. 

As Marcos declared in relation to traditional political organization: 

It always tries to impose a hegemony of sorts; a hegemony of class, 

or of a vision of the world, or a political position over the rest of 

society .. .In the case of a new politics that does not propose the tak­

ing of power, and when confronted with the search for hegemony, the 

first task is to recognise that there are differences between all of us , 
and that in light of this we aspire to a politics of tolerance and inclu-

sion. You cannot aspire to eliminate the other, that which is different 

(Huerta, 1999: 270). 

The Zapatistas have also been involved in the politics of resistance at the 

transnational scale. Their example has proved to be hugely inspirational in the 

alter-globalization movement (Collier and Collier, 2005: 451; Morton, 2002: 28). 

Through their skilful use of the internet to disseminate communiques, the Zap­

atistas have generated what Cleaver (1998: 81) refers to as the 'electronic fabric 

of struggle'. The numerous encuentros (encounters) organized in Zapatista terri­

tory have attracted participation from a wide transnational network of support. 

This has not only proved key in providing material support for the struggle, it has 

also protected the communities from military attacks that had been encouraged 

by private capital. 24 The internet was key therefore to scaling up their politi­

cal project. As Olesen (2004: 225) highlights, however, the Zapatista resistance 

project is one that it has a developed a relationship with transnational solidarity 

activists based upon mutuality, that is to say, it does not depend on a one way 

flow of resources but activists also come to Zapatista territory to learn and share 

experiences. 

The Zapatistas have also helped to redefine strategies of resistance in an age 

of global capital. This stems from their consolidation of local power, but with 

24 A memo from the Chase-Manhattan Bank in 1995 called for the Mexican government 
to 'eliminate' the Zapatistas in order "to demonstrate their effective control of the national 
territory and security policy" in order to reassure stock markets. 
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a supranational projection that critiques neoliberal capitalism. This has proved 

hugely influential to resistance to megaprojects such as Plan Puebla Panama. 

where over 100 social movements have created a network of resistance that base 

themselves within their everyday social reality but also look for alternative means 

of integration (Coronado and Mora, 2006: 36; Harvey, 2006c: 214-5). 

7.11 ,Zapata vive! 

The Zapatista project has, of course, been taking place concomitantly with in­

creased activities of the state to re-absorb this social struggle into its hegemonic 

structure. The Zapatistas after all offer a clear challenge to the logic of the state. 

usurping its monopoly on territorial control, as well as taking over key functions 

usually associated with the state such as the provision of education and health as 

well as the administration of justice. The response by the Mexican state has gone 

through various phases. The first of these was a direct military response. Accord­

ing to Ernesto Ledesma (personal interview, San Cristobal, June 2009) director 

of CAPISE, an NGO that monitors militarization and human rights violations in 

Chiapas, there still remain 59 military bases within indigenous territory. many of 

which encircle the caracoles, the political nerve centres of Zapatismo. 

However, generally speaking, the direct military response has been replaced 

by more subtle means of economic coercion and political pressure, in conjunction 

with the use of state backed paramilitary violence against the Zapatista communi­

ties. 25 Tom Hansen (2009: personal interview, San Cristobal) director of Mexico 

Solidarity Network, a US-based organization that has worked closely with the 

communities since the uprising, defines the situation in terms of a state strategy 

of low intensity warfare. In Chiapas government aid programs have been offered 

to communities who were formerly aligned with the Zapatistas such as CIOAC 

and ARIC. Various inducements have also been offered to these communities 

who also took over land in the wake of the rebellion to normalise their titles un­

der PROCEDE. This has had to increasing claims for land being extended into 

Zapatista territory (Olivera, 2009: personal interview, San Cristobal). The i\Iex­

ican state has thus not ceased searching for ways to marginalise the Zapatist a 

25For updated information of these violation against the communities see the websites of Fray 

Bartolome or CAPISE. 

262 



7.11 jZapata vive! 

project and reclaim their recuperated land. This has escalated tensions inter 

and intra-communally, as the Zapatistas do not allow their members to accept 

government aid programs. Many of these government programs such as Plan 

Caiiadas, Program a Integral para el Desarrollo Sustentable de la Selva (PIDDS. 

Integral Program for the sustainable development of the Jungle) and Proyecto 

de Desarrollo Social Integrado y Sostenible (PRODESIS, Socially Integrated So­

cial and Development project for Sustainable Development), have targeted the 

Selva Lacandona area, the base of the Zapatista movement. They are interpreted 

by some as counter-insurgency tactics, that dovetail with the new accumulation 

strategy of the Mexican state in Chiapas (Olivera, 2009: personal interview, San 

Crist6bal).26 The Mexican state has also offered numerous spatial responses to 

the Zapatista challenge. One has been to re-municiapalise the region in an ef­

fort to undermine the autonomous communities and reassert the state's power 

to name (Leyva Solano, 2001: 35). More recently there has been a develop­

ment project under the Juan Sabines government of creating 'rural cities'. The 

state government has identified the dispersion of the population as one of the 

greatest problems for the economic modernization of Chiapas and a prime fac­

tor explaining rural poverty. Therefore, in a 5 year developmental project they 

have proposed to construct 27 'rural cities' that congregate populations into large 

communities. 27 Thus far two have been constructed, one at Nuevo Juan Grijalva 

(a community that had previously been destroyed by a natural disaster), and the 

other at Santiago del Pinar (close to the Zapatista caracole of Oventik). These 

cities have been built in conjunction with large Mexican corporations such as Far­

macias del Ahorro, Banamex, Banorte, and TelMex among others. This is a clear 

effort by the state to re-territorialise communities through offering material incen­

tives such as housing, jobs and social services. Drawing from the work of Gilbert 

and Ward (1984; 1985) who investigated similar issues of government interven­

tion, housing policy and community actions programs in the 1980s within Mexico 

City, one can see this is an attempt by the state to re-legitimate itself. The rural 

cities project thus should be interpreted in light of an attempted re-composition 

