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This article is focused in the main lessons of the original and unique experience of the
‘Escuelita Neozapatista' (The Neozapatista 'Little School’), including the critics about
the current hierarchy of knowledge, the function of the intellectuals within the new
social movements and the new radical notions of education and autonomy exposed
in this particular experience.




THE "ESCUELITA NEOZAPATISTA ": BUILDING A NEW CULTURE FROM THE
AUTONOMY.

CARLOS ANTONIO AGUIRRE ROJAS

“Don't you know? Theyre talkin’ ‘bout a
revolution (...)” "Poor people gonna rise up and
get their share. Poor people gonna rise up and
take what's theirs. (...) Finally the tables are
starting to turn... Talkin' ‘bout a revolution...”

Tracy Chapman, Talkin’ ‘bout a revolution,
1988.

The neozapatista ‘little school’: a very singulare  xperience

The impressive and rich experience of the Escuelita Neozapatista developed in
August and December 2013 and January 2014, in the territories of Chiapas today under
the control of the neozapatista movement, is an experience loaded with multiple and core
experiences and lessons that at the same time are theoretical, political, intellectual and
moral. Because throughout the three weeks that this first course "Freedom According to
the Zapatistas", the many and diverse teachings were lavished and multiplied to the extent
that both the Votanes or Guardians of each one of the students in this course, as well as in
general the people and the neozapatista communities themselves, transmitted and
communicated to the five thousand participants of this rich and complex initiative.

This Escuelita Neozapatista that at first glance is presented to us as a new version,
now radicalized and taken to the extreme, of what the three Meetings of the Zapatista
Peoples with the Peoples of the World were in 2006 and 2007. In addition, this was the
effort to show and illustrate in its deepest essence, the multiple forms, dimensions and
variants through which these neozapatista peoples build, in a concrete and every-day
manner, the process itself of their true autonomy. But while in the First, Second and Third
Meetings of the Zapatista Peoples with the Peoples of the World, these processes of
illustrating and showing were only a one way display, from the Zapatistas to their listeners,
and they used as their main vehicle that of the spoken language, now however, in this
“Escuelita Neozapatista”, that illustration and demonstration of the struggle for autonomy
became a much more complex and multidimensional process, that was dialogic,
participatory and in addition, directly experiential. Because in there, the participants
conveying that struggle for autonomy by living it firsthand, sharing it directly with fellow
Support Bases, discussing it with the Votanes or Guardians, and in the greater or more
extended Meetings or Assemblies, and knowing it from its deepest interior and in its most
every-day and essential manifestations?.

1 It was for this reason that Subcomandante Marcos had already warned, "according to us the Zapatistas, the place or
location for the teaching and learning (process), i.e., the school is therefore the collective. That is, the community. In
addition, the teachers and the students are the ones who form the collective. Everyone. So there is not a teacher, but rather
a collective that teaches, that shows, that forms, and it is in him and with him, that the person learns and teaches", statement
included in "Votan Il. L@s Guardian@s" of July 30, 2013, at the site of “Enlace Zapatista”, http://www.ezIn.org.mx.
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Then the huge step forward that this “escuelita neozapatista” represents, with
regard to the three Meetings of 2006 and 2007, is to have directly integrated, even for the
short span of only one week in three times, its five thousand participants, into the complex
and everyday process of the actual construction itself of the neozapatista movement, and
thus, of its current antisystemic struggle and resistance against Mexican, Latin American
and world capitalism. This brief temporary integration into their daily struggle, that does not
only pursue to disclose from their own deepest entrails that Mexican neozapatismo; but it
also inserts itself quite consciously and explicitly into the new global strategy that the
neozapatismo has proposed to the social, and the collective movements, and to the
individuals, that both in Mexico as well as in the entire world, that are actually and truly
engaged in the radical anticapitalist and antisystemic struggle. This new comprehensive
strategy was raised from its impressive public reemergence in December 21 of 2012,
within the whole series of Publish Documents or ‘Comunicados’ that during 2013 preceded
this important initiative of the “escuelita neozapatista™.

The new global strategy of neozapatismo, which among its many definitions also
includes the position of clearly renouncing to take the place of the fraternal comrades or
social movements, refusing then to give rather than those comrades struggles that only
they must trying to achieve by themselves. Instead, what the neozapatistas are defending
again in the recent new strategy of theirs is the old thesis of Marx that "the emancipation of
the working class must be the act of the working class itself". And what it means today, is
that each social sector or class, group, collective or movement, must fight its own battles,
defining their specific agenda of struggle, and their objectives, and confronting in their own
geographies and calendars that, who nevertheless is the common enemy of all of us, and
the cause of all our troubles, which is the world capitalist system, and therefore, also the
Mexican capitalist system.

So therefore, what the Escuelita Zapatista pursued, among many other things, is
also to be a mirror that questioned each of the five thousand participants in it, about how
he or she had already carried out, or could do so in the future, on its own calendars and
geographies, and with their specific and singular ways, that shared and unique
antisystemic and anticapitalist struggle for autonomy, self-management, self-government
and freedom, and also mandatorily against exploitation, plunder, contempt and repression,
as well as facing exclusion and the multiple and unfair asymmetries of the "above" and the
"below".

This mirror that by showing us and by making us live and share in the facts, not in
the discourse nor in theory but in everyday life, this rich autonomy and freedom that in
their new non capitalist nor classist worlds the neozapatista comrades are now building,
directly and radically questioned each one of us. This questioning was posed to us by the
lessons of this Escuelita, about how we, in our spaces and our own times, can or could
also try to build these same new worlds, with that freedom and autonomy we saw, we
experienced, breathed, felt and admired, during the second week of August and the last
week of December, 2013 and the first week of January 2014. This explains the statement
made by Subcomandante Marcos, when he set forth that the "final test" of this peculiar

2 On this new stage of the neozapatismo, and with regard to the role played by the initiative of the “Escuelita Zapatista”, cf.
all Press Releases from the neozapatistas, including at the website of Enlace Zapatista, recently quoted. Most of them are
also included, in print version, in Ellos y nosotros, Ed. Equipo de apoyo a la Comision VI del EZLN, México, 2013. See also
Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, “La nueva etapa del neozapatismo mexicano" en Contrahistorias, number 21, México, 2013,
and “Neozapatismo: nueva etapa”, in El Viejo Topo, number 320, Barcelona, September 2014.
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"Escuelita" would be given by an examiner that would be a mirror, and that its unique and
very complicated gquestion will be "According to you, people, what is freedom?"3.

