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Summary:  

The thesis aims to develop various results of a long-term fieldwork in the city of San 

Cristóbal de Las Casas, Chiapas, México, where rural-urban migration was pervasive since 

the 1960s. The research concentrated on the second generation of Tzotzil and Tzeltal 

migrants living at the suburbs of the city. Young indigenous people, whose parents came to 

the city to seek jobs, are now completely bilingual (they speak their maternal language – 

mostly Tzotzil as well as spanish they have learned in the school in the city).  They mostly 

work in the same areas as the first generation migrants – as shop-keepers, souvenirs sellers 

or street-food vendors. They are thus in everyday interaction with both tourist and expats in 

the city centre. These interactions and meetings are in the context of the thesis seen as a 

consitutive element to imageries of mobility, modernity and Western lifestyles developed by 

the the young indigenous people from the suburbs. The concept if „Imaginary West“ 

(Yurchak 2005) is central in the thesis, an unseen and yet ever-present homeland of the 

tourists and most importantly a place where „better lives“ happen.  The text explores how 

the search for better/possible/livable lives shapes and affects everyday choices of the 

indigenous youth and their perceptions of their identity, their place in the socioeconomic 

structure of the city and their futures. Mobility seems to be a key element in the imagery of 

a better life, as it represents a whole scale of possibilities, different life-choices and 

ultimately, possible lives defined by power over one’s own movement. The final chapter 

then deals with the rise of social media and other digital communication technologies and its 

influence on the relationality of imaginary and everyday socialities. Daniel Miller’s (2012) 

observations on the workings and re-inventions of internet in local enviroments and also 

Tom Boellstorff’s (2012) analysis of the constitutive gap between virtuality and reality are 

used to explore how the now virtual mobility interacts and clashes with their inability to 

move in geographical space and how the use of communication technologies such as 

Facebook had shifted the horizons of possible lives. 

Abstrakt:  

Práce rozvíjí výsledky dlouhodobého terénního výzkumu ve městě San Cristóbal de Las Casas 

ve státě Chiapas na jihu Mexika, v regionu, kde probíhá od 60.let 20.století masivní rurálně-

urbánní migrace. Výzkum se soustředil na druhou generaci migrantů tzotzilského a 



  
 
 

 

tzeltalského původu, kteří nyní žijí na předměstí San Cristóbalu. Mladí indiáni, jejichž rodiče 

přišli do města za lepší obživou z horských komunit ve státě Chiapas, jsou dnes zcela bilingvní 

a ovládají jak mateřský jazyk (tzotzilštinu nebo tzeltalštinu), tak španělštinu. Stejně jako jejich 

rodiče pracují jako prodejci suvenýrů nebo pouličního občerstvení v centru města. 

Dennodenně jsou tak v kontaktu s turisty a expaty, kteří se v centru pohybují. Tato setkání 

jsou v kontextu práce vnímána jako konstitutivní prvek představovaného životního stylu 

Západu, který je charakterizován mobilitou a modernitou. Koncept „imaginárho Západu“ 

(Yurchak 2005) je centrálním konceptem celé práce, představuje neviděnou a přesto 

všudypřítomnou vlast turistů a především, místo kde se odehrávají „lepší životy“. Text se 

zabývá tím, jak hledání lepších, možných životů tvaruje a ovlivňuje každodenní volby a 

rozhodnutí indiánské mládeže a jejich vnímání vlastní identity a postavení v komplexu socio-

ekonomických vztahů města. Klíčovým prvkem představ o lepších životech se zdá být 

mobilita, která reprezentuje celou škálu možností, různorodých životních voleb a především, 

možných životů definovaných skrze schopnost mít kontrolu nad vlastním pohybem 

v prostoru města a za jeho hranicemi. Poslední kapitola se pak zabývá nástupem sociálních 

médií a dalších digitálních komunikačních kategorií a jejich vlivem na vztah imaginárních a 

každodenních socialit. Koncepty lokálního vynalézání internetu (Miller 2012) a konstitutivní 

mezery mezi virtuálním a aktuálním světem (Boellstorff) jsou základem pro prozkoumání 

vlivu virtuální mobility a jejího střetu s nemožností být transnacionální mobilní fyzicky a na 

obecnější rovině pak prozkoumání toho, jak Facebook rozšířil hranice představovaných 

možných životů a budoucností.  
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Introduction: A “Good Enough Ethnography” of Imagined Lives 

 

To learn a belief without a belief is to sing a song without a tune. A 

yielding, an obedience, a willingness to accept these notes as the right 

notes, this pattern as the true pattern, is the essential gesture of 

performance, translation, and understanding. The gesture need not to be 

permanent, a lasting posture of the mind or the heart, yet it is not false. 

It is more than a suspension of disbelief needed to watch a play, yet less 

than a conversion. It is a position, a posture in the dance. 

—Ursula K. Le Guin, The Telling 

 

I first visited San Cristóbal de Las Casas in 2007, joining my friends on a holiday trip. It 

was the summer before I started my graduate studies in anthropology and I didn’t have any 

idea about what I want to do. I dreaded the question “So what is your research gonna be 

about?” which everyone asked. Before I left, we went to have a beer with a couple of friends 

from the university, and one of our teachers asked me exactly this: “So, what are you gonna 

do? What are you interested in, in terms of your research?” I said that I was interested in the 

anthropology of religion (because at the time that seemed to be a subject worth studying as 

much as anything else). The teacher smirked a little bit and said, “You know that no one is 

doing that anymore, don’t you?” It was a joke, but I still remember it today, the 

awkwardness I felt, not knowing how to reply. But at the same time, I disagreed with him. 

Why not, I thought? Nevertheless, I left for Mexico without any clear idea about what I 

would research.  

The idea of the anthropology of religion has stayed with me for a while, and it was 

the reason why during my first stay in San Cristóbal de Las Casas I started investigating a 

phenomenon of religious expulsions in Chiapas, the southernmost Mexican state. The arrival 

of new churches and religious movements in Central America in the 1970s, and the 

consequent conversions from the traditional form of syncretic Catholicism practiced in the 

indigenous communities in Chiapas, caused conflicts inside communities and sometimes also 

within families, significantly changing the sociopolitical organization in the Chiapas 
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Highlands. It also caused one of the first waves of massive rural-urban migration in Chiapas 

and started the formation of so-called colonías on the outskirts of the city of San Cristóbal de 

Las Casas. The first settlements there provided new homes for the expulsados, newly 

converted members of various charismatic and Pentecostal churches. I studied the history of 

religious expulsions, interviewed historians, and became fascinated with the colonías 

themselves—a world of its own, at the edges of the city, closely connected to it yet not 

easily accessible to casual visitors. I soon found out that the present state of the colonías and 

the current lives of their inhabitants interest me way more than the history and the stories 

of their origins, that were moreover described and analyzed by many other authors. 

I did my fieldwork in San Cristóbal de Las Casas, in the southern Mexican state of 

Chiapas, between the years 2008 and 2013—in the course of these years, I lived in Mexico 

for almost two years, going there and back and for months at time exchanging life, work, and 

studies in Prague for the lives of indigenous people living in the colonías of San Cristóbal, in a 

place called Zona Norte, which will be described in the first chapter. My original interest was 

in the identities of young people who live in Zona Norte as second-generation migrants and 

whose parents came to San Cristóbal from various Tzotzil and Tzeltal communities in the 

Chiapas Highlands, some of them as religious refugees, some of them in search of jobs or a 

safe place to live. The label “indigenous” is not only applied to this group of people by state 

institutions and other denizens of the city, mostly Mexicans of mestizo origin living in the city 

center—they also apply it actively to themselves, (re)construct it and use it in various 

creative ways to find and secure their place in the urban space, where they are not always 

welcomed. The second generation of urban youth are people between fifteen and thirty 

years old, who were born in the city, went to schools there, and as a result are usually 

bilingual—they speaks Spanish fluently in all everyday interactions, but to various degrees 

they consider Tzotzil or Tzeltal to be their maternal language.1 

                                                           
 

1 I learned Tzotzil in the course of my fieldwork, but I was never fluent in it and never learned it well enough to 

participate in any meaningful conversations. However, because of the bilinguality of my informants, I never 

needed a translator. All my fieldwork was conducted in Spanish and all the interviews and speeches that I 

quote throughout this thesis were translated from Spanish to English by me. I feel that my limited 

knowledge of a language that at least some of my interlocutors consider to be their maternal language 
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In 2010 I finished my master thesis (Heřmanová 2010), which opened some of the 

questions I am now further exploring here. I have written about what I call the “identity 

geography” of the urban indigenous youth in San Cristóbal—four places that to some degree 

define their identity, place in the infrastructure of the city, and their life choices and options 

for the future. I explored the colonías of Zona Norte, where the young Tzotziles and Tzeltales 

live, the city center where they work, the communities their parents came from, and last but 

not least, the imaginary homeland of the tourists they meet in the city center, which I call 

the Imaginary West. The last one, the Imaginary West, and the concepts of imaginary worlds 

in general, then became central to my further research. In this text, I have attempted to 

explore it in more depth and detail, to provide ethnographic evidence of its workings and 

effects in the everyday lives, and to put it in the context of material, social, and economic 

conditions. The content of the following pages was developed and rethought over the 

course of a few years, and the particularities of what it deals with changed a lot throughout 

my fieldwork, but the main research question remained the same: What role does the 

imagination play in our social lives, and what effect do imaginary worlds have on the 

everyday decisions of people, especially people with limited choices and options available to 

them due to their ethnic origin, place of birth, and position on the global power scale?  

As I mentioned before, the history of the rural urban migration in Chiapas has been 

thoroughly studied mostly by Mexican authors, as well as by their international colleagues 

(Betancourt 1997, Aubry 1991, Vogt 1976, Cancian 1969, and more recently by Robledo 

Hernández 2009 or Cruz Burguete 2007). The phenomenon of religious expulsions and the 

sociopolitical organizations of the communities in the Altos de Chiapas / Chiapas Highlands 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

presents a limitation to my fieldwork and my findings—not in a way that would make it less plausible, but I 

do think that knowing Tzotzil and/or Tzeltal would simply have made my fieldwork different and would have 

led to different questions to be explored. I have ended up studying the relationship of young Tzotziles and 

Tzeltales to “Western” culture and society, to the tourist in the city center, and at times, to myself as a 

representative of that culture. And even though I have learned a lot about their everyday life, I never dug 

deeper for an example of the family life, its organization and workings, or the workings of the broader 

community inside the colonías—these things are discussed and lived almost exclusively in Tzotzil or Tzeltal. I 

do know enough to understand the situation that the denizens of the colonías live in—but my language 

barrier led me to study more the relationship of my informants to the world outside the colonías.  
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were the main focus of the famous Harvard Chiapas Project, founded in 1957 by Evon 

Z. Vogt and led by him for the almost thirty-five years. San Cristóbal is also home to the local 

office of one of the best anthropological research centers in the country: CIESAS (Centro de 

Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social). Chiapas is a state where 

almost one third of the total population (roughly one million out of 3.5 million total 

inhabitants according to official statistics)2 speak an indigenous language and out of the 1 

million, roughly a third does not speak Spanish at all. This was always a point of attention for 

both anthropologist and ethnographers, as well as state policies aimed at developing the 

indigenous population of Mexico. My own research thus draws on a significant body of 

literature about the historic and ethnic relations in Chiapas, both in Spanish and English. 

While I have complemented the already-existing literature on the indigenous inhabitants of 

San Cristóbal and the history of ethnic relations in the city with my own ethnographic data 

(mostly interviews with the founders of the first colonías and the current leaders of Zona 

Norte as presented in the first chapter), I hope to add two more aspects that have not been 

previously explored to such an extent as the historic and ethnic context: Firstly, I am mostly 

interested in the relationship of the Zona Norte and its constituent colonías to the old 

colonial city center. I focus on the dynamic relationship that the indigenous inhabitants 

develop with the world outside their own settlements and the ways through which they are 

trying to find stability in the infrastructure of the city. These ways are mostly connected to 

the representation of San Cristóbal as a mecca for ethnic tourism, marketed on the global 

tourist market as the perfect place to experience indigenous culture. The current inhabitants 

of the colonías thus have to deal with a complex situation in which they are simultaneously 

needed in the city infrastructure as well as suppressed and limited in their movement 

around the city. The situations that the inhabitants of the colonías find themselves in and 

the ways they assume their roles in it are the main focus of the first chapter. Secondly, the 

majority of my interlocutors are young people who are not as influenced by the very recent 

and very tumultuous history of ethnic relationships in Chiapas (including the famous 

Zapatista uprising) as their parents were. A significant part of the literature on the history 

and present state of the indigenous settlements in San Cristóbal deals with the history of 

                                                           
 

2 INEGI – Instituto National de Estadistíca y Geographía 

http://www.beta.inegi.org.mx/app/areasgeograficas/?ag=07
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rural urban migration, its origins and developments with religious and political organization 

in the city, changes in family life, gender roles, etc. (For an overview, see Calvo Sánchez 1994 

or more recently Cruz Burguete 2007). My informants are second-generation migrants who 

have never lived in the original communities in the highlands, and they do not feel like they 

have anything in common with them—they consider themselves to be urban youth. Their 

lives are centered on their everyday interactions with international tourists and expats in the 

city center, and to negotiate their place in the city center, they use novel ways that were not 

available to their parents (such as the digital communication technologies discussed in the 

third chapter).  

The everyday interactions with the tourists are also the main building blocks of the 

above-mentioned Imaginary West, the main topic of the second chapter. The imaginary 

world of the “West” plays a significant role in the way young Tzotziles and Tzeltales 

construct their identities and (re)invent their place and role in the structure of their 

communities, families, and of the whole city and in the way they position themselves 

towards the world beyond the space of the city that is their home. The exploration of both 

collective and individual imageries that they deploy about the “elsewhere” of the West, 

whose representatives they encounter every day in the city center thus develops the 

analysis of their place in the immediate environment of the city.  

The text is divided into three main chapters that explore separate topics, but 

together form what I hope to be a coherent account of both the everyday and imagined lives 

of my informants. The first part describes the environment of Zona Norte, the home of my 

respondents. It explores its history and present state and the way in which their place of 

dwelling influences their position in the whole infrastructure of the city and sets limitations 

on their explorations of the world outside Zona Norte, within the city, and within the world 

of people they meet and interact with. The first chapter thus presents a detailed description 

of the material, social, and economic conditions that my respondents live in.  

The second chapter then explores the relationship of the urban indigenous youth to 

the world outside their immediate environment of Zona Norte and develops the concept of 

Imaginary West—the “outside” or “elsewhere” of their world in San Cristóbal. It analyzes 

how this imaginary world is created, what its sources are, and what its effects on the 

everyday life choices are and how the two realities—the one of everyday struggles of life in 
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Zona Norte and the one of the Imaginary West—interact with each other. I draw on two 

main concepts here: Alexei Yurchak’s “Imaginary West” and Sneath, Holbraad, and 

Pedersen’s “technologies of imagination.” I am trying to further develop the concept 

“imaginative effects” by Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen and demonstrate it with concrete 

ethnographic examples.  

 My field-site changed significantly due to the expansion of Internet use among my 

informants. Their encounters with the tourists and with the “West” they represent are no 

longer restricted to personal communication in the city center and the internet-mediated 

representations of the “West” became one of the main sources of collective imageries 

among young Tzotziles and Tzeltales. The last chapter thus explores the digital dimension of 

imaginary worlds and provides ethnographic evidence of how the Internet is used by people 

in the context of my research. As follows from the above mentioned, the conceptualization 

of the “West” as an imagined world was one of the original topics of my research that I tried 

to explore throughout my fieldwork, while the influence of the Internet, however, was not 

something I was originally interested in—mostly because wireless Internet connection was 

not really available in San Cristóbal at the time when I started my fieldwork and 

smartphones—the only wireless devices available to my informants—were yet to become 

widely sold and used. But the simple fact that all my key informants are now almost 

constantly in touch with the inhabitants of their “Imaginary West” via Facebook, Gchat, or 

WhatsApp turned out to be a crucial and I would like to present here some ideas of what 

implications this might have not only for my own research, but for the study of imagined 

and/or virtual worlds in general. Besides some interdisciplinary excursions into the field of 

media studies and science and technology studies (particularly danah boyd’s analysis of the 

use of social media by teens worldwide), I draw mostly on writings of authors such as Daniel 

Miller, Heather A. Horst, and Tom Boellstorff, without whom any exploration in the field of 

digital anthropology and digital ethnography would be incomplete. The results and data 

provided by the by the project “Why We Post,”3 led by Daniel Miller, were extremely useful 

to me. The project aims to map various local variations and reinventions of the use of social 

media in different geographical, political, and social contexts. Parts of the methodology used 

                                                           
 

3 http://www.ucl.ac.uk/why-we-post  
 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/why-we-post
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in the project helped me to orientate myself in my own data, because—as I mentioned 

before—the digitality of imagined worlds was not something that I planned to include in the 

research, but I somehow “ended up” with Facebook conversations and emails that added a 

whole new layer to what I have researched so far. I believe that the third chapter of this 

thesis might thus be useful to another researchers in the way that the “Why We Post” 

project was useful to me—in adding more ethnographic evidence of the use of social media 

and digital communication technologies in a local and specific context.  

In the course of my fieldwork I have worked with a wide group of people who at 

some point became my research respondents and informants. I met, interviewed, and 

became acquainted with about a dozen families and their immediate networks. But I have 

become particularly close to two families, which I have followed closely over the years; I 

lived with them and I have also stayed in touch with them after returning to Prague. My 

main gatekeeper, informant, and invaluable friend was María, an unusually strong, smart 

and kind woman of Tzotzil origin—her story will be explained in the first chapter. María has 

five children: daughters Natalia and Cristina, and sons Juan, Carlos, and Alejandro.4 Except 

for Alejandro, who is the oldest of the siblings, the other four of María’s children became my 

main partners, friends, and respondents whom I spent most of the time in San Cristóbal 

with. María’s family provided me with invaluable contacts, information, and help, and they 

let me into their lives with an openness and kindness that I will be forever grateful for and 

that I myself—of this I am sure—would never be able to offer to anyone in such generous 

amounts. It is because of her and her family that I decided to overcome all the doubts, 

difficulties, and breakdowns I had during my PhD studies (and there were a lot of them) and 

pushed myself to write this text.  

The second family that I became very close to is the family of Dona Lupita and her 

children: Raymundo, Katy, and Jeanette. Dona Lupita was from a Tzotzil village deep in the 

mountains of the Highlands of Chiapas, a place not easily accessible by any means of public 

transport. Her children, however, were born in San Cristóbal, and unlike María’s children, 

they considered Spanish to be their maternal language. Ray, Katy, and Jeanette were in 

                                                           
 

4 All the names and some of the particularities of family life have been changed in order not to compromise the 
privacy of my informants.  
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some aspects rather exceptional from the rest of their social group—they went to university 

and obtained degrees, Ray and Katy in pedagogics and Jeanette in sociology. They thus had 

slightly better opportunities in terms of jobs available—but for Jeanette, it didn’t make any 

difference, and she worked as a shopkeeper for a while, then she was unemployed. But 

Dona Lupita’s family didn’t belong to the group of vendedoras, indigenous women selling 

handcrafted goods to the tourists in the city center as a main way of subsistence, and from 

that perspective, she was an exception from the rest of my informants. Ray, Kary, and 

Jeanette became my friends and valuable respondents mostly because they understood my 

research well; they were interested in it and they encouraged me to do it because they had a 

lot to say and they wanted it to be heard.  

 While I hope to present some conceptual arguments that might help others to 

further develop concepts of imagination, possible lives, and imagined futures and the role 

that communication technologies and the digital worlds play in them, my primary aim was to 

write a “good enough ethnography” (Scheper-Hughes 1993:28) of the everyday lives of 

young people in San Cristóbal and the way they imagine our lives in the “West.” Scheper-

Hughes used the term “good enough” as a call for a compromising stance with the 

postmodern critique of ethnography that sheds light on the unequal power relations of an 

anthropologist and her “subjects” and on the necessary traces that anthropologists leave in 

their fields, irreversibly changing them by the mere fact of the fieldwork. “A good enough 

ethnography” is, according to Scheper-Hughes, an ethnography that acknowledges all this 

but does not give up—instead, it states openly that as flawed and biased as the 

ethnographer herself is, “nonetheless, like every other master artisan (and I dare say that at 

our best we are this), we struggle to do the best we can with the limited resources we have 

at hand—our ability to listen and observe carefully, empathically, and compassionately.” 

