
Radical 
Democracy
recovering the roots 
of self-governance & 
autonomy

with contributions from

Sutej Hugu
Jineolojî Academy

Xochitl Leyva Solano
Michelle Maloney

Mary Graham
Daniel M. Kobei

Paul Sein Twa
Ajaz Ahmed

Dennis Tabaro
Ashish Kothari

Shrishtee Bajpai
Franco Augusto



Radical 
Democracy

recovering the roots 
of self-governance & 
autonomy

Edited by 
Shrishtee Bajpai & Franco Augusto

All the contents are in Public Domain. The copy and reuse 
of the contents is allowed as long as the source is cited.

Citation: 
Global Tapestry of Alternatives. "Radical Democracy: recovering 
the roots of self-governance & autonomy". December 2025. 
https://globaltapestryofalternatives.org/reports:rd:01

The illustrations in this book are inspired by the photographs of the 
following contributors: Sutej Hugu, Ashish Kothari, Xochitl Leyva 
Solano, Shrishtee Bajpai, Ajaz Ahmad, KESAN and other web sources. 
For more information, you can contact the editors.

Design, Layout & Illustrations by
Franco Augusto

In the face of escalating crises—climate 
collapse, widening economic inequities, and 
the entrenched power of neoliberal states—the 
quest for radical democracy and autonomy has 
never been more urgent. It is in this convulsing 
global terrain that the Global Tapestry of 
Alternatives (GTA) emerged in 2019, as a 
network of grassroots groups, social 
movements, and communities (especially in the 
Global South) working together to imagine, 
enact, and defend alternatives to the dominant 
political-economic order. Through its horizontal 
structure, knowledge-sharing practices, and 
emphasis on ecological sustainability,
economic democracy, indigenous rights, and 
participatory governance, GTA offers an 
evolving guide for those seeking paths beyond 
extraction, oppression, and hierarchy.

This compilation gathers stories of radical 
democracy and autonomy precisely to 
contribute to that lifeline. The essays and 
narratives collected here are not abstract 
theorizing—they are grounded experiments 
and lived realities: communities practicing self ��
governance; indigenous collectives reclaiming 
land, culture, and decision ��making; solidarities 
forged across borders resisting extractivism 

and marginalization. Each story re ��ects one of 
the core objectives of the GTA: networking 
and solidarity; knowledge sharing; amplifying 
alternative models; and fostering systemic 
transformation. By drawing these diverse 
threads into dialogue, this book aims to 
strengthen the tapestry, offering both 
inspiration and critical re ��ection for 
practitioners, activists, scholars, and anyone 
yearning to reimagine democracy not merely 
as a form of government but as a lived, 
relational, morally grounded process of 
autonomy.

As you turn these pages, you will sense a 
common insistence: that autonomy is 
inseparable from democratic participation, 
that radical democracy demands more than 
procedural reform—it demands transformation 
in how power, resources, and decision ��making 
are organized. These stories, spanning 
different geographies, cultures, and 
challenges, together af ��rm the vitality and 
multiplicity of alternative futures already in 
motion. May this collection serve as a bridge
—across continents, across movements, 
across knowledges—within the GTA, both to 
honour what has been achieved and to stir 
what remains possible.

Preface
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Glimpses of Radical 
Democracy and Autonomy
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INTRODUCTION

Shrishtee Bajpai & Franco Augusto

It is becoming increasingly obvious the 
urgency to think and act about the problems 
of the climate/ecological crisis, wars, social 
justice and borders from an integral approach. 
Environmental breakdown displaces millions of 
people every year, while states respond by 
militarising their borders, causing further 
suffering and death. Historically, the Nation-
State model was born out of a logic that also 
saw nature – and colonised peoples – as 
things to be conquered, dominated and 
exploited 1. This was supported by an ideology 
asserting that capitalist and extractive 
modernity is the only way to organise lives, 
that a centralised government was the only 
way to reach ‘welfare’ to the ‘masses’, and 
that this justi ��es taking over territories of 
Indigenous peoples and local communities for 
national goals like ‘development' and security. 
It’s symbols such as one ��ag, one language 
and a single identity submerge and often 
disrespect diverse biocultures – combined
biological and cultural human environments 2. 

We must see the nation-state, capitalism and 
colonialism as going hand in hand. 
Unfortunately, the industrial model applied by 
the socialist experiments has also been as much
extractive and had the same attitude towards 
nature – to be exploited for human welfare. In 
that regard, the developmentalist and industrial 
attitude in a hegemonic nation-state remains 
the same. The ��nancialisation of nature is at the 
core of these processes. The role of 
representative democracy within the framework 
of the Nation-State, its crisis of legitimacy and 
the co-optation by the far right  perspectives 
and increasing fascist tendencies is also evident 
in the recent times across the world 3.

However, grassroots people have been 
increasingly questioning whether sustainability, 
peace, justice can ever be achieved through the 
framework of nation-states. Communities across 
the world are has been practicing diverse forms 
of self-government, anarchisms 4, and autonomy 
along with the emerging frameworks of power 
for radical transformations 5.

"...democracy doesn't 
mean putting power some 
place other than where the 

people are"

There is a multiplicity of practices and 
experiences that embody these other forms of 
government where the meaning of the idea of 
“democracy” seems to re-emerge: the “power 
of the people.” They are a return to the origin, 
to the very root of the question. In this sense, it 
is important to recover the concept of “radical 
democracy.” This is not about attempts to ��x 
representative democracy within the 
framework of “public policy” rhetoric. We are 
not talking here about concepts that have 
emerged within the institutional reformist 
framework, such as “participatory democracy”.  
What ordinary people are bringing is real  
democracy.

We speak of “radical” democracy because its 
sense of strength escapes to a ��eld of 
enunciation that is both precise and polysemic. 
The concept is not new, but it has fallen into 
disuse and its transformative capacity remains 
unexplored. Radical democracy is not a 
historically existing institution, but a historical 
project which can only exist as a never-ending 
horizon. It is not about "a government" but 
about governance. All the time, people learn 
from experience that true democracy depends 
on the places where people live and exercise 
their power.  As said by Lummis, "...democracy 
doesn't mean putting power some place other 
than where the people are" 6.

The years of con ��ict over borders that were 
drawn arbitrarily, show the limitations of 
Nation-State boundaries. The ethnic and natural 
boundaries have come to be more cogently 
recognised living in these borders and thus a 
desire to see beyond the international states 
paradigm. This is evident in the lives and 
politics of the border communities across the 
world. The people inhabiting the pluriverse 

are turning to other ways of organising society 
based on Indigenous cosmovisions and 
practices that (re)integrates humans within 
nature.

To truly govern their own lives, grassroots 
peoples and grounded alternatives ways of 
living are creating political bodies through 
which power can be exercised, both in theory 
and in practice, by themselves, and not in the 
hands of elected or imposed leaders. In their 
new commons, they seek multiple ways of 
shared governance, where “democracy” is 
nothing more than common sense 7. In that 
sense communities are challenging the capitalist 
and statist domination of lives, taking 
democracy to its basic root.

Through the series of reports on regenerative 
stories documents, we bring out the tensions 
and complementarities between local, national 
and global dimensions. To read through 
publication we invite the readers to have in mind 
the questions that shaped it. What are other 
ways to understand and practice democracy 
beyond the reduced perspective of liberal, 
representative and western models? How do 
communities action/work transform that into a 
different notion of power, e.g. ‘power-with’ or 
‘power-to’? And what does that then mean for 
democracy? What are the links between radical 



democracy and economy? How do they 
interact with each other/linked and what’s 
our collective envisioning on it? How do the 
notions of democracy exist beyond humans? 
How can we rethink democracy keeping the 
rest of nature (more than humans) in mind? 
What would a post-state society look like and 
the notion of withering away from the state 
just wishful thinking? What are the multiple 
practices susceptible to being framed under 
the idea of “radical democracy”? 

In the different pieces coming from different 
communities across the world, the common 
thread running through is the impact of
colonialism and imperialism that perpetuated 
violence over humans, cultures, lands, 
territories and the rest of nature.

In the ��rst section of the publication we 
present a series of experiences struggling 
against and beyond state.  Sutej Hugu from 
Taiwan explains in his contribution how 
having “gone through the following four 
centuries of successive colonial regimes, 
communities lost integrity and sovereignty, 
lands and rights” . Continued imposition of 
and centralisation of power in the hands of 
the nation-state was one of the bases of 
capitalism 8: in practice, capitalism is carried 
out through the political, legal and military 
institutions of nation-states 9. 

The Kurdish movement rooted in Democratic 
confederalism, a non-nationalist and social 
system adopting an ecological approach 
based on direct and participatory 
democracy, centred around the liberation of 
women from a millennia of enslavement in 

various forms of patriarchy and masculinity. 
According to Abdullah Öcalan, the ideologue of 
the movement, the state is a manifestation of 
patriarchy, hence true democratic liberation can 
only emerge if it is based on the/a ‘science of 
women’s freedom’ called Jineolojî. The Kurdish 
movement illustrates a powerful example of 
nurturing radical democracy and a holistic 
system of democratic society organisation in 
four parts of Kurdistan as well as on the basis of 
cooperation with democratic anti-system 
groups in Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria. Rather 
than demanding something from states and 
dominant men or  criticizing them, the Kurdish 
movement emphasizes the precious meaning of 
living self-determined and collectively.  
Autonomy and democracy is tied with a 
developing philosophy of life, for example for 
the Kurdish movement it is Jin-Jiyan-Azadî 
(women, life and freedom) , and to strengthen 
structures of women's autonomous self-
governance, self-defence and self-suf ��cient 
economy.

In similar ways, the insurgent hope of Zapatistas 
in Mexico  takes a radical shift by asserting that 
indigenous autonomy is rejecting the state and 
covers most aspects of life and is organized by 
areas of work that vary from community to 
community. These include women, health, 
education, government, justice, agroecology, 
agrarian affairs, collective work, care of Mother 
Earth, commerce, transportation, civil registry, 
arts (dances, theater, music, murals, handicrafts, 
paintings, sculptures, poetry), science and 
communication (radio, video, cinema). 
Autonomy must be exercised in everyday life.
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In the second section, we present  
experiences about self-determination in 
relation with State governmental 
structures.  Neo colonisation in the form of 
western legal systems, how nation states 
and bureaucracy still function continues to 
eradicate peoples systems of governance. 
However, radicalizing democracy does not 
necessarily mean rejecting the state 
altogether. In many situations, communities 
deepen democratic participation by 
negotiating with, challenging, and at times 
collaborating with state institutions. This 
re��ects an understanding that the state—
despite its colonial and exclusionary 
foundations—continues to be a key site of 
struggle over rights, sovereignty, and 
recognition. For marginalized groups, 
engaging with the state can create 

opportunities for legal gains, territorial defense, and 
the institutional validation of alternative governance 
systems. Yet such engagement is not a form of 
submission; it is often a strategic and tactical 
process that merges grassroots mobilization with 
efforts to transform structures from within. In this 
light, radical democracy is not merely an external 
project, but a relational one—constantly shaped 
through the interplay between community autonomy 
and the formal architectures of state power.

