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gistance

Community Art in the Zapatista
Army of National Liberation

hy create a painting that represents
Windigenous landworking women culti-
vating land, their faces covered with
balaclavas and bandanas? These paintings
embody the ideals of the
Zapatista resistance, ad-
vocating care for Moth-
er Earth. They highlight
the importance of
women in revolution-
ary processes and the
need for collective
work for the creation
of anti-capitalist econ-
omies. They speak of
a sense of community,
while at the same time
challenging the capital-
ist, racist, classist, and
heteropatriarchal sys-
tem, which includes the
individualizing art and
galleries catering to elitist consump-
tion. The work shows the emancipa-
tory potential of art, reinforced by the
phrase “Another world is possible”.
Mexico is a country with a complex history.
Even though there are at least 68 native popu-

lations, the profound racism promoted by the
state through its policies of miscegenation
has attempted to erase diversity. Just a few
decades ago, most Mexicans were unaware
of this immense ethnic
diversity. However, on 1
January 1994, in the
mountains of Chiapas,
an unusual event took
place before the eyes
of the world, when
thousands of indige-
nous Mayan commu-
nities took up arms
to voice 13 demands:
land, work, food, hous-
ing, health, education,
independence, democ-
racy, freedom, informa-
tion, culture, justice,
and peace. This pro-
cess brought to light the
emergence of the Zapatista Army of
National Liberation (EZLN), a guerrilla
movement that had been preparing
clandestinely for ten years with the objective
of redefining and constructing an alternative
history of its peoples.
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The importance of art within this political project has
been made explicit in the Zapatista communities
themselves. By “covering their faces to be seen”, the
poetic and corporeal-political power of the people was
manifested in the use of balaclavas and bandanas, as
well as the slogan “jYa basta!" (Enough is enough).

Over time, these heterogeneous communities made
up of Tzotzil, Tzeltal, Tojolabal, Chol, and Mam ethnic
groups — all with Mayan roots — have made multiple
calls to civil society to establish dialogues with actors
for whom creativity has played a fundamental role.
Now, thanks to the gradual consolidation of their
autonomy, they recognize that the struggle for the life
and salvation of humanity must start with “the arts,
the sciences, the original peoples, and the basements
of the world” .2
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Starting the struggle for life with the arts

To reaffirm the above in the struggle against racism and exclusion, recently the EZLN, as an indigenous
organization that inhabits the forests and jungles of south-east Mexico, organized on its territory the
CompArte Festival for Humanity (2016-2019). The festivals brought together thousands of people from civil
society and communities in resistance to show that it is possible to create art without hierarchies. In other
words, art in which all the content is discussed collectively to decide what to exhibit; art based on listening,
dialogue, sharing, and coexistence, where what matters is collectivity and creation by community. It is thus
diametrically opposed to the art that is produced for commercial purposes or for show as cult objects to be

displayed in museums.

The communities affirm that they focus their creative processes on the consolidation of community ties. Art is an
activity that can be practiced freely by everyone. It is not exclusive to the elites, nor does it require specialization.
In their own words, “for Zapatismo, an artist is anyone who claims their activity as art, regardless of canons, art
critics, museums, Wikipedias and other ‘specialist’ schemes that classify (i.e., exclude) human activities”.*

Exploitation and rage turned rebellion

Indigenous poems and songs often refer to painful moments of slavery. Their titles include: “El sufrim-
iento de nuestros abuelos y abuelas” (The suffering of our grandparents); “Latigo de la finca” (The whip
of the estate); “Vida esclavizada” (Enslaved life); “Se hicieron ricos por esclavizar” (They got rich by
eslaving); and “La explotacidon de antes” (Exploitation of the past). However, these songs and poems
serve as a reminder as to why the indigenous people resist and why they refuse to return to oppres-
sive conditions. Going beyond a victimizing posture, they highlight the construction of free self-deter-
mination, which is evident in texts such as “La explotacién y la rabia que se transforma en rebeldia”
(Exploitation and rage rurned rebellion) or in the song “;Quiénes somos?” (Who are we?) (2016), which

depicts their anti-capitalist struggle:

We are the original peoples of these lands, the
smallest, the most forgotten, the most humiliated

and the most despised, those born as a collective.

We are the Others! In just 22 years of resistance
and rebellion, we are building our autonomy.

We are the truth in practice, with a new system of
government where the people rule and the gov-
ernment obeys the seven principles of ruling by
obeying.

We are small, so small that we have already an-
nounced that this house is collapsing. But we are
building a new one together with all those below

and to the left. We are determined peoples, ready

to face the great storm that is approaching. This is
why we have already chosen such a great enemy to
fight; we will defeat it with resistance and rebellion.

We are men, women, children, and elders, who want
to transform the world for the good of humanity
through our small arts.

What does the life of man matter? Among us all,
children, women and the elderly, we want to save

humanity.

