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Abstract 

This dissertation is an investigation into the phenomenon of digital activism. Its main focus is a 

case study on the Zapatista movement’s use of the internet between 1994 and 2015. The aim is 

to understand how effective the internet was as a tool in the Zapatista’s opposition to the North 

American Free Trade agreement and the neoliberal policies it prescribed. I will break down the 

movement into four sections that correspond with the natural processes that social movements 

commonly go through. Those processes being, a social movement’s initial formation, 

mobilisation, gaining support and bringing about some kind of impact. This will allow for further 

investigation into how each of these processes were aided by the Zapatista’s use of the internet. 

Other social movements would have also experienced these processes of development, previous 

to the emergence of the internet. Some of those movements were successful and still continue 

today in their struggle to attain their set out goals. These analogue movements would have come 

across various obstacles that social movements and groups today are able to avoid due to the 

wider possibilities that the internet has had to offer. The successes of the Zapatista movement 

online and offline gives testament to the possibility that using the internet as a tool for activism 

can produce positive results. 

At a time when neoliberal policies were being prescribed across Latin America, an economic 

shift that would heighten interconnectivity with the global economy, an increased scale for 

mobilisation and networking for the Zapatista rebels was needed to match the gravity of this 

new neoliberal paradigm. Yet, it is still important to question just how much of the Zapatista 

movement’s success can be attributed to their use of the internet?  

 

Alongside the communications technology revolution in at the time, the Zapatista’s use of the 

internet as a tool has had a knock on effect, inspiring further movements taking on a similar 

ideology. But, as more activist groups have started using the internet as a platform to exist and 

mobilise, so too has the study of social movements become more complicated, further shrouded 

in anecdotal and observational speculation. This further analysis into the use of the internet as a 

tool for activism will expand academic research on this new field of study. By using the 

Zapatistas as a case study, a method of which has been favoured so far in the study of digital 

activism, we can look deeper at its effects on social movements, as the study is currently limited. 
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Introduction 

 

 Overview 

 

At the Zapatistas height in the 1990’s, they successfully orchestrated a transnational network 

society on the ground and online. Gaining attention from global media outlets as they proceeded 

to mobilise their supporters from the Lancandon Jungle in Chiapas, south Mexico (Halleck, D. 

1994). An unlikely location for the helm of an internet war. Their aim was to fight for the 

population disaffected with the neoliberal ideology that was encroaching on Latin America. 

Their request was one of dignity, to protect indigenous cultures and to provide an alternative. 

Their uprising came at a time when ISI had just failed and there was growing apathy towards the 

new neoliberal policies that had been imposed by the WB the WTO and the IMF policies that 

were intended to improve the Latin American economies.  NAFTA carried with it these 

neoliberal policies and so the Zapatistas intended to oppose those policies. As a small group of 

rebels they did not have an army, so instead they used the internet. This was one of the first 

instances of digital activism and since then there have been a number of movements and efforts 

that have emerged, inspired by what has been called digital Zapatismo, an ideology of internet 

activism and anti-neoliberalism (Zibechi, R. 2013; The hacktivists digital Zapatismo 2010; Nail, 

T. 2012; Inclán, M. 2012; Cleaver, H. 1998. b). As a result, there is now active study into how 

digital activism has influenced social movements and whether it makes them more competent in 

achieving their goals. It is important to understand the Zapatistas role in opening these lines of 

investigation. Their unique evolution from analogue to digital activism changed the way activism 

can be acted on today. It also gave them the ability to oppose the vast and widespread ideology 

of neoliberalism  
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Methodology 

 

This study is a descriptive (Yin, R. 1993), single case study that incorporates qualitative research 

using mainly desk based investigation. As a single case study, it does not allow me to answer my 

question completely, but it will give some indications and allow further elaboration 

and hypothesis building on the subject matter. Furthermore, as a study using a qualitative 

approach it will seek to promote understanding rather than provide a precise measurement (A, 

Strauss. J, Corbin. 1990; Marsen. S. 2006; Druckman, D. 2005). Looking at incidents of digital 

activism through case studies has value as it allows activists to identify tactics that worked, if they 

too have similar context (Joyce, M. 2010). At present, “case studies form the current foundation 

for the study of digital activism” (Joyce, M. 2010. P. 8). Thus, it was relevant to use the case 

study of the Zapatista movement’s use of the internet between 1998 and 2014 to add to the 

current study of digital activism. 

Another means of research used within this project will be desk based research. As my thesis 

requires the examination of digital media, historical periods, past and present social science 

theories, emerging literature on the growing use of digital activism and the Zapatistas 

communications or communiques online, this method deemed appropriate in achieving the goals 

intended. This method of research enables access to primary and secondary sources necessary 

for this study. The former will provide a reflection of the Zapatistas attitudes and use of media, 

while the latter will offer a range of academic perspectives concerning the topics at hand.  

A further ethnographical study collecting interviews and data on real time events in Mexico and 

on the Zapatistas would be beneficial to this investigation, but this study must remain limited to 

preserve its scope. 
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 Theoretical framework 

Within the study of Digital Activism and the groups or movements that engage in it, there are 

mainly anecdotal speculations and case studies available. These anecdotal speculations and case 

studies tend to focus on the various tactics that have proven effective for social movements and 

speculate whether those tactics can be replicated for future consideration, similar to this study. 

Nonetheless, this field of study still “remains fragmented” (Joyce, M. 2010. P. vii). However, it 

does appear to be common of those studies to use social movement theory as their approach to 

the study of digital activism (Cleaver, H, M. 1998; Froehling, O. 1997; Myer, D, J. 1994; Wray, S. 

1998). For the benefit of this study I too will focus on looking at the Zapatista’s use of digital 

activism through the lens of Social movement theory. This is because I believe it is necessary to 

primarily define a movement through the traditional processes that social movement theory 

highlights. Doing so provides a strong basis for understanding the nature of a movement and 

why they interacted with the internet in such a way. Additionally, it detracts from mistakenly 

overemphasizing the technology (Obar, J. Zube, P. Lampe, C. 2012), eclipsing the actual 

movement and their actions themselves. However, it must be noted that social movement theory 

currently needs to be adapted and extended in order to fully understand and incorporate digital 

activism. This is because as it stands, social movement theory only refers to what I will call 

‘analogue activism’ and not digital acts of activism.  Nonetheless, analogue activism and digital 

activism both share similar processes under social movement theory (Woodworth, A. 2013).



 

4 
 

Due to the study topic being topical, it is essential for the reader to have a historical 

understanding of the significant transformations that have previously occurred within the 

movement in order to contextualise the successive arguments put forward in my report. 

Therefore an introduction will open the project explaining the context and the historicism that 

underpins the arguments and situations that will be mentioned. This will set the foundations to 

bring together the four sections that the project will be divided into. These sections will highlight 

the ways in which the internet did and did not influence the effectiveness of the Zapatista 

movement in achieving their goals. Each section will be looking at a different aspect that is 

synonymous with the natural development of a movement. Those aspects will be as follows: 

Social movement formation, mobilisation of actors, gaining support and impact. 

