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 As the above diagram demonstrates, Ecuador has largely pursued a combination of 

dynamic campaigns and political participation through the bulk of the movement. As the 

campaign toppled and put forth political leaders (with mixed results), it simultaneously built a 

base of public pressure through dynamic campaigns. The Zapatista movement, on the other hand 

has pursued a more varied mix of dynamic campaigns, refusal, and transnational linkage, with a 

few negotiations with the state early on. Most significantly, the Zapatistas employed the politics 

of refusal as early as December 1994 with the creation of its own government. By comparison, 

the only action by the Ecuadorian Indigenous movement that fully represents refusal is 

Pachakutik’s withdrawal from governmental posts after not achieving the desired results through 

political participation. Refusal in the Ecuadorian movement now mainly comes through debate 

and discourse, as activists such as Luis Macas (former CONAIE president), debate the 

effectiveness of engaging with the state. Thus, while the Zapatista movement was able to turn 

towards the politics of refusal early on, the Ecuadorian movement recently made that shift. For 

the purposes of this work, this is the most significant difference in tactics between the 

movements. 

 So why turn to refusing the state? If one examines the above diagram, it becomes clear 

that these groups turn to refusal when other options dwindle. Limited success in procedural 

(increased political participation) and substantive (policy-based) demands leads movements to 

think more structurally (Kitschelt 1986). They begin to address the political system as a whole. 

In Mexico, when local, policy-based demands related to the privatization of communal 

Indigenous lands failed, groups turned to structural changes through the San Andrés Accords. 

When Amazonian groups in Ecuador continued to face the detrimental effects of oil drilling, they 

strayed from focusing on individual policies and joined the movement for a plurinational 



! 68!

constitution. These structural demands, however, also failed to achieve their desired impact. The 

San Andrés Accords were ultimately not implemented in Mexico, and Ecuador’s 2008 

plurinational constitution differed significantly from what CONAIE envisioned. If structural 

demands continually fail, what options are left for groups who have been systemically excluded 

from the political world? Refusal. Put more simply under Hirschman’s framework, refusal or 

“exit” comes as a last resort after “voice” has failed.  

 The divergence in movement tactics between the Zapatistas and the Ecuadorian 

Indigenous movement thus can be attributed to differing levels of success in more conventional 

methods. The Zapatista originally turned to refusal earlier due to the ineffectiveness of other 

options, while the Ecuadorian movement experienced more successes through political 

participation and disruptive campaigns. In Mexico, the most significant sign that negotiations 

with the state were failing (from the Zapatista) perspective was the government’s rejection of the 

San Andrés Accords. In the  “Sixth Declaration of The Lacandon Jungle” in 2005, the EZLN 

articulates this disappointment. The declaration asserts, “In these agreements the bad government 

said that, yes, they are going to recognize the rights of Mexican Indian communities and they are 

going to respect their culture, and they are going to make it law in the Constitution. But, after 

they had signed them, the bad government forgot about them, and many years passed and they 

never implemented these agreements” (EZLN 2005, 2, my translation). This structural attempt at 

reform failed relatively early in the movement, leaving the Zapatistas with few options aside 

from pursuing the same strategies with no results. They could continue to pressure the 

government to actually implement the accords, but in this political system, pressure from 

Indigenous groups did not appear effective. Or, they could refuse the government’s authority. As 

the Sixth Declaration describes, “The EZLN then decided to implement the San Andrés Accords, 
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just by one side (or what they call ‘unilaterally’)” (EZLN 2005, 3, my translation). In other 

words, they refuted the government’s authority to validate their rights and thus decided to 

implement the accords “unilaterally.” The stark lack of cooperation from the state subsequently 

prompted refusal on the part of the movement.  

 In Ecuador, however, concessions were more achievable, and success through existing 

political structures was at least a somewhat viable option. Since CONAIE and Pachakutik 

represented a coalition of Indigenous groups across the entire country, they could assert more 

pressure on the existing political structure. For instance, while road blockades were employed as 

a tactic in both movements, in Ecuador they were constructed across the country and fully shut it 

down for significant periods, whereas in Mexico their impact was minimal. The Ecuadorian 

Movement also had more widespread support from the general public, whereas in Mexico their 

message appealed to mainly leftist groups. For instance, in a survey administered immediately 

after CONAIE’s 1997 overthrow of Abdalá Bucaram, 71% of Ecuadorian polled said they were 

in favor of the Indigenous movement (Jo-Marie 2000). The widespread nature of the movement 

meant that even a closed government that excluded Indigenous people could not ignore such 

pressure.  

 While the Ecuadorian movement was not always successful in achieving its desired 

changes and policies, it was successful in gaining increased consideration from the government. 

As Marc Becker states, the movement “placed Indigenous peoples and their issues at the center 

of political discourse and paved the way for their entrance onto the public stage on their own 

terms… it introduced a decade of greatly intensified activism during which Indigenous demands 

gained a new visibility and urgency” (2012, 1). This entrance into political discourse at least 

provided a possible avenue through the state where grievances could be reconciled. 
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 The increased Indigenous presence in the Ecuadorian political arena allowed for 

successes such as winning 20.6% of the presidential vote in Pachakutik’s first election and 

joining with the Patriotic Society Party to elect Lucio Gutiérrez as president. While these 

developments represented significant symbolic victories for Indigenous people, they resulted in 

few actual changes to the daily conditions they faced. When even the 2008 Plurinational 

Constitution failed to significantly address Indigenous grievances, the movement continued to 

splinter over whether political participation advanced or impeded its goals. Luis Madonado, 

Indigenous activist and former minister of social welfare, for instance, argued that Pachakutik 

and CONAIE have not devoted enough energy to constructing alternative systems for Indigenous 

communities. Similarly, former CONAIE president Luis Macas asserted in a 2005 speech, 

“Initially, we engaged in a struggle for our territory, for our traditional homelands. And we will 

continue the struggle to recover our lands– the autonomous lands of each of our peoples. But we 

also recognize the need to establish our own indigenous systems of thought and education” (in 

Mander and Tauli-Corpuz 2006, 42). The trend towards Indigenous systems of education is 

particularly pronounced in Ecuador and represents a turn away from the state and towards 

community development. Since increased political participation did not result in substantive 

gains for Indigenous communities as hoped, the Ecuadorian movement has likewise turned 

towards refusal, although in a more splintered fashion.  

  If differing levels of success with more common protest methods explains the divergence 

in movement tactics, what accounts for this differing success? As mentioned, political factors– 

namely greater political and civil rights and a more fragmented party system in Ecuador– did 

help sway Indigenous groups towards political participation. However, such participation was 

only successful because the movement in Ecuador represented coordinated, widespread 
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mobilization that exerted pressure from across the country, as opposed to the Zapatista 

movement that occurred in one particular region.  

 The national nature of the Ecuadorian movement was made possible by two essential 

factors. First, demographically, Ecuador maintained a greater Indigenous population. In the early 

1990s, at the height of the movements, Indigenous people represented between 30 and 38% of 

the population in Ecuador, while in Mexico they accounted for between 12 and 14% of the 

national population (Yashar 2005, 21). This key difference meant that Indigenous political 

candidates would likely earn more votes in Ecuador than in Mexico (assuming that this candidate 

could capture the Indigenous vote). Furthermore, since Indigenous people in Mexico are 

distributed across states such that they represent a minority in each, their voting power is 

diminished (Vargas 1994). Indigenous groups in a number of provinces in the Ecuadorian 

highlands represent a majority of their province and thus have more electoral sway. Differences 

in demographics have therefore allowed for more electoral (and general) pressure from 

Indigenous groups in Ecuador, contributing to a more coordinated effort that pursues greater 

political participation.  

 Although resource mobilization theory was not a primary factor in explaining the 

divergence in tactics (since both movements were relatively resource poor), it did play a small 

role in Ecuador’s ability to build a national coalition. As Charles Tilly recognized in the 1970s, 

linking to existing organizational structures can be considered a resource to aid collective action 

(McAdam et al. 1996). Therefore, the second factor that allowed Ecuador to build a more 

widespread Indigenous movement has to do with the organizational networks that had been 

constructed over decades. In both the central highlands and the Amazon, the Catholic Church 

played a key role in connecting various Indigenous tribes to form regional organizations, as 
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missionaries set up schools and health centers in remote areas. Such connections between 

Indigenous groups began as early as the 1940s and grew particularly strong in the 1970s. 

Additionally, Indigenous linkages to class-based organizations in Ecuador proved to be a key 

resource that propelled the Indigenous cause to other sects (Rice 2012). In contrast, Mexico has 

not seen the same kind of consistent regional organization of Indigenous groups that would make 

a national movement possible. While the Zapatistas have certainly made efforts to link their 

cause to other interests, this initiative arose after the movement had already shifted towards 

refusing the state, and thus was more of a means of gaining support for that tactic. Therefore, 

while resource mobilization is not the main explanatory factor, Ecuador’s organizational linkages 

did play a role its success via conventional protest movements.             

 When procedural, substantive, and eventually even structural demands failed in both 

Ecuador and Mexico, groups began to give up on the state entirely. Their actions were no longer 

determined by opportunities or constraints within state structures. In this manner, by turning 

towards refusal or “exiting” the political system, groups simultaneously exited the political 

opportunity structure. Therefore, to explain the politics of refusal, we can no longer rely on the 

political opportunity structure. Rather, the politics of refusal stems from a unique position of 

marginalization where groups have not only been excluded from the political system presently 

and historically, but have also met significant failures when seeking particular demands. It is a 

unique last resort, a political and ideological attempt to carve out a space for excluded 

Indigenous identities.  