Ethnography and most of all participant observation were the main methods that I used in 

my research. Ethnographic fieldwork consists of many things that make it unique, valuable, 

and at times deeply problematic—it consists of a lot of boredom, uncertainty of what the 

next steps might be, of encounters that are awkward and unbalanced, as well as of 

relationships that are strong yet very purposeful at the same time. The aim of ethnographic 

fieldwork is nothing less than to learn “the posture in the dance” that enables us to 

understand and become part of the what we study without giving up on our own identity as 
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researchers and scientists—it is, to quote Ursula K. Le Guin, “more than a suspension of 

disbelief needed to watch a play, yet less than a conversion.” 

And finally, there is one concrete reason why I think the ethnographic exploration of 

the workings of imagination and connected concepts such as the conceptualization of hope 

in the lives of marginalized people (since such a label could certainly be applied to my 

informants, as discussed in the first chapter) is relevant and rather urgent. In the past two 

years, I have had many opportunities to engage in the public discussion on the so-called 

“refugee crisis” in Europe. While I sometimes felt reluctant to do so, as refugees and 

transnational migration are not my primary field of expertise, some of the aspects of the 

public discussion—most notably the pressure to categorize migrants according to their 

motivations into “economic migrants” or “forced migrants” and evaluate their right to even 

be migrants accordingly—brought me back to the many conversations I have had with my 

informants. What we see in Europe and what many have studied are the people who either 

made the decision to leave or have been forced to leave and we have certainly found it 

difficult to distinguish between the two groups for the sake of the legal implications that the 

status of “forced migrant” has. What we don’t see and don’t read about in the media as 

often are the people who stayed, and what needs to be explored is migration from the 

viewpoint of those who do not migrate yet are in constant contact with people who have 

done so and with representations of the destination countries. I am convinced that the 

concept of imaginary worlds is extremely useful when studying the migratory decisions and 

life paths and that the investigation of the imaginative and hopeful aspects of migration are 

urgently missing in our current understanding of transnational migration. The second 

chapter thus ends with an exploration of how my informants perceive the prospects of 

migration, a phenomenon that is constantly present in their everyday lives, and the role that 

the imagination and imaginary worlds play in it. I hope that this text might add a few useful 

arguments into the current discussion of why so many people are on the move for reasons 

that are hard for us to grasp and understand in purely socioeconomic terms.  
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1. On Being Indigenous in the City 

San Cristóbal de Las Casas is one of the oldest colonial cities in Mexico, its foundations dating 

back to the sixteenth century conquistadors. But in the past fifty years, it has probably 

undergone more changes that in the five centuries of its previous existence. Gabriela Patricia 

Robledo Hérnandez, Mexican anthropologist and researcher at CIESAS Sureste, wrote a book 

about the gender and identity struggles of indigenous women living in the city of San 

Cristóbal. She opens her text with an interesting observation that captures the rapid changes 

in the city during the fifteen years between 1981 and 1997. When she first visited the city, it 

was mid-sized, consisting of the historic center and the traditional barrios around it. She 

notes the existence of the first colonías, the consequence of the first wave of religious 

expulsions. “The local press seemed to be alarmed by the presence of these city dwellers, 

who brought poverty and local conflicts with them from the mountains,” Robledo recounts. 

The tourists were also present in the city back in 1981, attracted by its picturesque beauty 

and location on the main tourist trail to Guatemala and the Caribbean. When Robledo came 

back to San Cristóbal in 1997, she “found herself in a completely different city.” The 

Zapatista uprising left a visible legacy both in the memory of local people and in the 

dynamics of urban life, now deeply marked by ethnic confrontations. The indigenous 

presence in the city became more visible at the same time—the old barrios were now 

surrounded by a dense belt of new settlements, new houses gradually replacing cardboard 

and metal shacks, and new shacks being built in the far corners of the urban periphery. “The 

majority of indigenous people remained poor, but it was obvious that some family 

businesses were thriving: the owners of public transport minibuses or some of the sellers of 

handcrafted goods,” Robledo noted. The middle class, until then formed mostly by bilingual 

teachers, now also included employees such as technicians or translators for various 

government agencies or nongovernmental organizations, and there were students from all 

over Chiapas coming to the city. And their presence manifested on many levels—for 

example in the way the urban indigenous youth dressed, combining traditional clothing with 

sneakers, heels, or short haircuts. (Robledo Hernández 2009:13nn, translated from Spanish 

by the author).  

When she finished her research and published it twelve years later, in 2009, the city 

was different again—bigger, more heterogeneous, welcoming more tourists than ever 
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before. The spread of the suburban indigenous housing settlements continued. The “densely 

populated belt” called Zona Norte is now home to at least two thirds of all inhabitants of the 

city, and it continues to grow every day. In 2007, there were forty-three colonías in Zona 

Norte. In 2010, there were forty-seven (according to SAPAM, the office for the distribution 

of potable water) or forty-nine colonías (according to the inhabitants of Zona Norte). In 

2013, I counted at least four new colonías at the outskirts of Zona Norte that were not yet at 

the official city map. The new settlements were named colonías because the land was 

originally “colonized” by various municipalities from the surrounding highlands, and the first 

settlements tended to keep close relationships with their “maternal” communities. This 

connection was long lost, but the name remained.  

I came to San Cristóbal for the first time in 2007. The colonías of Zona Norte were 

then a phenomenon often studied by local researchers and anthropologists at the 

Universidad Autonóma de Chiapas (UNACH) as well as in CIESAS—Robledo Hernández’s book 

being one of perhaps a dozen interesting studies about the life in Zona Norte and the social 

and economic dynamics of rural urban migration in Chiapas. Most of the work published on 

colonías before 1995 deals with dynamics of rural-urban migration and the reasons for the 

enormous (sub)urbanization of the whole region of Altos de Chiapas (Pérez Rodriguez 1990, 

Calvo Sánchez 1990, Aubry 1991, Betancourt 1997, also Cruz Burguete 2007), while most of 

the work of the past fifteen years is concentrated on the phenomenon of the Zapatista 

uprising, which further changed the dynamics of the movement of indigenous people in the 

whole region and also influenced significantly the life in the city itself, as it attracted the 

worldwide attention of activists, NGO workers, and researchers (Collier 1994, Díaz 1996, 

Leyva Solano 1997, Mentinis 2006, Speed 2007).5 The colonías were thus very well known to 

the academics as well as to the local “coletos”, original inhabitants of the city, who didn’t 

cease to be horrified by the influx of indigenous people and still maintained their negative 

attitude to everything foreign, as Robledo mentions in the quotation above.  

However, for the average visitor of the city, be it a low-budget backpacker, a 

Zapatista enthusiast, or a member of an organized holiday trip from the United States or 

Canada, the colonías remained invisible. As the number of inhabitants of Zona Norte grew 

                                                           
 

5 Among many others, for a bibliographical overview see Gordillo y Ortiz 2006. 
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higher, the line between the historic town center, land of tourists, and ladinos, and the 

housings in the northwest of the city became sharper and remains both geographically and 

symbolically very clear to this day. While indigenous sellers have overtaken the public 

market, as Robledo mentions, the area that starts behind it is now a purely indigenous 

world. Almost no tourist ever crosses the small bridge over the dirty streams meandering 

behind the last stalls of the mercado público.  

Although the inhabitants of Zona Norte take over the streets of the city center every 

day in form of the groups of vendedoras, indigenous women in colorful traditional clothing 

selling handcrafted souvenirs or small snacks to the tourists and passersby, none of their 

customers ever comes to Zona Norte. Urban legends telling stories about drug dealers and 

drug mafia in the colonías, violent crimes, and overall social and moral depravity are 

omnipresent, being told by taxi drivers to their customers as well as by fathers to their kids 

over family meals. Even though a few middle-class settlements have been built in the Zona 

Norte, such as Bosques del Pedregal, mostly migrants live in them—nonindigenous people 

from the rest of Mexico, who came to study or work. And they would also prefer to live in a 

similar settlement in the so-called Zona Sur at the other side of the city, which provides an 

opportunity for cheaper living for anyone who cannot afford the ever-increasing rents in the 

city center anymore.  Zona Sur is a typical suburban middle-class settlement similar to those 

we know from many European cities, while Zona Norte remains a no-go territory for 

everyone besides its inhabitants. It had developed into a city within a city, a world of its 

own—not unlike many other similar settlements all around Latin America and the rest of the 

world. And both cities—the picturesque and much-loved-among-tourists colonial town, as 

well as the chaotic belt of settlements on its northwestern periphery—continue to attract 

more people every day.  
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San Cristóbal is one of the main tourist attractions of Mexico and was named a 

“pueblo mágico” in 2003.6 Its specific ”magic“ is usually ascribed to both its undeniable 

colonial charm as well to the appraised “indigenous spirit.” The UNESCO-protected city 

center enchants visitors with cobbled streets lined with colorful, one- or two-story colonial 

houses hiding small patios with fountains and flowers inside and numerous churches and 

cathedrals. The main cathedral of San Cristóbal, as well as the famous Santo Domingo church 

and Templo de Santa Lucía in Barrio de La Merced represent Spanish colonial architecture at 

                                                           
 

6 “Pueblos Mágicos” or “Magical Villages” is a program launched by the Mexico Tourism Board (SECTUR) in 

2001. A Magical Village is “a locality with symbolical attributes, legends, history, transcendental 

substantiality, in a word MAGIC, which is emanating from each of its sociocultural manifestations and which 

today means a great opportunity for tourist development.” San Cristóbal de Las Casas was one of the first 

announced Magical Villages. Today there are forty-seven Magical Villages all around Mexico, some of 

them—like San Cristóbal—are urban centers with large populations, but there are also small and remote 

villages on the list. (http://www.sectur.gob.mx/pueblos-magicos/). The whole program is meant to enhance 

the tourist industry in Mexico, along with another similar project, “Mundo Maya” connecting historic Maya 

sites in Chiapas, Yucatán, Guatemala, and Honduras, represents one of the main tools of promotion of San 

Cristóbal within the tourism industry.  

 

Picture 1—San Cristóbal’s mercado público, main public market at the northern edge of the city center, photo by the author 

http://www.sectur.gob.mx/pueblos-magicos/
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its best: tall, spacious, and full of light, hosting traditional fiestas on the days of their 

patrons.  

Tourists from the United States and Western and Southern Europe discovered the 

city in the 1970. Betancourt (1977: 44) indicates the year 1975 as the beginning of the 

tourist boom in Chiapas. Manuel Hidalgo, a local anthropologist, writer, and “alternative 

tourist guide” who took me to the Zapatista village Oventic, also recalled the beginning of 

the 1970s in our conversation: “It was a real boom. The civil war in Guatemala closed the 

Maya ruins there for tourism—so anybody who wanted to see Tikal or Antigua, came to 

Palenque or San Cristóbal instead. We all started to make living out of it somehow.” 

According the local office of SECTUR (Federal Office for Tourism), between 1978 and 1984, 

the number of tourists grew ten times (Betancourt 1997: 45) and around 80 percent of the 

visitors were non-Mexican. The federal government soon started to notice, and state 

support of tourism became one of the main tools in the development programs in Chiapas, 

peaking in the above-mentioned promotional campaigns and programs such as “Mundo 

Maya” or “Pueblos Mágicos.” 

 The second peak of tourism in Chiapas came after 1994, and it probably didn’t make 

the federal offices so happy that time, as it mostly consisted of so-called “revolutionary 

tourists”—supporters of the Zapatista uprising, international activists, and NGO workers who 

came to Chiapas to work in the Zapatista communities or just to see how their disguised 

indigenous hero fighters look and live “for real.” In 2005, San Cristóbal ranked second within 

the country (only after the capital Ciudad de México) in the increase of the total numbers of 

tourists coming to the city. In 2009, San Cristóbal became the most visited city in Chiapas, 

beating such rivals as the famous ruins Palenque, often called the most beautiful Mayan 

pyramids in the whole Mesoamerica.7 

What always distinguished San Cristóbal from other tourist places in Mexico also 

booming in the 1970s, however, is the fact that it was (and remains today) the center of 

ethnic and cultural tourism. Although the colonial architecture is remarkable and unique and 

Chiapas offers many natural wonders such as Agua Azul water cascades, the river canyon of 

Sumidero near Chiapa de Corzo, ecotourism possibilities inside the Lacandon Jungle or the 

                                                           
 

7 Source: SECTUR—Secretariat de Turismo, www.sectur.gob.mx 

http://www.sectur.gob.mx/
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unique lake landscape of Lagos de Colón and Lagos de Montebello (and most of these 

destinations are a one-day trip from San Cristóbal), it was the “indigenous spirit” that turned 

out to be the main tourist attraction of San Cristóbal. The fact that most US and European 

tourists came to the city to see and 

experience the indigenous culture was 

baffling for the locals. As Pierre L. van 

den Berghe points out, the local 

mestizos didn’t understand what was 

so interesting about the indígenas—

they were surprised that the tourists 

weren’t motivated so much by the 

colonial architecture as by the desire to 

see the “living Mayas” (van den Berghe 

1995).  

The language of international 

guidebooks is, however, very eloquent 

when it comes to stressing San 

Cristóbal’s qualities:  

“Rich in indigenous culture and history, San Cristóbal de las Casas is an 

anthropologist's dream. The Maya, who are descended from an ancient and ingenious 

civilization, are a strong presence in and around the city. In many respects, Chiapas more 

closely resembles Guatemala than Mexico. Mystical, indigenous, and ethereal San Cristóbal: 

A visit here is sure to enchant and fascinate.”8 

                                                           
 

8 http://www.gonomad.com/1485-san-cristobal-de-las-casas-mexico-an-ethereal-highland-city 

Picture 2—indigenous vendedoras at main pedestrian zone in the 
city center, photo taken by the author.  
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“Surrounded by dozens of traditional Tzotzil and Tzeltal villages, San Cristóbal is at 

the heart of one of the most deeply rooted indigenous areas in Mexico. A great base for local 

and regional exploration, it’s a place where ancient customs coexist with modern luxuries.”9 

“Chiapas's thickly wooded jungles, mountains, and valleys, together with its 

traditional cultures and indigenous roots, have kept its look, feel, and style very distinct from 

the rest of Mexico. Although there are some cities, symbols, and events here which reveal 

the area's colonial heritage, the population is still well established within its indigenous 

roots. Local people continue to live their lives here in accordance with certain customs and 

rituals.”10 Indigenous culture became the marketable, distinguishable quality of San Cristóbal 

that secured its spot on the tourist map of Mexico, whether the locals liked it or not.  

It is thus only logical that San Cristóbal was, from the beginning of its tourist glory, a 

mecca of backpackers (van den Berghe 1995, Kersten 1997) and of people who preferred 

ethnic, cultural, alternative, and “politically correct” tourism. The local service providers 

soon learned that there was not much they could do about it except offer the backpackers 

what they were willing to pay for—organic coffee, alternative bookshops, and cinemas, 

vegan and vegetarian food, music clubs, and trips to the jungle and to the Zapatista 

communities. The emergence of the disguised Zapatista fighters with their charismatic 

leader Subcomandante Marcos on the 1st of January 1994 (San Cristóbal was the first city 

the Zapatista Army took over on the day of the uprising) only added to the city’s already 

well-known reputation as an ethno-tourists’ dream. As Raymond van de Wiel notes, “Not 

only has the Zapatista rebellion put Chiapas on the world map, it also attract ‘revolutionary 

tourism.’ Some organizations now promote ‘Zapatista tours,’ the Lonely Planet details the 

Zapatista story and Zapatista sites, and street vendors, even those who do not sympathize 

with the EZLN, sell Zapatista dolls, posters, and T-shirts because of the overwhelming 

demand” (van de Wiel 2007:1). While before 1994, the most popular trips to the nearby 

villages around San Cristóbal led to San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán, which were 

advertised as traditional Maya villages, where the Tzotziles and Tzeltales still practice their 

religious rituals and live in their own “indigenous” way, Zapatista centers such as Oventic 

                                                           
 

9 http://www.lonelyplanet.com/mexico/tabasco-and-chiapas/san-cristobal-de-las-casas 
10 http://www.mexperience.com/guide/colonial/san-cristobal-de-las-casas.php 

http://lonelyplanet.com/venezuela/san-cristobal
http://lonelyplanet.com/mexico
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now complete the offer for any adventure and revolution (be it spiritual or political) seeking 

visitor.  

Tourism was also crucial to the recent developments in the city because it stressed 

the most ambivalent foundations in its hierarchy and political organization—the complex 

relationships between local mestizos, ladinos (coletos), and the indigenous people who 

came to live in the city in the past fifty years. Until the 1970s, Chiapas was considered 

underdeveloped and has until now remained the poorest state in Mexico, with the highest 

percentage of indigenous population. San Cristóbal was the colonial heart of the region and 

one of three, and the only significant, mestizo city in the area (the other two being much 

smaller municipalities of Teopisca and Chiapa de Corzo). Up until the 1950s, the majority of 

the population in the region was traditionally rural, living in small remote villages and 

settlements that were hard to reach because of a nonexistent road infrastructure. In 1954, 

according to INI—Instituto Nacional Indigenista, around 80 percent of the rural population of 

Chiapas didn’t speak Spanish and were thus in no contact with federal or state government 

(or with any other aspect of the world outside their own communities, for that matter). Cruz 

Burguete (2006:21) goes as far as to characterize the significance of Chiapas for the federal 

politics as “espacio vacío,” empty space. And while the countryside remained out of touch 

with any sign of modernization, in the city the old colonial order of things survived, even 

thrived, when the tourist boom of 1970s came and caused a massive change.  

The complex relationship between the mestizos, the ladinos, and the indigenous in 

the era before the tourist- and state-led development of Chiapas was brilliantly analyzed in a 

now classic article by van den Berghe and Benjamin N. Colby, “Ethnic Relations in 

Southeastern Mexico,” published in American Anthropologist in 1961. Van den Berghe and 

Colby describe how the coletos, the local upper class families, prided themselves on being 

genetically of Spanish origin, being sometimes also called gente bien (good people), la crema 

(the cream) or los blancos (the whites). They ruled over the middle class of mestizos, the 

“mixed ones” and most importantly over the indios, the lower class. But as the authors point 

out, genetic characteristics were not the primary criteria of social status: “While the town is 

rigidly stratified, and its inhabitants strongly class-conscious, wealth (as indexed by dress, 

landownership, type of house, number of servants etc.), education (as shown by literacy, 

correctness of speech, university degree, manners, etc.) are more important than the 
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physical appearance in determining one’s status” (Van den Berge and Colby 1961: 772). As 

the above-mentioned figure about the percentage of literate and Spanish-speaking 

indigenous people in the region indicates, racial and class criteria overlap here. However, the 

most important aspect of the organization of the hierarchy of the city wasn’t the strictly 

racial point of view, but rather the cultural one. The ladinos (even the most liberal ones) had 

taken their superiority for granted, but they never based it on genetics (even though they 

prided their “Spanish origins”): “The rationalization of the superiority is almost always 

cultural . . . the ladino group is characterized by its possession of the local variant of Spanish 

culture, not by any racial traits” (Van den Berghe and Colby 1961:774,783). The physical 

appearance of a mestizo and an indígena would be hard for any outsider to discern—so an 

indigenous person, if he or she learns to speak Spanish fluently and dress accordingly, could 

sometimes pass as a lower-class mestizo. Most indigenous people were, of course, due to 

their poverty, excluded from the middle and upper class, but the ideology offered a 

possibility of social mobility, at least in theory.  

Van den Berghe and Colby label the ethnic relationship between indigenous and 

nonindigenous population in Chiapas as “paternalistic”: the ladinos treat the indigenous as 

primitive, uncultured, but with a touch of affection—as unreliable, childish, and ignorant, 

but not dangerous. (van den Berghe and Colby 1961:789). This logic was also supported by 

the ideology of the state institutions that were responsible for the affairs concerning 

Mexico’s indigenous population—the above-mentioned INI and its local branch in Chiapas, 

founded in 1971. The foundation of the local office of INI (which exists to this day under the 

name of SEPI—Secretaría de Pueblos Indios) was the first milestone in the state-led 

development of Chiapas, which was mostly executed as part of a program called PRODESCH 

(Programa de Desarrollo de Los Altos de Chiapas—see more in Betancourt 1997, Cruz 

Burguete 2007). As van den Berghe and Colby point out, the official policy of integration of 

native indigenous people into the Mexican nation was via their hispanization and “the ladino 

assumption of cultural superiority is, thus, unwittingly supported and reinforced by the 

official ideology of the present liberal Mexican government” (van den Berghe and Colby 

1961: 784). In practice, the INI usually picked up a few people from each community and 

sent them to school in the capital. When they returned to their native community, they 

became bilingual teachers and the main mediators of communication between the 
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government and the population in the indigenous communities. The presence of the new 

class of politically powerful people whose power was, however, not embedded in the 

traditional system of cargos that the communities relied on significantly changed the 

dynamics of sociopolitical organization in the communities (Heřmanová 2010, see also Perez 

Rodriguez 1990, Betancourt 1996). The PRODESCH program, together with the above-

described tourist boom and religious conflicts, was one of the main reasons of the 

urbanization of Chiapas, and it practically acted as the main pull factor for the first wave of 

rural-urban migration in the region and for the creation of the first colonías on the outskirts 

of the city of San Cristóbal de Las Casas.    