 

 Structure 

A contextual look at the Zapatista movements uprising in 1994 as well as Manuel Castell’s 

relevant literature on what he calls the network society (Castells, M. 2001) and how a network 

society forms the structural basis of the Zapatista movement will be included in my first section. 

This first section will also act as an extension of the general contextualisation set within the 

introduction. But, here I will specifically focus on the Zapatista movement. My aim here is to 

present a comprehensive examination of their original formation that gave them the exceptional 

circumstances to use digital activism to their advantage. This chapter will provide a strong 

foundation for the assessment that will follow in the subsequent three chapters. 

 

The second chapter will examine how the Zapatista movement used ‘mass mobilization’ such as: 

marches, processions, meetings, demonstrations and parades and how this was largely but not 

solely facilitated by their use of the internet. Here we will also be able to take a closer look at 

how the Zapatista’s used their poetic “words of war” (The hacktivists digital Zapatismo. 2010) 
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through their popular spokesperson at the time, Subcommandante Marcos, to encourage 

effective mobilisation on the internet.  

The following section will look at how the Zapatista movement used digital activism to gain 

support. An initial examination will be made on the differentiation between political and public 

support and the implications that they can have on a social movement achieving its goals. The 

two forms of support can be used for two very different strategies according to Tarrow (1994) 

Giugni (1998) and Passy (1998). Therefore, it is necessary to define the Zapatista’s support 

network under one of these two forms of support to understand their approach in opposing 

neoliberalism. Here I will question whether the type of support a social movement acquires can 

be a good indicator of the measurement of their success.  

Chapter four will question the act of impact measurement. Measuring a social movement’s 

success by the impact and legacy they have made is not a simple process or exact science. Nor is 

impact easily quantifiable. Critics argue the necessity in looking solely at a movement or group’s 

impact on policy change as an indicator or measurement of success. I argue that only looking at a 

social movements influence on policy change may overlook other debatably valid ways which a 

movement can impact society. The Levels of analysis model (Waltz, N, K. 1954) will be 

implemented in this section to understand the different levels of impact that exist and how they 

relate to each other. By establishing the different levels of impact and their characteristics we can 

then establish and categorise the Zapatista’s intentions for impact. This will then allow for a 

more narrow and accurate analysis of how effective the Zapatista movement was in opposing 

neoliberalism and NAFTA’s policies. 
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Chapter 1 

Social movement 

The context of events that have unfolded characterises social movements, as well as their 

structure and methods of gaining support. Without referring to the historical context of a social 

movement it becomes hard to grasp its nature and the intention for its formation.  

The study of social movements is ongoing and has been redefined in regards to the investigation 

of online social movements. There is confusion as to whether to base these definitions on the 

traditional view of social movements and the social movement theories that exist alongside it, or 

to create a whole new theory in itself. Both traditional and modern views of social movements 

carry similarities in their network of support structures. The main dissimilarities being that the 

support networks created online are far more vast and can pass on information at a greater speed 

(Obar, J. 2013; J.A.M. 1999; Eaton, M. 2010; Obar, J. Zube, P.  Lampe, C. 2012). For this study, 

I will categorise the Zapatista movement as both a traditional and online movement.  

 

Emergence of social movements 

Initially, social movements will form when there is a gap in institutions or government that a 

group of people consider detrimental to themselves, society, a community or have global 

implications. “Social movements are a direct result of the ‘failure and inadequacies of the 

institutions of interest’” (Foweraker 1995. P. 10) and thus assume a collective identity to rectify 

the inadequacies using power in numbers to apply pressure (Coleman, J, S. 1966). Filling this gap 

allows movements to express the tension between people’s lives and the system (Foweraker, J. 

1995). Even though social movements are complex structures, they have produced some of the 

most significant social changes of the past few centuries and have managed to coerce within their 

complex structures on various scales. To name just a few, the Civil Rights movement, the Arab 
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Spring uprisings, the Occupy movement, The Anonymous movement and the Zapatista 

movement have all attempted to expose the inadequacies of societies or governments and 

successfully came together despite their complex structure of networks.  

 

The contextual emergence of the Zapatista movement 

I would argue that the Zapatista movement specifically had arisen as part of the emergence of 

the ‘Latin left’ (Cameron, M.A. & Hershberg, E. 2010) after the cold war and the neoliberal 

narratives that emerged as a result after the failure of ISI in the 1980’s. After the cold war there 

was a redistribution of power which was characterised by two distinctive triggers, globalisation 

and a telecommunications revolution. New Leftist social movements formed symptomatically. 

This was evident in Latin America at the time (Cameron, M.A. & Hershberg, E. 2010). The 

dissolution of the Soviet Union gave Latin American left groups the ability to avoid the soviet 

‘geopolitical stigma’ (Castaneda, G, J. 2006) avoiding categorisation as a product of soviet 

influence. The new Latin American left were largely in opposition to globalisation and its new 

prescription of the neoliberal model that seemed to be intrinsically linked to the globalisation 

process.  

To further explain why the Latin left were opposed to globalisation the definition of 

globalisation must be understood. “Globalization is defined as an increase in the volume of 

cross-border economic interactions and resource flows, producing a qualitative shift in the 

relations between national economies and between nation-states” (Richard, K, Wand. Rowthorn, 

R. 1998. P. 1). If the main purpose of neoliberalism is to economically favour free trade, 

privatization and reduced public spending on social services in order to open up economies to 

the wider global market (Collins English dictionary. 2003.) it would then, inevitably support the 

globalisation process. As a result and as noted earlier, it was characteristic of the new Latin leftist 
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movement to promote anti-globalisation and anti-neoliberalism to fill those gaps left in the 

international structures of power (Mathews, J. 1997)   

The Zapatista liberation army formed amidst this period of a ‘Left turning Latin America’ in 

1994 in what Kevin Doogan, A lecturer at Bristol university, would describe as “the left wing 

harmonies in the neoliberal chorus” (Doogan, K. 2010. P. 29). They had formed at a time where 

the signing of NAFTA would mark the beginning of a new neoliberal model to be introduced to 

Mexico. It is clear that the formation of the Zapatista liberation army was indeed a direct 

response to the signing of NAFTA as the Zapatista uprising coincided with the day NAFTA was 

to be signed. NAFTA allowed the freedom of trade between the three states Canada, US and 

Mexico. The Zapatista rebels deemed NAFTA a threat to the indigenous agricultural population 

in Mexico who the Zapatistas believed would become displaced (Holloway, J. Pelaez, E. 1998) 

and left redundant.  

NAFTA was viewed as the prototypical symbol of the neoliberal giant that was encroaching on 

Mexico and diffusing through Latin America. Through the signing of NAFTA “land had become 

more important to economic planners as a market commodity and peasants became more 

important as a mobile and increasingly transnational labour force. The government thus decided 

it no longer needed to fund the programs that supported peasants” (Went, R. 2000. p.158). It is 

in this way that NAFTA limits democracy. It restricts the people’s ability to exercise political 

control over their own economic lives (Went, R. 2000.). Consequently, the Zapatista’s strongly 

publicised their anti-neoliberal stance with the aim of protecting the indigenous Mexicans from 

being lost to the assumed multinational’s uncomplimentary approach to operating within the 

region, fuelling a new sense of people needing to be owners of their own development (Watts, J. 

