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This article explores the ways in which 

indigenous women, in Chiapas and inside the 

Zapatista rebellion, have been constructed as 

signifiers of national symbols.

IL

Photo by Jane Dilworth

It also describes the episodes o f epistemic vio
lence1 and forms of mediation exerted on indigenous 
women’s bodies not only by the state, but by their 
own communities. The analysis of the symbolic vio
lence acted upon indigenous female bodies points to
wards the envisioning of the strategies of supplemen
tation that replace indigenous women demands and 
locate them in the space of loss of both indigenous and 
modem values. The uncovering of indigenous women 
demands exhibits then the anxiety produced by the loss 
of tradition in the frame of modem nations.“

I will look at the symbolic role of Ramona, a 
well known Zapatistas’ commander, as finder and 
bearer of one of the nation’s symbols: the Mexican 
Flag. I analyze two events: the first round of negotia
tions between rebels and government in the Cathedral 
of San Cristóbal in February 1994 and Ramona’s dis
placement to México’s main plaza, “el Zócalo,” as a 
Zapatistas’ representative for the National Indigenous 
Congress held in October 1996. The analysis of such 
a travesía pretends to contribute to the construction of 
a methodology, a theory of ideology, which approaches 
the complex task of measuring silences, measuring the 
desires, located below the narratives of the indigenous 
women as fetish,^ that which is placed in the space of 
loss.

Ramona’s displacement follows the itinerary 
of two ways of inscribing women’s voices and women 
bodies at the limit of the national law. The body and 
voice of indigenous women at the southern border are 
negotiated, articulated and dislocated between the two 
events: the erasure of female emergent juridical lan
guages^ and the visibility of injured female bodies. 
We find the Indigenous women inside this interval, in
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the interstices of speech and body, of juridical language 
and the body as a wound, an opening, a limit. I will 
analyze the inscription of indigenous women’s demands 
as silence understood more as the “negation of 
phrases,”^ the negation o f women’s desires, and 
women’s questions around their own ways of being 
Indian, women and Mexican and the reconstruction of 
what the nation and community’s forms of identity 
demands.

The process of modernization and its relation 
to liberation movements and nationalist discourses re
lies partially on the strategic appropriation, dissolution, 
translation of women questions and demands.^ The 
pivotal point is the punctuation that displaces them from 
being agents o f a fracture (a question, which 
reconfigures the role of women in the politics of ex
change in between tradition and modernity) to be 
o(a)bjects of replacement and displacement of the 
losses of tradition to modernity. Indian women move 
from unveiling the processes of exchange to “filling'"j
the vacancies” of lost values in the contact zones of 
modernity and tradition.

The glorious body and the whispering voice: 
Ramona’s apparition inside the Cathedral of 
Peace

An M-l carbine held in front.. She carries the rank of In
fantry Major o f an insurgent army which has called itself, 
this cold dmm of January 1,1994, the Zapatista Army of 
National Liberation. Under her command is a rebel col
umn which takes the former capital o f the southeastern 
Mexican state Chiapas, San Cristóbal de Las Casas.. .Only 
the indigenous men and women under her command are 
witness to the moment in which the Major, a rebel indig
enous tzotzil woman, takes the national flag and gives it to 
the commanders o f the rebellion, those called “The Indig
enous Clandestine Revolutionary Committee”. Over the 
radio the Major says: “We have recovered the Flag. 10-23 
over.” She came to the mountains o f the Lacandon Jungle 
in December o f1984, not yet 20 years of age and yet car
rying the marks of a whole histoiy o f indigenous humilia
tion on her body. In December o f1984, this brown woman 
says Enough is Enough!”, but she says it so softly that 
only she hears herself... (EZLN 1995,181-189)

This first section analyzes Ramona’s role dur
ing the first round of talks between the rebels and the 
government. The rebels will go from this first contact 
with the government to negotiate with the indigenous 
communities. The first scenario for the reunion of rebels 
and government representatives, is the Cathedral of San 
Cristóbal, specifically the altar, a space of mixture, 
where rebels, saints, crucifix, and crucified, indigenous 
representatives and government mediators gathered 
together as the main actors of political change in 
Mexico. The altar concentrates the political actors with 
mayor differences: the government, the rebels and the 
church.

Marcos makes it clear his voice represents the 
CCRI (Clandestine Indigenous Revolutionary Commit
tee). He writes in one of the communiqués a full report 
of the outcome of the gatherings in the Cathedral. 
Marcos represents the rebels as bearers, in their bod
ies, of the weight of a nation that has forgotten them. 
He describes the “return” of Indians to the city as com
mitted to the search of the lost “Fatherland.” He writes:

Por mi voz, habla la voz del Ejército Zapatista de 
Liberación Nacional. Cuando bajamos de las 
montañas cargando a nuestras mochilas, a nuestros 
muertos y a nuestra historia, venimos a la ciudad a 
buscar la patria. La patria que nos había olvidado en 
el último rincón del país; el rincón más solitario, el 
más pobre, el más sucio, el peor (EZLN 1994,168).

Inside the Cathedral, during his opening 
speech, he addresses Ramona and the Zapatistas’ 
women only heard about after death. Marcos speaks:

L
U
C
E
R
O

¿Por qué es necesario matar y morir para que pueda 
venir Ramona y puedan ustedes poner atención a lo 
que ella dice? ¿Por qué es necesario que Laura, Ana 
María. Irma, Elisa, Silvia y tantas mujeres indígenas 
hayan tenido que agarrar un arma, hacerse soldados, 
en lugar de hacerse doctoras, licenciadas, ingenieros, 
maestras? (EZLN 1994, 164).

A day after, an image of the mixture on the al
tar appears in many Mexican newspapers. Inside the 
Cathedral of Peace we see the altar and on the altar the 
actors of the dispute. A most unexpected image emerges:
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on the altar below San Cristóbal and El Sagrado 
Corazón, we see the Mexican Flag, underneath the 
flag a table, at the table the government representa
tive, Manuel Camacho Solis, the bishop and desig
nated mediator, Samuel Ruiz, Marcos, the Zapatistas 
negotiation committee, and Ramona. Ramona is sit
ting to the right of the government representative 
Camacho Solis, her legs hanging from the chair with
out touching the ground.^ What are we able to see 
within this ideological frame and its form of knowl
edge? What kind of equivocal magic does this image 
produce?^

The climax of the reunion happens when 
Marcos addresses the relation of the Zapatistas and 
of indigenous people to the Mexican Flag. Marcos 
describes the Flag as the only thing that they encoun
tered in their arrival to the city.