 Given what we learn from these cases, we can conclude that the politics of refusal may 

arise under three key conditions: 1) when groups experience a lack of perceived success through 

more conventional methods of collective action 2) when a group has a particular claim to 
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sovereignty based on the articulation of a specific identity 3) when a movement cultivates 

sufficient allies outside of the government (often internationally) that can help sustain refusal. By 

delving into the construction of identity in each case and movements’ efforts to connect to 

transnational support, Chapter Three will unpack the last two factors that foster the politics of 

refusal.  
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Chapter Three 
 The Instrumental and Expressive Nature of Identity  

 
 The contemporary Indigenous movements in Ecuador and Mexico have been 

accompanied by a surge of Indigenous uprising across Latin America and the world and an 

amplified construction of what it means to be Indigenous. However, protest by Indigenous 

people is not a new phenomenon; Indigenous people in Ecuador and Mexico have been engaging 

in rebellion throughout the colonial and post-colonial periods. These uprisings, however, were 

largely articulated as localized struggles that operated under peasant, rather than Indigenous, 

identities. Why, then, are these movements choosing to connect into and redefine Indigenous 

identity? Is there something inherent that defines what it means to be Indigenous and thus 

connects these groups together? What binds the Huaorani of the Ecuadorian Amazon together 

with the Kichwa populations of the highlands?  

 If the politics of refusal helps us understand how uniquely marginalized groups find 

unconventional avenues to address their grievances, examining how these groups fashion and 

articulate their identities is also essential in comprehending this claim to autonomy. 

Understanding how and why identity is constructed through each movement is crucial for four 

reasons: first, identity highlights the elements that unite relatively disparate groups under a 

political platform; secondly, Indigenous identity can be a means to articulate a unique claim to 

autonomy; third, expressing the value of Indigeneity is one of the underlying goals of the 

movements; lastly, the interaction between how identity is presented to and influenced by 

transnational networks gives insight into the instrumental value of forming particular identities. 

 Before delving into these aspects of identity, it is first necessary to outline how we 

conceive of this term. Theories surrounding ethnicity provide insight into the formation of 

Indigenous identity. While Indigeneity is not an ethnicity per say, it plays a similar role in 
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forming and mediating bonds between groups. Identity in this case is not an inherent attachment 

to others as Clifford Geertz might argue (1973). Geertz conceptualizes ethnic identity as 

primordial, explaining:   

By a primordial attachment is meant… the given-ness that stems from being born into a 
particular religious community, speaking a particular language... and following 
particular practices... One is bound to one’s kinsman, one’s neighbour, one’s fellow 
believer, ipso facto, as the result not merely of personal affection, practical necessity, 
common interest, or incurred obligation, but at least in great part by virtue of some 
unaccountable absolute import attributed to the very tie itself  (1973, 259-260).  

 

For Geertz, ethnicity is not a malleable or a rational concept, but rather an innate attribute that 

binds groups together in solidary. Primordialism contends that people will seek refuge in their 

ethnic identities and maintain them even in extreme cases of discrimination and prejudice. While 

there are certain elements of ethnicity that stem from ancestry, primordialism largely simplifies a 

more complex situation. If groups are so rooted in their bloodlines and maintain strong 

attachments to their ethnicity, this idea assumes that past ethnic conflicts will prevail indefinitely 

into the future. Additionally, primordialism assumes that individuals maintain clearly 

recognizable identities and thus ethnic groups are homogeneous units with specific interests and 

agendas.  

 When applied to the notion of Indigeneity, identities are certainly not fixed or inherent, 

nor are tribes at all homogeneous. Groups may have a somewhat strong attachment to their 

identity as Mayans, for instance, but framing this Mayan-ness as Indigenous highlights how 

identity is constantly negotiated and reinvented. If Indigenous groups place themselves under the 

Indigenous umbrella, they are choosing to emphasize their similarities over their differences, 

allowing their identities to intersect and even mold together. 
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 If Indigeneity is not primordial, the constructivist perspective provides substantial insight 

into its formation. As Kanchan Chandra argues, constructivism recognizes how ethnic categories 

that we take as natural are in fact the product of socio-political processes or the human attempt at 

creation and interpretation. Chandra outlines three essential elements of constructivism: 

individuals have multiple ethnic identities; these identities can change; and when such change 

does occur, it is the product of human processes (2012). While scholars disagree on the 

mechanisms for ethnic change, constructivism recognizes how external and historical processes 

shape a more fluid notion of ethnic identity.  

 Indigeneity represents the epitome of this framework, since the distinction between 

Indigenous people and settlers did not exist before colonization. As a historical process, 

colonization labeled all people that originally resided in the Americas as “Indian,” highlighting 

the external nature of group identification in this period. This historical distinction between 

groups caused Indigenous groups to identify themselves in opposition to settlers, and thus claim 

their Indigeneity to the land they occupied. As historical dynamics have shifted, Indigenous 

groups’ identities in turn changed, as many began to formulate their identity in opposition to 

dominant mestizo populations rather than the Spanish settlers of the past. Simultaneously, non-

Indigenous people have adopted this term to perpetuate the mestizo-Indigenous separation. The 

United Nations has never officially defined Indigeneity, due to the diversity of the groups 

included. However, it claims that their understanding of the term is based on “self-identification; 

a strong continuity with pre-colonial societies; a strong link to territories and natural resources; 

distinct political, economic or political systems; distinct language, culture and beliefs; form non-

dominant groups of society; and resolve to maintain and produce their ancestral environments 

and systems as distinctive peoples” (United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues). It 
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is interesting to note that this definition requires maintaining a distinct culture and worldview in 

order to remain Indigenous. In this sense, Indigeneity is both an internally and externally defined 

construction. 

 While the constructivist perspective illustrates how Indigeneity emerged as a concept as 

social processes shifted, it does not entirely delve into why the term is employed in the multiple 

and broad ways it is today. An instrumentalist approach highlights the utilitarian reasons why 

identifying as Indigenous may prove beneficial or detrimental depending on the context. There 

are two main subsections of instrumentalism. First, as argued by Abner Cohen, instrumentalism 

recognizes how individuals identify with certain ethnicities in order to receive specific benefits 

from the state, such as housing, education, greater access to certain jobs, or seats reserved in the 

legislature (1974). In this sense, ethnicity becomes a rational and potentially beneficial tool. The 

second subsection, elite instrumentalism, contends that leaders shape ethnic identities through 

deliberate mechanisms in order to achieve certain ends (Brass 1996). These ends may be 

economic benefits, as Paul Collier argues, or they may be specific political outcomes (2001). 

While some scholars assume instrumentalism to be self-serving, with elites seeking to 

manipulate ethnic identities in order to ignite ethnic conflict, this theory can also apply to elites 

that frame identity such to motivate collective action, an aspect relevant to this paper. Overall, 

instrumentalism claims that ethnicity is coopted by elites as a tool to achieve their own agendas.  

In the cases of Ecuador and Mexico, Indigenous identity is constructed. It emerged from 

colonial processes and is perpetually reshaped (both internally and externally) based on evolving 

racial consciousness and relations with the state and other sub-groups. However, in both 

movements, the choice to articulate an Indigenous identity is largely an instrumental choice by 

leaders. Since the boundaries of who “counts” as Indigenous remain quite broad in these 
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contexts, groups can choose to frame their grievances as inextricably bound up in their 

Indigenous identities, or they can distance themselves from the Indigenous label entirely. For 

instance, the 2006 teachers’ strike in Oaxaca, Mexico and the creation of the Popular Assembly 

of the Peoples of Oaxaca (APPO) involved a large number of Indigenous teachers, yet it did not 

represent itself as part of an Indigenous movement. The Zapatista movement, in contrast, 

involves some mestizo populations, relies on the support of national and international groups, 

and was directed by a mestizo leader (Subcomandante Marcos). Yet its platform is conveyed as 

deeply Indigenous. Given this key difference, why would the Zapatista and Ecuadorian 

movements express their platform as Indigenous? What values does this representation hold?  

This chapter will delve into the articulation of identity by the movements to prompt both 

domestic pressure and transnational support. I will begin by examining the tools that each 

movement has used to unite their diverse Indigenous communities. This challenge is especially 

pronounced in Ecuador, where coastal tribes and highland communities arguably differ more 

than Mayan villages in Chiapas. These “uniting factors” will highlight how, particularly in 

Ecuador, a broader Indigenous identity has been constructed as the key connective tissue 

between groups. The last two sections will delve into the instrumental and expressive uses of 

Indigeneity, analyzing the choice to build each movement under this identity. I will argue that 

invoking Indigeneity was a strategic way of claiming the right to autonomy and even 

legitimizing the politics of refusal, but it was also a way to express the power behind this identity 

itself. Lastly, I will consider how the movements’ identities have been cultivated in order to gain 

transnational support, especially in Mexico, and how outside actors have in turn influenced this 

identity. Overall, the chapter will seek to illuminate how identity has been constructed and 
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articulated instrumentally and expressively and how this formation ties into the politics of refusal 

and transnational support.                    