2013) and to safeguard Mexican cultural narratives by more democratic means.  

 Building a network: creating structural strength within the movement 
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The Zapatistas main vehicle to publicise their anti-neoliberal stance was the internet. By using 

the internet the Zapatistas “encompassed a participatory process for social change” (McCaughey, 

M. Ayers, M, D. 2003. P. 171) The Zapatista rebels publically stated themselves as “the product 

of 500 years of struggle” (Collier, A, G. Quaratiello, l, E. 1994. p.2.) symbolising the 5oo years of 

indigenous struggle in Mexico and aligning their movement as one supporting those who have 

been shunned or kept at the periphery of society. A strong association that brought them strong 

support from International solidarity groups; Latin Americans and Mexicans who also related to 

this struggle. It is important to identify here the significance of this particular struggle, “The 

Zapatista’s struggle is one not only against the state and capital but against the entire system of 

political classification/representation as such.”  (Nail, T. 2012. P.25).  Stahler-Sholk, R. (2007) 

also expressively reiterates the reality of this invisible and formidably transnational opponent, 

“the rebels rose up against the Mexican government in 1994, only to discover that the Mexican 

government didn't exist; instead, they found themselves fighting against the structures of global 

capital.”. It is clear that neoliberalism was a far reaching ideology that existed not just within 

policies but also within individual attitudes. Thus, creating an opponent that exited on a global 

scale. This is why the Zapatista’s use of the internet would prove as a key element to their 

success, as it allowed them to also exist on a global scale. 

 

In the early 1990’s, the use of the internet as a tool for activism was innovative, and had not 

previously been experienced on such a scale. In spite of this, the Zapatista’s knew exactly how to 

draw in support through its online network, riding the wave of the telecommunications 

revolution that began to boom just around the same time of their uprising. Their success in using 

the internet was evident in how it had encouraged lines of communication and debate around 

the world, “the highly publicised rebellion evoked public debate over government fraud, 

corruption, and dereliction of duty to Mexico’s peasant and indigenous poor.” (Collier, A, G. 

Quaratiello, l, E. 1994. P. 5).  
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Looking at the strengths of awareness building within social movements, the Zapatista 

movement and their use of the internet would be highly regarded.  At the core of their awareness 

raising efforts a characteristic can be identified that Castells calls ‘The network society’ (Castells, 

M. 2000). Castells idea of a ‘network society’ would depict the Zapatista movement as a series of 

complex and highly heterogeneous network structures (Castells, M. 2000; Diani, m. Mcadam, D. 

2003). Looking at the Zapatista movement as a ‘network society’ is beneficial to this study as it 

correctly highlights the individual strengths of the separate isolated networks that, when brought 

together by the internet, can increase the movement’s political power. A distinctive trait for 

which the Zapatistas are well known (Russell, A. 2005). 

 

As political action is made easier, faster and more universal by evolving communication 

technologies, so too have the possibilities for social movements to mobilise. Being able to use 

the speed; larger scale of mobilisation and support networks provided by the internet is key in 

opposing such a vast reaching economic structure and ideology such as neoliberalism. Using the 

strong network societies that are fostered by the internet, movements such as the Zapatistas have 

been able to organise themselves effectively.  
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Chapter 2 

Mobilisation 

According to Christiansen, J (2009), Herbert Blumer, the late American sociologist, noted that 

there are four stages within social movement’s life cycles.  Today these stages are known as 

emergence, coalescence, bureaucratization, and decline. Mobilisation or coalescence is an integral 

stage to analyse, not just because it is part of the natural cycle of a social movement, but because 

it is plays an important role in establishing the case study of the Zapatista movement as unique. 

As a result, I would like to distinguish mobilisation in two forms to highlight the unique way the 

Zapatista movement underwent coalescence. I am aware that there are other theories that 

examine mobilisation such as resource mobilisation. Resource mobilisation examines the variety 

of resources that must be mobilized, the links that movements have with other groups and a 

movement’s dependence upon external support for success. (McCarthy, D, J. Mayer, N, Z. 1997; 

Doherty, B. 2002). This theory will occasionally be highlighted but not focused on, to allow a 

limit to the focus of this study. 

 

 From analogue to digital: new mobilisation possibilities 

Instead a distinction will be made between digital mobilisation and analogue or traditional 

processes of mobilisation.  Traditional or analogue mobilisation may be defined as 

communication by word of mouth, meetings or handing out leaflets. Both forms of mobilisation 

are massively dependant on the strength of the network to communicate quickly, clearly and 

efficiently. “This is the stage when individuals participating in the mass behaviour of the 

preceding stage become aware of each other” (Christiansen, J. 2009. P. 17) and in order to 

become aware of each other and coercive as one, clear, strong and fast communication through a 
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network is key.  Castells also supports this statement, “Networking logic is needed to structure 

the unstructured while preserving flexibility, since the unstructured is the driving force of 

innovation in human activity” (Castells, M. 2000. Pg. 71). The premise of a networking logic had 

become the foundation of the Zapatista’s digital reinvention online. Even though they seemed 

very far away from the telecommunications revolution in the mountains of Chiapas in southern 

Mexico.  Even in the face of not having access to immediate electricity or mobile phones the 

Zapatistas were still able to move their struggle online on the internet through forums and web 

pages, and call for worldwide support against economic imperialism (The hacktivists digital 

Zapatismo. 2010). Using the internet as a tool not only strengthened the Zapatista’s network and 

the possibilities of communicating organisation through the network, but it also gave them the 

added strength of transnational mobilisation within this online network society.  

 

The Zapatista movement had arguably changed the definition of activism from being an 

analogue action to a digital action. Although, I will note that there were previous instances of 

online activism, the Zapatista uprising was the one of the most widely received. By moving into a 

new digital realm that transcended borders and obstacles normally faced by social movements, 

they were able to gain access to a wider audience that was more commonly only accessible to 

governments or the media, because those bodies can access the platforms and mediums that 

allow them to do so. For example, those bodies are able to use IFI’s, newspapers or international 

organisations such as the UN.  

Using the internet as a tool for activism was “Destabilising to conventional territorialisation and 

state control of information” (Froehling, O. 1997. P. 294). They were able to avoid censoring or 

media control (Chomsky, n. and Herman, E, S. 2010) and challenged the idea that the internet 

could be a space of conflict that could operate without borders from anywhere in the world.  

Furthermore, the Zapatistas new possibilities of transnational mobilisation had created a neutral 

space in which gender, class and race did not take precedence (Froehling, O. 1997). This also 
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enabled the Zapatistas to overcome the obstacle of reaching all of the possible target audiences 

that they could on the internet.  