Thus, one of the central objectives of this original and rich initiative of the "Escuelita
neozapatista” is to give effect to this new global strategy proposed in this new stage of
their struggle, applying in the facts a kind of dialogical pedagogical questioning, based on
the direct and experiential incorporation of the "student" within the case or example itself
that it is trying or intending to "teach" or "show" or transmit. This pedagogy is based on an
example that involves and incorporates the “learner" or “learning subject” within the
experience itself that the "educator" wishes to convey. And the main result of which is the
guestion of how that “learner” will then be able to "replicate” or "reproduce " with its modes,
in its forms, in their calendars and their own geographies, the lessons of that same
instance, or example, or case, that it not only passively and indirectly "studied" or
"observed", but to the contrary, it lived, shared, and even he himself built in the practice
and with his own direct actions.

Because if theory comes from practice, and if knowledge in general stems primarily
from direct experience, then the best way to learn to do something is precisely by doing it.
Thus, the best way to learn how to fight is to fight and the best way to learn and assimilate
what autonomy and freedom are is living them and exercising them directly and in the
facts. All of which undoubtedly gives us one of the profound and radical senses of this
exceptional experience of the Escuelita Zapatista.

* * *

By participating in this new experience of the “Escuelita”, and by becoming involved
in this innovative pedagogy of the transmission of the case through its experience and
direct construction, the thousands of participants of such, were also able to verify, however
amazed, the enormous and solid strength and vitality that the Mexican neozapatista
movement enjoys today. Well, unintentionally, and just by simple "sharing" of the process
of the creation of autonomy and freedom, the neozapatistas also showed us the profound
honesty, the radical realism and the calm self-critical certainty that characterizes them,
addressing various tasks and efforts that result from this process of the struggle for
autonomy .

Because both in the conversations with the Votanes or with the Support Bases, as
well as in the collective Meetings or in the four Notebooks and the two videos that were
distributed as support material for this first Course "Freedom According to the Zapatistas",
what is astounding is the clarity and honesty with which the neozapatista movement tells
us and shows us, in the facts, undoubtedly of course their enormous accomplishments and
conquests, but also their failures and mistakes, or the problems that they have not been
able to resolve, along with the obstacles yet to be overcome, the same as their weak
angles and their openly acknowledged shortcomings.

3 Cfr. Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos, “Votan Il. L@s Guardian@s”, referred previously.



Thus, with a realism radically faithful to the difficult and complex situation they face,
they do not hide or conceal anything, explaining, showing and assuming the facts exactly
as they are, without frills or self-serving biases that make them reveal their virtues as well
as their defects, that is, both the good and positive sides of their practice and their daily
struggle, as well as the negative or the bad sides. And this, with a clear and relentless
sense of self-criticism of themselves, that far from denying or minimizing their limits, they
denounce them and make them evident in order to then assume them head on and
overcome them, really and truly, in the facts themselves.

These demonstrations with no false embellishments of their problems and
difficulties, that far from reflecting some weakness or fragility of this movement, it
illustrates us about its great strength and vitality at present. Because only a really solid
movement, well-constructed and very well established in the life, in the hearts and minds
of hundreds of thousands of its members and millions of its followers, is capable, in the
calm and true way that it was projected and reflected in this experience of the "Escuelita
Zapatista" to show and discuss openly and without problems or limitations, their past and
present mistakes, their failures, the blunders committed, the lagoons that have not yet
reached their fill, and of the problems and difficulties that are still unsolved.

An amazing exercise of truthful, quiet and totally open self-criticism, which leads
them to tell or show openly without deceit or restrictions that which they do not yet know,
what they do not understand, what they have not been able to overcome and what they
still need to do. Because as they themselves have taught us repeatedly, "It still lacking,
what is lacking", which by no means prevents, however, the acknowledgement of
everything that they have already achieved and conquered, all of those huge advances
made, and all of the lessons and teachings contained in their difficult and complex, but at
the same time also very rich and heuristic experience of more than twenty years, on the
road to forging and to the discovery of freedom and autonomy. Let us then examine, only a
few of these lessons and teachings that were made evident for the hundreds of
participants in this first realization of the Escuelita neozapatista.



The hierarchy of knowledge and the roll of the inte  llectuals

"They tried to change our ideas, making us
believe that they are the wise, the good and
the kind, the most advanced in the language,
imposing their education upon us..."

Ana, of the MAREZ EI Trabajo, quoted in the
Notebook “Resistencia Autonoma”, August
2013.

Many and varied are the main lessons derived from the Escuelita Zapatista, and it
is important to try to reflect, theorize and explain all of those fundamental and essential
teachings that the neozapatistas have provided for the individuals, groups, collectives and
movements fighting in an antisystemic mode, in Mexico and all over the world. Therefore
and in line with this great effort that must be collective and shared, we want to target only
some first elements, from also only a few of these core lessons.

One first possible general lesson, based on the fact that this was an initiative that
explicitly announced itself as an "Escuelita”, refers to one of the axis centers that make up
and define, in its most general level, the main function of the school within in today's
society, that is, the overall process of the transmission of a body of knowledge, and
derived from this, to the hierarchy, value and function that are assigned to these specific
bodies of knowledge, that are recovered and "transmitted" by that school. But, since it
refers to a neozapatista “Escuelita, that is, very different from the official and traditional
modern bourgeois school that today is dominant all over the world, it is logical then that all
our usual notions are completely and totally redefined, with reference to what a school is,
to what we understand as knowledge, of who the teachers are, and who the pupils or
students are, of the pedagogy itself and of the methods involved, of the contents of the
"teaching and learning" process and up to the physical locations, schedules, breaks,
evaluation forms, and the results of this same and at the same time quite another
Escuelita.