 

Identity Construction and Uniting a Movement: 

 When examining the use of an Indigenous identity, there is a common assumption among 

scholars that all Indigenous groups share at least some core values that are inherent and unite 

across geographical distance, such as a reverence for the natural world. Even Alison Brysk 

maintains, “Most (Indigenous groups) have a sacred relationship with nature, strong kinship 

structures including past generations, an emphasis on reciprocity within the community, a 

nonlinear sense of time, diffuse authority relationships, and a high value for harmony and 

balance” (2000, 56-57). Brysk goes on to note how these core characteristics have informed 

Indigenous movements, as environmentalism sparks alliances with environmental groups and 

kinship ties facilitate pan-Indigenous relations.  

 The way in which Brysk relies on inherent cultural factors to explain movement 

development is overly simplified for two reasons. First, it homogenizes vastly diverse cultures 

that do not necessarily share these traits. Even if a culture does emphasize a spiritual relationship 

with the earth, we cannot assume that this trait will automatically align with the interests of 

environmental groups, and therefore use it to explain the evolution of a particular movement. 

The Huaorani of the Ecuadorian Amazon, for instance, have constantly had to navigate their 

relationship with environmental groups, especially when they decided it was in their best interest 

to sign contracts with oil companies. As the organization Acción Ecológica emphasizes, many 

environmental groups see Indigenous people as a “natural environmentalist, a spiritual protector 

of the forest– really an updated version of the 'noble savage’” (quoted in Ziegler-Otero 2004, 
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18). The assumption that Indigenous groups always seek to prioritize environmental concerns 

can create false expectations that goals will always align.  

 Secondly, Brysk’s claim forms the false notion that Indigenous groups are fixed in time 

and thus will continue to maintain these traits, if they are indeed a piece of their culture. 

Indigenous cultures, like any, are not static or perpetually rooted in particular values; rather they 

adapt and shift in their respective contexts. While it is convenient to rely on the idea that all 

Indigenous groups maintain some similar traits and use these traits to explain unity in a 

movement, these groups are actually quite heterogeneous. Even certain Mayan villages in 

Chiapas, for instance, are known to be long-standing adversaries, despite their shared language 

and overlapping cultures (personal communication 2016). Thus, just as we cannot rely on 

Geertz’s primordialism to explain collective identity formation in these movements, we cannot 

hinge on these assumed inherent elements of Indigeneity.  

 If intrinsic aspects of Indigeneity may or may not exist, but are not a reliable basis for 

explaining the collective identity formation of a movement, what unites these various 

communities? I argue that it is in fact Indigenous identity that forms the connective tissue 

between groups, but that it is a particular construction by movement leaders of what Indigeneity 

means. This formed identity may be bound up with a peasant identity, a marginalized status, and 

even some shared values, but it is an active construction rather than a given. In her analysis of 

identity-based resistance in Ecuador, Amalia Pallares explores how identity is constantly 

reshaped. She asserts, “In contrast to previous analyses that see indigenous struggle as either a 

class or an ethnic struggle… my thesis is that class, race, and ethnicity are remade by the 

activists in the process of a political struggle” (2002, 34). This distinction is useful in that it 

highlights how seemingly distinct identities can actually interweave to create a new politicized 
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identity. The Indigenous identities in both cases draw on a shared history, parallel experiences of 

marginalization, a racialization that ranked Indigenous groups at the bottom of a complex social 

hierarchy, and ideas surrounding shared values to remake Indigenous identity. This refashioned 

identity serves to both unite groups, make specific claims to the state, and gain transnational 

support, as I will explore in subsequent sections.  

 If identity is reconstructed in a political fashion, what does this process look like in each 

case study? As noted, Indigenous identity constitutes the base of how each movement identifies, 

but the term itself is fairly ambiguous. In the document “Proyecto Político de la CONAIE,” 

CONAIE defines Indigenous communities as cohesive collectives that “are original inhabitants 

of their region and have been placed inside the institutionalization of another dominant society… 

They define themselves in relation to a society that isn’t original” (1994, my translation). In this 

sense, Indigenous identity relies on a unique claim to land (based on being original inhabitants). 

Even more crucial, however, is the way in which Indigenous identity relies on highlighting its 

contradistinction from dominant society.  

 The following chart showcases how particular constructions of Indigenous identity have 

been articulated throughout the movements. The Zapatista movement has issued six declarations 

written by the EZLN that outline the movement’s demands, progress and identity. While less 

linear, CONAIE has also written documents asserting similar movement characteristics, and the 

documents below represent a sampling of these. The quotes below represent each instance where 

the given document has explicitly defined the movement as something. These quotes do not 

incorporate references to movement demands or grievances, but rather solely focus on how the 

movements seek to define themselves.     
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A Classification of Articulated Identities6:      

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6!EZLN!documents!accessed!in!English;!CONAIE!documents!are!my!translation.!!

Document Peasant/ 
Agricultural 

Marginalized 
Status 

Unique 
Conception 
of the 
World 

Claim to 
Land 

Lack of 
Resources, 
Simplicity 

General 
Public/ 
Sameness 

Mexico:       
First 
Declaration 
of the 
Lacandon 
Jungle 
(December 
1993) 

 “Product of 500 
years of struggle. “ 
  
“The 
dispossessed.”  

 “Inheritors of 
the true builders 
of our nation.” 

“Poor men just 
like us.” 
 

 

Second 
Declaration 
of the 
Lacandon 
Jungle (June 
1994) 

“Face the anger 
of the 
campesinos 
(peasants).” 

“The same 
intimidation and 
repression that our 
people have 
suffered for the 
last 65 years.” 

 “Voices!from!
the!land!we!
hear!our!pain!
and!our!
history.” 

 “We are 
Mexicans.”  
- “We are all 
under siege.” 

Third 
Declaration 
of the 
Lacandon 
Jungle 
(December 
1994) 

“The!most!
dispossessed!
sectors!in!the!
country,!the!
workers!and!the!
peasants.” 

“Subjected to a 
great campaign of 
defamation and 
indiscriminate 
repression.” 

“EZLN watched, 
powerlessly, as the 
best sons and 
daughters of the 
dignity of Chiapas 
were assassinated, 
jailed and 
threatened.” 

“Most humble and 
forgotten 
minorities of 
contemporary 
Mexico.” 

“Recognize!the!
characteristics!
of!Indigenous!
people’s!own!
social,!political!
and!cultural!
organization.”!
!
“Recognition!of!
the!
particularities!
of!the!
indigenous!
groups.”!!

“ The country 
again forgot the 
original 
inhabitants of 
these lands.” 
 
“The!earth!
does!not!rest;!it!
walks!in!our!
hearts.” 

 “Our struggle is 
national.”  

Fourth 
Declaration 
of the 
Lacandon 
Jungle 
(January 
1996) 

“All those 
communities, all 
those who work 
the land, all 
whom we invite 
to stand on our 
side” (Emiliano 
Zapata quote read 
at start).  

“We are here, we 
are rebel dignity, 
the forgotten of 
the homeland.” 
  
“We were born of 
the night.” 
  
“For us pain and 
anguish, for us the 
joy of rebellion, 
for us a future 
denied, for us the 
dignity of 

“Men and 
women who 
reject 
conformity.” 
 
“The indigenous 
Mexicans, the 
ones always 
forced to listen, 
to obey, to 
accept, to resign 
themselves, took 
the word and 
spoke the 

“The 
government 
discovered its 
ignorance in 
regards to the 
original 
inhabitants of 
these lands.” 
 

“A people armed 
with wooden 
guns and 
the word of 
dignity.” 

“Brothers and 
sisters of other 
races and 
languages, 
of other colors, 
but with the 
same heart.” 
 
“The Zapatista 
war is only a 
part of that 
great war which 
is the struggle 
between a 
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insurrection. For 
us nothing.” 
 
“They do not want 
Indians. They 
want us dead.” 

wisdom which is 
in their walk.” 
 
 

history which 
aspires for a 
future and an 
amnesia which 
has foreign 
vocation.” 

Fifth 
Declaration 
of the 
Lacandon 
Jungle 
(July1998) 

  “The indigenous 
heart which is the 
dignified root of 
the Mexican 
nation.” 
 

“The words of 
the first 
inhabitants of 
these lands now 
hold a special 
place in public 
opinion.” 

“Zapatistas do 
not respond with 
violence.” 
 

 

Sixth 
Declaration 
of the 
Lacandon 
Jungle (July 
2005) 

  “Our way to do 
what we say.” 
 
“Now we are 
going to explain 
to you how we, 
the Zapatistas, 
see what is going 
on in the world. 
We see that 
capitalism is the 
strongest right 
now.” 
 

“We are going 
to seek, and to 
find, those who 
love these lands 
and these skies 
even as much as 
we do.” 

“Touch the 
hearts of humble 
and simple 
people like 
ourselves.” 
 
“And this was 
our simple word 
sent out to the 
noble hearts of 
those simple and 
humble people 
who resist and 
rebel against 
injustices all 
over the world.” 
 
 

“Our heart was 
not the same as 
before, when we 
began our 
struggle. It was 
larger, because 
now we had 
touched the 
hearts of many 
good people.” 
 
“It is only from 
the left that a 
plan of struggle 
can emerge, so 
that our Patria, 
which is 
Mexico, does 
not die.” 