 

 Fast, transnational online mobilisation 

Communication technology enabled the Zapatista movement to mobilise both local and global 

support (McCaughey, M. Ayers, M, D. 2003). This massively increased pressure on the Mexican 

government and the media. This resulted in a lift on the media’s silence on the situation in 

Mexico and allowed the Zapatistas and their supporters to hold the Mexican government to 

account. Furthermore, when they engaged in online sit-ins and online acts of activism, they now 

had the access to the vast numbers of actors needed to make their online protests effective. 

Therefore, using the internet as a tool to oppose NAFTA’s neoliberal policies gave them the 

ability to not just effectively oppose NAFTA in Mexico, but also gave them the global language 

and scale to attack neoliberalism transnationally. The Zapatista movement could build upon 

global networks all pertaining to the same anti-neoliberal stance without the need for money, 

celebrity support or political actors. Mobilisation had become as easy as an email, just as they did 

in 1998 in their online protests. In these online protests the Zapatistas used their web pages as 

mobilisation hubs of command and communication. (Dominguez, R. 1998). For example, 

support could be mobilised from the “international service for peace (SIPAZ) or centre for 

Economic and Political Research on Community Action (CIEPAC)” (Collier, A, G. Quaratiello, 

l, E. 1994. P. 158) to engage in online acts of activism. Many other solidarity movements similar 

to these were also ready to mobilise any form of e-mail or ad letter writing protest, if any military 

action was suspected. The effectiveness of using the internet in such a manner to organise and 

mobilise support was evident in the Zapatista’s online presence at the time. They had gone viral. 

An example of the Zapatistas strong online presence can be seen in the gathering they were able 

to organise in 2001. Documented in this Aljazeera article by Arsenault, in spirit of the San 

http://www.aljazeera.com/profile/chris-arsenault.html
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Andreas accords, the diluted version of a set of agreements made between the Zapatista rebels 

and the Mexican government (Velasco, 2003) , “400,000 people, and much of the world's media, 

packed the main square in Mexico City to hear the Zapatistas' message” (Arsenault, C. 2011). 

 

 Using language and representation online to mobilise. 

Significantly, for occasions such as these gatherings or talks, the Zapatistas most identifiable 

conduit that had become synonymous with the Zapatista’s ‘image’, seen by many on the internet 

and the global media, was the charismatic Subcommandante Marcos, who with his ski mask and 

pipe became an image shared across many computer screens. This is similar to the Anonymous 

movement with their image of people wearing Guy Fawkes masks that has been shared across 

many computer screens. (Jarvis, J. L. 2014) 

 

 

 

It would be wrong to not encompass the Zapatista’s use of language through Subcommandante 

Marcos, as he was the driving force behind a majority of their inspiring mobilisation efforts using 

imagery and language to inspire further support. Naomi Klein here explains, “It is often said that 

the Zapatistas' best weapon was the internet, but their true secret weapon was their language” 

Source: 20minutos (2014) 
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(Klein, N. 2001). Subcommandante Marcos was well known for his poetic writings intended to 

keep the media and global attention firmly fixed on the Zapatistas and to support further 

mobilisation: 

 
 
“Antonio dreams of owning the land he works on, he dreams that his sweat is paid for 
with justice and truth, he dreams that there is a school to cure ignorance and medicine to 
scare away death, he dreams of having electricity in his home and that his table is full, he 
dreams that his country is free and that this is the result of its people governing 
themselves, and he dreams that he is at peace with himself and with the world. He 
dreams that he must fight to obtain this dream, he dreams that there must be death in 
order to gain life. Antonio dreams and then he awakens…. Now he knows what to do 
and he sees his wife crouching by the fire, hears his son crying. He looks at the sun rising 
in the East, and, smiling, grabs his machete. The wind picks up, he rises and walks to 
meet others. Something has told him that his dream is that of many and he goes to find 
them.”  (Marcos, 1992) 

 

 

 Within the Zapatista’s communiques or communications at the time, they described their 

struggle not as a war of weapons, but a “war of words” (Gilman-Opalsky, R. 2008. Marcos, S. 

2001). This was part of the “’communicative praxis’ of the Zapatista movement, a process of 

constructing meaning, projects, visions, values, styles, strategies and identities through deliberate 

engagement in dialogue both with supporters and detractors” (Garrido, M. Halavais, A. 2003. 

p.7). Through the dialogue of Subcommandante Marcos’ poetic communiques posted on their 

webpages, he could inspire and mobilise a transnational network of support to engage in online 

civil disobedience. Marcos’ “call to ‘be a Zapatista wherever you are!’ was an appeal to a global 

identity that can be mobilised from any locality.” (Flesher Fominaya, C. 2014 P. 73.) and at the 

time their call to mobilise was heard from every locality. Marco’s use of language in his addresses 

and communiques will be further analysed in the following chapter on ‘support’ as the poetic 

language and narrative representation are what also helped the Zapatista movement gain support.  

 

Using the internet gave the Zapatistas a unique advantage. They did not need mass financial 
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resources and were able to bypass the media, which had failed to report on the situation.  Both 

of these factors are common obstacles faced by social movements. “Corporate ownership of 

global media and the concentration of media in very few hands, coupled with the fact that often 

‘public’ media such as state TV are subject to government control and oversight, means that 

despite the ideal of an independent press, in reality the decks are firmly stacked against social 

movement messages that are critical of political and economic elites.” (Chomsky, n. and 

Herman, E, S. 2010. P. xi). As Chomsky has explained, the media can become as much an 

obstacle for social movements as they can be beneficial. This is because the media tend to be 

subject to government control. This aspect would have made it difficult for social movements to 

achieve their goals. 

Nevertheless, there are critics who believe that the internet made it easier for social movements 

like the Zapatistas to mobilise. This view is also shared by Zaynep Tufekci, a Techno-Sociologist 

currently engaging in researching societies and our lives and how they play out online. She 

explains that during the civil rights movement “they had to mimeograph 52,000 leaflets by 

sneaking into a university duplicating room and working all night, secretly. They then used the 68 

African-American organizations that criss-crossed the city to distribute those leaflets by hand.” 

(Tufekci. Z. 2014). Using the internet turns this action into sending an email or message on a 

forum, this could easily be done from someone’s home. 

 

 Traditional mobilisation supports digital mobilisation 

It is understood that movements that put in the long term groundwork can form stronger bonds 

and relationships between the individuals involved. This is integral for strong protests and 

mobilisation.  For the Zapatistas, traditional mobilisation through on the ground social networks 

and word of mouth outside of the internet, was just as important as their online presence. Here 

is a BBC article describing one of those instances during their uprising in 1994, “Zapatista rebels 
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have staged demonstrations across Mexico City, blocking access to the main stock exchange and 

occupying two radio stations. The protestors demanded that the government dismantle 

paramilitary groups believed to be responsible for the killing of 45 Indian peasants almost two 

weeks ago” (Paterson, E. 1998). Without the presence of solidarity networks in the indigenous 

communities in Mexico, their movement would have certainly lacked longevity and sustainability. 