Venimos a la ciudad y encontramos esta bandera, 
nuestra bandera. Eso encontramos; no encontramos 
riquezas, no encontramos dinero, no encontramos a 
nadie que nos escuchara otra vez. Encontramos la 
ciudad vacía y sólo encontramos esta bandera. 
Venimos a la ciudad y encontramos esta bandera y 
vimos que bajo esta bandera vive la patria; no la 
patria que ha quedado olvidada en los museos, sino 
la que vive, la única, la dolorosa, la de la esperanza 
(EZLN1994, 164).

In the cathedral, during the inauguration of 
the official dialogue, Ramona takes the Mexican flag 
from her tiny purse and slowly unfolds it.  ̂̂  Ramona 
hands Marcos the flag. He extends it above his chest 
grasping it from both ends. Manuel Camacho Solis 
in a sudden gesture stretches and grasps the flag with 
his fist. He barely manages to hold one of its ends. 
The image is powerful: Marcos with open arms un
der the altar extends the flag, simulating an/other cru
cifixion. From the right angle of the flag, we see a 
hand grasping one of its ends, the government hands 
touching, in the last moment, the national symbol.

Marcos continues his “opening” speech, ̂   ̂
he states that below the Mexican Flag there is a living 
Fatherland, a painful, hopeful, unique Fatherland. But 
what is found “below” the flag is the body of an 
Indian women: the hurting body of the fatherland. ̂

Ramona is identified by the viewers as the one that 
carries the flag and delivers it.

Era Ramona la que llevaba la bandera mexicana y 
encabezaba la fila cuando los demás guerrilleros 
entraban al sitio donde se ofrecían las conferencias 
de prensa. Es Ramona la que llega a representar al 
EZLN a la Ciudad de México. Entendamos ese mensaje 
y decidámonos, como mexicanos todos, a reconocer 
que durante mucho tiempo, durante mucha historia, 
los indígenas eran todavía ciudadanos. Respetemos 
su demanda. Harán más rica a nuestra patria (La 
Jornada [México] October 15a', 1996).

Ramona is described as the tiny woman who 
does majestic acts: commands soldiers and re-covers 
the lost flag, the lost fatherland. Marcos writes:

Among the indigenous commanders there is a tiny 
woman, even tinier than those around her. A face  
wreathed in black still leaves the eyes free and a few  
hairs dangling from the head. In that gaze is the glit
ter o f one who searches. A 12 caliber sawed-off shot
gun hangs from her back. With the traditional dress of 
the women from San Andrés, Ramona walks down from  
the mountains, together with a hundred more women, 
towards the city o f San Cristóbal on that last night o f 
1993. Together with Susana and other indigenous men 
she is part o f that Indian command o f the war which 
birthed 1994, the Clandestine Indigenous Revolution
ary Committee-General Command o f the EZLN. 
Comandante Ramona will, with her size and her bril
liance, surprise, the international press when she. ap
pears during the first Dialogues for Peace held in the 
Cathedral and pulls from her backpack the national 
flag re-taken by the Major on January /"  (italics 
mine)(EZLN 1995,182 -183)

But the grandeur as translator and organizer 
of the “Revolutionary Women’s Laws,” acknowledged 
in the former quote, was not consistently read as a 
majestic enterprise. In the many articles written there 
were rarely connections relating the fundamental era
sure of the women’s voices in the signed agreements 
and the act of investiture of their bodies as bearers of 
the lost fatherland. The “majestic” presence of Ramona 
was juxtaposed to the size of her body. This juxtaposi
tion magnified the act of delivery of the nation’s sym
bol by the “little in between the little.” Luis Hernández
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Navarro, a Mexican Journalist, states:

En el lapso que va del 20 de febrero de 1994, cuando 
la comandante Ramona entregó al subcomandante 
Marcos la bandera mexicana para que éste la 
desplegara en la catedral de San Cristóbal de las 
Casas, al 11 de octubre de 1996, cuando la misma 
comandante entregó al veterano jaramillista Félix 
Serdán otra bandera nacional, se condensan dos 
símbolos centrales de la lucha zapatista. El primero 
es el del laboro patrio, donde se resumen 
simultáneamente, la vida y la muerte de esa parte del 
país cuya existencia es negada por los poderosos, ¡a 
de los pueblos indios, y la esperanza de hacer nacer 
nuevamente a la patria. E l segundo, es el de la 
revolucionaria tzotzil de 38 años, “pequeña entre las 
pequeñas," ejemplo de la lucha por la vida y por el 
cambio (italics mine)(La Jornada [México], October 
15 1996).

Through Ramona’s act Indian women’s bodies 
were re-coverd as the couriers, carriers, banners of a 
foundational national symbol. The word for the portable 
body, the tiny body of Ramona performing a glorious, 
supreme act. Her silence framed such exalted moment. 
This scene inside the Cathedral of Peace was invested 
with an aura and remembered not only because of the 
actors assembled, but because it involved the “appari
tion” of an Indian women as bearer of the flag inside the 
church, a space of reverence and hope. Mexican imag
ery is abundant with images of “La Virgen de Guadalupe” 
carried along side the Mexican Flag.  ̂ Ramona’s body 
re-appeares at the altar as a space of devotion, a sublime 
surface where the fatherland/flag was found, a space 
where suffering Mexicans find refuge.

Marcos continues his opening speech with the 
flag in his hands and says referring to Ramona:

Escuchen a Ramona-que está aquí- decir cosas tan 
terribles como que las mujeres indígenas quieren vivir, 
quieren estudiar, quieren hospitales, quieren medicinas, 
quieren escuelas, quieren alimento, quieren respeto, 
quieren justicia, quieren dignidad (EZLN 1994, 164).

