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I. Abstract 
 

 This study focuses on reactions of the Mexican intellectual field to the Zapatista 

indigenous uprising, in 1994. In the context of democratic transition and modernization 

reforms that marked the Salinas administration, mainstream cultural magazines took part 

on the discussion about what that movement meant, which were their objectives, and what 

would be the impact over national politics. Being traditionally engaged in political 

debates since the 1970s, this cultural press circulated perspectives and interpretations that 

can be explored for a deeper understanding on how Mexican intellectuals conceived their 

present. Magazines such Nexos, Vuelta, and Cuadernos Americanos brought reactions 

and attempts to put that indigenous movement in a broader political context that 

encompassed many factors. My objective is to discuss some themes and discourses that 

surfaced at that moment, and to contextualize them in the relations that the Mexican 

intellectual field had with different political conceptions established by then in Mexico. 

The conclusions point to many commonalities and some differences that should be 

explained in light of that particular political context but also of the previous political 

positions sustained by these intellectuals. This research is part of the Dual Degree 

Program maintained between Rice University and UNICAMP. This text presents the third 

and last chapter of the final dissertation, introduced by a summary of the major findings 

that support the investigation and discussion proposed here. 

Keywords: Zapatismo – Cultural Magazines – Mexican Democratic Transition – 

Intellectuals 
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II. Summary of Dissertation 
 

 I use the introduction to the dissertation to present a few important moments of 

the Mexican political history from the 1970s to the 1990s. The moment of crisis in early-

1980s is one central context that help me to explain the ascension of a neoliberal 

perspective inside and outside the PRI system in a broad context under the impact of 

globalizing pressures over the Mexican State. In fact, by taking on the bibliography about 

the Salinismo, I define what is understood generally as a neoliberal project in Mexico: 

austerity measures, constitutional reforms, and State withdrawal based on discourses of 

efficiency and modernization (See Clavijo and Valdivieso 2000). This project was 

conceived and implemented by different political and economic actors in Mexico, 

connected both to opposition parties and to the PRI, which had an ever-growing group 

with different economic conceptions than those that traditionally supported the Mexican 

interventionist economy (See Babb 2001). 

This topic is central to the chapter because it helps me explain that Salinas and his 

groups of technocrats weren’t unanimous inside the PRI. They represented a different 

perspective on many issues that diverged from traditional revolutionary concepts of the 

party but gained space by the end of the 1970s and grew even more powerful after the 

context of crisis in the 1980s. Beyond the party sphere, their ideas resonated with interests 

from social elite sectors that were using the democratization process to establish political 

presence in opposition parties, mainly the PAN (See Rousseau 2001). To conclude this 

introductory section, I present some methodological bases around the intellectual history 

as a terminology that will guide my analysis through the investigation. The idea of a 

shared political and intellectual vocabulary helps me understand how ideas, notions, 

discourses, and concepts were created and circulated within the Mexican intellectual field 

(See Pocock 2003). I also dedicate some pages to the history of the publications that will 
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be analyzed in this study: Revista de la Universidad de México, Cuadernos Americanos, 

Nexos, and Vuelta. 

 In the first chapter my objective is to approach the cultural magazines to 

understand how they defined concepts such as globalization, neoliberalism, 

modernization, and democracy. I perceived a clear difference between the perspectives 

about globalization and neoliberalism in Vuelta and Nexos, on one side, and Cuadernos 

and Revista de la Universidad, the latter being much more opened to critical ideas of the 

globalizing process or seeking, at least, other definitions that didn’t connected necessarily 

the idea of globalization with the concept of neoliberalism. Nexos and Vuelta, on the other 

hand, promoted the idea of an inevitable neoliberal future for Mexico based on the 

assumption that a globalized world couldn’t be avoided. This inevitability conception 

springs out of “globalization” and “neoliberalism” to permeate their discourses of 

“modernization” and “democracy”, in an effort to link and validate the project behind the 

Salinas administration with the idea of a future democratic and modernized Mexico.1 

In the last section of the chapter, I analyze a controversy between former president 

Carlos Salinas and intellectual Jorge Castañeda, that took place in the pages of Nexos 

between April and August 1999. Their heated discussion provided me a good look on 

some discursive operations around the concepts already discussed in the chapter and 

reinforced the importance that the inevitability idea played on the validation of the 

neoliberal project. To conclude, this debate also helped me argue for the importance of 

the cultural magazines to be understood as political actors themselves. These publications 

were able to editorially guide and support the Mexican intellectual field and I advocate 

for the importance of considering the work from many subjects that remain 

 
1 A version of these arguments and ideas are published on: https://doi.org/10.18234/secuencia.v0i109.1797 
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underestimated in intellectual history because they act on the backstage of these 

publications.2 

 In chapter 2, I seek to develop these conclusions by exploring the relations 

between past and present in the cultural magazines. Many of these intellectuals were 

academics and I sought to understand how their historical and anthropological works 

connected with political discourses about that Mexican context. In this sense, I studied 

closely books and texts by Enrique Krauze, Héctor Aguilar Camín, and Enrique 

Florescano to discuss how they used their positions on the Mexican intellectual field, in 

a context when neoliberalism was affecting the cultural field, to explore their relations 

with the Salinas administration and its modernization project.3 In the last section of the 

chapter, I used works by Roger Bartra, Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, and Bolívar Echeverría 

to develop an argument about how they conceived modernity and different possibilities 

for Mexico’s development. By tracking their discussions around concepts like official 

history, revisionism, national identity, democracy, utopic projects, plurality, truth, and 

others, I was able to trace different attitudes by these intellectuals regarding the Mexican 

future and the perspective for a process that could transform the present. 

  

 
2 This section of the dissertation is also published as chapter on this book: 
http://librosffyl.bdigital.uncu.edu.ar/16767 and previously was a journal article on: 
https://periodicos.ufpel.edu.br/ojs2/index.php/cadernodeletras/article/view/20158 
3  This was published on: https://doi.org/10.46752/anphlac.29.2020.3912 
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III. Introduction 
 

 Drawing on the conclusions from previous chapters, I intend to explore now how 

these intellectuals reacted to the Zapatista uprising in southeastern state of Chiapas, in 

early 1994. As discussed, globalization and modernization were promises for the Mexican 

elite of a path to a first world Mexico, or at least to a modern economy capable of 

integrating the international market with the signing of NAFTA. The news of a guerrilla 

movement in southeastern Mexico stroke the Mexican public opinion showing that many 

of the country’s contradictions were not solved and also that the politics of modernization 

implemented by the Salinas administration were part of the problem for a large part of 

the Mexican population. The daily press immediately took up on an intense coverage of 

the events and conflicts that lasted 12 days before the Mexican government declared a 

unilateral ceasefire and negotiation efforts received all attention from journalists. 

 Cultural magazines, within their particular temporality, were able to resonate 

those events a month later, in their February editions. But that lag didn’t mean that they 

weren’t part of the discussion and debate that flooded the Mexican press not only 

throughout 1994 but also through the upcoming years since the negotiation and solution 

of the Zapatista uprising weren’t to be successful in a short period. In fact, to this day we 

can’t say that Zapatistas and Mexican government have reached an agreement. But the 

EZLN and subcomandante Marcos remain as important symbols of indigenous resistance 

and struggles against the neoliberal order that were swiping through Mexico and many 

other countries during the 1980s and the 1990s. 

 In the first part of this chapter, I will focus on works about the EZLN and the 

Zapatistas to outline some characteristics of their ideology and political practice, as well 

as the relation the uprising have with the Mexican democratic transition. Leaning first on 

Marxist struggle ideas and then on indigenous experience, the Zapatistas leaders came up 
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with an original yet relatable form of conceiving politics, culture, and paths of protesting 

injustice, inequality, discrimination, and subjugation. Many of their ideas and actions 

were very popular because they were able to pose questions in different and unexpected 

ways. Approaching these issues in previous works about the Zapatismo, I want to argue 

that their perception on the problems within that globalization context in Mexico were 

very innovative and challenged the ordinary views created and reproduced by many 

intellectuals. In fact, the importance of Zapatismo as a set of political ideas framing 

political performance should be highlighted if we want to understand how intellectuals 

responded and discussed the uprising: they didn’t or barely conceived Zapatismo as much 

more then armed rebellion, neglecting the symbolic power behind their actions. Also, I 

hope to show that the democratic transition process was deepened in those years of 

Zapatismo activism. This point will help me on arguing afterwards about how the Chiapas 

guerrilla movement was captured and used by Mexican political and intellectual elites to 

promote the transition to democracy within their specific interests. 

 This chapter is also centered in the idea that the specific responses of the Mexican 

intellectual field to the Zapatismo were defined by its previous interests and its political 

relations in the context of neoliberal modernization, many of them explored in chapters 1 

and 2. One of the conclusions of the second chapter is that Vuelta and Nexos can’t be seen 

only as rivals, competing for the leadership of the Mexican cultural and intellectual field. 

They had also very akin conceptions of history and political uses of the past. Taking this 

into consideration, in the second part of this chapter, I focus on texts and articles published 

in these magazines, in 1994, to explore their first reactions of the uprising. I hope to 

answer questions like: what themes and topics were most common in these intellectuals’ 

readings of the Zapatismo? Which interests emerged in their responses? And ultimately, 

how they used these themes to promote their own interpretation on the matter and on the 
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Mexican democratic transition? I will argue that the intellectuals behind these magazines 

must be seen in much more entangled connections about their ideological views and 

discourses on politics, their interpretation of Mexican society, and their understanding of 

that present. 

