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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the use of music as a tool of political communication in the
contemporary Zapatista movement, which emerged after a 1994 rebellion in Chiapas,
Mexico conducted by the Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN). On the basis
of ethnographic research carried out in Chiapas, Mexico City and Los Angeles in 2012
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and 2013, I examine the related notions of “dissemination”, “spreading the word”, “telling
stories” and “transmitting the message” as key structuring concepts for musical practices
in different sites in the contemporary Zapatista movement in Mexico. However, recent
scholarship in the field of communication theory has tended to critique the dualist, linear
models of communication this emic discourse reflected. Correspondingly, I demonstrate
that activity structured around these one-way notions of “disseminating” or
“transmitting” pro-Zapatista messages had a series of often unrecognized effects that may
be highly significant for understanding the potential and limitations of this music-centred
activism. As pro-Zapatista musicians in rural Chiapas, San Cristobal de las Casas and
Mexico City used various strategies to disseminate messages through musical practice, they
also brought into play a number of dynamics involving the ongoing constitution of
organization, the cultivation of ties, the sonic production of social space, the creation of
means and capabilities for the “independent” production of music within a logic of
(Zapatista) “autonomy”’, and the communication and contestation of the notion of
“Zapatismo” itself. Music, in this interpretation, may be understood not only as a means
of communicating message in a unidirectional fashion, but as a multifaceted practice that
serves to hold together this complex, geographically diffuse social movement as a

meaningful entity.



GLOSSARY OF ABBREVIATIONS, TERMS AND NAMES

Autonomous community: A village or settlement whose members are affiliated to the
EZLN (and, since 2003, one of five JBGs). Sometimes referred to among pro-Zapatista
activists as simply /as comunidades (“the communities”). (It should be noted that the fact
that this term is used throughout this dissertation should not be taken to indicate an «
priori stance on the part of the author concerning whether or not these communities are,
in fact, “essentially” autonomous. Instead, this usage reflects both emic discourse and
communicative convenience.)

Base de apoyo (support base): Member of a Zapatista autonomous community in
Chiapas and supporter of the EZLN.

Campesino: Peasant, or one who works and lives in the countryside (cazzpo).

Caracol Term used to describe five Zapatista centres of culture and administration
located across rural Chiapas which were created in 2003. Formerly called Aguascalientes.

Chiapanecan: Pertaining to Chiapas.

CIDECI: Centro Indigena de Capacitacion Integral (Comprehensive Indigenous Training
Centre), a centre for education located on the edges of San Cristébal de las Casas,
Chiapas. Strongly linked to the EZLN, and venue used as hub of the 2013 Zapatista
Escuelita.

CLETA: Centro Libre de Experimentacion Teatral y Artistica (Free Centre for Theatrical
and Artistic Expression), anarchist theatre collective linked to UNAM.

Coleto: Term used to refer to mestizos in the context of San Cristobal de la Casas, Chiapas.
Often linked to supposed descendants of the ¢rio/los who founded the city.

Criollo: Term used by Spanish colonialists to refer to people of Spanish descent.

CVDC: Coordinadora Valle de Chalco, a pro-Zapatista activist group located in Valle de
Chalco, Estado de México.

DF: Distrito Federal (Federal District), the capital of Mexico and a federal entity located
in the centre of Mexico City’s urban metrépolis.

Ejido: Unit of communally used agrarian land to which either the rights of use or
ownership belong to a group rather than an individual.

Escuelita: Literally “Little School”, a term used to refer to a series of EZILN-sponsored
events, beginning in August 2013, in which activists from around the world went to live in
Zapatista communities across different areas of Chiapas.

Estado de México: Mexico State, a federal entity which surrounds the Federal District
and incorporates zones such as Chalco, Chimalhuacan, Valle de Chalco, Ciudad
Nezahualcoyotl, Texcoco, Atenco and Ecatepec.



EZLN: Ejército Zapatista de Liberacién Nacional (Zapatista Army of National
Liberation), a guerrilla army that rebelled against the Mexican government in January 1994.

GATT: General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, a multilateral international trade
agreement created in 1947 through which countries have historically negotiated limits on
trade protection, subsidies and tariffs.

INBA: Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes (National Institute of Fine Arts): Arts
organization founded in 1947 by the Mexican state with a mandate to protect “national

cultural heritage”.

Indigena: Term used to refer to the peoples inhabiting the Americas since prior to
Spanish colonization.

Indio: Term for indigena commonly used under Spanish colonialism.
INI: Instituto Nacional Indigenista (National Indigenist Institute), organization created by
the Mexican state in 1948 with the goal of preserving indigenous culture (or a reified

notion of it).

JBG: Junta de Buen Gobierno (Good Government Council), five decentralized Zapatista
authorities created in 2003 and situated in the five caracoles located in rural Chiapas.

La Realidad: Zapatista caraco/located in the Lacandon Jungle, Chiapas.

Las voces: Las voces rebeldes del otro lado, a compilation album developed in California
and Chiapas between 2008 and 2013 in order to support the Zapatista JBGs.

Mestizo: Term used to refer to an individual of mixed-race background incorporating
both Spanish and indigenous heritage.

Milpa: Agricultural smallholding, often used to grow corn or for polyculture.
NMTs: New Media Technologies.
NGO: Non-Governmental Organization.

Other Campaign (Otra Campana, or [since 2013] Sexta): Campaign established by the
EZIN in 2005 to link together leftist, anti-state political struggles across the world.

Oventik: Zapatista caraco/ located in Los Altos, Chiapas.

Palomazo: An informal, spontaneous concert, usually held in a restaurant, after which
musicians ask the audience for donations.

PAN: Partido de Accién Nacional (National Action Party), right-wing, free-market
political party in Mexico.

PRD: Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (Party of the Democratic Revolution),
centre-left political party in Mexico.



PRI: Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Revolutionary Institutional Party), political
party that ruled Mexico for the majority of the twentieth century as well as at the time of
writing. Historically a leftist party, but increasingly supportive of neoliberal economic
policies, especially since the administration of Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994).

Pro-Zapatista activist: Non-base de apoyo actor working in support of the EZLN or the
Zapatista |BGs.

Subcomandante Marcos: Military leader, writer and spokesperson for the EZLN.
Thought to be Rafael Sebastian Guillen, UNAM Philosophy graduate of Spanish descent.

Also known as “Delegado Cero” and, since 2014, “Subcomandante Galeano”.

UAM: Universidad Auténoma de México (Autonomous University of Mexico), a public
university with Mexico City campuses in Xochimilco, Iztapalapa and Azcapotzalco.

UNAM: Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México (National Autonomous University
of Mexico), a public university located in the south of Mexico City.

RCRS: Red Contra la Represion y por la Solidaridad, nationwide network of activists
formed by the EZLN in 2007.

Rola: abbreviation of Rola la lucha zapatista, compilation album created by CVDC in 2012.

Zapata, Emiliano: Leader of the Zapatista Army during the Mexican Revolution of
1910-20. Iconic figure appropriated by the EZLN.

Zapatismo: Political worldview associated with the EZLN.
Zapatista movement: Social movement, operating across the globe but most
concentrated in Mexico, made up of individuals and groups acting in support of the

EZIN and the Zapatista JBGs.

Zocalo: Central square of a given city.
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INTRODUCTION

No moriri la flor de la palabra [...] Nuestra palabra, nuestro canto
) nuestro grito, es para que ya no mueran s los muertos. Para que
vivan luchamos, para que vivan cantamos. Vive la palabra.