Froehling also supports the claim that the internet by itself lacks strength “Left by itself, 

cyberspace connects people in only a limited way and provides only an illusion of participation” 

(Froehling, O. 1997. p. 304). Just as the Alabama bus sit-ins during the civil rights movement 

became strengthened by the presence of an alive and coercive social network, so too does the 

Zapatista movement rely on those similar traditional methods of mobilisation. 

 

The internet is an effective tool for the mobilisation of actors for political action. But, for a 

campaign to have staying power and success, hard work through face to face relations, on the 

ground and outside of the digital realm needs to be established first. Otherwise, its momentum 

will dissipate, just as fast as it had built up. Mobilisation through the internet, or ‘digital 

mobilisation’, cannot be entirely successful without people on the ground talking to each other. 

For example, imagine a solidarity network that mainly exists online. The actors within the 

network decide to meet up and have a demonstration. These people have never met each other, 

they do not have the strong bond that a group would have if they regularly met and spoke with 

each other face to face, the people would find it hard to relate to each other than the common 

purpose for which they are there. After a while it is clear that the members lack the motivation 

and drive to pursue the solidarity group further as they feel they don’t relate to the other 

protesters. This is not a strong foundation for a sustainable social movement. Thus, digital 

activism is most effective when it is supported by analogue or traditional activism and 

mobilisation tactics.  
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In order to remain critical, it must also be considered that the success of the Zapatista movement 

to coalesce could also be due to other converging narratives that just so happened to identify 

with the movement at the time. The signing of the NAFTA in itself was a widely publicised 

event. There was much speculation on its prescription of neoliberalism for Mexico at the time 

across Latin America. Considering that “Opening up a previously protected market to foreign 

companies through the pressure of international treaties and economic blackmail leads to a loss 

of employment, of economic and social networks and of traditional know-how”. (Went, R. 2000. 

p.26), it is understandable that disaffection toward neoliberalism was already growing across 

Latin America. Naomi Klein also agrees with this statement, “People were rejecting it, the legacy 

of these policies, the legacy of inequality was so dramatic that the sales pitch of ‘just wait for the 

trickle down’, wasn’t working anymore” (Big Think. 2012). This already existing aversion to 

neoliberalism would have also aided in the Zapatistas mobilisation process and helped them gain 

support for the Zapatista movement. 

 

This section has made it clear that away from the political jargon and confusion that can be 

disseminated by politicians and governments “The internet in its range of methods of 

communication has many active and invested publics in a much more obvious and politically 

engaged way” (Marshall, D, P. 2004. P. 53). This would make the internet a good platform to 

engage and mobilise people that would not normally be engaged with political issues. It has also 

been made apparent that the internet can provide a forum where information is passed on fast 

and can be contested by anyone.  

 

 

 



 

 
 

19 
 

 

 

Chapter 3 

Support 

When actors lack power they seek out support to help them bring about political change (Giugni, 

M., & Passy, F. 1998.) More recently, it has been recognised that new social movements, who 

more commonly use the internet, tend to seek out support networks (Stengrim, L, A. 2005; 

Russell, A. 2005; Pickard, V, W. 2006a, 2006b; Castells, M. 1996; Best, K. 2005; Evans, W. 1972) 

to allow a further spread of information, irrespective of borders and to also bring about political 

change through collective power (Atkinson, J. 2008). Building a support network to make a 

movement more powerful is identifiable with the way the Zapatistas also acquired their support 

network. Gaining support is a necessary stage in the progression of a social movement as 

without a support basis or support network, it becomes very hard to have enough power to 

create successful impact. It is in this sense that within social movements and groups, power 

exists in numbers (DeNardo, J. 1985). It has also been observed that the type and volume of 

support a movement is able to acquire can be a good indicator of how effective and successful 

they have been or will be in their efforts (TED x talks. 2013) and can also explain whether a 

movements intentions are solely directed at policy change or improvements to democratic 

processes within government and communities (Giugni, M., & Passy, F. 1998). To further 

explain this hypothesis, I will look at two models: the Public Opinion Mediation model and the 

Political Alliance Mediation model. These two models will also be used to highlight the type of 

support that the Zapatistas gained and why that type of support contributed to their efforts in 

opposing neoliberalism effectively.  

The political mediation model and the public opinion model 
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Social movements can seek out political support from political actors or alliances in order to 

increase the probability of successful policy change. The Political Mediation model suggests that 

in order to obtain substantial political effects, actors need to have their main allies within the 

political system (Giugni, M. Passy, F. 1998. Tarrow, S. 1994).  This suggests that it is not 

impossible to impact policy change without political alliances, but to do so without any political 

support would make it extremely hard to have a substantial impact. Instead of political support, 

social movements can also seek out public support. According to the Public Opinion Mediation 

model (Giugni, M., & Passy, F. 1998) if a group stresses the importance of public opinion for 

policy changes or awareness, they tend to have a specific view of democracy, embracing a view 

centred on representative democracy (Burstein 1998, 1999). This can be likened to the Zapatistas 

who also wanted a more representative democratic process within Mexican government. The 

Zapatista rebels saw the neoliberal policies that would be implemented through NAFTA as not 

being representative of the indigenous people’s needs and not democratic. Some critics argue, 

movements need the help of favourable public opinion, in order to fulfil their demands (Costain, 

A, N. Majstorovic, S. 1994; Burstein. P. 1985; Burstein, P. Freudenberg, W. 1978). This public 

mediation model sits in line with the Zapatista’s efforts. Their efforts were specifically directed at 

gaining favourable public opinion and support through the internet and on the ground in order 

to raise awareness and bypass the media blackout on the situation in Mexico. For the Zapatistas, 

gaining political alliances from parties or government members was not paramount as they were 

not necessarily occupied with being aligned to specific political parties or actors. Their efforts 

were solely to work with the people of Mexico to inspire further movements and gain public 

support for their autonomous existence.  

By focusing on public support and the accessibility to people that had access to the internet, the 

Zapatistas have managed to sustain support from international sympathisers. Supporters from 

organisations such as the international service for peace (SIPAZ) and centre for Economic and 

Political Research on community Action (CIEPAC) (Collier, A, G. Quaratiello, l, E. 1994); from 
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anarchist networks; extensive Zapatista forums and networks online; as well as a notably strong 

and well sustained network of support in the UK, more specifically in Bristol through Kiptik, a 

UK based Zapatista solidarity group (Kiptik, 2000) and the Easton Cowboys and Cowgirls 

(Easton Cowboys & Cowgirls. 1992). The Zapatista movement’s support basis is evidently 

expansive on a transnational scale, especially online. Yet, it never gained any ‘high profile 

support’. It could be that more high profile support from people such as celebrities would have 

increased their popularity and efforts in opposing neoliberalism and NAFTA. Academic 

literature on celebrity involvement in political activism tends to be superficial and anecdotal, but 

it does suggest that it can eclipse a movement’s main efforts, which can be conversely 

detrimental to a movement needing to sustain their support (Meyer, D. S. 1995). Taking this into 

account, it is right to assume the possibility of the Zapatista movement not needing high profile 

support, especially from celebrities. They were already using the internet as a successful outlet for 

global recognition and advertisement. Furthermore, any possible celebrity support would have 

also detracted from their anti-neoliberal stance due to a celebrity’s links to sponsors and 

inadvertent arguable representation of multinational corporations and their hegemonic nature, 

symptomatic of the globalisation process (Gurnah, A. 2007).  