 In order to draw some conclusions, the last section of the chapter will be dedicated 

to analyzing Leopoldo Zea’s views and interpretations on the matter. Zea was a 

philosopher and intellectual famous for his approach to Latin American culture and 

thinking, defending that a specific kind of philosophy developed in Latin America and its 

intelligentsia. He is also known for his work as director of Cuadernos Americanos 

between 1987 and 2004, a cultural and academic magazine connected to many studies 

centers not only in Mexico, but in the Americas and Europe, renowned for its Marxist and 

leftist views on the Latin American and Third World politics and culture. Many of Zea’s 

writings that came to be books later were first published in Cuadernos, as it is the case of 

a few texts in which he addresses the Zapatista movement in Chiapas. His interpretations 

about the EZLN and its goals will shed some light on how little the Mexican intellectuals 

were prone to see the Zapatistas and their program as valid and viable in that transition 

and modernization context. I will, then, be able to outline some conclusions about the 

Mexican intellectual field and its openings for new subjects that arose in the Mexican 

political and cultural scenario at that moment. 

 

IV. Zapatismo: A New Take on Politics and on the Mexican Democratic Transition 
 

 The Salinista project and neoliberal reforms that were practiced in Mexico in the 

1980s and 1990s were part of a larger context of globalizing relations in Mexican politics, 

economics, society, and culture. Since at least 1985, when a powerful earthquake shook 
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Mexico City and left hundreds of buildings ruined or collapsed, and around 5,000 fatal 

victims, urban popular movements gained visibility as a form of organized community 

response to the tragedy when political authorities failed to provide effective measures to 

aid those in need. These groups were one kind among new other political subjects that 

were to gain evidence in that context of transformation through the last decades of the 

twentieth century in Mexico. New, or previously ignored, identities and groups found its 

way to the public sphere when discussed or took under consideration by intellectuals in 

the cultural press: women, religious groups, emigrants, human rights groups, urban 

subcultures, racial and social minorities, maquiladoras’ workers in the north, Narco 

culture, and so on. 

 My initial goal was to analyze and discuss how these many groups and new forms 

of identities were seen in the pages of mainstream cultural magazines. But instead, by 

focusing only on the Zapatistas and indigenous collective action will allow me to fully 

grasp on one singular moment of Mexican history and to explore deeply the implications 

of the intellectual response to it at that moment of globalizing reforms and changing 

political relations. Indigenous activism was also part of this context as concerns over 

Mexico’s multicultural identity grew in the last quarter of the century and academics 

began to criticize the politics of indigenismo and mestizaje. The rise of an armed 

movement in Chiapas, in the first days of 1994, may have taken many by surprise, but the 

Zapatista group was the result of political and religious articulation in that Mexican state 

since the 1970s. So, even though peasant mobilization and indigenous struggle became a 

major subject on Mexican public opinion during the middle-1990s, it was a local and 

regional concern much early. 

 The Agrarian Reform institutionalized by the Article 27 of the 1917 Mexican 

Constitution was a powerful legal mechanism for peasant organizations to claim rights 
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over land possession and represented a way for the State to coopt them into corporatist 

relations throughout the twentieth century. During the 1970s, the ejidos, tracts of land 

granted through the agrarian law, were seem as low productivity rural properties because 

government prevented commercial competition with foreign produce. When austerity 

measures began to take place during the De La Madrid administration (1982-1988) and 

liberalizing reforms consolidated during the Salinas administration (1988-1994), rural 

workers and indigenous communities lost State protection and subsidies that allowed 

them to maintain their traditional lifestyle. The 1991 reform of the Article 27 ended state 

obligations to distribute land and opened the possibility for commercialization of rural 

properties (Sheppard 2016, 184-188). 

 In this context, indigenous collective action became more evident throughout 

Mexico as independent peasant organizations and political parties organized 

demonstrations against these reforms. Another reform, this time on the Article 4 of the 

Mexican Constitution, took place in 1992. It stated Mexico as a pluricultural nation and 

emphasized the importance of cultural protection for indigenous peoples, their language, 

and their traditions. Although this legislation didn’t effectively mean the end of 

assimilation oriented indigenismo, Historian Randall Sheppard sees these reforms as key 

moments of a shifting relation between these rural workers and the State: in the past as 

peasants and now as indigenous groups, they were trying to participate in a national 

political entity that could support their existence as a specific social group with specific 

traditions (Sheppard 2016, 191-195). 

 The ascension of the Zapatistas in Chiapas started around the early-1980s and 

these reforms, perceived in indigenous communities’ everyday life as threats to their 

livelihoods, were moments of radicalization of the group, making the guerrilla-style 

armed struggle a stronger possibility each new day of increasing difficulties and 
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impoverishment imposed by the neoliberal project of the government. But Zapatismo is 

much more than armed reaction to economic and political changes. During its 

organizational period, close to the indigenous realities and experiences, the Zapatista 

movement developed a unique political philosophy and practice that represented their 

views and conceptions about democracy, justice, dignity, indigenous culture, and 

identities that were able to provide challenging notions on how to build a more just and 

equal world.  Indeed, attesting the importance of Zapatismo as an ideological movement, 

Sheppard emphasizes that their political understandings was very successful in subverting 

the historic symbols (such as Emiliano Zapata) and discourses that were conceived by the 

PRI to assert indigenous integration into national mestizaje and identity dissolution: 

 
The Zapatistas further rejected the assimilation of local and distinct identities 
and demands into a hegemonic national state or culture by harnessing myths and 
symbols that had been crafted, diffused, and nurtured by the state for that very 
purpose. From the mountains of the Mexican southeast, the EZLN in this manner 
articulated a vision of democracy different from that guiding the reformists of 
the Salinas administration and that challenged economic rationalist visions of 
modernity (Sheppard 2016, 203). 
 

 Also drawing on that attempt to reclaim Zapata as a symbol for indigenous fight 

over rights and recognition, historian Júlia Cruz (2016) argues about Zapatismo as a 

specific political culture built over ideas and conceptions that go much further than land 

possession or armed action. The author states that one of the main references brought by 

the EZLN from Mexican Revolution history was the search for valorization of indigenous 

culture imbued in Zapata’s fight. Cruz also claims that when Zapatismo was developing 

in the 1980s, their previous ideas for political struggle inspired by handbook Marxism-

Leninism were combined and transformed by indigenous ways of conceiving the world. 

This resulted in a set of ideological principles such as seeing land and agriculture as 

indigenous cultural expressions that reproduces the traditional knowledge developed 

through centuries of communal work by each group. Another important Zapatista notion 

is precisely the idea highlighted by Sheppard in the passage above: they promoted and 
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popularized the understanding that mestizaje and indigenista politics were forms of 

cultural erasure; therefore, democracy, in that bourgeois and liberal format they lived 

under, was a way of reproducing the homogenization and assimilation threats that 

indigenous people were submitted to since the colonization era. 

 Another important work on the Zapatismo and its political ideas is the book 

Zapatistas: Rebellion from the Grassroots to the Global, by anthropologist Alex 

Khasnabish, first published in 2010. The author focuses on analyzing the manifests and 

communiqués made by the EZLN since the Primera Declaración de la Selva Lacandona, 

in 1994 and follows the subsequent declarations and political acts of the group up to 2008. 

Khasnabish emphasizes that EZLN is not an equivalent for Zapatismo. The EZLN is an 

army subordinated to the civil Zapatista communities. Also, even though I am using the 

term “ideology” to refer to their political thinking, the author states that Zapatismo should 

be seen as a broader set of notions and ideas that are not described by the Zapatistas as an 

ideology because it does not have a rigid program or rules (Khasnabish 2010, 83). One of 

his arguments is that EZLN did show some traditional characteristics of a Latin American 

guerrilla, but also diverged from that model in many other ways, including its conceptions 

on politics and social struggle. As Khasnabish points out, the origins of the Zapatismo as 

a unique political philosophy and practice rest in the defeat that Marxist and urban 

guerrilla ideology suffered when confronted with the indigenous realities and experiences 

(2010, 73). As I will argue later, these are understandings that mainstream Mexican 

intellectuals couldn’t, or wouldn’t, fully grasp when criticizing the movement in the 

1990s. 