“The flower of the Word will not die [...] Our word, our
song and our cry, is so that the dead will no longer die. So
that they might live, we fight; so that they might live, we
sing. Long live the word.”

(EZLN, Fourth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle,
1996)!

In March 2013, pro-Zapatista activist collective Colectivo Azcapotzalco published an
article in their magazine La 1703 del Andhnac entitled “3 Contingent Definitions from the
Free Media Movement: Free Media, Popular Communication and Holes in the System”.”
This article outlined a pluralist vision of alternative communication within Mexican
activist circles built around three categories of action designed to “break the
informational siege” imposed by the country’s powerful establishment. The collective
defined “Popular Communication” as “everyday communication, person-to-person, the
communication of the street”, and said to include “house-to-house visits, informative
assemblies, flyering [...] popular theatre, the corridos and songs of popular struggle,
dance with themes of struggle [and] stories and poems of struggle”. Meanwhile, “Holes
in the System” involved “locating the holes and cracks in the communication channels of
the system in which information of struggle can be placed”, including working with
“honest and critical journalists” and seeking out “programmes with social content in
commercial media”. Finally, “Free Media” was “a tactic based on constructing media of
communication from within processes of social struggle”, and involved developing
“independent newspapers and magazines, independent publishers, blogs, webpages and
informative portals on the Internet, independent community radio [and] community

television”. Only combinations of these different strategies, the article suggested, would

U All translations in this dissertation have been made by the author unless otherwise stated.

2 “3 Definiciones Contingentes Desde El Movimiento De Medios Libres: Medios Libres, Comunicacion
Popular Y Hoyos En El Sistema”, http://sexta-azcapotzalco.blogspot.co.uk/2013/03/3-definiciones-
contingentes-desde-el.html?spref=fb (accessed 12-03-15).
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prove ultimately effective in an overarching effort to spread information and messages
about social struggle.

One of the key points of reference within Colectivo Azcapotzalco’s article was
the contemporary Zapatista movement, which forms the focus of this study. I examine
the use of a medium that this article only briefly mentions, but which contributed
significantly to pro-Zapatista communicative activities across Mexico, including those of
this collective itself: music. I will look at the use of live and recorded music as a
communicative strategy within this social movement from an ethnographic standpoint,
paying attention to discourses and practices arising in response to the goal of awareness-
raising. My intention is to argue that music, far from being the afterthought it appears to
be in this collective’s article, formed a crucial part of such strategies of dissemination.
Nevertheless, I also suggest that, although in pro-Zapatista circles music was typically
ascribed value as a medium for the one-way communication discussed by Colectivo
Azcapotzalco, a number of qualities of music that were rarely mentioned in these circles
also assumed great significance. Among pro-Zapatista actors, music was implicitly used as
locus of “community”, as presence within physical space, as manipulator of bodies and
emotions, and as commodity.

The Zapatista movement emerged in the wake of an uprising which occurred in
Mexico’s southernmost state of Chiapas in January 1994 whose key protagonist was the
Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN). This rebel army was populated almost
entirely by indigenous members (Collier and Collier, 2005). In naming themselves
“ZLapatistas”, they harked back to the Mexican Revolution of 1910-20 and the rebel
Emiliano Zapata, who had led an army against the government demanding land
redistribution with the refrain “land and liberty” (#erra_y libertad) (Washbrook, 2005: 421-
2).” Declaring war on the Mexican state, the EZLN launched a series of rapid, audacious
attacks on major settlements in Chiapas on January 1 1994, claiming seven towns and
cities before being forced back into the countryside by a government counteroffensive,
and accepting a ceasefire on January 12 (Collier and Collier, 2005; Washbrook, 2005: 417-
21). These attacks were timed to coincide with the date that the North American Free

Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between Mexico, Canada and the United States came into

3 Throughout this dissertation, the term “pro-Zapatista” is used to refer to the movement in support of the
EZLN, the Juntas de Buen Gobierno (Good Government Councils or JBGs), and the Zapatista
autonomous communities in Chiapas, and the term “Zapatista” should be taken to refer to these
autonomous communities, the EZLN and JBGs. Meanwhile, the “Zapatista movement” denotes these two
broad groups of people, especially as they unite to form a social movement with an active existence on a
national and transnational level, and “Zapatismo” is used in a more abstract sense, to refer to the system or
constellation of beliefs, ideologies, and identities associated with this social movement.
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effect, establishing neoliberal policies in Mexico and opening up key Mexican markets to
US-based businesses. After the ceasefire, the Zapatista uprising became emblematic of
an international movement opposing neoliberalism, and the EZLN started to cultivate
networks of individuals and groups working in solidarity with its cause both in Mexico
and around the world (Collier and Collier, 2005: 452; Brass, 2005: 655-6). It also
established a large number of “autonomous communities” in Chiapas (many on land that
Zapatista fighters had taken from large landowners during the uprising of January 1994)
which claimed to receive no support from municipal, state or federal governments.
Instead, these communities established their own systems of governance and institutions
of social support, culminating in the creation of five Juntas de Buen Gobierno (Good
Government Councils or JBGs) to administrate Zapatista territories in 2003 (Barmeyer,
2009). Crucially, from its inception, one of the key strengths of the EZLN lay in the way
that it managed to cultivate ties with the outside world, emphasising “communication and
dialogue over authority and force” (Ruggiero, 1998: 7; cf. Gil Olmos, 2014).

I mention Colectivo Azcapotzalco’s article at the start of this dissertation because
it provides a useful synthesis of a broader vision of strategic communication which
informs the practices of activist musicians on the Mexican alternative Left supporting and
participating in the contemporary Zapatista movement. Pro-Zapatista musicians — located
both inside and outside Zapatista “autonomous communities” — have long used music as
a tool to “communicate” messages about the Zapatista movement’s aims, histories and
ideals. As in the vision outlined above by Colectivo Azcapotzalco, pro-Zapatista musicians
worked in diverse settings and used a range of media in order to achieve their aims,
sometimes implying relationships of compromise and interiority with powerful
“mainstream” institutions, but mainly involving rejection of, and exteriority from, them.
Despite such apparent diversity, however, almost all of the musicians I spoke to during
research considered their activities to form part of what resembled a single, broader pro-
Zapatista project — that of “disseminating” or “spreading” the Zapatista “word”. This
was, then, no ordinary social movement; rather, it was a wissionary one. Musical activities
within the Zapatista movement were overwhelmingly structured around a discourse of

communication that emphasised the importance of “message” over feeling, rhythm,

41 use the term “neoliberalism” here principally to refer to a set of economic policies including reduction in
state spending on social care, education and health; privatization of previously nationalized state-provided
services; reduction of state investment in nascent industries, typically (and arguably erroneously) labelled
“import-substitution industrialization”, in favour of “export-oriented industrialization”; a reduction in taxes
on the rich; and the reduction of trade protection (Chang, 1993, 2003). I do not, in general, wish to extend
the term into the sociocultural realm, although I accept that some writers do so (Comaroff and Comaroff,
2001).
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harmony, or any other value typically associated with music. Before going into further
depth about these discourses, however, I wish to root this discussion in scholarly debates

about communication.