26The Selva Lacondona is an area of increasing strategic importance to the :Mexican state. It 
contains a huge amount of Mexico's biodiversity, and thus has become essential to projects of 

eco-tourism and bio-prospecting. 
27Information on this project can be found at the state government's webstite -

http://www.ciudadesrurales.chiapas.gob.mx/ciudadesrurales ). 
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of hegemony and through geographical strategies of attempted trasformismo (see 

also Chapter 8). As Gilbert and Ward (1984: 770) put it. 'The aim is less to 

change conditions for the poor than to make sure they cause no problems." In 

this respect one can compare the rural cities project to classic spatial strategies 

of counter-insurgency such as strategic hamlets in Vietnam. 

There are multiple geo-political and geo-economic reasons for these tactics. 

One reason, of course, is the threat to state power that the Zapatista example 

sets. As Hardt and Negri (2004: 334) argue, "without the active participation 

of the subordinated, sovereignty crumbles". The fact that the Juntas function 

everyday is thus a powerful inspiration for others to follow. Whilst not necessarily 

offering a model to copy, it allows people to expand their horizons of the possible. 

Numerous scholars have questioned whether autonomous projects can be viable 

without the conquest of state power, arguing that it does little to affect the 

resources in state hands (see inter alia Brass, 2005: 667; Stahler Sholk et at., 

2007: 9; Callinicos, 2003: 94). However, this argument is misguided in a number 

of respects. For example, it conceives of state power as 'some-thing' that can 

be taken (a ready made machinery), and moreover assumes that it is only a 

central juridical entity. However, as this chapter earlier indicated, the state in 

Chiapas functioned through the control of political communities. Therefore, the 

struggle against state power is something that takes place "first and foremost on 

a daily basis, in communities, ejidos, unions, schools, churches, and many other 

sites" (Harvey 1999: 260). The Zapatistas in other words have not left the state 

intact, but rather they have taken power from it through their appropriation of 

land and production of alternative space. Lefebvre (1991: 383), in identifying 

the intimate connection between capital accumulation and the role of the state, 

argues powerfully that: 

Pressure from below must confront the state in its role as organizer 

of space, as the power that control urbanization ... The state defends 

class interests while setting itself above society as a whole, and its 

ability to intervene in space must be turned back against it, by grass­

roots opposition, in the form of counter-projects designed to thwart 

strategies, plans and programmes imposed from above. 

This is exactly what the Zapatistas have done. If we recall the triad of spa-
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tial practices, representations of space and spaces of representation. outlined in 

Chapter 3, we see that the state has had, and continues to have a yery specific 

representation of space with regard to Chiapas, and the rest of ~v:1exico. B~' yirtue 

of its savoir, the state has claimed the right to reconfigure the space of 1Iexico 

and insert it into transnational productive circuits. However. these attempts 

to modify the spatial practices in one area led to an unanticipated alternatiye 

spatial practice on behalf of some of the indigenous people who have an alterna­

tive cosmo-vision and thus through their representational spaces looked to create 

alternative spatial practices. Arraceli Burguete of CIESAS (2009: personal inter­

view, San Cristobal) describes this as a process leading to a 'communalisation' 

of indigenous struggles and a re-signification of indigenous life (much like the 

discussion of the previous chapter). The Zapatistas in Chiapas now represent the 

most important counter weight to the government in the state of Chiapas. As 

Neil Harvey (2005b: 629) states, even though the Zapatista support base is in 

the North and North east of the country, "the ripple effects of Zapatismo are felt 

throughout the state." 

This can most clearly be seen in the struggles between two very different 

visions of the future. As is the case with Oaxaca, so too is Chiapas a 'spatial 

target' for the expansion of capital in Mexico. Key to this is Plan Puebla Panama 

(re-named Plan Mesoamerica) which seeks to integrate the south of Mexico and 

Central America into a free trade zone, in the same manner as other economic 

blocs that have created economies of scale. Key to this are: agricultural plan­

tations controlled by multinational corporations, transnational road networks, 

inter-oceanic canals and the development of new port capacities linked with com­

mercial corridors (Coronado and Mora, 2006: 26). It has been recognised by 

state planners that since the passage of NAFTA, whilst the Northern parts of the 

country have been able to take advantage of free trade with the US, the south 

has had neither help from the state, nor access to markets, leaving it unable to 

increase its competitiveness in the global economy (see Davila et al., 2002; Har­

vey, 2006c: 212). Furthermore, there has been a realization among some elites 

that the old economic models of development based on extensive cattle rearing, 

petroleum, extraction and agricultural colonization has left both ecological prob­

lems and contributed to political agitation. This has led to the development of 

a new 'ecological' model of capitalism for the southern Mexican states (Han·e~·. 
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2006c: 205). A tension has also emerged between various fractions of capital that 

seek to utilise the resources of Chiapas in different ways. This is essentialh" a 

conflict between those that seek to extract resources and those that seek to ~re­
serve them (albeit for the benefits of commodification). Thus, "in addition to the 

'traditional' economic contradictions in the region, there are now new ones, re­

sulting from pressures to modify the use of territory and its population" (Ceceiia 

and Barreda 1998:, 55-57, 43). 

