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To the women, men and otroas of maize for turning us into 
rebellious seeds. 

To all the hearts illuminated by Zapatismo, 
with whom this journey towards death becomes more 

dignified and joyous.
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A Life Sown by Zapatismo 

The gaze is where fear dwells,  
but it is also where respect can be born. 

SubMarcos

I am a Zapatista seed sown in Mediterranean soil. I am 
not unique; on the contrary, I represent one of many 

hearts that, while originating from this geography known 
as Europe, have turned into rebelious seeds after being 
permeated by Zapatismo. We have made an anticolonial 
journey within our own body. We swam crosscurrent, we 
went to the South to unlearn the South, to know the men, 
women and otroas1 of maize because their words spoke 

1 Spanish nouns have grammatical gender. The suffix “-o” conven-
tionally designates masculine nouns, while “-a” is used for feminine 
ones. The author uses the non-binary form otroa (otro/otra = other) 
throughout the text, also used by the Zapatistas, to refer to Zapatista 

Lola Cubells Aguilar

ZAPATISMO:  
A CIVILIZING COMPASS FOR  

SLUMIL K'AJXEMK'OP



lola cubells aguilar10

another world, and this other world allowed us to revisit 
our own geography, our own history, our own roots, and 
it has urged us to transform our own reality. 

Those of us who have found each other through Zapa-
tismo have become brothers and sisters. We come in many 
sizes, colours, and flavours. This “network of networks” that 
has been woven around the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación 
Nacional (EZLN), in the words of Xochitl Leyva (1998), is 
not a metaphor; we are a reality. With the internet, we have 
become interconnected bodies-hearts, with different cal-
endars and geographies but with a transformed perspective 
of the world we live in by virtue of the Zapatista school. 

The influence of Zapatismo is marked on our skin so 
indelibly that, when we encounter people with the Zapatista 
footprint, there is a look of complicity that turns into a pe-
rennial bond. This footprint allows us to speak a common 
language and share a common gaze. We have undergone a 
process of unlearning modern-capitalist paradigms such 
as development, state, or human rights. If, in the 1990s, 
Chomsky and Ramonet (1999) warned of the danger of a 
one-sided thought that is fuelled by the media, a funda-
mental apparatus for the reproduction of capitalism, we 
can now say that they “won’t be taking us for a ride.” That 
is, we no longer believe this “one-sided thought” that has 
rendered the interests of transnational capital universal. 
We are convinced that “taking power” does not allow for 
the transformation of a system that is responsible for the 
depredation and death that are taking over the planet. What 

persons who do not identify as masculine or feminine (Translator’s 
note).
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is more, this network of hearts marked by the Zapatistas 
has been impregnated with a sentipensar2 that is rare in our 
times: hope. Through these pages, I would like to show you 
how my life has been permeated by Zapatismo and what 
has germinated from it. 

My interest in Zapatismo began after listening to a speech 
by Mexican actress Ofelia Medina in the former Faculty of 
Law of the Universitat de València in 1995, my first year 
in university. Her words led me to seek more information 
and learn more about the organizational experience taking 
place in Chiapas. 

Little by little, I devoured the Zapatista communiqués, 
the epistles that the spokesperson of the EZLN, Subcoman-
dante Marcos, signed “from the mountains of Southeastern 
Mexico.” I still remember the website where the communi-
qués were uploaded, whose front page was a collage in red 
and black of Emiliano Zapata portraits. As so many others, 
I imagined the Zapatistas uploaded their texts from the 
Lacandon Jungle. A few years ago, Subcomandante Marcos 
demystifed this belief when he revealed that that first EZLN 
webpage had been created by a young student from Texas.3

When I read the communiqués, I felt that their proposals 
did not only relate to Mexican reality, that they offered us a 

2 The Spanish verb sentipensar, is composed of the verbs “to feel” 
(sentir) and “to think” (pensar). It is both to think with feeling and feel 
with thinking, a way of sensing that does not separate thinking from 
feeling (Translator’s note). 
3 Source: <https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2013/02/17/them-
and-us-vi-the-gaze-4-to-look-and-communicate/>, accessed on the 
8th of January 2022. 

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2013/02/17/them-and-us-vi-the-gaze-4-to-look-and-communicate/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2013/02/17/them-and-us-vi-the-gaze-4-to-look-and-communicate/
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new political discourse and a compass to guide us through 
the crisis of civilization: “For humanity and against neolib-
eralism.”4 The people on this side of the ocean were also 
their recipients. Far from representing an ethnic funda-
mentalism or ancestral demands, their poetic politics filled 
with telluric ethics reflected many of the demands of the 
struggles taking place in different latitudes. Marcos himself 
pointed out in one of his first communiqués that he could 
be gay in San Francisco, black in South Africa, an anarchist 
in Spain, indigenous in San Cristóbal, a landless peasant, 
a non-appointed doctor, or a nonconformist student: “In 
short, Marcos is all the exploited, marginalized, oppressed 
minorities resisting and saying ‘Enough’ ”(EZLN 1995: 243).

From that moment on, the Zapatista organization be-
came a reference point for many people, collectives, trade 
unions, and organizations from different segments of the 
anticapitalist struggle. Zapatismo has managed to masterful-
ly explain the meaning of the right to difference, embodied 
in the demand for “a world where many worlds fit,” which, 
in the words of Andrés Aubry (2005: 289), is how the Zapa-
tistas narrate and name another form of interculturality. 