Theories of communication: a discussion
In this dissertation, I am particularly interested in addressing a series of questions
concerning the social implications of using music as a tool of political communication.
First, what kinds of musical activities does the goal of “spreading the word” encourage?
How do musicians use this overarching goal to inspire compositions and performances?
What kinds of material arrangements do pro-Zapatista musicians develop in order to get
their voices heard, and how do these arrangements facilitate particular modes of musical
production? Second, what narratives or discourses accompany these activities? How, in
other words, do pro-Zapatista activists attribute value to music? Third, are there
unintended consequences of such communicative activities which do not figure
prominently in the dominant discourses of these groups, and how important may we
consider them to be? What understanding of the notion of “communication” might be
said to be most relevant in this context, outside of emic conceptions of the term? Finally,
how, within this milieu, do musicians enact, embody, talk about, and sing about
Zapatismo (the ideology associated with the Zapatista movement)? How can musical
practice contribute to the affective experience of “Zapatismo” or “Zapatista-ness” in
different contexts?

These questions suggest a line of inquiry that intersects with scholarly literature
on communication from political, pragmatic and theoretical perspectives. In this section, I
start by examining the influential work of communication theorist James W. Carey, before
moving on to a more general discussion about the history and future of communication
as a subject of scholarly research, and connecting this discussion to approaches to the
topic taken in the field of music studies. In Communication as Culture, Carey (2009 [1989])
distinguishes between two perspectives on communication, which he terms
“transmission” and “ritual” views. According to Carey, the transmission view is the
hegemonic communicative logic of the twentieth-century West. He defines transmission
as “a process whereby messages are transmitted and distributed in space for the control
of distance and people” (13). For the scholar, transmission has a meaning similar to

“transportation” (although technological advances since the nineteenth century abstracted
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the concept from perceptible physical movement). Associated with both expanding
colonialism and Christian evangelization, transmission expands space and consists of,
among other things, “persuasion; attitude change; behavior modification; socialization
through the transmission of information [and] influence” (33). Modern technologies of
transmission, Carey argues, are the (im)material grounding for the creation of the nation-
state; they hold countries together as political entities, at the cost of the loss of earlier
traditions of orality (4-5).

By contrast, a “ritual view” of communication emphasises communication’s status
as a collective endeavour: the creation and maintenance of a common reality (or
“culture”). Ritual communication is “directed not toward the extension of messages in
space but toward the maintenance of society in time; not the act of imparting
information but the representation of shared beliefs” (Carey, 2009: 15). Reiteration,
bringing together different times, is favoured by group “sacred ceremonies”, in place of
transmission, which brings together different spaces (33). Yet a ritual view goes far deeper
than this, using ceremony and ritual as a metaphor to explain the totality of human
communication, in which communicative activity is geared towards “the construction and
maintenance of an ordered, meaningful cultural world that can serve as a control and
container for human action” (33). While communicative media may be understood
through both transmission and ritual perspectives (16), the study of communication must
not focus simply upon the efficient transmission of data from point A to point B. Rather,
it must examine how human interaction constructs, maintains, and alters the matrices in
which meaning is suspended (24). Importantly, many communication theorists now reject
the transmission model on various grounds. To begin with, it is reductive, failing to take
into account the complexities and contingencies of real human communication; it is also
impractical, assuming knowledge about human beings’ reception and “decoding” of
information that is difficult to achieve (Craig, 1999: 125). Further, it is built upon a
dualistic conceptual separation between “travel” and “communication” (and,

2

correspondingly, “material” and “immaterial”) that is more recent, and contingent, than
most people realize (Carey, 2009: 14-17). Finally, it is also worth mentioning that the
historical focus on transmission in communication studies was largely the result of
investment in the discipline by the United States government, which sought to extend its
geopolitical influence during the Cold War by developing new means of disseminating

propaganda and thus exerting control in areas beyond the direct reach of the US military

(Simpson, 1995).
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Important themes in contemporary ethnomusicology such as entrainment,
musical ritual, and musical intersubjectivities each have epistemologies that presume a
particular notion of musical communication (Clayton et al., 2005; Bader and Martin-
Iverson, 2014). However, although the notion of music as a medium of communication
was explored by early ethnomusicologists such as Merriam (1963, 1964) and Charles
Seeger (1962), few in music studies have explicitly brought contemporary communication
theory to bear on scholarship concerning performances of and ideas about music (cf.
Stockmann, 1991; Attali, 1985). Studies of music that do examine theories of musical
communication have often implicitly endorsed the transmission view that many
communication theorists now reject (Lull, 1992; Denski, 1992; Goodwin, 1992;
McLaughlin, 1970; Jenne, 1984; Agawu, 2008; Cobley, 2008). McLaughlin, in seecking to
pinpoint that which music expresses to human beings, ends up speculating about human
cognition, a difficult area to research in the humanities and social sciences (1970: 16, 106-
8). The same approach — and the same dead end — is apparent in Agawu (2008), who
concludes that music is not “a system of communication” — although it “was sometimes
pressed into communicative service” (310) — but that, nonetheless, the value of the
association between music and communication may be found in the way that it inspires
academic debate (representing a somewhat tautological rationale for scholarly activity). In
particular, many in music studies have utilized a semiotic approach in which a one-way
sender-message-receiver relationship is presupposed and later adjusted to take into
account the contingency of communication upon the receiver, usually via a model of
“decoding” (Tarasti, 2002: 3). While semiotics can provide a useful language for
discussing and processing communicative dynamics uncovered during the course of
fieldwork, in this dissertation I move beyond the linear model of communication that this
approach tends to imply.”

Outside the field of music studies, debates concerning communication have
become increasingly rich, and are often founded upon the work of thinkers, like Carey,
who break down the sender-message-receiver model. To mention three thinkers whose
work has influenced the approach taken in this dissertation, Russian philosopher Mikhail
Bakhtin’s concept of the “dialogic”, Bruno Latour’s “actor-network theory”, and Manuel

Castells’ theory of the network society all seek, in distinct ways, to develop an account of

5|t is notable that Turino’s (1999, 2008) developinef a Peirceian semiotic framework in which to
analyze musical signification positions symbolsassult of social negotiation, although even here
Turino defines (musical) communication as “the sfarence of intended meaning or information from
composer to listener” (2008: 7).
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human communication that moves beyond a linear view. In Bakhtin’s theory of
“dialogism”, all utterances are radically contingent upon the contexts in which they
emerge, the addressees to which they are directed, and the “speech genres” available for
use. It follows that speech is not the product of a single agent, but rather of a web of
complex, interconnected relationships of power; thus, it makes little sense to attempt to
disentangle any utterance from these contexts (Bakhtin, 1984, 1986). Meanwhile, in
Manuel Castells’ theory of the network society the sociologist strives to form a holistic
vision of social, cultural and political developments under technological conditions that
favour networks as an organizational form. While his approach shares, at points, some of
the language of transmission — particularly “messages”, “codes”, and “decoding” —
Castells eschews a linear, dualistic view of communication, focusing instead on the
broader structures that are being immanently created by human communicative activity.
The result is a grandiose theory — whose relation to questions of identity and technology
will be covered in greater detail later in this dissertation — that seeks to bridge the
microscopic and the macroscopic (Castells, 1996, 1998, 2010). Finally, Bruno Latour seeks
to redistribute agency away from the human subject, critiquing the modernist
“purification” of human knowledge and the creation of separate categories for enquiry
such as “nature” and “culture” or “knowledge” and “power” (1993: 7, 3). The
philosopher of science opposes the abstraction of discrete forms of communication for
specialized study outside of their contexts, as revealed in the following quote:

When I describe Pasteur’s domestication of microbes, I am mobilizing nineteenth-

century society, not just the semiotics of a great man’s texts [...] Yet rhetoric, textual

strategies, writing, staging, semiotics — all these are really at stake, but in a new form that
has a simultaneous impact on the nature of things and on the social context, while it is

not reducible to one thing or the other. (Latour, 1993: 5)

Notably, Latour highlights the potential of ethnographic research to bring out the holistic
complexity of human social and communicative life (1993: 7).

