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January 1, 1994 saw

When the flood waters knock
down the houses and the river
overflows, sweeping away
everything in its path, then it is a
sign that without our knowing it,
the rains began in the mountains
many days ago.

\ the beginning of an
Indian rebellion in
the southern state of
Chiapas. The attack
Chiapas peasant. by the Zapatista

' National Liberation
Army (EZLN) took
the whole country by
surprise, particularly
those whom it
targeted.: the |
Mexican government
and army. The

conflict was |
surprising not only |
because of its |
unexpectedness but
because of the speed
with which events,
reactions and |
interpretations
followed one another,
and the impact it is

Chl'ﬂllidﬂ Of d predicted to have on |
conflict foretold [l

Paz means peace. (Editor’s note.)

Martin Salas / Imagenlatina.
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The twelve-day war

At approximately 0:30 a.m. on New
Year’s Day, a group of armed
peasants and Indians, driving trucks
stolen a few days earlier, occupied the
cities of San Cristobal de las Casas,
Ocosingo, Altamirano and Las
Margaritas.! The towns were defended
by municipal and judicial police.
Preliminary figures in the press
reported 6 dead and 12 wounded

(La Jornada, Excélsior, El Financiero,
January 2, 1994).

The rebels destroyed furniture and
windows in municipal and police
buildings, prevented access to
occupied towns and freed 179
prisoners from the San Cristébal jail
as well as taking provisions from
stores. They also took over the radio
stations at Ocosingo and San Cristobal
to broadcast messages about their
movement, proclamations against the
government and the army and
invitations to the people to join them.
Between 800 and 1,000 guerrillas are
said to have taken part in the
occupation of San Cristobal.

In his first public appearance, on
the balcony of San Cristobal’s town
hall, a man wearing a ski mask and a
black and red uniform 2 identified
himself as Commander Marcos,’
spokesman for the movement.
Speaking of the motives and
objectives of the EZLN’s struggle,
Marcos said the decision was made to
launch the rebellion on New Year’s
because that was the day the North

! Excélsior newspaper mentions eight
occupied towns (January 2, 1994), while
EZLN spokesman subcomandante (deputy
commander) Marcos told the Multivision
cable network (January 30 and 31, 1994)
that in fact seven towns had been taken.

In accordance with Geneva Convention
requirements that combatants should be
clearly identified, EZLN members wore a
uniform consisting of a brown shirt with red
and black insignia, green pants and rubber
boots, covering their faces with ski masks or
bandannas.

Shortly afterwards Marcos clarified that he is
a deputy commander rather than commander.

w
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The EZLN takes over San Cristobal de las Casas.

American Free Trade Agreement went
into effect, calling NAFTA “a death
sentence for Mexico’s Indian ethnic
groups, which are dispensable as far as
the government of Carlos Salinas de
Gortari is concerned.”

Marcos went on to say that in
Mexico freedom and democracy do
not exist, and declared war on the
army, calling for Salinas’ government
to be deposed and a transitional
government to be set up that would
call clean elections. He described the
movement as an ethnic one, based on
ten years of political work and
preparation, and denied rumors of the
presence of Guatemalans in its ranks
or that it had any links with drug
traffickers. Marcos also said that he
was under orders to advance as far as
the capital (La Jornada, January 2).

The EZLN’s General Command
distributed a document (the
Declaration from the Lacandon
Jungle) to the people of Mexico, in
which it elaborated on Marcos’
declarations as well as stating that “we
are conscious of the fact that the war
we have declared is a last-ditch
measure, but it is a just one.” The
declaration stated that the EZLN fights
for “work, land, a roof over our heads,
food, health, education, independence,
freedom, democracy, justice and
peace,” and invited others to join the

rebels. They proclaimed they would
not stop fighting until they achieved
their demands, and asked to be
formally recognized as a “belligerent
force,” in accordance with
international conventions

(El Financiero, January 2).

In a communiqué issued by-the
Ministry of the Inferior, the federal
government appealed to the rebels to
use good sense, asking them to lay
down their arms and begin a dialogue.
The government acknowledged the
region’s historical backwardness,
“which five years of government have
been unable to erase,” but warned that
social demands cannot justifiably be
used as a pretext for disturbing law
and order and defying authority
(La Jornada, January 2).