The global transcendence of the Zapatista struggle was 
discerned very soon by professor Pablo González Casanova, 
who considered that we were before “the first revolution 
of the 21st century” and rightly observed that the hope of 
humanity depended on it: 

4 That was the name of the First Intercontinental Encounter for 
Humanity and Against Neoliberalism, which took place in Zapatista 
territory in July and August 1996 (EZLN 1998).
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The EZLN reminds us of the beautiful image of the butterfly 
that unleashes a storm, and is the most representative of the 
big movements that seem to start from zero and become uni-
versal. It involves a negotiation that is not a hoax and a revo-
lution that puts an end to the violence against the indigenous 
peoples, one which will pave the way to a democracy with 
freedom and justice, with dignity and autonomy. The project 
is formulated in singular dialects which become universal 
and in unversal languages that flourish amongst Mexicans 
of the Tseltal, Tsotsil, Chol, Zoque, and Tojolabal peoples. It 
might be attained. But, in any case, it would be a tragedy for 
humanity if it does not (González 1995: 94). 
 
The questions and inquiries that Zapatismo brought to 

my life led me to link my doctoral studies in Philosophy of 
Law and Politics with the struggles for the rights of the indig-
enous peoples of Chiapas, framing them within proposals 
of multicultural politics, which were very much in style 
at that moment. An exchange programme and scholarship 
between the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
(UNAM) and the Universitat de València landed me in Mex-
ico in 2001, at the time when the Zapatistas organized the 
March of the Colour of the Earth. 

I felt privileged to be witnessing moments I knew would 
be historic: the National Indigenous Congress that took 
place in Nurio (Michoacán); the arrival of the general com-
mand to the UNAM and to the central square of Mexico 
City. After the march I travelled to Chiapas, and that was 
the beginning of a never-ending love story. Although I had 
to return to Valencia, in less than a year I was back in San 
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Cristóbal de Las Casas (SCLC), this time as a human rights 
observer with the International Service for Peace (SIPAZ). 

From 2002 to 2006, living in Chiapas and being per-
manently interpellated by an indigenous organization 
such as the Zapatistas determined my path and my feel-
ings. Through my work in SIPAZ, I was able to accompany 
the indigenous communities that were threatened by the 
Comprehensive War of Attrition implemented by the state 
since the Zapatista uprising and witness its consequences: 
militarization, murder by counter-insurgent programmes 
or paramilitarization, disappearances, and internal dis-
placements, mainly in Los Altos de Chiapas or the North 
Zone of Chiapas.5 I was also present at the inauguration 
of the Juntas de Buen Gobierno and the Caracoles Zapa-
tistas in August 2003, in Oventik, joined by my sister and 
my mother, who watched the masked women and men 
in astonishment, after years of seeing them hanging in 
posters or photos on my bedroom walls. 

These years also correspond to a fertile period in the 
articulation of organizations in Central America and the 
continent as a whole. There were fora against the Pue- 
bla-Panama Plan in Honduras, precisely in the Lenca ter-
ritory of our beloved Berta Cáceres. There was also the 
historic 1st Encounter against Militarization in San Cris-
tóbal de Las Casas, where political and personal bonds 
were created that last until today. The Zapatista movement 

5 The war in Chiapas has not ceased; on the contrary, it has become 
more complex with the presence of criminal organizations. Source: 
<https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/09/20/chiapas-on-the-
verge-of-civil-war/>, accessed on the 8th of June 2022.

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/09/20/chiapas-on-the-verge-of-civil-war/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/09/20/chiapas-on-the-verge-of-civil-war/
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ment turned the territory of Chiapas into a “seedbed” of 
resistance and rebellion. 

Far from the colonial images of aid and cooperation, 
the Zapatista movement has shown that there is no better 
solidarity than the transformation of one’s own reality, no 
matter the location. The Zapatistas express this through 
their slogan: “Each one according to their way, their cal-
endar, their geography.” They also gave us, as I mentioned 
previously, the coordinates to understand the modern-cap-
italist world system in which we live and to create the 
necessary conditions for the emergence of anticapitalist 
alternatives in our present. Radical democracy (“to rule 
by obeying”), the acknowledgment of diversity (“a world 
where many words fit”), the need to create self-managed 
economic spaces (“autonomy is life, submission is death”), 
equality (“for everyone, everything”), or the pressing an-
ticapitalist struggle (“for humanity and against neoliber-
alism”) are a compass for our history and our times here 
too, in the Spanish state. 

In June 2005, the EZLN launched the Sixth Declaration 
of the Lacandon Jungle (La Sexta).6 I took on the proposal 
and the challenge that the Sixth represented for those of 
us who dream this-other posible world today. In the words 
of Gustavo Esteva (2005: 51), it represented a “challenge 
to the imagination,” in that it invited everyone to think of 
ways to break the boundaries of the excessive localization 
of struggles and imagine how to broaden and strengthen 
a global network of anticapitalist movements. 

6 Source: <https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2005/06/30/sixth-dec-
laration-of-the-selva-lacandona/>, accessed on the 8th of January 2022.

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2005/06/30/sixth-declaration-of-the-selva-lacandona/%20
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2005/06/30/sixth-declaration-of-the-selva-lacandona/%20
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Once again, from a place that was looked down upon and 
rendered invisible by the modern/colonial world system, 
the Zapatistas were showing us an uncomfortable mirror. 
It was not enough to show solidarity from the comfort of 
our sofa, from our privileged situation; they called upon 
us to take sides, not for them but for ourselves. There is 
no point in a solidarity that is only directed towards them 
without making us rethink our own lives. Adhering to the 
Sexta meant personally committing to trying to walk to-
wards other forms of doing politics, other forms of living 
without seeking power, transforming “from below and to 
the left,” interweaving with other people, collectives, and 
organizations around the world, also adherents and for 
whom the Sixth is a form of participating in this “other 
world where many worlds fit.” 