Despite their significant differences, these scholars all coincide in conceiving of
human communication as a contextual phenomenon, the dualistic abstraction of which
serves the advancement of knowledge very little. This key observation has influenced the
emergence of many new areas of study and theoretical observation. Craig’s “constitutive
metamodel of communication” (1999, 2007) seeks to understand communication in
relation to the manners in which it is narrated, conceptualizing “models of
communication as different ways of constituting the communication process symbolically

for particular purposes” (1999: 126-7). Meanwhile, scholars using the set of research
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practices labelled CCO (Communicative Constitution of Organizing; see Vazquéz and
Cooren, 2013; Cooren et al., 2011; Stohl and Stohl, 2011; Putnam and Nicotera, 2009,
2010) describe large organizational entities as the product of a plethora of everyday
practices of communication. This implies close study of communicative events, and also
suggests attention to “[ajmbiguity [and] indeterminacy” in communication, recognizing
gaps between intention and outcome (Cooren et al, 2011: 1152). Elsewhere,
communication scholar Francois Cooren (2010, 2012) has built upon Bakhtin and
Latour’s redistribution of agency beyond the human to discuss ventriloquism or
“ventriloquation” as a key cornerstone of interpersonal communication, looking at ways
that socially negotiated concepts such as genres of speech, social roles, concepts and

2

professions come to “speak through” us in everyday interactions. Meanwhile, a recent
edited volume entitled Communication Matters: Materialist Approaches to Media, Mobility and
Networks (Packer and Crofts Wiley, 2012) takes a different, yet linked, perspective, seeking
in particular to break down the material/immaterial dualist division made in the
transmission approach to communication. In order to effect this reimagining “beyond
transmission”, Slack (2012: 144) adopts Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the
“assemblage”, as “an intermingling and arrangement of heterogeneous elements —
structures, practices, materials, affects, and enunciation”. Using these conceptual
underpinnings to emphasise the materiality of communication allows the contributors to
this volume to link communication to the social production of space (Crofts Wiley et al.,
2012; Gallagher et al., 2012), understand spatiality and temporality in terms of materiality
and power (Sharma, 2012), and comprehend recent changes in the relations between
media and the sensibilities of their users (Hansen, 2012).

In this dissertation, I take as a starting-point scholarship that paints a holistic
picture of communication, as the process by which social entities such as groups,
networks, organizations and communities are formed, space is socially produced, and
power is created, negotiated, and contested. Understanding communication within this
framework is not a question of gaining access to the minds of the “sender” or “receiver”,
nor of “decoding” messages. Rather, it entails close attention to the formation of
relational ties, the organization of activities, and collective interaction during such
activities, as well as gaps between discourse and practice that emerge during these
practices. In his book Noise, Jacques Attali has outlined an approach to music which is
reminiscent (or prescient) of the communication theories discussed in the previous

paragraph:
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Everywhere codes analyze, matk, restrain, train, repress, and channel the primitive sounds of
language, of the body, of tools, of objects, of the relations to self and others. All music, any
organization of sounds is then a tool for the creation or consolidation of a community, of a
totality” (1985: 6).
It still represents a challenge to transfer Attali’s theory into the realm of lived experience.
This study seeks to situate music within conversations about communication, and situate
communication within conversations about music, thus contributing to our understanding
of both. As part of this endeavour, it focuses on a variety of dynamics involved with
musical practice used for political communication, in place of a transmission-oriented
study focusing on audience apprehension. Such an approach suggests ethnographic
research methods, as Latour suggests above. Ethnography can, as Baker points out,
“allow the researcher to probe strong, deeply internalized official discourses and unearth
internal conflicts and divergent opinions that may be obscured in surveys and official
interviews” (2014: 10). As well as discursive conflict, ethnography can also uncover gaps
between rhetorical presentation and lived experience. It will become clear to the reader at
various points during this dissertation that the understanding of ‘“communication”
pursued here often conflicts with the emic discourse concerning communicative
“dissemination” found among the pro-Zapatista musicians with whom I carried out
research. In other words, although in interviews almost all of my consultants echoed
Carey’s “transmission view” and highlighted the importance of “message”, we may
understand more about these activities by examining them from other perspectives,
incorporating notions of ritual, sound, space, organization and community. Ultimately, it

is principally on the basis of ethnography that this approach may be vindicated.

Solidarity, music, palabra and the EZLN

In this study I focus on the ‘“Zapatista movement” rather than any of the particular
groups that constitute it (such as the EZLN, the JBGs and pro-Zapatista organizations
such as Red Contra la Represion y por la Solidaridad). Thomas Olesen identifies three
levels on which the Zapatista movement may be studied. First, the micro-level of the
movement consists of the EZLN and its mostly indigenous bases de apoyo (“support
bases”); at the meso-level one may locate the “transnational solidarity network™; and the
macro-level is a “transnational field of synergy” not restricted to Zapatismo (Olesen,
2005: 6-7). Olesen suggests that it is only through considering the interrelations between

these different levels that we might understand pro-Zapatista networks as a unity (7-8).
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Leyva Solano (1998), meanwhile, distinguishes between four levels of this movement. On
the first level she places the EZLN and its direct members in Chiapas. On the second is
“the central unit of strategic Zapatista alliances which have played a prominent role in the

advancement of the EZLN’s aims”, such as NGOs and activist groups working on the

,
ground in Chiapas (47-8). The third consists of “political actors who existed even before
the armed conflict and continue to have their own political life” but which contributed to
peace negotiations in Chiapas, such as the Catholic Church (47-8). On the fourth are
located “political agents who act in international spheres” manoeuvring, in various ways,
in support of the Zapatista movement (47-8).

It ought to be recognized, however, that this movement is dynamic and fluid, and
that pro-Zapatista actors are not working in relation to a structure or a network, but ¢reate
structures and networks as they respond to a received set of ideas collectively denoted by
the word “Zapatismo”. Leyva Solano suggests as much when she states that:

[TThe [new Zapatista movement] is an “imagined community”’. The movement’s members

will never all know one another, but they constitute an “imagined community” in the

sense that they share certain symbolic references, general political goals and, of course,

the feeling of belonging to the collective colloquially called Zapatismo. (1998: 46, italics in

original)
Benedict Anderson’s (1991) influential concept of the nation as “imagined community”
precisely understands the nation as a process, the result of ongoing communicative
activity. The similarity between Anderson’s perspective and that of Carey (2009), let alone
the influence these thinkers had on each other, can hardly be overstated.® Leyva Solano’s
depiction of the Zapatista movement, then, may be seen to have much in common with
the (materialist, ritual, dialogic) perspective on communication outlined in the previous
section. That Zapatismo may be actively “imagined” also indicates that it may be

“performed”, or socially imagined in collective fashion. This, in turn, also implies and

opens up the possibility that Zapatista networks and organizations might be constituted
by acts of (human and beyond-human) communication.

Notably, these attempts by Leyva Solano and Olesen to define Zapatismo
structurally strongly reflect the time in which they were written (for instance, the
Zapatistas withdrew from peace dialogues with the government in Chiapas in the late

1990s [Speed, 2007: 167-8]), and this social movement has changed much over time.