For its part, the Chiapas state
government issued a communiqué
calling for dialogue and prudence.

It stated that “there are approximately
200 Indian insurgents and the problem
is restricted to four municipalities,”
while the rest of the state was reported
to be calm. The communiqué asked
security forces to “convince the
Indians to change their attitude and
use legal channels to express their
needs” (La Jornada, January 2).

That same night, the government
of Chiapas issued declarations that the
rebels were supported by Catholic
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The papal bull “Sublimis Deus”

The Dominicans, champions in defense of the Indians, fought bitterly against the infamy (that held the
Indians to be irrational), and when Fray Julian Garcés was Bishop of Tlaxcala, in accordance with Fray
Domingo de Betanzos, who was the provincial of Saint Dominic in New Spain, Fray Domingo de Minaya
was sent to Rome bearing letters and testimony for His Holiness Pope Paul lll, relating to the Indians’
absolute rationality and the need for a final pontifical definition which would once and for all put an end to
this degrading calumny. It cannot be said for whom this invention was most shameful: for those falsely
accused of a supposed incapacity, or for those who knowingly invented this lie for their own benefit.

The Franciscans, for their part, were no less forceful in their defense of the Indians’ rationality.

Fray Martin de Valencia, Fray Jacobo de Tastera, Fray Cristobal de Zamora and others wrote to the
Emperor in this regard, from Huejozinco in New Spain, on May 7, 1533.

Fray Domingo de Minaya’s efforts and the detailed information he presented to the Holy See led to
the promulgation of Pope Paul III’s bull “Sublimis Deus,” on June 2, 1537. Among other things it stated:
“It is necessary to confess that man is of such condition and nature that he can receive the very faith of
Christ and that whomsoever is of human nature is apt to receive the very same faith. Euntes, docete
omnes gentes” (Teach to all nations).

The Sublimis Deus bull came to constitute the affirmation of the rationality of some of the Spanish
Crown’s vassals, whose human dignity no responsible person had put in doubt. On the contrary, this had
always been the subject of particular attention in all the Royal Edicts and Ordinances addressed, from the
discovery [of the Americas] onwards, to the justices, prelates and captains of the Indies by the monarchs
of Spain, who repeatedly recommended the Indians’ conversion and attraction to civilized life, stressing
the responsibility of all, both kings and vassals, for the salvation of their souls.

This is apart from the fact that Columbus, upon setting foot on Guanahani lands, was mindful of the
importance and grandeur of a future Spanish action which would have as its principal task the conversion
of so many people to Christianity.

All this implicitly involved the recognition of the Indians’ rationality, until a few malicious and selfish
people invented the argument that they were irrational, in order to evade complying with a number of laws
that were favorable to the Indians, the disobedience of which would otherwise have earned them the
corresponding punishment. This argument gave first Montesinos and later Las Casas ample motive for
their censures and campaigns.

The real significance of the Sublimis Deus bull was that it definitively put an end to the question, once
the Pontiff, ex cathedra, cut short this lowly calumny through the weight of his authority and implacable
declaration.

A. Ballesteros, Historia de América, Tomo XVI, pp. 264-265.

Nevertheless, signs declaring “we serve people and Indians” still hang outside some barbershops
in Chiapas.
The editors.

“liberation theology™ priests, “who
gave them the use of their radio
communications system in the diocese
of San Cristobal.”

Members of the Catholic clergy
remarked that the uprising was a
warning to the Mexican government
that extreme poverty leads to violence.
The bishops of Tapachula and Tuxtla
Gutiérrez offered to act as mediators.
The diocese and the Fray Bartolomé de

las Casas Human Rights Center in San
Cristobal denied any connection with
the uprising, while confirming their
total commitment to the defense of
Indians’ rights through peaceful means.
Meanwhile, the press reported
army activity in the 23rd Military
Zone (located a few kilometers outside
San Cristobal), Tuxtla Gutiérrez and
the outskirts of the occupied zones,
although there was no fighting.

The Interior and Defense ministers
travelled to Chiapas.