And with the movement from the countryside to the city, the traditional order of 

things based in sixteenth-century colonialism, so cautiously guarded and cultivated by the 

elites in San Cristóbal until the second half of the twentieth century, began to fall apart and 

its guardians began to feel threatened. The very core of the paternalistic relationship as 

described by van den Berghe and Colby—the assumption that the dominated indigenous 

lower class is not dangerous—ceased to be valid. They warned that urbanization and 

industrialization tend to undermine the paternalistic system, especially if the racial and 

ethnic divisions are not challenged at the same time. The subjugated group of indigenous 

inhabitants could not be perceived as “inferior, but lovable so long as it remains ‘in its 

place’” (van den Berghe and Colby 1961:789)—once they step out of the place, the lovable 

becomes dangerous. Van den Berghe’s and Colby’s assumption about the evolution of the 

interethnic relations in San Cristóbal proved to be very accurate. 

It was exactly at the same time when Tzotzil and Tzeltal families began to move into 

the city, founding the first colonías of the future Zona Norte, that tourists discovered San 

Cristóbal and started to praise its indigenous spirit and demand the traveling experience it 

offered them. The colonial elites found themselves caught in an ambivalent situation, 

because they started to feel threatened by the increasing presence of Tzotziles and Tzeltales 

in the city and by their now obvious importance in the local economics, by they also needed 

the attention of international visitors and the money that comes with it. Chiapas remains the 

poorest state in Mexico, despite its tourist popularity and the vast diversity of natural 

resources, and the service sector quickly became main source of employment and economic 
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stability for the old coleto families.11 The federal development programs, meanwhile, caused 

the sociopolitical organization of the region to change, leading to conflicts and 

impoverishment in the indigenous communities, and this forced more people to leave for 

the city. The Zapatista uprising that made Chiapas world famous was thus only the last piece 

of the puzzle in the complex development of sociocultural dynamics in Chiapas. For the 

indigenous population of the city, it was both empowering and dangerous, because with the 

intense tourist gaze of backpackers and revolutionaries, their vulnerability and marginal 

position became more obvious and the cultural rationalization of their sub-dominated role 

had one more tool to use. Van den Berghe wrote, more than thirty years after his original 

study, that tourism in Chiapas shortly before the beginning of Zapatista insurgency was “the 

last wave of exploitative capitalist expansion into the remotest periphery of the world 

system . . . now even poverty becomes an exploitable commodity if it is colorful enough” 

(1994: 23).  

The San Cristóbal of today is the result of this tangled, complex, and complicated 

history of ethnic, economic, and cultural conflicts, differences, and power plays. It’s a city 

that encompasses at least three seemingly very different worlds—the one that is happening 

in the cafés and hotels all around the city center, where Maya spirit is being praised and 

money is being brought into the local economy, the one in the colonial houses in the old 

barrios of the town, where the old elite fights for power in a new order of things and uses 

the history as an argument and the one in Zona Norte, where a second generation of 

indigenous migrants is growing up and trying to find their place in between the tourists they 

meet every day in the city center, the poverty of their homes, the discrimination from the 

part of the nonindigenous population—and the visions of “modern” and “western” lifestyle 

that the tourists and new communication technologies are bringing to them.  

If anyone wants to understand the position of the urban indigenous youth in San 

Cristóbal today, a knowledge about the causes and contexts of the current situation is 

necessary. The following chapters will thus deal with: 1) the stories of their parents, the first 

generation of indigenous migrants to the city, who reflect the general history and causes of 

(sub)urbanization of San Cristóbal; 2) the contemporary reality of life in the Zona Norte and 

                                                           
 

11 Betancourt (1997:39) writes about the “terciarización del sector económico.”  
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its relation, both cultural, social, and economical to the city center, in which the concept of 

marginality plays a crucial role; and 3) the second-generation Tzotzil and Tzeltal migrants’ 

positions within this relation and their ways of dealing with it.  

 

1.1. “We came here out of necessity and they told us we were contaminated” 

Rural-urban migration in Chiapas and the population growth of San Cristóbal de Las Casas 

In a very early sunny morning in September 2013, I was walking on a steep footpath 

between colonía La Hormiga and the neighboring San Juan del Bosque with María and her 

grandson Juanito. We were taking Juanito to school, located at the edge of La Hormiga, one 

of the highest places in the Zona Norte. When we reached the playground in front of the 

school, we spotted few other women with their kids and the teacher standing among them, 

talking animatedly. It turned out that the school was closed because the teachers had 

decided to join the national strike against the reform of the educational system in Mexico 

that President Peña Nieto was trying to implement. Massive protests were taking place on 

the main square in Mexico City, and I knew that some of my friends had joined the provisory 

camps build at the capital’s zócalo, but I didn’t know that the strike had reached even such 

remote corners of the country. Many of the parents who took their kids that day to the 

school had no idea about the strike and why it was happening, and the teacher was in the 

middle of explaining her cause when we arrived. “It’s been on the radio and on the TV for 

the past few days. When the strike is over, it will be broadcast on the radio again, so that 

you will know that you can take your kids to school again,” she said. The group of women 

stared at her for a while, looking quite baffled, and then started to speak quickly in Tzotzil 

among themselves. After a while, María stepped forward and said, “Well, me and my 

compañeras here, we don’t have a radio and I don’t know about the others, but my TV is 

broken and I don’t watch the news. I will give you my phone number and you have to call me 

when this is over. Otherwise we will have to come here every day to ask.” The teacher 

shrugged and said that she would talk to the director, but María intervened again, 

demanding to speak with the director too. 
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In the director’s office, she very clearly repeated her conditions until the director finally 

wrote her number on a piece of paper and promised to call her when the strike was over—

and she in exchange promised to tell all of her friends. And as María knew almost everyone 

in La Hormiga and for sure everyone knew her, this arrangement was probably much more 

efficient that the radio broadcast.  

María is obviously a born organizer—I met her at San Cristóbal’s zócalo, where she 

was organizing the other indigenous vendedoras and leading the negotiations with the 

municipal government about the registration of their businesses. Her open manner and 

leadership skills were probably also one of the reasons she became one of my best 

informants and the gatekeeper in the truest sense of the word during my research, because 

once I gained her trust, she could present me to almost anyone. Her instinct to know 

everyone and everything was demonstrated a moment later, when we left the director’s 

office and she declared, “Well, it looks like we have nothing to do here today, so let’s take a 

walk! I heard there are some new houses over there!” and she was already ten meters 

ahead of me on the pathway.  

Picture 3—the view of Zona Norte from La Hormiga, photo taken by the author 
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 We were walking in the direction of San Antonio del Monte, also one of the colonías 

founded in 1980s by the refugees from the municipality of Chamula. In a steep and wooded 

hillside above us, behind the last houses and shacks of San Antonio del Monte, there were 

indeed new constructions. In a place where I could barely walk due to the steepness, tree 

roots, and mud from the previous night‘s rain, someone had built a very fragile-looking 

wooden construction, and I also spot a few chickens among the trees. Right next to the new 

habitation, a handwritten sign on a wooden stick announced land for sale, both in Spanish 

and in Tzotzil. I could not possibly fathom who would pay for land on terrain like this, as I 

was trying to not fall into the mud, in which I was almost to my knees by then. María, hoping 

around in her flip-flops, seems unconcerned and mildly amused by my awkwardness. After 

another few minutes during which we only saw a few more chicken and a little boy playing 

with an old football, María spotted a little girl, perhaps three or four years old in flip-flops 

and pajamas hopelessly standing in the middle of a pool of mud and trying to get her feet 

out. María ran to help her and immediately started talking to her. She picked her up and 

walked in the direction of the nearest house, while waving at me, indicating for me to wait.  
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I gave up on trying to locate my ballerina shoe in the mud and decided to walk barefoot, 

when she suddenly came back and shouted: “It’s colonía 20 de Noviembre! That’s what they 

call it here!” evidently content that her mission of knowing everything and everyone was 

complete once again. 

  

 María came to San Cristóbal when she was eighteen years old (or at least she guessed 

she might have been around eighteen then—I never got to know her exact age, because I 

doubt she knows it herself), so it was in the early 1980s. She came with her mother and her 

oldest son Juan and she left her drunken and violent husband behind, in a small village in the 

municipality of Chamula called Ichilhó. She goes to Ichilhó once or twice a year to visit her 

father, who currently lives with his third wife. Ichilhó has around fifty inhabitants and around 

a third of them are María’s relatives. The main way of subsistence in Ichilhó is agriculture—

corn and coffee planting—but mostly people have just enough corn and hens to make just 

enough tortillas and eggs to feed themselves. María’s children almost never go to Ichilhó—

actually the only time they went there in the past five years was because of me. I decided to 

Picture 4—the road from La Hormiga to San Antonio del Monte and Puntas de Manzanillo – —public wells, until 1994 the 
only source of potable water for colonías La Hormiga, San Juan del Bosque, San Antonio del Monte, and Nuevo Jerusalem—
2010, photo taken by the author 
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go with María when she went to visit her father on Día de los Muertos in 2008 and Cristina 

and Carlos, two of María’s younger children, just couldn’t miss the fun of watching me eating 

eggs and tortillas in their grandfather’s little one-room house made of clay. But except for 

the oldest, Alejandro, all of María’s four other children were born in San Cristóbal, and they 

didn’t know much about her life in Ichilhó.  

When María came to San Cristóbal, she “wasn’t religious,” in her own words—she 

belonged to the main Catholic Church in the municipality of Chamula, just as everyone did. 

The main church in Chamula, where the cult of San Juan as part of the syncretic Maya 

Catholicism is practiced, is also the center of the cargo system structure of the whole 

municipality. Religious cargos, usually represented by various Saints, are tied together with 

political and social functions within the community. Every village (paráje) that belongs to the 

municipality of Chamula has its own smaller, but surprisingly exact, copy of the main church 

of San Juan in San Juan Chamula in order to be connected to the mother church 

symbolically, politically, and economically.12 Thanks to the elaborated cargo system, the 

religious structure is strongly connected to politics, social relations, and also economic 

power within the municipality. The honor of a religious cargo comes together with political 

power, and only the wealthiest and most powerful men can hold the fiesta for San Juan—

holding the most important cargo means being ruler of the community. The cargo system 

incorporates all levels of social and political organization into one tightly woven network. 

When María says that she “wasn’t religious,” she means that she was part of this network 

and practiced the Catolicismo tradicionale Maya that defines it, as opposed to being 

                                                           
 

12 This is also the origin of the world colonía, which now describes the districts of Zona Norte, as mentioned 

above—the first colonías were literally colonized lands, where new parájes were built. But through the cargo 

system, the new settlements were always in touch with the original “mother” community of San Juan 

Chamula. It is important to stress that the word “colonía” in the case of the suburbs of San Cristóbal thus 

doesn’t mean colonized land in the sense of an illegally built settlement, but rather it is just an inherited 

name from the old parájes. As will be explained later, the first colonías were built legally on land that was 

purchased and registered for new indigenous owners. Informal settlements are, of course, nowadays a 

significant part of Zona Norte, but it wasn’t the way in which the suburbanization of San Cristóbal by 

Tzotziles from Chamula started.  
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member of a protestant church (which she is now and which counts as “being religious” in 

the proper sense of the word for her).13 

The Chamula municipality is perhaps the most documented case of the phenomenon 

of religious expulsions, which were, together with tourism and the PRODESCH program, the 

main causes for the first wave of migration to San Cristóbal. When PRODESCH was launched 

in 1971, the local office of Instituto Nacional Indigenista sent its officers to many indigenous 

communities all around Chiapas, San Juan Chamula, and some of its parájes. A generation of 

young Tzotzil men chosen from the communities was then sent to the capital and educated 

in INI-led schools. When the young men, now trained bilingual teachers and INI mediators, 

came back, their position in the community was unprecedented—they held significant 

political power due to their connection to state officials and the money they provided, but 

their position in the traditional cargo system was completely incompatible with it. Cargos are 

gained through long-term service in the community and often inherited in the families, so 

when the new political elite arrived with resources and power acquired outside of the 

structure, the whole system started to fall apart. At the same time, the first missionaries of 

the Seventh-Day-Adventist church from Canada arrived in Chiapas. For Chamula citizens in 

lower positions, upward mobility in the cargo system was almost impossible, and it 

sometimes took a few generations to reach to better and more important cargo. Many 

people were thus more than willing to listen to the missionaries whose message was 

simple—“You don’t have to work so hard, pay so much money, and wait for such a long time 

if you want to be saved, because the salvation of Jesus Christ is right here, waiting for you. 

Just read the bible and come with us.”14 Many families converted to the new religion (and 

                                                           
 

13 The religious practice of “catolicismo tradicionale maya” and the elaborate cargo structure connected to it 

was best described by Evon Zogt and Frank Cancian in the case of the neigboring Tzeltal community of 

Zinacantán. Zogt’s classic study “Zinacantan: A Maya Community in the Highlands of Chiapas” (1969) was 

part of the famous Harvard Chiapas Project. Cancian’s “Economia y prestigio en una comunidad Maya,” 

published by INI in 1976, remains by far the most profound analysis of the phenomenon. The reason why 

Chamula was never studied so thoroughly as Zinacantán, even though the two villages are half-an-hour’s 

ride from each other, is simple—no foreigners are allowed to stay in Chamula for more than one day.  

 
14 I have analyzed the dynamics of religious expulsions, so called “expulsiones religiosas” that were caused by 

this development, elsewhere (Heřmanová 2010), see also Betancourt 1996, Perez Rodriguez 1990, and 
Robledo Hernández in Cruz Burguete et al., 2007. 
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many missionaries of other protestant Pentecostal churches form the United States and 

Canada arrived in search of new members).  

The political elite in Chamula developed from the INI-trained teachers, so-called caciques, 

sensed an opportunity and the situation escalated into an open conflict, seemingly religious, 

but political at its core. The converted families were expelled from Chamula and all its 

parájes and the caciques revitalized the cargo system and of course reinserted and 

conserved their own position in it. The first colonías, including La Hormiga, were founded by 

the pastors of new churches, and sometimes the church itself bought the land in the suburbs 

of San Cristóbal for its members (this was the case with colonía Nueva Palestina and many 

others). The church in the colonía became the new political and economic center, because 

the independence of the original community was necessary.  

 Today’s Chamula is a very closed and rigid society that sells itself—and is being sold 

to the tourists—as a traditional Mayan village with specific rituals and famous Catolicismo 

Maya church, where the tourists willingly pay twenty pesos to enter and obey the absolute 

ban of photographs. But the “tradition” is no more than a few decades old, reflecting the 

tumultuous history of recent years. Two cacique families now own practically every business 

in Chamula, including the transportation system of San Cristóbal, and the expelled families 

live in the above-mentioned colonías La Hormiga, San Juan del Bosque, and San Antonio del 

Monte. María calls herself a religious refugee as well—she started to practice her religion 

during her visits in San Cristóbal, and when their relatives in Ichilhó found out, they beat her. 

She admits that she would probably leave Ichilhó anyway—but thanks to her membership in 

the new church, it was easier for her, because she already had some connection to the city.  

 

 María’s story is in many aspects typical, though religious refugees are of course just 

part of the first rural-urban migration wave in Chiapas. I have previously synthetized the 

general reasons of the internal migration and consequently the suburbanization of San 

Cristóbal and found three research areas discussed in most of the studies on the topic 

(Heřmanová 2010). They are, however, strongly interconnected and could also be seen as 

mutually dependent:  
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1) Changes in the sociopolitical organizations in the region of Altos de Chiapas led to 

changes in ownership structures, to the creation of agricultural cooperatives (ejidos), 

and in some cases to conflicts over the most important resource in Chiapas: land. The 

consequence of the conflicts, together with other land-concerning aspects of 

development (the construction of roads and general infrastructure in the region), led 

to an overall reorganization of economic structure, employment structure, and the 

creation of new economical elites. 

2) The differentiation of the economic sector significantly influenced the complex 

system of political administration in the communities, which is closely connected to 

religion through the practice of the system of cargos. At the same time, the 

missionaries started to work in the region and conversion to other confessions 

became frequent—in some cases, this led to expulsions of converted families from 

the communities. The new churches also played a significant role in the settlement of 

the refugees in the suburbs of San Cristóbal.  

3) The global market economy reached Chiapas through an unprecedented influx of 

tourism, in this case ethnic and cultural tourism, which led to both the 

empowerment and impoverishment of indigenous migrants in the city through the 

commodification of their cultural identity.  

Many newcomers to the city would ”fit“ more into the first mentioned area—they are not 

religious refugees but economic migrants. As Juana María Ruiz, one of the original founders 

of La Hormiga recounts, “There are many voluntary migrants. The people came for jobs, 

many came to complete their education. Mostly, we left the villages because there just 

wasn’t anything for us anymore. The land was scarce and there is no other way to survive up 

there in the mountains. We came out of necessity.” Juana María is one of the three original 

owners of land in La Hormiga—today on of the biggest colonías located on the northern 

hillside, right above the periférico, the main highway encircling the city center on its 

southern side and cutting right through the middle of Zona Norte. Many of the colonías built 

during the first wave of migration between 1975 and 1985 were built on the steep stretch of 

land lined by the périferico in the south and by the main road to San Juan Chamula on the 
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western edge.15 La Hormiga and San Juan del Bosque are the two oldest and best-known 

colonías, built there approximately at the same time. Juana María started to negotiate the 

purchase of her own piece of land in 1980, but it took whole two years for the legal matters 

to be settled. In her recounting of the foundation of La Hormiga (Ruiz Ortiz 1996:11), she 

remembers the three owners of the land she and two other Tzotzil men wanted to buy—

Alváro Severo Díaz, Victoria Díaz Ruiz, and Elfega Díaz Arizmendi, all three of them heirs to 

the land from old colonial families. Juana María was one of the first buyers, together with 

Domingo Lopéz Angel, the leader of religious refugees from Chamula and founder of an 

organization called CRIACH (Consejo de Representantes Indígenas de Los Altos de Chiapas), 

which plays a significant role in the organization of colonías to this day. Juana María, 

Domingo Lopéz Angel, and all of the original buyers of land in La Hormiga and the 

neighboring colonías have paid for their plot—Juana María told me that the amount of 

money (around 3,000 pesos in 1980) was astronomical for them at the time, “but we had no 

other option then to get the money together. We had to do it, I had no other place to go,” 

she says. Hvostoff (2001) also recounts many similar stories of the first migrants, who 

sometimes stayed in rented room and saved money for a small piece of land in one of the 

colonías. Hvostoff mentions that the relationship between the indigenous tenants and the 

ladino owners who rented to them was very tense and the conditions of living were horrible. 

The most infamous case of a settlement in the Calle Francisco Guzman, equipped with four 

toilets and three washbasins and rented to 450 indigenous families, is documented also in 

Juana María’s story (Hvostoff 2001: 48, Ruiz Ortiz 1996: 14).  

The first colonías resembled the original villages much more than they resembled an 

urban settlement, as Betancourt notes (1997: 14nn). The statistics of INEGI follow a 

distinction between “rural” and “urban” population in the data about the population census 

in San Cristóbal (see table 1). There was no infrastructure in the first colonías, and many 

families depended on small cornfields nestled in between the houses. Many families also 

didn’t build concrete construction and lived in simple wooden shelters very similar to those 

                                                           
 

15 The periférico/city circle wasn’t built until 1976 and before that the hillsides surrounding the valley of Jovel, 
where the colonial city of San Cristóbal was located, were mostly inaccessible. Sophie Hvostoff (2001) also 
mentions the importance of the construction of the drainage canal built in 1973. Before its construction, the 
land behind the public market was flooded every year during the rainy season—and after the construction it 
took several years for the land to desiccate completely. So it wasn’t until the early 1980 that the northern 
periphery became habitable and suitable for the construction of houses.  
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in their original villages. What is interesting in the table, however, is the increasing gap 

between rural and urban population in the city area—the rural inhabitants went from mere 

5,181 to only 5,581 between 1930 and 1950, then increased slightly to 7,133 in 1970. In 

1980, however, the number was suddenly almost three times higher—20,524, which means 

around one third of the total city population of 60,550. Only five years later the number of 

rural population went even higher and reached 32,303 while the urban population remained 

“only” 49,880. By then, the distinction between rural and “city people” became useless, as 

the infrastructure started to be built in the oldest colonías closest to the city center. Colonías 

like Nueva Esperanza, Tlaxcala, or Betania didn’t resemble anything “rural” by then, with 

concrete streets, well-built houses, small shops, and a functional internal subsistence 

economy. 