With the commitment of what it meant to be an adher-
ent, I returned to Valencia and, in 2008, my sister and I 
bought a wood oven in Arcos de las Salinas, a small village 
in Sierra de Javalambre (Teruel). We put to practice the 
search for spaces that had been undervalued by technolog-
ical modernity, reclaiming the need to produce in order to 
live. By highlighting the value of traditional breadmaking 
and inhabiting one of the most deserted areas in the Ibe-
rian territory, we embraced the forms pertaining to the 
traditional way of making bread with a century-old oven, 
recovering discarded knowledge that was only transmitted 
orally and taking on the tyranny of the baguettes, recovering 
the diversity of the bread varieties that were once produced. 
This life project allowed me to self-manage my doctoral 
thesis on Tseltal justice, enabling me to travel numerous 
times to Chiapas between 2009 and 2012. 
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Although we managed to become economically self-man-
aged, and even received an award for corporate innovation 
in the region, we also suffered discrimination for being 
women who did not comply with the established patriarcal 
stereotypes. We seemed aliens in our own land: women 
who were unwed, educated, left-wing (red), who decided 
to buy the village oven and produce bread. Strangeness 
leads to the construction of the enemy and, therefore, to 
its annihilation. We were boycotted by some villagers, all 
men, within a national context characterized by the rise of 
Podemos, a party that had sprung from the 15M protests in 
Spain. We were witnessing the beginning of what is today 
the rise of the far-right in our country, which began with 
the appearance of VOX; this shows how the lack of a pro-
cess of transitional justice in the Spanish state is allowing 
fascism to once again walk our streets. 

Zapatismo guided me towards the self-management 
of my own life, challenging the same classist system that 
imposes a differentiation between manual and intellec-
tual labour, transgressing a mantra that is widespread in 
my society, according to which in order to be happy one 
must work in one’s own field, i.e. in what one has been 
academically trained to do. 

I also experienced firsthand that being different and 
fighting to create new spaces of production and of life 
can unleash the rage and violence of those who see you 
as a “danger” for the status quo. Thinking of the Zapatis-
ta resistance undoubtedly helped me resist through very 
difficult moments in my life. This experience also showed 
me the importance of collectiveness in struggle and of 
weaving external networks, as Zapatismo has done, to feel 
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protected from the violence exercized against our bodies. 
I also understood that self-management is experienced 
as something romantic from the outside, but that once 
inside one must show a lot of responsibility, organization, 
resistance, and dignity. 
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The gaze of the Zapatista youth, CIDECI-Unitierra, Chiapas, 2016. Photo: 
Francisco De Parres Gómez.
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The Katún Revolt: Twenty Years of an 
Antisystemic We

Yes, of course I have understood 
that we will die miserably anyway (…) 

But we shall make it worthwhile. 
Esperanza Zapatista

While we were recovering from the shock of the pandem-
ic, in October 2020, the Zapatistas issued a series of six 
communiqués. They began from the last (part six) and 
concluded in part one, issued on the 1st of January, coin-
ciding with the 27th anniversary of the Zapatista uprising. 
Through them, they announced their will to sail to the 
five continents, starting from Europe, to meet with other 
seeds struggling for Life. 

“Part six”, titled “A mountain on the high seas,” gives 
us an in-depth analysis of the impact of the pandemic on 
our lives and bodies. This communiqué left us with a lot 
of questions and with the sole certainty of two dates: they 
would set sail in April 2021 and, after travelling to different 
parts of Europe from below and to the left, they would arrive 
at Madrid on the 13th of August 2021.7

7 Source: <https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2020/10/07/part-
six-a-mountain-on-the-high-seas/>, accessed on the 6th of January 
2022.

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2020/10/07/part-six-a-mountain-on-the-high-seas/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2020/10/07/part-six-a-mountain-on-the-high-seas/
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Throughout their decades of resistance, the Zapatistas have 
made fundamental contributions to critical thinking and 
antisystemic struggles, especially through the lessons on 
neoliberalism by Don Durito of the Lacandon. The con-
ceptualization of World War IV or the proposal of “other 
geographies and other calendars” have marked a systemic 
analysis of capitalism from a situated knowledge that is the 
fruit of the anticolonial, antipatriarcal and anticapitalist 
struggle that Zapatismo represents. 

In parallel with their economic and political analysis, 
the Zapatistas have highlighted the annihilation of the dif-
ferent as the main axis of the war against humanity; as a 
challenge, they pose equality on the basis of respecting 
difference. In 2003, amidst the protests against the war in 
Iraq, they warned us: “This is the project of globalization: 
to turn the planet into a new Tower of Babel. Homogenous 
in its way of thinking, in its culture, in its Boss. Hegemon-
ized by he who has no reason, but only force [...]. The 
annihilation of the different is always the latest fashion” 
(Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos 2003a).

This “annihilation of the different,” as in the coloniza-
tion of America, is related to the different ways of under-
standing time and history. Philosopher Luis Villoro (1998) 
explained how the different ways of configuring time and 
history had been decisive in the colonization of Abya Yala. 
While the Spaniards had a linear conception of time, for 
the indigenous peoples time was and is cyclical. Both Az-
tecs and Castillians tried to explain the events from the 
perspective of their own cultural frameworks. From the 

Other Calendars and Other Geographies
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side of the conquistadors, all that which could not be ex-
plained through their worldvision was Satan’s deed and, 
therefore, should be annihilated. For the Aztecs, however, 
according to Villoro, events were defined by a structure 
of meaning that corresponds to a sacred order. Thus, the 
unknown was incorporated in their order. There was an old 
myth which told of the departure of Quetzalcóatl towards 
the East and his return to reclaim his kingdom. For that 
reason, Moctezuma believed Cortés was Quetzalcóatl or 
someone sent by him. 

Now the Zapatistas come from the sea but, unlike what 
happened five centuries ago, they come to “find what makes 
us equal” and to tell us that: “They did not conquer us. We 
continue to resist and to rebel” (Subcomandante Insurgente 
Moisés 2020). 