On January 2, the Zapatistas left
San Cristobal, and attacked the
military barracks located 10 miles
outside San Cristobal in the village of
Rancho Nuevo. The army reported
five dead and six wounded among its
ranks, while the bodies of 24
Zapatistas were found in the combat
zone. Fighting also took place in the
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Zapatista standing guard at San Cristobal de las Casas town hall.

Ocosingo area, leaving one soldier
dead and several wounded.

Fighting between the army and
the guerrillas continued for several
days thereafter. The press reported
bloody clashes in Ocosingo, where
Zapatistas’ bodies were left lying in
the main square for several days. The
army bombarded the mountainous
areas near San Cristobal, and there
was fighting near army roadblocks
and along the highways, as well as in
Altamirano, Chiapa de Corzo, Chanal
and other towns.

Attacks were reported on vehicles
and reporters passing through combat
zones. The exact number of victims
was unknown, although the Red Cross
estimated approximately 120 deaths
throughout the area, mostly EZLN
members, with 8 casualties among the
civilian population (La Jornada,
January 2-4; Reforma, January 17).

On January 3, President Salinas
mentioned the events in Chiapas for
the first time. While admitting the
existence of deficiencies in the area,
he condemned acts of violence, since
“they delay solutions to social needs.”
Salinas described the situation as
delicate and spoke of respecting
human rights at all times. The
Zapatistas kidnapped retired army

general Absalon Castellanos
Dominguez, a former governor of
Chiapas, accusing him of seizing land,
abusing power and violating Indians’
and peasants’ human rights during his
term in office.

In a joint communiqué, the
ministries of the Interior, National
Defence and Social Development,
together with the Attorney General’s
Office, declared that the situation
was gradually returning to normal.

At the same time, they denied the
Indian and peasant origins of the

movement’s leadership, saying it
consisted of well-educated Mexican
and foreign professional experts in
violence and terrorism. In their
opinion, Indians were “recruited under
pressure by the leaders of these groups
or by taking advantage of their
historical demands.”

However, the ministries admitted
that since mid-1993, they had been
aware of the existence of illegal
activities by small groups in the area:
trafficking in arms and military
equipment, as well as the existence
of training centers, but that “the
particular circumstances of the
region’s age-old backwardness made
it necessary to act with special
prudence and care” (E! Financiero,
January 4; La Jornada, January 6).

Despite reports of a return to
normality, the conflict spread over a
wide area. Hourly declarations were
issued on the events. Governors,
secretaries of state and businessmen
condemned the rebellion, while trade
unionists, intellectuals, grass-roots and
Indian organizations and political
parties regretted the causes leading to
the uprising while declaring
themselves against armed struggle.
The conflict affected the start of the
presidential candidates’ campaigns for
the August elections.

l Mexican army troops leaving Tuxtla Gutiérrez for Chiapas’ Los Altos region.

Marco Antonio Cruz / Imagenlatina.
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Still, little was known about the
main protagonist, the EZLN.
Following its initial declarations
during the occupation of San
Cristobal, it remained silent during
this first stage of the fighting.

What made front-page news in
magazines and newspapers five days
after the onset of fighting was the
discovery of five corpses of alleged
Zapatistas in the market at Ocosingo.
Reporters declared the bodies had
been found with their hands behind
them, as though the men had been
tied up; and that they had been given
the coup de grace. The Mexican army
was accused of violating human
rights, while government sources
insisted that if abuses by soldiers
were proven, those responsible *
would be punished according to the
law (La Jornada, January 5).

President Salinas ordered the
Minister of Social Development,®
Carlos Rojas, to visit the scene of
events, to set up an Office for Social
Reconciliation and attempt to contact
the rebels through the various

4 Both video images and photographs of the
bodies provoked worldwide comments on
the abuses allegedly committed by members
of the Mexican armed forces. This was the
start of a series of declarations that created
unease among the armed forces. Since then,
there have been numerous declarations by
both civilians and the military in defense of
the army’s actions. In a speech delivered on
February 10 to President Salinas during the
commemoration of the March of Loyalty,
the Minister of Defense, Antonio Riviello
Bazan, described the army’s intervention in
Chiapas as legitimate, legal and necessary.
Criticizing those who made apologies for the
rebels, he urged his listeners not to forget
that the army did not start the violence and
was in fact attacked. Photographs of dead
Zapatistas clinging to wooden rifles were
used by government and military sources to
condemn the Zapatista leaders for sending
unarmed Indians to fight. According to these
sources, this corroborated the version that
Indians were used as cannon fodder by non-
Indian Zapatista leaders themselves
equipped with modern weapons.