This is why we are here!

3N
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The creation of other worlds

The processes for the creation of art in Zapatista portray what they have achieved through their
territory are different from those in hegemonic struggle and show the progress they have made
galleries. The most important thing is the shar- in education, food, health, and economy - all
ing of experiences to unite struggles. In contrast thanks to resistance and organization, and with-
to the art that is made from within the capitalist out any help from the state. This is expressed in
system, the art of the Zapatista peoples shows the poem “Camino hacia los trece puntos” (The
the other worlds that they are creating. They Path to the thirteen points, from 2016):
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You, EZLN, started the war; you fight for thirteen
demands, but mainly for land.

Your thinking delivered you, and those from above
are annoyed by your work.

You look, you say, you walk with action; you make
demands so that we all have roofs over our heads.

Nourishing food to escape death in all nations. You
fulfil your mission; you build for the situation and
you guide with information.

You have given us virtue, to achieve the dream of
good health.

Democratically, you are just and necessary; because
of your conscience you are independent now. You ad-
vance through education, organization and building
throughout the world; keeping your firm position of
rescuing and defending the good of culture.

Thus, your word, your dignity, and your lifelong
illusion is to see your fruit live in freedom. And now
you do not plan to leave it behind, you tell your
people to fight so that they can live in peace.

And through the sea of your dreams, the world is
surprised; we are all awake.
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Resisting the hydra

The Mayan Zapatistas have made it clear from the
movement's conception: art is not merely a collection
of ornamental or folkloric objects. Its importance lies

in the strengthening of communities to discover what
unites the resistance against the common enemy: the
capitalist Hydra. Additionally, through the arts we seek
to promote the necessary organization, resistance, and
rebellion as the paths to emancipation — not only of the
Zapatista peoples, but of all the peoples of the world.

As an anti-authoritarian counterstrategy, art for these
communities is a communal celebration; a collective
re-creation lived from joyful rebellion. At the same time,
it functions as a platform for denouncing inequalities.
This is why it can be considered art against authoritar-
ianism, against the denial of otherness. In other words,
it is an affront to the power of global policies causing
the dispossession and death of oppressed peoples. It
is an anti-capitalist art, against racism, classism, and
the prevailing heteropatriarchy, manifested in the ruling
of nation-states, which stands in opposition to the Zap-
atista governance form of “ruling-obeying”, and whose
highest decision-making body is the people’s assembly
in the form of direct democracy and highly participatory
intensity.

“Rainbow of resistance and rebel-
lion” is a metaphor that express-

es the plurality of the struggles Endnotes

that shout digna rabia, dignified 1 Subcomandante Insurgente Galeano, Las
rage, from different geographies, artes, las ciencias, los pueblos originarios y los
and rebellious community art sétanos del mundo, México: Chiapas, EZLN,

is for them a powerful space to Enlace Zapatista, 2016.

show that the construction of 2 Subcomandante Insurgente Galeano, op. cit.
other worlds is possible. 3 Subcomandante Insurgente Moisés and Sub-

comandante Insurgente Galeano, Las Artes y
las Ciencias en la historia del (neo) Zapatismo,
Meéxico: Chiapas, Comité Clandestino Revolu-
cionario Indigena, Comandancia General del
EZLN, Enlace Zapatista, 2016.
4 Subcomandante Insurgente Moisés, Convo-

