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Autonomy Is in Our Hearts
Zapatista Autonomous Government through the Lens of 
the Tsotsil Language
Dylan Eldredge Fitzwater • Foreword: John P. Clark
Following the Zapatista uprising on New Year’s Day 1994, the EZLN commu-
nities of Chiapas began the slow process of creating a system of autonomous 
government that would bring their call for freedom, justice, and democracy from 
word to reality. Autonomy Is in Our Hearts analyzes this long and arduous pro-
cess on its own terms, using the conceptual language of Tsotsil, a Mayan lan-
guage indigenous to the highland Zapatista communities of Chiapas. 

The words “Freedom,” “Justice,” and “Democracy” emblazoned on the 
Zapatista flags are only approximations of the aspirations articulated in the 
six indigenous languages spoken by the Zapatista communities. They are rough 
translations of concepts such as ichbail ta muk’ or “mutual recognition and re-
spect among equal persons or peoples,” a’mtel or “collective work done for the 
good of a community” and lekil kuxlejal or “the life that is good for everyone.” 
Autonomy Is in Our Hearts provides a fresh perspective on the Zapatistas and 
a deep engagement with the daily realities of Zapatista autonomous govern-
ment. Simultaneously an exposition of Tsotsil philosophy and a detailed account 
of Zapatista governance structures, this book is an indispensable commentary 
on the Zapatista movement of today.
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ACCOLADES
“This is a refreshing book. Written with the humility of the learner, or the ab-
sence of the arrogant knower, the Zapatista dictum to ‘command obeying’ be-
comes to ‘know learning.’” 

—Marisol de la Cadena, author of Earth Beings: Ecologies of Practice 
across Andean Worlds

“Autonomy Is in Our Hearts takes us step by step through the first two grades of 
the Zapatistas’ international primary school in politics called the escuelita, and 
carefully describes the ongoing revolution of everyday life in the autonomous 
municipalities of Chiapas. Most importantly, this book studies the Zapatistas in 
their own language. In the syntax and semantics of precolonial languages are 
encoded the seeds and harvest of a post-capitalist present and future. If, as the 
Zapatistas say, ‘the word is our weapon,’ then this book is a glimpse into an 
armory for decolonization.” 

—Quincy Saul, coeditor of Maroon the Implacable