During the eatly stages of the Zapatista movement, a number of outside groups sought

¢ The forebear that both figures have in common is Harold Innis (1951).
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to provide support for the EZLN within Chiapas. Non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) were particularly influential at this time, playing active roles in development
projects located in Zapatista communities, as well as assuming positions of advocacy in
favour of the indigenous communities of Chiapas more generally (Bob, 2005: 118). In
addition, a large number of activist outsiders, either individually or in collectives,
descended on Chiapas in the wake of the uprising and began to involve themselves in the
movement, assuming a variety of roles. While some directly sought to join the EZLN in
order to physically fight for the cause, many ended up working for NGOs as part of
development projects, or conducting human rights observation in Zapatista territories
(Barmeyer, 2009: 136-74, 215-31; Speed, 2002: 209-11). At this time, a mode of
“solidarity” emerged outside of Chiapas which involved fundraising or providing other
forms of material support for Zapatista institutions, as well as raising consciousness
about the nascent Zapatista movement (Barmeyer, 2009: 145). Nonetheless, in recent
years, especially after the Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle (2005) the EZLN
placed increased emphasis on “autonomy” and the economic independence of Zapatista
communities, suggesting a greater role for “awareness-raising” activities within pro-
Zapatista solidarity. My research between 2012 and 2015 took place at this historical
moment. With this dissertation, I investigate ways that an influential ideology of palabra
“word”) — linked to practices aiming to effect change through spreading political
messages — pervaded pro-Zapatista circles, affecting modalities of music-making in these
settings.

The phrase difundir la palabra (“spread the word”), along with others with similar
meanings used in parallel with it such as Jevar la palabra (“carry the word”), dar a conocer
(“make known”) and #ransmitir el mensaje (“transmit the message”), constituted a key
structuring concept for pro-Zapatista musical practice in the areas in which I conducted
research. The EZILN’ Fourth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle (1996) evinces a
complex and occasionally cryptic use of the term “word” (at points resembling Carey’s
notion of “culture”), stating that enemies of Zapatismo “want to take our history so that
our word and ourselves will be forgotten” and that “[wlhen we were silent, we died,
without the word we did not exist”.” Nonetheless, among the groups with whom I
conducted research “word” and “message” were commonly elided, highlighting a
different interpretation of such rhetoric, and recalling long-standing debates about the

relationship between music and text. In the mythology of ancient Greece, some

7 Indeed, the EZLN’s use of the term “word” in this communiqué evinces many similarities with the usage
of the term among the Concheros in Mexico City studied by Rostas (2009).
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storytellers made a binary distinction between Apollonian rationality and Dionysian
pleasure in music, in which human experience was bifurcated between ideals of “reason”
and “beauty” on the one hand and “emotion” and “affect” on the other (Higgins, 1992:
631). As Nietzsche observed in the nineteenth century, this dichotomy was expressed in
musical terms; Apollo was typically associated with the kithara, a stringed instrument used
to accompany poetry, while Dionysius performed on the aulos, a “double-flute-like
instrument that drove its listeners to revelry if not madness” (632). This connection
between “reason” and “text” in musical performance continued to be relevant in Europe
throughout the Middle Ages. At the Council of Trent (1545-63) high-ranking members
of the Catholic Church debated the place of music in church services, many valuing the
communication of religious messages among congregations and advocating music
composed “in such a way that the words may be clearly understood by all” (Monson,
2002: 11). Among some who attended the Council, this emphasis on textual intelligibility
manifested itself in attempts to remove polyphonic music from church liturgy (8). More
recently, many musicians in the American folk movement of the 1950s and 1960s
emphasised the “plain presentation” of political messages in their songs, and performed
in simple, direct ways in order to produce music as “political propaganda” (Frith, 1981:
162-3). As the reader will discover, there are many parallels between these discourses and
those of participants in contemporary Zapatismo.

Nonetheless, the discourse of “word” has limited explanatory potential for pro-
Zapatista musicianship in practice. It is notable that most of the pro-Zapatista activists
and musicians studied in this dissertation encountered opportunities to discern the fruits
of their labour very rarely. More often than not, “reception” was a process they
themselves had to imagine. In this gap, music can be assigned value in a number of ways,
besides its status as a medium for the transmission of messages. Leyva Solano’s quotation
above highlights the importance of “symbolic references” and “the feeling of belonging
to the collective colloquially called Zapatismo”, thus suggesting an important role for
shared artistic practices such as music in the construction and perpetuation of Zapatismo.
As well as a symbolic medium — although one that is not reducible to “symbols” in the
semiotic sense — music is a powerful means for the perpetuation of feeling, affect, and
emotion (Biddle and Thompson, 2013). Moreover, as argued by Grossberg (1992) among
others, affect is a highly political topic, and the perpetuation of particular types of affect
in music is the subject of much political debate and contention. Indeed, this dissertation

may be read in the context of a broader literature on art, music and social movements,
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especially that located within the recent so-called “emotional turn” in the social sciences.’
The near ubiquity of music within political activities suggests that it should be taken very
seriously; as Roy bluntly puts it, “[s]ocial movements do culture” (2010: 234). Eyerman
and Jamison highlight the ways that social movements become the site for an “active
reworking of cultural resources, both an inventive, creative work of artistic
experimentation and a critical, reflective work of evaluation” (1998: 10-11). Likewise, in a
study of music’s role in social movements in the mid-twentieth-century United States, Roy
(2010) traces changes over time in the way music was used within these movements.
While the Old Left in the wake of the Wall Street Crash of 1929 sought to create a
popular folk song with mass appeal, the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s
used music as a medium for the face-to-face enactment of togetherness; “blacks and
whites joining arms and singing together” (2). Indeed, it is relevant to ask how, in these
contexts, changing visions regarding music’s role within processes of political
transformation correlated to developments in musical style.

Mattern (1998) provides a useful framework through which to understand the
dynamics of musical practice within social movements, and one which is (like the work of
James W. Carey) built upon the links made by American philosopher John Dewey
between the terms “common”, “communication”; and “community” (cf. Dewey, 1916: 4).
For Mattern, music can function as “the social glue for creating and maintaining diverse

communities”, and form a medium for the enactment of a type of collective political

,
activity that he calls “acting in concert” (1998: 6). He divides acting in concert into three
categories: confrontational, deliberative and pragmatic (25). The first of these,
confrontational action, creates clear in-group and out-group dynamics, and “occurs when
members of one community use musical practices to resist or oppose another
community” (25). Meanwhile, Mattern’s second category, deliberative action, involves the
use of “musical practices to debate [a group’s] identity and commitments or when
members of different communities negotiate mutual relations” (28). Finally, a pragmatic
mode of “acting in concert” seeks to build bridges between different groups and

communities, and then to “use music to promote awareness of shared interests and to

organize collaborative efforts to address them” (30). This model provides a lens through

8 See, for example, Marcus (2002) for an argument in favour of the political importance of emotions
informed by neuroscience. Alexander (2010) also moves beyond the rational choice model by emphasising
the emotional, performative, and symbolic dynamics of political campaigns. Mayer et al. (2002) focus on the
ways that social movements strategically mobilize identity in order to gain support. In geography, see, for
example, Henderson (2008), Thien (2005, 2011), Anderson and Harrison (20006), and Pile (2010). For recent
studies of the politics of affect in music see Kassabian (2013) and Stokes (2010).
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which Mattern can evaluate the success of different attempts at political mobilization
through music; thus, for instance, he posits that the failure of the nueva cancion movement
in Chile to contribute to a leftist consensus prior to General Augusto Pinochet’s bloody
1973 coup could have been averted had participants acted deliberatively and pragmatically,
instead of confrontationally (52).