Because as a good and direct heir of the world's cultural revolution of 1968, and all
the lessons that such revolution left us on the radical critique of the role of the capitalist
school, neozapatismo has already assumed and incorporated within the facts and in their
own neozapatista schools attended regularly by their children and their youth, both the
review of the disciplinary, homogenizing, normalizing and classifying structure of the
behaviors of the students, as well as overcoming the deep rift between school and real life,
but also the review and the critique of the ridiculous idea that the teacher is the sole
repository of knowledge versus total ignorance of its students, or removing the supposed
neutrality, objectivity and lack of ideological bias of knowledge and of the various contents
that are transmitted and reproduced within the current educational institution®.

4 Regarding the main effects of the world revolution of 1968, on the structures of modern knowledge and the capitalist
school, cf. Immanuel Wallerstein, Open the Social Sciences, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1996, and Michel Foucault,
Discipline and Punish. The birth of the Prison, Vintage Books, New York, 1995. On the main features of the neozapatista
education provided daily in their own neozapatista communities, cf. Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, Les le¢cons politiques du
neozapatisme mexicain. Commander en obeissant, Ed. L’'Harmattan, Paris, 2010.
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So if the Escuelita Zapatista (now aimed not at children and young neozapatistas,
but rather at the five thousands of us, guests who attended it in August and December
2013 and January 2014), stems naturally from assuming implicitly all these critiques and
improvements inherited from the global revolution of 1968, it also adds some new
elements, upon which it is worth dwelling in more detail. For example, the fact that when
establishing the specific composition of the "students" and of the "teachers" of this
Escuelita, all the currently dominant bourgeois hierarchy in the set of existing knowledge is
radically subverted. Because while the Zapatistas are aware and explicitly state that the
real teacher was the collective, the whole community, which also included fleetingly the
students themselves that were invited to this Escuelita, this does not eliminate the fact that
one of the central functions of the indigenous Votanes, was to teach those students that
were from outside the communities, the process of Zapatista autonomy in all its aspects
and dimensions, along with the fact that all students were present, during those weeks at
the Escuelita, to learn what it was and how to go about building "Freedom according to the
Zapatistas".

Then the teachers were the Zapatista Support Basis, that is, the hundreds of
thousands of worthy indigenous rebels of the Mexican Southeast, while the students were
different members of civil society, which included University teachers and researchers,
along with Bachelor, Masters, Doctoral and Postdoctoral students in addition to multiple
political activists and militants of all types of movements, with solid and extensive political
training and education, what in the facts and events implied a profound revolution in the
usual and accepted hierarchy of knowledge, within the current capitalist society. This
revolution updated and deepened, to its utmost conclusion, the critique of that same
hierarchy raised since 1968, and present in all the major cultural theoreticians of the last
five decades recently transpired.

This bourgeois and capitalist hierarchy of knowledge, which forgets that the
original, primary and fundamental knowledge stems directly from experience, and
therefore the principal and founding knowledge of any other possible knowledge, is the
deep and profound popular knowledge. Because popular lore is always the nurturing
source of all other knowledge, and consequently also of the learned, bookish and indirect
knowledge, which is knowledge derived and second hand and that is the one that is what
is taught, learned and transmitted, in the schools and universities around the world®. Such
erudite, scholarly and bookish knowledge, however, that the bourgeois period of history, in
which we still live and which we still suffer, has sought to enthrone falsely as if it were the
only knowledge, or otherwise, as the main knowledge, superior or hierarchically more

5 Thus, Frederick Engels can state concisely that "when society has a technical need, it helps more to develop science than
ten Universities", in his letter to H. Starkenburg of January 25, 1894, included in Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels,
Correspondencia de Carlos Marx y Federico Engels, Editor Rojo, Tome Il , Bogota, 1973. And also for that reason, Mikhail
Bakhtin, or Carlo Ginzburg, or Edward P. Thompson, or Bolivar Echeverria, have illustrated and shown, from various and
different paths, and in relation to a variety of arguments and problems, the fundamental primacy of popular culture on the
hegemonic cultures, and the essential link between popular knowledge with the world of direct experience. From this point of
view, they allowing us to explain the fact that the great literature of Rabelais owes its originality to the fact that it is nourished
by the ‘carnival culture’ of the people, as well as the great theater cult was born from popular theater and the great literature
stems from the anonymous literature of the people. In addition, the fact that the dominant patrician culture is nourished and
built 'stealing' the motifs from the plebeian and popular culture, or that all possible "definition of culture" has to compulsorily
stem from the immediate practical process of the relationship between man and nature, and between man and his
surrounding practical milieu. On the above mentioned texts, cf. Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his world, Indiana University
Press, Bloomington, 1984, Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1992,
Edward Palmer Thompson, Customs in Common, The New Press, New York, 1993, and Bolivar Echeverria, Definicién de la
cultura, Ed. Fondo de Cultura Econémica, Mexico, 2010.
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important, or structuring or superior, and that defines all of the remaining human
knowledge.

Ludicrous hierarchy of knowledge, criticized by the world revolution of 1968 and the
aforementioned critical theoreticians of culture, which will be directly subverted and
transcended in practice with this radical experience of the “Escuelita neozapatista”, which
by modifying the usual or expected roles of the Support Bases indigenous rebels, and of
the professors, students, intellectuals and political militants and activists hailing from all
corners of the world, placing the former as guides or "masters" of the second ones, not
only restored in practice the elemental truth of the primacy and greater relevance of
popular lore and knowledge over the bookish, academic and scholarly knowledge, but also
resizes and relocates in its proper place, this derivative, secondary, indirect and second
degree knowledge, born from reading, from the classrooms, and the schools and
traditional universities of all kinds.