Marcos specifies that it is only after death, that 
Ramona may be heard. But even after the death of In

dians after 1994, and after the actual event of her 
“speech” (through the “Revolutionary Women’s Laws) 
her voice is still a whisper in comparison with the mag
nified resonance of her body as the site for loss. The 
presence of the body and absence of the voice per
forms one of the ways indigenous women play as strat
egies of intervention and disruption inside national dis
p u te s .^  The flag is recovered by the female 
“comandante,” but it is the flag which captures the In
dian female voice. Her body is a surface for the re
covering of one of the nation’s symbols but apparently 
under one condition, that her own word and her own 
demands are not represented. The absence of women’s 
voices (the one that fractures Indian tradition and con
stitutional laws) guarantees the repertoire: Indians be
trayed by governmental politics based on economies 
of globalization and a government blind and deaf to 
Indian voices.

The visual register prevails since Ramona is 
hardly heard through her broken Spanish and the scar
city of translators. The perception of Ramona’s body 
is highly determined above her tongue, her speech, her 
words. Shortly after the first round of negotiations, the 
overdetermination of her body reappears when it is 
reported by the media that she is very ill or may be 
dead.

The return to the center of the Nation: the 
Indian female as resurrection.

Ramona does not know then, nor do we, but she al
ready carries in her body an illness which eats her 
life away in huge bites and dims her voice and her 
gaze. Ramona and the Major, the only women in the 
Zapatista delegation who show themselves to the 
world for the first time declare: “For all intents and 
purposes we w>ere already dead, we meant absolutely 
nothing” and with this they almost count the humilia
tion and abandonment. The Major translates to 
Ramon the questions o f the reporters. Ramona nods 
and understands, as though the answers she is asked 
fo r had always been there, in that tiny figure which 
laughs at the Spanish language and at the ways o f 
the city women. Ramona laughs when she does not 
know she is dying. And when she know’s, she still 
laughs. Before she did not exist fo r  anyone, now 
she exists, as a woman, as an indigenous woman,
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as a rebel woman. Now Raman lives, a woman be
longing to that race which must die in order to 
live...(EZLN 1995,182 -183).

This section explores the second displacement 
of Ramona, this time as bearer of the national flag to 
the National Indigenous Conference held in Mexico 
City in October 1996. The Conference was meant to 
concretize both the support of the implementation of 
the San Andrés Accords singed by the rebels and the 
government and to unify criteria on how to protect in
digenous rights in a “nation for everyone.” The con
ference was seeking a new social contract between In
dians, mestizos and whites. ̂  ̂

Shortly after the first round of negotiations be
tween the rebels and the government in February 1994, 
rumors where strong that Ramona, one of the EZLN 
comandantes who took San Cristóbal de la Casas in 
January 1994 and one of the women that gathered to
gether the “Revolutionary Women’s Laws,” had dis
appeared in the jungle. Ramona was supposed to be 
very ill, even dead. Her previous “appearance” in the 
Cathedral for Peace and the condition of “disappear
ance” or possible death shortly after influences the 
inscription of Ramona as a re-apparition and resur
rected to Mexico’s public life in 1996. Rumors ended 
when Marcos announces during the National Demo
cratic Convention in August 1994 that Ramona was 
very ill. Shortly after, Ramona is seen in a video. 
Guiomar Rovira writes about her reappearance:

Ramona aparecía en la pequeña pantalla sentada ante 
una mesa, portando un ejemplar del periódico La 
Jornada del 18 de enero. Detrás de ella había una 
sábana blanca con siglas EZLN. Era la prueba 
fehaciente de que no había muerto como habían 
publicado algunos periódicos alarmistas (italics 
mine)(Guiomar Rovira 1997, 202).

Ramona appeared in a video calling for women 
to wake up and to the Mexican people not to forget 
them. She switches from Tzotzil to Spanish:

. . .  Otra vez Ic pedimos al pueblo de México que no 
nos olvide, que no nos dejen solos, que nos ayuden a 
construir la paz... Quiero que todas la mujeres se

despierten y sientan en su corazón la necesidad de 
organizarse; con los brazos cruzados no se puede 
construir el México Ubre y justo con el que todos 
soñamos: democracia, justicia, dignidad y paz. Viva 
el Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional!

The voice and image of Ramona was received 
with jubilation. She was seen and heard as a virtual 
image. Ram ona was seen as some sort o f 
phantasmagoric return from the other world. The “the 
little in between the little” was not “yet” dead. Death 
for her is imminent, not only because of the pervasive 
military presence inside the rebel’s zones, but because 
of an unknown illness that attacks her body. In a broken 
Spanish she addresses her imminent death and the 
liminal situation within life and death of her Indian 
people:

Posiblemente muera pronto. Muchos niños, mujeres y 
hombres también están igual, tenemos muchas 
enfermedades, pero los médicos, la medicina y los 
hospitales no están en nuestras manos... Le hablo al 
pueblo de México a todos los habitantes de nuestro 
país (Correa and Alvarez 1996, 22).

Ramona would reappear in another video 
months later, a day before the beginning of the fifth 
round of negotiations for peace held in San Andrés 
Larrainzar. In the video we hear Ramona saying: “Les 
agradezco mucho su apoyo y que me den la esperanza 
de poder seguir viviendo y luchando. Pero ahora 
también les pido su solidaridad y su trabajo para mis 
otras hermanas, para las mujeres indígenas de todo 
México.. .’’(Rovira 1997,204).

The Zapatistas’ idea of sending Ramona, half 
dead and “resurrected” to the National Indigenous 
Conference was read as a very efficient political strategy 
to regain the admiration, veneration and support that 
the Zapatistas had lost during the intense accords’ 
negotiations in San Andrés. The Zapatistas decision to 
send Ramona as the rebel representative to the 
Conference was, as Jaime Avilés a well known Mexican 
journalist describes, an “ace” in the sleeve. Avilés 
states:

A lo largo de todo el juego.. .Marcos actuó con una 
admirable sangre fría y con un as guardado en la

University of California at Berkeley



manga...Sitiado por el mayor cerco militar en la 
historia de México, pero aislado igualmente dentro 
del cerco político creado por el desgaste propio y de 
sus adeptos...el “sup" señala con malicia que le
es tahan tratando de vender realmente carísimo el 
“perm iso” de viajar al D istrito Federal, una 
mercancía que, por otra parte, ya tenía en la canasta. 
Así que, señores, dicen que pidió con toda serenidad, 
bájenle (La Jornada [Méxicoj, 13 October, 1996).