Ecuador:        

Political 
Project of 
CONAIE 
(1994) 

 “We have 
survived 
exploitation, 
genocide, 
ethnocide and 
dehumanizing 
suppression from 
western 
civilization.”  

“We practice a 
communal way 
of life, since the 
appearance of 
our agrarian-
colectivist 
society.”  
 
“We are 
indigenous 
communities that 
have the same 
origin, a common 
history, our own 
languages; and 
that we are 
governed by our 
own laws, 
customs, beliefs 
and forms of 
social, economic 
and political  
organization in 
our territories.”  

“We practice an 
integrated 
humanism when 
man and nature, 
in harmonious 
interrelation, 
guarantee life.”  
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 This chart highlights how Indigenous identity is based not just on a particular worldview, 

but rather is a complex web of characteristics that differentiate these groups from dominant 

society. This unique claim to self-determination may at times be based on marginalization, but it 

might also hinge on being the original inhabitants of an area. Both movements share this 

interweaving of identities that differentiate Indigenous people from dominant society. However, 

when it comes to expressing similarities with popular society and crafting their struggle as more 

universal, these cases diverge. While simultaneously differentiating themselves from dominant 

society, The Zapatista movement has made an explicit attempt to construct their struggle as 

universal and thus attract the attention of leftist and social justice groups. Although the 

Ecuadorian movement has also sought international support, these efforts have been more 

focused on tying into the pan-Indigenous movement, rather that appealing to other causes. 

Political 
Project of the 
Constitution 
of a 
Plurinational 
Ecuador  
(1998) 

     “The 
communities of 
Ecuador are 
conscious that 
building national 
unity between 
the diverse 
cultures, 
languages and 
nationalities that 
make up the rich 
human base of 
the republic is a 
vital project.”   

Agrarian 
Agenda of 
the Land 
Organizations 
of Ecuador 
(2003)  

“Agricultural 
peasants are 
against the 
terrible public 
politicians, and 
continue being 
the sustainers of 
nutrition for our 
country.”  

“We have done 
these things 
despite facing 
increasingly more 
exclusion, since 
we live, as 
peasants and 
indigenous 
communities, in 
the mark of a 
deepening 
neoliberal 
system.”   
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Through its simultaneous universalizing and differentiation of the Indigenous cause, the 

Zapatista case has sought to both legitimize its claims and gain international support. 

 If these communities deliberately use an Indigenous identity to unite various groups, gain 

autonomy from the state, and reap transnational support, how does this identity construction 

differ from the framing processes of social movement theory? If we revisit the ideas put forth by 

Snow et al., framing is a conscious and strategic effort by leaders to present grievances in a 

particular fashion intended to legitimate and motivate collective action (1986). Framing is thus a 

deliberate process, usually for policy gains, aimed at a specific named target (such as the state). 

There are certainly aspects of identity construction in these cases that fall in this realm. For 

instance, these movements have framed themselves as groups with a particular claim to 

sovereignty in order to gain policies that grant such autonomy from the state. However, before 

framing is even involved, there is a separate identity project at the root of these movements: the 

reclamation and redefinition of Indigenous identity. This is not a strategic aspect of the 

movement that seeks particular policy changes, but rather intends to express the value of 

Indigeneity and thus question exclusionary cultural norms. This assertion of Indigenous power 

holds expressive value for those involved in the movement, and thus is an aspect of collective 

action that transcends strategic framing processes.   

 The deliberate expression of Indigenous identity holds potential value both for strategic 

and expressive purposes. In her article on gay rights in Vermont, Mary Bernstein begins to 

explore how a collective identity is necessary for any social movement. She notes how scholars 

tend to conceive of identity-based movements as either expressive, by challenging dominant 

norms and seeking cultural transformation, or as instrumental. Instrumental movements aim 

towards achieving specific goals, rather than seeking the recognition of new identities. However, 
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Bernstein argues that identity can be both deployed as a political strategy (instrumental) and be 

the goal of the movement (expressive) simultaneously. Groups may aim not just for specific 

changes, but to assert their identity and rights simultaneously. Asserting identity may seek to 

transform political and cultural norms in society (2002, 86).  

 The Zapatista and Ecuadorian cases mark concrete examples of both expressive and 

instrumental identity-based movements. Although not explicitly outlined in the above chart, each 

document refers to the Indigeneity behind the movement numerous times as a way to assert and 

reclaim what it means to be Indigenous. As the “Third Declaration of the Lacandón Jungle” 

asserts, “With the offensive in December 1994, the EZLN sought to show, to Mexico and to the 

world, its proud indigenous essence” (EZLN 1994). This is just one of many instances where 

Indigeneity is articulated as an honorable, strong force that will no longer tolerate oppression. 

The Zapatista case is particularly noteworthy for frequently describing its Indigenous identity as 

exemplifying dignity. The equation of dignity with Indigeneity underscores how the Zapatista 

movement seeks to reconstruct political and cultural norms that have generally conceived of 

Indigeneity as negative.  

 When expressive and instrumental values of identity are embedded together, groups must 

balance their pursuit of concrete goals with identity displays. In an overview of identity and 

social movements, Bernstein and Taylor note how identity can be constructed as essentialist, an 

element that has sparked debate in the gay rights movement. An essentialized identity is a fairly 

narrow construction of what is needed to fit into a particular group, where certain characteristics 

are vital to being considered part of the identity. As the above chart illustrates, both cases invoke 

somewhat of an essentialist identity in order to differentiate themselves from dominant society. 

As Bernstein and Taylor recognize, these essentialized identities stem from political contexts in 
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which the dominant society devalues this identity (2013). In response, groups construct an 

essentialist identity to assert who they are and their value in society. Essentialism thus carries an 

expressive benefit.   

 Constructing an essentialist identity can also be strategic. Nancy Naples (2003) helps 

clarify this point through the feminist perspective. As Bernstein and Taylor summarize her 

argument, “Self-definition and the creation of knowledge through the development of a 

standpoint is a form of political activism and does not rely on false universal understandings of 

categories such as race, gender, sexuality or class. Thus organizing around an identity 

represented as essential can be strategic” (2013, 2). In our cases, as Naples asserts, identity 

becomes more about political activism than false reliance on universal concepts of what 

Indigeneity entails. Relatively essentialist identities, therefore, are constructed for political gains, 

not to create a false notion that all Indigenous groups share inherent characteristics.  

 Essentialism, as noted, helped differentiate Indigenous groups from dominant society. 

However, neither Indigenous movement pursued a solely essentialist identity. Rather, both 

fluctuated between essentializing and universalizing their struggles for entirely different ends. As 

the next two sections will explore, constructing relatively essentialist identities in both cases and 

differentiating themselves from dominant society helped these movements legitimize their 

grievances and strategies. Specifically, essentialized identity construction legitimized groups’ 

claims to land, specialized education, and ultimately autonomy and the politics of refusal. 

However, both groups sought to align with international movements to augment their causes. 

This created a tension for both movements, since such alliances necessitated constructing a more 

universalized version of their struggle rather than relying on a strict identity. Because the 
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Zapatista movement pursued transnational support more extensively than CONAIE, it had to 

navigate the tension between essentialist and universal identities to a greater degree.  

 

The Instrumental Value of Essentialized Identity:  

 Upon reflection, it becomes quite clear that both the Zapatista and Ecuadorian Indigenous 

movements are expressive identity movements. Given the negative associations of Indigeneity 

historically, translated into exclusionary policies as previously noted, it seems natural for groups 

to want to reclaim and redefine this identity. This reclamation project has served to unite quite 

heterogeneous groups. What remains slightly less apparent and more crucial to explore is the 

strategic value of identity construction. An essentialized Indigenous identity differentiated from 

dominant culture puts weight behind Indigenous calls for autonomy, since a right to sovereignty 

can only really be claimed by a group perceived as unique and separate. It is crucial to note that 

these constructed identities in both cases were not always essentialist. The Ecuadorian movement 

expanded the identity of their cause through alliances with class movements, while the Zapatistas 

magnified their identity to an ideology by appealing to international anti-capitalist groups. 

Because Indigeneity is so amorphous in nature, essentialism in these cases refers to the ways in 

which these groups articulate Indigeneity as distinct from the majority of the population. Thus, it 

does not apply to the Zapatista attempts to appeal to Mexican civil society nor building alliances 

with other populist political parties in Ecuador. 

 When it comes to differentiating an identity from dominant culture, social movement 

scholars focus on the balance between essentializing for movement cohesion versus suppressing 

differences to build alliances. As Sidney Tarrrow explains in regards to the 1993 lesbian and gay 

march on Washington, “(the organizers) face a dilemma: how to put forth a set of unsettling 
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demands for unconventional people in ways that will not make enemies of potential allies. They 

do so by playing down their differences before the media and the country while celebrating it in 

private” (1994, 10). In our cases, however, the movements reclaim and assert their difference not 

just in private, but also in the public realm.  