Mattern’s tripartite conceptual division opens up many avenues through which
music might be seen as “political” beyond and outside of the transmission of messages.
Nonetheless, this division seems inappropriate to address two key factors: first, the sheer
variety and unpredictability with which music may be considered to have significant
political effects, rendering typology an unsuitable descriptive instrument; second, the
possibility for unintended or unrecognized consequences of overtly political music. There
are a multiplicity of ways in which music can contribute to the health of social
movements besides the transmission of messages. As well as communicating messages to
audiences, music constituted an important medium within which the “feeling” and frames
of reference of political concepts such as Zapatismo were formed and contested. As an
activity in which sameness, difference, collectivity and individuality may be negotiated,
music can be understood not only as an interesting and important lens through which to
view the social dynamics of activist communities, but also the very enactment and
embodiment of them. Finally, I suggest that the fact that music is an almost inescapably
social, expressive, affective and bodily activity makes attempts to direct it towards an
instrumental communicative purpose especially worthy of study. In focusing on
“message”’, pro-Zapatista musicians risked neglecting these multifaceted aspects of
musical performance that were, nonetheless, highly important. By contrast, this study
highlights ways that the affective, social and spatial aspects of musical performance
impacted upon the use of music as a tool for communicating messages, stories and

information.

Understanding Zapatismo through music

Ever since the 1994 uprising, music has been a prominent mode of expression within the
Zapatista movement across Mexico, as well as in other important sites for pro-Zapatista
activism such as Los Angeles. Be it at large-scale rock concerts at which performers
manifest their support for the EZLN or at small-scale meetings during which the “Himno

Zapatista” (Zapatista Hymn) is sung to mark the beginning or end of proceedings, music
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is a constant feature of Zapatista activist practice. Nonetheless, little has been written,
until the time of writing, about music-making within this movement. Heau-Lambert and
Giménez (1997, 2004) note the existence of a “Zapatista songbook”, looking both at the
production of music within Zapatista communities and the composition, by outsider
musicians with Zapatista sympathies, of songs in support of the movement. De la Garza
(2013) focuses in greater detail on the “neo-Zapatista revolutionary corridos” composed
and performed by Zapatista musicians, highlighting the ways that these songs narrate
episodes from the movement’s history. These authors broadly follow a framework of
literary analysis, and deal little with the kinds of questions that would interest an
ethnographer. The contributions of Benjamin Anaya (1999, 2013”) are somewhat
different: Anaya writes from a position of experience as a musician who participated in
and helped to organize pro-Zapatista musical events in the 1990s, and conducted a
number of interviews with key figures in this scene. Nonetheless, in aiming to provide an
almost exhaustive catalogue of pro-Zapatista musical activity during the 1990s in
particular, these short books eschew the detailed, focused analysis associated with
ethnographic study. They are, however, valuable contributions to the topic of this
dissertation, which constitutes the first ethnographic study of musical practices across
Zapatista networks in Mexico."

This dissertation is constructed around the proposition that we may gain
meaningful insights about the Zapatista movement by studying the music produced by
participants in it. Pro-Zapatista networks are complex phenomena with an enormous
spatial and social reach. They attract people from highly varied social backgrounds, and
the set of values associated with the Zapatista movement appeal to people of many
beliefs and none: atheists, anarchists, evangelical Christians, socialists, Marxists, feminists,
vegetarians and liberation theology Catholics, to name but a few categories. Those
inhabiting this movement’s spiritual “home” in the autonomous communities of Chiapas
typically live rural lifestyles that, in many instances, may be only indirectly impacted by
recently developed technologies of communication, and in which the organization of

daily life is still highly dependent on agricultural and climatic cycles. Meanwhile, the

9 For full disclosure, it should be stated that I collaborated on the translation of Anaya’s 2013 book Rebe/
Soundtrack: Zapatista Music.

10 Tt ought to be noted that both Perez-Torres (2000) and Pedelty (2004) also briefly discuss music and
Zapatismo within the contexts of the United States and Mexico City respectively. The latter’s perspective on
this topic is particulatly relevant, as it is situated within a broader ethnography on music and politics in the
1990s in Mexico City (Pedelty, 2004: 249-74). Elsewhere, Coutifio Soriano (2014) provides an account of
pro-Zapatista solidarity concerts in the 1990s that covers much of the same ground as Anaya (1999, 2013).
Finally, Elijah Wald includes an illuminating discussion of “Zapatista minstrel” Andrés Contreras in his
book Narcocorrido (2001: 213-30).
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majority of the movements supporters live in cities, are frequent travellers, follow
“metropolitan” lifestyles in which time is strictly regulated by capital, and are often among
the first to embrace new technologies of communication. The Zapatista movement, then,
is highly varied, covering a range of distinct social, political and economic contexts.
Recently, Kruger and Trandafoiu have highlighted the potential for “musics in transit”,
especially that set in motion by processes of tourism and migration, to “establish new
connections and adopt new ‘traditions’, marked by multiplicity and multimodality”, as well
as processes of deterritorialization and reterritorialization (2014: 3, 22). It follows that a
highly mobile and diverse area of human social life such as music can act as a suitable
opening through which to critically listen to Zapatismo.

This study, therefore, may be understood to narrate a particular history and
geography of Zapatismo through sound. As such, it provides an opportunity to consider
some of the diverse ways in which the Zapatista movement has been represented, many
of which are recorded in Mark T. Berger’s 2001 article “Romancing The Zapatistas:
International Intellectuals and the Chiapas Rebellion”. As Berger observes, scholarly
characterizations of the Zapatista movement vary hugely. Thus, for example, Gossen
(1994) highlighted the movement’s Mayan indigenous identity, seeking to contextualize
Zapatismo through an understanding of different types of souls within the Tzotzil
language that form the self (¢h unel, “individual spirit”, and chanul, “animal spirit”). Petras
(1997) and Veltmeyer (1997) take a slightly different perspective, positioning Zapatismo as
part of an international peasant movement that includes the Landless Workers’
Movement in Brazil, and which is strongly politically influenced by “Marxist analysis” as
well as “Indian practice” (Petras, 1997: 37-8). For Roger Burbach, meanwhile, the
Zapatista uprising represented “a postmodern political movement”, “an attempt to move
beyond the politics of modernity”, in which “bottom-up” political change was attempted
and the traditional divide between communism and liberal capitalism rejected (1994: 113).
This viewpoint was fiercely contested by Daniel Nugent (1995), who argued that
Zapatismo had much in common with modern, and even pre-modern, modes of
organization and thinking:

It is difficult to see how a rebel army of peasants, awate of itself as the product of five hundred

years of struggle, that quotes from the Mexican constitution to legitimate its demand that the

president of Mexico immediately leave office, that additionally demands work, land, housing, food,
health, education, independence, liberty, democracy, justice, and peace for the people of Mexico,

can be called a "postmodern political movement". How can the EZLN move beyond the politics

of modernity when their vocabulary is so patently modernist and their practical organization so
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emphatically pre-modern? (Nugent, 1995: 131)

Other scholars understand Zapatismo in entirely different terms. Gallaher and Froehling
(2002) characterize the EZLN as a deeply nationalist organization comparable to the US
Patriot Movement. Rao, meanwhile, highlights what he perceives to be the Zapatistas’
“cosmopolitan sensibility” (2010: 154). Finally, Legorreta Diaz (1998) and Estrada
Saavedra (2007) both highlight the religious element of Zapatismo, looking at the ways
that the history of liberation theology in Chiapas facilitated the emergence of the
empowered indigenous, Catholic subjects that were to later fight for the EZLN.