Table 1—population growth in San Cristóbal from 1930–1985 

 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1985 

Urban 

population 

16,713 11,768 17,473 23,343 25,700 40,026 49,880 

Total 

population 

21,894 16,337 23,054 27,198 32,833 60,550 82,183 

Source: Betancourt, Dario 1997—Bases regionales de la formacion de las communas urbanas en San Cristóbal 

de Las Casas, UNACH; inegi.org.mx 

 

In the later census, the distinction isn’t used anymore: 

Table 2—population growth in San Cristóbal from 1995–2010 

 1995 2000 2005 2010 

Total 

population 

116,729 132,421 166,460 185,917 

 Source: inegi.org.mx 
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The figures clearly show that the first wave of migration was the most massive one, 

but that the number of inhabitants of San Cristóbal never ceased to grow after 1975. The 

same can be seen visually at the following maps—the first one is an aerial view of San 

Cristóbal in 1968, which shows the colonial city center and the uninhabited stretch of land 

that surrounds it and leads to the then completely wooded hills of valley of Jóvel. The 

second one is a Google-generated photomap of San Cristóbal in 2015, where the urbanized 

land in the north and northwest of the city is many times bigger than the original colonial 

city, now surrounded by new settlements also in the south. The woods in the mountainsides 

have mostly given in to the new houses. La Hormiga and San Antonio del Monte (north of 

the Periférico Norte in the map) are still at the edge, although they were built among the 

first—this is due to the frequent floods in the flat land around the city center, which made it 

uninhabitable for the first few years of the colonization.  
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Picture 5—aerial photograph of San Cristóbal in 1968, photo by Vicente Kramsky, source: Kramsky Atelier, San Cristóbal de 
Las Casas 

Map 1—San Cristóbal de Las Casas in 2015, photomap, source: Google, data source: DigitalGlobe, INEGI 
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The hardships of acquiring financial resources and building a house weren’t the only 

concerns of the new inhabitants of the city. Just as van den Berghe envisioned, the 

paternalistic relationship of the ladinos to the indigenous population started to shift in a 

predictable way—the indígenas started to be seen as a threat and a danger to the order of 

things and the cultural racism of local elites developed sharper contours. According to the 

stories of my informants and also other gathered by other researchers (most notably Aubry 

1991), the deterioration of interethnic relations manifested on two levels—in the very 

dismissive attitude of the municipal government to the new settlements and also at personal 

level, in everyday interactions.  

If La Hormiga is again to be taken as an example, the attitude of the government is 

symptomatic. Since 1982, the inhabitants of the colonía, Juana María among them, tried to 

negotiate the construction of infrastructure in La Hormíga. All attempts at acquiring access 

to the municipal electricity and potable water network were in vain. Juana María recounts 

one of many negotiations with the city officials: “They wouldn’t hear about it. They showed 

us the map of the city, and of course La Hormiga wasn’t on the map. One of them, I don’t 

remember his name anymore, but I think he was a lawyer, told us, ‘As far as I am concerned, 

this place doesn’t exist.’ Can you imagine that? I invested all my money, everything I had in 

that house. And this man was telling me that it doesn’t exist!” I answered honestly that I was 

not able to imagine such a situation and I just wondered why the government was so 

stubborn about it. Juana María smiled bitterly: “Why? I asked them why they didn’t want us 

here and I wish I hadn’t. The lawyer started to shout at us, saying that we are pinches indios 

(fucking indigenous) and that we only contaminate the land there, that we contaminate the 

natural resources that belong to his city. But we didn’t come here to contaminate! We came 

out of necessity. But they told us that we were here to contaminate their land.” 

My friend Jeanette, who lives with her Tzeltal mother in La Garita, warned me to 

never ask her mother about her first years in San Cristóbal. “That’s a very sensitive thing for 

her. I heard the stories from my grandfather. He told me that when my mother was little, 

they once took a public minibus—he was old and tired and he just couldn’t walk anymore. 

He was dressed in his Sunday suit, but my mother was in her indigenous clothes, so the 

people knew. The people just stared at them and then they all left the bus—they wouldn’t 

ride with indigenous. So the driver threw my mother and her father out. My mom cried all 
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the way home. She says that’s the only thing she remembers, but she doesn’t want to talk 

about it.” 

 Also, Juana María confirms, that she encountered the racism everywhere, not just at 

the offices of the municipality. “You know, just the fact that we can walk the streets today is 

a success. We couldn’t walk the same streets as ladinos back then. We were treated as dirt 

and there are a lot of people who still remember it very clearly,” she says.  

 The struggle for electricity took an unexpected turn in 1994. The network was already 

built, but the city hall refused to connect it to the municipal source. And then—Juana María 

makes a dramatic pause here, when she tells me this story—the Zapatistas came. “And that 

was it—they saved us. We had electricity like the next day probably. We weren’t hopeless 

anymore. The municipal officers saw what could happen if they ignored us—so they just 

couldn’t ignore us anymore. And we have the EZLN to thank for the fact that our houses 

aren’t dark in the night anymore.” The water infrastructure, however, was never negotiated 

with the municipality. The inhabitants of La Hormiga collected the money among themselves 

and paid for the conduit that is connected to the public wells in Puntas de Manzanilla. “We 

are independent.” Juana María smiled. “We built it, it’s ours, and we do not depend on the 

city hall anymore.”  

When María talks about her first years in San Cristóbal, she always makes jokes about 

it, about La Hormiga being like a village back then. “We didn’t have a proper house when we 

came here,” she said once.  “We stayed with my mother. Ask Carlos, he can tell you, how I 

dragged him every day to the well so we could have drinking water! There were no houses 

around, only green grass and sheep and chickens. Carlos, you used to chase them all 

around.” María smiled at her son, who nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, I remember we walked 

every day and then we had to carry the tanks full of water back to the house and they were 

very heavy!” he confirmed.  

On another occasion, I asked María openly why she decided to come to the city, 

because it was obviously very hard for her, with a toddler and another child on the way, no 

knowledge of Spanish, and no particular skills that could be useful, given the competitive job 

market in the city. We were sitting in a hospital waiting room and waiting for her older 

daughter Natalia, who took her son, María’s first grandson, little Jesús, to the doctor, 

because he had had a fever for the last few days. María was silent for a few seconds and 
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then answered carefully: “I had a child back in the village. I was fourteen and it was my first 

child. He died. He was very sick and he died. He was just a few months old. There was 

nothing I could do to save him. There were no doctors, no hospital . . . I wasn’t even a 

Christian back then. I didn’t know what to do and there was no one to help me, so he died. 

This would never happen here. So when I had my other kids, I took them here so that they 

would never have to be that helpless, poor, uneducated, without anything. I wanted them to 

go to school. I wanted them to be somewhere where they can go to see a doctor, if they are 

not healthy. I wanted a better life from them—for myself as well, but for my kids, that was 

the most important thing for me.” I knew María for a while by that moment, and I have had 

many conversations with her about her past and her life, but she had never told me before 

that she had had a child who had died. It was obvious that she would prefer not to talk 

about it at all—but she wanted to give me a reason, so that I could understand and see her 

not as someone desperate who left everything for nothing, but as someone hopeful.  

Because, in the end, this is what María’s story—and dozens of other stories that were 

told to me and probably thousands and thousands more stories of families living in Zona 

Norte—is about. Hope. Hope for an easier and better life for them and their families. But the 

reality of life in Zona Norte is anything but easy.  

 

1.2. Colonías—A place that doesn’t exist on the map 

At the beginning of my fieldwork in San Cristóbal, in the early autumn days of 2008, I 

was trying to gather as much information as possible about the colonías and the people who 

live in them. I stayed in a rented room in the city center, in a house with five other people 

from all around the world—a jewelry artist from Ecuador, a French-Italian couple of 

backpackers, an ethnologist, and a guitar player from Germany. I went to libraries, to 

bookshops, and to the municipality offices in the Palacio Municipal and asked for 

information: How many people live here? Could you give me a map? Do you know some 

organizations that work here?  
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After almost a month, I was starting to feel quite hopeless—no one knew anything. I 

wasn’t able to find one single organization that worked in the suburbs. I was waiting for 

permission from the office of “Planeación y desarrollo urbano” (planning and city 

development) to obtain a map of the whole city of San Cristóbal, because on the maps 

available in bookshops and tourist offices, the city seemed to be much smaller than in 

physical reality. Zona Norte was not displayed on these maps. The streets ended with the 

public market in the northwest and with Carretera Panamericana in the south (see picture 

1). After endless consultations, official stamps, and a letter from both my supervisor in 

Prague and my supervisor at Metropolitan Autonomous University (UAM) in Mexico City, I 

was finally presented to a lady in the office of urban development. She gave me a sheet that 

she called “memorandum” and gave me further instructions—I had to go to the bank, pay 

170 pesos, then go to the cashier’s desk at the city office. There they gave me an official 

stamp (another one!) confirming that I had paid and with the confirmation, signed 

memorandum, and two recommendations letters from my supervisors, I was finally allowed 

to hand in my flash-disk and come the next day with the promise that they would give me 

the USB back with a map on it. They did—only it turned out it was in AutoCAD and as I am 

not an architect and do not normally use paid specialized software, there was no way I could 

open it. I spent another two days trying to find an online viewer and finally called my dad, 

who asked his co-workers to convert the map into a PDF file for me. It took me a whole 

Map 2 - Map of San Cristóbal de Lasas Casas given to me by the tourist office 
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month to accomplish such a seemingly simple task—to get a map of the city with all the 

streets and suburbs. And during this month, I asked myself many times: How many people 

are willing to go through this process? Do these people in the shops and restaurants even 

know how big their city is? Or did I just imagine the colonías and they’re not really there—

because no one seems to know anything about them?  

Ann Varley (2013: 13) notes that the omission of informal settlements from the city 

maps is quite common, at least in the context of Latin America (Berenstein Jacques 2002, 

Brillembourg and Klumpner 2005, Gouverneur and Grauer 2008—in Varley 2013, 13nn). 

According to Juáregui, slums, shantytowns, and “cinturónes de miseria” that “often go 

unrecorded in official cadastral maps, represent the negative image [la imagen noire] of 

society: what no one wishes to know about, non-places, intervals, ‘dead time’ in journey 

across the city” (Juaregui 2014 cited by Varley 2013: 30).  

My informants also often spoke about the feeling of being “invisible.” Belissario, a 

local leader from Zona Norte, told me during an evening festival at the zócalo, that he felt 

invisible every time he went to the municipality offices. “They don’t care about us there,” he 

Map 3 - the official map given to me by the office of urban planning 
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said. “Everything we have, we built ourselves—they sometimes promised to do something, 

but never fulfilled those promises. It’s like we don’t matter. We don’t really exist.” Juana 

María summed it up in one of our conversations, when she said, “How are you supposed to 

live in a city like this? Look at the map.” She points to my documents on the table before us. 

“Look, Zona Norte is now bigger than the rest of the city. We work here, they depend on us, 

on our work—but they still pretend we don't belong here.”  

But it’s not only when dealing with the city officials that indígenas from Zona Norte 

feel invisible. I once took María’s younger daughter Cristina to go shopping with me—I 

needed some warmer clothes, as the winter was nearing and I had hoped she could help me 

find something not too expensive. She took me to a few places and also showed me some 

really cheap clothing stands at the public market. I asked her if this was where she went 

when she needed something and she shrugged. “Where else would we go? When I have 

some money, like during Christmas break when we sell a lot of stuff to the tourists, I would 

love to go to the shops at Real de Guadeloupe. But I can’t. I tried once, but the lady told me 

to go away. Maybe she thought I didn’t have money because I am indígena. But I had money. 

It’s mostly that they just don’t want to see us. We cannot go where the white people belong. 

They don’t want to see us.”  

On another occasion, María said a very similar thing. We were sitting at the zócalo 

(the main square in front of the cathedral) in the evening. The vendedoras were only 

allowed to place their things on the ground after 8:00 p.m.; during the day, they had to walk 

with all their goods on their backs and make offers to the tourist in the pedestrian zones. 

After 8:00 p.m., however, the zócalo became a makeshift market full of indigenous women 

and their kids surrounded by blankets and sheets of plastic with colorful blouses, necklaces, 

and wool sweaters.16 I was helping María to fold her blouses and sort out the tangled 

                                                           
 

16 The situation has changed significantly since then. Nowadays the vendedoras are allowed to sell only during 

national holidays, because during Christmas, for example, San Cristóbal is full of tourist from other parts of 

Mexico who come especially for the cheap artesanías, handcrafted souvenirs, jewelry, and clothing, There 

was a brief period in 2013 when the street sale was banned completely—and half of the families I knew in 

Zona Norte struggled to provide their basic livelihood. María was one of the main negotiators with the 

municipality office. The struggle of indigenous women for the space to make their living in the city center 

will be dealt with in the following chapter.  
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necklaces and we were talking about her negotiations with the municipality office. She was 

concerned about the prolongation of the permission for street sale. María is a representative 

for a group of vendedoras and she was leading the negotiations at the time. When I asked 

her how it was going, she just shrugged and said, “You know, it’s difficult. I know that they 

don’t want us here.” “But why,” I asked. “The tourists come here because of you. They 

would be disappointed if they came and there was no market during the night . . . It’s good 

for the city, when it makes the tourist happy, isn’t it?” I said, smiling. But María didn’t smile. 

She just shook her head and said, “I know it’s good. It pays, I told them many times. But even 

the money is not enough. They don’t want to look at us. They think we don’t belong here. 

They don’t want to see us. They want us to remain invisible.” As these examples show, the 

metaphor of “invisibility” was used frequently by the people from the colonías, and not only 

in reference to the nonexistence of their homes on the map, but also in relation to how they 

(do not) interact with people from the city center in their everyday life.  

The British anthropologist, political theorist, and fantasy author China Miéville very 

accurately captures this distinction between what is visible and what is invisible in his novel 

The City & The City, set in the fictive European city of Beszél and its “twin” city of Ul Qoma. 

Beszél and Ul Qoma occupy the same geographical space, but by the means of the 

“unseeing” practiced by their denizens, they are perceived as two different cities. There are 

areas that are “total,” which means they belong entirely to the home city of the resident, 

and then there are the “alter” areas, which are completely in the other city and also 

“crosshatched” areas—the most tricky ones, where residents of both cities may pass each 

other, walk along each other side by side—yet they cannot see each other, or buildings or 

things that belong to the other city, even if they are just inches away. Little children are 

taught to “unsee” the things, buildings, and people from the other city without actually 

seeing them. There is only one place in both Beszél and Ul Qoma where the border can be 

legally crossed. To ignore the separation, to see things that belong to the other side, is a 

crime worse than murder—and that’s also the reason why movement in Beszél and Ul Qoma 

is so complicated for foreigners who are not trained in unseeing. They would mostly stay in 

their respective areas to avoid the breaching of the code—just like the foreigners in San 

Cristóbal, who never go further than the crosshatched area of public market. And what is 

also interesting—and I will come back to the metaphor later—is that places that exist in both 



40 
 

 

cities have different names in each of the languages of the twin cities. They are and yet they 

are not the same place.  

 This dualism, so captivatingly explained in Miéville’s novel, is also clear in the story 

about the encounter of Juana María with the lawyer who told her that as far as he was 

concerned, her house didn’t exist (as quoted in the previous chapter). The people from the 

city can’t consider the suburbs as part of their urban space because in their perception, 

nothing would make Zona Norte “urban”—infrastructure, hierarchy, order, economy. They 

are also trained to unsee the houses and streets of Zona Norte, the ghost city that is—in 

their perception—not really there, because it’s not a city. 

The interpretation of the nonexistence of Zona Norte on the common maps of San 

Cristóbal as a sign of the symbolic “invisibility” of the space is thus the most obvious one and 

it’s also partly shared by the people who live there, as illustrated above. The implications of 

this idea are, however, complicated.  

Ann Varley points out that Juáregui’s (and others’) concept of the settlements of 

urban poor (Brazilian favelas in his case) as “negatives” or “non-places” is based on an 

implicit dualism: it places “the city” and “the non-city” as opposites (2013: 11nn) and 

characterizes them accordingly—as a space with proper urban infrastructure versus space 

that has no infrastructure; as an economically productive space vs. a space with no culture of 

production depending on black market and criminal strategies; or as an organized space with 

embedded hierarchy and order vs. a chaotic, dangerous, lawless zone of a non-city. Besides 

the theoretical implications that are discussed below, this also practically leads to the 

confirmation of common stereotypes about marginalized areas, as Loïc Wacquant sums 

them up: “‘lawless zones,’ the ‘problem estates,’ the ‘no-go areas’ or the ‘wild districts’ of 

the city, territories of deprivation and dereliction to be feared, fled from and shunned 

because they are . . . hotbeds of violence, vice, and social dissolution” (2008: 1). Logically 

then, these places are invisible, because no one wants to see them—and the people in them 

are supposed to be invisible as long as they don’t cross the border to the other city. And they 

might be prevented from doing so, because they could bring their disorder, chaos, and 

heterogeneity with them and disrupt the hierarchy of the official urban space.  
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The distinction between a city and a “non-city”17 is also the basis for many 

interpretations of urban informality and urban marginality in recent academic literature. In 

the earlier years of the studies of urban marginality, dating back to the famous Oscar Lewis 

study The Children of Sánchez: Autobiography of a Mexican Family (first published 1961) and 

the concept of the culture of poverty, there is always a strict dichotomy of informality and 

formality. In classical works such as Kenneth Clark’s The Dark Ghetto or even Ulf Hannerz’s 

Soulside the formal serves as a reference group for the informal.18 For example, there is the 

“white” city, as opposed to the dark ghetto. Varley quotes Rebecca Biron, who sums the 

widely held views of Mexico City (which Biron herself rejects): “The city embodies two 

dichotomous [ . . . ] worlds: on the one hand, a pre-modern, indigenous, informal, poverty-

based squatter culture; and on the other hand, a hyper- or post-modern, multi-cultural, tele-

connected, globalized, or world city” (Biron 2005 quoted in Varley 2013: 12).  

In recent decades this approach has, however, been heavily criticized for two 

reasons: Firstly for being an embodiment of a post-colonial way of thinking and secondly 

because the reality of the so-called informal settlements has changed. The theoretical 

debate about the post-colonial dimension of the debate and its critique from a mostly post-

structuralist point of view, based on the observation that the way in which urban poor are 

depicted in scholarly works is very similar to the way in which the “noble savage” and “the 

Other” used to be depicted, is explained in Varley’s study (2013). She mentions the concern 

with “negative alterity” that is created by such dualistic thinking. Non-places inhabited by 

urban poor are what jungles and deserts inhabited by noble savages were to previous 

generations of anthropologists and the exoticization and simplification that follows from this 

thinking prevents the understanding of structural conditions of urban informality.  

The physical changes in the social, political, and economical infrastructure of the 

ghettos, slums, and informal settlements were described by Janice Perlman in a revision of 
                                                           
 

17 As a reference to Marc Augé’s concept of non-lieux / non-places, developed in Pour une anthropologie des 

mondes contemporains (1994) and Introduction à une anthropologie de la surmodernité (1992). 

18 Again, the distinction doesn’t necessarily mean that the houses or settlements (i.e., physical infrastructure of 

the informal settlement) is built illegally—informally. Hannerz and Clark, and later Philippe Bourgois (1994), 

refer to the informal economy, not to informal settlements—which would be the case with Oscar Lewis. The 

distinction, however, remains the same.  
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her groundbreaking study The Myth of Marginality—Urban Poverty and Politics in Rio de 

Janeiro (1976). Perlman visited her field-site thirty years after her original research and 

located many of her previous respondents to confront her findings with the reality three 

decades later. She recounts the changes in the environment of the city and notes that the 

traditional distinctions between favelas and the rest of the city “have become useless as 

denoters of how and where to draw the boundaries.” The division in the urban space was 

still there, but it could not be marked in the standard ways anymore—by the “illegality” of 

favelas that have gained tenure in most cases or by the lack of urban services, since these 

have been provided to the favelas over the years. The shacks of shabby materials were 

replaced with concrete houses two or more stories high. In other words, favelas were, she 

noticed upon her return, no longer places distinguishable by extreme poverty visible at every 

step. “The only remaining distinction between favelas (often called morros or hills) and the 

rest of the city (commonly referred to as the asfalto or pavement) is the deeply rooted 

stigma that still adheres to them,” Perlman notes (2005: 9). 