All this, viewed from a logic that does not intend to replace the previous hierarchy
of knowledge with a new hierarchy, now inverted, where popular culture or knowledge
shall now ‘dominate’ the bookish and erudite knowledge, or in another variant, the
indigenous culture dominate the mestizo or ladino culture, but rather to eliminate those
absurd hierarchical relationship between diverse knowledge and cultures, to replace it with
an open, dialogic, and completely horizontal vision of those different knowledge or
cultures. Therefore, and contrary to the "evangelizing syndrome" criticized by
Subcomandante Marcos, that "assumes as obvious or evident that the ladino or mestizo
culture is superior in breadth and depth of knowledge and indigenous culture”, however
this "when the indigenous encounters a different culture, outside its territory, it
spontaneously tends to try to understand it, it does not attempt to establish a relationship
of dominant/dominated™.

Therefore, the Escuelita neozapatista, far from belittling such bookish knowledge
and those scholars who saturate schools and Universities around the world, what it does
instead is to relocate them in their fair and proper place, and to try to understand and
assimilate them, recovering the part of them that can be useful, fruitful and productive for
their own libertarian and autonomous struggle, and for the more general process of the
emancipatory struggle worldwide.”

5 These thesis of Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos are developed in his text “De especialistas y especialidades. Tercer
Viento: un digno y rabioso color de la tierra” from January 3, 2009, en Contrahistorias, number 24, 2015, and also in the
‘Enlace Zapatista’ link, already mentioned before.

" This is very clear in the important initiative of the Seminar celebrated in May 2015, about the subject ‘El pensamiento critico
frente a la hidra capitalista’, that the first result is the book El pensamiento critico frente a la hidra capitalista I. Participacién
de la Comision Sexta del EZLN, Ed. EZLN, México, 2015, and in the recent document published by Subcomandante
Insurgente Galeano, “Las artes, las ciencias, los pueblos originarios y los sétanos del mundo” in February 28, 2016, in
‘Enlace Zapatista’ mentioned before. See also Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, “La contribucion del neozapatismo mexicano al
desarrollo del pensamiento critico contemporaneo”, in Contrahistorias, number 25, 2015.
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Meanwhile, when the Support Bases indigenous were "teaching" what freedom and
autonomy is to those Professors, Doctors, postdoctoral students, militants, activists, and
curious and avid young people from all over the world eager to learn, they also insisted
that all this knowledge regarding autonomy, self-government and self-management, was
not the result of the books, or had it been extracted from any written "Manual" or even
"Antimanual”, but rather that it emerged and was the decanted and concrete result, of their
own experience of direct struggle, of their several years of "practical" efforts and combats
developed in that same autonomous construction process.

Thus, a possible second general lesson of this First Course of the Escuelita
neozapatista, directly connected with the first lesson, is also that of the radical redefinition
of the role and function of the intellectuals in general, but also and more specifically, within
current anticapitalist and antisystemic social movements around the globe. Because, when
re-establishing within the facts the true relationship between the different knowledge,
reminding us that the knowledge that arises from practice and direct experience is the
original and foundational knowledge, and that knowledge from the books is only a
knowledge that is indirect, secondary and derivative of the first, the Escuelita Zapatista
thus redefines with this also the role that all the "intellectuals”, that is, the carriers of that
dependent and second degree knowledge that is the bookish, scholarly and University
knowledge can play within the current antisystemic movements.

This new role of the intellectuals, derived from the knowledge that they embody,
which then prevents and nullifies that they can be the "guides" or directors, or leaders, or
the lucid, enlightened and discerning "conscience” of these movements. For if the bookish
knowledge is indeed derived and dependent knowledge born of experience, of deep lore, it
can no longer claim to direct or dominate it, nor dictate its directions or sketch its paths, or
otherwise illuminate its steps, as at one time claims the intellectuals, including those that
were left wing, especially in the period before 1968. This does not prevent that such
knowledge of the intellectuals themselves can be very useful, important and productive for
the current antisystemic movements, and even essential in certain situations or very
specific circumstances, but only from the clear assumption that this knowledge will never
be the core knowledge for the overall structure and the global definition of the destiny and
the action of these anticapitalist and antisystemic social movements?.

8 This does not imply at all, from the Zapatistas, any anti-intellectual attitude or anything of the sort. To the contrary, they
very much respect and highly value the work and contributions of the “intellectuals from below” or of the “other intellectuals”;
who they name with the friendly words that they had or they are “big heads”, as they repeated in the Escuelita in 2013 and
2014. But if in fact they do recognize and respect these “intellectuals from below”, it is also very clear that they are not asking
them for direction or to come to enlighten the movement, or to bring from outside their light or their “conscience”, but simply
that they modestly become integrated to the movement, that they accompany it, in a fraternal, solidary and simple manner.
And this, for them to become humbly aware of it from within, and from there, for them to provide horizontally and not
hierarchically, with the intellectual tools and the knowledge they possess, new elements or items and tracks for collective
self-reflection of the movement itself. That is, for them to humbly place their knowledge at the service of the common cause,
to thus contribute in “their environment and in their way”, to the great collective work of reflection and analysis that is the task
of absolutely all of the members of the movement, and not just of a small and limited group of its “intellectuals”. On this point,
it is worth to read the text of Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos, “¢Otra Teoria?”, in Contrahistorias, number 6, Mexico,
2006.
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The radically different role of the intellectuals in the antisystemic movements that
has been materialized quite plastically in the Escuelita neozapatista, which had already
been anticipated ever since the revolution of 1968, and that in addition had also radically
mutated all the anticapitalist movements of the globe, it tore to pieces that false hierarchy
and enthronement of intellectuals within protest movements of all kinds. The dethronement
of the "intellectual-king" that was so well perceived and theorized by Michel Foucault at its
particular moment, and that has been gradually and progressively assumed over the last
five decades, by all of the new antisystemic movements in the world, and naturally also by
the Mexican neozapatismo?®.

But if the intellectuals are no longer nor can they be the "conscience" that comes
from outside the movement, nor can they be the "carriers" and "exclusive generators" of
the theory within its interior, then the repeated assertion of Subcomandante Marcos is best
understood that for the Zapatistas "their theory is their own practice". Because its deep
and rich political knowledge and generally does not come primarily from the books or the
classrooms, but from their own political practice, from their direct fighting experience of
more than three decades, of their tenacious and successful concrete efforts to build their
autonomy, and to give life to the new non-capitalist worlds that flourish and thrive today
throughout the length and breadth of the entire territory of Chiapas in Mexico.