The Aboriginals from Australia  speak of First Laws as 
the foundational laws and rules about how to live 
with and Care for Country (a community’s land/
traditional estate/bioregion). These First Laws 
emerged from the deep understanding that 
Aboriginal People developed about their Country – 
their unique ecosystems and local places – over 
millennia of observation, practice and spirituality. 

Dongria Kondh wedding dance, Niyamgiri, Odisha, India
Source: Ashish Kothari



Second laws are the rules for living together 
with other human beings, which are guided 
by the template of First Laws. Speaking for 
these modern times towards the idea of 
Earth Governance, focus on understanding 
the foundations of their local ecosystems, 
catchments and bioregions ��rst, then build 
an analysis of their current economic and 
social issues, so that systems change can be 
created that bene ��ts and ��ts within their 
unique, speci ��c ecological boundaries. 

Continuation of neo-liberal growth and 
extractive model of development is very 
much part of this neo-colonising discourse, 
elaborates Paul Sein Twa, Salween Peace 
Park. There, the Karen community is 
challenging this reductionist, modernist 
perspective of the State and other forms of 
dominant governance institutions who work 
on the logic that humans are separate from 
rivers, mountains and forests, and individuals 
from the community.  By operating on the 
principle of deliberative democracy, the 
Salween Peace Park (SPP), a Karen 
Indigenous-led culture and nature 
conservation area, operates under a 
popularly elected 137-member General 
Assembly, makes governance more 
transparent, directly accountable, and 
accessible, thus strengthening political 
engagement.
   
The Ogiek people of Kenya  provide a 
powerful example of radical democracy 
enacted through engagement with state 
institutions. After generations of 
marginalization and land dispossession, the 
Ogiek appealed to the African Court on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights, which in 2017 
af��rmed their rights to ancestral territories 

and self-governance. This landmark decision 
demonstrates how Indigenous communities can 
leverage state and supra-state mechanisms to 
broaden the scope of democratic possibility. For 
the Ogiek, the struggle for land restitution 
extends beyond territorial recovery—it 
represents a reaf ��rmation of collective decision-
making and ecological guardianship as vital 
democratic practices that the state must learn 
to recognize and accommodate.

In the third and ��nal section of this 
publication, we explore the experiences of
radical democracy that take place around 
conservation and recovery of traditional 
governance practices.  From Indigenous 
peoples' struggle in Pakistan and Uganda we 
learn that Indigenous ecological wisdom of 
embeddedness and connectedness is cross-
generations, inter-species and trans-boundaries. 
They illustrate a powerful example of conserving 
the animistic territories of life for all beings, 
celebrating the diversity of language, cultural 
and biological diversity, and embodying the 
embeddedness in the inter-species habitats. For 
several of these communities, autonomy is 
closely tied with promoting  and restoring 
original labors and ceremonies following the 
seasons, traditional song-singing in community 
gathering and storytelling in each extended 
family (including the more than human world). 

In many Indigenous and local traditions, 
governance emerges not from centralized 
authority but from the recognition of 
interdependence between people, ancestors, 
spirits, and ecosystems. The more-than-human 
plays a fundamental role in shaping political
order, as rivers, mountains, and forests are often 
seen as subjects with agency rather than 
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objects to be managed. This re-centering of 
democracy around ecological and spiritual 
relations opens a path to rethink politics as 
something grounded in reciprocity and care 
rather than domination and control.

The Kalasha community of the Hindu Kush 
in Pakistan  exempli ��es this rooted practice. 
Their governance is woven into rituals, 
myths, and collective assemblies that 
respect both human needs and ecological 
integrity. The Kalasha view forests, pastures, 
and rivers as sacred spaces, demanding 
protection rather than exploitation. Through 
community decision-making, they sustain a 
balance between survival and conservation, 
demonstrating that democracy becomes

radical when it reclaims its original foundation: 
collective life in harmony with nature.

In Uganda, the Bagungu community  has 
advanced a similar vision by linking political 
action to the rights of nature. Struggles over 
land, forests, and water have led to innovative 
forms of governance that recognize ecosystems 
as legal and moral entities. By framing rivers and 
landscapes as rights-bearing subjects, these 
communities expand the boundaries of 
democracy beyond human society, creating a 
legal-political framework where nature is a 
participant in governance. Their practices 
challenge the anthropocentric assumptions of 
odern law and offer an ecological radicalization 
of democracy.

Village Mapping at Kunariya



Taken together, the Kalasha in Pakistan and 
the Bagungu in Uganda illustrate that the 
radicalization of democracy also comes from 
returning to its roots: the land, the sacred, 
and the recovery of grounded experiences. By 
re-centering politics on ecological 
interdependence and traditional forms of 
governance, these communities propose a 
vision of democracy that transcends the state 
and modern law. In doing so, they remind us 
that genuine democracy grows not in 
parliaments but in forests, rivers, and 
communal assemblies where human life is 
inseparable from the vitality of nature.

What is immensely powerful is that these 
communities weave together powerful 
examples of organizing from below offering 
visions of pluriversal radical democracies: 
where all people, rather than being under a 
political occupation of globalized, capitalist, 
hetero-patriarchal, liberal democracy, have 
the right to exist as they are, with their own 
ways of being, doing, and thinking. They also 
offer interesting lessons on transnational 
organizing while also thinking through power 
and alternatives.

The processes of radical democracy listed in 
this series argues for a holistic approach to 
this concept that acknowledges and 
respects diverse forms of knowledge and 
plural forms of governance . Many of these 
processes are calling for deeper international 
convergence of struggles that unite 
Indigenous Peoples, grassroots movements, 
and oppressed communities in the ��ght for 
justice and dignity. 

As a response to this need, from the Global 
Tapestry of Alternatives, we organized a ��rst 
global convergence in February 2025, which 
took place in South Africa. As a result of this 
effort, a new kind of internationalism seems to 
be emerging around Radical Democracy and 
Autonomy, initially expressed in the 
“Declaration on Autonomy, Radical 
Democracy and Self Determination” 10.

 There is a need for a new form of 
internationalism where there is a collective 
rejection of the dominance of the nation-state 
framework, even if some continue to  continue 
to work under and/or negotiate with it. In 
addition, there is collective insistence on 
biocultural regionalism, where political decision-
making aligns with natural and cultural ��ows 
rather than arti ��cial borders. A strong 
internationalism can only be developed if other 
models of international governance that operate 
in mutual recognition in, against, and beyond 
the nation-state, forging pathways toward a just 
and liberated future and a people’s legitimation 
process can be advocated for. This would need 
relationality and interconnectedness of all things 
as a fundamental to work towards mutual 
recognition of these systems by communities, 
social movements and networks who believe in 
the power, autonomy and interspecies justice
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Radical democracy emerges as a practice 
that seeks to deepen political participation 
beyond the representative structures of the 
nation-state. It does not simply demand 
inclusion within existing institutions, but 
rather questions the legitimacy of 
centralized forms of sovereignty and 
authority. In this sense, radical democracy 
opens space for collective self-
determination, plural voices, and horizontal 
decision-making. Its power lies in the 
capacity to confront the rigid frameworks of 
the modern state, creating alternative forms 
of governance that embody autonomy and 
solidarity.

Indigenous groups in Taiwan exemplify the 
dynamics of autonomy and radical 
democracy. Facing centuries of 
assimilationist policies by both colonial 
powers and the modern Taiwanese state, 
many Indigenous peoples have revitalized 
their own decision-making structures rooted 
in traditional councils and communal 
stewardship of land. By reclaiming 
sovereignty over territories, cultural 
practices, and political organization, these 
communities show how radical democracy is 
not only a rejection of the nation-state, but 
also a re-af��rmation of ancestral ways of 
living together, in which politics is 
inseparable from land, identity, and 
collective memory.

The Kurdish movement known for the 
Rojava-Revolution has also articulated a 
democratic confederalism that explicitly 
rejects the nation-state as the ultimate form 
of political organization. Inspired by the 1

Against & 
Beyond the State
ideas of Abdullah Öcalan, Kurdish 
communities have built councils, 
communes, and cooperatives that embody 
gender equality, ecological awareness, and 
pluralistic participation. These institutions 
directly confront the centralizing 
tendencies of state power in the Middle 
East, while demonstrating the potential of 
radical democracy to weave together 
diverse ethnic and religious groups in 
shared self-governance.

The Zapatista movement in Chiapas, 
Mexico, provides another powerful 
example of radical democratic practice in 
action. Since the 1994 uprising, Zapatista 
communities have organized themselves 
through assemblies, rotating leadership, 
and collective decision-making, rejecting 
the centralized state’s authority. Their 
autonomous municipalities represent a 
living experiment in self-rule, where health, 
education, and justice are managed 

collectively by the people themselves. This
de��ance of the Mexican nation-state 
demonstrates how radical democracy can 
coexist with, and challenge, dominant 
structures of power, offering new 
possibilities for grassroots sovereignty.

Taken together, these experiences 
illustrate how radical democracy thrives at 
the margins of the nation-state, 
confronting its limits and proposing 
alternative forms of sovereignty. The 
Indigenous peoples of Taiwan, the Kurdish 
movement, and the Zapatistas 
demonstrate that radical democracy is not 
a utopian abstraction, but a practical and 
embodied process of self-rule. Their 
experiments reveal a powerful truth: 
democracy becomes radical not when it 
perfects the state, but when it transcends 
it, allowing communities to create new 
political worlds grounded in autonomy, 
dignity, and solidarity.
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Sutej Hugu
Indigenous Taiwan Self-

Determination Alliance (ITWSDA)

Struggling for Indigenous 
Self-Governments & 
Striving for a Sustainable 
Common Future in Taiwan

“no si mavey tao am, meyta” 
(If we are still alive, then let’s go!)