Perlman’s story of favelas in Rio is not significantly different from the story of the 

colonías in San Cristóbal or any other similar settlement in Latin America and elsewhere in 

the world. The first colonías and their growth are described by Betancourt (1997), who 

defines their character as “semi-urban” (semiurbano). As previously discussed in the first 

section, the first colonías resembled the original villages of their inhabitants much more than 

they resembled urban settlement. There was enough space around the houses for cows, 

sheep, and chickens, and small cornfields were nestled in between the small wooden 

buildings. Some of the original colonías still partly keep this “rural” character (colonía 31 

marzo—picture 3), but the typical colonías like La Hormiga or Progreso, where María lives 

(picture 4), are densely built up, they have concrete or gravel streets (in the street where 

María lives in Progreso, the concrete was built in 2010, though the colonía was founded in 

the early 1990s). The semi-urban character is most visible in the newest colonías on the 

outskirts of Zona Norte—for example in the colonía 21 de Noviembre (picture 5), which I 

visited with María on the day we took her nephew José to school (see previous chapter). The 

longer the colonía exists, the more infrastructure it usually has and the less it resembles a 

village.  
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Picture 7 — Colonía 21 de Noviembre (photo taken in 2013) 

Picture 6 — Colonía 31 Marzo (photo taken in 2010 by the author) 
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 Just as in Perlman’s case of Rio’s favelas, the only way to distinguish between a well-

developed middle-class settlement in Zona Sur—which is considered a good place to live for 

people who don’t want to stay in the center because of the tourist rush and which is a 

typical colonía—is by the reaction of locals. Perlman notes that according to the data she 

collected, “among the multiple dimensions of social exclusion faced by the urban poor in Rio, 

the stigma of living in a favela is the most powerful, with 84 percent of respondents claiming 

it as the most important factor” (2005:12). Wacquant (2007, 2008) writes about the 

phenomenon of “territorial stigmatization,” which explains the causality of the process of 

stigmatization—it’s not because you’re a criminal that you go to live in a ghetto; it’s because 

you’re in a ghetto that you become a criminal. And as Wacquant points out, it doesn’t really 

matter if you show any signs of a criminal behavior according to the law; you will 

nevertheless feel and be perceived as a criminal, and “in these matters perception 

contributes powerfully to fabricating reality” (Wacquant 2008: 1).  

 

 

 

 

Picture 8—Colonía Progreso (photo taken in 2013) 
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The territorial stigmatization attached to colonías can be observed in many everyday 

situations. When I decided to rent a room in Zona Norte, it turned out to be a task nearly as 

impossible as obtaining a map of the place—everyone I asked almost instantly became 

horrified and concerned about my safety. I didn’t really know where to start—the rooms 

there were not advertised online like the rooms in the city center or anywhere else, and I 

didn’t know anyone who lived there. I had just begun to form a few relationships with some 

of the vendedoras whom I met everyday at the zócalo, but when I tried to ask them about a 

room for rent in their neighborhood, they usually just started to laugh as if I had told them 

the best joke they had ever heard. I also asked my roommates from the house in the city 

center, because some of them had been in San Cristóbal for longer than me—Rudy, the 

jewelry artist from Ecuador, who sold his necklaces and bracelets from gemstones and 

amber at the market of Santo Domingo, had been living in San Cristóbal for almost a year 

already. He turned out to be the only one of my roommates who even knew about the 

existence of colonías in Zona Norte. When I asked Rudy about the colonías, I heard the story 

of La Hormiga for the first time—I was told the same story about dangerous drug addicts 

many times throughout the next few years, from friends, taxi drivers, bartenders, and once 

even a local activist. “La Hormiga is the most famous of all colonías,” Rudy told me. “It’s also 

the most dangerous one. I heard that there was a drug mafia—you see, the people there are 

not poor. They have money, but they have money from drugs—at least that’s what they say. 

I wouldn’t go there; you cannot go there alone. They don’t like outsiders. They would rob 

you, at the very least. It’s just not safe. We don’t go into the colonías.” Needless to say, he 

strongly disapproved of my plan to move into Zona Norte, told me that I was insane and that 

he would not be responsible for someone possibly murdering me, because he had warned 

me.  

 Other people weren’t so elaborate about the reasons why La Hormiga was so 

dangerous. Pete, a teacher from California came to work as a volunteer in an afterschool for 

children from the families from colonías. The afterschool program was located in Zona Sur, 

and Pete himself lived there. He was in touch with kids from the colonías every day, and he 

liked them much more than, as he said, the “brats from rich families I have to spent time 

with because their parents pay me to speak English with them” (which was his main job that 

supported him). But even though Pete knew many families who actually lived in Zona Norte, 
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he warned me about moving there as well. When I asked him why, he just answered that 

“it’s dangerous, because the people there are poor” and refused to elaborate any further.  

While I didn’t take Rudy and Pete’s disapproval seriously and I collected their stories 

about colonías in my field diary as interesting stereotypes and urban legends, I was really 

surprised when I heard the same warning from Martha Figueroa, an activist and founder of 

the feminist movement in Chiapas who is a well-known fighter for indigenous rights. At the 

end of our interview, when she asked me what my plans were, I told her about my problems 

with finding a place in Zona Norte, hoping she might advise me on how to solve it, but her 

reaction was very similar to Rudy’s. She carefully told me that it probably wasn’t a great 

idea, that it was dangerous for a girl and a foreigner, that she would not recommend it. 

Martha wasn’t the type to tell urban legends about indigenous people being drug addicts 

and criminals, so her warning made me really nervous. It wasn’t until I met people who 

actually lived in Zona Norte and helped me find a place to live there that I made sense of all 

the stories that were told to me. But all the time I stayed in a nice rented room in Bosques 

del Pedregal, with a roof terrace from which I could observe the rush-hour traffic on 

Periférico and the people leaving La Hormiga for the market every day and then coming back 

home tired late in the evening. I faced questions, warnings, and all kinds of fantastic stories 

from taxi and bus drivers whom I asked to take me home. Some refused to believe that I 

actually lived there and some gave me the local police number “just in case.” 

There are three important points in the argument above: Firstly, the discourse about 

the urban poor tends to follow the direction of thinking about “the Other” and thus creates 

a strict dualism between what is a city—home of “us,” “white people,” or “the majority”—

and what is the “slum,” “favela,” or “colonía” in my case, the home of “the Other.” The 

colonía is thus depicted as a non-city, in a reference to Augé’s non-places, a sort of negative 

image of the city itself that turns all the characteristics of the city upside-down. The division 

between the city and the non-city remains in place even after most of the physical denoters 

of such division are long gone. Parts of Zona Norte now look the same as parts of Zona Sur—

but they still remain in the “non-city” zone. Secondly, the denizens of the non-city internalize 

the concept of non-city, which is invisible to the people in the city. They feel and they are 

perceived to be invisible in the urban space of the city—Juana María’s story about the 

negotiations with the city hall is a most eloquent example of the perceived invisibility. The 
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border between the city and non-city is strongly felt by inhabitants on both sides—in the 

case of San Cristóbal, it could easily be geographically located on the edge of the public 

market. It’s both a physical and symbolic border that people who do not live in the Zona 

Norte seldom cross. Thirdly and finally, what thus remains as the main denoter of the non-

city is the territorial stigmatization that a priori ascribes certain characteristics of it (disorder, 

chaos, lawlessness, danger, and criminal behavior) to the inhabitants of such areas. Both this 

process and its outcomes constitute the phenomenon of urban marginality, as in the case of 

Zona Norte.  

 

1.3. From the periphery to the city center 

 When I first started my fieldwork in San Cristóbal, I spent most of my time hanging 

around the zócalo and trying to start conversations with one of the many girls who were 

approaching me and trying to sell me some of their merchandise: bracelets made from 

beans and corn seeds, embroidered blouses, warm sheep’s-wool sweaters and big colorful 

scarfs. After a few weeks, I recognized many of the vendedoras and they recognized me. I 

knew who was whose sister or first cousin, who had gotten pregnant recently, and whose 

siblings were sick. During the day, I would mostly talk to young girls. There was one girl who 

was particularly outspoken, laughed a lot, and loved to boast about how many words in 

English, French, and German she had learned. She made fun of me at the beginning and did 

not tell me her true name but rather an invented one. So when I asked about her the next 

day, no one knew who I was talking about. Juana (her real name) was not very popular with 

her peers, who accused her of lying and telling nonsense to the tourists. The allegations 

were mostly true—she loved to invent names for herself and tell stories about being an 

orphan who was all alone or, on the other hand, forced to provide for her large family and 

old parents, unable to go to school but wanting to study so much. She was quite inventive. 

And it worked—she was one of the most skillful vendedoras and she sold a lot. (And the 

truth was, she did have a large family. Her mother and her sister also worked as 

vendedoras). Juana was the first one to talk to me—and after a few days, when she found 

out I would be coming back and it made no sense to try to force me to buy the same stuff 

every day, she actually became really friendly. She liked the selling and walking around. “I 

don’t get tired as easily as my mum does. And I get to talk to many people. I have friends 
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from all over and I learn languages,” she said and busted out laughing, her usual reaction to 

anything anyone said.  

 The mothers, the older vendedoras, would come in the evening. While the girls were 

walking, the mothers would bring big sheets of plastic with them, which they would spread 

out on the ground, at the zócalo or in the nearby park. The children came with them—they 

stumbled and toddled around, being cared for collectively by everyone in the group. The 

women worked in groups and they obviously knew each other—they took the same position 

on the square every day, gathered their daughters, and started to display all the goods on 

the sheets. The organization of the work throughout the day flowed smoothly and from the 

outside, it seemed like an organic process. I first realized that it was perhaps not very easy 

and smooth one particular evening while attending to María and her family, on her 

provisional “stand” made of one plastic sheet on the ground. I was part of her group by then 

and she was protective toward me—always wanted me to sit with her and boasting toward 

the other women that I was her “dear friend from Europe.” I sat with little Jesús, her 

grandson, in my lap. Both her daughters were selling that night as well, and that’s why Jesús 

was with us, so I was his nanny for the night. Soon, more kids gathered around me and all 

the women laughed at the situation—the white girl sitting there with the kids “like a local,” 

they said. After a while, an older man approached us. He stopped a few meters behind us 

and eyed me suspiciously, though not in an unfriendly manner. María started to talk to him 

in Tzotzil and they engaged in a vivid conversation. They both laughed and the man then 

smiled at me and said something about me being nice to help María. He left and I asked 

María who he was—a family friend? It was quite unusual for any man (except María’s sons) 

to be present, and I didn’t know any other male members of María’s family. “He is servicios 

sociales,” María replied. I asked her what it meant but she didn’t elaborate any further—she 

used the Spanish term servicios sociales (social services) as a title, in a way that indicated a 

clear meaning and I gathered she perhaps didn’t really know its meaning in Spanish. I pushed 

her to elaborate further—why are social services coming the zócalo? What did he want? “He 

asked about you. He asked what’s this white girl doing here. I told him you’re my daughter 

by law,” she started laughing. I did not get any explanation from her that night, but Natalía 

told me the next day that social services officials came to the zócalo every day and kept an 

eye on them. “We like this guy, he speaks Tzotzil. I think that is why they send him so often, 
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as some of the mamás who are in charge don’t really speak castellano,” she said. I was 

surprised and found it mildly offensive—why would the officials “keep an eye” on the 

vendedoras? The only thing they did was good business that attracted more tourism, I 

thought. It turned out they are—on a symbolic level—doing much more than just business 

and the fact that they are allowed to do so is balanced with many rules and regulations.  

 Indigenous women in traditional trajes are as much a part of the atmosphere of San 

Cristóbal as are its cobbled streets and picturesque houses. As mentioned in the first section, 

no tourist guide would forget to mention them. San Cristóbal’s indígenas are being marketed 

as one of its many charms. Yet they are also unwanted and unwelcomed denizens of the 

other city, Zona Norte, stigmatized with being unpredictable and parasitic. It requires a 

system of complex power 

distribution to hold the 

indigenous element in its dual 

position—at the outskirts, in 

the “poverty belt” and 

simultaneously in the center, 

where it is demanded by the 

visitors and, subsequently, by 

the economic ecosystem of 

the whole city which relies on 

tourism.  

 

 In 2008, indigenous 

women sellers were allowed 

to walk around city center 

during the day and lay out 

their merchandise on the 

ground to form an improvised 

marketplace every day after 

6:00 p.m. In 2010, they were only allowed to sell “on the ground” only after 8:00 p.m., with 

F Picture 9 - Vendedoras in the city center, picture taken by the author - 2010 
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different times during national holidays. In 2013, they were banned from selling in the city 

center altogether unless they walked and carried all their merchandise with them. The sight 

of a mother wearing the Chamulan traje skillfully arranging dozens of sweaters on one arm, 

holding a bundle of necklaces on the other, and carrying a baby in a scarf on her back was 

not unusual—women walked the streets of the city center like this all day long, every day, 

even when it rained. Many of the younger ones complained about it a lot. “If it weren’t for 

my mum, I wouldn’t go selling like this,” said Cristina. “I dislike this kind of job so much—you 

have to approach people and you only sell so little.” However, if she was able to just pack all 

her merchandise, go to the city center, and spread a sheet of plastic at the zócalo, she would 

go gladly—because she knew she would make money. Cristina argued with María about this 

regularly, but María was adamant—the money was needed every day, never mind the rain, 

the tiredness, and the need to approach hundreds of tourists.  

 The possibility to sell officially, on the zócalo, and “on the ground” was extremely 

important for the vendedoras. As Cristina and all the other knew, if they could display the 

sweaters, scarfs, blouses, and jewelry on the big plastic sheets, it was very probable that 

people would stop, chat, and then buy something. It was different from just walking around 

and trying to stop passersby and force them to look at their offer. For Cristina and many 

other girls her age who did not have the resilience of their mothers, this way of working was 

awkward, uncomfortable, and annoying. But their mothers had to fight constantly with the 

city hall to get permission for “on the ground” selling. The permission was never granted and 

it made them anxious every time it ended, the official’s decision changed, and their future 

became, once again, unsure. In December 2013, when the authorities completely banned 

selling in the city center, the majority of the families I knew from the colonías became 

desperate. Selling is the way of subsistence for almost every woman in the Zona Norte and 

even a few men—though men usually don’t sell clothes, but rather cheap quesadillas and 

sweets. As Robledo Hernandéz (2009) notes, women became the main providers for many 

families throughout the process rural-urban migration. The selling in the city center is a 

female occupation, and it is the one most easily accessible to the indígenas from Zona 

Norte—and very often also the only one. The ban on the selling activities in the city center 

was thus a severe blow for many families, who lost their main source of income overnight. 

„We saw it coming,“ Verónica, one of the vendedoras told me right before Christmas, which 
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were usually the most busiest tourist season in San Cristóbal, when Mexicans from all 

corners of the country came to Chiapas on family holiday. The national tourists, from the 

capital or the northern part of the country, spent the most, as Chiapas was cheap for them. 

Verónica was desperate, because she had hoped up until the last minute that she and her 

colleagues and friends, the other vendedoras, would win and they would be allowed to sell 

their merchandise, even if just for a few hours, a few times a week. “I still hope we can 

negotiate. They need us, the tourists come for us as well,” she said confidently, but her 

anxiety was obvious.  

 Verónica was right—tourists came for the merchandise and for the atmosphere that 

she and her friends, with their colorful trajes and indigenous chatter, brought to the city 

center. Ethnic tourism, as was mentioned in the first section, is the main type of tourism that 

generates income for the city. Yet the officials at the city hall and the mestizos in the city 

center still would do a lot to prevent it. What looked from the outside like a rather 

spontaneous process—women arranging their goods on the ground, with children running 

around them and tourists walking through the crowd and picking up stuff—was actually a 

highly organized system of negotiations. Its main aim was to put the indigenous element in 

the city center in a place where it could be controlled, regulated—and banned, if needed. It 

was also highly organized and hierarchized on the other side, among the vendedoras 

themselves—the negotiations forced them to create formal groups, cooperativas, and elect 

leaders who could speak for the entire group. María was one of them—she was the head of 

the biggest cooperative and, as she very proudly recounted to me, went herself a few times 

to negotiate with the major. (Which was another source of annoyance for Cristina, who was 

thus in charge of creating lists of registered vendedoras and collecting the information the 

city hall requested—because her mother was illiterate). To detangle and describe the 

vendedoras’ struggle for being able to move freely in the city center and make their living 

thus sheds light on the complex relationship of the city to its peripheries and their 

inhabitants. It is a relationship based on economic needs, but burdened by racism, 

discriminatory practices, and manifestations of power. Through the practice of selling, the 

invisible city reaches towards the formal, colonial city, and the inhabitants of Zona Norte 

become part of the everyday life in it—and as much as this process is inevitable and might 
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seem natural for the disinterested observer, it is also regulated, systematized, and 

hierarchized in order to reflect the power structure of the whole city.  

 The negotiations of the representatives of indigenous vendors with the local 

authorities have a long history. In a document sent to the governor of the State of Chiapas in 

October 2012 the cooperative Grupo de Artesanas Tejedoras de San Cristobal de Las Casas,19 

of which María serves as a president, states that they have been working since 1984 as 

“vendedores ambulantes” (on the streets, walking) and that they have been registered since 

1998 as a “company.” The document reacts to the fact that at the time the municipal leader 

of San Cristobal, Martínez Pedrero, was trying to severely limit the opportunities for selling. 

“He has left 148 families without jobs, and what’s even worse, these families don’t have any 

other sources of income. The only income is from the commercial activities and it is the only 

source that supports our alimentary needs. The decision deprives us of our right to work, 

which no other previous administration has ever limited.” The document is signed by four 

representatives of the group: two men and two women (María is one of them and she also 

provided me with the documentation). It is accompanied by a list of all 148 members of the 

group, with signatures or with fingerprints (for those who can’t write). It is not entirely true 

that there had been no previous limitations—the “commercial activities” were there since 

the beginning (i.e., since the registration in 1998 that enabled women to sell on the ground 

and not only “ambulantly”) limited in various ways—mostly spatially (by assigning places 

where the merchandise can by displayed) and temporally (by limiting the on-the-ground sale 

to evening hours). But the first attempt to evict the vendedoras from the city center 

altogether came in 2012. The then-president of the municipal council Martínez Pedrero is a 

member of a well-known mestizo family that owns many hotels and other services in the city 

center. The Pedrero family was sometimes labeled as “mafia” by some of my informants, 

and there were many complaints about their activities (“they can buy anything they want, 

they own half of the city already,” one of my friends told me.) He was a difficult opponent 

for María and her peers, and it took a lot of courage for her to openly complain about him—

but given the fact that she and the rest of group did not exaggerate by stating that their 

                                                           
 

19 The group of artisan weavers of San Cristóbal de Las Casas 
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families depended on the income from their sales to survive, she didn’t have much of a 

choice.  

 Since 2012, the vendedoras’ activities were limited to national holidays only—

probably because, as mentioned above, it is a high tourist season for San Cristóbal, with 

many Mexicans from all over the country coming to visit and buy cheap artisan products. 

The documentation also contains confirmation of payments—each vendor paid 145 pesos 

per month for a slot of 1-by-1.5 square meters, provisionally installed not on the zócalo, but 

directly in front of the town hall, on a spacious patio. In 2013, the group sent another 

request, this time to Pedrero personally, to demand the option to sell for another two years, 

not only during national holidays, but every day. Again, the documents mentioned that 

selling in the city center was the only source of income for the families, that they should 

have the same right to work as any citizen of Mexico. It also referred to the statement of the 

state Governor Manuel Velasco Coello, mentioning “a Chiapas that is united in its social, 

economic, labor, educational, and health services development. [ . . . ] We are sure that you, 

Mr. President, are on the same side with our governor. We want to remind you that our 

families don’t need to eat only during national holidays, but every day, and this is why we 

ask you to reconsider our situation,” the authors of the request pleaded.  

 This request wasn’t successful. The city administrators issued a permit for 

commercial activities in the park in front of city hall during the summer holidays (the months 

of July and August) from 6:00 p.m. till midnight. The are five other restrictions included in 

the official document: the vendors can’t use any rugs, tables or chairs, they can’t enter the 

city hall itself unless is raining, they have to clean the area daily, they are obliged to obey any 

instructions issued by the representatives of public authority present. The formal vendors 

groups who received the permission were not allowed to sell ambulantly, during the day, for 

the period covered by the permit (and if they were to get caught doing so, the permit would 

end immediately).  
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Picture 10 - María's plan for vendors organization at the zócalo—2013 

Picture 11 – A map of vendors stands in front of the "Palacio Municipal"—2013 
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 There were five registered groups of vendors in 2013, and when I visited San 

Cristóbal at the end of 2013, all of them were still waiting for their permit to sell during the 

Christmas holidays.20 María lost hope that she would be allowed to work daily, as she used 

to do, but she hoped she might be able to make enough money during the holiday to 

support the family for a while. When I left before the end of the year, her situation was 

becoming hopeless, as she was running out of money she had made during the summer 

holidays. The family was supported by her two sons, who worked at a gas station near the 

Periférico Norte. But their salary wasn’t nearly enough. María was still quite well off—she 

also worked as a traditional midwife, with clients all over Zona Norte, and she had managed 

to build a new room in the backyard of her house, which she could rent. But other families 

were desperate, considering sending their children to beg on the streets. As beggars were 

also an organized group, however, it might be dangerous for any outsider to try to enter 

their territory.  