 

Transnational support makes digital activism work 

 

 By successfully gaining a strong transnational network of support largely via the internet, the 

Zapatista movement had become a unique movement, coupled with the telecommunications 

revolution of the internet in the early nineties. Digital Zapatista (Lane, J. Dominguez, R. 2003) 

and Digital Zapatismo have become common terms used to describe this phenomenon due to its 

unique style of support basis and activism using the internet as a tool (Dominguez, R. 1998). The 

Zapatistas were integral in producing some of the first acts of electronic civil disobedience by 
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working alongside the EDT in 1998. Together they staged the first ever ‘online sit- ins’. This 

involved creating net-traffic by overloading the targeted websites with people using them to 

disrupt its service. The websites involved were the Mexican bank, the Mexican government 

home page, the British Mexican embassy email account and the CHASE website, a Manhattan 

based bank (Dominguez, R. 1998). None of these acts would have been possible without their 

unique online network of public support (Melucci, A. 1996).  These efforts allowed them to 

successfully gain widespread media attention with critics calling them a model social movement 

(Ronfeldt, D. Arquilla, J. Fuller, G. Fuller, M. 1998) and their involvement with the EDT in 1998 

as the first instance of net warfare. All of this without any form of political support and the 

resources that can come with that support.  Their unique online support basis and support 

network is evidence of the Zapatista movement successfully changing the way people look at and 

engage in activism. This was a goal that was commonly stated by Subcommandante Marcos in 

the Zapatista communiques and interviews. In support of the Zapatista’s effort to oppose 

neoliberalism it is also important to note that the internet is symptomatic of the globalisation 

process. Globalisation is a process in which neoliberalism is intrinsically linked. It is seemingly 

ironic that the Zapatista movement use digital activism as a tool to oppose neoliberalism and 

gain support, as the internet is effectively a tool of and symptomatic of the neoliberal paradigm 

itself.  

 

It is clear that the Zapatista’s use of the internet had shaped the support they had accumulated 

and the way the individuals within that support network identified with the movement. Their use 

of the internet also allowed them to sustain an online presence and sustain support without any 

major financial resources, political alliances or high profile supporting actors. Their online 

presence, support network and sustainability is directed at changing the way people look at and 

engage in activism and rebellion and not necessarily aimed at impacting policy change. The 

Zapatista’s sustained support network supported by using the internet also allows them to have 
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more of an impact in opposing NAFTA policies and neoliberalism. The more sustained support, 

the more possibility for long term impact which would be more effective in opposing 

neoliberalism and the neoliberal policies of NAFTA. 
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Chapter 4 

Impact 

Social movements tend to have a set of demands or goals they wish to work towards or achieve. 

This is normally the driving force behind a movements efforts. For example, the Zapatista’s 

goals were set publically within a Local Mexican newspaper during their uprising in 1994, 

“demanding: land, a home, food, health, education and work for the indigenous, alongside other 

general demands for all of Mexico such as justice, democracy and freedom” (Grant, W. 2014). 

These demands were the Zapatista’s main outputs that they hoped would free the indigenous 

from the displacing and detrimental nature of NAFTA’s neoliberal policies. Through set 

demands a movement will try to influence the relevant policies, individual or cultural attitudes or 

institutions in order to bring about the change that they wish to achieve. This process can also be 

called impact. In order to assess how effective the Zapatistas were in using the internet as a tool 

to oppose neoliberalism we need to measure their impact. “Impact tends to describe longer-

term, broader changes than outcomes.” (BIG national lottery fund. 2007), Therefore to engage 

in impact measurement accurately you need plenty of foresight and a large timescale to 

determine the most accurate results. It is important to note here that the study of social 

movements that mainly use the internet as their primary medium is still in its early stages and 

arguably does not yet have this foresight or timescale to measure impact (Digital Activism. 2012). 

Neither is there a set structure or framework that allows you to measure impact, also making the 

act of impact measurement and finding the evidence to present a difficult task. 

 

Impact measurement 
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It is a common concept that a social movements success tends to be measured against whether 

they have brought about policy change. Other forms of a social movement’s success tend to be 

based on claims. Yet, claims of how a social movement has made a difference are still not 

enough, people want to see evidence of the difference that has been made. Yet, the evidence can 

be complicated and ambiguous with unsubstantiated claims (Ebrahim, E. 2013). Taking this into 

account, is it feasible to measure any mission driven organisation or movement’s long term 

success accurately?  A social movement’s success in having some kind of an impact is not as 

clear cut as influencing policy change (Andrews, K.T. 1997) for example. In support of this claim 

to the deeper and complicated nature of measuring impact, Tarrow in his literature (1994), refers 

to the ambiguous nature of social movement outcomes. This is because the impact that social 

movements can have can be indirect and tend to rely on a vast number of uncontrollable 

variables. A further example of the complicated nature of measuring and defining impact that 

will help us understand the obstacles in measuring the Zapatista’s level of impact would be the 

civil rights movement. The civil rights movements main aim was to end racism have complete 

equality in the US. Yet, the movement did not successfully end racism and have complete 

equality. Yet, they still have not achieved complete equality in the US (Hassan, S. 2015). Instead, 

what they did successfully do was to change the dynamic (Tedx talks, 2013). Noted as one of the 

most (but not definitively) successful social movements in history (McAdam, D. 1983) the 

movement did successfully pressure governments into changing policies through actions such as 

the bus boycotts. Yet, it is equally also important to note that the movement’s efforts also 

massively influenced the culture of racism and individual attitudes at the time. Not indefinitely, 

but enough to reduce racial attacks and challenge racist culture and individual attitudes. This 

shows that a social movements efforts may successfully result in policy change, but can also be 

successful when they contribute to influencing change within individual attitudes. 

 

In light of this, there is reason to suggest that social movements such as the Zapatistas, 

https://hbr.org/search?term=alnoor+ebrahim


 

26 
 

irrespective of influencing policy change, have also successfully changed or challenged cultural 

and individual attitudes which is of equal importance in impacting policy change. Their influence 

on cultural and individual attitudes within and outside of Mexico played an important role in 

them successfully gaining a transnational support group aided by the internet. Looking at the 

civil rights movements influence on the individual and culture, similar to the Zapatista 

movement, suggests there are also further levels of analysis that explain the type of impact a 

social movement can have. 

 

 

 Levels of impact 

I will highlight these types of impact as four levels of change. Being able to have impact on the 

individual (Diani, M. 1997), on institutions (Gordon, Michael E. Lowell, Turner. 2000), on 

cultural (Marx, M. Hess, B, B. 1994.) and political levels (Amenta, E. Caren, N. Chiarello, E. & 

Su, Y. 2010). Highlighting these levels of impact allows a focus away from solely analysing 

whether the Zapatistas changed policy. This also allows us to address the complicated nature of 

analysing and measuring impact. In light of this, I will focus on the Zapatistas use of 

representation and language on the internet, and look at them as having an impact on individuals 

and Mexican culture. The Zapatista’s use of representation and language here is the most 

appropriate example of how they used the internet to oppose neoliberalism and their most 

prominent avenue of attack in their opposition to NAFTA and neoliberalism.  