The Zapatistas rebels where surrounded by 
military forces and their circulation outside the military 
rim was fiercely prohibited by the government. After 
delicate negotiations, the government agrees to allow 
a Zapatistas’ delegation of ten people to attend the 
National Indigenous Conference. Marcos surprises the 
government and the Mexican public by saying that they 
do not need to send ten, they are going to send “the 
little in between the little,” Ramona. Avilés states:

Y entonces, cuando sólo faltaba que el EZLN diera a 
conocer los nombres de los “hasta diez” delegados 
rebeldes que viajarían en compañía de la Cocopa y la 
sociedad civil...M arcos sacó el ‘as’ que había 
conservado todo el tiempo debajo de la manga y los 
depositó en el tapete para dar el golpe maestro: La 
delegación que enviaremos a! Congreso Nacional 
Indígena, anunció, estará form ada única y 
exclusivamente por la comandante Ramona (La 
Jornada ¡México], 13 October 1996).

Ramona is designated once again to be the 
bearer of the flag to the Convention. In a scene captured 
in video, we see Marcos handing Ramona the national 
flag. We see a small table in one o f the 
“Aguascalientes, above it lays the Mexican flag. 
Marcos and Ramona stand behind it. We hear Marcos 
say: “Solo con ustedes somos. La Patria tiene que nacer 
otra vez de nuestros despojos, de nuestros cuerpos 
rotos, de nuestros muertos. ^

Ramona will travel with the flag carefully 
folded in her purse from “Aguascalientes” to the center 
of the nation. Jaime Avilés describes her departure: “La 
salida de la comandate Ramona de la región chiapaneca, 
en medio del cerco militar es la más aparatosa de la 
historia local y nacional (La Jomada [México] 13 
October 1996).”

Parallel to the well known cyber-rebellion that 
began to circulate internationally very early in 1994, 
and to the reappearance of Ramona as a virtual image 
in video, the Zapatistas where also creating strategies 
that involved the circulation of the antithesis of 
virtuality. They where displacing, circulating the actual 
body o f a beloved, respected, auratic women: 
Ramona. What happens to the Mexican society 
when Ramona, a symbol of “resurrection,” a return, 
gets displaced from her hidden refuge in the Lacandona 
jungle to the center of the nation? Which are the scenes 
that advance and preclude her voice? What kind of 
images, metaphors, discourses is “the little in between 
the little” and her magnanimous surface producing?

Indigenous people have been persistently 
displaced against their will since the Conquest and later 
intensively during the Mexican Revolution.“  ̂ The 
event of Ramona being displaced this time by the 
indigenous rebels themselves and not by forced 
migration, reconfigures, although momentarily, power 
relations in between indigenous people and the 
government’s hegemonic practices of displacement and 
replacement of Indians inside the nation. Guiomar 
Rovira considers that Ramona’s reappearance could 
stop the violent military invasion of communities that 
began in February 1995. She states:

Ramona logró con este mensaje apelar a la 
movilización nacional e internacional para detener el 
avance del ejército en las comunidades rebeldes. Era 
febrero y el subcomandante Marcos se encontraba 
cercado y huyendo a salto de mata (Guiomar Rovira 
1997, 203).

Jaime Avilés writes also about one of the 
effects of Ramona’s displacement: the reinforcement 
of the negotiations around the San Andrés Accords:

Después de la airosa resolución de las elecciones en 
Guerrero y el viaje de Ramona a la capital, dentro de 
la administarción de Zedillo se está abriendo una 
corriente de pensamiento que mira cada vez con mayor 
simpatía la idea de culminar en una auténtica 
negociación, de la cual emerjan soluciones reales a
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los problemas reales.. ..es inútil y absurdo que se siga 
creyendo que la línea dura de los empleados 
gubernamentales es la correcta (La Jornada [México] 
19 October 1996).

Ramona’s travesía to Mexico City and its 
effects were reported in the newspapers parallel to 
political events such as the tense elections in one highly 
combative state, Guerrero, which gained much more 
representatives from the leftist party in Mexico than 
expected. Another effect of Ramona’s apparition, even 
more unexpected than the success of the left wing’s 
party, happen when she arrives to México City. The 
same day that Ramona arrives to the Mexican capital, 
the 12th of October, Colombus day (renamed by Indian 
rights activists as the Day of the Meeting of Two 
Worlds), a most exceptional event is reported in the 
news. Competing with the Zapatistas’ strategies of 
displacement of “apparitions,” the district attorney 
Pablo Bezanilla announces that the body of Manuel 
Muñoz-Rocha, one of the suspected conspirators in the 
assassination of Ruiz Massieu,“  was found on the 
Ranch “La Escondida,” property of Raúl Salinas de 
Gortary, brother of the former president Carlos Salinas 
de Gortary. Betraying the solemnity of his juridical 
language, the district attorney announces eloquently that 
“La Paca” the personal “psychic” of the president’s 
brother had a vision in which she “visualized” the body 
o f the suspected conspirator in “La Escondida.” 
Surprisingly the body “appeared” where it was 
envisioned by “La Paca.” Avilés writes about this event.

Es una lástima que enmedio de este cuadro, en el colmo 
de la desesperación, para lavar la cara de todos los 
que hicieron el ridículo oponiéndose a la visita de los 
zapatistas, y para despojar de las ocho columnas de 
los diarios a una pequeña indígena enferma que llega 
a la capital con la bandera de México tiernamente 
doblada entre sus manos, los propagandistas del poder 
hayan tenido que desenterrar un cadáver que, si algo 
representa, es el estado de salud del “sistema” (La 
Jornada [México] 13 October 1996).

The newspapers reported extensively about the 
“apparition” of the conspirator’s body and little about 
Ramona, with the exception of La Jornada. The scene 
of the “apparition” of Ramona in Mexico City is widely 
reported through the Internet. Did the government engage 
with a phantasmagoric rhetoric to re-cover the space that 
Ramona would, for sure, deserve in the media?

Notwithstanding the little cover in the national 
media, the event of Ramona approaching Mexico City 
is celebrated not only by sectors of the Mexican society 
but by a “rainbow” of rebels gathered together around 
cyberspace.

On October 12th she was welcomed at the 
Conference center. She reads in Spanish not before 
apologizing “por los tropiezos de mi lectura.” Ramona 
addresses the “gift” that the Zapatistas send through 
her, the national flag:

El regalo de nuestra Comandancia General del EZLN 
es esta bandera, que es ¡a bandera de México. Esto es 
para que nunca olvidemos que nuestra patria es 
México y para que todos escuchen lo que hoy gritamos 
de que nunca más un México sin nosotros (Correa and 
Morales 1996,23).