Because today, unlike a hundred years ago, when Lenin wrote his brilliant and
incisive text of What to do?, it is already clear that “conscience” for the movements no
longer needs to come "from outside", but that it is brewing directly stemming from the
experience of the struggle (thesis, that with regard to the rest of it, was also strongly and
very wisely affirmed by Lenin himself), and becomes consolidated and built from the
collective self-reflection of the movement itself, self-reflection to which the ‘other
intellectuals from below' may contribute modestly, to the extent that they accept, fraternally
and in a totally horizontal way, to adhere and accompany those same movements.

9 About this new role of the intellectuals, who had already been theorized by Michel Foucault, cf. to mention only one
example among many possible, his interview “El intellectual y los poderes”, in El poder, una bestia magnifica, Ed. Siglo XXI,
Buenos Aires, 2012. Furthermore, about the effects of that radical redefinition in 1968 of the antisystemic movements around
the world, see Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, Antimanuale del Buon Ribelle, Ed. Aracne Editrice, Roma, 2014, Movimientos
Antisistémicos. Pensar lo antisistémico en el Siglo XXI, Ed. Prohistoria, 2nd edition, Rosario, Argentina, 2012, and “Les
nouveaux mouvements antisystemiques en Amérique Latine: Une bréve radiographie générale”, in Review, volume XXXI,
number 1, 2008.
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A radically new definition of the Autonomy

“Because that is what freedom is for us: to
exercise the right for each of us to build our
own destiny, without anyone giving us orders,
nor telling us what to do and what not to do”.

Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos, Votan II.
L@s guardian@s, July 30 of 2013.

A third general lesson of this Escuelita, refers to the general contents that were
transmitted or "taught" to the "students" for a week. And those contents would seem to
refer, according to the comrades themselves who named the Course, to the theme or topic
of "Freedom According to the Zapatistas". But also, and from the titles of the four
Notebooks that were the printed support materials for the Course, it is clear that one
central part of those contents to transmit and " teach” were the themes themselves
subjects of their titles, which are the "Autonomous Government" (I and Il), "The
Participation of Women in the Autonomous Government® and the "Autonomous
Resistance". Whereupon, and also from the presentations made to the group that worked
in the city of San Cristobal de Las Casas, and rich talks and discussions of all the
"students" with their Votan@s or Guardian@s, it is clear that the great general theme
addressed throughout this Course was none other than the complex daily construction of
the neozapatista autonomy.

Therefore, if the Course was about "Freedom", and the main axis around which
revolved the whole collection of teachings of the Course was the issue of Autonomy, that
means that for neozapatismo, freedom and autonomy are virtually identical. At least, so
very closely related and similar, that their contents and elements overlap, interweave and
exchange so that they can well be considered virtually synonymous terms. This would also
be very logical, if we remember that "freedom" was one of the nine, then eleven, and
finally later, thirteen zapatista slogans, and that, on the contrary, the concept of
"autonomy" does not appear at all, nor is there a slogan or claim that in the light of the last
ten years of the Mexican neozapatismo, and also of this experience of the Escuelita
neozapatista, it would seem that it should be included in these current demands of the
Zapatista movement.

So, the question is resolved when we recall the statements of Subcomandante
Marcos, who tells us that "the indigenous zapatista definition of freedom (is): rule and
govern ourselves according to our ways, in our geography and in this calendar", to which
he continued by adding, a few lines further below: "because that is what freedom is for us:
to exercise the right for each of us to build our own destiny, without anyone giving us
orders, nor telling us what to do and what not to do”.’° Thus, it remains clear that in the
neozapatista conception freedom and autonomy are indeed identical terms, as to be free
is to be able to decide autonomously the fate that one wants to build for itself, to govern
themselves according to their modes, their ways, their times and their specific
circumstances.

10 See these statements in the text of Subcomandisiegente Marcos, “Votan Il. L@s Guardian@s” of
July 30, 2013, already referred several.
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Therefore, it is not at all accidental that this definition of freedom posed by
Subcomandante Marcos, essentially coincides with the definition of autonomy, that some
years ago, was given by the Subcomandante Insurgente Moisés (then Teniente Coronel
Insurgente Moises) and that put forth that autonomy "means that what we want, well, is to
form, a life, a society, that we will move ourselves, well, then we ourselves are going to
build it...”.%

This notion is then broad, comprehensive and very global of what freedom or
autonomy is for the neozapatistas, which was exposed, shown, illustrated, discussed,
even lived and shared daily within the Escuelita neozapatista. One special notion of
autonomy that naturally transcends and exceeds both the limited and literal legal notion or
concept of autonomy, as its definition that is somewhat broader as regards political
autonomy, but also even to the anthropological notion, predominantly cultural, of the
autonomy.

Because the neozapatista idea of that autonomy-freedom encompasses the whole
of the social weave in all its many manifestations, definitely then including the idea of self-
government by its own laws, or of freely defining the configuration of the entire political
structure, and even of behaving and acting according to their own cultural identity, their
historical traditions and their customs. But also, and far beyond, to decide and build by and
for themselves the type of link they wish to maintain with nature, or the type of economy of
their choice, or the social relationships and forms of community within which they choose
to live, or the type of culture, art, of music and knowledge, or of information they have
freely chosen to assume, among many other dimensions and manifestations of this same
autonomy-freedom.

Comprehensive Global Autonomy that refers us to the ability to define and decide
“the desired total figure of its own choice sociality” as Bolivar Echeverria would state. And
that is therefore present both in the tasks of self-government as well as in gender relations
and in the patrticipation of women, but also in the many forms of political, ideological,
economic, psychological, social, and educational resistance. And this, in the field of health,
or communication, or of cultural resistance, which were thoroughly addressed and
discussed in addition to experiencing them in the flesh, from the readings and discussions
and later the debates of the contents of the four printed Zapatista Notebooks that
supported this Escuelita Zapatista.