 

Influencing the individual through representation 

Subcommandante Marcos, a Zapatista rebel, painted a picture in his communiques of an 

alternative movement that did not exclude anyone. Their image kept global attention focused on 
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the movement’s efforts and kept their global audience very involved and included, The 

“Zapatista leader Subcommandante Marcos’ call to ‘be a Zapatista wherever you are!’ was an 

appeal to a global identity that can be mobilised from any locality.” (Flesher Fominaya, C. 2014. 

P. 73.). It was their image as a collective identity and Marco’s use of language that inspired the 

Zapatistas transnational support basis and held their position as a formidable political force more 

than 20 years on from their formation (Comment is free: Mexico. 2012; Navarro, H, L. 2012). 

The iconic image of Mexicans demonstrating as one unit, wearing the same black ski mask was 

extremely powerful and gave them a recognisable trademark. A powerful marketing tool or 

brand. The need to create a symbol of collective identity devoid of race, religion or any kind of 

divisive factor was important for the Zapatistas as they were opposing Neoliberalism of which is 

just as omnipotent, vast and faceless. This is what the iconic ski mask allowed the Zapatistas to 

do also allowing their members to also become vast and faceless, revealing and concealing 

statuses (Joseph, N. Alex, N. 1972). As Subcommandante Marcos romantically phrased it, the 

Zapatista’s ski mask is “the mask that reveals” (Marcos 1998).   It is this imagery and this use of 

language that created a uniform that became the focus of thought and affect, rather than just the 

group. This is a common result when a group uses a uniform (Joseph, N. & Alex, N. 1972) and a 

result that works in their favour, giving them the greater possibility of achieving their outcomes. 
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Subcommandante Marcos had created a pivotal moment in their mobilisation efforts, proving as 

a catalyst for the Zapatista’s peak in popularity through the fetishisation of his character. 

Regarded as the Zapatista’s most charismatic leader, his identity was always concealed creating a 

further interest into his character and in turn increasing media interest in the Zapatista 

movement. “Marcos, the cyber-savvy guerrilla, had become a political icon of commercial value 

as quick-thinking entrepreneurs began to reproduce his image on posters, T-shirts and china 

mugs.” (BBC: from our own correspondent. 1998), he had become a charismatic celebrity figure, 

romanticised within media alongside his poetic communiques. The BBC also reported on his 

unique image and character describing him as “a romantic outlaw, a cross between Che Guevara 

and Zorro, the fictional swashbuckling hero. Even more appealing was Marcos's sense of irony 

and poetic prowess.” (BBC: from our own correspondent. 1998). The presence of 

Subcommandante Marcos wearing his ski mask and donning a smoking pipe had a considerable 

impact on individuals globally as they had become infatuated with his exported brand of 

romanticised activism and Zapatismo.  People wanted to relate to him and know who this 

Source: Oikonomakis, L. (2012) 
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mysterious character was from Mexican jungle who certainly had a way with words. The BBC 

had made a profile in their archives specifically on Marcos (BBC. 2001) and Naomi Klein had 

written an article expressing the power of the Zapatismo brand that had made her become a fan, 

“Marcos says I am a Zapatista and I am suddenly thinking, "Yes, yes, I am. I have to be in 

Mexico City on March 11” (Klein, N. 2001). She also notes that he was “pen-pals with some of 

Latin America's best-known novelists.” (Klein, N. 2001) and solidarity networks had spread 

globally. It is clear that the Zapatista’s had used their ‘branding’ of their image and Marcos to 

their advantage. Through the Zapatista’s strategic use of Subcommandante Marcos and the 

sensationalization of the Zapatista’s within Mass media, the movement successfully gave 

themselves notoriety through Marco’s attributed celebrity status. Rojek notes the symbiosis 

between media representation and celebrity culture, “mass-media representation is the key 

principle in the formation of celebrity culture.” (Rojek, C. 2001 P. 18), Marco’s personality would 

not have been attributed celebrity status without the help of the media. The media attention they 

incited was a powerful tool which was made available to the Zapatistas mainly by their use of the 

internet. Retrospectively, the rise to celebrity that the Zapatista’s experienced through 

Subcommandante Marco’s personality was by no means an accident. It was part a strategic 

publicity stunt. This reality came to light in May 2014 when media outlets received notice from 

Marcos in a public address, explaining that he did not exist anymore. In his speech he stated that 

“Marcos the character is no longer necessary” (Marcos. 2014) he also expressed that his 

character had become a distraction instead of being a spokesperson (Marcos. 2014).  Marcos is 

alluding to the fetishisation of his character here (Tuckman, J. 2007) and also the fictitious nature 

of Marcos himself that had eclipsed the Zapatista moments efforts.   

In the same sense that the ski mask was a mask to include the multiplicity of all that are 

struggling, “the mask that reveals”, Marcos too was evidently a creation to represent a 

multiplicity and appeal to the globalised, ever more interconnected world, held together by a 

neoliberal ideology. But, just as celebrity personalities can dry up according to the media’s wants, 
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so too did the character of Marcos. “The EZLN realized that 'the movement became Marcos' 

and 'Marcos became the movement” (Marcos, 2014) and as a result the Zapatista’s made him 

cease to exist. 

 

The impact of the Zapatista movement, though perhaps undefined in magnitude, was greatly 

focussed on the individual and cultural level. As Marcos had stipulated in interviews, they were 

not fighting a physical war but a political war of mobilisations within a “multinational war” (Tim 

shell. 2008). One where they needed to focus on enforcing government transparency in order to 

protect the indigenous and the freedoms for which they were fighting. Using the internet as a 

tool gave them the means to enforce government transparency. By acquiring a transnational 

online network society they gained the global advocacy that further enforced the Mexican 

government action against the indigenous in being transparent. By using the ‘character’ of 

Subcommandante Marcos as a PR tool they were able to use the media for their own means of 

resistance, galvanising their own publicity online.  Digital activism is not a replacement for face 

to face interactions, noisy rallies and protests handing out pamphlets and other advocacy efforts, 

if anything digital activism is an extension of those actions instead. For this reason the Zapatistas 

did continue their efforts on the ground. Recently in 2013 the Zapatista rebels demonstrated 

across Mexico in a mass silent protest (Ramirez, M, G. 2013). So too did solidarity groups who 

continued to raise awareness in their own constituencies around the world. This shows how 

integral digital activism can be within the mobilisation process, the act of getting people together. 

However, mobilisation still needs to result in a physical act, not just digital. 