2021: A Katún of Neozapatista Resistances

When the armed Zapatista uprising took place in 1994, 
historian Antonio García de León published “La vuelta del 
katún [The Return of the Katún]” (1995). This text explains 
that in the ancient Maya chronosophy, history develops 
through the succession of 20-year cycles that the Maya call 
katún. Twenty years before the Zapatista rebellion, the 
first Indigenous Congress took place on the initiative of 
the Diocese of San Cristóbal de Las Casas (1974). It was the 
first time in history that the main indigenous peoples of 
Chiapas united to reflect on their reality. This first meeting 
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gave birth to a fundamental accord: Quiptic ta Lecubtesel 8 
(Our strength to improve, in Tseltal). As many know, from 
this encounter emerged an independent indigenous move-
ment in Chiapas, the seed of the EZLN (Fazio 1994: 105). 

2021 marks 20 years (one katún) of various highly sym-
bolic events, not only for the Zapatista struggle but also 
for alterglobalization struggles that germinated under the 
warmth of their fire and their word. As I already mentioned, 
it was one katún ago that I arrived to Mexico for the first 
time, coinciding with the EZLN’s call to participate in the 
“March of the Colour of the Earth” (2001). With it, they 
pursued a constitutional reform that would reflect some of 
the basic agreements reached in the San Andrés Accords, 
signed on the 16th of February 1996 between the EZLN and 
the Mexican government. 

The presence of international solidarity in the March 
was visible with the Tute Bianche (White Overalls), an Ital-
ian organization inspired by the Zapatista rebellion and in 
charge of protecting the Caravan. During their sojourn in 
Nurio (Michoacán), the 3rd National Indigenous Congress 
(Congreso Nacional Indígena, CNI) was held, where the 
EZLN Command was legitimized by the other indigenous 
peoples as the bearer of a collective voice. 

The last stop of the journey was the Congress of Mex-
ico, where Comandanta Esther was in charge of speaking 
before the lawmakers. She spoke as a woman, a native, and 

8 Quiptic ta Lecubtesel was the name given to the union of ejidos 
(communal lands) created in 1995, from which other ejido organiza-
tions would emerge, some of which later turned into support bases 
of the Zapatistas. 
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a Zapatista, and gave us a speech that can be considered a 
master class on anticolonial feminism. She explained that 
the struggle of indigenous women was not incompatible 
with the defence of their own way of government and of 
understanding life and, of course, of changing the customs 
that did not respect their rights (Comandanta Esther 2001). 
Her voice questioned the colonial approach to indigenous 
cultures, which considers them static or archaic and views 
indigenous women as victims of their culture and as un-
able to become liberated without renouncing it. We must 
remember that one of the most common arguments to 
refuse legal recognition to indigenous autonomy was that 
such autonomy amounted to legalizing violence against 
women. Comandanta Esther showed that women’s struggle 
is a pivotal part of the Zapatista struggle, something that 
became even clearer in the recent International Encoun-
ters of “Women who Struggle” (Mujeres que Luchan), held 
in March 2018 and December 2019. 

In the higher echelons, structural racism once again 
looked down upon indigenous words and ways. The in-
digenous counter-reform of 2001 was interpreted by the 
CNI and the EZLN as a “mockery.” Their response was to 
call indigenous peoples to construct autonomies without 
permission, which, in the Zapatista case, was materialized 
in the birth of the Caracoles and the Juntas de Buen Go-
bierno in August 2003. 

On this side of the ocean, 2021 also calls upon us to 
remember the katún of the murder of Carlo Giuliani. The 
Zapatista slogan “another world is possible,” which emerged 
during the First Encounter against Neoliberalism and for 
Humanity in Chiapas (1996), unleashed various protests: 
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Seattle, Bangkok, Washington (1999), Prague (2000). In 2001, 
during the G8 counter-summit in Genoa (Italy), a carabiniere 
murdered young activist Carlo Giuliani. Despite the fact 
that his death went unpunished, they have not managed to 
erase it from an antisystemic we.9 His name stands among 
the other dead from other geographies in a communiqué in 
which the death of Subcomandante Marcos10 and the birth 
of Subcomandante Galeano are announced. 

Long before that, in 2003, in the context of the European 
protests agains the war in Iraq, Giuliani’s mother read a 
communiqué in Rome in which Marcos (2003a) analyzed 
the “no to war” as a “no” for humanity and against neolib-
eralism. His words seemed a premonition of a war against 
humanity that now, as we can see, has been spreading 
across all the corners of the world. I love the metaphor 
created by Ángel Luis Lara (2013), according to which the 
Zapatista peoples are “the personification of the spoiler,” in 
the sense that they have been telling us what will happen. 

9 To understand the meaning of “we” from the Zapatista perspective: 
“When we say ‘we,’ we are not absorbing and, therefore, subordinat-
ing identities; we are, rather, highlighting the bridges that unite the 
different pains and different rebelliousness. We are equal because 
we are different” (SubMarcos 2013).
10 On the 2nd of May 2014, in La Realidad, maestro Galeano, whose real 
name was Jose Luis Solís López, was murdered. In a tribute held in La 
Realidad on the 25th of May 2014, Subcomandante Marcos was declared 
dead and the birth of Subcomandante Galeano was announced. 
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Since the very first organizational meetings in Europe to 
facilitate the Journey for Life, there were many voices ques-
tioning its timing—why now, amidst the pandemic, by ship, 
at a moment when we seem compelled to self-isolate and 
once again asume that There is No Alternative. Viejo Anto-
nio’s answer is a message for all of us: “When the men and 
women of maize look at this world and its pain, they also 
see the world that must be created and they make a path 
to get there” (Subcomandante Insurgente Galeano 2020). As 
Immanuel Wallerstein pointed out (2003), we are before 
a “stage of systemic crossroads or chaos,” where what we 
begin to build right now will determine whether the future 
world system will be more democratic and egalitarian or 
unequal and destructive. 