The definition of freedom or comprehensive and global autonomy according to the
Zapatistas, has nominated itself as encompassing absolutely all of the orders, levels,
dimensions and elements of the social totality, that is, of human society as a whole, and
even of the human civilization as such, also including the ratio of men to space, and more
generally, all the links of its overall metabolism with nature. This leads us directly not only
to a radically anticapitalist and antisystemic definition and assumption of autonomy and of
freedom, but also to the vital question that now haunts and worries many of the
antisystemic movements around the world, regarding just how likely it is to build true
autonomy, if it is limited or confined to only a sphere, or a few areas or spheres, of all the
relations that constitute the mentioned social and civilizing human totality.

11 This acute definition of autonomy is in the speech made by Teniente Coronel Insurgente Moisés, dated January 3 of 2007,
published in Contrahistorias, number 8, 2007.
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Well as we experienced, felt, observed, listened, and debated during one week, the
Zapatistas themselves are trying to build their autonomy in all spheres of society and
civilization, defending the “Mother Earth”, at the same time they are building an
autonomous communication, promoting their political self-government, and building an
also regional autonomic economy, revolutionizing their gender relations, and advancing in
autonomous education, while at the same time that they deploy their autonomous
resistance against the high intensity military or paramilitary war of the Mexican
government, or against capitalist ideology, propagated by the great mass media, among
many other forms of this rich and comprehensive multivariate affirmation of their integral
overall autonomy.

This struggle for comprehensive autonomy or global freedom which is an important
lesson for today's antisystemic movements in Mexico and the world, which by their own
specific ways, and in their own singular modes and forms, have also been verifying and
checking-out this wise neozapatista posture. Because if autonomy is limited to being a
mostly autonomous justice and a mechanism to ensure the safety of their own populations,
as in the case of the Community Police in Guerrero, or if it is predominantly confined to the
defense of the own forests themselves and of their territory, as in the case of Cheran in
Michoacan, then the Mexican state can create, for example, spurious Armed Self-Defense
Groups recently emerged in Guerrero, in order to confuse and discredit from the outside,
and then divide from within that truly autonomous, most interesting and promising project
that has been, during all of these twenty years, that movement of the CRAC-PC of
Guerrero. Also that Mexican government can try to isolate and encapsulate the community
of Cheran, by means of an alliance with drug traffickers and illegal loggers in Michoacan,
and also trying to delegitimize it, by including the experience of Cheran, generically and
slyly, in the acting of the armed self-defense groups, also recently created in the same
state of Michoacan?*?.

For this reason, as has been found in the practice by the comrades from Guerrero
and Michoacéan, and actually from all of Mexico, real and true autonomy cannot coexist
easily with the multiple oppressions, in addition to the fact that it cannot survive in the
medium term, if it does not tend necessarily to become that comprehensive global
autonomy that is today illustrated and embodied by the neozapatistas. Because it is not
easy to be autonomous, only in regard to education or in politics, while at the same time
someone continue to receive subsidies from the bourgeois State. The same problem is
that political or economic autonomy cannot be very much consolidated, if the granting of
land and territory continues to be in the hands of the State, as they well know, and
confront, and try every day to overcome, both certain Argentine ‘piqueteros’ movements
that are truly autonomist, as well as the Movement of the Landless in Brazil.

12 On the experience of the Community Police in Guerrero, cf. the text of the Coordinadora Regional de Autoridades
Comunitarias-Policia Comunitaria, “Breve resefia y balance del sistema de seguridad y justicia comunitaria a 14 afios de
lucha”, in the book Otras Geografias. Experiencias de autonomias indigenas en México, Ed Redez, México, 2010, and on
the struggle of Cheran, cf. Salvador Campanur, “Entrevista sobre la lucha por la autonomia del pueblo de Cheréan,
Michoacan”, in Contrahistorias, number 21, 2013.
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And even if autonomy is global and comprehensive, but is confined within an area
that is closed in on itself, and becomes isolated from the rest of society and the world, then
again, their survival and their future cannot be insured. Therefore, to flourish and become
consolidated, the comprehensive global autonomy needs also to extend and expand itself
everywhere throughout Mexico, throughout Latin America and around the world. What has
also been very well understood by the Zapatista comrades, and was also one of the
central messages of Escuelita neozapatista, which is why it was raised as a ‘final exam’,
this unique and complex question: what is autonomy or freedom for each one of us, and
how each one of us struggle to conquer it, to open paths and routes for it, by establishing it
and replicating it in their places and in their times, recreating it from their own ways and in
their specific forms?

So, this rich and multidimensional notion of comprehensive global autonomy, which
also has a clear expansive universal vocation to be embodied by the Mexican Zapatistas
in vast areas and spaces throughout the entire chiapanecan territory of Mexico, which has
already generated, in this relatively small but very significant scale of the dimensions of
one of the states of the Mexican Republic, is the creation, still at the germinal stage, but
clearly in existence, of a new non-capitalist nor not classist world, of a society and a
civilization radically different from those prevailing today on the entire planet.

We refer to new worlds where already now the logic of capital accumulation and
the exclusive imposition by the power, the daily reproduction of social inequality, and
culture and the promotion of the degrading hierarchies of the majority, or maintenance of
the social “above” and “below” have ceased to govern. And this, with all their vast trail of
contempt, discrimination, exploitation, plunder, oppression and repression, and to be
replaced, however, by the very different and antithetical logic of free cooperation and
autonomy, of horizontality and the promotion of community power, of social equality in all
its forms, and the cancellation of all the false hierarchies, as well as the elimination of
social asymmetry of above/below, stemming from fraternity, the respect for others, the
dialogic relationship and the peaceful and intelligent resolution of conflicts.

These shall be new non-class and capitalist worlds, already foreshadowing the
events in the beginning of the coveted "Realm of Freedom" that Marx referred to in his
time, demonstrates in the practice that the world capitalist system, with all the misery,
violence, destructions, inequalities and limitations that it implies for all mankind, has
ceased to be necessary as a way of shaping society and human civilization and having
then expired historically, and being therefore completely dispensable and can be
transcended immediately and everywhere.