This office is responsible for the National

- Solidarity Program (Pronasol), a key project

in the Salinas government’s social policy.

grass-roots, peasant and Indian
organizations in Chiapas. The minister
was accompanied by the governor of
Chiapas, Elmar Setzer, and other
government officials.

To the media’s surprise, a press
room was set up in the city of San
Cristobal by order of the Ministry of
the Interior and official instructions
issued to give total access to the
national and foreign press. Some
foreign newspapers expressed
sympathy for the Zapatistas, while
U.S. State Department spokesman
Mike Curry supported the Mexican
government and praised efforts to
prevent further bloodshed
(La Jornada, January 5).

During a press conference, the
bishop of San Cristdobal de las Casas,
Samuel Ruiz, reported that there had
been civilian casualties and denounced
the detentions and executions that had
occurred. He also requested the
presence of national and international
human rights organizations to protect
the population from possible abuses.
The bishop stated he had received no
reply from the rebels regarding his
mediation initiative, and called for a
truce (La Jornada, January 5).

The Indians of Chiapas have found a great spokesman in subcomandante Marcos.

-,

An official communiqué from the
Ministry of the Interior reported the
recovery of towns occupied by the
rebels and provided a partial physical
description of subcomandante Marcos.
He was described as a fair-skinned
man with a prominent nose and green
eyes, fluent in four languages.®

Independent peasant organizations
in Chiapas denounced the arbitrary
detention of their leaders and expressed
fear of becoming involved in the
conflict (La Jornada, January 6).

While the EZLN withdrew to
positions in the jungle, army reports
spoke of 61 casualties and 34
detainees among the Zapatistas,
although they admitted that these
figures could not be accurate, since
“the transgressors usually pick up

6 Marcos’ partial physical description led to
great speculation and gave weight to the
official version that the EZLN was in fact a
non-Indian movement led by foreigners or
whites. It also provoked ironic comments
on the difficulty of capturing a man whose
description tallied with that of many
government officials and members of
Mexico’s financial circles. As the conflict
progressed, Marcos became a sort of
national folk hero.

Antonio Turok / Imagenlatina.
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their wounded and the bodies of their
combatants.” The Church said it
knew of a far higher number of
deaths than the official count (La
Jornada, January 6).

On the morning of January 5, the
federal government announced its

ntonio Turok / Imagenlatina.
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The ski mask used by the EZLN has become a symbol.

willingness to engage in dialogue to
avoid further loss of life, on condition
of what amounted to a total surrender:
suspension of hostilities and attacks;
the laying down and surrender of
arms, including 1,100 Ibs. of dynamite
stolen from Pemex (national oil

company) facilities

on December 31, 1993; the return

of hostages and the identification of
spokesmen and leaders of the armed
groups. For Bishop Samuel Ruiz,
these demands “would seem
unacceptable, although they are a sign
of government interest in a negotiated
settlement” (La Jornada, January 6).

The next day the president
repeated his conditions in a message
to the nation, declaring that “for those
living in poverty who took part as a
result of deception, pressure or even
through desperation, and who end
their violent, illegal behavior, we shall
seek benevolent treatment and still
consider a pardon.”

The president reiterated the
official interpretation of events: “...it is
necessary to distinguish clearly
between two situations: armed
aggression by a violent group on the
one hand, and an entirely different one
derived from the region’s poverty and
shortfalls on the other. This is not an
Indian uprising, but rather the action
of a violent armed group fighting
against communities, public peace and
government institutions, in other
words, against what we Mexicans
have taken generations to build”’

(El Financiero, January 7).

On the morning of January 7, a car
bomb exploded at a shopping center in
Mexico City; five people were said to
have been wounded. Two days later,
explosions were reported in four
Mexican states, together with several
bomb threats in other shopping centers
and public offices in the capital.
Concern that the conflict would spread

7 This interpretation of events has remained
substantially unchanged among government
officials, the military and government
spokesmen. The president himself
reaffirmed his conviction regarding the
origins of the uprising in a January 27
speech to cabinet members, legislators,
members of the assembly and governors, as
well as during at the World Economic
Forum, which he attended during a quick
trip to Switzerland on January 29.
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What are they going to forgive us for?