 From that inception process, many principles followed not as doctrine, but as 

guiding ideas that fluidly express their goals but not the methods to achieve them. In fact, 

this is one of their distinctive traits in relation to Latin American revolutionary 
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movements of the 1960s and 1970s: the Zapatistas don’t claim leadership or pretend to 

have all the answers and solutions for their present contradictions and problems. These 

are to be discussed and built among all the subjects and groups that would engage in the 

process of fighting for a different world under some basic principles like democracy, 

freedom, and justice. Although these concepts seen to be generic and bound to encompass 

myriad meanings to the point where they lose significance, Zapatismo relies on them to 

express their unconventional, innovative, and creative ways of political thinking and 

performing. For example, they tie their idea of “democracy” to direct participation and 

collective decision making oriented by the notion of autonomy of each group, but also by 

the perception of interdependence and interconnectivity that are necessary conditions for 

human groups sharing natural (physical) and political (symbolic) spaces. The same goes 

for “justice”: in the Zapatista conception, a fair and just society would be anchored in 

practices that value diversity, understanding that respect and dignity are drawn from equal 

relations between different subjects or groups. In that sense, difference is an essential 

condition of human existence and to have “freedom” is to be able to live and experience 

that diversity as a core value regarding forms of political and social engagement. All these 

notions and ideas come together to explain why the Zapatistas refused the idea of seizing 

power or joining traditional political systems. What Mexican intellectuals perceived as 

lack of program or ideological project, was indeed a critique to power relations and 

current forms of political organization that became mechanisms of repression and 

exclusion, which would be reproduced by the imposition of a pre-conceived revolutionary 

program in a national scale (Khasnabish 2010, 81-95). 

 In Popular Movements in Autocracies (2012), political scientist Guillermo Trejo 

takes on an extensive analysis about indigenous political acts since the 1970s in Mexico, 

trying to understand the conditions that led to different attitudes like peaceful political 
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mobilization, armed struggle, and using ethnicity as a frame for their claims. His 

objectives are broader than the Zapatistas themselves, but the Chiapas movement is 

certainly a key point in his study. Trejo proposes a new approach for indigenous collective 

action in Mexico noting that traditional explanations rely on assumptions like NAFTA 

and neoliberal reforms were the trigger for mobilization or that the transition to 

democracy opened political spaces for indigenous groups. Emphasizing that indigenous 

demonstrations and protests are evident since at least 1975, and that main electoral 

reforms took place after 1994, the author seeks other factors that impacted and made 

indigenous political engagement possible throughout the last quarter of the twentieth 

century (Trejo 2012, 4-15). 

Trejo conclusions point to the importance of the breakdown of political and 

religious monopolies in this period by electoral competition and protestant evangelization 

in rural Mexico. The author argues that independent peasant unions and opposition parties 

gained force since the first political reforms, in 1977. On an effort to recruit and attract 

vote in rural communities, new leaders were sought by these organizations which led 

indigenous individuals to politically evident positions, although subsequent cooptation 

by the State was also a demobilizing factor here (Trejo 2012, 113-130). A similar process 

is described by Trejo as result of the increasing presence of American evangelists since 

the 1970s in these communities. In order to compete and avoid losing even more souls to 

protestant church, Catholics had to make changes in their pastoral structure, 

decentralizing evangelization and allowing preeminent religious leaders from indigenous 

communities to ascend as subjects in associational networks built around religious 

organizations (Trejo 2012, 90-102). 

According to Trejo’s findings, communities where electoral and religious 

competition were acute experienced intense political mobilization in peaceful acts, higher 
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chances of EZLN recruitment to armed struggle, and more frequent claims based on 

cultural traits and indigenous identities. This politization of ethnicity developed 

significantly after 1995, when the Tercera Declaración de la Selva Lacandona emphasized 

the ethnic bases of Zapatismo over peasantry as principles of the movement. The author 

finds an interesting connection between neoliberal reforms and this radicalization in 

ethnic terms, arguing that the State, by denying these groups’ demands as peasants, led 

them to seek legitimization in ethnicity, including international legislation favoring 

indigenous rights such as the International Labour Organization. In that sense, it is not 

democratic transition or neoliberal reforms (although being radicalization factors) that 

explain indigenous mobilization, but the authoritarian Mexican State and its loosing grasp 

over communities in a context of growing social unrest (Trejo 2012, 203-223). 

Regarding the democratic transition context of the 1990s, Trejo states that 

electoral reforms in 1994 and 1996 were a direct response from political elites to the 

threats of a larger insurgency represented by EZLN and its expanding ethnicity claims. 

State elections in Chiapas, in 1994, gave the victory to the PRI candidate, but the results 

were contested by the Zapatistas. The author explains that by establishing parallel 

governments in Chiapas as a response to this fraud allegation, the EZLN showed that their 

efforts would center on debunking liberal democracy and that they would capitalize on 

these moments that allowed questioning of its legitimacy. The Mexican political elites 

that were controlling the transition process conceded then even more mechanisms to 

guarantee clean and transparent elections, that took form in those electoral reforms, to 

delegitimize the challenges that Zapatistas were posing to local and state elections. Trejo 

emphasizes, then, that it was not the transition context that allowed broader indigenous 

mobilization, but in fact, the menace that Zapatismo represented to liberal democracy that 
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led the PRI and political elites to employ greater efforts to have fair and uncontested 

elections (Trejo 2012, 233-248). 

Still in this topic about the democratic transition, another work is essential: The 

Zapatista Movement and Mexico’s Democratic Transition (2018), by political scientist 

María Inclán. In this study, the author is concerned about social movements in contexts 

of transition to democracy, especially protracted transitions such as the Mexican one. She 

seeks to examine theoretical literature on democratic transition processes and debunk 

some common assumptions like the idea that previously excluded social actors will find 

easier paths to participate politically in a system transitioning to democracy. The Mexican 

transition and the Zapatista movement come as possibilities for testing and confronting 

theoretical thesis with historical data. Using the metaphor of parallel sliding doors to 

explain how social movements find its way into the national political scenario, Inclán 

explains that opened doors for social mobilization don’t necessarily mean that the doors 

for the movement’s success will be opened too. Reflecting on the Zapatista case, however, 

the author considers that these movements trapped between the sliding doors of 

mobilization and their goal’s achievement, may find adjacent doors that represent their 

survival as social and political actors, although they weren’t successful in their initial 

objectives (Inclán 2018, 2-7). 

The main contribution of Inclán’s work to my study is the elements and factors 

she points out as explanations for the Zapatista relative failure in consolidating their initial 

objectives. According to her perspective, the peace talks between Zapatistas and Mexican 

government occurred parallel to the negotiations in the national legislative for the 

democratic transition, but they never intersected. In that scenario, Zapatistas failed to 

become influent political actors and take part in the broader context of the transition. In 

fact, Inclán argues that the transition process in Mexico was being conducted by political 
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elites very little concerned with social movements’ demands and broader popular claims 

for political participation. By keeping the transition only as electoral reforms, these elites 

prevented social changes and significative institutional transformations that would create 

an effective and inclusive democratic system. The Zapatistas were ultimately ignored or 

disregarded in this negotiation as elites also kept a tight control over the democratic 

system in its liberal format, making sure the transitional process would mean a 

rearrangement between themselves (Inclán 2018, 82-95). 

To conclude this section, it is important to summarize a few arguments from these 

works about Zapatismo and the Mexican democratic transition. As pointed out by 

Sheppard (2016) and Cruz (2016), Zapatistas were engaged in symbolic battles over the 

meanings of indigenous identities, historic characters, and national programs directed to 

indigenous population. Zapatismo and their struggle are more than a desperate reaction 

to the end of agrarian reform, it seeks to promote indigenous pride and claims social 

recognition for these groups. It embodies the idea that land is not only soil for agriculture, 

but also part of a community identity and its cultural expression. Also, as Khasnabish 

(2010) noted, although the Zapatistas don’t have a pre-conceived political project, it 

doesn’t mean that their ideology and political conceptions are unsophisticated. In fact, 

their take on concepts such as democracy, justice, freedom, dignity, diversity, and so on, 

is the basis for what the author emphasized as innovative and unconventional ways for 

political practice, which is precisely what differentiates them from traditional Latin 

American guerrilla movements. 

In Mexican cultural magazines of that period, many of these Zapatista traits are 

absent, and simplistic interpretations of the movement dominate the intellectual 

discussion. My intention is to explore why this happens and the conclusions about the 

Mexican democratic transition presented here will help. Trejo (2012) explains that 
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indigenous mobilization had significant political presence since the 1970s and that 

different processes allowed these subjects to rise and radicalize even more in the 1990s. 

The EZLN, being successful in organize an armed struggle in Chiapas, set not only a 

threat to local and state authorities, but also to the PRI regime and its control over the 

Mexican political system. In that sense, electoral reforms were a concession from political 

elites that were trying to avoid a larger insurrection and to delegitimize Zapatismo in its 

refusal to participate in liberal democracy. Inclán (2018) also sees a relation between the 

dominance of political elites over the transition process and the failure of Zapatismo to 

establish as a valid and influent political group in Mexico. According to her findings, the 

protracted Mexican transition didn’t provide means for deep social and institutional 

change, making electoral reforms a way to keep democracy as a system of limited popular 

representation, and being able to neglect social demands in the process. In the next 

section, I will discuss how mainstream intellectuals’ response to Zapatismo was a way to 

combine the interests implied by this elite-oriented transition process and the critique 

posed to the PRI by the Chiapas movement. 

 

V. The Intellectual Response to Zapatismo 
 

Now I intend to understand how this transition context impacted the intellectual 

response to Zapatismo. In this complex scenario, where indigenous political actors were 

taking arms and making their case against the system, other political groups or social 

sectors could have used their visibility to capitalize against a common enemy: the PRI 

regime. I will propose that Zapatismo was welcomed by Mexican intellectuals as a way 

to undermine the PRI hegemony, after what they dismissed their objectives that intended 

a deeper transformation on the political system. This operation captured indigenous 
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claims and subjected them to the interests of political elites that were directing the 

transition process, simplifying and minimizing the Zapatista social significance and their 

potential for political change. 