 – a Tao old saying

This is a diaspora map about the Austronesian 
language family which originated from Taiwan 
��ve thousand years ago. It spans from the 
Indian Ocean the Madagascar to the Paci ��c the 
Rapa Nui, being one of the largest language 
families in the world, comprising more than 
1,200 languages.

Map 1 



Map 3 

Map 2 shows how the Indigenous peoples lost 
their territories within three hundred more 
years. Indigenous Taiwan was intact in the 
beginning of the 17th Century before the Dutch 
arrived. In the mid-18th Century, one third of 
plain areas on the west coast were already 
occupied by the Chinese immigrant farmers. 
After the cession of Taiwan to Japan in 1895, 
Indigenous peoples still have de facto 
governance of more than half of Taiwan in the 
beginning of the 20th Century. In 1928, the 
Japanese colonial government launched the 
total grabbing of the Indigenous peoples’ 
territories along with the implementation of 
national forest and the fragmented Indigenous 
peoples’ reserves in the 1930s. This colonial 
ruling framework has continued with little 
change till today.

Map 2 

The Formosan languages in Taiwan have the highest 
language diversity in Austronesia with up to twenty 
ethnic language groups recognized by the linguists 
(see Map 4). They are Indigenous peoples of plains 
and wetlands, forests and mountains, coast and 
islands. There are still 43 Austronesian dialects 
spoken by the 16 o �� cially recognized ethnic groups 
in Taiwan today representing a rich heritage of 
language and cultural diversity.

Historical context and current situation

Indigenous Peoples in the Island of Taiwan kept intact 
until the early  17th century when the Dutch East 
India Company arrived 1624 to occupy the southern  
part of it as a base for trading in East Asia four 
hundred years ago (see Map 3). Gone through the 
following four centuries of successive colonial 
regimes, we lost the integrity of our sovereignty, lands 
and rights. Colonial governance and modern 
infrastructure brought us the total collapse of tribal 
institutions along      with our marginalized languages 
and cultures.
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Map 5 was made for the IUCN guidelines on the 
“Governance of Protected Areas: from 

understanding to action” published 2013. It well 
depicts the total overlapping of the national protected 

areas system and national forest with the inherent 
conserved territories of life by Indigenous peoples in 

Taiwan. There exists the critical potential of an 
alternative conservation governance and 

management by the Indigenous knowledge and 
institutions.

Map 4 

Map 5 



Indigenous persistent resistance and colonial 
reluctant responses

Coming to the contemporary history of Taiwan post-
World War II, from the ‘Free China’ propaganda 
during the Chiang Kai-shek dictatorship era, under 
martial law for 38 years till 1987, to the ‘Democratic 
Taiwan’ after Lee Teng-hui, the ��rst Taiwan President 
by general election in 1996 and on the position to 
2000, the settler colonial ruling oppression on the 
Indigenous peoples has never been lifted. Now, even 
following the formal apology to Indigenous peoples 
on behalf of the government in 2016 and setting up
the Indigenous Historical Justice and Transitional 
Justice Committee under the Presidential O �� ce in 
2017 by President Tsai Ying-Wen, the ��rst woman to 
hold that position, it’s sharply ironical and sad to 
learn that real transformation and change are yet to 
happen. 

Within this period, we observed the persistent 
resistance of Indigenous peoples in Taiwan and the 
hesitant responses from the colonial regimes. After 
lifting of the martial law in 1987, there are some 
milestones of Indigenous peoples’ movement in
Taiwan:

- Recognition of Indigenous peoples in the 
constitution amendment in 1997.

- “A New Partnership Between the Indigenous 
Peoples and the Government of Taiwan” was signed 
by representatives of Indigenous Peoples in 1999 
with the DPP candidate for President Mr. Chen Sui-
bian, and recon ��rmed in 2002 after he won the 
position. 

This document is a real breakthrough of our 
movement on claiming the following critical key 
points

:

In President Chen’s second term, the Legislation Yuan 
approved the “Basic law for Indigenous peoples” in 
2005, which was basically following the earlier draft 
version of UNDRIP in advance of its approval      and 
announcement by the UN General Assembly in 2007. 
To implement it, we know that dozens of earlier laws 
in con��ict must be revised and new laws need to be 
devised. Little progress in the last two decades about 
this barrier of legislation. 

An Act to Implement the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights and the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights was 
announced in 2009 under the KMT President Ma Ying-
jiu. Despite article 1 on the right to self- determination 
for all peoples in both covenants, the status of 
Indigenous peoples as ‘peoples’ is yet to be 
recognized and respected.
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1. Recognizing the inherent sovereignty of Taiwan's 
Indigenous Peoples

2. Promoting autonomy for Indigenous Peoples

3. Concluding a land treaty with Taiwan's 
Indigenous Peoples

4. Reinstating traditional names of Indigenous 
communities and natural landmarks

5. Recovering traditional territories of Indigenous 
communities and Peoples

6. Recovering use of traditional natural resources 
and furthering the development of self-
determination

7. Providing legislative (parliamentary) 
representation for each Indigenous People

When DPP won the Presidential election again in 2016, 
we got a formal apology to Indigenous peoples from the 
new President Ms. Tsai Ing-wen, and an Indigenous 
Historical Justice and Transitional Justice Committee, 
comprising of ��ve thematic commissions on land, 
history, language, culture and conciliation issues, under 
the presidential o �� ce in 2017. That's such a pity that it 
dissolved after the end of her second term in May 2024 
without releasing the truth report or any further 
arrangement for implementing the transitional justice.

Critical challenge and ��exible Strategy

From the experience of the last forty years, we observed 
a rough rule of activists’ power dynamics that almost 
every immaterial response and deceptive promise from 
the colonial regime caused the loss of more than half of 
our strength at the time, being dissolved capacities.

However, we’ve tried to renegotiate for dismantling the 
settler colonialism over the Indigenous peoples, through 
recognizing inherent sovereignty, returning traditional 
territories, compensating for persecution and 
collaborating in restoration (showed in the slogans on 
the picture below by the Taromak self-declaration).

That would be the only way to release this country from 
the long entangled oppressive tensions and seriously 
distorted humanity among the colonizers and the 
colonized. Guided by the Taiwan Indigenous Conserved 
Territories Union (TICTU), it is starting from the self-
declaration of traditional territories by the Taromak 
tribal community (Drekay people) in 2016, including 
mutual recognition and negotiation on overlapping and 
shared governance among neighboring tribal 
communities: Katratripulr, Kasavakan (Pinuyumayan 
people) and Valangaw (Amis people). 

In total, about  eight tribal communities have 
successfully done it, followed by a full declaration of the 
traditional territories of 96 thousand hectares by the 
Drekay people and the establishment of the Drekay 
people’s Confederacy Council (Kadaenganeta ka 
Ngungadrekai) in 2017. It’s a great achievement gone 
through three preparatory meetings by traditional 
leaders, contemporary elites and youth groups along 
with a thorough consensus building process in each of 
the sixteen tribal communities.

Alishan Forest view in Nepal



Indigenous Taiwan Self-determination Alliance was initiated in 2019 by both senior and 
seasoned activists as well as younger generation radicals in the deep valley of our movement. 

Indigenous Taiwan Self-determination Alliance was 
initiated in 2019 by both senior and seasoned activists 
as well as younger generation radicals in the deep 
valley of our movement. Collectively re ��ecting and 
reorienting the current crises that our communities 
are facing by being embedded in modern industrial 
societies and consumerist culture which is resulting in 
loss of our languages, cultures and institutions of self-
governance and in turn territories of life.  Thinking 
thoroughly about the common future of a sustainable 
self-determined Taiwan, we launched the visionary 
joint action of "liberating the colonial relationship 
between the colonized and the colonizer, and 
initiating an inclusive new nation-building by all ethnic 
groups and social classes". This is based      on the 
Indigenous ecological wisdom of embeddedness and 

connectedness that’s cross-generations, inter-
species and trans-boundaries, to heal the world 
trauma of colonization and exploitation that have 
caused pervasive insanity, malfunction and 
anomaly besides corruption and destruction on 
the Earth everywhere. Let’s strive to conserve the 
animistic territories of life for all beings, adhere 
to the ultimate value of the trinity of language, 
cultural and biological diversity, and create a new 
model of planet governance together.

Through the important recent evolution by the 
implementation of mutual recognition among 
those independent ethnic group confederacy 
councils, the Taiwan Indigenous Sovereignty
Confederacy Alliance (TISCA) is emerging. There 
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The collective mapping 
is a common practice 
among the communities.

Be visionary and realistic at the same time

There are currently three major sites and 
bases of ongoing resistance and restoration 
from the Indigenous Taiwan custodian 
communities of territories of life in their 
ancestral domains. Namasia Tribal Hunters’ 
Association of Bunun and Kanakanavu peoples, 
in Namasia district Kaohsiung, works on self-
management of traditional hunting ground and 
non-timber forest products cooperative. With 
steady and persistent strategic campaign and 
negotiation, we are reviving the land ethic of 
Indigenous hunters and restoring the 
permanent sovereignty over natural resources 
on rivers and forests in our traditional 
territories, step-by-step implementing our 
autonomy arrangement. Now a community 
Cooperative is set up along with the 
Association for eco-tourism with long-term 
ecological monitoring of the inter-species 
habitats, for an agroforestry project on 
cultivating the endemic wild tea trees, and for 
local forest management works supporting by 
Forestry and Nature Conservation Agency. 

is now the Kavulungan Treaty Alliance (Pinuyumayan, 
Drekay, and Paiwan); the Usaviah/Tongku Saveq Treaty 
Alliance (Bunun, Cou, Thao, Kanakanavu, and Hla'alua); the 
Papa-Waqa Treaty Alliance (Atayal, Saisiyat); the Klbiyun 
Treaty Alliance (Seediq, Truku), the Paci��c Coast Treaty 
Alliance (Amis/Pangcah, Kebalan, Sakizaya); and the Pongso 
no Tao & Batanes Islanders Alliance (transboundary 
between Taiwan and Philippine). 

While the ITWSDA is working through an Inclusive New 
Nation-Building Liaison O �� ce to promote the solidarity 
exchange & coordination among Indigenous peoples and 
tribal communities; consensus communication channels 
between the marginal Indigenous communities and the 
dominant settler society; Integrating the urban Indigenous 
population, younger educated elites and their original tribal 
communities; connecting up with the foreign laborers and 
new immigrants from Southeast Asia; and dialogue and 
mutual learning with the Indigenous peoples’ movement as 
well as the radical alternative initiatives around the world.