Until today, January 18, 1994, we have only had news of the
formalization of the “pardon” that the federal government is offering
our forces. What do we have to ask forgiveness for? What are they
going to pardon us for? For not dying of hunger? Not suffering
poverty in silence? Not humbly accepting the enormous historical
burden of contempt and neglect? Taking up arms when &ll other
paths were closed? Not obeying the Chiapas penal code, the most
absurd and repressive code within memory? For showing the rest
of the country and the whole world that human dignity still exists,
among the country’s poorest inhabitants? For having prepared
ourselves well and conscientiously before we started? For using
guns in war, instead of bows and arrows? Learning to fight before
we actually started fighting? Being all Mexican? Being nearly all
Indian? Encouraging the Mexican people to fight, any way they can,
for what belongs to them? Fighting for freedom, democracy and
justice? Not following the pattern of previous guerrilla wars? Not
giving up? Not selling out? Not betraying each other?

Who should ask for forgiveness and who should grant it?

Those who for years sat at a well-served table until they were
satiated, while we sat with death, which became so familiar and so
much a part of us that it eventually no longer frightened us? Those
who filled their pockets and‘souls with declarations and promises?
The dead, our dead, so mortally dead from “natural” causes, such
as measles, whooping cough, dengue, cholera, typhoid,
mononucleosis, tetanus, pneumonia, malaria and other
gastrointestinal and lung delights? Our dead, so overwhelmingly
dead, so democratically dead of shame because no one did
anything since all the dead, our dead, just went, with no one to
count them nor finally say, “That’s enough!” and no one to ask
those who always die, ouf dead, to come back to die once more,
but this time in order to live? Those who denied the right and gift of
our people to rule and govern themselves? Those who denied us
respect for our customs, our color and our language? Those who
treat us like foreigners in our own land, asking us to show our
papers and obey a law whose existence and fairness we are
unaware of? Those who tortured and imprisoned us, murdered and
eliminated all traces of us for the serious “crime” of wanting a piece
of land, not a large piece or a small piece, just one we could make
something from to fill our stomachs?

Who should ask for forgiveness and who should grant it?

The President of the Republic? Secretaries of State? Senators?
Deputies? Governors? Municipal presidents? Policemen? The federal
army? The owners of banks, industry, business and land? Political
parties? Intellectuals? Galio and Nexos magazines? The mass
media? Students? Teachers? Neighborhood residents? Workers?
Peasants? Indians? Those who died a meaningless death?

Who should ask for forgiveness and who should grant it?

Subcomandante Marcos

to other states increased. The EZLN
denied any connection with the
bombings. The press produced isolated
reports on army mobilization in areas
where guerrilla movements had broken

- out in previous decades, such as the

mountains of Guerrero, Oaxaca,
Veracruz and Hidalgo.

In his third report, the Interior
Minister provided extensive
information on the EZLN’s activities,
cadres and weapons. The minister
maintained his version that the
Zapatistas had received support from
ideologues and clergymen and used
threats and pressure to recruit Indians.

The minister added that the EZLN
had 15 training centers in the state of
Chiapas; training cadres made up of
Mexicans and foreigners, linked to
disbanded guerrilla groups from the
1970s; a radio communications
network and various types of modern
weapons, which, he stressed, are only
used by the elite.

Finally, he regretted the blocking
of “justified preventive measures that
would have permitted more effective
action by the government against the
eventual creation of this clandestine,
extremist group” (La Jornada,
January 8).

According to a confidential
report drawn up by the state
government of Chiapas, there are 42
“high-risk” communities in the state,
where conditions were ripe for an
armed uprising. The report insisted
that activists from social and
religious organizations contributed to
this situation and recommended
special vigilance in 13 zones. It
suggested reorienting government
action towards Los Altos, the jungle
and areas along the Guatemalan
border (La Jornada, January 8).

A solution to the conflict still
seemed very distant, and according
to government sources from Chiapas,
measures to cope with a long,
drawn-out war were predicted.

However, the next day, the
president created a Special