After her speech the expected scene is reported: 
Ramona apologizes again for her speech stumbles and 
handles “with her thin hands and small body the national 
flag.” (Correa and Morales 1996) Ramona speaks 
slowly and never reads Spanish for a long time. The 
task of translation of her speech is never consistent, 
sometimes she speaks in Tzotzil and it is not translated, 
other times she reads in Spanish, always with great 
effort and low voice. It is interesting to note that neither 
journalists nor academics in México, interested in 
Ramona’s journey, place special emphasis on reporting 
and marking the moments of translation and “crossing- 
over” from Tzotzil to Spanish or viceversa. Seldom 
readers know which parts where spoken in Tzotzil or 
which where spoken in Spanish, and if the Spanish is 
uttered by Ramona or translated. In the newspapers’ 
articles and reports Ramona’s voice appears fluent and 
articulate. In actuality she speaks a very fragmented 
and “poor” Spanish. Only when Ramona is seen in 
person or through a video are the marks of translation 
visible. Apparently the task of handling the flag, the 
nation’s memory, the lost Fatherland, and her size and 
illness overtake the efforts o f m arking the 
displacements and “crossings” of her tongue. Her voice 
is covered by loss: the lost flag and the lost fatherland. 
Her body plays as a fetish, it re-covers an absence.
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The absent marks of translation are evident in 
Ramona’s tongue whenever she moves. From her 
village to the space of the maid, the erasure is marked 
through the absence of the translation of her experience. 
From the city to the guerrilla the erasure is evident when 
the emergent juridical subject and incipient normative 
language delineated through “Revolutionary Women’s 
Law” has no discursive space to be fully addressed. 
From the jungle to the capital of the nation, she is 
spoken through the space of the gift: the Zapatistas’ 
offering of the forgotten fatherland to the nation. ^  
Her voice is fragile vis-'a-vis the investiture of the gift 
she represents. The effects of her unmarked speech are 
today evident in the fragmented inscription of the 
indigenous voices in the documents that emanates from 
the negotiations with the government. The presence of 
her portable body, re-covered by the flag, produces the 
réinscription of emotions attached to the Indian body. 
Ramona’s ill and tiny body, her low voice produces 
the eruption of national guilt, compassion and devotion. 
The saints venerated in the churches by millions in 
Mexico neither talk back.

I will close my dissertation with Ramona’s last 
journey and her arrival to the heart of the nation “El 
Zócalo.” There, Ramona spoke in Tzotzil for more 
than one hour. In Tzotzil she addressed the suffering 
under the military invasion of their communities. She 
punctuated the situation of the indigenous women in 
occupied territory and the women’s resistance to 
denigrating traditional practices. When they translated 
her, in exchange for her words, a brief communiqué of 
subcomandante Marcos was read.

It is the inscription of Ramona’s body as the 
space that re-covers the lost fatherland which is at stake, 
not her voice, neither her place as translator of female 
Indian demands. Her body is played as an “ofrenda” a 
gift. But it is paradoxically this “offering” which also 
saves Ramona. While she was in México City several 
NGO’s arranged the procedures for her recuperation. 
Ramona needed urgently a new kidney. Dozens of 
organs where offered for her. Ramona offers her body 
and through this “ofrenda” she receives the possibility 
of life. Notwithstanding the importance of this event 
of donation of life, her recovery is still relegated only 
to the body. Her voice, the voice of the translator, has 
not been recovered, jet.

Ramona represents a signifier of the EZLN’s 
desire to offer, from the outside, from the abject of 
modernity, what the nation has lost. Ramona herself 
offers her body as the surface for the production of the 
offering o f the re-covered nation. The nation is 
represented by her injured body, her martyrdom. She 
circulates with medical paraphernalia, her kidneys 
functioning poorly. The people gathered in “el Zocalo” 
struggle to touch her. The abjected of the nation is 
precisely what represents the wound of modernity, and 
paradoxically what cannot be inscribed in its text, in its 
language. Her word cannot appear with her body. It 
remains outside the symbolic order that which guarantees 
interchange of signification and the construction of 
subjectivity. How can the demand expressed by Indian 
women as the right to rest be accomplished if the space 
for Indian women’s desire is concentrated in her bodies 
as surfaces for inscription of loss and as portable gifts?

The Zapatistas’ offer Ramona’s body and with 
that possibility to inscribe fictions of loss and recovery 
overwritten on her tongue. Ramona is Ramoncita, the 
tiny women whose sacrifice is magnificent, the tiny 
resurrected women, who is outstanding, auratic, majestic 
and speechless.
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NOTES

1 Sp ivak describes m om ents o f  e p iste m ic violence as th e  way in which 
writing -as a form  o f s u p p le m e n ta tio n  o f  the othe r- in te rfe re s and disci
plines the s u b a lte rn ’ s dem ands. W hat is interesting here is the a lte rn a 
tive  th e o ry o f ide o lo g y that she p ro p o s e s  u nde r the im po ssible task of 
“ m easuring s ile n c e s .” Th e  silence o f  th e  subalte rn (the dea fn e ss o f  the 
colonial discourses) could mark precisely when and how much th e  speech 
in th e  subalte rn in te rve n tio n  is d e v ia tin g  from  the W e s te rn , intellectual 
ideal o f w hat a subalte rn su b je c tivity im plies and w hat a subalte rn s u b 
jects knows. See Gayatri S p iva k, “ Can the subaltern sp e a k ? ”  in Marxism 
and  th e  In te rp re ta tio n  o f  C u ltu r e , e d . C ary N e ls o n  and  La w re n c e  
G ro ssberg (U rb an a: U n ive rs ity o f  Illino is Press , 1 9 8 8 ) , 2 8 6 - 2 8 7 .
2 I will unde rstand a m odern n a tio n , when related to the Z a p tis ta s ' 