Because what the five thousand students of the escuelita Zapatista saw with our
eyes, felt on our skin, heard from our Votan@s and from the Support Bases, we lived in
their champas, in their corn fields and in their territories, and what we enjoyed and admired
in their generous company was a new society and civilization, not capitalist or classist, in
which we verified in awe, marveled and yet happy and excited at the same time: how it is
possible to build a whole life itself and the world as a whole, without the multiple figures of
the “social above” and of the apex of all the unjust hierarchies that today still exist in the
capitalist system that is yet in effect with planetary force.
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It was in this way, that we were able to become familiar from within with an
economy that works only with workers and without employers, including an agriculture with
farm workers and without landowners or landlords and business or trade without voracious
intermediaries called coyotes, with economics that are activated instead by the logic of
collective and cooperative work, and the advocacy, care and respect for the "Mother
Earth" or "Mother Nature".*3

But we also learned how a society can be built without leading social groups, and
without privileged individuals who occupy high positions in the various hierarchical
structures that run throughout the entire social weave or fabric. That is, a society without
ruling or dominant classes, along with a form of family without machos and without
patriarchs, alongside an intelligent smart and effective justice system that works without
lawyers and without judges, within a peaceful community, that even though it is rebel and
insurgent, it can live and thrive quietly and smoothly and prosper without problems, without
police and without an army separated from the people, and who exist only to periodically
subdue and suppress such people.

A fantastic new and very different society and civilization who practice the self-
government, and that function in harmony based on the principle of “Ordering While
Obeying" which is a society without a State, but also, and most happily without corrupt and
degraded politicians, who are in love with power for the sake of power itself, and therefore,
also a social community with no political parties, no elections, no parliament and with no
bureaucracy, which not coincidentally reminds us immediately of the fundamental
experiences of the Paris Commune of 1871, or the Russian government of the Soviets
during the last stage of the life of Lenin.#

This refers to society and civilization that is the opposite of capitalism today, and
where a culture also flourishes without intellectuals pretending to know everything, that
can include an innovative and creative education that can function without teachers, the
same as a communication that is built without opinion leaders, but also without ideological
bias, without perverse manipulation of information and without lies, but also even an art
that unfolds and states without ‘major’ artists that would supposedly be solitary creators
and great, extraordinary, and completely out of the ordinary people.*®

13 This neozapatista economy without bosses, which not coincidentally reminds us the argentinian experiments of the
‘recovered factories’ after the crisis of 2001, on which can be seen, to cite just one example, the collective book Sin Patrén.
Fabricas y empresas recuperadas por sus trabajadores, Editora Lavaca, Buenos Aires, 2007. For a more general
characterization of this neozapatista economy, cf. Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, Les lessons politiques du neozapatisme
mexicain. Commander en Obseissant, cited above. And about the central idea of the land as ‘Mother Land’ or ‘Mother
Nature’, see, also Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, “Latin America’s Antisystemic Movements and Its Struggle for the Land in
the Twenty-First Century”, in Review, vol. XXXIII, number 4, 2010.

4 Wwith regard to the experiences mentioned, and also the Italian, German and Hungarian workers' Councils, and the
Chinese Cultural Revolution, it is worthwhile to review the set of essays included in numbers 16 and 17 of Contrahistorias,
of the year of 2011.

15 The powerful and impressive Chilean student movement of 2011 showed us, among many other things, how it is that
school can function perfectly, even much better than the current school without teachers. On this point, cf. Raul Zibechi,
“Chile: Otra educacioén es posible” in Contrahistorias, number 18, 2012. And regarding the very possible ‘death’ of art, and
with it, the end of the figure of the 'great artist', cf. Walter Benjamin, La obra de arte en la época de su reproductibilidad
técnica, Ed Itaca, Mexico, 2003, and Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, “Walter Benjamin, el cine y el futuro del arte”, in Cine
Cubano, number 180, La Havana, April-June 2011.
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In sum, a society and civilization that has already eliminated, in the facts, all of the
now completely superfluous and unnecessary forms of hierarchy and social privilege, and
of the monopolistic, asymmetric and excluding attribute of certain special features to some
of its members. That is, all of the now illegitimate and totally unjustified forms of the
"upper" social stratus or society, to instead, insert in its place a community of peers and of
people who, despite the enormous material difficulties and the ongoing political and social
harassment and even siege and constant military and paramilitary harassment, they are
building day-to-day their autonomy, their self-government and their freedom from the
infinite strength of their century-long rebellion and their indomitable and profound dignity.

Some lessons to the future

“Well, we are going to win. There is no doubt
about that (...) because even if we lose, we win.
| mean that the zapatismo proposal is so
extensive and far-reaching, that even if you
lose, you win".

Insurgent Sub-Commander Marcos, Interview
with Manuel Vazquez Montalban, 1999.

Finally, we think that this exceptional experience of the Escuelita neozapatista also
provided us with two lessons or fundamental teachings, although these were perhaps
more perceived by us than directly or explicitly transmitted by the Zapatista comrades
themselves. The two lessons we refer to, were evident at the time of living with the
‘Votan@'s themselves or with the Support Bases, but also from observing them and trying
to understand them as they enter into action, and when contemplating the enthusiasm,
energy, openness and conviction with which they performed their various and diverse
tasks, related to the own particular concrete process for building their radical and specific
project of freedom and autonomy.

The first lesson relates to the fact of the enormous internal diversity of the
neozapatista Support Bases, which are comprised of several Mayan ethnic groups who
speak different languages, inhabit also very different geographical areas, and are therefore
dedicated to a variety of economic activities, and having different historical and cultural
traditions. There is, diversity in peoples and languages: Tzotzil, Tzeltal, Tojolabal and
Chol, but also among others, Mame or Zoque, which combines with living on the coast or
in the jungle, or up in the mountains or on the plains, sometimes engaging in agricultural
activities and other times to raising livestock or even others to forestry and its
development, and also in the agricultural, to the cultivation of coffee or corn, or also to
raising chicken, hogs or cattle. And all this, from views where they may weigh more or
less, according to the different places, the old beliefs, or the different variants or religious
beliefs, or otherwise in a different scenario, atheism, along with a varied range of clothing,
of music, of food or varying degrees of assimilation and recovering of urban or Western
cultures, or simply different from their own.
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It is this enormous diversity of the internal composition of the members of
neozapatismo themselves, that then explains why the construction of autonomy and the
conquest of freedom is necessarily modulated or regulated and subtly altered according to
the different Zones, Municipalities, Regions and even Villages that form the population.
Because if, for example, in a certain area or zone, the area of land reclaimed as of the 1%
of January of 1994 were many and abundant, in other areas there was virtually no
recovery of land at all, in addition to the fact of the different relative population density of
each area, together causes the relationship between Zones and Municipalities, and later
between Towns and Villages, is different in each case, thus impacting the functioning of
the Assembly, as well as the linkages between these organizational bodies, just as it is
narrated to us in the texts of the four printed Notebooks of the Course "Freedom According
to the Zapatist@s".