Linking to our spiritual 
matrix, our work on 

autonomy is closely tied with 
promoting  and restoring our 

original labors and 
ceremonies following the 
seasons, traditional song-

singing in community 
gathering and storytelling in 

each extended family.

Katratripulr Tribal Council, of Pinuyumayan 
people, supporting the traditional leadership of 
three joint family Rahans who are the chosen 
channeling persons to their ancestral spirits, 
works on building the modern self-government 
institution from the traditional age groups of 
boys and men as well as women’s association 
and community development association, and 
continuing the eco-occupation of the 
Kanaluvang wetland, an important bird area, 
where they have struggled to save it from a big 
development project of a 161 hectares 202 MW 
solar power farm invested by a transnational
corporation and won a High Administrative 
Court lawsuit against the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs in 2022. Now it is uses as a common land 
for traditional millet planting and a trial site for 
Indigenous ecological natural farming. The tribal 
council also got administrative contract from 
the Forestry and Nature Conservation Agency to 
co-managing the traditional community hunting 
grounds, and negotiating for a shared 
governance of the Katratripulr National Forest 
Recreation Area in their traditional territories.

Tao Foundation , for the Tao people on the 
Pongso no Tao, works on gaining the control of 
the trust fund set up in 2021 from a huge 
retrospective compensation of 2.55 billion 
Taiwan dollar (about 78.5 million US dollar) for 
nuclear waste dumping since 1982. The trust 
fund, currently dominated by the colonial 
restriction and administration, should be wisely 
used by the Tao people themself to make an 
alternative future of this Indigenous Island with 
an autonomy arrangement with the Taiwan 
government. Current situation is that even the 
government have given this big money as a 
reparation to implement the historical and 
transitional justice, they keep a strong control 
on both the governance and management of 
the fund and restricted its usages. Until now all 

the visionary transformation programs and 
projects are done or doing or planning 
spontaneously without any support from this 
common fund. There are the Tao cultural 
knowledge-base and Heritage keepers’ 
group for Indigenous education, the 
Meyyowyo eco-cultural tourism associates for 
promoting an Indigenous interpretation 
system based on original place names and 
storytelling tradition, the Ahehep no Tao 
initiative for compiling and publishing the 
original Austronesian eco-calendar as the 
backbone of Tao seasonal livelihood, the 
Yabosokanen Homecare Center for the aging 
population. There are also proposals for 
public e-bike system for residents and 
tourists, daily necessities and foods supply 
cooperative for the community households, 
high-speed and safe ferries business for and 
by Tao people, integrated sustainable energy 
facilities for the islanders, etc.
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Further explorations

References and sources

In relation to the above, what’s most essential 
and critical for us is the Self-strengthening 
process of communities to keep our vitality 
and diversity alive. We keep nurturing the 
strength and resilience as change makers of 
our activist group through the tribal activist 
study circle and cadre leadership camp. There 
is training and development to become 
digni ��ed Indigenous, and living capacity 
building to create community-based collective 
livelihood. Linking to our spiritual matrix, our 
work on autonomy is closely tied with
promoting  and restoring our original labors 
and ceremonies following the seasons, 
traditional song-singing in community 
gathering and storytelling in each extended 
family. Ultimately, for our people's survival and 
revival, Indigenous activists' strength and 
resilience can only come from embodying the 
embeddedness in the inter-species habitats 
and the connectedness with all beings around 
us in our territories of life networks

“A New Partnership Between the Indigenous 
Peoples and the Government of Taiwan” (1999)

“Governance of Protected Areas: from 
understanding to action” (2013)

Articles

ICCA article: https://evo.re/rd10101
 

Videos

Survival and revival of Indigenous Taiwan in the 
post-colonial, post-modern, and post-tradition 
era: https://evo.re/rd10102

Interview with the author in Radical Democracy 
gathering:  https://evo.re/rd010103
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Jineoloj î Academy
Global structure of research, 

education and publication on the 
science of women and life

Women hold �� ags of the Women's Protection Units (YPJ) during a demonstration, in the 
northeastern city of Qamishli, Syria, December 23, 2024. 
Source: REUTERS/Orhan Qereman

Radical Democracy, 
Autonomy and Self-
Determination in Kurdistan 

Kurdistan is located at the center of the Fertile Crescent, 
which has been home to some of the earliest human 
civilizations, agricultural and village revolutions since 
10,000 BC. It has historical sites such as Göbekli Tepe, 
Newala Çori, Çaxir Bazar, Çeme Xalan, etc. that bear traces 
of the earliest human civilizations at the foothills of the 
Toros-Zagros mountains and the Tigris-Euphrates rivers. It 
is a region enjoying all four seasons and having rich 
botanical diversity and fertile lands. Kurds, Assyrians, 
Syriacs, Armenians and Arabs have lived together in 
Kurdistan for years. In this region, the Kurds have been 
mostly engaged in agriculture and animal husbandry, the 
Arabs have mostly been engaged in animal husbandry 
while the Armenians, Assyrians and Syriacs have been 
engaged in crafts. Although patriarchal culture became 
dominant in Kurdish society following the advent of Islam, 
natural beliefs and culture centered around women have 
preserved themselves until today. The Kurds are mostly 
organized as clans and tribes through their own 
administrative and self-defense systems. Their autonomy 
was recognized at a certain level until the Ottoman Empire. 
Kurdistan was ��rst divided into two parts (between the 
Persian Empire and the Ottoman Empire in the 17th 
century) and then into four parts among the states of 
Turkey, Iran, Syria and Iraq by the Treaty of Lausanne 
signed in 1923 due to imperialist plans on the region.

 We believe that every 
society has a very strong 

tradition of life beyond the 
state. If a society has been 

able to maintain its 
existence until today and 

has gained the 
consciousness to organize 

in order to fight for 
freedom, we can say that 
society still exists without

the state.



A
G

A
N

S
T

 A
N

D
 B

E
Y

O
N

D
 T

H
E

 S
T

A
T

E
29

Since then, the part of Kurdistan in Turkey is known as Northern 
Kurdistan, the part in Iraq as Southern Kurdistan, the part in Iran as 
Eastern Kurdistan and the part in Syria as Southwestern Kurdistan, 
mostly known as Rojava (meaning West in the Kurdish language). 
Throughout history, uprisings have taken part in four parts of 
Kurdistan for the independence and freedom of Kurdistan. In the 
last two centuries, altogether 28 important uprisings for freedom 
took place in regions of all four parts of Kurdistan. However, they 
were all suppressed bloodily by nation states and imperialist 
powers. The four nation states (Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria) have 
implemented occupation policies, practices of physical and 
cultural genocide to colonize Kurdistan and use its rich resources, 
both above-ground and underground resources. Kurds, 
Armenians, Syriacs, Chaldeans, and Assyrians in Kurdistan have 
been massacred and displaced by these states, aiming at 
reducing their population. Further, some state rulers provoked 
some Kurdish tribes to collaborate with them by using Islam. 
Today, some Kurdish families, tribes and individuals continue to 
collaborate with these states by playing a role in the occupation 
and attacks on Kurdistan for their own pro ��ts or due to fear.

Kurdistan map
Suource: Encyclopedia Britannica

Current governance system 

Although there is a model of community self-
governance in Kurdistan on the basis of 
traditional social structures based on tribes, 
clans, families and beliefs, these structures 
gradually disintegrated and some of them 
have collaborated with occupying states and 
became tools of colonialism. In order to de ��ne 
the governance system in Kurdistan, we have 
to evaluate the situation in the four parts of 
Kurdistan separately.
 
The largest part of Kurdistan, North Kurdistan, 
is located within the borders of the Turkish 
nation-state, where the struggle to establish a 
self-governance system continues. In Northern 
Kurdistan, the Turkish state has committed 
many massacres, in the form of physical 
genocide, have taken place many times along 
with an ongoing political repression, ban of 
language and cultural expressions. About 
5000 Kurdish villages were burnt down. Until 
today, the Turkish state continues to destroy 
systematically the nature, economy and 
livelihood of Kurdistan. After the last Kurdish 
uprising that was suppressed in 1940, no 
struggle for self-governance emerged for a 
long period.
 
Following the uprising led by the Kurdistan 
Workers' Party (PKK) in 1978, the foundation 
for clandestine self-governance was built in 
rural areas and towns in the 1980s and 90s. 
Actually, the building process of the PKK in 
itself was based on practicing radical 
democracy within its own structures and 
relations. This became a source of inspiration 
and an example for the self-organising of the 
Kurdish society. The ways of how to organise 
collective life and economy, how to develop 
the political struggle and education, how to 
realise socialist values, friendship, solidarity, 

respect towards human and nature in one’s own 
personality and relations where central points of 
discussions and establishing a revolutionary 
culture – at ��rst among the guerrilla on the 
mountains, political prisoners and activists. The 
model of practiced democracy through 
collective re ��ection about daily life and work 
(tekmil), educations, assemblies and 
revolutionary values more and more turned into 
a popular culture, democratic conscience and 
way of self-organising against colonial state 
oppression in all four parts of Kurdistan. For 
example, the village population in many 
mountain regions (e.g. in the regions of Botan, 
Serhat, Zagros, Qandil...) has organized their 
village assemblies, councils, municipalities and 
self-defence by themselves on the basis of this 
culture.

Since then, structures of radical democracy or 
what we can also call people’s self-governance 
(beside and despite the state) have been built 
up through people’s, women’s and youth’s 
assemblies, neighborhood organising and a 
network of dozens of civil society organizations, 
social, political and cultural movements. The 
self-governance of society consists of 
congresses, communes, councils, academies, 
media, all-women media associations, youth 
movements, culture and arts activities, 
cooperatives, ecology platforms and other 
associations. In parallel to this Kurdish 
parliamentarians and mayors of democratic 
political parties have been working for general 
democratic change and the acknowledgment of 
the Kurdish people’s rights within state 
institutions. Further, there is also a joint struggle 
and  various forms of organising communally 
with different national, religious and cultural 
communities, youth and women's movements, 
left-socialist, feminist, democratic and 
revolutionary forces in different parts of Turkey. 
Despite these developments, Turkey has 



intensi��ed its crackdown, arresting 
politicians and mayors, restricting freedom 
of expression and speech, closing down 
democratic associations, political parties 
and stirring up racist-nationalist pogroms 
until today.