On the one hand, over 500 thousand of hectares of concessions of land haye 

been granted to mining corporations, and the increasing planting of mono cultures 

such as African balm and Eucalyptus threaten the areas bio-diversity and water 

resources (Castro-Soto, 2009: personal interview, San Cristobal). This has taken 

place alongside the promotion of eco-tourism by the government, with plans to 

construct new 'tourist corridors to place such as Palenque, and the l\lontes Azules 

Biosphere, that will dramatically reduce the time it takes to reach these areas 

(Burguete, Ledesma, 2009: personal interviews, San Cristobal). Indeed this con­

stitutes another part of FONATUR's integrally planned resorts. The aim in this 

case is to transform Palenque into the port of entry into the 'Mayan world'. All 

of these projects imply the necessary dispossession of the peasantry from their 

land. 28 This ecological model is thus a myopic one that does not include the 

indigenous people in its model, or at least claims to know their interests and 

assumes what sort of people they wish to become. As Neil Harvey (2006: 211) 

argues, state planners view Chiapas as "a region without people, without a his­

tory, but supposedly a future." Conflicts over these projects have escalated in 

recent years. 29 In explaining this situation, Mercedes Olivera (personal inter­

view, San Cristobal, 2009) argues "the government is defending its social and 

political project. Whatever group is against that is an enemy of the state." 

The Zapatistas have remained resolute in the face of these processes. Despite 

the military encirclement, the autonomous communities have been maintained 

and remarkable achievements have been made in the face of overwhelming hostil­

ity. According to Tom Hansen (2009: personal interview, San Cristobal), the new 

28This planned road will direct bisect two Zapatista communities. 
29The most recent case has involved the arrest and detention of 8 ejidatarios from San 

Sebastian Bachaj6n (Chi16n). This has taken place in relation to a long runn~ng dispute over 
who had the right to control cultural sites such as the famous Agua Azul and l-.hsol-Ha waterfall 

(Bellinghausen, 2009). 
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generation of Zapatistas have "internalised a strong sense of pride in Zapatismo" 

giving them both a greater sense of confidence as well as a better understanding 

of where they want to go. They retain therefore a moral authority and continue 

to occupy a hugely symbolic reference for wider anti-capitalist stru~gles in :\Iexico 
and beyond. 

7.12 Conclusion 

It has been highlighted that the region of Chiapas has long been a site of politi­

cal contestation through which important spatial developments have taken place. 

Under colonial administration this involved the reorganization of economic actiy­

ity, and the division of space into territorial units of control. Although this mode 

of production did indeed produce its own distinctive space. it was one in which 

things remained produced in space, rather than space itself becoming the object 

for constant transformations for the production of surplus value. In examining 

how capital sought to transform space we explored the development of foreign 

capital investments around the 1890s and its affects on spatial practices within 

the state. It was demonstrated how labour relations begun to be fundamentally 

transformed and space began to be used instrumentally to facilitate greater profit 

returns. The changing dynamics of spatial production were then considered with 

the move towards the state mode of production during lSI. As was highlighted in 

the body of the chapter, all of these projects required a 'clash of spatializations' 

which negated indigenous connaissance through the imposition of a state based 

savoir. The development of capitalism within Chiapas was analysed as taking 

place both rapidly and unevenly, creating social divisions within communities, 

and threatening socio-ecological problems. In terms of how this was resisted, 

the chapter highlighted the consistent struggles of indigenous communities over 

land and territory. The most radical challenge to the logic of capital has come 

however from the Zapatistas who, since 1994 have offered a wholesale alterna­

tive geographical developmental project that has both transformed the reality of 

Chiapas, as well as Mexico and other parts of the world. This has demonstrated 

the importance of collective power over resources and also has had far ranging 

implications for theorisations of strategies of resistance, operating as it does on a 

variety of spatial scales, but without the taking of state power. This has forced 
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those on the left to challenge many long held axioms about the nature of politi­

cal transformation and led to the Zapatistas being interpreted from a yariety of 

standpoints ranging from 'postmodern rebels' (Burbach, 1994), 'new anarchists' 

(Graeber, 2002) to 'radical democrats' (Harvey 1999). However. the commonal­

ity of all these positions is the hope the Zapatista struggle represents for another 

world. In this sense Holloway (1998: 189) is surely correct when he argues that 

the Zapatistas are not a 'they, but a 'we'. In terms of the final question, the yia­

bility of this project, this remains of course an open question. In many respects. 

it will depend upon others accepting their invitation to join their struggle. \Vhat 

is certain is that from facing an existential threat, indigenous subjectivities re­

main alive and well in Chiapas, and remain a national and international reference 

point for the spaces of resistance. 

2010 has however already witnessed increased repression against the autonomous 

communities, with dislodgements and heightened confrontations.3D The Zapatista 

project thus stands at a critical crossroads. With elevated tension in Mexico, re­

sulting from increased militarization (ostensibly to fight the 'war on drugs'), and 

centennial celebrations of the Mexican Revolution, it is ever more vital the Za­

patista struggle reconnects with wider national and transnational movements of 

resistance. When questioned what the future held for the movement in the face of 

mounting state repression, one Zapatista (2009: personal interview, La Realidad) 

replied: "They want to bury us, but they have forgotten that we are seeds.~' 

30For more information see recent denouncements by the JBGs of La Garrucha and Morelia 

- http://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.rnx/ 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion 

Reflecting upon the rise of fascism in Europe following the Great Depression, 
Lefebvre (1947/2008: 153) wrote: 

one day individualism begins to collapse (and not as a result of a crisis 

of ideas of 'world views', but because of a material crisis, both eco­

nomic and political), and these erstwhile individualists rush headlong 

to form a crowd, a horde, urged on by the most insane, most loath­

some, most ferocious 'ideas' leaving the last vestige of human reason 
behind. 