Subcomandante Galeano asserts that, for the Zapatistas, 
death is like a door to be crossed and, therefore, life is the 
journey towards this door. Since 1994, the Zapatistas have 
boldly attempted to “move this door away as much as 
posible,” he says. The proposal of the encounter with other 
projects struggling for Life in other continents represents 
a way of continuing to postpone the journey towards death 
that the system condemns us to or, as Jorge Santiago said 
to me, a new way of “breaking the siege.” 

Looking back, we realize that the idea of the Journey 
for Life was present as early as the 1996 Intergalactic En-
counter, passing through the Sixth Declaration and, more 
recently, the communiqué “And we broke the siege” (2019). 
A proposal based on the need to create an International 

Inheriting Life, Delaying Death
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Network of Resistances and Rebeliousnesses (or whatever 
you might call it):

[…] based on the independence and autonomy of those who 
constitute it, explicitly renouncing all attempts at hegemo-
ny or homogeny, where mutual aid is unconditional and all 
share in each other’s good and bad experiences, all the while 
working to circulate all the histories of the struggle that take 
place below and to the left.11

11 Source: <https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2019/08/20/com-
munique-from-the-ezlns-ccri-cg-and-we-broke-the-siege/>, accessed 
on the 7th of January 2022.

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2019/08/20/communique-from-the-ezlns-ccri-cg-and-we-broke-the-siege/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2019/08/20/communique-from-the-ezlns-ccri-cg-and-we-broke-the-siege/


lola cubells aguilar28

Demonstration of European collectives waiting for Squadron 421 at 
the Port of Vigo, 20th of June 2021. Photo: Lola Cubells Aguilar.
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The Zapatista Disembarkation in Vigo:  
The Invasion Has Begun 

America, Asia, Africa, Europe, and Oceania,
allow that the heart be fertiblized by dignity

so that it can design our tomorrows.
That the door be opened so that

we can be compañeros and compañeras.
Zapatista support bases

Friday the 18th of June, many people from different collec-
tives in Europe gathered at Vigo to welcome the Zapatista 
delegation. Squadron 421 (4 women, 2 men, and 1 otroa) 
had set sail on the 2nd of May from Isla Mujeres (Mexico); 
they were the advance party of the Zapatista invasion. 

The vessel Stahlratte (steel rat), renamed La Montaña 
(The Mountain), with a German crew in command, crossed 
the ocean in an emulation of the voyage made by the cara-
vels of Colombus more than 500 years ago but in the oppo-
site direction. As if, with this journey, they wanted not to 
repeat history but to give birth to a new one. On the 14th of 
June, Subcomandante Galeano announced that La Montaña 
would arrive at Vigo between the 19th and the 20th of June. 
Weeks before that, many people from European collectives 
and organizations began to prepare for the reception of 
the Zapatista delegation. 

The As Pedrinhas Cultural and Sports Centre of the Mos 
municipality, located 15 minutes away from Vigo, is part of 
what in Galicia is known as “communal mountains.” This 
territory, an example of communal forest management 
that is unique in Europe, turned into a Caracol of sorts, 
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in the sense that it became a meeting point for European 
organizations, offering space for camping and eating. 

On Sunday the 20th of June, after having lunch at As 
Pedrinhas, the long-awaited news arrived: La Montaña 
was dropping anchor at the port of Baiona, a municipal-
ity located half an hour away from Vigo but belonging to 
its metropolitan area. As soon as the anouncement was 
made, those of us united in As Pedrinhas headed that way 
to welcome Squadron 421. Under heavy rain, behind the 
mist, there was La Montaña. From the fishing dock, the 
point closest to the boat, we waved and shouted slogans. As 
promised in a communiqué, the vessel unfurled a banner 
that read: WAKE UP!

It is no coincidence that the first encounter took place 
in that port. This is where caravel La Pinta arrived in 1493, 
turning the land of Galicia into the first place to receive 
the news of the conquest of the wrongly called Indies. In 
fact, only a few metres away from the Zapatista vessel in 
the port of Baiona stood a replica of La Pinta, created on 
the occasion of the commemoration of the 5th Centenary 
of the “conquest” of America. 

The Zapatistas Disembark Under the Sound of 
Bagpipes 

Squadron 421 disembarked at the breakwater located 
beside the Museum of the Sea, in the fishing neighbour-
hood of Bouzas (Concello de Vigo) on Tuesday the 22nd 
of June, due to the impossibility of disembarking in any 
of the ports of Vigo. The stage was set in a green space 
close to the beach, and soon it was filled with welcoming 
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banners reading in different languages: “Welcome Zapa-
tistas: Unsubmissive Europe embraces you”; “Vigo, port 
of reception”; “The other conquest has begun.” 

After 5 p.m., a boat approached the Museum of the Sea 
carrying the Zapatista delegation; there was a first reception 
at that point that could only be attended by a few, due to 
the safety measures established to guarantee the protection 
of the Squadron from Covid-19. They then headed for the 
beach of Carril, preceded by a group of women bagpipers 
and, there, representatives from different struggles tak-
ing place on European soil introduced themselves to the 
Zapatistas in their own language. This reception aimed at 
emulating a collective mirror, an acknowledgment between 
different struggles, this time breaking the paradigm of ne-
gation that the arrival of Cortés at Tenochtitlán represented 
more than five centuries ago. 

Hundreds of people surrounded the Zapatista delega-
tion, accompanying them to the stage where they were able 
to sit, escorted by the crew that had brought them to the 
shores of Galicia. In accordance with the Zapatista dream, 
the first person from the Squadron to set foot on land was 
Marijose, a Zapatista otroa, representing a “black-stocking 
slap in the face of the hetero-patriarchal left” (Subcomandan-
te Insurgente Galeano 2021).12 And one of the most emotional 
moments was precisely when Marijose renamed Europe 
in bats’i k’op—true or original language—saying: 

12 Source: <https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/04/20 
/421st-squadron/>, accessed on the 10th of January 2022.