In South Kurdistan, the part of Kurdistan
within the borders of Iraq, there has been a 
de-facto autonomy since 1991, as a result of 
the Kurdish people’s resistance against the 
genocides perpetrated by the Iraqi state 
during Saddam Hussein's dictatorship. While 
formerly supporting Saddam, from 1990 
onwards the US supported the 
establishment of the autonomous region 
Kurdistan in Iraq under the authority of the 
tribal parties KDP and PUK as a part of its 
wars on Iraq aiming at gaining hegemony 

over the Middle East. Since 2003, this region has 
been known as the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. 
While one part of the territory has been 
governed by the KDP of the Barzani family clan, 
another part of the territory has been governed 
by the PUK of the Talabani family. This tribal and 
family government model is based on feudal 
power structures and capitalist pro ��ts. The 
ruling families collaborate with imperialist 
powers and colonial nation states to maintain 
their power and pursue anti-democratic, 
misogynistic and nationalist policies. As a result, 
in 2014 the KDP exposed the Ezîdî people in 
Shengal to the genocide and feminicide 
committed by ISIS. Further it has neglected the 
democratic self-administration and supported 
the ban of the Ezîdî Freedom Democracy Party 
(PADE). Both democratic forms of self-
organisation were established by the people of 
Shengal in the aftermath of the genocide. 
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Kurdish women in Newroz celebration,
the start of the spring season

The principle of equal 
representation and the co-

chair system are implemented 
in all facets of life

The refugee camp Maxmur is another place 
where radical democracy has been practiced 
in South Kurdistan for over 26 years, now. Over 
16,000 Kurds live in the camp. These families 
were displaced from North Kurdistan due to 
massacres and village destruction by Turkish 
army in 1992–93. Since then they have built up 
their own system of self-governance, including 
the ��rst school system in native Kurdish 
language using Latin Alphabet, a health care 
and social system and their self-defense to 
ensure the basic needs of all people in the 
camp. As well as the people of the region of 
autonomous administration in Shengal, also 
the camp Maxmur and its inhabitants have 
been confronted with military attacks by the 
IS, airstrikes by the Turkish army as well as 
repressions by the KDP.
    
In Rojava Kurdistan, people’s self-governance 
has been shaped since the 1980s, as result of 
the liberation struggle waged by the PKK. In 
fact, the Syrian state has not recognized the 
majority of Kurds as its citizens and has not 
allowed them to bene ��t from any legal rights. 
Following the Qamishlo riots in 2004, 
clandestinely structures of self-governance 
were built up and institutionalized in 2011, with 
the in ��uence of popular movements in the 
region. After ISIS was defeated by the 
people’s and women’s defense forces YPG/
YPJ/SDF, the model of democratic autonomy 
was also advocated and established by the 
various population groups in North and East 
Syria. The Democratic Autonomous 
Administration of North and East Syria 
(DAANES) is based on communes, district and 
canton councils in 7 regions. At each level the 
people elect one man and one women as co-
chairs and members of committees for social 
affairs, justice commission, economy and 
agriculture, education, sports, health and 
environment, culture and arts. The youth and 

women’s committees and their representatives 
in the general councils are elected by the youth 
and women themselves.   
Despite state oppression, a non-nationalist and 
social system adopting an ecological approach 
based on direct and participatory democracy 
and women’s freedom, in the axis of Abdullah 
Öcalan’s paradigm on democratic nation, 
democratic confederalism and democratic 
modernity, has been implemented since 2005. A 
holistic system of democratic society 
organisation has been built in the four parts of 
Kurdistan as well as on the basis of cooperation 
with democratic anti-system groups in Turkey, 
Iraq, Iran and Syria. Organizations established 
by Kurds who have migrated outside Kurdistan 
together with people who participate in a joint 
struggle on the axis of a paradigm based on 
democracy, ecology and women’s freedom are 
connected in a confederal manner in different 
parts of the world. The roles of women in these 
systems and organizations are decisive. The 
characteristic-autonomous organization of the 
women’s movement in Kurdistan has paved the 
way for women's will and representation in all 
facets of life for more than 40 years by 
participating in all spheres of life, including 
politics, self-defence and social life. The 
principle of equal representation and the co-
chair system are implemented in all facets of 
life. All ethnic groups and people from other 
nationalities have their own self-governance 
systems, organization and election quota in this 
system.



Relationship with the nation-states

Aside from the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) in South Kurdistan, the 
status and autonomous administrations in 
other parts of Kurdistan have not been 
recognized, yet. The status of South Kurdistan 
functioned at ��rst as a de-facto autonomy 
after a no- ��y zone was declared by the US-
lead coalition forces in 1991, and parliamentary 
elections were held in 1992. The KRG was 
internationally recognized following the 
overthrow of the Saddam regime in 2003. As 
mentioned above, this governance system is 
not a democratic system but is based on state 
mentality and structures: The KRG has 
maintained alliances with the Turkish and 
Iranian states according to its political 
interests and economic pro ��ts, and oppresses 
democratic movements and models of radical 
democracy inside South Kurdistan as well as in 
other parts of Kurdistan.

In North Kurdistan, the Turkish state insists on 
a policy of denial and repression against the 
Kurds. Everyone who demands autonomy or is 
involved in democratic society organising is  
accused of being a ‘terrorist’. In East Kurdistan, 
the religious regime responds to the political 
demands of the Kurdish people either by 
ignoring or arresting and executing them. It 
does not accept any way of democratic self-
organization neither in Kurdistan nor Iran. 
In Rojava (West Kurdistan) since 2012 a system 
of democratic autonomy has been 
implemented that has inspired many people 
all over the world. But neither the Syrian state 
nor the UN or international law mechanisms 
have recognized its status, yet. So far only the 
Parliament of Catalonia has recognized the 
Democratic Autonomous Administration of 
North and East Syria. Imperialist powers such 
as the USA and Russia are striving for control 

of the Middle East. In this context, they have 
offered limited military support for the ��ght 
against ISIS. Through certain NGOs, they are 
also trying to exert political and cultural
in��uence. As Rojava and the Autonomous 
Administration of North and East Syria are not 
of��cially recognized the region and the people 
are exposed to constant violations of 
international law, especially to airstrikes and 
occupation attacks by the Turkish army. 

Governance system

The system of democratic autonomy and 
democratic confederalism is based on four 
pillars; communes, assemblies, academies and 
cooperatives. Communes are organising in 
neighborhoods and villages, de ��ned as the 
smallest social unit; assemblies are based on 
direct democracy through co-chairs of the 
communes and different working ��elds; 
cooperatives are a solution model for economic 
problems; academies are popular, collective 
learning spaces for the intellectual, and 
scienti ��c foundations of the system. Communes 
are de��ned as an area where people live 
together. A group of people at a workplace, a 
group consisting of students, or even a family 
can organize themselves through a commune. If 
we consider it as a general social system, each 
family and individual participates at least in one 
commune with their abilities and knowledge. 
Communes hold their own assemblies and 
spokespersons of the communes express their 
projects, plans, decisions and opinions at the 
regional assemblies. At assemblies, direct and 
representative democracy are closely 
intertwined. They are formed through 
democratic processes; representatives are 
elected, when they fail to ful ��ll their duties and 
to represent the will of the commune, they can 
be criticized and even recalled.
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Jin, Jîyan, Azadî – ������ ���������� ���������	�
 , 
meaning "Woman, Life, Freedom" 



Cooperatives are models based on solidarity 
and cooperation, meeting economic, social 
and cultural needs. Academies are structures 
that provide different forms of learning and 
education for society. At the academies, 
people can learn how to write and read, they 
can learn a profession or discuss philosophical 
issues. The number of participants, curriculum, 
time and place can be determined according 
to needs. The difference between schools and 
academies is that academies are more ��exible, 
and often the participants also live together 
during the time of a one to six month lasting 
education program.
 
The model and mindset of the democratic 
nation are an alternative to the nation-state. 
The democratic nation model embodies a 
non-state social organization based on 
assemblies, free citizenship, social life, 
democratic politics, social justice, economy, 
health, education, self-defense, culture, 
diplomatic relations and alliances. In the 
democratic nation model, social problems are 
solved through joint decisions by communities 
and assemblies. Its main goal is to limit state 
in��uence, to make the state unnecessary and 
irrelevant. It prioritizes reconciliation, peace 
and negotiation as long as the state respects
democracy, otherwise, it uses its legitimate 
right to resistance and self-defense.

The role of the morethan-human

The relationship between the natural world 
and people persists in Kurdish society, and has 
retained characteristics of a natural society. 
The different geographic and climate 
conditions in different regions of Kurdistan 
have also an impact on the vegetation, 
creating various ways  of life, cultural 
expressions and livelihood. In many regions a 
half-normadic way of life was predominant. 

People spent the summer with their sheep on the 
highlands of the mountains and the winter in their 
villages. In other regions agriculture and 
gardening have been at the centre of life. Some 
regions of Kurdistan are known for their richness 
of fruit-trees, some for their certain vegetables or 
herbs, others for wheat, lentils or chickpeas. 
Collective planting and  harvesting, cooking and 
baking according to the season has been a 
common tradition. Each region has its own basis 
for creating food autonomy in cooperation and 
exchange with neighbor regions.   
Despite nowadays predominance of monotheistic 
religions, the belief in the sacredness of ��re, trees, 
mountains and birds persists. Newroz, the new 
day, has been celebrated for thousands of years 
on March 21 as the beginning of a new year. Many 
festivals of different peoples and religious 
communities of Mesopotamia, which praise the 
creation of the universe and life, are celebrated in 
the ��rst week of April. For the people of Kurdistan 
these spring days symbolize new beginnings and 
resistance against tyranny. Annual assemblies and 
congresses of the democratic confederal system 
also take place on these days. The arrival of spring 
after the cold and dark days or winter, also brings 
new life to Kurdistan, create unity of people and 
give inspirations for new steps, decisions and 
projects of democratic autonomy.