 The fact that María was, compared to other members of her group, relatively 

“wealthy” was also reflected in the inner hierarchy of the group. She was the leader, which 

for example enabled her to have the best spot for selling during holidays. The vendors were 

organized in rows and the groups split the rows among them—and the leaders of each group 

could choose who would be placed where. The spots on the edges of the whole formation, 

near the entrance to the park, were obviously the most lucrative ones—anyone who would 

enter would first stop there. María had managed to reserve the first two spots for herself, 

her daughters, and one of her cousins. Her group was the biggest one of all the five groups 

involved in the negotiations with the city hall, counting the 114 members (all of them 

women).  

 The need to conduct negotiations with the city hall thus pushed the vendedoras to 

organize and formalize their relations and positions. The inner social organizations of the 
                                                           
 

20 The commercio ambulante is not the only way to sell handcrafted merchandise in the city center. One of the 

reasons San Cristóbal is popular with the tourists is the Mercado Santo Domingo, a big marketplace with 

artisanal goods surrounding the church of Santo Domingo, just a few blocks away from the zócalo. The 

stands at the Santo Domingo Mercado are the most lucrative spots, of course—but they are blocked for 

people like María and controlled by a structure of families and tradespeople, some of them not even 

residing in San Cristóbal, but in Chamula.  
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colonías, as mentioned in the previous section, was partly based on the social organization 

of the original villages from which the inhabitants of Zona Norte came—this was especially 

important in building the first colonías. But forty years after the foundation, the indigenous 

inhabitants adapted to the rules of urban life, which opened new challenges and 

possibilities. Religious cargos and ownership of land, which characterized leaders in the 

communities, were no longer applicable. As Robledo (2008) describes, it first and foremost 

affected women, as they became the main supporters of the family, since the commercial 

activities were a female occupation. “In the city, children and women quickly became part of 

the local labor market. More importantly, the influence of values and forms of life present in 

the urban environment changed the imagination and the behavior of the indigenous 

population; and these were then incorporated into everyday practice and representations” 

(2008: 137, translation from Spanish is mine).21 The need to survive, which generated the 

need to organize and stand up to the discriminatory practices of the city officials, thus 

changed not only the labor organization within the indigenous communities in the city, but 

also the social organization—within neighborhoods and within the most intimate domestic 

environment.  

 María was an exemplar case—she came to San Cristóbal very young and had nothing, 

but she was a tough and skilled organizer, with a certain kind of curiosity that enabled her to 

talk in situations where others were silent—in front of the city officials, for example. I asked 

her a few times how she became the leader of the group, but her response was always along 

the lines of “someone had to do it, otherwise we wouldn’t survive.” But it gave her a special 

position within the community—a position that was unusual for a woman of her origins and 

she had to find a way to deal with it. María wasn’t really fluent in Spanish—she did use the 

language with me, but if she had to explain something really important or really emotional, 

she would switch to Tzotzil and one of her daughters would translate for me. Natalía and 

                                                           
 

21 Robledo also mentions were did all the men go—as their absence in the public and domestic life in Zona Norte 

is quite striking. As low-skilled labor in San Cristóbal (and the whole State of Chiapas) is more or less 

saturated by Guatemalans, many of the men went to work in construction in the neighboring states like 

Veracruz or up to Yucatán, to participate in the tourist boom of the Caribbean coast by building hotels and 

beach houses. From the beginning of the nineties, men would also become part of the international 

migratory flows and leave for the United States (99 percent of them as undocumented migrants).  
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Cristina thus also gained a new position—as translators and assistants to her mother, writing 

down what needed to be written officially, counting members of the group, etc., because 

unlike her, they had received formal educations in the city.  

 María originally come with her husband to San Cristóbal, but she didn’t stay with him 

much longer after her arrival, and the task of taking care of the children, who were then very 

small, soon became hers only. In the rural communities, the supportive network for a 

woman without a man would mostly consist of family and neighbors. The gender relations 

were also strictly hierarchical, and to be separated from a spouse meant a loss of respect for 

the woman—but usually not a loss of the means to survive. In the city, the implications of 

being a woman on her own meant the loss of her support network, the need to become 

financially self-sustaining, but also building a position of respect and authority through the 

process (Robledo 2008, 144nn).22 Inside the urban communities, women played a new, more 

responsible but also more vulnerable role—the families depended on them. This role gave 

them freedom (to move, to do what they choose without asking for permission from their 

husband), but it also made them open and vulnerable to the exploitation and discrimination 

that has shaped the history of the rural-urban migration.  

 The formation of the cooperativas artesanales, like the one María was part of, was 

subsequently the most important step in the process of organizing the relationship of 

colonías in relation to the city center. Once the women were able to gain a position of 

respect inside the community itself, they could also step out of it—and fight for their 

position outside the domestic space.  

 The cooperativas are also one of the many manifestations of the fact that the 

colonías are not, in fact, “lawless zones” or places without any social control and structure, 

as they are seen from the outside (see previous section). There are other organizations 

operating in the colonías, representing its inhabitants in conflicts with the city hall. I met a 

leader of one of them at a lecture given in San Cristóbal by a famous sociologist and 

supporter of the Zapatista movement, John Holloway. After the lecture, a friend introduced 

                                                           
 

22 Other authors also note that the shifting of gender roles and open space for the participation of women in 

the labor market, and consequently in the public space, also led to a critical reflection of their own culture 

and the traditional gender roles in the indigenous communities (Gall y Hernández, 2004).  
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me to Damaso, a local activist and political leader and also the founder of the organization 

called COCIDEP—Comité Ciudadana por la Defensa Publica (Civic Committee for Public 

Defense). As Damaso explained to me, “Our organization is for the people and about the 

people from every barrio and colonía in this city.” COCIDEP is formed by representatives of 

various districts of San Cristóbal—not only colonías, but also barrios—the old quarters of the 

colonial city center. Damaso later explained to me that Zona Norte has its own coordinator 

and its own meetings, as their problems are different from those of the rest of the city—they 

are, however, still part of COCIDEP as a platform for organizing the denizens of the city and 

solving their problems. The platform was founded in the hectic year of 1994, when the 

Zapatista uprising inspired many similar activities “from below.” Its aim is to represent the 

interests of the people, as Damaso stated, and also to unite them in their struggles against 

the municipal authorities. In practice, this means solving problems like ensuring access to 

drinking water in all parts of the city, organizing civic protests against new development 

projects that could damage the quality of living in the existing settlements, and starting 

negotiations over public transport routes. Members of COCIDEP meet every second 

Wednesday in a small room in barrio San Diego, one of the oldest parts of Zona Sur, where 

Damaso himself lives. Sometimes the meetings were urgent and direct action needed to be 

planned (as was the case with potable water when I met Damaso), but sometimes it’s just a 

friendly meeting of old friends and comrades. Actual political topics like Mexican or US 

presidential elections are discussed—when I started to go COCIDEP meetings, Obama was 

elected as US president for the first time and his victory was a topic for the meetings for a 

solid two months. Even though the meetings were sometimes more about friendly chatting 

than actual activism and work, COCIDED is still the biggest and most open platform that 

operates in the colonías. Its leader, Damaso, is strongly connected to Zapatista intellectual 

circles in San Cristóbal, but COCIDEP itself is not connected to the movement and operates 

only in the city. Its meetings are basically open to anyone interested—I was welcomed 

warmly and provided with any information I asked for.  

 COCIDEP also represents a link between the civic society of activists, NGO workers, 

and academics who live and work in San Cristóbal and are mostly connected or at least 

associated with the Zapatista support networks and the organizations in the colonías. The 

meetings of COCIDEP that I began to regularly attend in 2008 were thus also an important 
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breakthrough in my research because Damaso and his compaňeros introduced me to various 

local leaders and coordinators in colonías, who cooperated with COCIDEP—or at least 

acknowledged it as a platform for cooperation and their link to “official” authorities. The 

position of COCIDEP within the activist and civic networks in San Cristóbal was in some 

aspect unique—it was able to welcome both international activists and local indigenous 

people and their representatives, and it was one of the few places where these two groups 

actually met.  

 As previously mentioned, Zona Norte has its own platform for meetings of local 

leaders. The head of this group was a serious man named Belissario—I interviewed him a 

few times, but unlike Damaso, he was very reserved and cautious in his approach to me. In 

his group, every colonía from Zona Norte had its representative and Belissario’s title was 

simply “coordinador de Zona Norte.” Belissario was then in touch with the rest of the 

coordinators associated with COCIDEP, where he was able to represent Zona Norte. When I 

first spoke to Belissario and asked him if it would be possible to attend meetings of his 

group, I didn’t get any clear answer—it is the month of “Virgen del Rosario” and everyone is 

busy with the celebrations, he told me the first time we spoke. When I asked him again, he 

agreed but warned me very severely that I must come prepared. “They are indigenous 

people who struggle every day—you must be very clear about what you want from us,” he 

told me and warned me not to be academic or activist, but rather “just say what you need 

and what you can offer in exchange.” It also turned out that the meetings of coordinators of 

Zona Norte are the only place where my very poor knowledge of Tzotzil could be a 

problem—at the time I was able to understand very basic conversation about everyday 

topics, but I could not participate in any complicated discussions. I had learned Tzotzil mostly 

“on the street” because I wanted to understand at least a little bit of what my friends were 

talking about between themselves, but I never felt the need to be fluent in the language, as 

everyone with whom I worked was completely bilingual and everyone spoke Spanish with 

me—I never needed a translator. At the meetings of the coordinators of Zona Norte, the 

unwillingness to speak Spanish was nevertheless very clear. It was the first space where I felt 

that I was breaching into the Zona Norte itself—its inner organization and workings.  

 From the coordinators of Zona Norte, I was pointed to other organizations operating 

in the colonías, most of all to UMAECH—Unión de mujeres artesanias expulsados de San 
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Juan Chamula and also CRIACH (Consejo de Representantes Indígenas de Los Altos de 

Chiapas). Both of these organizations were originally formed as networks of people who 

were expelled from their original communities as a consequence of religious conflicts (see 

Chapter 1.1), but they are now important political actors in Zona Norte.23 In some cases, 

most notably with some of the members of CRIACH, the power of the political leaders is 

strengthened by the fact that they own a significant amount of land in the colonías (and 

some of them, like Domingo Lopéz Angel, the founder of CRIACH, are the original 

“colonizers” of Zona Norte). Leaders and coordinators of UMAECH or CRIACH represent their 

members in negotiations with the municipality offices, but they also impose their own rules 

within the colonías. Some of the rumors about La Hormigra being a home of “indigenous 

mafia” could be traced back to the fact that La Hormiga is the basis of CRIACH, because the 

organization creates a parallel political structure in the colonías that acts independently, 

without any agreement from the municipal offices in the city center.  

 The existence of the parallel political structure in the colonías also manifests on an 

everyday, practical level. The local coordinators act as the head of police, major, and judge in 

one person for their communities. María once told me about her brother, who lived in San 

Cristóbal but whom I saw only once, because she didn’t have a close relationship with him—

mostly because he was a man and alcoholic (and these two were almost synonymous for 

María, who refused to respect any male person who was not part of her local church and 

found her male relatives, including her ex-husband and the father of her children, useless 

and not worthy of her attempts to help them). The only reason María mentioned him was 

because he had gotten into a violent conflict with other members of her family and was 

threatening her mother—María then decided to “put him in prison,” in her own words. I 

couldn’t possibly fathom a police car going in the middle of the night to La Hormiga and 

quickly putting someone under arrest, but it turned out that “the prison” was a small shack 

in La Hormiga with only one room, and the decision to lock her brother in there was made by 

                                                           
 

23 Gustavo Morquecho Escamilla mapped the indigenous organizations in San Cristóbal in his thesis (Morquecho 

Escamilla 1992), which is well known and quoted even by the members of the organizations themselves. 

Gustavo himself is a respected figure among the intellectual elite in San Cristóbal. He’s also a friend of 

Damaso. He operates a bookshop called Soluna located in the cultural center TierraDentro (owned by 

another local intellectual, the journalist and activist Ernesto Ledesma).  
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the local coordinator in La Hormiga, where María’s mother and the rest of her family lived. 

When I asked María if she had ever called the police from the city center (or if she had ever 

even considered it), she told me that she had never needed to—she didn’t know them, they 

were not indigenous, and she couldn’t trust them. Her brother was locked in prison for less 

than forty-eight hours, and the situation was considered settled. María told me that she 

feels safe because she knows she can always go to the local coordinator (whom she called 

hermano, which also means brother, but María used it only in reference to her hermanos 

from the church), even in the middle of the night, and she said that there’s no need to call 

the authorities. “We can settle our own affairs,” she explained. Not only the “law 

enforcement” but also the service sector within Zona Norte was organized in a similar way—

Teresa, another of the vendors in the city center, for example, provided me with the phone 

number of a taxi driver who worked in the city center, but lived next to her in the colonía 

and she had an agreement with him, with a fixed fee, for when she needed to go home late 

at night with all her artesanías after finishing her daily job of selling at the zócalo.  

 Two important points are implicit in the organization of the colonías—firstly, Zona 

Norte is in no way “chaotic and lawless” as the stories and urban legends depict it; and 

secondly, the relationship between the city center and Zona Norte is far more complicated 

than simple hostility or ignorance on the part of official authorities. Even though Zona 

Norte—or at least some parts of it—remain invisible on the city map and the municipality 

tends to refuse to incorporate the infrastructure of the colonías into the official public 

structures, a complex organization is needed in order to keep the order of things in place. 

The “crossing points” between the visible and invisible city such as COCIDEP or the 

cooperativas artesanales, with their hierarchical order of coordinators who participate both 

in the official negotiations and in the parallel political order in the colonías, are its main 

keystones and reference points.  
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 The story of negotiations with the city hall ended up in 2013 with the opening of a 

new marketplace, called Mercado de la Zona Norte—a vast space of permanent halls and 

stands, in the middle of Zona Norte, with direct access from the Periférico Norte. From a 

practical and physical perspective, it was much better than the plastic sheets on the ground 

in front of the Palacio Municipal or in the park. Concrete structures sheltered the vendors 

from rain (a frequent occurrence in San Cristóbal during the winter season) and other 

weather conditions. It was spacious and there were some basic services (like toilets, for 

example). But, as of the end of 2013, it was mostly empty. I spent a few days there with 

Cristina—she complained less about working there than she did about working in the city 

center, because she didn’t have to walk, she didn’t have to do anything—she basically spent 

her whole day just listening to music on her phone. The empty stands and halls and spacious 

open hallways with concrete floor were a surprising sight in the middle of Zona Norte, with 

its cluttered structures and muddy roads. In the following years, they slowly became filled 

with vendors, artisanal products, handmade products, fruits and vegetables, and tortillas. 

The Mercado of Zona Norte is operating—and the official city website put it on the list of 

places worth visiting in San Cristóbal. But while it maybe means safer working conditions for 

the vendedoras, it also means that they were effectively sent back to Zona Norte, pushed 

out of the city center and out of the sight of both locals and tourists. Vendedoras 

FPicture 12  - Mercado de Zona Norte, still empty as of the end of 2013, photo taken by the author 
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ambulantes still walk the streets of the city center, representing the kind of ethnic tinge the 

city needs, in order to remain the pueblo mágico on the tourist map of Mexico. 
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2. Imaginary West 

 

 “I cannot really describe what is so magical about this place, but there is just 

something,” Michaela, a friend from Prague who moved to Mexico wrote me in an email 

exchange. I asked her why she had decided to stay in Mexico after traveling for six months 

through Latin America. She rented a place in Mexico City and opened a café with local 

friends; she never came back to Europe. She wasn’t alone—there are many Europeans living 

in Mexico and as a reason why they decided to stay, they describe the same feeling of just 

something. Veronika, a twenty-five-year-old student who stayed as a student on a research 

project for a few weeks in San Cristóbal, wrote a short article about her stay in San Cristóbal 

for the Czech travel website “Hedvábná stezka” and used very similar words: “I cannot really 

describe nor explain what is so magical about San Cristóbal, but once you visit it, you will just 

love it,” she wrote.24 “I didn’t, like, choose to live here, really. The place has chosen me, 

maybe. But there is no other place like this, there is definitely nothing like that where I come 

from,” said Janice, one of my roommates in a house just a few blocks away from the main 

square and the cathedral. Janice was from Germany, but she spent part of every year, 

usually the summer months, in San Cristóbal and her mother had the same lifestyle—they 

rented the house and took care of it together, making money by sub-renting it to other 

people who, similarly to them, wanted to enjoy that something, that difference, that magic.  

 It is striking how often words like “magic” and “charming” are used when someone 

describes San Cristóbal. If you just randomly look at travel blogs, you cannot avoid the 

feeling that the city is kind of a mystical wonderland: “Have you ever traveled to a new place 

and just felt as though there was something in the air. As though you had arrived in a special 

place and the energy was, well, magical. That’s how I felt upon arriving in San Cristóbal de las 

Casas. My heart was beating a little quicker than normal and life just felt different. I have 

                                                           
 

24 https://www.hedvabnastezka.cz/zeme/amerika/mexiko/17411-san-cristobal-de-las-casas-aneb-mexiko-
trosku-jinak-nez-jak-jej-zname/ 

 

https://www.hedvabnastezka.cz/zeme/amerika/mexiko/17411-san-cristobal-de-las-casas-aneb-mexiko-trosku-jinak-nez-jak-jej-zname/
https://www.hedvabnastezka.cz/zeme/amerika/mexiko/17411-san-cristobal-de-las-casas-aneb-mexiko-trosku-jinak-nez-jak-jej-zname/
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been to many cities and towns in villages in Mexico, and San Cristóbal de las Casas is like 

none that I have visited before,”25 writes one of the bloggers.  

 Certain features are repeated in all the descriptions of San Cristóbal’s special 

“magic”—the picturesque scenery of the city itself, with its cobbled streets, numerous 

churches, and well-preserved colonial architecture; the mountains that surround it and the 

fog that almost always hides the peaks; and the chill and crisp air (the 2,000-meter altitude 

makes it a welcome change from the surrounding flatlands and the nearby Pacific Coast, 

humid and tropically hot). And, of course, its indigenous inhabitants, the colorful clothes, the 

exotic languages, the nearby villages like Chamula and Zinacantán, where for a few dollars, 

indigenous culture can be “experienced” and bought. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 

                                                           
 

25 http://lifeawesomeblog.com/2016/12/san-cristobal-de-las-casas-chiapas-mexico/ 

Picture 13 - city center - zocalo and cathedral, photo taken by the author (2010) 

http://lifeawesomeblog.com/2016/12/san-cristobal-de-las-casas-chiapas-mexico/
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San Cristóbal was and is a center for ethnic tourism and the Ttotziles and Tzeltales roaming 

its streets every day are an inseparable part of the magic.26  

 Add the Zapatistas, the most skillful creators of the global indigenous imaginary27 and 

the spell is complete: “The appeal of San Cristóbal for me was its uniqueness. The constant 

indigenous culture sitting within a relaxed urban environment, fabulous food, picturesque 

landscapes, and beautiful architecture, all in the shadows of the Zapatista Movement to 

“keep things real,”28 as another travel writer sums it up. In addition to the visual 

attractiveness of the masked indigenous army, enhanced by using symbols associated in the 

popular discourse with Maya culture (corn for example), the Zapatista presence, though 

directly visible in the city only through the revolutionary merchandise being sold on the 

markets, also adds an extra layer to the magic by being dangerous. There are no Zapatista 

military men walking through the streets of the city—they were only physically present in 

the city the day the uprising began, in January 1994, when San Cristóbal was one of the five 

cities they originally seized. In the past fifteen years, the Zapatista only appeared in the city 

during organized and announced events, marches and festivities such as the encuentros29 

and those occurrences are rather rare—and always announced beforehand, since the EZLN30 

uses them as a way to communicate with their global supporters and announces them on 

their website. But the knowledge that the masked indigenous guerilla is there, so close to 

the city, hiding in the jungle, is another piece of the “magic” puzzle and completes the 

“something” that seems to be in the air. To quote another blogger: “I have always wanted to 

                                                           
 

26 See also van den Berghe 1994. 

27 See for example Rovira 2005 and 2009. 

28https://www.travelblog.org/North-America/Mexico/Chiapas/San-Cristobal-de-las-Casas/blog-936842.html, 

italics mine. 

29 Encuentors, encounters, are international events organized by the Zapatistas on a regular basis. They gather 

the members of the solidarity network from all around the world and engage them in workshops, lectures, 

and cultural events. More about the organization and meaning of encuentros in Kuřík 2009. 