I will analyze articles published in Vuelta and Nexos, during the first months of 

1994, specifically from February to April. I chose this temporal bracket because a 

significative number of texts came out in special editions of these publications dedicated 

to the Chiapas movement between these months. Focusing on these first reactions and 

comments, I will be able to not only assess the commonalities and differences in these 

intellectuals’ discourses, but also to understand how they conceptualized that unique 

moment in the transition context. One other objective is to deepen the analysis I’ve been 

doing in the previous chapters about the political views of Vuelta and Nexos, as 

intellectual groups commonly seen as rivals. Their approach to the Zapatista movement 

can help define their positions as part of the Mexican intellectual field and its relations 

with political projects seeking validation in Mexico. 

 

1. Vuelta: Liberal Democracy, the Latin American Left, and the (absent) Zapatista 
Project 

 

In February 1994, Vuelta number 207 published a “suplemento extraordinario”, 

entitled “Chiapas: días de prueba”, that brought texts by Octavio Paz, Alejandro Rossi, 

and Enrique Krauze about the EZLN uprising in Chiapas. The armed rebellion outbreak 

on January 1st meant that their editions for that month wouldn’t be able to resonate the 

events, since they were already in press, but the first takes of Paz and Krauze were 

published in daily newspapers and were reprinted in this edition. This February 

supplement, alongside with those texts, brought short excerpts from analyses published 

by many other intellectuals in the Mexican daily press during the previous month, 
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revealing the broad dimension of the movement that was compromising the hopes of 

political and economic stability under the neoliberal reforms of the Salinas 

administration. 

“Chiapas, ¿nudo ciego o tabla de salvación?”, Paz’s contribution that opens the 

supplement, is the republication of two of his articles that first came out in La Jornada, 

in January 18th and 21st, followed by a third piece, dated on February 5th, written as a 

conclusion of the first two. The general understanding of the three texts is that of a 

concern about the political instability that an armed rebellion can cause in Mexico. By 

criticizing the EZLN comandantes as “ideólogos militantes” that were, in his opinion, 

manipulating poor indigenous communities, Paz explains his fears for the rise in Mexico 

of a guerrilla movement and the reappearance of revolutionary ideologies akin to those 

of the Latin American left. Accepting that the movement presented legitimate claims from 

the indigenous populations of Mexico, Paz’s texts emphasize an ample defense of 

democracy, in that liberal conception “sin adjectivos” of Vuelta, as the solution of the 

conflict in Chiapas and claims for a reassurance that the democratic transition process 

wouldn’t be halted (Paz 1994a, c-h). It is remarkable how Paz approaches the 

unprecedented Zapatista uprising through an ordinary and well-established repertoire in 

Vuelta: the critique of the political left and the promotion of liberal democracy. 

Alejandro Rossi’s text (1994, i), “Cinco Observaciones”, is a brief participation 

in the debate on the topic of Zapatismo. The author states that a guerrilla movement is an 

opening to terrorism, criticizing it as a leftist ideology that would be promoting itself at 

the expense of the indigenous people’s genuine demands. Rossi also comments that the 

uprising isn’t to be seen as a threat to the recently instated NAFTA. Although making 

short remarks, we can observe that Rossi explores those same themes that come up in 

Paz’s articles: the criticism of the left and the violence of the guerrilla. The author also 
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brings an important topic in that context of liberalizing market reforms, commenting on 

the possible impact of the Zapatista movement on NAFTA, the free trade agreement that 

was always considered in the pages of Vuelta to be the main achievement of the Salinas’ 

modernization reforms. 

Enrique Krauze, in “Procurando entender”, uses the same strategy as Paz by 

republishing two articles, first published in the newspaper Reforma on January 6th and 

22nd, but in this case preceded by a text that functions as an introduction to the other two. 

Krauze makes an analysis that recognizes, from the beginning, the legitimacy of the 

indigenous groups’ claims, seeing them as victims of inequality and racism promoted by 

the Mexican political system. The author also denounces what he perceives as a leftist 

strategy in the use of liberation theology as manipulation over Chiapas indigenous 

population. Krauze questions the leadership of the EZLN comandantes, stating that they 

are not from Chiapas, but come from urban and leftist groups linked to universities and 

with experiences in other Latin American guerrilla movements. The liberal democracy is 

also extensively explored by the author in his texts, highlighting that vote and free 

elections would be the path for “peaceful options”, criticizing the Zapatista movement as 

violent and undemocratic. Krauze argues for the importance of a clear electoral process 

that year, when the presidential election would take place, so that a “national 

reconciliation” would be possible (Krauze 1994, j-m). 

Krauze’s text repeats and extends the points already made in Paz and Rossi’s 

contributions. But in March, Vuelta number 208 published another two pieces by Paz 

(1994b, 55-57), both dated on late February, that advance even further those first reactions 

and bring some new topics on the debate. In the first piece, after stating the already 

recurrent importance of the “legitimate demands” related to the indigenous situation of 

misery and poverty, the author proceeds to defend the constitutional reform made by 
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Salinas administration on the Article 27, declaring that a return to the original text to 

accommodate the EZLN demands would mean tragic consequences for the modernization 

project in progress. He also sees the reform on Article 4 as positive, but he doesn’t accept 

that it incurs in demands for autonomy, seeing in this case a threat to national unity. Paz 

ends up emphasizing once again the democratic system and “clean and undisputable 

elections” as the only way to solve the confrontation in Chiapas, and sees the possibilities 

for agreements between government and Zapatistas as beneficial because he hopes that it 

may result in electoral reforms: “¿Soy demasiado crédulo si digo que el alba de la 

democracia mexicana despunta en el horizonte?” (Paz 1994b, 56). 

In the second piece published in March, Paz (1994b, 56-57) condemns the 

violence of the uprising and the instability it caused for many indigenous communities, 

leading thousands to leave the area as refugees. The author then starts a harsh critique to 

the Zapatistas, arguing that it can’t be seen as a revolutionary movement due to its limited 

geographical area of action and because their “doctrine or ideology” don’t propose any 

changes to social and economic system: 

 
Sus demandas, muchas de ellas justificadas, se dirigen a enmendar abusos e 
injusticias tradicionales en contra de las comunidades indígenas y a pedir la 
instauración de una democracia auténtica. Esto último es una aspiración tan vieja 
como la Revolución de 1910 (Paz 1994b, 56). 
 

This excerpt is especially significative because it shows Paz both criticizing the PRI 

system for “traditional abuses against indigenous communities” and minimizing the 

Zapatista ideology as merely reaction to constantly dire conditions of livelihood, seeing 

their demands for an authentic democracy in generalizing and simplistic terms. He 

concludes this text emphasizing how the Zapatistas use rhetoric and ritualization to 

manipulate public opinion and the media, pointing out communicational abilities 

employed by them, mainly by their most eminent spokesman, subcomandante Marcos. 
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This second contribution by Paz to the debate about Zapatismo, published in 

March 1994, brings again a few ideas that were already present in the February 

supplement, but uses them to elaborate some new discourses: the defense of the Salinas’ 

modernization project, the critique to the PRI political system, the demeaning perspective 

on the Zapatista demands, and the denounce of their manipulating communicative skills. 

In summary, these first reactions on the Chiapas movement, published both in February 

and March editions, reasserts the thematic and ideological vocabulary that defined the 

political position of Vuelta long before the Zapatista uprising: it sustains the importance 

of NAFTA and modernization reforms; it deepens the critique to the Latin American left 

based on a reproach to revolutionary movements and to liberation theology; it sees the 

PRI regime as the cause for social instability in Chiapas; and it promotes the liberal model 

of democracy as the only solution for the indigenous crisis and for future social 

disturbances in Mexico. In this sense, these texts paved the way for an interpretation that 

would rely in previous political beliefs to conceptualize the indigenous uprising. 

 

2. Nexos: Social Democracy, the PRI System, and Salinas’ Modernization Project 
 

Nexos also used a supplement in February 1994 to bring their first texts about the 

Zapatista uprising: El cuaderno de Nexos came under the title of “La erupción de 

Chiapas” and had an editorial declaring: “Creemos que la violencia, venga de donde 

venga, debe ser rechazada como vía de solución de problemas. El siglo XX es un 

gigantesco cementerio que demuestra, entre otras cosas, la esterilidad paralizante de la 

violencia y la fecundidad transformadora de la paz” (Nexos 1994). The magazine, through 

this editorial, made its position clear from the beginning by condemning violence as 

political action, opposing it to peaceful possibilities that supposedly were open in Mexico 

at that time. Unfortunately, this supplement is not available on Nexos digital archive, but 
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their following editions, in March and April, bring many articles on the subject, allowing 

us to understand which ideas and discourses guided the first impressions published by 

them. One more observation: Nexos make all their editions and texts available through 

their website, but it doesn’t contain the original page numbers of each article. In this case, 

the pages indicated as references are the ones on the .pdf file created in the digital archive. 