But the lesson that we here consider as central, is that this huge and multivariate
internal diversity of the Zapatista peoples, was not by any means an obstacle for the
formation of its powerful and radical antisystemic movement, and in fact, far from
preventing the formation or weakening the action of this movement, what it has done is
enrich and enhance it tremendously. Therefore when watching carefully how our comrades
have been able to build this rich unity in the diversity, which is part of the original essence
of the mexican neozapatismo, we understand without any trouble the famous and wise
slogan of fighting for "A World in which many Worlds can fit". As well as the current
neozapatista proposal, characteristic of this new phase inaugurated on the 21st December
of 2012, of forming a vast antisystemic, national and international, movement, organized
from the logic to not to homogenize nor otherwise hegemonize their different constituent
members, but rather respecting their own ways, calendars and geographies, building the
unity of action, stemming from specific and concrete commitments, freely assumed and
later completed and fulfilled, by these same members of this great movement of La
Sexta.1®

In addition, and equally derived from their own experience, in which without
homogenizing their different ethnic groups and peoples, without hegemonizing any of them
to the others, they managed nevertheless to build the united and powerful neozapatista
movement, which for twenty two years has been challenging the power and the powerful in
Mexico and worldwide. It is derived from this experience that we can understand that if the
worthy Chiapas indigenous rebels were able to do it, certainly it can also be done by all of
the subaltern groups, classes and sectors of Mexico, of Latin America and of the whole
world. Because if respecting diversity, and abandoning hegemony and homogenizing, it
was already possible to create in Chiapas the new non-capitalist worlds in which we lived
and exchanged experiences during 2013 and 2014, it is also absolutely feasible to create
worldwide, hundreds and thousands of Movements similar to the mexican neozapatismo
movement, and then, as many other new non-capitalist worlds, and governed by freedom
and comprehensive global autonomy.

16 And it is this idea of not to hegemonize the other movements of La Sexta, that explain too, between many other elements,
the symbolic ‘death’ of the Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos, and the also symbolic birth of Subcomandante Insurgente
Galeano. About this, see Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos, “Entre la luz y la sombra”, 25" may 2014, in Enlace Zapatista,
http://www.ezIn.org.mx, and Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, “La muerte (simbdlica) del Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos y
el nosotros colectivo neozapatista”, in Contrahistorias, number, 24, 2015.
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What, moreover, is already developing and has materialized in concrete terms, to
different degrees and with different measures of development, in certain experiences of
the autonomist radical sectors of the Argentinian piqueteros, or also on the bases, much
more than on the leaders of the Movement of the Landless in Brazil, or in certain
indigenous communities in the Ecuadorian Amazon as part of the CONAIE, or within
certain groups of the Mapuche movement, or in certain important groups and experiences
that thrive today within Bolivia, among many other examples we could mention.t’

Furthermore, a second fundamental teaching of the Escuelita Zapatista, also
relatively "involuntary” by the fellow neozapatista comrades, that in addition to being
worthy and dignified are quiet and modest, is the clear perception that their movement has
already become, in the three decades of its existence, such an intelligent, solid, coherent
movement, rooted to its deepest levels, and also enormously lucid, conscious and
intelligent that pretty much makes for an almost indestructible and invincible movement.

Because when contemplating how conviction and conscience, together with the
rebel dignified and indomitable will, that are characteristic of the neozapatistas themselves
they are fully and absolutely internalized and assumed by the hundreds of thousands of
worthy neozapatista Support Bases, one can then very optimistically visualize the future of
Mexico, and also of the rest of the world, convinced that to defeat this movement, its
enemies would have to physically annihilate even the last and most distant and remote of
its members. This, besides being extraordinarily complicated and difficult, and happily
most unlikely, would also never be, neither safe nor completely precise or accurate.

Viewing the fact that since the Zapatista seed has already blossomed around the
globe and today the members of "La Sexta" and supporters of neozapatismo, are certainly
counted by the millions. Thus, peers or comrades are not lying when they state that they
neither surrender nor can they be bought, nor do they ever give up, but to the contrary,
with this they are only truthfully expressing that profound conviction that is deeply rooted to
the depths of their being, in the hundreds of thousands of them that are already in
existence, and that we were able to personally verify in this Escuelita neozapatista. In view
of the above and beyond what may happen in the future and the fact is that very beautiful
and admirable radical changes in Mexico and also in many other rebel geographies of the
globe will probably happen, Mexican neozapatismo has already triumphed most forcefully.
With all the enormous wealth of the various and huge teachings that it has lavished
generously for all anticapitalistic and antisystemic movements in the world, and of which
the Escuelita neozapatista is nothing but one very important manifestation, with all that
huge volume of tracks, of roads and advances in the fight for freedom and autonomy, this
neozapatista movement has already gathered such a great treasure, which is in itself
already an immense victory.

And it is for this reason, among so many, many other things that "We are going to
win. There is no doubt about that".

17 On these various experiences mentioned, cf. Immanuel Wallerstein, “Apéndice: Chiapas y los nuevos movimientos
antisistémicos de América Latina”, in Historia y dilemas de los movimientos antisistémicos, Ed Contrahistorias, México,
2008, Raul Zibechi, Movimientos sociales en América Latina, Ed La Crujia, Buenos Aires, 2008, and Carlos Antonio Aguirre
Rojas, América Latina en la encrucijada, Ed Contrahistorias, México, 2009.
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