catoria zapatista a actividades 2016. México:
EZLN, Enlace Zapatista, 2016.
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The contributors and editors would like to thank those who are getting organized,
those who are resisting and changing the world, with or without molotovs; the
strangers in the streets who shared their dreams; the autonomous Mayan communities
of Mexico, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation and the National Indigenous
Congress-Indigenous Council of Government, for tracing the paths of resistance and
teaching us that surrender is not an option despite adversity; the rights defenders, the
activists, the farmers, indigenous peoples, workers, the urban poor, and the Filipino
masses; Inez Merel Nieuwenhuizen for learning together to dream and for embodied
experience, Kerngehause for holding the structure and friendship over all the years,
Fruchtfleisch for holding action together, the old orangotangos for taking us by the
hand and giving us tools at hand in decisive moments; the ones who make us laugh
in the face of despair, Boike Rehbein for having been there, the people that know
that change can happen anywhere, especially on the internet, the ones that explain
the most complex situations effortlessly with a meme or two; Arif Naeem and family
for grazing the ground with poetry, the protestors and supporters at Shaheen Bagh
and the seeds of the many baghs that it sowed, to Gaza and Kashmir until liberation;
thanks to the anti-fascist Kung Fu Club and those that dare to demonstrate against
“Dritter Weg” in Germany; the Kurdish Feminists, for always having the hest analysis;
the Critical Bakery for feeding us with abundant cake; God, Tuline Giilgonen and
her partner, the editors of this book, Paul, Joschka Philips, Aurélien, my parents
and everyone who is fighting for a better world; all those in my region who still dare
to work for a world free of imperialism, authoritarianism, capitalism, patriarchy,
sectarianism and settler colonialism; Kgomotso Ledwaba (KG), for being an example
of positive masculinity, team-mate, best friend and confidant; Mairanush, Anastasia,
Vadim, Vlad and Sergey for the photos, ourselves (Shvemy: Ania, Olesia, Masha and
Ton) for staying friends despite of Russian full-scale invasion, the Ukrainian army
for fighting Russian imperialist aggression, all the activists, artists and volunteers
for struggling with authoritarianism and violence; Rita, for the great enthusiasm, the
stirring friendliness, and the warm support for our project, Miklos, for spending time
and patience, helping us with translations; Veronika, Peter, Anna, Tamas, for the lively
welcoming, cheerful conversations and conviviality we shared; the philosopher Ernst
Tugendhat for his warmhearted friendship, for showing me the importance of radical
thinking and for his infinite willingness to explain to me that the fight for the real
fulfillment of human rights must go hand in hand with what he called “intellectual
honesty” - rest in peace, dear friend; the people in Bosnia, in Sarajevo near the train
station, in Velika Kladusa, especially Pixi and the medical team, thank you to people
in Bihac and along the route, to Transhalkan Solidarity, to Infokolpa and Second Home
in Slovenia, to people on the move ... thank you; thanks and love to my sisters and
family, close friends who have been there discussing and sharing experiences, artists
Mahmood Jrere, Haya Zaatry and Dirar Kalash for their powerful work, and last, but not
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least, to every Palestinian looking at the stars in times of darkness; to the protestors
on the ground, without whom there would be no resistance movements for us to write
about and build upon; to Aurel Eschmann for his comments on our earlier draft; to all
who inspire, build and enlighten other worlds; to the people of Chile — who continue
to face untold violence from a state clinging onto the legacy of its dictatorship, may
your fight for a democracy without chains be realized within our lifetimes, to Las Tesis,
Mil Agujas por la Dignidad, and all of the artists that took to the streets during the
2019 Estallido Social, and to Sharad Sharma and my fellow collaborators in this book,
whose commitment to a better world can never be defeated; to Lucia Cavalchini and
Hafid Velasco; to the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, Argentina, for their courage during
the dictatorship and throughout their lives, who encourage us by saying that if they
were not afraid, we should not be afraid now, to the marea verde (green tide) for what
they achieved and for being ready to defend our right to decide when once again it is
being threatened, to the panuelos (scarves) of the women’s struggles that still shelter
us in the inclemency of these times; to all the feminist-, queer- activists and human
rights defenders who are staying in Russia and continue their resistance against the
regime risking their safety and freedom every day, and to all who had to flee because
of governmental violence, oppression and discrimination but continue their activism
from abroad, supporting those who decided to stay or aren’t able to leave - a lot has
changed drastically in our country while this book have been waiting for its release,
many people who took part in the initiatives mentioned in this book face repression
and had to flee: we wish you/us strength and courage to survive these dark times, to
be able protect vulnerable communities, our loved ones and ourselves, to he able to
defend justice, to resist; to all the community organizers, social leaders and activists
from Latin American and beyond, committed to the flourishment of dignity and
emancipation, our work and struggles are the living legacy of those of them that are
not longer among us but whose vital spark continues to inspire us; to the workers of
the detergent factory DITA in Tuzla, whose factory occupation paved the way for new
political organization for future generations; to the indigenous peoples of Ecuador, who
are the spearhead of the dignity of the country and the peoples of the world; to the
Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung for financing such a unique project, to all those who gave
support, critique and inspiration, to Borries for the talks and to Nico for the creativity;
to all the walkers that create desire paths, to all the weeds that grow where they
shouldn’t and also to my mum and my dad for trusting me when walking through life
without the big plan; to Jan-David for the support, to our translators and copy-editors,
to all those who shared their ideas and experiences with us, to all the contributors and
co-editors for putting so much effort and love into this, to our friends.

Support your global Antifa!
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Authoritarianism operates at a visceral
level rather than relying on arguments.
How can we counter authoritarian affects?

This book brings together 50 first-hand

accounts from anti-authoritarian movements,

activists, artists, and scholars from around the

world, focusing on the sensuous dimension of their

strategies. From the collective art of feminist movements

in India, Iran, Mexico, and Poland, to sewing collectives, subversive
internet aesthetics in Hong Kong, and anti-authoritarian board
games, the contributions in this volume open up new perspectives on
moments of resistance, subversion, and creation.

At a time when authoritarian ideologies are on the rise, democratic
rights under attack, and emancipatory horizons seem foreclosed,
this book argues for an anti-fascism that goes beyond the defence of
what is, proposing paths by which we can radieally reclaim the future
and build real, lived utopias.
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