The March edition, Nexos 195, brings texts by intellectuals that were clearly 

identified and connected to Nexos editorial project, such as Héctor Aguilar Camín (Nexos 

director at the time), Rolando Cordera, and José Woldenberg. In “Historias 

extraordinarias”, Aguilar Camín (1994, 1-13) argues about the importance of the Chiapas 

diocese and its pastoral action as mobilizing factors in indigenous groups, alongside with 

other external agents such as urban political activists that moved into the area in the 

previous decades. The author reinforces the magazine’s position against the violence of 

the guerrilla movement. He seeks to illustrate the dangerous conditions for civilians in 

Chiapas by revealing that Zapatistas were disruptive in peaceful communities and 

emphasizes that EZLN was causing conflicts with other rural and peasant organizations 

in order to recruit more men to their armed rebellion. To corroborate these allegations, 

Aguilar Camín publishes testimonies that were supposedly written by indigenous leaders 

that were resisting EZLN oppression, and anonymously circulated their versions through 

journalists (Aguilar Camín 1994, 7-13). 

In a different tone, Cordera and Woldenberg (1994, 1-5) write together a piece 

about the importance of institutional politics for the rapid solution of the conflict. 

According to their perspective, by promoting transparent and impartial presidential 

elections that year, the government would be renovating the belief that politics are the 

instance to settle social conflicts in the country. The many agreements signed by 

presidential candidates and their parties would also emphasize that politics can offer 
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peaceful options and avoid future violent tensions in Mexican society. It is interesting to 

note that, these three intellectuals being closely related to Nexos, their views are based in 

similar premises also expressed in Vuelta: they criticize the EZLN for using violence and 

religious discourse for mobilization; they defend the importance of undisputable 

presidential elections that year and the importance of the electoral process to consolidate 

the democratic transition; and they praise institutional politics for its role in the possible 

solution of the conflict. This indicates a shared discursive repertoire that was common to 

the Mexican intellectual field at that moment. Other articles by Nexos collaborators, 

however, can reveal further and even more significative commonalities with Vuelta 

intellectual’s interpretations of the Zapatistas. 

Still in Nexos 195, an article by Luis Salazar criticizes the way “many” 

intellectuals (he doesn’t specify which ones or which group) were defending the EZLN. 

In his account, this was happening out of “romanticismo revolucionario” or 

“antigobernismo incondicional” (Salazar 1994, 2), leading intellectuals to promote a 

perspective where all Mexican problems should be attributed to the political system or 

the government. Salazar concludes that it is necessary to discuss the role of the 

intellectuals in politics, namely: 

 
todos aquellos que celebran el “ya basta” de los alzados como un grito de 
dignidad cuando en el mejor de los casos se trata de un grito de desesperación. 
Pero no hay heroísmo en la desesperación, ni dignidad en los muertos que no 
eligieron su muerte ni en los vivos que sufren actualmente una situación de 
violencia que se les impuso (Salazar 1994, 3). 
 

This passage is illustrative not only of the critique to intellectuals or to the guerrilla 

violence, but also of that posture that minimizes the Zapatista movement as merely a 

“desperate cry”. 

This text also draws attention to the idea of unwarranted criticism towards the 

government. Was the author defending the PRI? In fact, other articles could help us 
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contextualize this. It is the case of “Hacia la reconstrucción de la legitimidad”, by Gustavo 

Hirales, also published in this March edition of Nexos. In a balanced text about the 

uprising, giving a little more space to Zapatismo principles, such as the refusal to 

participate in traditional power systems, Hirales builds on the idea that different factors 

should be considered in this conflict, including systemic political problems. The author 

seeks to insert the Zapatista movement into a broader context, highlighting historic 

conditions that created in Chiapas a scenario propitious to rebellious action due to 

poverty, state and federal authorities’ inefficiency and corruption, and labor exploitation 

(Hirales 1994, 2-5). 

His critique to the system is based on the idea that Chiapas was suffering the 

consequences of decades of misadministration in local, state, and federal levels, all of 

them dominated by the PRI since mid-twentieth century. But, in his opinion, many of 

these faults were being corrected by the modernization project conducted by Salinas 

administration. According to Hirales, the solution would be 

 
un aceleramiento en los elementos de la transición democrática, una 
profundización de la política social. O lo que es lo mismo: completar la reforma 
política, profundizar la reforma social, renovar el federalismo mexicano […] sin 
romper con las reformas modernizadoras, sino llevándolas a su culminación. 
[…] Lo fundamental es reconstruir la hegemonía, vale decir la legitimidad, de 
un proyecto modernizador incluyente, justiciero, en la vertiente histórica 
mexicana del reformismo democrático y social. (Hirales 1994, 8-9). 
 

This is elucidative of an understanding that separates the Salinas administration 

from the rest of the PRI regime. By denouncing the problems created in Chiapas by the 

government throughout the last decades, Hirales was not criticizing the current PRI 

administration, with its constitutional reforms or market liberalizing measures. In fact, 

these were seen as part of the solution. According to him, by deepening the democratic 

transition and intensifying the political and social reforms, the modernization process led 

by the government would actually build a “Mexican version of social and democratic 

reformism”. 
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This perspective is representative of the political positions adopted by Nexos 

during the 1980s and 1990s: the intellectuals of this group defined themselves as social 

democrats, and saw Salinas’ reforms as opportunities for new stated-funded social 

programs alongside redistributive and compensatory politics that would help cushion the 

neoliberal impact for low-income Mexican population. Many times, these intellectuals 

defended the government, and even when they did in trivial terms like Salazar, it was 

made under this notion that Salinas didn’t represent the traditional PRI. 

The next month, April 1994, Nexos 196 was published with another round of texts 

on the Chiapas movement. Jaime González Graf, in “Y después de Chiapas, ¿que?”, states 

that aside international economic factors, the PRI and its regime are the cause for the 

Chiapas dramatic situation, mainly because the Mexican State failed to process in that 

region the transformations imbued in the Mexican Revolution (González Graf 1994, 1-

4). So, in his analysis, southeast Mexico is still to be “revolutionized” in order to conclude 

the agrarian reform, to end authoritarian local leaderships (“caciquismo”), and to create 

efficient and republican political institutions. The next step, then, would be to overcome 

precisely this revolutionary regime and its problems: presidencialismo and economic 

interventionism. Chiapas, in this sense, would be catching up with the rest of Mexico that, 

under the democratization process led by Salinas administration, was being able to nest a 

political system akin to globalizing times. The author summarizes his argument: 

 
Aprovechar que las relaciones entre el presidencialismo y la sociedad mexicana, 
hoy, han adquirido características de liberalización, privatización y 
desregulación. Culminar un proceso en el cual el autoritarismo era el elemento 
articulador del paternalismo, el patrimonialismo, el estatismo y la cerrazón frente 
al exterior, para que sea la democracia el elemento articulador de un sistema 
liberal, privatista, desregulado y abierto al exterior (González Graf 1994, 3-4). 
 

This perspective corroborates that idea of Salinas representing a change inside the 

PRI. The author connects “authoritarianism” to previous and problematic forms of the 

PRI regime and “democracy” to what he perceived as positive achievements of the Salinas 
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administration. It is also noteworthy that he envisions a system being designed to be 

deregulated, privatizing, and liberal, which may be in odds with the “just and inclusive 

modernization project” alluded by Hirales and even with the social democratic conception 

of Nexos. This doesn’t mean the magazine was in contradiction since, as concluded in 

previous chapters, these publications were not monolithic and were opened for different 

perspectives. 

But it is still significant that between liberalizing or social reforming systems, 

what remains in common is the idea that Salinas administration was modernizing the PRI 

regime alongside Mexico. The fact that this defense, while condemning the PRI, is 

explicit in articles about the Chiapas situation demonstrates that the mainstream 

intellectual discourse was seeking to direct the Zapatista challenge specifically to the PRI 

regime, praising the Salinas administration for its ability to overcome and leave behind 

that system, perceived by them as failed and anachronistic, and which the transition 

process was trying to get rid of. 

A similar discursive operation is present in other texts in that same April 1994 

edition. In “En busca de la utopía”, by Sergio Sarmiento (1994, 1-4), the author considers 

beneficial the fact that the Chiapas movement put pressure over PRI’s electoral 

legitimacy, but other impacts are seen as negative such as the claims for land access under 

the original Article 27. According to him, Zapatistas were putting at risk one of the most 

important reforms conducted by Salinas. Sarmiento argues that, for 75 years, the Agrarian 

Reform Law was a failure and that it didn’t lead to higher productivity in Mexican rural 

areas. The text then proceeds to create an argument based on the opposition of topics like 

“PRI regime”, “Article 27”, and “low agricultural production” to “Salinas 

administration”, “constitutional reforms”, and “modernization”. Besides simplifying the 

indigenous demand as just a matter of agricultural production, Sarmiento declares that 
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the Zapatistas were doing it out of “sheer romanticism or cruel demagogy” (Sarmiento 

1994, 3). This is an example of how criticism to Zapatismo was often accompanied by 

praises to Salinas’ modernization reforms. 