It would not be hyperbolic to claim that today we are once again living in 

a period of worldwide material crisis. Alongside the economic crisis that has 

engulfed the global economy since 2007, we are also facing an unprecedented 

ecological crisis in the form of climate change (for a discussion see Castree, 2010). 

Adding to this general instability is the ongoing war on/of terror, that shows no 

signs of ending any time soon, and has been interpreted by some as a clear example 

of resource wars, linked to a new imperialism (Chomsky, 2004; Callinicos, 2009; 

Harvey, 2003).1 Mexico, of course, has not been immune to these dynamics with 

IThe New York Times recently revealed that roughly $ltrillion worth of mineral deposits 
have been 'uncovered' in Afghanistan by pentagon officials and a team of American geologists 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/14/world/asia/14minerals.html?pagewanted=l&J=l&::ref 
=afghanistan - date accessed 26/07/10). It is worth pointing out that many of these minerals 
are what is known as 'rare earth metals' essential for use in green technology, as well as mobile 
phones and computers. Hitherto the market for these was almost exclusively monopolised by 
China. 
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record levels of violence connected to the war on drugs and rising unemployment, 

all of which has been used as a weapon against civil society groups demanding 

change.
2 

What connects these issues together is of course the manner in which 

they are related to the dynamics of the capitalist mode of production. As Lefebvre 

(1976: 107) astutely notes "wars and cyclical crises have the same result: they 

liquidate excess (things and men)." Rather than viewing them as anomalies. they 

should instead be interpreted as essential moments in the cycle of accumulation. 

devaluation and a re-starting of accumulation. However, the spectre of climate 

change that is haunting the world is a scenario from which we may not be able 
to rebuild anew. 3 

It is against this background therefore that the 'big questions' are once again 

being asked, even if the answers are not yet known. For instance, we are forced to 

question what 'growth' means, what its affects are, and whether it can continue 

ad infinitum (more on this topic will follow).4 Can global capitalism be reformed 

to become a more benign type of social democracy or new global Keynesianism as 

some are calling for? If not, what alternatives might there be, and how viable are 

these? Whilst not offering definitive answers, this thesis has sought to contribute 

to this debate (albeit in a modest way), not only by highlighting the problems with 

the spaces of capital, but also through an exploration of the spaces of resistance. 

In contrast to the view of Peck and Tickell (2002: 381), it would appear that 

neoliberalism is no longer "the common sense of our time." If crises do indeed 

provide the terrain favourable to the dissemination of certain modes of thinking, 

then it is vital that at this juncture we engage in critical reflection, utilising 'good 

sense' to move towards productive activity and the production of space that is a 

collective oeuvre. At the same time, as the quote at the beginning of the chapter 

highlighted, this must be tempered with the undeniable fact that during periods 

2In 2005, Mexico, together with the United States and Canada launched the 'Security and 
Prosperity Partnership' that in the Mexican case has been formalised though the Merida Ini­
tiative. Thomas Shannon, the U.S Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere affairs defined 
this purpose succinctly when he stated 'We are armouring NAFTA' (quoted in Carlson, 2008: 
17). 

3Some countries are nevertheless using global warming as the melt­
ing of polar ice caps to stake new territorial claims to resources 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/l/hi/world/europe/6927395.stm (date accessed - 7/8/10). 

4As David Harvey (2010: 27) has pointed out, the implication ofthis is that a rate ofroughly 
3% growth forever which requires ever increasing profitable investment opport~niti~s. For an 
excellent discussion of the issue of growth and alternatives to it see New InternatlOnahst (2010). 
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of material crisis, the potential also exists for the most reactionary form of ideas 

to take hold, which makes the task all the more urgent. 

This conclusion will add some further reflections to these issues whilst relating 

them to the key themes that have been covered in the course of the research. 

namely, the production of space, class struggle, hegemony and passiYe revolution. 

It will be organised in the following manner. Section 1 will outline what the 

contributions of this research have been. Section 2 will recap the arguments that 

have been made in the preceding chapters, before Section 3 moves on to develop 

a number of crucial reflections for future developments, before final concluding 
remar ks are made. 

8.1 Contributions of the thesis 

This thesis has highlighted how struggles over space are an essential feature of the 

global political economy. Through the analysis conducted at a variety of levels 

(abstract, meso, and concrete) that included two detailed empirical case studies, 

it has also furthered an understanding of uneven and combined development, in 

particular its relation to the historical sociology of state formation (extending into 

processes of everyday state formation). Unlike the extant literature on uneven and 

combined development within the historical sociology of international relations, 

the thesis sought to deploy the term both in a way that was attentive to issues 

of the spatial and furthermore, in a manner that was germane to contemporary 

struggles. 

The multi-scalar analysis that the thesis adopted has also been vital to pro­

viding a corrective to perspectives that have hitherto focused solely on macro­

historical structures, or the nation-state level, or conversely, the local area studies 

approaches that have failed to adequately theorise the inter-connections between 

the local, the national and the global. The concept of uneven and combined hege­

mony was deployed in an effort to overcome and transcend these separate follies, 

informed with both an abstract theory as well as empirical evidence that space 

and scale are, always socially produced and subject to change. It was through the 

medium of class struggles that changes were shown to come about, both through 

the efforts to expand space of capital accumulation, and through subaltern strug­

gles resist this and to create counter-spaces, or spaces of difference. The notion 
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of passive revolution - defined as a class stratagem that aims to defuse radical 

subaltern pressure through their 'statisation' and thus (re)absorption _ ,,·as ap­

pealed to in order to help serve as a key explanation in how this occurred though 

processes of restructuring that have served to further the development of capi­

talist social relations. This concept thus can aid our conclusion not so much in 

providing an answer to Lenin's (1902/1987) famous question of 'what is to be 

done?' but rather as a strategic orientation as to what is to be avoided. As the 
idiom goes, forewarned is forearmed. 