30 Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation, refers to the military (and 

armed) section of the Zapatista organization, but the abbreviation is also colloquially used as a term for the 

whole movement.  

https://www.travelblog.org/North-America/Mexico/Chiapas/San-Cristobal-de-las-Casas/blog-936842.html
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visit Chiapas. That Southern state in Mexico that borders Guatemala. The jungle, the 

lushness of the land, the potential danger that lies hidden amongst the trees.”31 

 As much as the uniqueness is part of the charm, it is also true that San Cristóbal is not 

that unique in the end. It is definitely specific within the context of the touristic trail that it is 

part of, which consists of the ancient Maya ruins of Palenque, trips to the Lacandon Jungle, 

and the sky-blue beaches and white sands of Yucatán Caribbean coast. So it might the one 

place you will remember most of all, because you did not expect to be what it is: remote and 

chilly and mysterious. But it is not that different from other places in similar environments 

and contexts—I have tried to analyze that elsewhere,32 by calling San Cristóbal a “glocal city” 

and comparing it to other places with similar features and “magic.” The map of the Pueblos 

Mágicos provided by the México Tourism Board is definitely one of the best guides to glocal 

cities within the national context, and there are other places similar to San Cristóbal even 

within Mexico (like the village of Tepotzlán near the capital, in the state of Morelos, with its 

bustling market and nearby Tepozteco Mountain, an alleged birthplace of the famous deity 

of Quetzalcoatl, and a popular hike for tourists.). But glocal cities can be found all over the 

world—the mecca of ethnic and spiritual tourism, the Indian town of Váránasí, which used to 

be a favorite holiday spot for the Beatles, for example, is a glocal city par excellence. Cuzco 

in Peru, Antigua in Guatemala (just a one-day bus ride from San Cristóbal) all emanate the 

same magic—slightly different within the local and national context, but very similar in their 

effect on the charmed Western visitor. 

 I have used the term “glocal city” in my master’s thesis, combining Saskia Sassen’s 

concept of global cities (1996, 2000, 2000a) with Zygmunt Bauman’s concept of glocalization 

(1998). Though looking at globalization from very different perspectives, Bauman and Sassen 

stress the territorial dimensions of global processes. “Globalization can be deconstructed in 

terms of the strategic sites where global processes materialize and the linkage that bonds 

them . . . National and global markets, as well as globally integrated organizations, require 

central places, where the work of globalization gets done.” (Sassen 2000:80nn, italics in the 

original). Global cities like New York, Tokyo, or Mumbai are according to Sassen the places 

                                                           
 

31 http://www.acertainbentappeal.com/2013/07/on-trail-of-hippie-disneyland.html 
32 Heřmanová 2010 

http://www.acertainbentappeal.com/2013/07/on-trail-of-hippie-disneyland.html
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where the work gets done. The global cities form a network of powerful centers, bound 

through global financial transactions as well as through the transnational mobility of the 

managers in charge. 

Sassen analyzes how 

the concept of the 

global city as a hub of 

international 

transactions creates a 

whole new local, 

territorially bounded 

economy sector that 

supports it (Sassen 

2000)—and that brings 

immigrants, mostly 

immigrant women, to 

work as maids, 

cleaners, and other 

service workers. 

Sassen’s 

conceptualization of 

what a global city is 

and how it works 

highlights the fact that, 

for example, Tokyo and 

New York’s financial sectors—the office buildings they are based in, the people who walk 

through the halls and sit at the conference rooms of these buildings or in lounges at the 

airports—have much more in common than they have with their national and local 

environment (let’s say a small village on a Japanese island or a mid-sized city in North 

Dakota). It creates what she calls “a new geography of centrality and marginality” (Sassen 

1996, 2000, 2000a), detached from the national context and also cutting across the old 

divide of poor/rich countries, the developed and developing world (Sassen 2000). The 

FPicture 14 - San Cristóbal as a glocal city - the main pedestrian zone with shops and 
restaurants, photo taken by the author (2013) 
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“localization of the global” happens in the global cities, where a sector of low-paid jobs 

emerges and grows and thus creates new marginality inside areas previously seen as central 

from the macroeconomic perspective.33 

 

 Sassen’s conceptualization of what constitutes a global city has become an 

indispensable concept in the theory of globalization, and was later developer, criticized and 

reconceptualized (see for example Williamson 2009 or Marcuse and van Kempen, 2000). By 

calling San Cristóbal a “glocal city,” I have attempted to highlight the similarities and 

patterns that emerge in different places and different local contexts and to analyze why 

places like San Cristóbal and Váránasí play a similar role in the local economy and on the 

global touristic market, inspired by Sassen’s analytical approach to what constitutes a global 

city. In the same way Sassen’s global cities rely on a specific kind of infrastructure and 

architecture, the spatial features of glocal cities are strikingly similar—the pedestrian zones 

around the city center, details like the placement of garbage bins that end where the 

touristic area ends as well as the “poverty belts”—like the Zona Norte—that so often 

surround glocal cities.  

 The term “glocal” is used in popular discourse in a sense of the “think globally, act 

locally” motto, used by various international, non-governmental, and activist organizations. 

In academic discourse, it was most notably Zygmunt Bauman’s critique of globalization that 

made it part of the theory of globalization in the social sciences. Likewise Sassen, Bauman 

stresses that the globalization of economic processes is unequally distributed in its results 

and that it creates large groups of the population who are extremely localized and unable to 

move elsewhere—a process that is ethnographically observable in glocal cities such as San 

Cristóbal. There are several features that could be traced in glocal cities. They do not owe 

                                                           
 

33 This is also a main point of criticism of Sassen’s approach—for example Wacquant (2008) points out that the 

way marginality is created and constructed in urban spaces depends in large part on national and municipal 

policies—including a local context is thus absolutely necessary to understanding why some places are seen 

as marginal and some as central, and marginality in the suburbs of Mumbai is not the same as marginality in 

inner city New York, though they may look similar.  
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their popularity to industrial growth, but the main reasons why they attract new citizens lies 

in touristic attractiveness and cultural centrality in the region. They are typical backpacker 

destinations. The glocal city also requires a new working force and attracts new inhabitants, 

which end up in low-skilled, low-paying jobs or in the gray economy sector. Glocal cities, like 

global cities, are hubs of international globalized networks (of tourists, activists, travel 

industry workers), and like global cities they also embody the territorial and local side effects 

of global processes (the growth of the low-paying job sector, poverty, and urban 

marginality).  

 What is most important in the context of this text, however, is the fact that glocal 

cities are attractive because they managed to reproduce their specific locality in a way that is 

comprehensible to global tourists. They are most easily found in countries with a colonial 

history, which offers a perfect background for the mixture of local, specific, exotic, global, 

domestic, and understandable. The way locality is represented, reproduced, and marketed in 

glocal cities constitutes their main feature. The image of San Cristóbal as a melting pot of 

indigenous cultures, including the careful display of the aesthetic side of indigeneity 

described in the previous chapter, is a good example of the glocal attractiveness, which 

constitutes the “magic” of the place. The magic would not be possible without the 

indigenous vendors in the streets, without their colorful clothing and strange language—

they have to be part of the representation, but their role in it needs to stay purely aesthetic 

and representative. The negotiations with the city hall about the possibility of working in the 

city center described in the previous chapter are part of the creation of the image of Pueblo 

Mágico, but the image only allows for a very limited agency of the people involved. One 

night at the zócalo, the limits were clearly demonstrated in a very common situation—

Natalia needed to use the toilet, after two hours of sitting on the cold stones of the zócalo. I 

suggested she go to the nearby bar called La Révolution, a popular place with tourists and 

expats, which I myself visited earlier that day for the same reason. “I can’t go there. They 

won’t let me in. That is not possible,” Natalia answered. “They don’t want us in there. 

Believe me, I tried once when I was pregnant and was desperate, but the bartender threw 

me out and said it was only for the people who drink inside. He knew I wouldn’t buy a drink, 

so he just threw me out. I didn’t argue, I just left,” she recalled, describing the situation to 

me. Many other girls told similar stories—about being thrown out of clothing stores (“you 
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sell, you don’t buy” was one of the explanations), about being bothered by the social 

services guy for staying in the arcades of the Palacio Municipal when it was raining. The 

indigenous presence in the city center is heavily controlled and negotiated in small details 

and everyday interactions on constant basis and carefully curated into an image of a glocal 

magic city. 

 The magic consists of a mix of strangeness, exotic difference, indigeneity, even 

dangerousness, but it is all presented in a way that is still friendly, comfortable, and—most 

importantly—comprehensible. When my parents visited me in San Cristóbal in 2010, my 

mother summed up her impressions to me: “It is beautiful, it’s different, it’s not European, 

that’s obvious—but at the same time, it is not too different, it is not uncomfortable.” Fischer 

(2014) uses the metaphor of “separating cold cream from a hot coffee” in reference to 

Claude Lévi-Strauss and his dichotomy between hot and cold societies. We are pretending to 

have overcome this division because of its ethnocentricity, but we haven’t really gotten rid 

of it—analytical concepts like syncretism or hybridity (Bhabha 1994, Canclini 1995) have 

replaced it, seemingly transgressing the dichotomy, but in fact maintaining it, he argues. 

“Hybridity is the byword of the day, having replaced syncretism to describe the phenomenon 

of the blending of cultural traditions. And, in contrast to syncretism, hybridity implies greater 

agency on the part of creative cultural agents as well an ongoing process (not just 

punctuated equilibrium). Yet, too often our notion of hybridity is just a code for an old-

fashioned view of dynamic Western society and static native society that has held onto 

values we have now lost” (Fischer 2014: 150). 

 The renowned Mexican social scientist Guillermo Bonfil Batalla deploys his famous 

metaphor of México imaginario from very similar premises. He distinguishes the México 

imaginario, which pretty much corresponds with the image presented by travel agencies and 

local authorities to the tourists as it is described above, from México profundo—the real and 

profound Mexico of rural indigenous communities and recently also large swaths of poor 

urban population who, according to him, continue to maintain a lifestyle deeply rooted in 

ancient traditions. While his description of the profound Mexico is in itself exoticizing and 

needs to be treated carefully and critically, the distinction remains useful in this context. 

Batalla suggests that México imaginario is imaginary not because it does not exist (it 
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certainly does, as every tourist who’s ever been to San Cristóbal can confirm and also 

because “imaginary” doesn't imply “not real,” as will be discussed later), but because it is 

highly selective and ignores the everyday reality of a large part of the Mexican population 

(Batalla 1998/2005). In glocal cities, like San Cristóbal, the metaphor of México imaginario 

and México profundo can be experienced in the geography of the city, one being 

represented by the city center and the other by Zona Norte.  

 While in the academic discourse, the concept of hybridity has been criticized and 

challenged in many ways over the past decades (for example Easthope 1998, Radhakrishnan 

2008), it has stayed in the popular discourse, literature, and pop culture—as Fischer points 

out, magical realism, arguably the most popular and most beloved representation of Latin 

America in literature, film, and the arts, is an example par excellence: “Likewise, take Latin 

American novels of magical realism that cook up the cold offerings of native culture to our 

hot Western tastes . . . This is a manageable sort of Otherness that plays to our insidious 

preconceptions of primitives with potential—an understandable, manipulable sort of 

hybridity that subverts the very progressive intentions of the concept.” We, as Westerners, 

Fischer argues, borrow “an essentialized view of indigenous to help satisfy our insatiable 

appetite for authenticity in this age of reproductions and simulacra” (Fischer 2014: 154) 

 The glocal cities like San Cristóbal are, in their representation, a magical realism 

dream come true. The aesthetics of indigeneity made understandable for the touristic 

industry needs, “manipulable sort of hybridity,” to quote Fischer again, or “the something in 

the air” to quote the charmed travel writers, confirm our ideas about what the postcolonial, 

exotic, indigenous looks like. People like vendedoras in the streets of San Cristóbal are an 

indispensable part of it. And the role they play in fulfilling those imageries limits and 

sometimes directs the way in which they move in the city center, their way of subsistence, 

and their interactions with other actors in the infrastructure of the city—where they can be 

visible but regulated, where they can move freely, and which places they can enter and 

which ones are forbidden for them. The complex negotiations of their place in the city center 

happening both on an official basis and in everyday interactions, as well as the relationship 

of the whole Zona Norte to the city center (described in the previous chapter) aim, among 

other factors, to keep the indigenous element in place, where it fulfills the role of 
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“manipulable hybridity”—different enough to feel exotic, but comprehensible enough to feel 

comfortable. They aim, to paraphrase Fischer, to separate cold cream from hot coffee.  

 I wasn’t, of course, personally immune to the magic. When I first arrived in San 

Cristóbal, I felt just like everyone else—like there was something in the air. And it’s not just 

that the crisp mountain air and the sun, which is so bright it hurts your eyes, make the place 

feel like a paradise when you arrive from Mexico City, where your eyes are constantly teary 

from the pollution and your nose bleeds and you never really see the sun because of the 

gray smog blanketing the city like a fluffy poisonous duvet. I first visited the city in 2008, 

when I was traveling with a group of friends to a Zapatista encuentro. I wasn’t such a big fan 

of the Zapatista movement (I didn’t know much about it then), but I had always wanted to 

visit Mexico, so I decided to join the group. I had a brief experience with Latin America 

during my teenage years, when I visited Chile as part of a World Scout meeting. I hadn’t seen 

much of the country, but the few trips to countryside left me with a few very vivid 

memories—like seeing an almost-ruined school building in a small village near the capital of 

Santiago de Chile, with trees growing inside the schoolrooms, holes in the roof, and sky-blue 

patches on the walls. Quotes from the poems of Gabriela Mistral, the Chilean poet and 

diplomat, the first Latin American author to receive the Nobel Prize for literature, were still 

visible on the walls in some places. The memory of the school building, destroyed and 

decomposed but peaceful and beautiful, was stuck in my mind in very vivid colors—and was 

revived two years later, when I was seventeen and I read Gabriel García Marquéz’s One 

Hundred Years of Solitude for the first time. I loved the book (I still do) and through it, like so 

many other people, I discovered magical realism. The picture of a Remedios the Beauty 

ascending to heaven while folding her mother’s sheets, one of the most famous scenes in 

the book, and the picture of a tree growing inside the schoolroom with Gabriela Mistral 

quotes blurred in my mind into a fantastic imagery of Latin America, where everything is 

symbolic and the rules of objective reality do not apply, women ascend to haven, trees grow 

inside rooms, and reality is magic. That was the reason why I wanted to visit Mexico—to 

experience the magic. My picture of Mexico and its culture was very precise in its details and 

very blurry at the same time. It was exotic, colorful, a bit dangerous, beautiful, indigenous, 

like a Frida Kahlo painting. My personal imagery of Mexico, heavily influenced by magical 

realist novels and reinforced with real memories of a different country (Chile is actually on a 
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different continent than Mexico), copied the collective imageries of indigenous and exotic 

offered to us by both the touristic industry and the popular cultural discourse. When I visited 

San Cristóbal for the first time, it was like I found myself in a real-life Macondo. Upon first 

observation and in casual, fleeting contact, girls like Juana, Natalia, Cristina, and many others 

are a perfect real-life representation of that imagery. 

 If we want to understand how and why our ideas of what a world of Tztoziles and 

Tzeltales looks like limits and directs the everyday lives and social interactions in their “real-

life world,” we need to understand the role of the imagination in social life on a more broad 

and general level. The following chapter will thus explore how imagination has been treated 

in anthropological literature so far, with a focus on two different approaches: 1) Benedict 

Anderson’s (1983) and Arjun’s Appadurai’s (1996) take on imaginary landscapes and worlds, 

which partly correspond with Charles Taylor’s concept of social imaginary (2001 and 2004) 

and 2) the concept of technologies of imagination developed by Sneath, Holbraad, and 

Pedersen (2009), which provides a useful critique of the aforementioned theoretical 

frameworks and concentrates on the concrete and indeterminate effects that imagination 

creates in social life. Drawing on both of these approaches, I will analyze the concept of 

Imaginary West (Yurchak 2005) as it is constructed and lived by the young indigenous people 

in San Cristóbal and focus on the what I call effective difference in the impacts of imaginary 

and “real” socialities in the life of my informants. My main aim is to deconstruct the 

dichotomy between “imaginary” and “real” by defining both of these terms analytically, with 

the use of ethnographic data. The last section then moves to a more concrete level and deals 

with the interaction of real-life and imagined mobilities and migration in the lives of my 

informants to illustrate the concept of effective differences.  

2.1. “People like you have cars like this”: The role of imagination in social life 
 

 In the course of my fieldwork, I gradually confronted all of my personal imageries 

about colorful and mystic indigenous Mexico with the lived reality of the people I used to 

imagine. I have learned their ways of crossing to the city center and participating in the 

picture of Pueblo Mágico as a way of subsistence. But as I did so, I realized that I was not the 

only one who was imagining and that my imaginary Mexico has its counterpart in a sort of 

imaginary Europe. I was also constantly “being imagined” together with all the tourists and 
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global nomads my informants encountered daily. There was one particular situation that 

changed how I thought about my fieldwork and about my relationship with my informants—

I have already described it elsewhere (Heřmanová 2010), but it has a place here as well, as it 

represents a sort of turning point in my fieldwork as well as an introduction to the topic of 

the next chapter. 

 It happened right at the beginning of my fieldwork, when I had known María and her 

children for approximately a month. She asked me a favor—Leo, the always-drunk father of 

her grandson Jesús and a US citizen, left for United States, leaving his car full of stuff in front 

of his house. María was afraid that something could happen to the car, that someone might 

spot that it was full of things and attempt to break in. She asked me to drive it to her street 

so she could watch it from her house—no one in the family had a driver’s license. We walked 

to Leo’s house quite late the next evening. When we arrived, I realized that there might be a 

difficulty—his car looked like some sort of expensive SUV, and it was definitely bigger and 

very different from cars that I knew how to drive. It had an automatic transmission and a 

very complicated safety system—long story short, I wasn’t even able to start the engine. It 

wasn’t even my fault, as it turned out later, because the battery was dead, but at the 

moment it looked like a clear failure on my part. It was around midnight, Natalia was upset 

and talking on the phone with Leo, who was, unsurprisingly, drunk and giving me a lot of 

pointless advices, and María was standing in front of the car lamenting that she didn’t know 

what to do, that we couldn’t just leave the car where it was because somebody would steal 

Leo’s things for sure. I felt quite hopeless because I just wasn’t able to explain to her how it 

was possible that I couldn’t handle the car. “You have a driver’s license, so you know how to 

drive, right?” she asked me many times. After a few more unsuccessful attempts, we 

decided to go back to her house in Colonía Progreso, where her sons Miguel and Carlos 

waited for us. When we entered the house, the boys were waiting in the kitchen and María 

immediately started talking in Tzotzil, explaining what had happened. Miguel then turned to 

me and asked with a very surprised look: “How come you can’t get it started? Our cousin 

also tried and he didn’t know what to do either, but we thought that it was because it’s an 

American car and that you would know for sure. We have different cars here, old cars . . . 

but you have cars like this, don’t you? We thought that you had those cars at home, so you 

would know how to handle it, cause maybe you have the same car at home.” A strange and 
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big vehicle I never saw in my life before was assigned to me on the principle that “people like 

you have cars like this.” From then on, I started to think about the reciprocity in the process 

of imagining, because it occurred to me at that moment that this simple presumption—

“people like you have cars like this”—must have some deeper roots. Is there a world for 

“people like me” that are characterized by big and strong cars and—perhaps—also other 

specific things? How was this world created? Why was it created and what does it mean?  

 One afternoon, when I was in San Cristóbal after a longer period spent home in the 

Czech Republic, I was waiting for my friend Jeanette at the zócalo. It was a bright sunny day, 

with a clear blue sky, and there was warmth in the air. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the 

warm sun on my skin—it was after yet another very cold night, which are not unusual in San 

Cristóbal during the winter season. “You look so blissful in the sun, like you’re on the beach!” 

I heard Jeanette laughing suddenly. She sat down with me, on the stairs in front of the 

cathedral. We greeted and I explained that I was for sure enjoying myself: “You know, where 

I live, there’s cold and dark for almost five months each year, can you imagine?” 

“Really? Well, that never occurred to me . . . I always imagine you have nice weather where 

you live.” 

“Well, yeah, we do sometimes, but not quite as often as I would like. What else do you 

imagine?” 

“You know . . . everything. What you do, how you live, what your university looks like, how 

the people you meet look? That’s what I try to imagine.” 