One last significative article of this edition can illustrate different forms to 

advocate for these modernizing politics. In “La prisa de construir una democracia en cinco 

meses”, by Luis Rubio (1994, 1-3), the author expresses that a positive consequence of 

the Zapatista movement is that it made clear how “old” and outdated were the PRI and its 

political system but, as an armed struggle, it is effectless in its search to transform 

Mexican reality. The PRI, being conceived to end the revolutionary period violence, was 

not a democratic instrument and therefore, since at least the 1980s, no longer adequate to 

an economy seeking to be modern. Reinforcing the idea that transition to democracy was 

the only solution to the conflict, Rubio explains that the legitimacy challenge, posed to 

Salinas when elected in 1988, forced his administration to seek political reforms that can 

end PRI dominance over the electoral process. Part of his modernization project, then, 

was this premise to make Mexican political system more democratic: 

 
En la historia de la democracia las elecciones son condición necesaria pero no la 
única, ni siempre la más importante, de las circunstancias que tienen que estar 
presentes para que esta sea posible, tales como pesos y contrapesos, estado de 
derecho, tolerancia, libertad económica, libertad de expresión, capacidad 
efectiva de exigir cuentas por parte de los funcionarios gubernamentales, etc. Sin 
elecciones libres y respetadas la democracia es imposible, pero sin cambios que 
lleven a una sociedad democrática, las elecciones son insuficientes (Rubio 1994, 
2). 
 

The author notes that Salinas efforts for electoral reforms, parallel to economic 

modernization, weren’t enough, arguing that rule of law, tolerance, freedom of speech, 

and government overseeing were essential components of a true democracy. 
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3. Nexos and Vuelta: Commonalities, Transition to Democracy, and Neoliberalism 
 

This last text also reproduces that perspective promoting the separation between 

an inadequate PRI and a modernization-seeking Salinas, but Rubio’s point is that 

democracy is something deeper than the electoral process. In the Mexican intellectual 

field, this conception stands against the “democracia sin adjetivos” that Vuelta sustained 

as synonym to liberal democracy, based on the premise that access to vote and transparent 

elections would create a democratic system. As discussed before here and in previous 

chapters, Nexos maintained for many years a defense of the Salinas administration 

because of the assumption that the modernization reforms could led to a more just and 

inclusive State, with social programs as counterpoints to neoliberalism. The same reforms 

were supported in Vuelta for different reasons: its potential to end State intervention in 

economy and to make possible a market liberalization, which culminated in NAFTA. In 

other words, the same modernization political and economic reforms could lead to social 

or liberal democracy, depending on Nexos or Vuelta intellectuals’ discourses. 

This whole discussion about democracy’s nature and which model would be more 

fit to Mexican society took place in many articles and texts in both magazines years before 

the Zapatista uprising. When we take a closer look in each publication, like we did in 

chapters 1 and 2, it is notable that their major political views were clear since at least the 

mid-1980s. But for Nexos and Vuelta, the rise of Zapatismo, which took indigenous 

political actors to national prominence, represented another moment to delve in their own 

ideologies and political prospects. Their reaction in the first half of 1994 shows us that 

they were little concerned in understanding what Zapatismo meant, and much more prone 

to promote the transition process as the solution, a process they were advocating for in 

their own terms in the years preceding the uprising. These magazines are commonly seen 

as rivals, but even when perceiving different outcomes to the modernization reforms, they 
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were allied in this stance to the Zapatista movement: it was just another pretext to 

promote, discuss, and confront their well-established political views. 

Historian Carlos Illades (2018, 289-295) attests that these two magazines had their 

moments of ideological conflict, but they also came together in specific topics, for 

example, to defend the newly elected president Carlos Salinas, in 1988, or to condemn 

the violence of the guerrilla, in 1994. However, there are a few other commonalities in 

their reactions to the EZLN uprising. Yes, they came together to condemn violence, but 

as we saw in the texts analyzed here, they were also in resonance when denouncing the 

use of the liberation theology, criticizing the Latin American left (generalized as guerrilla-

driven), demanding fair and indisputable elections. Other topics, encompassed in these 

editions between February and April 1994, could complete this list but were left 

unexplored in this text due to its limited dimensions: the critique to EZLN and Marcos’ 

manipulative skills, the refusal to accept claims for indigenous autonomy or self-

determination (most times considering it a simple case of separatism). More significantly, 

they agreed that the PRI and its dominance over Mexican State were a chronic problem 

that could be solved by the modernizing measures of the Salinas administration, and they 

also agreed that the Chiapas situation was able to identify and reveal the inadequacy of 

this regime. Nexos and Vuelta both regarded the democratic transition as the only possible 

solution to the conflict. These are not coincidences, nor can be explained as just a shared 

intellectual vocabulary. 

For instance, one could argue that, in 1994, the Zapatistas’ ideas weren’t fully 

developed as it would be in the following years after other Declaraciones de la Selva 

Lacandona, but the fact that Hirales comments briefly about the Zapatismo perspective 

on political power reveals that this kind of knowledge was accessible by then. The 

insistence to diminish the movement’s ideas is another commonality, a compromise 
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reached by Nexos and Vuelta groups. By conceding that they had “legitimate demands” 

but limiting those to material conditions like poverty and inequality, the intellectual 

discourse was channeling the indigenous discontent into a discourse that supported 

Salinas’ modernization reforms, and into a critique to the PRI, and therefore into a 

validation of the neoliberal project in progress that time in Mexico. Any idea that went 

beyond this utilitarian way to see the Zapatistas was dismissed as demagogy, cruelty, 

desperation, manipulation, naivety, romanticism, undemocratic, absence of political and 

economic project, terrorism, and so on. 

Even when condemning violence, an obvious stance for any non-radical political 

actor, the intellectuals in Vuelta and Nexos were actually defending the transition process. 

As their argumentations showed, their fears were that disruptive violence could halt the 

transitional achievements or that violence was unnecessary because institutional politics 

could offer other “peaceful” paths to express dissent. In their perspective, the indigenous 

communities in Chiapas were suffering because PRI couldn’t, or wouldn’t, end a system 

only interested in one-party hegemony and corporatist cooptation. If the modernization 

process was to lead to a social democracy or to a liberal democracy, for them this was a 

relatively minor issue when addressing the Zapatista movement. That moment of social 

conflict was perceived, and used, as a concrete possibility to reinforce for the Mexican 

public opinion the importance of a modernizing and democratizing set of politics that 

were being implemented in Mexico. 

In the end, it is the democratization process that was to be protected precisely 

because that was the social and political process they valued the most: they saw it as the 

possibility to leave PRI dominance behind, not Salinas, but historically hegemonic and 

corporatist PRI. As argued before, this system was being dismantled by political elites 

akin to neoliberalism since the De La Madrid administration, in the 1980s. And only one 
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future was conceived as possible. These intellectuals were acting as voceros, as emissaries 

of globalization times that required modernization and democratization from Mexico, and 

their role was precisely to break this to the public opinion in small discursive and thematic 

doses. This effort shows that Vuelta and Nexos were able to compromise their 

“conflicting” ideologies in order to legitimize a neoliberal project led by the same political 

elites that were conducting the transition process. 

 

VI. Leopoldo Zea: Zapatismo as a Threat to the Nation 
 

 In chapter 1, when reading how Cuadernos Americanos interpreted globalization 

and neoliberalism, it became clear that this magazine circulated different perspectives and 

approaches to that context. This was explained not only by its diverse nature as a cultural 

publication, more academic and less commercial, but also by its political positions and its 

closer relations to the Latin American left. When the Zapatista movement appeared in an 

armed guerrilla-style rebellion, the response in Cuadernos Americanos was quick and the 

three editions comprising the first half of 1994, brought comments and remarks on 

Zapatismo and the indigenous movement in Chiapas. 

Cuadernos Americanos 43, the January/February edition, published a lengthy take 

on the matter by Leopoldo Zea, its director. Alongside this text were other articles that 

focused on Chiapas and indigenous identity in Latin America with a very academic 

approach, leaving the Zapatistas to be addressed only by Zea’s piece. In the following 

editions, a similar process occurred: one text by Zea commented directly on the topic and 

other texts covered adjacent matters, especially in the broad context of Latin America. 

My objective here, then, is to analyze these texts by Zea to understand how a different 

circuit of intellectual discourse reacted to the Zapatistas. 
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 In “Chiapas, yunque de México para Latinoamérica” (Zea 1994a, 11-42), we find 

an account about the breakout and ascension of the Zapatistas in national politics enriched 

by Zea’s testimony of how European press reacted to the events in Southeast Mexico, 

because he was travelling through Spain at that moment (Zea 1994a, 21-23). After 

returning to Mexico, he starts to prepare this text which encompasses not only the 

Zapatistas but also his view in other contemporary Mexican issues that are related to the 

indigenous movement in his argumentation. This article remains as the main response by 

Zea to this subject and was republished as a chapter in his book Fin del Siglo XX: Centuria 

Perdida?, in 1996, which compiles other essays by the author about international 

geopolitics by the end of the twentieth century. 