 Bernstein unpacks this debate further by examining the factors that lead a movement to 

either celebrate or suppress differences. She argues that variations in political access, 

oppositional forces, and relationships among organizations under the specific identity lead to 

“deploying identity” in either an inclusive or exclusive manner. Black nationalism during the 

Civil Rights Movement, for instance, was not just a way of strategically deploying an essentialist 

identity, but it did so in a way that was critical of dominant society. Bernstein writes:  

By fostering an identity based on differences from the majority, black nationalism was a 
way to challenge dominant cultural values, to build communities, and to create 
revolutionary change. Leaders hoped that deploying critical identities based on perceived 
cultural differences would be a crucial step toward economic independence and political 
power (1997, 557).   
 

In this sense, a critical identity (a strategic, essentialist identity) legitimized the Black right to 

revitalize their communities and pursue a more revolutionary cause.  

 Political access, oppositional forces to the movement, and interactions among 

organizations within a movement indeed help shape the essentialization of identities in these 

cases. Since the forces against both movements were significant (both in terms of a lack of 

political compromise and military opposition), it seems natural that groups would assert a strict 

identity as a means to push back against this opposition. However, these aspects outlined by 

Bernstein are more what I would call “input factors,” that is the institutional factors that mold 

how a movement constructs identity. More relevant for these cases are what I deem “output 

factors,” or the potential outcomes that a movement might expect from constructing an 
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essentialized identity. Output factors in these cases consist of the ability to claim land, 

specialized education, self-government or even refuse existing systems, based on essentialized 

Indigeneity.  

 Due to the unique nature of Indigenous identity, where being the first inhabitants alone 

creates difference from the majority, these groups have the potential to reclaim their rights by 

reclaiming their difference. The push for autonomy therefore stems from a narrow construction 

of Indigenous identity. In other words, an Indigenous identity legitimizes the claim for land, 

multicultural education, communal forms of living, self-government, and refusal, at least from 

the movement’s point of view.  

 How do these groups utilize an Indigenous identity to push for autonomy over their 

affairs? In Ecuador, intercultural bilingual education, land rights, communal self-government, 

and cultural strength remain at the forefront of the movement, as stated in its original demands 

(conaie.org). In its 1994 document on their political project, CONAIE asserts: 

The cultural identity of many people and nationalities has disappeared, and they have 
instead suffered serious influences and impositions from western cultural values, that 
debilitate and threaten our cultural and spiritual richness. Political and cultural 
colonialism… negates the potentiality and diversity of existing cultures in Ecuador (1994, 
41, my translation).   
 

In this statement, CONAIE articulates Indigenous identity as threatened by the infiltration of 

western values, a common sentiment among many Indigenous leaders. If western ideals overrun 

a particular culture, reasserting the right for cultural spaces requires naming the identity specific 

enough to merit its own space. The document goes on to claim, “Cultural imposition is another 

obstacle to the development of our cultural identity, and therefore we should fight firmly and 

with dedication until its destruction” (1994, 41, my translation). The document then outlines 

several ways to fight this cultural imposition by strengthening spaces for Indigenous culture, 
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including through Indigenous-specific education and healthcare. Even at its inception, CONAIE 

was leveraging an identity that differentiated Indigeneity from the majority to push for its own 

autonomous systems.  

 In the Zapatista movement, leaders drew on an Indigenous identity as the basis to push 

for similar rights. Carving out a space for Indigenous cultures and languages in education was a 

vital aspect of this goal. The San Andrés Accords, for instance, declared that all Indigenous 

education must be bilingual and bicultural (Shenker 2012). Without the weight of a specific 

identity behind this claim, bicultural education would not be a consideration. When the accords 

were rejected, however, the Zapatistas still implemented multicultural education in their 

communities. Autonomous schools served as a key way to nourish and reclaim this identity. As 

anthropologist Sarah Dee Shenker recognizes: 

The Zapatistas’ desire to ‘build from below for alternatives to neoliberal destruction’ has 
been partially fulfilled by the autonomous schools, which by working to meet their 
objectives have challenged the ‘homogenizing national project’ and constructed an 
alternative educational model: a new space in which indigenous identity can breathe and 
thrive” (2012, 441).  
 

Constructing these spaces where “indigenous identity can breathe and thrive” requires 

differentiating this identity from dominant culture.  

 Multicultural education in both Ecuador and Mexico continues to be a key realm where 

leaders articulate difference. Luis Macas, former president of CONAIE, notes, “We take for 

granted that a differentiation between the two cultures (Indigenous and western) is fundamental; 

though they share a common ancestry, they are distinct in their respective cosmovisions. Plain 

and simple, we are different in our conceptions, principles, sciences, knowledge, and our 

processes for constructing knowledge and identity” (in Meyer and Alvarado 2010, 239). Noam 

Chomsky also makes the claim that, based on specific identities that differ from the dominant 
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culture, Indigenous students do not thrive in western educational systems. In a 2004 interview 

regarding Indigenous education in general, Chomsky argues: 

The official and conventional education system, the communication media, schooling– 
these are all enemies of indigenous communities because, in the end, the individual 
whose being is intrinsically communal, whose behavior and life style are collective, is 
culturally alienated, individualized, confused, and adopts strange behaviors and even 
behaviors antagonistic to the community. Therefore, education should be communitarian, 
a responsibility of the community, within the community, and for the community” (in 
Meyer and Alvarado 2010, 241).    
 

In this passage, Chomsky uses the notion of Indigenous identity as inherently communal to 

legitimize his call for autonomous education. In this sense, the essentialized identity that limits 

Indigeneity to those with a communal cosmology and way of life holds strategic value.  

 Ultimately, the same essentialized identity that legitimizes these claims to autonomy 

validates the politics of refusal, not necessarily for the state, but for the communities involved in 

the movement. Even when the state does not recognize the distinctiveness of Indigenous identity 

as a viable reason for a community to create its own systems, this identity construction gives 

validity to this claim within the movement. If identity is constructed to be distinct from dominant 

culture and specialized systems and rights deemed necessary, creating these systems becomes 

more important than gaining support from the state. In other words, if the state is not willing to 

support the unique systems that a specific identity needs, the groups will create those systems 

themselves. Because an essentialized identity helps legitimize groups’ claims to autonomy for 

the state and refusal for communities involved, this identity construction is both externally and 

internally strategic.  

A bit more insight into Zapatista schools helps highlight how movement leaders use the 

uniqueness of Indigenous identity to gain support for refusal as a tactic. First, Zapatista 

leadership voiced the sentiment that government schools were inadequate spaces for Indigenous 
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identities. In regards to his schooling experience, Arnulo, a Zapatista elected representative of 

Pico Aglando, stated: 

I studied at the government primary and secondary schools. The teachers weren’t 
enthusiastic; they came from far away and often didn’t arrive to class. Sometimes, they 
even arrived drunk, and they were violent… They only taught us to read and write, and 
always in Spanish – pure Spanish! I didn’t enjoy it – it gave me a headache (quoted in 
Shenker 2012, 435). 

 

Arnulo’s reference to the prioritization of Spanish over Indigenous languages represents one way 

of claiming that Indigenous people need schools that recognize their unique identities and 

incorporate their cultures into the classroom. Sarah Dee Shenker, an anthropologist focused on 

Zapatista schools in Riocolán and Pico Aglando found that the main goals of the autonomous 

schools were the protection of Indigenous values, culture, and language; gender equality; and 

gearing education to the rural context (2012). Both Zapatista leaders and community members 

use the claim that state-run schools do not substantially recognize their cultures, languages, or 

identities, to augment their grounds for creating their own educational system. The construction 

of this essentialized, distinct identity therefore puts weight behind the politics of refusal.   

  

Gaining Transnational Support Through a Universalized Struggle:  

 An essentialized identity is not the only form of identity the Zapatista and Ecuadorian 

Indigenous movements articulate. Because of the severe marginalization and lack of political 

power Indigenous people have faced, these groups have leveraged alliances to have their 

demands heard, whether those alliances are other Indigenous movements, NGOs, international 

groups, or even the United Nations. Indigenous movements, therefore, face a unique and difficult 

dilemma: on the one hand, their claims to autonomy necessitate defining an essentialized 
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identity, while on the other, attracting crucial alliances requires highlighting relatable 

characteristics of the movements.  

 This dilemma is not unlike the “queer dilemma” put forth by Joshua Gamson (1995) and 

Judith Lorber (1999), where a movement seeks to deconstruct categories of race, class or 

ethnicity, but to do so they must articulate their identity and thus rely on those same categories. 

As Lorber writes, “We want to erase the boundaries between categories of race, gender and 

sexuality, but to do so, we have to use them, for without categories, you can have neither a 

politics of identity nor a politics of transgression. Categories are needed for group power and 

boundaries are needed to transgress against” (quoted in Bernstein and De la Cruz 2009, 729). 

Neither Indigenous movement in our case seeks to erase racial boundaries entirely; rather they 

seek to redefine what it means to occupy a particular ethnicity and pressure the state to recognize 

their identities in a profound fashion. In this sense, the movements do not fully face the “queer 

dilemma.” They do, however, require boundaries for group power and a more inclusive discourse 

to gain transnational support.  

 This tricky balancing act is quite evident in the discourse employed by each movement, 

particularly by the Zapatistas. Ultimately, by restricting movement identity to explicitly 

Indigenous but broadening their overall struggle to be more universal, the Zapatistas seek to 

navigate this dilemma. Attempts to make their struggle more appealing to transnational groups 

remain prevalent throughout the movement. In each of the six declarations (which are geared 

towards the international community), the EZLN calls for a “radical” transformation of the state 

of Mexico, but they never refer to themselves as “radicals.” Rather, they refer to themselves as 

“rebels” or to their “rebel cause,” usually pairing this description with the words “dignity.” 
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Straying away from self-defining as radical demonstrates how the Zapatistas seek to define their 

movement as part of the universal struggle for justice.   