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/04/20/421st-squadron/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/04/20/421st-squadron/
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On behalf of the women, children, men, elders, and otroas 
Zapatistas, I declare that the name of this land, which they 
now call ‘Europe,’ will henceforth be called: Slumil K’ajxemk’op, 
which means ‘Insubmissive Land’ or land that does not give up, 
that does not faint. And this is how it will be known by locals 
and strangers alike as long as there is someone here who will 
not give up, who will not sell out and who will not give in.13

The greetings of the rest of the Squadron resounded in 
the shores of Vigo: Ximena in Cho’ol; Carolina and Lupita 
in Tsotsil; Bernal in Tojolabal; Felipe in Tseltal; Yuli and 
Marijose, in Castilian Spanish. Indigenous resistance had 
managed to cross the ocean against all odds and despite 
the war suffered in their bodies and territories. Marijose 
ended the Squadron salute by saying:

Thank you for opening your heart and the door to your Euro-
pean continent to share our rages, our pains, our ways, our 
geographies and our forms of struggle, and also our ways 
of resisting and rebelling. We are here to show the capitalist 
system that another world is posible. And never again a world 
without us.14

13 Source: <https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=600474124261206>, 
accessed on the 22nd of June 2021.
14 Ídem.

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=600474124261206
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On Sunday the 27th of June we woke up to a new commu-
niqué by Subcomandante Galeano (2021) announcing that 
the airborne delegation that would split up across different 
European regions would arrive to Paris. 

This communiqué explains the key elements to under-
stand the objective of the journey. The Zapatistas assert 
that they have been analyzing the “murdering machine” 
(capitalism) for years and want to converse and exchange 
analyses with those who also come up against it on Eu-
ropean soil, regardelss of their “colour, size, race, sex, re-
ligion, political militancy, or ideological missteps.” They 
acknowledge their situated and also partial view of the 
world. And they clarify: 

We are going to thank the other for their existence, for the 
teachings that their rebellion and their resistance have given 
us. To deliver the promised flower.15 To embrace the other 
and whisper in their ear that they are not alone [sola, soloa, 
solo]. To whisper that resistance and struggle, the pain for 
those who are no longer here, the rage at the impunity of the 

15 The Fourth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle, issued on the 
1st of January 1996, reproduces part of the “Manifesto in Nahuatl” by 
Emiliano Zapata, including the call to all the people working the land 
to unite. It reads: “The flower of the word will not die. The masked face 
which today has a name may die, but the word which came from the 
depth of history and the earth can no longer be cut by the ears with 
its cannons.” Source: <https://radiozapatista.org/?p=20287&lang=en>, 
accessed on the 7th of January 2022. 

The Journey for Life: To What End?

https://radiozapatista.org/?p=20287&lang=en
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criminal, the dream of an imperfect, but better world, a world 
without fear, are worth it.16

The disembarkation in Vigo brought us before the in-
ternal complexities of the incipient European network 
initiated by the networks. How to coordinate the organi-
zation of the place where the Zapatistas would arrive, in 
this case Galicia, with those of us who came from different 
places of Insubmissive Europe? Vigo marked a series of 
lessons for all the collectives present there, and we assumed 
the challenge posed by the choice of a small city as the 
place of arrival of the Squadron. Committees were created 
through self-organization in charge of safety, reception, 
media, and health. The latter was in charge of sailing out 
to the Squadron to collect samples, so that the result of the 
Covid-19 tests would be ready upon their disembarkation. 
The safety committee was charged with creating a cordon 
that would maintain the distance between the Zapatistas 
and other people so as to avoid contagion. The free and 
commercial media organized to cover the disembarkation 
by live-streaming the arrival of the vessel, breaking the 
media siege that had been set up against a historic moment 
for antisystemic struggles. 

This first face-to-face encounter of the European net-
works also unveiled the tensions existing within our or-
ganizations. During the reception, racialized compañeras 
denounced the discrimination they experienced within 
the Galician collecitve. Far from hiding the conflicts, there 

16 Source: <https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/07/20/the-
journey-for-life-to-what-end/>, accessed on the 7th of January 2022. 

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/07/20/the-journey-for-life-to-what-end/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/07/20/the-journey-for-life-to-what-end/
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was a clear admission of the coloniality existing within 
the struggles from below and of the challenges that lie 
ahead. The seven principles of the Zapatistas must serve 
as a compass for all, from the smallest organization to the 
largest global network: to work from below, not seek to 
rise; to obey, not command; to represent, not supplant; to 
serve others, not serve oneself; to construct, not destroy; 
to propose, not impose. 
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Welcoming ceremony for Squadron 421, Praia do Carril, Vigo, 22nd of 
June 2021. Photo: Lola Cubells Aguilar.
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From Squadron 421 to the Arrival of La Extem-
poránea:17 Learning to Organize

Because pain and suffering come from those who seek mirrors 
rather than windows through which to look out onto 

the worlds that I am.
The Route of Ixchel. SupGaleano

The European collectives, organizations and persons also 
had to face the challenges posed by the global pandemic 
during this year of preparation for the Journey for Life. The 
sanitary situation and, above all, the control measures that 
came with it, the swift succession of normative changes 
and the new waves, all this further increased the already 
existing uncertainty surounding the arrival of the Zapa-
tistas. The sanitary measures imposed by each European 
country, which were similar but with some differences from 
one country to the next, caused changes in the planned 
logistics. 

Everything was prepared for the arrival of the Zapatistas 
in Paris during July and August 2021, but the impossibility 
of complying with the French sanitary norms forced us 
to look for another way to enter the Schengen territory. 