Traditional and new inequalities  

In Kurdistan society, patriarchal, feudal and 
religious traditions have heavily oppressed 
women in social life. The Kurdistan liberation 
struggle and the autonomous organization of 
women have brought important social changes in 
this respect, but they have still not been able to 
completely overcome these inequalities and 
forms of oppression. Therefore inequalities are 
being tackled continuously through women's self-
organization in all areas of social life, the 
organization of their own parallel confederal 
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women’s system, and the principle of equal 
representation of women and men that insures 
equal participation in decision-making 
processes in all areas of political, economic, 
legal and social life and self-defence. It is 
essential to continue the women's revolution, 
to stay connected and develop further a 
philosophy of life based on Jin-Jiyan-Azadî, and 
to strengthen structures of women's 
autonomous self-governance, self-defence 
and self-suf��cient economy. Rather than 
demanding something from states and 
dominant men or  criticizing them, we 
emphasize the precious meaning of living self-
determined and collectively. Women's 
liberation is at the same time connected to 
efforts for the transformation of dominant 
men. With the concept, which we call 
Hevjiyana Azad (free collective life), we aim to 
challenge all relations between men and 
women on the basis of freedom, and equality 
in diversity.

The relation with other movements

A joint struggle with all democratic organizations in Kurdistan 
is taken as a basis for achieving national unity between the 
four parts of Kurdistan within the perspective of a 
democratic nation. National unity, free from nationalism, 
refers to joint efforts to build a stateless nation of the Kurdish 
people. Referring to the pillars of democratic confederalism 
of the Middle East against colonialism and imperialism, it 
promotes the democratization of religion, women's freedom, 
unity and solidarity among people based on common 
democratic values among the peoples of the Middle East 
against nationalism and religious fundamentalism. 
For a global struggle, the structures of democratic autonomy 
in Kurdistan form alliances to build worldwide structures of 
peoples’ and women’s democratic confederalism based on 
the paradigm of democratic modernity. Ecological life, the 
development of a stateless democratic society and women's 
freedom are the main pillars of this paradigm. Abdullah 
Öcalan summarizes the historical reality of Kurdistan and the 
current freedom struggle with the following words: 

“History has placed Kurdistan and the Kurds in such a 
position that obliged them to unite their freedom, equality 
and democracy with the freedom, equality and democracy 
of the region and all peoples.” Demonstration in the Republic Square in 

Dihê, on the occasion of Newroz in 2025
Source: Yeni Ya��am Gazetesi



Current threats and challenges 

The massacres, attacks and occupation that 
the people of Kurdistan have experienced in 
the last two centuries have been shaped by 
international imperialist plans. Since World 
War I, this system maintained its hegemony in 
the region by continuously creating threats 
and  con ��icts in the Middle East. During the 
last 3 decades the US and other hegemonic 
state forces intended to establish their ‘new 
world order’ through further multilayered 
wars. However, Kurdistan is at the center of 
the con ��ict of global hegemony, also known 
as World War III. Our lands are constantly 
subjected to attacks and massacres due to a 
multi-pronged and violent systemic war of 
capitalist modernity against the forces of 
democratic modernity. Therefore the 
unrecognized status of Rojava Kurdistan 
causes the dif ��cult situation of building a 
democratic system under constant war 
attacks, imposed isolation and embargo. 
Further, open violent and subtle attacks of the 
neoliberal system aim at liberalizing the 
development of the revolution and democratic 
self-administration.

Another dynamic that threatens the system of 
democratic autonomy are efforts to revive and 
aggravate patriarchal violence and traditions 
to counteract women's freedom struggle. The 
fact that a large part of Kurdish society is 
Muslim is exploited by Sala ��st religious 
organizations that propagate deeply 
patriarchal gender roles and relationships. In 
particular, the administration in South 
Kurdistan, which has close relations with 
colonialist and imperialist powers, is fueling 
nationalism. Its policies attack friendship 
relations between peoples and global 
solidarity, women's freedom, civil rights of the 
Kurds and other peoples living in the region. 

At the same time multiple attacks and threats of 
Turkish state agencies and armed forces are 
targeting the society, destroying settlements, 
infrastructure, the nature, cultural and historical 
heritage in North, South and West Kurdistan. 
Displacement policies are implemented to 
depopulate these regions. Repeatedly 
journalists, community leaders and political 
activists of the Democratic Autonomy in Rojava, 
the women’s and freedom movement in 
Kurdistan are  assassinated by drones or killer 
teams of the Turkish army.

The most effective method of resistance and 
��ghting against all these attacks is to elaborate  
tools, methods and ways of organizations that 
equip society against these attacks by insisting 
on organising life in the framework of 
democratic autonomy. We ��ght against 
physical, military attacks by developing self-
defense awareness. We resist against special 
warfare and black propaganda by developing 
an alternative education system and free media  
in native language, and by strengthening moral 
values in society that are linked to politics of 
solidarity and freedom. Against economic 
warfare and embargo, efforts are continuing to 
build a communal economy and a health system 
based on the principle of self-suf ��ciency.

Future plans and visions

One of the important conclusions we have
reached within the reality of Kurdistan is that 
societies can form their own democratic 
systems without a state. Society is essentially 
shaped around morals that express common 
values, and a political structure that expresses 
collective life. However, the state legitimizes 
itself by exploiting the self-suf ��cient economic 
system, self-governance and self-defense power 
of society. Therefore, what we should do is to 
overcome the authoritarianism in our 
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personalities as well as to develop systems that overcome 
all kinds of authoritarian structures but do not leave society 
unorganized and defenseless without self-governance. 
These systems can spread in society, taking society’s 
historical tradition into account. We believe that every 
society has a very strong tradition of life beyond the state. If 
a society has been able to maintain its existence until today 
and has gained the consciousness to organize in order to 
��ght for freedom, we can say that society still exists without 
the state. We should not think or structure radical 
democracy as a social engineering exercise but to water 
these roots of communal life and help them to blossom 
again. Our experiences reveal that results based on certain 
principles can be achieved through harmonic synthesis 
between modern and traditional ways of life. We believe 
that the potential for achieving this in the world is greater 
than expected. There is a vital need for a common struggle 
against genocide, ecocide and femicide. Firstly, we need to 
weave global networks to defend our land, water, forests, 
mountains, bodies, and the common values of humanity 
along with other peoples in our regions. To the extent that 
our revolutions and the system we have built take root in 
our own countries, they become stronger, their bodies can 
withstand wind and storm, i.e. attacks, and can spread their
seeds and branches over wide territories    

Further explorations
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Xochitl Ley va Solano
Activist Researcher  

from Chiapas, Mexico

“We are facing a system that has kept us invisible and forgotten, but our resistance is the 
greatest act of rebellion”. Statement by Zapatista women on the 31st anniversary.  
Source: El Coleto (FB) / Radio Pozol

Contributions of Zapatista 
Autonomy to Democracy

This text seeks to answer the question: How is 
the Zapatista movement exploring the 
dimensions of autonomy and what does this 
mean for democracy? To answer I begin by 
placing at the center words and work of 
Zapatista women and men (something we have 
learned in these more than three decades of 
walking alongside them). Here is an excerpt 
from the words of the Zapatista Army of 
National Liberation (EZLN, for its acronym in 
Spanish) spokesman, Subcommader Insurgent 
Moises, given on December 31, 2024, in the 
Caracol Oventic located in the mountains of Los 
Altos de Chiapas (Mexico). There, the "Zapatista 
Cultural Festival and signers of the Declaration 
for Life" took place as part of the celebrations 
of the 31st anniversary of what the Zapatistas 
called "the beginning of the war against 
oblivion", referring to the armed uprising of 
January 1, 19941. These words were addressed 
to Zapatista combatants fallen in duty, to 
militiamen and women as well as grassroots 
supporters. The message was read in front of 
the people of the world. SubMoi said:

"Zapatista autonomy 
broke with the tradition 
in Latin America where 
indigenous autonomies 

had been, above all, state-
centered. According to its 

history and context, 
Zapatista autonomy is 

rather de facto"
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"Comrades fallen in duty; we have discovered one more path than we had 
discovered 31 years ago. The one forced upon us by the capitalist system; 
violence because it leaves us no other way; the other is the peaceful one without 
leaving us to the objective which is the liberation from the capitalist system. 
And it is here where they will not leave us, here where we have to be organized 
to defend ourselves, because they will never, never, never stop exploiting us [...] 
Fallen comrades we discovered two weapons in the peaceful struggle which is 
resistance and rebellion [...] We have already seen that it is possible to have a 
peaceful political struggle with resistance and rebellion [...] No, we do not want 
the war of death that the capitalist system makes. We fight for life, we fight for 
life and for life [...] But we also want to make it clear, it is not right that they 
want to kill us and that they want to make war against us for what it means to 
build truth, freedom, justice and democracy for the people. But we also want 
to make it clear that we are also prepared to defend ourselves. We are not 
threatening, we are telling the truth, we are going to defend ourselves if they 
come to attack us, we are thousands of combatants[...] A year ago we said: in 
common we have to build a new life, a new society. We have already 
experienced all the evils of the system, we already know it, now it is our turn to 
make the change, we, the peoples of Mexico, those who want to organize and 
the world[...] Let us think now, let us discuss now, in each geography where we 
are and according to our calendars, how we want a new life [...] beyond [...] 
capital. We, the Zapatistas, think that Mother Earth is the source of life, 
without her, we will not live [...]. The source of life for future generations to 
come, therefore, we must be responsible for taking care of them [...] We invite 
with all our hearts for the new life and the new society, we the Zapatistas are 
demonstrating that it is possible [...]. We the Zapatistas will dedicate ourselves, 
we will concentrate on how to care for and work with the  earth and, along 
with it, to care for our health to continue fighting and in the construction 
of another form of life without capitalism"2.

The Zapatista movement cannot be understood 
if it is not placed in the context of war from 
which it emerges. Not only because they 
declared war on the Mexican government and 
army based on Art. 39 of the Constitution, in 
which the people have the inalienable right to 
alter or modify their form of government 3, but, 
above all, because since they became publicly 
known, the EZLN stated in the First Declaration 
of the Lacandon Forest to be the result of more 
than 500 years of resistance to what they called 
"an undeclared genocidal war against our 
peoples". Then, they asked for support for the 
Mexican people's plan for work, land, housing, 
food, health, education, independence, 
freedom, democracy, justice and peace. And 
they closed by saying that they would not stop 
��ghting until they succeeded in forming a free 
and democratic government for Mexico.