8.2 Results and prospects: a space odyssey 

An overarching concern of this thesis has been with space, and class struggles 

to control the production of space (and thus the wider biophysical environment). 

Within Mexico, the existence of a clash between two distinct spatial projects has 

been empirically demonstrated. This is only likely to intensify in the coming 

years, not just here, but also within the wider world. Following the analysis set 

out in Chapter 2, the reason for this is to be located in the inherently expansionary 

logic of capital which remains tied to an ideology of growth controlled by the state 

(Harvey, 2001; Lefebvre, 1975/2009: 105). Capital, as was highlighted, seeks to 

create its own distinct geography. That is, it seeks to transform pre-existing 

spaces into abstract space, functional for further accumulation. However, as 

was made clear, two caveats remain that impede this. First, the pre-capitalist 

landscape on which capital unfolds, influences its trajectory (for instance in the 

form of the existing inter-state system which prevents a global 'law of value' 

being established). Second (and the greater subject of our focus throughout the 

thesis) resistance in the form of counter-spaces also thwarts capital's attempts 

to transform the world in the realization of its own rationality. Capitalism was 

therefore postulated not as a complete totality but rather as a system that aims 

towards totalisation (Lacher, 2006: 103-104). 

This argument was taken a step further by exploring the changes in spatiality 

associated with the process of neoliberal restructuring, in the broad framework of 

the world economy (Chapter 3) and more specifically within the Latin American 

context (Chapter 4). In Chapter 3 the arguments of an influential set of scholars 

were examined in relation to debates surrounding the characterisation of space 
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under the latest phase of capitalism commonly characterised as globalisation. The 

implications this has for a politics of resistance was also critically explored. Key 

problems were highlighted in relation to the transnational thesis that included 

1) a poor understanding of the production of space and scale, 2) the lack of an 

engagement surrounding the problematic of uneven and combined development 

and the role of the 'international' and 3) an inadequate theorisation of resistance 

with regard to key questions of space and place. However, as had been made 

clear in Chapter 1, in the case of the extant literature on uneven and combined 

development within the historical sociology of international relations, these ar­

guments displayed both an overwhelming Eurocentism and also failed to engage 

with wider (largely geographical) literature on spatial theorising and its role in 

producing uneven development. Furthermore, their dominant focus of intellectual 

inquiry was in pre, or medieval history, rather than the modern era. Chapter 4 

thus began the process of responding to this neglect in the existing literature by 

shifting the focus from Europe to the historical sociology of state formation in 

Latin America (while situating the region within the wider conditioning of the 

global economy). In particular this chapter explored the contradictions of lSI as 

a spatial and social project for development and inclusion that led to the rise of 

neoliberalism as the region's new developmental paradigm. This chapter thereby 

gave an empirically informed theoretical analysis of the logic of uneven and com­

bined development that, at the same time, explored the creation of new spatial 

divisions of labour whilst concomitantly highlighting the resistances that this has 

provoked. Key issues that emerged through this discussion were those of pas­

sive revolution and trasformismo as elite class stratagems on the one hand, and 

the politicisation of space as a strategy for resistance movements on the other. 

Chapter 5 then shifted scales to examine these general trends in more empirical 

detail. This is a vital step for capturing both the specific and the general condi­

tions of state formation as Marx (1875/1996: 892) makes clear. In this chapter, 

passive revolution and hegemony were deployed in relation to understanding the 

production of space and scale in modern Mexico. Following the general analysis 

set out in Chapter 4, the contradictory dynamics of capital accumulation tied to 

the spatial projects of lSI were revealed in greater detail and the tensions that 

have resulted from the neoliberalisation of space were briefly discussed. This al­

lowed these tensions to be more fully explored in Chapters 6 and 7. These latter 
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two chapters sought to synthesise all the key theoretical points established in the 

preceding chapters as well as constructing new insights from empirical investiga­

tion into movements of resistance. These chapters thus served multiple functions. 

These included exploring how the shift from one mode of production to another 

alters the production of space, yet at the same time how pre-capitalist spaces 

and social relations alter the topography of capitalism as they unfold in symbio­

sis (the 'combined' part of uneven and combined development). These chapters 

also sought to provide a corrective to studies that have either focused solel~' on 

the national scale, or conversely have sought to explore local dynamics without 

attention to shifting national and global scales. This was accomplished through 

considering the dynamics of passive revolution at a sub-national scale and through 

the development of the concept of uneven and combined hegemony. Lastly. these 

chapters responded to the lack of engagement in the historical-geographical mate­

rialist literature with concrete movements of resistance, by conducting a detailed 

discussion of emergent alternative geographical projects that have been formed 

with the loose coalition of movements associated with the APPO in Oaxaca, and 

the struggle of the EZLN in Chiapas. 