fram e o f in te lig ibillity , within the req u ire m e n ts th a t the “ firs t w o rld 's ” 
rhetorical discourse dem ands in o rd e r to  unde rg o m arke t interchanges 
with an acceptable p a rtn e r. T h e s e  c o n ditio n s are d em o cracy, e q u ality, 
econom ical capacity o f resp on se to achieve m arket e xch a n g e s. During 
N o ve m b e r 19 9 3  the N A F T A  a g re e m e n t was sign e d. Th e  Mexican n atio n , 
extrem ely uneve n in its econom ical d e ve lo p m e nt a rran g e d  a spectacle 
o f  m o de rn ity in o rd e r to fu lfill th e  re q u ire m e n ts o f th e  nations p a rtn e rs 
o f  th e  agre e m e n t: Canada and th e  U S . T h e  via bility  o f  th is perform ance 
needed the exclusion o f d ive rse  g ro u p s  o f citizens th a t could not sus
tain the term s o f this a g re e m e n t: p e as an t o rg a n iza tio n s , and w orkers 
unions th at were fun c tion in g  m ainly in a national m arket dynam ic and to 
which the reinfo rce m e nt o f  g lo b a liza tio n , in a s h o rt tim e p e rio d , would 
dam age se ve re ly. A  special and e x tre m e ly com plicated exclusion (the 
on e  th at is m ade o u t o f  so m eth in g  th a t was neve r inside th e  nation) was 
m ade long a g o : the exclusion o f  in dig e n o u s com m unities and sp e c ifi
cally indige nous w om en's d e m a n d s . It is this exclusion th at I will a d 
dre ss.

3 A n y ob je ct that is placed in s u b s titu tio n  o f  an original (im ag ined or 
real) presence co nstitu te s the fe tis h . It is not only an obje ct th a t g u a r
ante e s the experience o f e xc ite m e n t, but it is m ainly an obje ct that is 
covering a lack. Drawn from  its psycho analytical m eaning the fetish is 
covering the m o th e r's  absence o f  a p h allu s. The m echanism  th a t cre
ate s a fetish is d o u b le . On the on e  hand we face a process o f re co g n i
tio n o f  the re p re s e n tatio n  o f  a lack and on the o th e r a v e ry active in
ve stm e n t to disavow  this same re p re s e n ta tio n . It is not sim ply an e ra 
su re o f  the re p re s e n ta tio n , but an active repression o f  it. Lacan em 
p h asize d  th at the fetish is a s u b s titu te  fo r the phallus not the pe nis. 
Disavow al is its m echanism . M ore than the location o f the m o the r as the 
space o f lack, which reso nates with binaries o f  m asculinity and fe m in in 
ity long ago criticize d by fe m in is ts . W hat is reveling here is th e  active 
inve stm ent o f  denial and disavow al v is -à -v is  d iffe re n c e  be it sexual or 
racial. See Jacques La c a n , “ Th e  S ig n ific a tio n  o f the P h a llu s ,”  in Ecrits 
(L o n d o n : N o rto n  1 9 7 7 ) ,  2 8 7 -2 8 9  and F re u d , “ Fe tic h is m o ,” 2 9 9 3 , 2 9 9 4 .
4 What I mean by the erasure o f  em e rg e n t juridical lang uage is the 

radical edition o f  the “ R e v o lu tio n a ry  W om en’ s Law s”  (g a th e re d  to g e th e r 
by Ram ona and ano th er fem ale co m an d an te ) in the n e g o tiatio n s between 
reb els and go ve rn m e n t inside the fin a l docum ent sig n e d  by both parts 
and known as San An d ré s A c c o rd s . T h e  d ia lo g u e  o f San A n d ré s  began on 
F e b ru a ry  2 1 s t  1 9 9 4  with the disc ussion o f  “ Rights and Indigeno us Cul
t u r e .”  It su ffe re d  several in te rru p tio n s  the m ost so unde d began in F e b 
rua ry 9th 1 9 9 5  after a m ilitary occupation o f com m unities that su p p o rte d  
the Za p a tis ta s  o r w here under the Z a p a tis ta s  co ntrol. H o w e ve r talks re 
sum ed and ended with the signing o f  the “ San André s A c c o rd s ” in F e b 
ru a ry 1 6th 1 9 9 6 . Th e  “ San An d ré s A c c o rd s ” made specific references to 
the question o f  In d igen o u s wom en rig h ts and c u ltu re . H o w e ve r this re f
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erences are inscribed m ainly in the p ro p o s itio n s  o f an autonom ous and 
in dig e n o u s juridical fram e. Th is a uto n o m o u s  fram e ce rtain ly challenges 
th e  national juridical realm and its form s o f g o ve rn a n c e , inscribing the 
p o s s ib ility  o f  a m ulticultural nation reg u late d  by a t least two juridical 
lan g u a g e s . T h e  fate o f indigenous wom en dem ands inside the “Acuerdos 
de San A n d ré s ”  is sim ilar to w hat h app en with th e  3 4  dem ands: the d ivi
sio n s o f  “ in s id e " (private ) and o u tsid e  (p u b lic ). H o w e ve r it is w orthy 
m e n tio n in g  th at in the “A cue rdos de San A n d ré s " som e wom en’ s d e 
m ands do a p p e a r: unde r po int 5 .1 .b  as th e  necessity to  guarantee con
s titu tio n a l rig h ts and human rights in pa rtic u lar to  w om en, under 5 .1  .e 
to  g u a ra n te e  wom en the right o f  p a rtic ip a tio n  in eq ual conditions in the 
g o ve rn m e n t and develop m e nt o f  the in dig e n o u s com m unities. The p ro b 
lem is th a t the d e fin itio n  o f what is, according to  w om en, a co n stitu 
tio n al o r hum an rig ht or what is m eant by eq u ality is subordinated to 
w hat is u n d e rs to o d  as the right to be g o ve rn e d  b y the juridical fram es o f 
tra d itio n a l c o m m u n itie s . See C o m isió n  N a c io n a l d e  In te rm e d ia c ió n  
( C O N A I ) , P rim eros Acuerdos de San A n d re s . M esa 1 : “ Derechos y Cultura 
In d íg e n a ”  (M é x ic o : C O N A I, 19 9 6 ) , 4 - 1 0 ,  and Lu is  H e rn á n d e z N avarro 
and Ram ón 1/era H e rre ra , e d s ., A c u e rd o s de San A n d re s  ¡M é xico: E ra , 
1 9 9 8 ) , 5 3 -6 6 . F o r  the co nte nt o f  th e  “ R e v o lu tio n a ry  W om en’ s La w s” 
se e  R o s a lb a  H e r n á n d e z  C a s tillo , “ E s p e r a n z a s  y D e s a fío s  de las 
Chiap anecas ante el siglo X X I, La  D ob le jo rn a d a  (M é x ic o ), Lune s 3 de 
m a rzo  1 9 9 7 , 1 8 - 2 0 ; Rosa Rojas, Chiapas ¿ y las m ujeres qué? (M éxico: 
La  Corre a F e m in is ta , 1 9 9 4 ) , 2 6 -4 0 .
5 I am o b liq u e ly  referring to the n otion  o f  d iffé re n d  used by Ly o ta rd . 