Mural zapatista “La vida en la comunidad”
Source: https://acortar.link/WRfssa

As readers can imagine, the Mexican state 
responded immediately with a 
counterinsurgency policy and a low-intensity 
war in the midst of which the EZLN and Mexican 
civil society had to act. The latter said “Yes” to 
the Zapatista political demands and “No” to the 
war and pushed for a peace process in which 
the government, the EZLN and civil society 
itself were the protagonists.



Mexican democracy and the Zapatista 
movement

In the Mexican public sphere of the 1990s, the 
dominant discourse was that of electoral 
democracy within the framework of something 
broader: the democratic transition after almost 
70 years of government by the State party (the 
Institutional Revolutionary Party, PRI for its 
acronyms in Spanish) and after a major split 
within the PRI itself in 1988. 

Six months after the armed uprising, in June 
1994, in the midst of the counterinsurgency war 
situation, the EZLN launched the Second 
Declaration of the Lacandon Forest in which it 
announced that it was taking aside its arms and 
called for a civil and peaceful effort through the 
convening of a national dialogue, which it 
called: the National Democratic Convention. 
The goal was to achieve "democratic change" 
and "the transition towards democracy, 
freedom, and justice."

In that second declaration, the Zapatistas 
invited Mexican civil society and leftist political 
parties to meet in the Zapatista village of La 
Realidad, in the heart of the Lacandon Forest, to 
organize civil expression and defend the 
sovereign will of the people. The goal they 
proposed was to arrive at a transitional 
government and a new constitution. At this 
time, the EZLN considered the electoral route 
as a way in which it did not get directly 
involved but neither did it obstruct it. At the 
same time, there was an encouragement of 
convergence with leftist parties that seemed to 
have shared interests. 

Both aspects were to change radically because 
representatives of the leftist parties in the Senate 
betrayed the spirit of what was signed in 1996 as 
peace accords between the EZLN and the 
Mexican government. All this led the Zapatista 
movement to explore other paths and, 
speci ��cally, the path of de facto autonomy 
without permission.

Zapatista de facto and comprehensive 
Autonomy: A Contribution to the World

Zapatista autonomy broke with the tradition in 
Latin America where indigenous autonomies had 
been, above all, state-centered. According to its 
history and context, Zapatista autonomy is rather 
de facto. I mean, it has been exercised beyond 
the permission and recognition of the State, but 
supported by international laws such as ILO 
Convention 1694. Convention rati ��ed by the 
Mexican government in 1990. 

Zapatista autonomy has been lived as a way of 
life, as a collective and anti-systemic struggle 
gestated in the midst of wars. It is the result of a 
permanent dialogue between civilian and military 
authorities and grassroots communities formed 
by grandmothers and grandfathers, mothers and 
fathers, young men and women, as well as 
children. Zapatista autonomy is comprehensive 
because covers all aspects of life and is 
organized by areas of work that vary from 
community to community, but include: women 
rights, health, education, government, justice, 
agroecology, agrarian affairs, collective work, 
care of Mother Earth, commerce, transportation, 
civil registry, arts (dances, theater, music, murals, 
handicrafts, paintings, sculptures, poetry), 
science and communication (social networks, 
radio, video and cinema).
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Organization of the Zapatista government

There are important differences between the Zapatista 
government and the Mexican representative democracy. 
The ��rst one is about economic support. Representative 
democracy obtains its economic support from the 
Mexican government and private capital collected by 
political parties and politicians. On the contrary, the 
Zapatista government is based on voluntary work 
without payment to its authorities. People’s participation 
as authorities is part of duties and communal rights. The 
Zapatista authorities are elected in assemblies by 
agreements and consensus. There are four different 
Zapatista organizational levels to govern: communal, 
municipal, zone and regional. But how do these four 
levels work? Let me explain brie ��y.
 

Map 1
Zapatista Autonomous Rebel Municipalities after 1994
Source: CIEPAC A.C.

In December 1994, the Zapatista movement 
created the Zapatista Rebel Autonomous 
Municipalities (MAREZ, for its acronyms in
Spanish) in order to break the siege imposed 
by government counterinsurgency policies. 
The Zapatista municipalities had different 
territorial delimitations than the governmental 
municipalities, they were self-organized based 
on Zapatista ethical principles and 
revolutionary laws. They were under the 
military surveillance of the Zapatista forces but 
above all, under the organization of the 
Zapatista civilians, I mean, the Zapatista 
grassroots supporters spread in different 
indigenous, campesino  and rural areas of 
Chiapas (see Map 1). 
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From December1994 until November 
2023, MAREZ served:

    1) to organize the activities done in different areas 
of work (see above), 
    2) and to administer and defend Zapatista territory and 
population. 

From August 2003 to November 2023, based on the territorial 
organization of the MAREZ, the Zapatistas created another level of 
government: the Good Government Councils (JBG, for its acronyms in 
Spanish) and the Caracoles Zapatistas  (Zapatista Snails) (see Map 2). 

Map 2
Zapatistas Caracoles and JBG (2003–2023)
Source: Maël Lhopital for DESMI A.C. The authorities of the Good Government 

Councils worked in a socio-territorial space 
called Caracoles Zapatista  or Zapatista 
Snails. From 2003 to 2019 there were ��ve 
Caracoles and in 2019 Zapatistas created 
more, until twelve in total 5. The Caracoles 
Zapatistas  have been the political space and 
territory where Zapatistas meet national and 
international civil society.  The Caracoles are 
also the space where the Zapatista authorities 
who are members of the JBG meet every day 
of the year, 24 hours a day, to carry out their 
functions at the zone or regional level. The 
JBG authorities are appointed by the different 
communities and zones that make up the 
movement. They hold rotating positions that 
change every month.  These authorities are 
dedicated to the administration of common 
goods, to the attention of productive projects 
and to the organization of supracommunity 
collective work as well as to the resolution of 
con��icts, the administration of justice and the 
elaboration of communiques to the outside 
world. 

The MAREZ, the Good Government Councils 
and the Caracoles were based on the 
principle of "commanding by obeying" where 
the people command and the Zapatista 
government obeys. This idea was key for what 
Zapatistas called "good government" in 
opposition to "bad government" referring to 
the Mexican government run by 
representative democracy and political 
parties. 

Although each MAREZ had its own 
particularities, we can say that the 
Zapatista civil authorities always worked 
as a team and, in general terms, we can 
point out that there was: the 
Autonomous Council, the Agrarian
Commission and the Commission of 
Honor and Justice. All of them elected 
in community assemblies, part of each 
rebel municipality (MAREZ). 

Zapatista municipalities had different 
numbers of communities as part of 
them. At community or local level there 
were different kinds of authorities, such 
as: an Agent, and a Commissariat, and 
each of them in turn had their 
respective collective-work-team that 
included the Commander, and his 
community police forces.

In August 2003, after self-criticism and 
internal analysis about the equal 
distribution of economic resources and 
the relation to international and national 
solidarity supporters, the Zapatistas 
created a new level of government 
called the "Good Government Council" 
("Juntas de Buen Gobierno " in Spanish). 
The term “Council” (“ Junta”) was used 
not by chance, it was due to the way
Zapatistas operated to exercise 
decision making processes: “always 
together” (siempre juntos).



The Mexican “bad government” (" mal gobierno " 
as they say in Spanish) has been criticized not 
only by the Zapatistas but also by many radical 
movements and analysts. It has been criticized 
for its authoritarianism, corruption, clientelism, 
and co-optation. All these labels are used not 
only to describe the 70 years of rule by the 
party  governing the Mexican State (PRI, for its 
Spanish acronym) but also to refer to the 
democratically elected governments of the 
right and left that have held power at different 
levels in recent years.  In response, the 
Zapatista government created and practices
seven basic principles:

To Obey, Not Command
To Propose, Not Impose
To Represent, Not Supplant
To Convince, Not Conquer
To Construct, Not Destroy
To Serve Others, Not Serve Oneself
To Work from Below, Not Seek to Rise

In cases where a Zapatista authority violates any 
of these principles, their case is dealt with at the 
local level and may even be taken up by the 
Good Government Councils. After being 
“studied,” that is, analyzed collectively, this may 
lead to the dismissal of the authority in question 
or their expulsion from the movement.

It is also important to note that in the Zapatista 
government, people are not professional 
politicians but members of the community or 
the organization who are educated by their 
families, the Zapatista school, and the 
organization as people who are jointly 
responsible for collective and communal life. 
This life exists without the intervention of 
political parties; on the contrary, at the center 
are the assembly, agreement, and/or 
consensus.

Women participation in the Autonomous 
Government

The respect shown to the women of the support 
bases and their inclusion in all spheres of life and 
struggle has been a priority for the Zapatista 
movement as a whole. All one has to do is listen to 
the women in meetings on different levels or in the 
written and audio-visual media available on the 
Internet, where they narrate in detail their situation 
before and after joining the EZLN. As Mayor ( Major ) 
Ana Maria explained in 1994:

We demanded from the compañeros  of our villages 
that women can organise as well, represent 
something, do something, not only the men.
Whenever we arrived at the communities, there 
were only men at the meetings and in the study 
circles. We worked a lot so that women would stand 
up and have the opportunity to do something; 
women themselves were asking for it. They would 
say: “if men will study and learn things, why should 
we not?” We also want to train, learn something […] 
Furthermore, we have insurgent compañeras  who 
have proven that they can; so, yes, women can, just 
give us the opportunity! That is how many women 
began to enter the militia.

Zapatista women today, 32 years after the creation 
of the Women’s Revolutionary Law 6, participate on 
equal terms in the regular militia forces and the 
general command, as well as in the Councils of 
Good Government, the local and zone committees 
and the commissions that make up the different 
levels of autonomous organisation. But despite that 
reality, Zapatista women describe how their rights 
came to be, the enormous dif ��culties they still face 
and what remains to be accomplished.
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The Mexican “bad government” 
("mal gobierno" as they say in 

Spanish) has been criticized not 
only by the Zapatistas but also by 

many radical movements and 
analysts. It has been criticized for 
its authoritarianism, corruption, 

clientelism, and co-optation. 

A turn in the Zapatista Autonomy 7

Zapatista autonomy and its government are so alive 
that they continue to ��ow and transform day by day. I 
will brie ��y mention the changes they underwent 
between 2023 and 2024, when the Zapatista 
movement celebrated the 30th and 31st anniversaries 
of the “beginning of the war against oblivion”—as they 
call January 1, 1994.