17 The Zapatistas faced institutional racism when issuing their pass-
ports before the Secretary of Foreign Affairs of the Mexican government. 
“Extemporaneous”, one of the words applied by the government to 
describe the applicants, was then reappropriated by the groups of 
“listening and word” that will invade the other Europe. See online: 
<https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/07/18/the-extemporane-
ous-and-a-national-initiative/>, accessed on the 7th of January 2022.

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/07/18/the-extemporaneous-and-a-national-initiative/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/07/18/the-extemporaneous-and-a-national-initiative/
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The Zapatista delegation La Extemporánea, consisting of 28 
groups of listening and word, Comando Palomitas (group 
of play and mischief), the militia section and the Coordi-
nating group (led by Subcomandante Insurgente Moisés), 
was finally able to land in Vienna (Austria) in two separate 
flights arriving on the 14th and 15th of September. 

From Vigo to Paris 

Given that the first planned destination was Paris, after 
arriving at Vigo, Squadron 421 headed towards the French 
capital; on the way, they decided to visit Mérida, Madrid, 
Valencia, and Barcelona, where they were greeted by col-
lectives and persons participating in the Journey for Life. 
In this small tour, the Squadron did not hold meetings with 
organizations nor give interviews, awaiting the arrival of the 
airborne delegation. In Valencia we were able to organize 
in less than a week a welcoming act with the participation 
of all the organizations and collectives that make up the 
Xarxa Solidària Gira per la Vida del País Valencià, created 
by more than 40 organizations to support the arrival of 
the Zapatistas. 

Considering that the delegation would be arriving to 
France, we travelled to Paris to support the French coor-
dinators and partake in actions to allow the free entry of 
the Zapatistas. Meanwhile, Squadron 421 held some public 
activities. They participated in a protest called by the Sans 
Papiers (undocumented) movement in Montreuil, a migrant 
neighbourhood in the Paris suburbs. The march visited 
buildings where migrants live in conditions of precarity 
and overcrowding. The spokesperson for the Sans Papiers 
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welcomed the Squadron, acknowledging the Zapatista 
struggle as a point of reference and proving that the Jour-
ney for Life is not only reaching collectives in solidarity or 
middle-class organizations but also struggles from below 
in Insubmissive Europe. 

The next stop of the Squadron in France was the ZAD 
(Zone to Defend) of Notre-Dame des Landes, an emblem of 
the struggles in defense of territory in Slumil K’ajxemk’op. 
Since 2012, peasants and activists have been resisting the 
construction of an airport that would have devastated a 
zone that is rich in forest biodiversity. The first encoun-
ter of feminists and inter, trans, and non-binary persons, 
titled “Many struggles to live, one same heart to struggle” 
(Muchas luchas para vivir, un mismo corazón para luchar), 
was celebrated there on the 28th and 29th of July, attend-
ed by Carolina, Yuli, Lupita, Ximena, and Marijose. The 
intergalactic mixed encounter followed on the 31st of July 
and the 1st of August. 

Many of the conflicts and debates existing within femi-
nisms were rendered visible during the encounter of women 
and non-binary persons, to which the Zapatistas listened 
attentively. On the evening of the day of transition between 
the encounter of feminisms and the intergalactic encounter, 
we were called before an old control tower, a lighthouse 
of sorts in the middle of the forest, where a large banner 
was placed reading: ZAPATISTAS ENVAHISSEZ-NOUS” 
(“ZAPATISTAS, INVADE US”). There, people belonging to 
the ZAD presented a beatiful performance: a woman sang 
a capella while she climbed the stairs that led to the top 
of the lighthouse. While the sun went down, hundreds of 
paper planes were launched from the lighthouse, represent-
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ing each of the Zapatistas that will invade us. Some of the 
planes were planted in the liberated ZAD territory. Then, 
hundreds of Z-shaped torches ran through the paths of the 
forests until they reached a totem at the ZAD’s activities 
centre to welcome this new encounter, one more bridge 
that was being woven from a struggle of Unsubmissive 
Europe, for which Zapatismo had been a sister struggle, 
to the extent that many of us came to know of the ZAD 
because of the Zapatistas. 
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Opening of the Intergalactic Encounter, ZAD, France, 30th of August 
2021. Photo: Lola Cubells Aguilar. 
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The other crucial and symbolic event within the context of 
the Journey for Life was the protest that took place on the 
13th of August in Madrid, coinciding with the 500 years of 
the fall of Tenochtitlán. Squadron 421 rode a ship through 
the centre of the capital city from Puerta del Sol to Pla-
za de Colón, a colonial emblem that has recently been 
reapropriated by the far-right political parties in Spain. 

Beyond the importance of the symbolic act, this event 
led to more meetings between those of us who had been 
following the journey of the Squadron since Vigo, allowing 
us to put a face and a heart to the different geographies of the 
struggles of Unsubmissive Europe. Hence the compass, the 
lighthouse. Zapatismo sheds light towards where we must 
look, but it also provides the coordinates to keep us from 
getting lost on the way. To organize is a self-management 
verb that, in order to become a reality, requires us to get to 
know each other in person, to understand our differences 
as well as our feelings. Emotions are what can keep political 
networks running, and that is what Zapatismo has been 
achieving for decades and is once again accomplishing: to 
awaken our emotions with the struggle for Life. 

As always, it would seem that the Zapatistas are acting 
on their proposals, but they are always a step ahead of 
the path they have already walked. It is the first time that 
the Zapatistas publicly leave Chiapas with no weapons 
and no balaclavas. They have already repeated on various 
occasions before large crowds that they want to meet with 
the people who struggle here, in Unsubmissive Europe, 
to get to know “our pain,” tolearn how we struggle; that 

Madrid. Year 501: The Beginning of a New World 
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is why they announced that they would privilege small 
events and not multitudinary concentrations. They know 
that there are other seeds that struggle to germinate a dif-
ferent Europe and that they must multiply so that a new 
world might flourish. 