T h e  d iffé re n d  a p p e ars  at the lim it o f  the system  o f  phrases and en u n 
ciations u tte re d  in a d is p u te . T h e  d iffé re n d  as “ v ic tim ,"  the sub alte rn , 
ap p e ars  disp oss ess ed  o f the arm o r o f  lang uage and powers o f sig n ifi
cation (in s tan ces o f  com m unication) to re p o rt the wrong done by not 
a dd re ssin g  the eve n t with a “ p ro p e r”  (s e lf owned and also ade quate) 
la n g u a g e . In th is case “ sile nce” w ould n o t be read as an absence but 
as the n e g atio n  o f  specific ph rases. See L y o ta r d , 8 .
6 Fo r  m ore on th e  negotiations o f  fem ale voices inside nationalist m ove

m ents see P a rth a  C hatterje e, “ Th e  N a tio n a lis t R esolution o f the Woman's 
Q u e s tio n ,”  in Recasting Women, e d s. Kum Kum S a n g a ry and Sudesh Vaid, 
2 3 3 -2 5 3  (N e w  D e h li: Kali fo r W om en, 1 9 8 9 ) and Ly d ia  L iu , “ Th e  Fem ale 
B ody and N a tio n a lis t Discourse: T h e  Fie ld  o f Life  and Death R e v is ite d ," 
in Sc atte re d H e g e m o n ie s, In derpo l Grew al and Caren Kap lan , eds. (M in
n e a p o lis : U n iv e rs ity  o f  M innesota P re s s , 1 9 9 4 ) , 3 7 - 7 4 .
7  M ary Lo u is  P ra tt defines contact zo n e s  as “ social spaces where d is

p a rate  cu ltu re s m e et, clash and g ra p p le  with each o th e r, often in highly 
asym m etrical re latio n s o f dom ination and s u b o rd in a tio n -lik e  colonial
ism , s la ve ry , o r  th e ir afterm aths as th e y  are lived o u t across the globe 
t o d a y .”  Se e  M a ry  L o u is e  P r a t t , Im p e ria l e y e s . T ra v e l W riting and 
T ra n s c u ltu ra tio n  (N e w  York : Ro u tle d g e  1 9 9 2 ) , 4 .

8 See Cam era Luc ida (New Y o rk : H ill and Wall 1 9 8 1 ) .  Barthes creates 
th e  term  “ pu n c tu m ”  to talk a b o u t the un sp e a kab le  in an im age. He d e 
fin e s  the “ p u n tu m ” as a wound (Ib id ., 2 1 )  an enigm a ( Ib id ., 18 ) an a d 
v e n tu re  (Ib id ., 19 ) a set o f in te rre fe re n c e s , “ a kind o f subtle b e yo n d- 
as if th e  im age launched desire b eyo nd w hat it perm its us to se e ” (Ib id ., 
5 9 ) . T h e  “ p u n c tu m ” o f this im ag e, fo r me, e n te rs in the middle of the 
p h o to g ra p h  th ro u g h  one the masked re b e ls and tra n s its  h o rizo n ta lly to 
im pact th e  fla g , ending at the a ltar on San C ristóbal fro ze n  statue.
9 F o r  th e  re latio n  o f p h o to g ra p h y with the real and the equivocal see 

Susan S o n ta g , O n  P h o to g ra p h y  (N e w  Y o rk : A n c h o r Books Double day, 
1 9 7 7 ) .
1 0  See Carlos M o n sivais , “ El n uevo país: un sue ño de fin de siglo y la 

so ciedad del e s p e c tá c u lo ," in Proc eso N u m . 9 0 4 , F e b ru a ry  1 9 9 4 , 1 6 - 
2 1 .

1 1  F o r  th e  co m ple te inaugural speech see E Z L N  1 9 9 4  , 1 6 2 -1 6 8
1 2  In Sp anish “ fa th e rla n d " is fe m in in e , th e  fe m in in e  g e nde r attached 

to  th e  n otion  o f  Fa th e rla n d , double s the e ffe c t o f  Ram ona as a women 
and a h u rtin g  b od y, representing the “ p a in fu l,”  fa th e rla n d .

13  During the 1 7 th  and 1 8th century a hegem onic discourse o f La Virgen 
de G u ad alu p e  arose o u t o f  the Criollo desire to  w rest power and create 
an in d e p e n d e n t  M exican n a tio n . T h is  new  d is c o u rs e  tra n s fo rm e d  
G u ad alu p e  fro m  m erely a relig io us s y m b o l, to  a national o n e . During this 
period La  Virg en de Guadalupe gained her immense po pularity as la Virgen 
M o re n a, while M a lin tzin  absorbed the historical guilt thro ugh her d e s ig 
nation as La  C hingada, the Mexican “ o p e n in g ” the Mexican deepest wound 
according to  O ctavio  P a z. This s e p a ra tio n  o r b in a ry discourses collapses 
with Ram ona who is b o th : the w ound and the “ a p p a ritio n ."  F o r more on

the re latio n s with the n atio n ’ s wound (La  Chingada) and the n a tio n 's  
sym bo l (L a  V irg e n  d e  G u a d a lu p e ) se e N o rm a  A la rc o n , “ T ra d d u to r a , 
T ra d ito ra : A Paradigm atic fig ure o f Chicana Fe m in is m ,”  Cultural Critique 
1 3 , (Fa ll 1 9 8 9 ) , 5 7 - 8 7 ;  Alm a Garcia. “ Th e  D eve lo pm e n t o f Chicana Fe m i
nist D is co u rse , 1 9 7 0 - 1 9 8 0 ” in U nequal Siste rs: A  M ulticultural Reader 
in U .S  W om en's H is to ry ,e d . Vicky R u iz and Elle n  Carol D ubo is (N e w  Y o rk : 
Ro u tle d g e  1 9 9 4 ) , 5 3 1 - 5 3 4 ; Octavio P a z and An a  C as tillo , e d s ., G odess 
o f  the Am e ricas/La Dio sa de las Am ericas (Ne w  Y o rk : R ive rh ead B o o k s. 
1 9 9 6 ).
1 4  F o r  m ore on the use o f  w om en’ s bodies in n ation alist s tru g g le s  see 

Ly d ia  L iu , “ Th e  Fem ale B o d y and N a tio n alist D is c o u rse : T h e  Fie ld  o f  Life  
and D eath R e v is ite d ,”  in Scattered H e g e m o n ie s , In d e rp o l Grew al and 
Caren K a p la n , e d s. (M in n e ap o lis: U n ive rs ity  o f  M in n eso ta P re s s , 1 9 9 4 )
, 3 7 - 7 4 .