The basic argument in this text is that the Zapatista movement was a reaction to 

NAFTA, a trade agreement carefully tailored by the United States to lead its economic 

strategy after the Cold War. Zea sees the EZLN and its “enmascarados” as powerful 

agitators that were seeking to cause instability in Mexican economy in an attempt to make 

the American government withdraw from the agreement. What is most remarkable, 

though, is the harsh critique Zea uses to characterize the Zapatistas and its political 

interests, dismissing their demands as merely manipulation of the indigenous groups they 

would be willing to sacrifice in that conflict: “Un extraño ejército de enmascarados 

poderosamente armados, seguidos de un gran grupo de gente de cara descubierta pero, 

eso sí, mal armada. ¿Los obligados mártires de la causa?” (Zea 1994a, 15). A few pages 

ahead he advances this critique: 

 
Por un lado aparecieron enmascarados vestidos de negro, poderosamente 
armados, con atuendos que recuerdan a los ninjas, al Pol Voc y Sendero 
Luminoso. Y por el otro jóvenes con la cara descubierta, uniformados de caqui 
y gorras con un letrero hollywoodense Top Gun, deficientemente armados con 
rifles, escopetas y fusiles de madera pintada. […] Las revoluciones brotan 
violentamente, sin falsos uniformes y poderosas armas, eso sólo lo hacen las 
amenazas militares o las preparadas. No me imagino a Zapata, Villa, Sandino, el 
Che Guevara, Castro, Farabundo Martí ni ningún otro revolucionario con el 
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rostro oculto. Me pareció simplemente una manipulación más de los llamados 
indígenas, aprovechando su desgracia (Zea 1994a, 21-22). 
 

This lengthy excerpt is very representative of a few ideas that will base the 

arguments presented by Zea to dismiss Zapatismo. First of all, it questions the EZLN 

leadership emphasizing the difference between masked, armed leaders and their army, 

faces uncovered and with no real weapons. Then, Zea proceeds to revoke the Zapatistas 

aspiration to be revolutionaries arguing that other famous revolutionaries didn’t hide their 

faces and didn’t use false uniforms, unless they were military threats or “preparadas”, 

orchestrated ones. Also, he refers to these groups that would be manipulated by EZLN as 

“so called indigenous people”, an idea that will echo later in other text (and that I will 

return to shortly). This passage is elucidative because he poses his critique from a leftist 

perspective, denying the Zapatistas that Latin American leftist aura they were imbued by 

mainstream Mexican intellectuals. Instead, Zea considers that their uprising could be 

orchestrated, but to what end? 

 This leads to Zea’s argument that political forces, opposing the NAFTA project, 

sought to use Zapatismo as electoral leverage both in Mexico and the United States. That 

would be the case of PRD, opposition leftist party that was formed by dissidents of the 

PRI in the 1980s (Zea 1994a, 28). According to him, political parties in Mexico couldn’t 

find proper democratic ways to oppose the government because the PRI was a 

conciliatory institution, forged after the Mexican Revolution, and it was still to be 

converted in a democratic political party. But this was not just a problem of the PRI, since 

other parties weren’t prepared for a democratic system and were resorting to strategies 

such as the use the PRD was giving to the Zapatistas. The lack of credibility of all political 

parties, then, would be the cause for groups to seek violent rebellions (Zea 1994a, 29-33). 

In addition to that, Zea states that the oppositional left resented PRI political 

economy and sought to promote instabilities that could led to the failure of NAFTA. Their 
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interest, then, would be to instill the Zapatistas and their rebellion to scare foreign 

investors, providing groups in the United States that were against NAFTA with reasons 

to cancel the deal. The author considers that the protracted democratization process in 

Mexico is what leads this political left to act “out of spite and vengeance”, being the 

transition process a moment for the PRI to review and correct its problems, but also for 

the opposition parties to constitute as true political and democratic institutions (Zea 

1994a, 37-38). It is interesting that Zea too reaches the conclusion that transition to 

democracy would be the solution to the Zapatista movement. But, in his account, the 

process would invalidate the use of violence and disruptive actions from resented political 

forces, preventing this kind of social mobilization from the beginning, allowing oppressed 

subjects to pose their claims through institutional politics. 

Zea develops further this idea in the next edition of Cuadernos Americanos, 

number 44, March/April 1994, with a brief communication he presented in late-April 

when receiving an Honoris Causa Doctorate in the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 

Nicaragua, named “Problemas del ajuste democrático en América Latina” (1994b, 27-

32). The premise of this text is to counter an affirmation, by Nicaraguan poet and priest 

Ernesto Cardenal, in which he commends the EZLN for fighting “the PRI dictatorship”. 

Zea then engages in that argumentation about the PRI being historically an institution 

conceived to conciliate conflicting political subjects. He emphasizes that Salinas 

administration has been achieving greater popular participation in politics and that efforts 

to reform the party were part of the transition to democracy. The Chiapas movement and 

the assassination of Luis Donaldo Colosio, in early-March, then, would be expressions of 

the resistance against the democratization process in Mexico. Zea concludes with more 

harsh critiques do the EZLN and the Zapatistas, accusing them of hiding beneath masks, 

receiving financial help from the United States, and provoking economic instabilities 
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which would surrender Mexico to the American domination (Zea 1994b, 30-32). Just like 

Vuelta and Nexos’ intellectuals were defending Salinas administration and praising his 

modernizing and democratizing reforms, Zea takes on this idea to argue that Chiapas was 

being an obstacle to democracy, a hindrance to the efforts that were seeking to reform the 

PRI system. 

But it is too soon for us to affirm this as another commonality in the Mexican 

intellectual field. His next text, in Cuadernos Americanos 45 May/June 1994, will help 

us understand one important conception in Zea’s political thinking and his severe reaction 

to the Zapatistas. In “Derechos humanos y problema indígena” (Zea 1994c, 11-31), a 

conference paper presented in Lima, Zea takes on the relation between human rights 

issues and indigenous movements through the Americas. When addressing the Mexican 

case, the author emphasizes that, during the Mexican Revolution, 

 
Indios, blancos y mestizos se mezclaron luchando por sus diversos motivos y 
sueños. Las infanterías ya no fueron formadas por indígenas, ni los caudillos 
fueron ya hombre de piel más o menos clara. Soldados de infantería o caballería, 
de piel blanca o apiñonada, siguieron fiera y ciegamente a caudillos, generales 
improvisados de oscura piel y cabello hirsuto. Y también indígenas de diversos 
lugares de México siguieron a caudillos blancos o morenos, de ojos azules u 
oscuros, sin importarles a las infanterías ya confundidas de blancos e indios, el 
color de la piel de sus caudillos, sino tan sólo las metas perseguidas (Zea 1994c, 
29). 
 

In a sense, this text provides some context to that expression used by Zea in his 

first take on the Zapatistas, in Cuadernos 43, the “so called indigenous groups”. Seeing 

the Mexican Revolution as a moment when the Mexican people united to fight for their 

“dreams” and overcame racial distinctions, Zea considers it to be the foundation of a 

nation based in a “mayoría que ya no tenía que ser indígena, sino pura y simplesmente 

mexicana” (Zea 1994c, 29-30). This mestizaje, according to him, was total and dissolved 

all racial differences in Mexico. Any social problems and tensions should be understood 

in economic terms: 
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El mexicano, así, se siente ya parte de una nación dentro de la cual no puede ya 
hablarse sobre la aportación del indio a la nacionalidad, ya que tal pregunta 
implicaría que aún subsiste la división racial que se nota en otros países de esta 
América, pero que habrá de desaparecer igualmente. En todo caso, cuando aún 
se acepta que existe el indio, esta denominación va tomando caracteres inversos 
a los que señalábamos al principio de este ensayo. La denominación indio irá 
dejando de ser una denominación racial para transformarse en puramente 
económica. Indio podrá ser el que trabaje el campo, tenga o no la piel morena; 
pero también dejará de serlo cuando aun teniendo ese color de piel, se convierta 
en capataz, profesionista, artista, hombre de empresa, diplomático o político 
(Zea 1994c, 31). 
 

This other excerpt illustrates further what Zea conceived as a problem in the 

Chiapas movement. For him, there were no longer demands or claims that could be made 

under ethnic identities, reinforcing the traditional indigenista politics of the Mexican State 

which sought to integrate the indigenous groups as peasants to the Mestizo nation. Under 

this notion, the term “indio” would be a synonym to “peasant”. 

Although this excerpt is alarming by itself, it indicates a few characteristics of 

Zea’s political conceptions that could situate his reaction to the Zapatistas in the Mexican 

intellectual field and in his relations to the PRI. The idea of mestizaje and the use of a 

traditional Marxist understanding of class relations are indicative of Zea’s affiliation to 

the Revolutionary Nationalism that legitimated the Mexican State throughout the 

twentieth century. His advocacy for the Mexican Revolution as a process able to generate 

a new nation is exemplary of this conception that sees the Mexican people as the result 

of many contradictions that were solved by the Revolutionary Constitution of 1917, the 

PRI and its corporatist system, and the subsequent administrations that paved the way for 

Mexican society to be represented as political actors in that political entity. The first 

problem with the Chiapas movement would be precisely their claims based on indigenous 

identities as excluded subjects. In Zea’s perception that was a threat to the Mexican nation 

and all that Revolutionary Nationalism meant. Indigenismo and integrationist politics 

were conducted the whole century in order to suppress racial differences, and to transform 
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indigenous peoples in Mexican citizens. To claim an indigenous identity would be to 

refuse to take part on this nation. 

Philosopher Pedro Montalvo Piedra, when analyzing Zea’s works in his late 

career, highlights a contradiction in his defense of diversity as a basis for human rights, 

while also denying autonomy and self-determination claims of indigenous groups, like 

the Zapatistas. He also finds in Zea’s texts an absolute defense of the indigenismo politics 

as a way to integrate the indigenous individuals in the Mexican Nation state, where their 

political rights would be guaranteed and protected as citizens assimilated to the national 

culture and therefore striped of their cultural specificity (Montalvo Piedra 2012, 35-37). 