 

This chapter conclusively suggests that the Zapatista movement did have a significant impact on 

individuals. Those individuals exist within their online network of support and within Mexican 

indigenous communities. The impact the Zapatistas had had and continue to have on an 

individual level should be considered when suggesting they have used the internet effectively 
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opposing neoliberalism. By influencing individuals they were able to direct media outlets towards 

them strategically, using their own public spokesperson, Subcommandante Marcos, in a way not 

too dissimilar to public relation’s promotional strategies or the use of celebrity personalities to 

advertise brands. Many would argue, that in order to attribute these factors as some form of 

success on the Zapatista movement’s behalf, there still needs to have been policy changes that 

they had directly and intentionally influenced. I will argue that for a social movement to have an 

impact they first need to successfully address all four levels of impact on an individual, cultural, 

political and institutional level. Only then will a movement be truly successful. However, to 

achieve this totality of success you need time. For example, the civil rights movement still has a 

long way to go. The civil rights movement has had some successes with policy changes and 

individual attitudes, but are still yet to achieve their goal of outright equality. Similarly, the 

Zapatista movement have made some successes on the individual and cultural level, but they are 

still yet to have an impact on an institutional and political level. Yet, it is clear that without the 

use of the internet as a tool, they would not have been as successful as they currently have been 

in attaining a strong support basis, a means of global mobilisation and holding the Mexican 

government to account by reporting on the situation in Mexico and further enforcing Mexican 

government transparency. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

IFI’s such as the WB, the IMF, and the WTO continue to apply variations of neoliberal 

prescriptions worldwide, through agreements such as NAFTA. This gives some insight into how 

widely used and verified neoliberalism is within the current global political climate. In order to 

successfully and effectively oppose such an omnipotent and omnipresent occurrence, I would 

argue that you would need to do more than influence policy change. Neoliberalism is not just an 

economic or policy driven paradigm, it is also an ideology and an ideology can simultaneously 

exist within individual attitudes, cultures and traditions. I have argued that The Zapatista 

movement simply acknowledged these wider aspects of neoliberalism in order to resist it, not 

just its political aspects. At their height they supported indigenous Mexicans and international 

individuals and communities that had been pushed into further struggle by similar neoliberal 

policies and the globalisation process of which it is symptomatic. They did so by influencing 

individuals, cultures and traditions. This process was made easier and more effective by using the 

internet as a tool. 

 

By using the internet as a form of informational guerrilla warfare (Castells. M. 1997) the 

Zapatista movement took advantage of the increased interconnectivity that had come with 

widely implemented neoliberal policies and globalisation (Castells, M. 1997). This gave them 

more political power. The internet and their digital activist actions allowed them to successfully 

and effectively support their own autonomous communication (Marcos. 1994. Toscano. M. 

1996); sustain a transnational network of solidarity groups and circumscribe the repressive 

intentions of the Mexican government, creating a cushion of transparency (Castells. M. 1997). 
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The Zapatistas also acknowledged and effectively took advantage of the speed at which public 

information could reach society through digital media platforms (Toscano, M. 1996) and those 

virtual public spaces (Jones, Q. Rafaeli, S. 2000) that exist within them. As a result, they 

effectively displaced some ‘on the ground’ conflict into an internet realm of internet praxis. This 

allowed them to focus on their autonomous alternative to the neoliberal policies in Mexico, their 

‘war of words’ online and to sustain peaceful civic engagement. 

Within the Zapatista autonomous territories their health and education systems function without 

the federal and state governments; they have organised production and commercialisation and 

maintain a standing military. It is clear that their efforts to provide an alternative to neoliberalism 

has been somewhat successful. To the present day they have continually evolved within their 

autonomous position “reflecting the dynamic interaction between neoliberalism and the social 

movements that contest it” (Stahler-Sholk, R. 2007. P. 61). Furthermore, their legacy also gives 

testament to their success and effective use of the internet in opposing neoliberalism. They have 

sparked further anti-neoliberal movements on the internet such as Indymedia (Callahan, M. 

2004; Wolfson, T. 2012) and continue to sustain their international network society. 

This study suggests that these marked successes have occurred because the Zapatistas actively 

took themselves out of the jurisdiction of the neoliberal paradigm, without influencing policy 

change. Through their online and ‘on the ground’ autonomy they have created a microcosm 

experiment that shows how one can operate outside of neoliberalism and maintain stability. 

 

By addressing their effectiveness in mobilisation, support and impact, the final analysis suggests 

that the Zapatista’s use of the internet as a tool increased the scale that they could mobilise, 

tapping into their strategically created online transnational network of support. I believe these are 

key elements in opposing neoliberal ideology.  As widespread as neoliberal ideology is, so too 

does its opposition need to be equal in size. This is what the Zapatista movement has effectively 

achieved.  
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In order to decide how effective the Zapatistas were in their efforts I had to address the main 

obstacle posed within this study, which was to establish some kind of impact measurement. 

However, I identified that this is not possible. It had come to light that Impact measurement can 

be extremely subjective and anecdotal, not providing any solid grounds to produce accurate 

results. What was more important was to differentiate between the apparent levels of impact a 

movement can have. This led me to conclude that the Zapatista efforts to oppose neoliberalism 

through the internet do not have to be quantified. The Zapatista’s effectiveness and success lies 

within the persistence of the individuals involved and their commitment toward a worthy goal 

with the prize being the ongoing struggle itself. Therefore, if the Zapatista’s use of the internet 

has simply encouraged their movement to have the sustainability to continue, time will tell of 

their success. Ultimately, the definitive target of any civic engagement may take generations to 

achieve, deeming any act of opposition to neoliberal ideology an ongoing process. Instead, the 

‘Digital Zapatista’s’ have simply found an effective non-resource exhaustive way of providing an 

alternative to the neoliberal paradigm in a way that can be sustained. 

 

  

Today, digital activism and impact measurement through the medium of the internet is now 

more easily quantifiable. You can collect data through social media on likes, web page traffic, 

shares and comments or hashtags. This study would have largely benefited from similar data, but 

unfortunately that data does not yet exist and did not exist at the time the Zapatista movement 

used the internet, before the popular use of online social media. It would be interesting to see if 

the Zapatistas decide to re-establish their online Tet-offensive and to reassess how effective they 

would be in opposing NAFTA and its neoliberal policies in the future. I would like to end on the 

pontification that currently an automatically generated Zapatista liberation army Facebook page 

has 49, 367 Likes and that is on an inactive page. Also, the ‘Enlace Zapatista’ Facebook page 

currently has 107,902 likes. The guardian in 2013 stated that the Zapatista’s still remain a 
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formidable political force (Vice, 2014; Navarro, H, L. 2012), this is also evident in their still 

existent solidarity groups and their impromptu demonstration in 2013. Could they still tap into 

the political power they had gained at their height if today they reinvigorated their online activity 

to become active online activists again? It is clear that a further ongoing investigation into how 

effective the Zapatista movement are in their efforts is required as well as consistent monitoring. 

This would give a more accurate picture in understanding the Zapatista’s impact and legacy and 

their relationship the internet. Impact and legacy are variables that must be continually 

monitored and observed to be measured. That is what makes a vast timescale so necessary when 

doing so. It would also be beneficial to this study to observe how much of the Zapatista’s 

support is offline and how that data correlates to people that do and do not have access to the 

internet. 
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