 The depiction of a just cause highlights the attempt to appeal to a wide array of outside 

groups for potential support. For instance, in the Fourth Declaration, the EZLN writes, “Brothers 

and sisters of other races and languages, of other colors, but with the same heart now protect our 

light, and in it they drink of the same fire. When the homeland speaks its Indian heart, it will 

have dignity and memory” (EZLN 1996). The reference to those “with the same heart” seeks to 

appeal to human rights groups and other individuals who might sympathize with these 

Indigenous groups. This metaphorical rhetoric seeks to construct unity between groups across 

Mexico and the world.  

 The last column in the “Classifying Identity” chart above highlights instances in which 

the EZLN had tried to emphasize their similarities to the general public over their differences. 

These similarities range from emphasizing cohesion as Mexicans, as in the statement “We are all 

Mexicans,” to appealing to other leftist movements (EZLN 1994). For instance, the EZLN 

proclaims, “The Zapatista war is only a part of that great war which is the struggle between a 

history which aspires for a future and an amnesia which has foreign vocation” (EZLN 1996). 

Here, the EZLN emphasizes the notion that the ideology behind the movement is pervasive in 

struggles across the globe. The dichotomy between amnesia and those who aspire for a future 

once again casts the Zapatista as on the side of justice, which seeks to appeal to human rights and 

humanist groups. The ELZN often refers to their supporters as “the good people” or “people with 

similar hearts,” which stands in stark contrast to their constant description of “the bad 

government.” These quotes emphasizing similarity with certain groups highlight the malleable 

nature of identity and its role in gaining transnational support.   
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 There is no doubt that through diverse ways of framing their movement, the Zapatistas 

were able to galvanize a wide array of transnational groups, although it remains unclear whether 

these linkages have actually pushed the movement towards meeting its goals. The 1994 

occupation of San Cristobal de las Casas, a tourist destination, certainly attracted international 

attention in a way that less disruptive movements did not receive. In the two weeks following 

their initial occupation, there were 337 stories written on the Zapatistas in major English-

speaking international newspapers, expanding to 743 stories after ten weeks (Bob 2005). 

Drawing on the attention gained in their original armed phase, the Zapatistas’ subsequent shift to 

non-violent tactics allowed them to differentiate themselves from other Latin American guerilla 

movements to the international community.  

 The Zapatistas’ large body of written documents has certainly contributed to its ability to 

appeal to outside networks. These written works can largely be attributed to Subcomandante 

Marcos, who produced a large output of documents, manifestos, and even fables regarding the 

Zapatista agenda. The ability to tap into the Internet as a resource has significantly boosted the 

movement’s support. A list serve established as early as 1993 provided a space for academics 

and activists to circulate Zapatista materials, and the ¡Ya Basta! website produced in 1994 by a 

Swarthmore College employee provided “a mouthpiece for the Zapatistas in cyberspace” (Bob 

2005, 132). By 2003, the ¡Ya Basta! website had already reached four million visits. Personal 

contacts supplemented their Internet circulation. In mid 1994, the Zapatistas spread to the U.S. 

through the creation of the National Committee for Democracy in Mexico, based in El-Paso, 

Texas. The group lobbied U.S. legislators to pass resolutions in support of the Zapatista struggle, 

pushed to keep media attention on Chiapas, and published Libertad, a monthly newspaper on the 

Zapatistas (Bob 2005). Such efforts to spread their message overseas demonstrate how 
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invaluable even symbolic gestures (such as a supportive resolution) from international actors 

could be for the Zapatistas.    

 As political scholar Clifford Bob acknowledges, the Zapatistas’ effective diffusion of 

their message has largely “hinged on the groups’ respective standing, accessibility, and public 

relations skills” (2005, 134). Skills regarding media relations, use of the Internet, writing and 

translating documents, and deliberate movement tactics have certainly played a role in 

distributing messages. However, merely circulating a message does not necessarily trigger the 

financial or symbolic support that the Zapatistas seek. Movement leaders thus began to target the 

amorphous mass of “civil society” with messaging intended to draw leftist populations into the 

effort to form a more inclusive Mexico. Conventions such as the “International Meeting for 

Humanity against Neoliberalism” or the “Encounters between the Zapatistas and the People of 

the World” marked significant attempts to mobilize this collection of possible supporters. The 

Zapatistas have even distributed polls domestically and internationally on key issues. In June 

1995, for instance, the Alianza Cívica circulated a poll asking whether the Zapatistas should 

form their own political wing. One million three hundred thousand people from across Mexico 

and another 55,000 from abroad participated in the poll, highlighting the Zapatistas’ growing 

visibility (Bob 2005). 

 Through these alliance-building efforts, the Zapatistas have constructed a broad set of 

linkages. Human rights organizations remain at the center of this network, as international 

groups such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International issue reports on abuses from the 

Mexican government and paramilitary groups and keep Chiapas under the media spotlight. A 

number of social justice NGOs compliment the work of human rights groups, drawn to the 

region by the poverty that the movement shed light on. These organizations run programs 



! 98!

directly in Chiapas, which range from funded local NGOs to aid shipments, for both Zapatista 

and non-Zapatista Indigenous communities. Solidarity organizations make up the third strand of 

the network. These organizations, which are directly sympathetic to the Zapatista cause, issue 

reports, send aid shipments, assist in local disputes, lobby their home-country governments for 

supportive resolutions, host Zapatista leaders on international visits, and issue statements of 

solidarity. The main locally based solidarity organization is Enlace Civil, located in San 

Cristobal de las Casas. Enlace Civil coordinates between Zapatista communities and serves to 

link Zapatistas with allied international groups, continually expanding their network (Bob 2005). 

This web of sympathetic organizations primarily serves to draw more attention to the Chiapas 

conflict and to financially support the creation of autonomous communities.         

 Overall, the Zapatistas have sought to attract transnational support by shifting their 

grievances from everything from domestic marginalization to lack of political inclusion to 

foreign domination through neoliberal reforms. These expansive goals and grievances construct 

their struggle as more expansive than a group of Indigenous peasants rebelling in southern 

Mexico. When aimed at transnational (especially leftist) audiences, the identity behind the 

movement expands to an overarching ideology. Their Indigenous identity may be more essential, 

but what they intend to stand for is more universal.  

 For the Zapatista movement, an Indigenous identity combined with a universalized 

struggle helped garner transnational support. An Indigenous identity, for instance, has not only 

allowed (even the mestizo) leaders to link to the pan-Indigenous movement, but it has also 

attracted non-Indigenous supporters sympathetic to the long-excluded group. Latter-day U.S. 

politician Tom Hayden, for instance, wrote about how his trip to Chiapas represented “a personal 

Holy Grail,” where he was able to reclaim his “collective indigenous roots, mangled beneath the 
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architecture of our modern selves… I felt slightly like another in the long line of gringos seeking 

rebirth in Mexico” (2009, 78, 83). Indeed, “zapa-tourism” has been an emerging source of 

visibility and revenue for the movement, attracting activists, scholars, and leftist travelers to 

Chiapas. The Indigenous identity of the movement has created somewhat mystical, romanticized 

images for many people that cultivate further intrigue. Many Indigenous groups in North and 

South America have issued statements of solidarity with the Zapatistas, although some have 

critiqued their socialist origins and mestizo leadership (Bob 2005). Support from both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups worldwide showcases how the Zapatistas have crafted 

their image to appeal to a wide range of networks. Ultimately, constructing an essentialized 

Indigenous identity fighting a universalized struggle has made this support possible. 

 Since the pan-Indigenous movement in Ecuador has held transnational linkage as much 

less of a tactic, their identity construction has not been quite so universalized. Rather than 

appealing to a wide array of transnational networks, the Ecuadorian movement has largely 

sought to tap into the pan-Indigenous movement from North to South America. In the “Who We 

Are” section of their website, CONAIE even describes one of their ten goals as “Maintain 

international relation with Indigenous nationalities of the ABYA-YALA continent, in order to 

create viable alternative communication among Indigenous peoples and with other social sectors 

committed to the cause” (CONAIE 2015, my translation). Abya-Yala is a Kuna (a Panamanian 

Indigenous group) term for the American continent, stretching from the North American arctic to 

Patagonia. Its use among Indigenous groups across the continent represents an attempt to 

cultivate a sense of unity between tribes and reclaim the American continent as Indigenous. 

Because connecting into this Abya-Yala Indigenous network is the Ecuadorian movement’s 
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principle focus transnationally, it does not have to universalize its struggle like the Zapatistas. 

Rather, an essentialized Indigenous identity can augment this support.  

 While navigating identities for an international audience is not a key aspect of the 

Ecuadorian movement, balancing identities domestically certainly is. As Ecuadorian scholar 

Amalia Pallares notes, in its shift from largely class-based platforms to an Indigenous identity, 

activists have had to maintain a relatively flexible program in order to bring together 

heterogeneous groups across the nation. A national Indigenous identity did not exist previously, 

as many Indigenous communities in the highlands felt little affinity for Amazonian groups, and 

visa versa (Yashar 2005). As Pallares recognizes, “It is precisely because indianismo is so porous 

that it can be many things to many different people and can mobilize local movements as 

disparate as the ones in Cacha and Cotacachi” (2002, 219). In this manner, Indigeneity itself has 

brought groups together, precisely because it can be interpreted in so many ways. 