8.3 Future orientations 

Many radical intellectuals have borrowed from Gramsci (1971: 175), citing in 

regard to social transformation that they retain pessimism of the intellect but 

optimism of the will. However, this is surely no longer sufficient (if it ever was), 

as what is required is both engaged purposeful (optimistic) intellectual activity, 

combined with an optimism of the will to put ideas into action. As has been 

made clear in Chapter 7, this relies on a break from institutionalised knowledge 

(savoir) and must instead be based upon an embedded, reflective and critical 

form of knowledge (connaissance). 
John Holloway (2002a: 53) has argued that an essential aspect of transforming 

the world is to direct both critical thought and action towards fetishism (a form 

of reification that endows commodities with a life of their own). However. the 

issue of fetishism can be approached in two different ways. The first of these is 

what he calls 'hard fetishism'. On this view, capitalist social relations are treated 

as an established fact that were constituted at some historical juncture and now 
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stand as a 'thing' to be destroyed at some point in time (presumably ,,-hen the 

'balance of forces' allow)_ Given what has been argued in earlier chapters with 

regard to the persistence of spaces of resistance, coupled with the warning not 

to ascribe rigidity or coherence to a category such as 'mode of production' this 

is a view we should clearly reject. A more fruitful approach can be found in 

what Holloway calls 'fetishisation as a process'. This postulates capitalism not as 

having an objective and durable existence, but rather stresses how it is a contested 

set of social relations that must constantly seek to (re)produce themseh-es in new 

(and profitable) ways (Holloway, 2002a: 78-89). This view is helpful for two main 

reasons. First, as was highlighted in Chapter 2, we must defetishise space in order 

to change it. Whereas capital remains tied to blind 'ideologies of growth' social 

criticism must stress how 'growth' is often predicated on the exploitation of labour 

and the destruction of natural resources. This can aid debates as to what growth 

we want (if any), how to link growth to socially useful endeavours, and lastly how 

we then define what is fact is socially useful. Second, viewing fetishism this way 

serves as a more empowering tool for social movements as whatever power-over 

capital contains it is based on a our own power-to (as discussed in the previous 

chapter). This clears the way for enacting collective power to achieve political 

transformation as it recognises that non-alienated forms of labour, fulfilment etc, 

are not things that are to be constructed following some final messianic battle, but 

rather exist in the here and now, albeit often as thwarted tendencies (Lefebvre, 

1976: 16). Fetishisation as a process conforms to the understanding of class 

struggle that has been stressed throughout this work, as a relational category 

rather than a fixed identity. The import of the concept of passive revolution is that 

it points us towards the very dangers of how these class struggles can be absorbed 

and their emancipatory tendencies blocked (see also Morton, 2011). Thus. it is 

precisely when action is informed by this alternative view of fetishisation, and 

cognisant of the dangers of passive revolution that real changes can begin to 

occur. As Lefebvre (1964/2009: 60) elucidates in relation to this point: "once 

social forces begin moving, everything happens, as if under this house, under this 

edifice that seemed solid and balanced, the earth begins to move. And there 

promptly appear fissures where once we saw a vertical rock face." 

How can we best reflect on the future of these developments? Gazing through 

a crystal ball to make concrete predictions is neither possible nor desirable. ~e\--

275 



8.3 Future orientations 

ertheless, certain empirical trends can still be observed and challenges theorised. 

In this sense two related issues stand out as perhaps the most significant. The 

first is the challenge that social movements seeking to construct counter-spaces 

face in attempts by the state to reabsorb them through passiye revolutionary 

tactics. The second issue relates to understanding this mode of struggle within 

the broader dynamics of what is occurring in Latin America. 

Within Mexico (as well as worldwide) globalisation has been characterised not 

only by a 'rollback' of welfare measure associated with the 'developmental state'. 

but also a 'roll-out' of new measures involving the active construction and nor­

malisation of neoliberal space (Peck and Tickell, 2002: 384, see previous chapters 

for details of this). However, this effective removal of the subaltern classes from 

'controlled inclusion' is not without its problems as the last two chapters have 

shown. Indeed as Robinson (2008: 280) has aptly noted, the crucial class function 

that the state plays within capitalist social relation has become impeded by its 

perceived lack of legitimacy. However, he is surely wrong when he claims that 

all forms of responsibility, however minimal, have been abandoned (Robinson, 

2008: 320). Rather, as Peck and Tickell (2002: 396) have argued, it has been 

necessary to construct "new modes of institution building designed to extend 

the neoliberal project, to manage its contradictions, and to secure its legitimacy. 

As was detailed in Chapter 2, Robinson (2003, 2004a, 2008) has argued that 

the transnationalisation of capital has also seen the formation of a transnational 

state apparatus - defined as a loose organisation of international and suprana­

tional economic and political institutions that co-ordinate policy.5 However, in 

his urge to see the macro-structures governing the global economy, Robinson's 

analysis elides the micro foundations of what can be called everyday forms of 

(transnational) state formation. This concept will now be briefly explicated and 

its reference to the continuance of passive revolutionary tactics made clear. 

One aspect of this dialectic between neoliberal rollback on the one hand, 

and roll-out on the other, has been the 'outsourcing' of state activities to NGOs 

(Roberts et ai., 2005: 1848; Petras, 1997: 17; Robinson, 2003: 227). Sarah Rad­

cliffe (2001: 22-34) notes that this is not only leading to new geographies of state 

building and state formation, but furthermore, the lines between government 

(state) and non-government are becoming blurred with multilateral agencIes, 

5For a blistering critique of the transnational state thesis see Cammack (2007). 
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NGOs and civil society organisations all contributing to development trajectories 

in new hybrid institutions. In other words rather than seeing state formation as 

simply taking place on a wider spatial scale (as the TNS thesis states) there is 

now a complex process of state formation taking place across a variety of spatial 

scales (see also Radcliffe, Laurie and Andolina, (2002)). 