This Journey for Life is the fruit of the constellation of 
knowledges that the indigenous Zapatistas have accumu-
lated throughout 500 years of resistance against the war of 
capitalism. They continue to give us a utopian horizon that 
urges us to walk individually and collectively in the face 
of paralyzing apocalyptic discourses. This “madness”—as 
some call it—encourages all to put “a world where many 
worlds fit” to practice, turning those rejected by capitalism 
into firefly people (Didi-Huberman 2018) who, as lighthous-
es, prevent us from getting lost in the night of the crisis 
of civilization. Furthermore, in renaming us as “Unsub-
missive Land,” they dispel before our eyes the illusion of 
a developed, wealthy, and prosperous Europe, an illusion 
that conceals not only its miseries but also the resistances 
and non-conformities that rise against it. 

Thus, we see that the Journey for Life can strengthen 
the European space of organizations, allowing for the cre-
ation of spaces of recognition between our own struggles, 
for, despite the fact that we live in the same continent, we 
have realized that we do not know each other. We can say 
that these ties are already being strengthened and that 
we have come closer to the struggle of the Sami indige-
nous people in Lapland, the struggle against extractivist 
mining in Greece or Germany, the organizations against 
institutional racist violence in France, the threats of the 
exploratory drilling for lithium in Portugal, or the history 
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of the struggle of the Kurdish people. Thus, as occurred 
with the March the Colour of the Earth or the candidacy 
of Marichuy, the process is turning into an end in itself. 
That is why another coordinate that Zapatismo has given 
us is the awareness that another form of doing politics is to 
highlight the importance of every little act of organization, 
every calling, meeting or encounter leading to articulation. 
That we must not wait for great revolutionary events and, 
therefore, not think that one leader, one movement, or 
one party will transform our reality. 

When speaking of the crisis of civilization, we refer 
to the crisis of an existential and philosophical model of 
production and consumption that is marked by capitalist 
modernity. The visible symptoms are the triple crisis: cli-
mate, energy, and food (Shiva 2016). When the Zapatistas 
speak of a new world, they argue that, in the face of a 
civilizational crisis, one must rethink everything. After 
landing in Vienna, Subcomandante Moisés warned that 

[…] no one will struggle for us. […] Therefore, we must all 
together, from the countryside and the cities, defend and 
look after Mother Earth, for it is she who truly gives us life. 
It is not what many think, that what capitalism gives, what 
capitalism wants is for its money to reign. Money is power, 
therefore, for them, it is their kingdom.18 

Only from a systemic conception can one understand 
the need for a global struggle against global problems. The 

18 Source: <https://vimeo.com/608330587>, accessed on the 27th of 
September 2021. 

https://vimeo.com/608330587
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large transnational corporations promote megaprojects of 
death in Mexican territory that will not only impact the 
indigenous peoples living in these lands but also Mother 
Earth and, therefore, humanity. This is one of the main 
messages accompanying this journey against the current. 

Throughout this text, I have tried to show why the Zapa-
tistas are a civilizational compass for Slumil K’ajxemk’op 
based on three large coordinates: their everyday practice 
shows the way towards building an anticapitalist way of 
life, and their example has inspired many hearts marked 
by the Zapatistas to reproduce spaces of self-manage-
ment “according to our way, geography, and calendar”; 
Zapatista economic and political theory has dissected the 
mechanism of the capitalist hydra as a prerequisite to un-
derstand how to defend ourselves and struggle against it; 
and, finally, the Journey for Life grants continuity to the 
international call of Zapatismo on the need to change the 
suicidal course of the capitalist system, for which end a 
global effort is urgently needed. Without imposing a path, 
they propose coordinates for the creation of international 
networks with specific characteristics: autonomous, free 
of hegemonies, based on mutual support, a space to share 
stories of struggle with their ups and downs. As they said 
on the 13th of August in Madrid: “[…] we have learned that, 
in each act of dissidence, rebellion, or resistance, there is 
a clamour for life.”19

19 Source: <https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/08/17/only-
500-years-later/>, accessed on the 7th of January 2021.

https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/08/17/only-500-years-later/
https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2021/08/17/only-500-years-later/
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Squadron 421 singing the Zapatista hymn, Praia do Carril, Vigo, 22nd 
of June 2021. Photo: Lola Cubells Aguilar.
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The Al Faro Zapatista Collection is a tribute to Zapatista 
women, children, elders, otroas, and men in their more 

than 500 years of resistance and almost 28 years of 
rebellious public life. The initiative seeks to join the 

Journey for Life. We do it from what we are: social science 
workers, actived activists.

We do it because Zapatismo has been the beacon
for many of us and other inhabitants of planet Earth, the 
lighthouse in the middle of The Storm caused by what, 
in 2017, the Zapatista women named the “machista and 
patriarchal capitalist system,” fueled by racism and “cis-

heteronormativity,” as the sexual diversities in motion and 
re-existence call it.
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“I am a Zapatista seed sown in Mediterranean soil. I am not 
unique; on the contrary, I represent one of many hearts that, 
while originating from this geography known as Europe, 
have turned into rebelious seeds after being permeated by 
Zapatismo. We have made an anticolonial journey within 
our own body. We swam crosscurrent, we went to the South 
to unlearn the South, to know the men, women, and otroas 
of maize because their words spoke another world, and this 
other world allowed us to revisit our own geography, our 
own history, our own roots, and it has urged us to transform 
our own reality.” With these words, the author of this book 
invites us to re-examine the transcendence of Zapatismo 
for the struggles of Unsubmissive Europe, to the point of 
considering it a compass for civilization, indispensable to 
navigate towards a new world.
 