 The ability to forge an Indigenous national identity hinged on tapping into existing 

networks that helped cultivate shared identity within communities or regions. Churches, unions 

and NGOs often laid the groundwork for Indigenous organization later on, both by forming 

organizational structures and reorienting ethnic consciousness. When CONAIE organized to 

connect regional Indigenous networks that were already forming, it did so with the intent of 

preserving these local Indigenous systems rather than completely taking over. The 1988 

“Preliminary Draft of the Law of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador,” proposed that CONAIE 

would direct national dialogues, but local leaders and assemblies would still be the site where 

communities would decide their actions in the movement (Yashar 2005). The goal was thus to 

connect local struggles that held similar grievances and transport their voices to the national 

level. This initial idea was crucial to the ability to bring tribes across the country together 
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through CONAIE, as it prioritized the local struggles of communities through diffuse 

organization. In practice, however, CONAIE’s capacity to maintain local strength was limited, 

which partially contributed to its decline in support in the early 2000s. 

 Along with bringing together groups on an Indigenous basis, CONAIE also had to 

balance class interests with ethnic demands in its construction of this national movement. By 

constructing Indigenous identity as inherently tied to class grievances, the group was able to 

maintain previous overlap between class and regional Indigenous struggles. The call for agrarian 

reform, for instance, hinged on both class and ethnic rationales. CONFENAIE, the regional 

organization for Indigenous Amazonia, articulated how land is key to ethnic survival, as natural 

surroundings form the basis of ethnic identity, cosmology, and way of life for many groups. 

ECUARUNARI in the highlands, however, tended to operate with a more class-based conception 

of land, where territory was a productive resource. In the formation of CONAIE and the merging 

of these distinct perspectives, the new organization had to blend class and ethnic grievances in 

order to craft its own rationale for land reform (Yashar 2005). As Amalia Pallares recognizes in 

regards to this shift, “In this new perspective, there was a cultural dimension to all material needs 

and demands, and cultural issues/policies could not be kept separately from the material needs of 

the population” (1997, 349). The blending of ethnic and class demands under the amorphous 

umbrella of Indigeneity reflects CONAIE’s attempts to navigate a heterogeneous array of 

interests and identities. 

 In both cases, identity proves to be both an essential tool and a difficult category to 

navigate. An Indigenous identity in both the Zapatista and Ecuadorian movements has served to 

unite heterogeneous communities under a reconstructed racial conscience. An essentialized 

version of this identity helped these groups make claims for autonomy, including specialized 



! 102!

systems of education, government, cultural spaces, and land rights. This particular identity, 

framed as deserving autonomy, has even been used to rationalize the politics of refusal to the 

communities involved. However, defining a movement around a specific identity carries 

difficulties as well, as building crucial alliances may be more challenging. To that end, the 

Zapatista movement has balanced an essentialized Indigenous identity with a more universalized 

struggle, while the Ecuadorian movement has sought to blend Indigenous and class-based issues 

into its overall framing. A broader identity construction has helped the Zapatista movement gain 

transnational attention and support, although it remains unclear whether this international boost 

has actually advanced Zapatista goals. Overall, Indigeneity has been constructed as both unique 

and inclusive in order to cultivate unity among groups, garner transnational support, and redefine 

an identity that has so long been cast aside. The reclamation of Indigeneity as the foundation of 

these movements marks a crucial turning point in how these communities envision themselves 

and their place in the world.         
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Conclusion 
Power in Unlikely Circumstances 

 
 When I visited Chiapas, Mexico to gain a broader perspective of the Zapatista movement, 

I found myself wandering around the Centro Indígena de Capacitación Integral (Indigenous 

Center for Comprehensive Training, CIDECI), one of the Zapatista’s largest and most extensive 

autonomous schools. CIDECI is something like a communally-minded trade school, where 

students live on campus and are responsible for maintaining the school. Students take elective 

classes ranging from carpentry to bread baking to literacy, and the work produced from these 

classes contributes to the school in some way. As one of the students gave me a tour around the 

center, I couldn’t help but admire the extensive farm and the beautiful artwork that these students 

had helped create. It was a unique space. And yet this semi-remote school did not exist in total 

isolation: the municipal government frequently tried to undermine the Zapatista’s legitimacy by 

cutting its power and water supplies. Even when asserting their autonomy, these communities 

must reckon with what it means to live under nation-states and navigate spaces for power in 

systems that do not always see Indigenous people as equal.    

 This study began with a comparison of two contemporary social movements that 

transcend the bounds of how we traditionally conceptualize collective action. Both movements 

express themselves under an Indigenous identity, strive for greater autonomy, and face states that 

not only have historically excluded them, but also presently provide few options for these groups 

to gain political voice. While the movements use similar rhetoric emphasizing their 

marginalization, unique worldview, peasant status, and rights to land in order to gain greater 

autonomy, their strategies for gaining greater autonomy have differed. Tribes in Ecuador have 

sought increased political participation, only recently turning towards the politics of refusal in 

intellectual debates and greater focus on community development. Zapatista communities, 
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however, pursued refusal from the early stages of the movement, both to assert a principle of 

Indigenous power and to push for a reconceptualization of the nation-state system.  

 These diverging tactics cannot merely be explained by differing political opportunities. 

While there are of course slight variations between political systems in Ecuador and Mexico, 

both states are relatively closed systems with high levels of corruption, lack of free and fair 

elections, limited expression and organization, lack of separation between the executive and 

other aspects of the state, and a high capacity for coercion. Rather, Indigenous Ecuadorians did 

not directly refuse state structures because they were able to obtain at least partial concessions by 

pursuing disruptive tactics and political participation, such as a pluriethnic and later plurinational 

constitution. The fact that the Ecuadorian movement involved coordinated pressure from 

Indigenous groups across the country, not just from one area, can explain these partial triumphs.  

Such widespread coordination was made possible by Ecuador’s higher population of Indigenous 

people (that could have a greater electoral impact) as well as the organizational networks 

between Ecuadorian groups built over decades.  

 The Zapatistas, on the other hand, faced greater opposition from the state. With the 

state’s failure to implement the San Andrés Accords, the Zapatistas began to articulate a 

complete lack of confidence in the government. The politics of refusal thus arose as the primary 

tactic once negotiations with the state failed. While the Zapatistas certainly gained attention from 

the state with their disruptive tactics, they could more easily be ignored or even repressed with 

force (as in the Acteal Massacre), due to the regional nature of the movement. Transnational 

alliances certainly amplified the Zapatista cause; however, the Zapatistas did not construct this 

transnational network until after they had already refused the state. The politics of refusal thus 

arose out of a situation where both disruptive campaigns and negotiations with the state failed. 
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While these failures prompted the politics of refusal, it was ultimately their articulation of a 

unique identity with a claim to sovereignty and their broad system of transnational alliances that 

has allowed the Zapatista’s strategy to continue to the present. 

 The Indigenous identities behind both movements also add to the unique nature of these 

instances of collective action. While Indigeneity evolved out of “Indianness,” a concept 

originally constructed by colonialist forces and perpetuated by the state, activists in these cases 

have redefined the identity, choosing which aspects of this amorphous category to emphasize. 

Because the movements engaged with identity in ways that were both expressive and 

instrumental, the role of identity goes beyond simple framing processes. Identity was certainly 

framed in a particular light at times for strategic value, but in the expressive aspects of the 

movement, identity was the goal rather than a strategic tool. Identity was expressive in the sense 

that both movements involved reshaping negative perceptions of Indigeneity and replacing these 

associations with images of Indigenous power. Both movements, however, also used identity 

instrumentally. The construction of a more essentialized identity based around marginalization, 

poverty, unique worldviews, peasant livelihoods, and being the first inhabitants of specific lands, 

had two specific purposes. First, in both cases, essentialized Indigeneity legitimized groups’ 

claims to land, education, cultural rights and overall autonomy– not necessarily in the eyes of the 

state, but for the movement communities themselves. Secondly, in a similar but more extreme 

vein, essentialized identity legitimized the politics of refusal for the Zapatistas, since building a 

new system must have some ideological base.  

 However, an essentialized Indigenous identity in both movements had to be balanced 

against other goals. In the Ecuadorian case, narrowing the definition of Indigeneity too much 

might exclude some regional groups and counteract the crucial coalition-building occurring 
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between tribes across the nation. To work around this tension, CONAIE sought to articulate 

Indigeneity as broader term that would include everyone from highland to coastal groups, while 

preserving the structures of regional organizations as spaces for local identities. The Zapatistas, 

however, had to balance emphasizing their uniqueness as Indigenous people with accentuating 

the universal nature of their struggle in order to build crucial transnational alliances. 

Essentializing identity was more critical in the Zapatista case because of the need to legitimize 

refusal. Therefore, the Zapatistas sought to maintain their essentialized Indigenous identity while 

expressing their overall ideology as part of a broader human rights struggle in order to appeal to 

transnational groups. These tensions over how to strategically frame identity highlight the 

difficult nature of identity construction for groups that have been extremely marginalized.  