At a subnational scale this has involved a shift to what is known as 'cul­

turally appropriate development' (see Chapter 7). Nevertheless, this frequentl~' 

still takes place with a neo-colonial mentality which views indigenous peoples 

as subjects to be 'developed' by an outside agency (Wainwright 2008). Evi­

dence for the following can be found in an Inter-American Development Bank 

paper which argues with regard to indigenous development: "the virtuous circle 

between culture and development can be achieved only to the extent that devel­

opment experts understand the local culture and create genuine opportunities for 

participation (Deruyttere, 1997: 11, emphasis added). This is clearly an attempt 

to tie subaltern classes firmly to wider transnational networks linked to funda­

mental neoliberal projects. In other words, what is happening is an everyday 

form of transnational state formation, or a passive revolution in everyday life. 

James Petras (1997) documents how NGO activity often leads to a new relation 

of dependency on outside donors who are non-accountable to the population. 

Moreover, NGO activity often (although not exclusively), favours projects 

and micro-enterprises in a particular locale at the expense of social movements 

activism that would look to frame struggles within a wider set of analytics. NGO 

activity can thus be related to the production of scale, in the sense that their 

presence is frequently about establishing the (limited) boundaries of activity. In 

this respect their proliferation can be seen in the broader context of what Stephen 

Gill (2008: 132, 177) has referred to as the 'new constitutionalism', whereby citi­

zenship rights and representation are conferred to capital, whilst insulating them 

from wider democratic debate. NGOs thus serve the social function of putting 

into practise discourses of 'good governance' and 'local participation', essentially 

acting as the local facilitators of trasformismo. Tom Hansen (personal interview, 

Tlaxcala, 2008) points out that even when NGO workers are well intentioned. the 

difficulty that comes with the model of organisation is that it is a professionalised 

bureaucracy governed by its own logic of having to attract money and resources 

as well as needing to demonstrate results to their funders (who are often external 
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bodies). However, he questions whether the construction of autonomy (a central 

demand in both the struggles of the EZLN and the APPO) is something that can 

be quantified and put into facts and figures. 

Mindful of the explication rendered in Chapter 5, which detailed that pas­

sive revolution should serve as a category of interpretation rather a particular 

program, we must remain attentive to the manner in which new forms of state 

formation seek to reabsorb subaltern struggles such as those represented by the 

EZLN and the APPO. Recalling the discussions from Chapter 7 relating to the 

decline of PRI hegemony in Chiapas from the mid 1970s onwards, and also bear­

ing in mind Stephen Gill's (2008: 58) assertion regarding hegemony and passi,"e 

revolution representing two points on a continuum, a convincing case can be 

made that the rural cities project is - in this case quite literally - a concrete 

manifestation of a passive revolutionary initiative articulated at a sub-national 

scale. In other words, it represents precisely an attempt to at everyday form 

of transnational state formation, seeking to re-inscribe recalcitrant elements of 

the population into a development project that would create a historical bloc 

stretched across a variety of spatial scales (e.g. production of agricultural goods 

linked to global commodity prices, through a national neoliberal project, that in 

Chiapas will be manifested in peculiarities of local conditions and history of un­

even development). In the case of Oaxaca, the manner in which to approach the 

danger of passive revolution is somewhat different. At the time of writing (July 

2010) the local state is undergoing a period of historic political transition. Gabino 

Cue Monteagudo, though the efforts of the Coalici6n Unidos por la Paz y el Pro­

greso (CUPP, United Coalition for Peace and Progress), a coalition that spanned 

the whole length of the political spectrum, triumphed in the gubernatorial elec­

tions on July 4th, ending the 81 year dominance of the Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional (PRI, Institutional Revolutionary Party) in the state. The coalition 

also won 90% of the posts in the other state elections held in Oaxaca on the same 

day. In the context of the repression that the state has undergone in recent years. 

this has been a cause for jubilation for much of the population. However, this 

must be tempered with a note of caution. A political revolution does not neces­

sarily translate into a social revolution as Chapter 5 demonstrated.
6 

The election 

6The distinction between a political revolution and a social revolution was made originally 
by John Reed (1919/2006: 36) in his discussion of the Russian Revolution. 
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of Gabino Cue was clearly bought about through the power of civil society. The 

question is whether this process of formal democratisation is now used to cdefuse 

social movements seeking a more thorough going process of democratisation based 

and whether civil society retains its initiative. 7 Can they force the governor to 

'lead by obeying' or will sub-national democratisation result in a new local artic­

ulation of passive revolution? The words of Henri Lefebvre are prescient in both 

these cases. Although he never used the term passive revolution, he nevertheless 

usefully points to the dangers of it, warning social movements of ;'the triple trap 

of substitution (of authority for grassroots action) transfer (of responsibility from 

activists to the 'leaders') and displacement (of the objectives and the stakes of 

social protest to the goals set by the 'bosses' who are attached to the established 

order" (Lefebvre, 2003: 99, emphases added). 

In branching out to wider spatial scales, how then can we square the tac­

tics of these Mexican social movements with the wider changes that are taking 

place in Latin America? In a series of polemical responses to John Holloway's 

(2002a) thesis of changing the world without taking power, many have sought to 

point to examples in countries such as Venezuela, Ecuador or Bolivia to highlight 

conversely the necessity of taking state power in order to achieve social justice 

(see inter alia Robinson, 2008: 341-348; Wilpert, 2006). However, far too much 

intellectual energy has been expended on this now relatively stale debate. Far 

more important is the strategic direction in which a movement is heading. This 

requires us to go back to the fundamental Marxist critique of the state as a special 

type of organisation that is super-imposed upon society rather than subordinate 

to it (Marx 1875/1996: 892-893; Lenin, 1917/1987b: 301). Neither Marx nor 

Lenin thought structures of authority would disappear overnight. Rather what 

their critique illustrated was the necessity of extending the participation of the 

subaltern over their everyday lives. What one has to examine therefore is whether 

social struggles are reconstituting society as society or in fact reconstituting the 

power relations of the state (Lefebvre, 1976: 125). Genuine freedom after all 

requires "the exercise of effective power" (Lefebvre, 1947/2008: 172). This again 

is where the concept of passive revolution can aid us, as we need to be attentiye 

7Ellen Meiksins Wood's (1995: 15) argument that extending the remit of democracy beyond 
its current narrowly-defined limits would present the greatest threat to global capitalism is 

pertinent in this regard. 
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to not only to where the initiative for social change comes from. but also as to 

whether this participation becomes a permanent feature of social life or remains 

restricted to privileged moments (see also Morton, 2011). 