The author concludes that Zea’s resistance to the Zapatista movement should be 

understood considering his adscription to the concept of mestizaje as defined by José 

Vasconcelos and his raza cósmica, according to which different races become part of a 

homogenization process that creates a new universal culture (Montalvo Piedra 2012, 40-

41). 

Zea’s views on the mestizo nation seems to have defined his approach to the 

indigenous claims in Chiapas, but I want to argue that this concept of mestizaje and his 

integrationist approach to the indigenous groups are indicative of his unconditional 

affiliation to PRI, which he sees as the institution that embodies the principles of the 

Mexican Revolution. His defense of revolutionary process is obvious, as it is his defense 

of the PRI throughout the twentieth century. And many texts that were published by Zea 

in Cuadernos Americanos are illustrative of his defense of the PRI governments in the 

1990s. For example, in “Reflexión sobre la democracia y el desarrollo de los mexicanos” 

(1995, 11-39), Zea argues for the importance of NAFTA as a way of accessing the 

modernity implied in the Unites States development throughout the twentieth century. He 

also argues that the modernization project of Salinas administration, both in economy and 
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in politics, led to the victory of the PRI candidate, Ernesto Zedillo, in the 1994 presidential 

election, which represented a recognition from Mexican society of the PRI’s efforts for 

democratization. In “¿Sigue vigente la Revolución Mexicana?” (1996, 11-22), Zea 

imparts a defense of the Zedillo administration and the challenges he has been facing 

since the “errores de diciembre” that practically inaugurated his mandate. His views of 

the NAFTA, considering it a positive achievement of PRI’s economic and foreign 

politics, and a concrete hope for Mexican development as a consumer market of the 

United States, can be seen in “Fin de los imperios y globalización del desarrollo” (1995b, 

223-229), in “Derechos humanos y libre comercio” (1999, 11-25), and finally in 

“Emergencia de los marginados” (2000, 13-31). 

This list helps us contextualize the ideas and discourses used by Zea in those first 

reactions to the Zapatista movement. It shows how significative it is that Zea insists on 

defending the governments that were implementing economic and social reforms and 

were dismantling the PRI historically referenced in the revolutionary principles. If 

Zapatismo was perceived as a threat to the modernizing reforms, it is understandable that 

Zea would see it as an obstacle to the democratic transition process. Even though those 

reforms were implementing a neoliberal system, it was to be understood as a PRI 

accomplishment, a step towards democratization which included a reform of the party, 

transforming it into a democratic institution. That is why I want to argue that Zea’s 

political positions can explain his critique to the EZLN and the Zapatistas. Although 

mestizaje is a powerful concept to contextualize his refusal of indigenous claims under 

the national State, it can’t explain his unconditional defense of late-century PRI 

administrations, their neoliberal measures, and his perspective of NAFTA as a way to 

develop and take Mexico to modernity. Mestizaje is a component of a much more 

powerful idea that supports Zea’s political attitudes: the revolution. 
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Therefore we can’t be rushed into aligning Zea with Nexos and Vuelta intellectual 

discourse, even though their reactions is based in the premise that the democratization 

process is the solution to the conflict, that the NAFTA will ensure Mexico’s transition to 

global modernity, or that the modernization project led by the Salinas administration has 

to be protected and continued. Their discourses have commonalities, but this can’t hide a 

major difference: Zea is arguing for a modernization that is the next step on the 

revolutionary history. He does not see PRI as an anachronistic institution, or the Mexican 

Revolution as something to be left in the past. Zea doesn’t want to separate Salinas from 

the PRI, seeing his administration as part of a process that will take the party to a more 

democratic stage. He won’t ever cogitate that the Chiapas movement is a positive 

influence on Mexican politics like some texts in other magazines suggested. For Zea, that 

is not a valid critique to the PRI, conceding only that the EZLN uprising made clear the 

need for democracy, a need being addressed by Salinas administration in Mexico and 

inside the party. But, as he argued, democratic reforms are also an obligation for 

opposition parties, especially those resented of the PRI success. 

This all makes his perspective even more conservative because he doesn’t even 

consider the Zapatistas as legitimate political actors: that was orchestrated, they 

manipulated, they were trying just to destabilize the Mexican entry to modernity. 

Zapatismo ideology couldn’t be more diminished than that. If Nexos and Vuelta were 

eager to leave the PRI and all its problems behind, Zea was devoted to the idea that a 

changing PRI was the expression of changing times and Salinas or Zedillo, putting 

forward the neoliberal project, were indeed adapting the revolutionary institution to a 

global era. 
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VII. Final Remarks 
 

 The Zapatista uprising remains as one of the most significant and controversial 

moments of Mexican contemporary history. The movement built from the insurrection 

was able to establish autonomous communities in Chiapas and to connect with other 

social organizations across the globe, integrating the efforts to oppose neoliberalism 

internationally. Their revolutionary aura inspired many hopeful political subjects but, as 

we saw, a positive perspective on them wasn’t shared across the Mexican intellectual field 

when they broke out from Chiapas to the world. This study sought to explore these 

reactions, linking them to the Mexican modernization and transition context and to the 

particular discursive vocabulary built by intellectuals at that time. 

 The complexities of Zapatista ideas are the center of their appeal to a new global 

left interested in innovative takes on politics and social organization. As Khasnabish 

(2010), Sheppard (2016), and Cruz (2016) argued, their approach to concepts such as 

democracy, justice, and freedom revealed a perception concerned in posing different 

questions instead of reproducing the same old answers to inequality, injustice, exclusion, 

impoverishment, exploitation. In this sense, they presented an elaborated set of concepts 

that confronted not only the PRI political system, but also its ideological basis and 

historical discourses. This potential for symbolic challenge to the status quo were left out 

or downplayed by mainstream intellectuals when commenting and interpreting the 

uprising in Mexican cultural press. But this attitude towards the Zapatistas had much to 

do with previous settings in these intellectuals’ political positions. 

 In a protracted transition to democracy, a political elite was comprised by specific 

groups inside the PRI, the traditionalist opposition organized in the PAN, and later by a 

popular appealing PRD. Holding control over institutional politics, this elite was able to 

assert its dominance over the process through legislative negotiations and the promotion 
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of a neoliberal project that guided Mexican politics since early-1980s at least. This 

defined how the Mexican government and other political instances would react to the 

Zapatistas questioning their modernization reforms from outside the expected 

institutional paths. The Chiapas movement was kept away from the transition 

negotiations, and, through electoral reforms, the Zapatistas were once again excluded 

from national politics.  Building on these considerations by Inclán (2018) and Trejo 

(2012), I sought to argue that this political elite seized the transitional process as a 

mechanism to implement a neoliberal model in Mexican politics, a model that would be 

dictating State policies much earlier than the effective transition, to be consolidated in the 

year 2000. 

 The intellectuals from the two largest cultural publications in Mexico, Nexos and 

Vuelta, were involved in discussing and arguing about this political context since their 

magazines were founded in the 1970s. When the Zapatistas took the public opinion by 

assault, these magazines were recognized in the intellectual field by their political 

positions and their promotion of the neoliberal project, although with slightly different 

perspectives on how to execute it or what the modernized State should look like. Their 

differences couldn’t hide their many commonalities, including the fact that the PRI was 

their target. In that sense, the use they gave to the Zapatistas was clear: they directed the 

indigenous dissent and unrest against the political system that was built throughout the 

twentieth century and represented the PRI hegemony over the Mexican State; a system 

that the neoliberalizing transition was seeking to dismantle and transform under 

modernizing and democratizing demands supported by the discursive validations of these 

mainstream intellectuals. 

Therefore, the Zapatistas were criticized in their specificity, in what made them 

different from other social movements: their political thinking and practice. By 
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minimizing them as a “desperation cry” against a cruel reality, these intellectuals were 

able to promote Zapatismo as a cause against the PRI, dismissing the terms in which the 

Zapatistas were building their own opposition. 

In fact, the Chiapas movement was diminished also, although for different 

reasons, by Leopoldo Zea’s reaction in Cuadernos Americanos. This cultural and 

academic magazine, traditionally connected to the left, circulated a perspective in which 

the PRI wasn’t to blame for the Chiapas situation. The author’s arguments for this defense 

were very similar to those presented in Nexos and Vuelta, but in this case their 

commonalities couldn’t hide their differences: for Zea, the PRI, the Mexican Revolution, 

and the democratization process were to be protected from the Zapatistas disruption. 

In the Mexican most renowned cultural publications, the Zapatistas didn’t get 

much sympathy for their ideologies. They faced resistance from a well-established 

intellectual field with clear connections to political projects and groups in that transition 

context. In one side, the interest to overcome the PRI, on the other, the perspective that 

the revolution was still to materialize its goals. In common, the idea that a transition to 

democracy process was required to consolidate their aspirations. The indigenous 

communities, who were suffering the consequences of this modernization project since 

the first austerity measures in the 1980s, were caught in this discursive dynamic that 

rendered them to be left in the past. What came out successful from these events was the 

neoliberal project which, by promising democracy and modernity, was able to remain 

legitimized by the public opinion. 
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