I am not interested in deciding which of these writers is “right” and which is
“wrong”; after all, while it is a worthwhile exercise to attempt to understand
contemporary political occurrences and organizations according to received terminology,
the Zapatista movement is a complex phenomenon and has no “radical essence” that
positions it definitively in one category or another. It is important, however, that despite
the great variety of ideas that have emerged concerning what Zapatismo is, nowhere is
this category’s existence itself subject to contestation. That is, all appear to agree that
there is such a thing as “Zapatismo” which forms a coherent entity: in other words,
Zapatismo has “entativity” (Cooren et al., 2011: 1156). Building upon this observation, 1
seek to analyze which of the categories that collectively contribute to this (perceived and
experienced) “Zapatista-ness” become activated by musical performances, and how these
categories relate to particular contexts. This endeavour may be exemplified by lyrical

analysis of a song performed by a Zapatista band from rural Chiapas:

Hace tiempo que vivimos explotados We’ve been exploited for a long time
Explotados por todos los poderosos Exploited by all the powerful ones
Nosotros, los indigenas de Chiapas We, the indigenous people of Chiapas
Levantamos para pedir nuestros derechos Rise up to demand our rights
Levantamos en contra de la explotacion Rise up to oppose exploitation

Hace mas de 500 afios sin libertad More than 500 years without freedom
Hoy es tiempo que el pueblo se defienda Now, it’s time for the people to defend itself
Con las armas en la mano With weapons in hand

Por honor a nuestra Patria Out of honour for the Fatherland
Vamos todos, campesinos y obreros Come all, peasants and workers
Vamos todos, todos juntos por luchar Come all, together to fight

Por una Patria, por una Patria mas justa For a more just Fatherland

Vamos todos a luchar por un mundo nuevo  Come all, to fight for a new world
(“Obreros y campesinos” [Workers and Peasants|, Grupo Nuevo Amanecer San Juan de la

Libertad)
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These lyrics activate many of the different categories through which scholars have sought
to understand Zapatismo, principally indigeneity (“500 years without freedom”), the
working class (“peasants and workers”), “the people” and the nation (that is, the
“Fatherland”). It makes significant omissions (such as references to religious belief) and
links certain actions to particular categories or identities — for instance, in this song,
“exploitation” is suffered by zndigenas, peasants and workers, while “rising up” involves
taking up arms. What is most notable about this song is the way that it brings together
different categories of identity to collectively “fight for a new world”. This effect is
achieved in part by the lyrical construction of a common “other” — the “powerful ones”
that exploit the “people”, the plural subject of “Obreros y campesinos”. Concomitantly, it
also implies a universal “we”, temporarily making of Zapatismo the sum of its parts. The
lyrical construction of these relations thus suggests questions about the role of musical
practice in creating possibilities for the enactment of such togetherness.

To focus purely on lyrics, however, would be to miss much of the referential
complexity of songs such as this one. “Obreros y campesinos” is written in the corrido
style, exhibiting features such as octosyllabism and a vocal line that moves in step and is
harmonized at a distance of a third (see Chapter One). Performing in this style creates an
indexical link to the oppositional, poetic corridos of the Mexican Revolution of 1910-20,
connecting contemporary Zapatismo to its perceived roots in the peasant rebellion led by
Emiliano Zapata during this period. This connection, in turn, helps create legitimacy for
the former party by association with a historical revolutionary moment which still
provokes deep nostalgia and pride among many Mexicans. Musical indexicality (see
Turino, 2008: 8-10) can work in many complex ways that, for researchers, are only
accessible through deep engagement with particular cultures. Across Spanish-speaking
Latin America in the twentieth century, certain genres of music have come to be
identified with revolutionary politics. This tendency is exemplified by nueva cancién, a
continent-wide folk movement which drew from indigenous musical traditions and
emerged in 1960s Chile (where socialist President Salvador Allende declared in 1970 that
“there can be no revolution without song”) (Tumas-Serna, 1992; Morris [Nancy], 2014:
20-29) and was often accompanied by analogies between musical instruments and
firearms (Marsh, 2010). (Both of these tropes were to subsequently re-emerge in artistic
and musical practice within the Zapatista movement.) In other Latin American settings,
genres such as bossa nova, samba, rock, and rap have emerged as legitimate means to

express dissent (Treece, 1997, 2000).
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The enduring presence of particular genres of music in Latin American
oppositional politics suggests attention to the colloquial connotation of “ritual”, in
conjunction with Carey’s (2009) more elaborate use of the term. That is, the notion of
music as a ritualized, habitual feature of protest praxis may be just as useful as that of
music as a vehicle for political messages. In this study, therefore, I aim both to reflect the
complexity of moments of musical co-presence and exchange in which different
understandings of Zapatismo may be privileged or omitted, and to connect the musical

representation of this contested concept with a continent-wide legacy of political song.

Methodology

The principal methodology used in this dissertation is ethnography, consisting of
observation (sometimes participatory, sometimes not) and over 150 open-ended
interviews which often took the form of exploratory conversations with my consultants
concerning musical practices and political beliefs. This research was conducted in three
key areas — Mexico City, Chiapas, and (for a shorter time) Los Angeles — and was divided
into three trips: one from June to July 2012; another from October 2012 to October 2013;
and a final visit to Mexico from May to August 2015. Often, these conversations opened
up many more questions than we had time to address or contemplate; thus, on many
occasions, I sought to follow up on these questions at a later stage, either in interviews or
with more informal conversations. In addition, I made many recordings, both acoustic
and video, of live performances of music, filled four notebooks with field notes, and took
many photographs of the venues in which these performances were taking place. These
research methods were the foundation for Chapters Three to Seven of this dissertation.
In these chapters, I aim to produce a “thick description” (Geertz, 1994) of the practices
of pro-Zapatista musicians, using ethnographic methodologies to peer beneath the
surface of these practices, understand the motivations, beliefs and self-perceptions that
drive these musicians to action, and experience the communicative dynamics at play
during these activities more directly.

While “thick” ethnography must form the base of any inquiry into human social
life, however, it might not be suitable for all topics of research. Kruger and Trandafoiu,
introducing a study of “musics in transit under post-global conditions”, state the
following:

It is perhaps safe to say that ethnography alone no longer suffices [...] Historical research

alongside ethnography can serve as the methodological tools of choice in this case, yet these may
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also be complemented by cartography, semiotic analysis, performer-observations, statistical

analysis, virtual observation, and social media monitoring, in short, multimodal research. (2014:

25)

Since my object of study in this dissertation is highly dynamic, fluid, and mobile, it
followed that the methodology used to study it, while having ethnography as its base,
should also utilize more multimodal methods when appropriate. These issues emerge in
Chapter Seven, in which I employ some “virtual observation” to investigate two pro-
Zapatista compilation albums, Las voces rebeldes del otro lado and Rola la lucha zapatista. In
addition, in Chapter Three I conduct musical analysis in order to accompany and
complement ethnographic research in a restaurant in Chiapas.

Most notably, in researching music produced in Zapatista communities themselves
for Chapters One and Two, a pragmatic and multimodal approach to research was made
necessary by circumstance. Although I made several efforts to do so, it was difficult to
gain any access to Zapatista autonomous communities in order to carry out ethnographic
research. Such access can, at the time of writing, be granted only by one of the five
Zapatista JBGs, and has been given to few people since the turn of the millennium. For a
project to be approved, one has to travel to one of the JBGs and ask for a meeting, a
request which may or may not be denied. After making a petition in this meeting with the
JBG, the petition undergoes a time-consuming process of community consultation before
being approved or rejected. On one occasion during my research, I joined a small team of
people to put together a proposal for a recording project in Zapatista territory; however,
having made a long journey in order to put our proposal to one JBG, we did not receive a
response. Further, during our meeting, we were told that due to ongoing preparations for
the 2013 Zapatista Escuelita (“Little School”, an event introduced in detail below), there
was little time for any Zapatista community to take on new projects. This was one of
several such frustrating and ultimately fruitless encounters.