8.4 Final reflections: the struggle for utopian 

space 

Through a witty amalgamation of two Greek words, Thomas More (1997) in 

his classic novel Utopia defined the word as the 'good place' that was in fact 

'no place'. With this in mind, one can make sense of Lefebvre's (1996: 151) 

argument that everyone who has plans to change the world must be thought 

of as a utopian. Consider the logic of capital as it has been outlined in the 

preceding chapters. What is it trying to do, if not to create what it deems to be 

a good place (where the conditions for capital accumulation can flourish) from 

not yet existing places (in the indigenous regions of Oaxaca or Chiapas where 

little in the way of capitalist social relations currently exists)? On the other 

hand, resistance movements are not seeking to hold place and space static. nor as 

Chapter 6 and 7 indicated do they simply aim to return to traditional forms of 

community.8 Rather, they are seeking the transformation of their environment to 

something that as yet, is not a reality. David Harvey (1996: 436) has postulated 

resistance as a "living utopianism of process" rather than a fixed and non-dialectic 

utopia that itself did not recognise the transitory nature of its own form. It was 

this aspect of transformation that Lenin (1917/1987b: 330-332) failed to grasp, 

believing instead that with revolution came a withering of democracy. However, 

democracy itself (understood in its true meaning as the rule of the people) is not 

a stable condition but rather a constant process in action (Lefebvre, 1964/2009: 

61). What we can therefore observe in Mexico, Latin America and perhaps the 

world as a whole is a battle over the meaning of utopia, defined as the clash 

between the spaces of capital and the spaces of resistance. 

It is clear that these spaces of resistance face many challenges. Foremost 

among them is the need to 'scale up' their activism whilst avoiding becoming 

8 Although as Marx (1871/1996: 877) noted, "It is generally the fate of completely new 
historical creations to be mistaken for the counterparts of older and even defunct. forms of 
social life, to which they may bear a certain likeness." 
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reinscribed into the state apparatus and neutralised via means of passive revo­

lutionary activity. This will be far from an easy task, and the future of these 

struggles can by no means be assured. However, for now, we can simply say a 

crack has been opened in history. This crack can serve as a window from which 

we may glimpse, if only fleetingly, another world: another world that is possible 

and ever more necessary. 
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List of interviews 

Burguete, A (Professor, Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropologia 

Social (CIESAS)), San Crist6bal 07/06/09 (llam) 

Castro-Soto, G (Director, Otros Mundos, member of REDLAR) San Crist6bal 

09/06/10 (3pm) 

Cruz, K (member of Zapoteco community Santa Cruz Yavaila) 14/06/10 (3.30pm) 

Davis, N (author and journalist) Oaxaca City, 20/05/09 (llam) 

Esteva, G (academic, journalist, and Director, la Universidad de la Tierra, Oax­

aca) Oaxaca City, 07/04/08 (llam) and 08/06/09 (2pm) 

Hansen, T (Director, Mexico Solidarity Network) Tlaxcala, 09/03/08 (12.30pm) 

and San Crist6bal, 10/06/09 (4pm) 

Holloway, J (Professor Universidad Aut6noma de Puebla, BUAP) Cholula, Mex­

ico 20/03/08 (11.30am) and 11/05/09 (12pm) 

Junta de Buen Gobierno, La Garrucha 26/04/09 (3pm) 

Junta de Buen Gobierno, La Realidad 23/04/09 (llam) and 25/04/09 (4pm) 

L6pez, C (member of CODEP) Oaxaca City, 21/05/09 (8pm) 

Ledesma, E (Director, CAPISE) San Crist6bal, 10/06/09 (2pm) 
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Maldonado, B (anthropologist and author) Oaxaca City 21/07/09 (5pm) 

Meier-Wiedenbach, J (Global Exchange) San Cristobal 27/03/08 (3pm) 

Morquecho, G (Journalist) San Cristobal, 27/03/08 (5pm) 

Olivera, M (Centro de Estudios Superiores de Mexico y Centroamerica. CES­

MECA, Centre for Higher Studies of Mexico and Central America) 09/06/09 San 
Cristobal (9am) 

Ross, J (Author and journalist) Mexico City 09/04/08 (2pm) and 17/06/09) 
(2pm) 

San Jose del Progreso community member 1, Oaxaca City 30/06/09 (.Jpm) 

Santiago, J (former director Desarrollo Economico y Social de los Mexicanos In­

digenas, DESMI) 05/04/08 (4pm) 

Valencia Nunez, R (former APPO advisor and member of Voces Oaxaquefias 

Construyendo Autonomia y Libertad VOCAL) 23/05/09 (llam) 

Venegas, D (former APPO advisor and political prisoner, member of Voces Oax­

aquefias Construyendo Autonomia y Libertad VOCAL) 17/06/09 (2pm) 

Zapatista Education Promoter, La Realidad (25/04/09) (2pm) 

Zapatista 1 in La Realidad 24/04/09 (4pm) 

Zapatista 2 in La Realidad 25/04/09 (3pm) 
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