These changes were announced in a series of 
communiqués published between October 22 and 
December 20, 2023 8. Reading these statements 
should be complemented by the words of the general 
command of the EZLN and its support bases, who 
were the protagonists of the ��rst session of what the 
Zapatistas called the Encounters of Resistance and 
Rebellion. This session was held in December 2024 at 
CIDECI Las Casas/Unitierra-Chiapas.  

In the aforementioned series of communiqués, the 
Zapatistas announced the disappearance of the 
autonomous structure that existed until 2023, namely 
the Zapatista Autonomous Rebel Municipalities 
(MAREZ) and the Good Government Councils (JBG)9. 
These changes, they explained, are necessary for 
security reasons given the narco-war ravaging various 
parts of Chiapas, but also to confront the worst of the 
"Capitalist Hydra". They stated: “We have prepared 
ourselves so that our peoples may survive, even if 
isolated from one another.” 

The new autonomous structure 10 is based on 
Local Action Groups (GAL, Spanish acronym), 
which exist in every community where 
Zapatistas live. Several GALs can form Zapatista 
Autonomous Government Collectives (CGAZ, 
Spanish acronym) to address issues that concern 
several GALs. And ��nally, there are the 
Assemblies of Zapatista Autonomous 
Government Collectives, which convene zone 
meetings when requested by the CGAZ. These 
are not spaces of authority, they clarify, but of 
coordination. Thus, “the pyramid is inverted,” 
returning decision-making power to the peoples 
and communities.

That December 2024, the Zapatistas also shared 
with us one of the most radical decisions they 
had ever made: to declare “no ownership” of a 
portion of the recovered lands 11. They 
considered that ownership of land, both private 
and communal, has pitted peoples against each 
other, so land under “common work” will not be 

"La travesía por la vida"
Source: Paola Stefani (@paozen)



owned by anyone. It will be worked in shifts and through 
agreements between the GAL and the neighbors, whether or 
not they are members of political parties. In that same session, 
the Zapatistas developed “the Genealogy of the Common” to 
explain where this type of work comes from, as well as their 
experience of practicing the common with their Zapatista
brothers and sisters.

The Zapatistas emphatically told us that the JBG and 
MAREZ served as their political school, but they 
reproduced “the bad things about governments.” 
The appointment of representative authorities 
removed decision-making from the participation 
of the people. The rotating nature of the 
positions made it dif ��cult to continue projects, 
and they were unable to incorporate women 
and youth equitably. The “pyramid,” they added, 
also contributed positive aspects: learning self-
government, the need for women to be 
authorities, practicing what good government 
for the people should be like, learning both 
how to do “true justice” and how to make 
laws.

A ��nal idea to continue the struggle

In this time of the collapse of representative 
democracy I wonder how many 
governments in the world that boast of 
being democratic would be capable of 
such a deep and collective self-criticism. 
How many of those democracies would 
be willing to try a new form of 
government for life, putting Mother 
Earth, women and common or no 
private property at the center. The 
Zapatistas are doing it and in doing 
they challenge, provoke and invite us, 
saying emphatically:  No to wars, Yes 
to Life. Undoubtedly, this is one of their 
contributions to the world 12
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Young zapaista in the play "El Común"
Source: Radio Pozol [�� ]

Further explorations

References and sources
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https://evo.re/rd10301

Who are the Zapatistas?:
https://evo.re/rd10302

"The Zapatista Uprising, 30 Years Later": 
https://evo.re/rd10302

Notes

[1] For those interested in following his words and activities of the 31st 
anniversary and other activities, go to the Enlace Zapatista and Radio 
Zapatista websites, as well as to FB Radio Pozol.

[2] Taken and transcribed from https://www.facebook.com/CdhFrayba/
videos/881163953897023). Boldface mine.

[3] “Article 39. The national sovereignty is vested, originally and 
essentially, in the people. Public power comes from the people and it is 
institutionalized for the people’s bene ��t. People, at all times have the 
inalienable right to change or modify its form of government”. Taken 
from https://archivos.juridicas.unam.mx/www/legislacion/federal/
leyes/consting.pdf

[4] On line: https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?
p=NORMLEXPUB:55:0::NO::P55_TYPE%2CP55_LANG%2CP55_DOCUMEN
T%2CP55_NODE:REV%2Cen%2CC169%2C%2FDocument. 

[5] On line: https://www.jornada.com.mx/2019/08/18/politica/
008n1pol.

[6] On line: https://schoolsforchiapas.org/wp-content/uploads/
2014/03/Zapatista-Womens-Revolutionary-Laws.pdf.

[7] This section is taken from the Presentation written by Leyva, Cubells, 
Alonso and Köhler for the book entitled Autonomía Zapatista frente a la 
Tormenta. Madrid and San Cristóbal de Las Casas, CLACSO, Cooperativa 
Editorial Retos, CJA-CUCSH-UdeG, Tra��cantes de Sueños, 2025: 8–10.

[8] First communique on line: https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/
2023/10/23/ ��rst-part-the-motives-of-the-wolf/. Last communique on 
line: https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2023/12/22/twentieth-and-
last-part-the-common-and-non-property/.

[9] On line: https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2023/11/06/fourth-part-
and-��rst-approach-alert-several-necessary-deaths/.

[10] On line: https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2023/11/13/ninth-part-
the-new-structure-of-zapastista-autonomy/.

[11] On line. https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/2023/12/22/twentieth-
and-last-part-the-common-and-non-property/.

[12] For more information about the legacy of Zapatismo see Enlace 
Zapatista (https://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/), Radio Zapatista 
(https://radiozapatista.org/) and the Collection The Zapatista Beacon 
(https://alfarozapatista.jkopkutik.org/ and https://radiozapatista.org/?
p=43471).
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(December, 1993): https://evo.re/rd10304

Sixth Declaration of the Selva Lacandona 
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EZLN. 2016. “Critical Thought in the Face 
of the Capitalist Hydra: I”, Contributions by 
the Sixth Commission of the EZLN. 
Durham: Duke University Press. 

Leyva, X. 2022. Wars, Zapatismo, 
Networks. https://evo.re/rd10306

Alonso and Alonso. 2022. An Overview of 
Zapatismo: https://evo.re/rd10307



Radicalizing democracy does not always take 
the form of rejecting the state outright. In many 
contexts, communities pursue practices that 
expand democratic participation by 
negotiating, contesting, and sometimes 
cooperating with existing state structures. This 
approach re ��ects the recognition that the 
state, despite its colonial and exclusionary 
origins, remains a central arena where struggles 
over rights, sovereignty, and recognition 
unfold. For marginalized peoples, engaging 
with the state can open doors to legal victories, 
territorial protection, and institutional 
acknowledgment of alternative forms of 
governance. At the same time, these 
engagements do not mean submission to state 
authority; rather, they are often tactical and 
strategic, combining pressure from below with 
demands for structural change from within. In 
this sense, radical democracy is not simply an 
“outside” project, but a relational one—shaped 
through constant negotiation between 
community-based autonomy and the formal 
frameworks of state power.

In Australia, the revitalization of Aboriginal 
governance traditions illustrates this dynamic. 
First Nations communities have fought for 
recognition of their decision-making systems, 
councils, and cultural protocols within the 
framework of the modern settler state. The 
push for treaty processes and constitutional 
recognition is not merely symbolic—it is an 
effort to institutionalize Indigenous authority 
alongside existing state law. These negotiations 
create a space where Aboriginal self-
determination reshapes democratic practice, 
challenging the exclusivity of the state while 
compelling it to share power. 2

Self-determination 
in relation with 
State govermental 
structures
The Ogiek people of Kenya offer another 
example of radical democracy in 
negotiation with state structures. After 
decades of marginalization and 
dispossession, the Ogiek brought their
case to the African Court on Human and 
Peoples’ Rights, which in 2017 recognized 
their rights to ancestral lands and self-
governance. This legal victory illustrates 
how Indigenous communities can use state 
and supra-state institutions to expand 
democratic horizons. The Ogiek’s pursuit of 
land restitution is not simply about 
reclaiming territory—it is about reasserting 
collective decision-making and ecological 
stewardship as democratic practices that 
the state must accommodate.

In Myanmar, the establishment of the 
Salween Peace Park by Karen communities 
further exempli ��es how radical democratic 
initiatives can cooperate with or pressure 
states. The Peace Park is a community-led 
project to protect forests, uphold 
Indigenous governance, and ensure peace 
in a war-torn region. While it asserts 
autonomy from the central state, it also 
engages with international frameworks and 
seeks recognition from state authorities. 
This balancing act illustrates how radical 
democracy can carve out spaces of 
sovereignty while still negotiating with 
states to secure protection, legitimacy, 
and resources.
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Mary Graham
political scientist, philosopher and 

Indigenous knowledge holder. 

Waterfall in Tamborine Mountain, Queensland (Australia)
Source: Silva Vaughan-Jones

Earth lawyer and advocate for 
Earth-centred governance

Michelle Maloney Place-based, Earth-centred 
governance in Australia

As communities around the world work to protect their 
homes, traditional lands and ecosystems in the face of 
escalating climate change and biodiversity loss, many 
people in Western societies are looking for new modes of 
governance to inspire and guide their actions. In Australia, 
where British colonisation imposed the English legal 
system across the continent since 1788, the past few 
decades have seen rising interest in Indigenous 
knowledge systems and bioregional approaches to 
ecological restoration and social justice. 

In this essay, we discuss how our organizations –  Future 
Dreaming, an Indigenous and non-Indigenous partnership 
organization 1, and the Australian Earth Laws Alliance 
(AELA)2 – collaborate to promote ecocentric bioregional 
initiatives that follow the leadership of Indigenous 
governance systems in Australia. After de ��ning key 
elements of ‘bioregionalism’ and ‘bioregioning’, we 
introduce the core principles of the governance systems 
created by the Indigenous Peoples of the continent now 
known as Australia. We suggest that these governance 
systems can be seen, in Western terms, as some of the 
oldest ‘bioregional’ governance structures in the world, 
and they can provide important leadership and guidance 
to others exploring bioregional approaches. Finally, we 
brie ��y introduce an approach used by AELA called 
‘Greenprints’, which aims to bridge different cultural 
approaches to bioregional governance in Australia, and 
assist Western practitioners to engage in a deeper 
understanding of Earth-centred governance.

"We believe that the 
ancient and ongoing 

governance systems of the 
Aboriginal Peoples of 

Australia offer an 
important guide for 

rethinking and reshaping 
ecological custodianship – 

and broader societal 
governance - across our 

precious continent"
























