Nevertheless, I found that it was possible to use other means to outline histories
of music-making in Zapatista communities in a more tentative fashion. Chapters One and
Two, which both address this theme, follow the pragmatic research methods utilized by
Estrada Saavedra (2007) in his history of the Zapatista movement, and also have much in
common with those deployed by Baker (2014) in his study of the Venezuelan
government-run social music program El Sistema. In these studies, research is explored at
the margins of opaque social entities in order to illuminate them. Estrada Saavedra, for
instance, interviewed a large number of former Tojolabal members of the EZLN, and

paints a highly revealing portrait of the organization from its creation in 1983 until the
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2000s. For these two chapters, I conducted interviews with a number of former members
of the EZLN and Zapatistas from rural Chiapas who had migrated to nearby cities.
These individuals’ perspectives were highly valuable, and sometimes critical of the EZLN,
while maintaining sympathy for the organization’s aims. Many had suffered greatly during
the violence of 1994 and used these interviews as an opportunity to talk about their
experiences of this conflict, in what (I hope) may have acted as a form of catharsis. In
addition, I amassed a large collection of compact discs produced by Zapatista ensembles
during my time in Chiapas, which allowed me to develop a perspective on the
development of Zapatista song at different periods in the movement’s history. Playing
some of these songs to my ex-Zapatista consultants proved a particularly rewarding
exercise, awakening memories in many of an era for which they still harboured great
nostalgia. Finally, analysis of some of the Zapatistas’ own material has helped to
complement this picture, particularly with a number of documentaries produced by
Zapatista radio station Radio Insurgente, and the textbooks created for the 2013 Zapatista
Escuelita. Only by using these multimodal research methods, in a spirit of pragmatism,
could I write Chapters One and Two.

I used two means of gaining consent for participation in my study. The first was a
consent form in Spanish, which I would generally offer to consultants prior to interviews
(see Appendix 1). It asks consultants to confirm their participation in my project and
declare themselves satisfied with the explanation given to them about its contents and
purpose, requests permission to use their real names, and — with awareness of the violent
manner in which the Mexican state was capable of treating those critical of it — affirms
consultants’ right to withdraw from this project entirely should circumstances change. I
had to take into account the strong possibility, however, that these forms would be
unsuitable for some consultants, such as those without high levels of literacy, who spoke
little Spanish, or who felt uncomfortable signing a form for other reasons. Thus, I also
gained consultants’ consent by asking them the same questions as those posed in the

consent form just prior to interviews and recording their responses.

Ethical reflections
This study is not simply the “product of research”; rather, it is a fixed point in an ongoing
personal journey that began in 2007, when I first visited Mexico. While volunteering in a

deprived area of Valle de Chalco, Estado de México, my host charity organized a visit to
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Chiapas to show my group of British volunteers the projects it had been running there.
On this trip, we stayed in a rural village located in the heart of the Chiapas jungle that
lacked a supply of clean water, and learned about the recent history of the state, the
Zapatista uprising, and the disastrous economic effects of the 1994 NAFTA treaty on
Mexico’s agricultural sector. Both my experiences volunteering in Valle de Chalco and this
trip to Chiapas revealed to me a world of injustice and poverty from which I had been
largely shielded during my upbringing in the East of England. It was largely as a result of
reflection on these “conscientizing” (Freire, 1970) experiences that I chose, after
completing my undergraduate degree, to take a postgraduate degree in Rural
Development rather than pursue further studies in composition. During this course, I
rediscovered the Zapatistas in an academic context, and was drawn back to Mexico, and
Chiapas, to study for a doctorate. From the very beginning, therefore, my interest in this
subject matter was rooted in experience, as well as a personal sense of social injustice.
Partly as a result of this background, during my doctoral studies in both Mexico
and London, I often found myself situated somewhere between ‘“researcher” and
“activist”, hoping that circumstance would not bring these categories into tension with
one another. Some of my most precious memories from Mexico result from having
temporarily discarded the former category. Although Zapatista communities are difficult
to access for the purposes of academic research, they can be very welcoming to activists,
something I discovered as one of the 2,000 activists who stayed in Zapatista territory for
almost a week as part of the 2013 Zapatista Escuelita. Participation in the HEscuelita
allowed me to gain a far more personal insight into the local dynamics of Zapatista life
than that afforded by my interviews. Elsewhere, I found my status as a “researcher”
affected in a personal manner by my identity as “activist”, especially in Mexico City, where
many activist musicians were often struggling to make an impact on transient, inattentive
audiences. If this dissertation paints a sometimes critical picture of these musicians’
awareness-raising activities, it is from a position of sympathy with their aims. Indeed,
since the government of current President Enrique Pefia Nieto (2012-) chose to “solve”
Mexico’s problems with a public relations strategy designed to stop negative news about
Mexico being reported in the national or international press, the dissemination of
information about state-sponsored mass murder, torture and intimidation of protestors in
the country has taken on renewed importance and has occupied much of my attention as

an activist in London.!!

11 See Vite Pérez (2015) and http://narcosphere.narconews.com/notebook/bill-conroy/2013/11/mexican-
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During my research I also found time to engage in activities that can be

<

categorized as “applied” research. As already outlined, some of these activities were
proposals rejected by Zapatista JBGs. Nonetheless, as described in Chapter Seven, I also
participated in independent media collective Radio Zapatista’s endeavour to create a
physical compact disc of their compilation album Las voces rebeldes del otro lade, which is
discussed in Chapter Seven of this dissertation. This activity gave me a particular insight
into the ways that pro-Zapatista activists weighed up a number of pragmatic
considerations concerning whether to raise awareness or economic capital, and how to
avoid the charge that they were making money from the Zapatista image. It also gave me
the opportunity to link together my activities as “researcher” and “activist” across
continents, promoting this album in the United Kingdom at awareness-raising events, and
leading me to reflect upon my own position within this transnational movement. Since
1994, researchers have played a key role in drawing attention to and, ultimately,
supporting the Zapatista movement; they are mobile, relatively wealthy and highly
educated actors without whom Zapatismo would be very different. As this episode
indicates, I was no exception. In fact, it became clear to me on several occasions that
some of my pro-Zapatista activist consultants lent value to my work in the same language
as to their own, as another means through which the “Zapatista word” could be “spread”.
From one perspective, then, this dissertation is part of a “feedback loop” of political
communication, itself reflecting the same interactional patterns that I discuss within it.
Moreover, these experiences have brought me to reflect more deeply on the ethics
of ethnographic research, and my own position within the research “field”. An increasing
number of researchers, both within anthropology (and related disciplines such as
ethnomusicology) and in other disciplines of the social sciences, now recognize that the
tigure of the “objective observer” is — or, optimistically, was — the self-interested result of
a great deal of work of self-erasure on the part of the researching subject (Haraway,
1988). Further, especially in ethnographic studies, the researcher’s institutional position
gives them great power to represent their research subjects, placing the latter in a
potentially vulnerable position (cf. Said, 1985). Among many, therefore, recognition of
the often hierarchical power relations between researcher and researched has given way to
acceptance