15  T h e  N a tio n al In d ig e n o u s C onference (C N D ) was create d in 1 9 9 5 . 
T h e ir main goal was the creation o f an in dig e n o u s com m on fro n t a g ain st 
the political system  in M exico, in pow er o ve r m ore than s e ve n ty y e a rs . 
Th e  C N D  seeks for dem ocracy in a w ide r sense in vo lvin g  s o cial, ec o
nom ic and cultural realm s. See Juan A lza d a  M e nese s, e d . Nu n c a más un 
México sin n o s o tro s! E l Cam ino del Cong re so Nacional In d ígen a (M éxic o: 
C e -A c a tl, 1 9 9 8 ) .

16 See V ide o Canal Seis de Ju lio , La  O tra  P a la b ra, Produced by Canal 
Seis de Ju lio , 1 9 9 6 , vid e o c a se tte .

1 7  See Ib id , and E Z L N ,  D ocum entos y Com unicados, v o l. 2 , ¡M é xic o : 
E R A , 1 9 9 5 ) , 2 3 3 .

18  T h e  “A g u a s c a lie n te s ”  are enclaves created by the Za p a tis ta s  in the 
rebel zo n e s . W hene ver one o f  th e ir villag e s is take n by th e  m ilitary a 
new “A g u a s c a lie n te s ” a p p e a rs . During th e  Mexican re v o lu tio n  in 1 9 1 4  
the d iffe re n t factions o f  the strug gle gathered to g e th e r in Aguascalientes 
to d e fin e  a new social c o n trac t.

19  Ibid
2 0  Fo r  m ore on the use o f the In te rn e t by the Z a p a tis ta s  see Serg io 

A g u a y o  Q u e za d a  and Joh n B ailey e d s , Las S e g u rid a d e s  de M éxico y 
Es ta d o s  U nido s en un M o m ento de tra n sic ió n , (M éxic o: Siglo X X I 1 9 9 6 ) , 
3 2 0 - 3 4 4 ; B e rtra n d  de la G ran ge and M aité R ic o , M a rc o s , la Genial 
Im p o stu ra, (M exic o: A g u ila r 1 9 9 7 )  , 3 7 9 - 4 0 6 ; R o g e r B u rb ac h , “ R oo ts o f 
the Po stm od ern  R eb ellio n  in C h ia p a s ,”  in New  L e ft  Review  2 0 5 , 1 9 9 5 , 
3 6 -4 6 ; laim e A vile s y Gianni M ina, M arcos y la Insurrecció n Z a p a tis ta : 
La  R evolución v irtu a l de un pueblo op rim ido (M éxic o: G rijalb o 1 9 9 8 ) .
21 Fo r  a h is to ry o f Indian forced m igration to th e  so u th  see G eo rg e 

Collier, Basta! Land and the Za p a tis ta s  R ebellion in Chiapas (O a k la n d : 
Fo o d  F ir s t , 1 9 9 4 ) , 1 5 - 4 5 .
2 2  José Francisco R u iz Massieu was a ssassinate d on March 1 9 9 4 . A t 

th a t tim e he was the S e cretary General o f the P R I.
23 According to  D e rrid a , a g ift has a v e ry  specific m echanism  o f  o p e ra 

tio n . Its dynam ic is ce n te re d  in a ve rb : to  g iv e . Sim ilar to th e  p ro m ise , 
the g ift has its s tip u la tio n s . So m ething can be co n c e p tu a lize d  as a g ift 
only if th e  receiver do e s not re c o g n ize  it as so m eth in g  th a t has been 
given by an othe r. T h e  g ift defie s reciprocity. Th e  act o f  g ivin g  (g ivin g  
as a g ift) require s that th e  receiver does not have to  “ pay b a c k .” Derrida 
deco nstructs the m eaning o f  space and tim e in o rd e r to  be able to  in
scribe th e  logic o f th e  g ift , o u tside  the s ym bo lic. He plays th e  m eaning 
o f a p re s e n t as a th in g  th a t is g iv e n , and the p re s e n t as tim e . T h e  g ive r 
and th e  rece ive r in th e  realm  given by c h ro n o lo g y and space re c o g n ize  
th e  p re s e n t. He co n stru cts the g ift o u t o f the logic o f  tim e , o f circular 
tim e . D errid a co nstructs the g ift precisely like the lacanian “ r e a l ,” the 
im p o ssible. «T h e  real is d is tin g u is h e d , as I said last tim e , b y its d e s e xu - 
a liza tio n , by the fact th a t its econom y, later, adm its so m ething new, which 
is precisely the im po ssible.» (D errida 1 9 9 2 , 1 6 7 )  The question here would 
be a b o u t the typ e  o f  econo m y o f signification th a t allow s the g ift  to 
appe ar. It is n o t inside th e  econom y o f the sym bo lic s p h e re , th a t «im 
plies the idea o f e xc h a n g e , o f  c irc u la tio n , o f r e tu rn ,» (D e r rid a  1 9 9 2 , 6) 
which w ould contain th e  g ift . D errid a constructs the g ift as exp e lled  from  
the v e ry  n o tio n  o f c irc u la rity, e x c h a n g e , re tu rn , and c irc u la tio n .S e e  
ja q u e s D e rrid a , Given T im e : I. C o u n te rfe it M oney, tra n s . P e g g y  K am u f 
(Chicag o: Chicago U n ive rs ity  P re s s , 1 9 9 2 ) , 1 - 3 3 .

University of California at Berkeley