 

Theoretical Implications:   

 This analysis of the tactics and identity construction behind the Zapatista and Ecuadorian 

Indigenous movements suggests general implications for how we understand Indigenous 

movements in the context of social movement theory. By examining these cases through the 

more macro lens of social movement theory, we gain greater insight into how the groups 

navigate relations with the state. An exploration of Indigenous movements, however, would not 

be complete without the more anthropological realm of identity. As these two perspectives 

merge, we see that the politics of refusal, identity, and transnational support all interact in 

complex ways that cannot be explained by a strictly structural approach. Transnational support 

allowed for the politics of refusal in the Zapatista case, since the state violence and coercion that 

occurred once negotiations subsided could only be mitigated through outside attention. However, 

this transnational support has also shaped the identity of the movement, as the Zapatistas have 
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inevitably had to represent their identity to appeal to this transnational network. Although the 

Ecuadorian movement has not explicitly appealed to transnational groups, they have become part 

of the pan-American Indigenous movement, which has molded the movement as well. This 

relation with pan-American Indigenous thinkers is perhaps what prompted Ecuadorian activists 

towards adopting a discourse related to the politics of refusal. Identity has also shaped the nature 

of refusal and transnational support. As mentioned, an essentialized Indigenous identity 

legitimized the politics of refusal, while a broader articulation of identity appealed to 

transnational audiences. Thus, identity, transnational support, and the politics of refusal do not 

exist in isolation, but rather overlap. In this manner, movements are not purely the result of 

external factors, but rather they play a substantial role in creating new, powerful identities and 

tactics.  

 Scholars who focus primarily on institutional factors for movement emergence and 

development do not usually capture the agency that movements maintain over their tactics and 

identities. The political opportunity structure maintains that movements evolve and emerge based 

on shifting opportunities and constraints within the political system. When structures change 

such that a new way of addressing the state or a new potential for organization occurs, collective 

action can be the result. This state-centric view, however, does not take into account the 

constructed identities of a movement or changing ethnic consciousness. In particular, it does not 

consider how groups that have been historically and presently excluded from political 

opportunities may still conjure up alternative means of organizing. In the case of these 

Indigenous movements, groups faced a general lack of resources, many political constraints, and 

immensely limited opportunities. However, the Ecuadorian case still managed some political 

participation and a few limited (if only symbolic) steps towards a more inclusive system. The 
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Zapatistas even transcended the political opportunity structure by focusing on creating 

autonomous systems. These counter-intuitive results can only be understood when we account 

for the agency of the movement.  

 It was not the political opportunity structure that allowed for these unlikely actions, but 

rather these gains occurred in spite of the political hand communities were dealt. The political 

opportunity structure did play small role, since differing party systems and political and civil 

rights granted Ecuadorian Indigenous groups more success with political participation. However, 

it is not the primary explanatory factor. Furthermore, it does not explain why these movements 

emerged despite the repressive systems they faced, particularly in their treatment of Indigenous 

people. Rather than opportunities spurring action and constraints limiting them, Indigenous 

groups managed collective action under considerable constraints.  

 The theoretical insight of this work is therefore to demonstrate the need to expand beyond 

narrow, separate frameworks (such as the political opportunity structure, resource mobilization, 

and framing) to consider both how such factors do not exist in isolation but instead interact in 

complicated ways. In certain cases, these social movement frameworks provide the backdrop for 

the construction of identities that turn out to be powerful resources for the movement. When a 

movement is both about gaining specific policy concessions and asserting particular identities, 

identity, social movement theory, and the agency of the movement should form the basis of any 

comprehensive analysis. As Goodwin et al. put it, we must “recognize that cultural and strategic 

processes define and create the factors usually presented as ‘structural’” (1999, 52).   

  

 

 



! 109!

Further Questions:  

 This work does not seek to develop set laws for when certain social movements might 

arise or to test particular hypotheses. Rather, I sought to explore why and how these highly 

marginalized groups with a unique Indigenous identity were able to shake the very core of the 

nation-state system and redefine Indigenous power. What does this confrontation of current 

power structures mean for the communities involved in the future? Certainly, these movements, 

aimed at more than procedural or substantive gains, have brought Indigenous voices to the 

national stage in a manner that the state could not ignore. However, when movements 

simultaneously aim to express a particular identity and gain substantive changes from the state, 

as in these cases, is there a trade-off? Does identity politics– which often necessitate significant 

work within the community– distract from more structural changes– which require greater 

engagement with the state and other allies? There is no clear answer to this question, but 

certainly tensions exist between asserting an identity or ideology and the practical nature of 

making change. The Zapatista autonomous schools, for instance, may be spaces for reclaiming 

Indigenous identity and autonomy, but they are not state-recognized and thus Indigenous people 

who attend them cannot go on to Mexican universities. The Zapatistas want to assert an anti-

consumerist, anti-capitalism ideology, but they rely on the sales of artwork and artisan coffee to 

support their cause. CONAIE seeks to assert Indigenous power through coalition building across 

tribes, but so many heterogeneous voices may simultaneously complicate moving forward on 

specific goals.  

 Perhaps the politics of refusal transcends this tension between identity expression and 

policy advances by disregarding policy as the main target. When the tactic is to carve out spaces 

within the community for Indigenous identities and gain more autonomy over one’s affairs, 
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maybe identity is supported while communities achieve certain goals (such as land rights or 

multicultural education). Even if this is so, sustaining these autonomous systems is exceedingly 

difficult, especially when the state is intent on dismantling them. Not only are finances and 

resources a question, but communities must also constantly negotiate what it means to exist 

inside a state and maintain autonomy without seceding. Furthermore, since the Zapatistas 

criticize the neoliberal nation-state structure as a whole, their alternative is a nebulous system 

where all groups are included and Indigenous cultures are fully valued. It remains unclear what 

such a system might look like or how it may come about. What is clear is that the Zapatistas– 

and increasingly Indigenous Ecuadorians– do not perceive the current state system as a structure 

that could ever fully meet their needs.  

 The tension between identity politics and practical changes highlights another question: is 

movement leadership always aligned with the communities involved? In terms of identity, what 

does it mean for a mestizo man such as Subcomandante Marcos to lead a movement that 

represents Indigenous power? Is some of the expressive power of the movement lost? 

Additionally, a paradox of leadership means that in order to spend time meeting with state 

representatives or traveling to meet with leftist groups, even Indigenous leaders may become 

increasingly disconnected from the people they represent. In his ethnography of Randy Borman, 

a white leader of Ecuador’s Cofán people (but who was raised among the Cofán), Michael Cepek 

explores this dilemma. He notes, Borman’s “time in Quito creates a great political irony: the bulk 

of his life is consumed by working to protect something that he can no longer enjoy” (2012, 

118).  

 I would add that Borman’s time spent fighting for environmental protections on Cofán 

land moves him further from direct contact with those he represents, yet he retains ample power 
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over the interpretation of Cofán goals. As with many Indigenous movements, there may be an 

issue of translation, as the political intricacies of the Ecuadorian state might be culturally foreign 

to Cofán members who have not spent much time outside of the Amazon. However, the potential 

disconnect between leaders (who translate between Indigenous people and the dominant culture) 

and the communities that hold the actual grievances may be significant. While leadership is 

necessary for practical changes (especially leaders that can navigate the dominant culture), it is 

crucial to evaluate their ties to the communities and their motivations for involvement. In the 

Zapatista and Ecuadorian cases, the wide array of leadership (including women, men, Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous) may mitigate this disconnect. To some degree, however, it remains an 

inevitable consequence of mediating between cultures.    

 The push for autonomy and self-determination by Indigenous groups around the world 

raises important questions about how communities can pursue this goal and how states can best 

navigate groups’ demands. While there is certainly no one way to manage this tension, this 

analysis has highlighted how constructing a movement as both a human rights and identity 

struggle can legitimize claims to a special status. States should recognize self-determination as a 

special path to an equal status, considering the impact of prior marginalization on Indigenous 

groups. If we are to have systems that fully value the unique identities and circumstances of 

Indigenous people, these programs must be primarily self-generated. Self-determination is the 

first step in this essential process.        

 Indigenous movements offer a unique lens for analyzing contemporary social 

movements. They ask the question, how do marginalized, resource-poor groups that organize 

themselves around a specific identity, and are excluded on the basis of this identity, gain political 

influence? Despite differences from country to country, the key first step is to construct an 
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identity that creates a widespread coalition, bringing together groups that otherwise might not see 

themselves as so similar. A widespread network of support, whether transnational or domestic, 

helps augment the power created by coalition building. The expanded pressure created from 

these two developments, however, does not determine how the state will react. The politics of 

refusal as a means to gain attention and support, claim autonomy and redefine the power of a 

marginalized identity may be a growing trend in these circumstances. Even movements such as 

Black Lives Matter in the U.S. have articulated community building rather than appealing to 

existing power structures as their focus going forward (Yates 2016). In a situation where 

appealing to existing power structures and looking for avenues within the political system has 

been the norm, it makes sense that uniquely marginalized groups would look for alternative 

methods. Rather than placing the power in the hands of the state by seeking increased 

involvement or recognition, the trend may be shifting towards fashioning one’s own power. This 

power grows from a particular identity, but ultimately revolves around seeking a more just world 

that values the uniqueness of all.     
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