 

 Jeanette is a bit older than the rest of my social group in San Cristóbal, she is now 

over thirty. She lives with her mother and two siblings in La Garita, one of the settlements in 

the northeast of the city. La Garita is older than the whole belt of Zona Norte and would be 

considered a better place to live, more like a traditional barrio than a new colonía, with 

better infrastructure and services than in the newer parts of the city. It is, however, located 

on a hill and is not easily accessible. Living there is not without difficulties—unlike, for 

example, María and Teresa’s families in Colonías Progreso and Nueva Maravilla located in 

the flatland, Jeanette couldn’t rely on having water available every day in the house (“It’s 

because we’re up on the hill and the infrastructure is just not so good. Sometimes the 

pressure is too low and we don’t get any water,” she explained).  
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Jeanette represented one of a very few members of her social group who completed 

a university degree. She has written her master thesis about the ways of subsistence of 

indigenous women in La Garita and obtained a degree in sociology at the UNACH, but she 

was currently unemployed, desperately looking for any source of income and taking care of 

her sick mother. Her younger brother Raymundo was still studying to be a teacher, her sister 

Katy was teaching in Ocosingo, visiting San Cristóbal on weekends. Her family, originally 

Tzeltal speaking, had the highest social status among the indigenous families that I have 

worked with during my fieldwork. All the children managed to complete a degree and they 

also almost never used Tzeltal—they communicated in Spanish even between themselves. 

They all understood Tzeltal, but only passively, except Jeanette’s mother, Doña Lupita, who 

used it frequently when she visited her sisters living in a remote village in the Chiapas 

Highlands. Raymundo, who did consider himself to be a political activist, even started taking 

courses in Tzeltal in order “not to lose his roots,” as he told me. Jeanette’s family and 

Jeanette herself were thus in many ways an exception to all the other young people and 

families whom I met. She was also a friend and a very active and valuable respondent to me, 

mostly because she understood what my research was about (having done a similar one 

herself) and she tried to be as helpful as she could, sometimes joking that it felt good to be 

“on the other side.” She was able to put me in touch with her professors at the university 

and recommend other informants to me. She was also the closest to me in terms of 

lifestyle—she was a big movie fan, for example, and we could talk about films and books for 

hours.  

 A few minutes after our encounter at the zócalo, we bought fresh juice from a 

restaurant across the street and sat on a bench on the main pedestrian zone that was full of 

both tourists and locals, indigenous sellers of food or souvenirs, ladino families on their 

afternoon walk and loud groups of young Spanish and Italian backpackers. We were 

discussing the movie we had seen together a few days ago—Jeanette had asked me to take 

her to the cinema in a shopping center in Zona Sur to see the new Harry Potter film. I asked 

her what she liked about this type of film and she replied, thoughtfully: “Well, I like it, 

because it’s fun! It’s not just about Harry Potter, that’s a fairytale. But I do like Hollywood 

movies, because they show a whole world that I would never experience here. I know reality 

is not like in the movies. I’m not that naïve. Even for you in Europe, it’s not like this. But still, 
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what is waiting in the future here for me? When I think about your life in Europe, it’s like a 

movie for me. You live in the city, you have friends, you go and have a coffee with your 

friends, you study at university . . . and I think you live in a nice place. Is that right? I think 

your place must be really nice. I like to think about it. I always think about it when I talk to 

the tourists—how they live, how their home looks. It’s kind of like a movie for me, you 

know?” and she started laughing.  

 What Jeanette did, when she said that my life was like a movie to her, constituted a 

simple yet at the time, for me, very surprising process—she placed the real people she 

encountered and whose story she knew in the imaginary world she knew from movies. It 

was the equivalent of the simple assumption that “people like you have cars like this.” 

Throughout my fieldwork, I experienced many similar situations—my home and the lifestyle 

I led while being home was quite often discussed and I had to answer never-ending 

questions about my studies, my family, or about, say, the jeans I was wearing: Where did I 

buy them. Could they be bought in Mexico as well? How much did they cost me? What did 

my apartment look like? What do my parents do? Does my mother do her makeup every day 

or not? Are all the girls my age unmarried like I am? Do they work? Where do they usually 

work? How much are they able to earn and what would they buy with that money? What 

about traveling? Have I travel beyond Mexico? Where, why, how much would a flight ticket 

cost? There were thousands of questions, but upon further analyzing, I saw some repetitions 

and patterns emerging in them—people were most of all interested in the material culture 

of the West, including our fashion, the technologies we use, and last but not least, our 

lifestyle in terms of education and family life. Jeanette knew very well that the movie 

lifestyle she was talking about was not my everyday reality, but she also knew that it was still 

somehow real. As she put it, “It’s not like that completely, but something like that, and it 

must be great and you cannot experience it here.” She had placed me, my family, my 

friends, and the life I led into an imaginary landscape of the West, where girls do not get 

married but study instead and then they have jobs, boyfriends, and nice-looking jeans and 

sneakers. In the same land of the West, people know how to handle big cars, because, 

obviously, they drive them. The imagery of the West is obviously something that Carlos and 

Jeanette share, because they both made assumptions about my life based on a very similar 

premise.  
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 In order to understand how the process of connecting specific people with specific 

lifestyles based on their belonging to the world of Imaginary West works, we need to 

understand the role of imagination in social life in general and also attempt to deconstruct 

how the imagination can be analyzed and captured ethnographically. Sneath, Holbraad, and 

Pedersen (2009) present an overview of how imagination was conceptualized and analyzed 

in anthropology and in the social sciences in past decades, and they identify three main 

approaches that characterize how imagination was treated in anthropological literature: 1) 

Imagination often plays the role that “culture” used to play before—it is presented as a 

holistic horizon of meanings. 2) It is usually presented in “instrumental” terms and the focus 

is on a particular function that it serves in people’s lives, and 3) It is almost always seen as 

something positive, desirable, if not optimistic.  

 It might be easy to get tempted and use the concept of imagination in the same way 

culture was used up until recently—as an all-encompassing, all-explaining concept, a matrix 

behind everything we do, a self-explanatory term ready to back up anything and everything, 

a sort of “totalizing backdrop of meanings required for human beings to make sense of the 

world” (Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen 2009:7). This particularly applies to the concept of 

social imaginary by Charles Taylor (2002, 2004) and his contemporaries and followers (see 

Gaonkar 2002).34 Taylor defines the social imaginary as “the ways in which people imagine 

their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them 

and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions 

and images that underlie these expectations” (Taylor 2002: 106). The social imaginary is “an 

enabling but not fully explicable symbolic matrix within which a people imagine and act as 

world-making collective agents,” according to Gaonkar (2002:1). The concept of social 

imaginary is widely used in examining nationalism, transnationalism, the organization of the 

public sphere, institutions—any societal trait that is based upon a common yet not always 

                                                           
 

34 As Taylor himself puts it: “Our social imaginary at any given time is complex. It incorporates a sense of the 

normal expectations that we have of one another, the kind of common understanding which enables us to 

carry out the collective practices that make up our social life. This incorporates some sense of how we all fit 

together in carrying out the common practice” (Taylor 2002:106).  
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explicitly articulated understanding of its meaning, purpose, and workings. The social 

imaginary is thus based on the notion of the collective capacity to imagine, which forms the 

basis for the creation of imaginary worlds and landscapes, such as the one of the Imaginary 

West—the land of people like me, who have big cars and a life not exactly like in the movies, 

but a bit like that and different from life “here.” Imagined worlds such as the Imaginary West 

created by young people in the suburbs of San Cristóbal are enabled by the common 

understanding of how things work, to paraphrase Taylor, and by the shared meanings they 

attribute to specific things based on that common understanding.  

 Alexei Yurchak used the concept of the “Imaginary West” in his study of the 

breakdown of the Soviet regime (Yurchak 2005: 158nn). He characterizes it as “The 

Elsewhere of Late Socialism” and shows how this concept was creatively placed into the 

Communist worldview (which it rationally contradicted) and how the young people who 

listened to illegal records of Western rock bands could still be convinced about the rightness 

and omnipotence of the Party’s politics. The main aim of his book is to explain how the 

Soviet regime collapsed in a way that was, from a certain point of view, inevitable but also 

completely invisible to the people who lived their everyday lives inside the Soviet universe. 

He develops and analyses a set of contradictions that the Soviet regime nurtured and that 

ultimately led to its destruction. “The Imaginary West” is one of these contradictions, and 

Yurchak details various manifestations of its existence within the Soviet reality in 

observations about travels, lifestyle, music, and arts that originated in the West, but were 

decoupled from its original meaning and locally reinvented within the Soviet context.  

The term “elsewhere” originates in the Russian word zagranitsa, which could be 

translated simply as “abroad” or “beyond the border.” The term had acquired a specific 

meaning in the Soviet discourse—it developed to capture the specific ambiguity of a regime 

that presents itself as international and open to progress but that makes any real travel to 

the zagranitsa world impossible. “Zagranitsa lays at the intersection of these two attitudes 

toward the wider world, signifying an imaginary place that was simultaneously knowable and 

unattainable, tangible and abstract, mundane and exotic. This concept was disconnected 

from any “real” abroad and located in some unspecified place—over there (tam), with them 

(u nikh), as opposed to with us (u nas)—and although references it were ubiquitous, its real 

existence became dubious” (Yurchak 2005: 154). One of the manifestations of the presence 
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of zagranitsa or the Imaginary West is Andrei Tarkovsky’s film Stalker (1979), based on the 

novel Roadside Picnic by famous writers/brothers duo Boris and Arkady Strugatsky from 

1972. Both the book and the film depict an unspecified future in an unspecified country, 

where aliens stopped for a picnic twenty years ago. The space where the alien ship landed 

left “the Zone”—an enigmatic space with mysterious powers, dangerous and closed to the 

world, guarded by the stalkers who would take curious citizens inside, to the very heart of 

the Zone, where one’s deepest desire will be granted. As Yurchak notes (2005: 161nn), the 

Strugatsky book was widely recognized as a metaphor of the state of late socialism in the 

Soviet Union and was just one of many cultural manifestations of the phenomenon. “The 

Zone did not imply any concrete ‘real’ territory; it referred to a certain imaginary space that 

was simultaneously internal and external to late-socialist reality. Crucial was its paradoxical 

status—intimate, within reach, and yet unattainable. The Zone could only exist as an 

imaginary construct that could not be encountered in reality.” The Imaginary West, like the 

Zone, has the paradoxical status of being “intimate, yet unattainable,” almost within reach, 

but never really here, or in Jeanette’s words, not like that, but something like that and you 

cannot experience it here. 

Yurchak then continues to explore various sources of the Imaginary West that existed 

within the Soviet universe—the contradictory ideological discourse that encompassed 

internationalism while also being very nationalist. Pop cultural influences, such as movies, 

rock bands, or jazz music that snuck slowly and illegally into the Soviet Union and were 

sometimes encouraged, sometimes banned based on what they represented (the good kind 

of internationalism or the bad kind of bourgeois cosmopolitanism). His detailed analysis 

shows the process of creation of an imaginary landscape of “the West” out of names of 

English bands that no one understood, fashion brands and jeans acquired on the black 

market, empty bottles of alcohol and boxes of cigarettes. What is important is that the 

material objects that serve as a source of imagination about a distant, unreachable world are 

decoupled from their original function (the bottle no longer holds the liquor, the lyrics of the 

song no longer bear the meaning) and given a new one, as building blocks of the Imaginary 

West. “The literal meaning of these songs was irrelevant. What was important was their 

Western origin, foreign sound, and unknown references that allowed Soviet fans to imagine 

worlds that did not have to be linked to any ‘real’ place or circumstances, neither Soviet nor 
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Western.” (2005:178). Imaginary West was thus “produced locally and existed only at the 

time when the real West could not be encountered” (2005:159). 

The imaginary world created by young people living in the suburbs of San Cristóbal, 

of which I was myself a representative, has many different components, reflected in the type 

of questions my respondents were asking me about education, family situations in Europe, 

lifestyle, and perhaps most importantly, material culture and the ownership of and 

relationship with material objects. The importance of material objects such as clothing in the 

Imaginary West could be explained by the relative accessibility of things like jeans, sneakers, 

or technology devices like smartphones. The young girls in the suburbs spend countless 

hours talking about clothes or fashion, peeking through the windows of the few clothing 

shops and boutiques in the city center, or exchanging clothes and creating new 

combinations. On many occasions, the fashion style of the tourist girls (and sometimes boys) 

was mentioned, judged and in various ways reproduced. While it might be difficult for a 

young Tzeltal girl to obtain a university education (even though it is certainly not impossible, 

as Jeanette’s case confirms), the way one dresses is something that can be changed quite 

easily—it was actually the only thing my informants really could do if they ever wanted to be 

part of the world they imagined.35 It is thus this specific “fashionscape,” to paraphrase Arjun 

Appadurai, that provides the richest ethnographic examples of how the Imaginary West is 

created and incorporated into everyday social interactions.  

The relationship of young Tzotzil and Tzeltal girls to Western clothing brands is also 

connected to the fact that their usual “working” outfit is the traditional traje, consisting of 

an embroidered blouse in a satin-like fabric and a thick skirt made of lamb wool, held in 

place by an elaborated handmade belt. All of the girls I knew—even Jeanette, who did not 

work as a vendedora—owned one. I have talked about the occasions for wearing the traje 

with Nicky, a seventeen-year-old girl working in a small shop selling Zapatista-produced 

walking boots—I met her when I bought a pair. Nicky was not necessarily required to wear 

the traje to work, though she said it would probably look better, as “people expect an 

indigenous when they walk into a shop bearing a Zapatista sign.” She wore it when she 

                                                           
 

35 See also Heřmanová 2010. Yurchak observes the same thing with the last Soviet generation, whose 
young members couldn’t travel or study at Oxford or go to a Beatles concert—but they could, with 
some effort, look like they were doing so.  
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visited her mother and siblings in the Tzeltal village where she grew up, but when being in 

the city, she preferred jeans, sneakers, and hoodies. Similarly Cristina and Natalia wore the 

trajes when selling in the city center, but whenever we met and they weren’t working, they 

were carefully styled in short skirts or jeans, hoodies, and blouses. The style they developed 

was also influenced by pop singers they knew. Cristina was a big fan of the Canadian punk 

rock star Avril Lavigne, for example (for the specific sources of fashion style developed by 

the urban youth in San Cristóbal (see also Heřmanová 2010). The girls creatively used the 

traje when they needed to stress their indigenous identity—when conforming to the rules of 

selling and making a living by being part of the above-mentioned indigenous magic of the 

city. But in their free time and in private, they chose carefully what to wear and they dressed 

according to a very specific image of a fashion style and lifestyle they knew from TV, 

magazines, and also from personal encounters with girls from all around the world when 

working.  

It is interesting that the symbolic importance of such things as jeans is almost never 

based on a specific brand—even though the jeans my informants would notice on passing 

girls would be mostly of the same brand, they almost never mentioned the brand itself and 

they might not even know it. It was the specific type of clothing that was attributed to the 

inhabitants of the Imaginary West, but the obsession with brands that is actually intrinsic to 

Western consumerist culture is not manifested here. The jeans, as an object, went through 

the same decoupling of its original function and meaning as Yurchak describes with material 

goods from the West in the Soviet Union. Their significance does not lie, as it would for us, in 

the design, brand, or price, but in their general aesthetics that represent a link to the 

Imaginary West. The jeans are important because they are jeans and they look like jeans and 

they are worn on different occasions than Chamulan skirts and represent a different identity 

than the traje. The same applies to other material objects—a Hello Kitty–brand hairbrush, 

Natalia’s most treasured possession, or a ridiculously expensive leather jacket that Carlos, 

Natalia’s brother, once bought. The jacket was an original Harley-Davidson one—Carlos also 

owned a motorbike, which was of course not a Harley-Davidson, but the jacket represented 

for him a very specific image of boy on a bike in a cool jacket. He even once showed me a 

picture he googled, a random one, perhaps a model from some fashion campaign, that 

showed a boy on a bike in a leather jacket very similar to the one he had bought. The 
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significance of the jacket for him was embedded in the representation of the “cool boy on 

the bike,” a link to the imaginary lifestyle of boys who wear these jackets. And, as mentioned 

before, Carlos was severely limited in his chances of ever acquiring the lifestyle as such, but 

what he could do (even though it cost him a half-year’s salary), was to own the object that 

represented the Imaginary West.  

Yurchak’s notion of the Imaginary West also in part corresponds with Appadurai’s 

concept of “imagined worlds” (Appadurai 1996). Appadurai defines his various “scapes” 

(ethnoscapes, mediascapes, etc.) as building blocks of what he calls “imagined worlds, that 

is, the multiple worlds that are constituted by the historically situated imaginations of 

persons and groups spread around the globe” (Appadurai 1996:33). Like Yurchak, Appadurai 

also uses examples from film and literature to back up his theories. While the concept of 

imagined worlds, as Appadurai presents it, is really a theoretical extension of Benedict 

Anderson imagined communities, he specifically points out how two phenomena usually 

ascribed to “modernity,” migration and electronic media, work as starting points for building 

such imagined worlds. “Such media transform the field of mass mediation because they 

offer new resources and new disciplines for the construction of imagined selves and 

imagined worlds. [ . . . ] Always carrying the sense of distance between viewer and event, 

these media nevertheless compel the transformation of everyday discourse. At the same 

time, they are resources for experiments with self-making in all sorts of societies, for all sorts 

of persons. They allow scripts for possible lives to be imbricated with the glamor of film stars 

. . . ” (Appadurai 1996: 3). Appadurai repeatedly points out that the power of imagination 

lies in the fact that it makes things and possibilities imaginable and that there’s a difference 

between imaginable and possible. Imagination, in the Appaduraian sense, is so powerful 

because it lets us imagine things and situations we have never experienced before—it allows 

us to write scripts for possible lives we might have lived, to paraphrase him. And once we 

know we could have lived them, we might start to think about why we actually cannot—

hence his link between imagination and resistance (which is also important in Yurchak’s 

concept, though not as explicitly).36  

                                                           
 

36 Appadurai’s theory of “imagination as social force” laid the groundwork for a more in-depth exploration of 

the role of imagination in modern subjectivities. He distinguishes imagination from fantasy and claims that 
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Jonathan Friedman (2000) points out that for any imagined world to be established, a 

shared meaning needs to be generated. This meaning, according to Friedman, is always 

generated through a shared social experience that lies at the core of any form of social and 

cultural reproduction. In Appadurai’s case, the inhabitants of most of the “scapes” do not 

share any direct experience with the people they imagine and dream about—the inhabitants 

of a refugee camp in Somalia, to use one of Appadurai’s own examples, who dream about a 

life in Europe have maybe never met someone who is actually from Europe, yet they have a 

collective notion of what life in Europe looks like. The fact that people from Europe and 

people from a refugee camp in Somalia never shared a social experience does not, however, 

mean that the imaginary world of Europe (imagined by refugees in Somalia who have never 

been to Europe) does not exist. Rather it means that when analyzing it, “we must ascertain 

to what degree the same meanings are attributed to the same phenomena and/or objects in 

the global arena. Second, one must ascertain the ways in which there might be said to be 

overlapping resonances or analogous experiences being produced that allow a broader 

possibility for identification of the same things the same way” (Friedman 2000: 646). Or, as 

Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen say, we must “focus on the concrete processes by which 

imaginative effects are engendered, or, what we call, technologies of imagination” (2009: 

11). 

While in Yurchak’s case, as well as in Appadurai’s general theory, imagination is 

activated by images or sounds (books, music, stories in general), the Imaginary West that I 

encountered in my research is embedded in a very concrete shared social experience—the 

direct encounters with tourists that constitute the way of living and thus everyday routine of 

my informants. It is through these direct encounters (and their subsequent replays via online 

communication channels that will be analyzed later), that the young indigenous people who 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

only now has imagination as such entered the lives of everyday people and become a “social force” 

because—unlike fantasy—it is shared collectively and propels people to action. The approach proposed by 

Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen (see above) presents a useful critique of Appadurai’s concept, because it 

explores imagination as an a priori capacity involved in our knowledge about the outside world on the 

individual level. They criticize Appadurai over the notion that we cannot distinguish between a world that is 

“imagined” and a world that is “real” as different realities and treat the immediate and everyday 

environment of social actors as more “real” than, let’s say, a world generated through online news services. 
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have never left the city in their lives, whose parents sometimes speak only Tzotzil or Tzeltal, 

and who live in neighborhoods with no basic infrastructure, receive information about a 

different lifestyle of people with SUVs and expensive jeans, and through this one, sometimes 

very short and sometimes only virtual, but still shared experience, they also somehow 

become part of it.  

The concepts of imaginary worlds, imagined communities, and other social 

imaginaries can be complemented by the cognitive approach that understands imagination 

as one of the basic cognitive capacities of the human mind—this approach is also 

accentuated by Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen in their conceptualization of technologies of 

imagination (2009) and draws on the philosophical thinking of Immanuel Kant and the 

distinctive approach of Cornelius Castoriadis (1987). Kant treats imagination as a basic 

capacity of the human mind that enables us to perceive and synthetize what we perceive 

into knowledge. Kant’s concept of the imagination is also especially important from an 

analytical point of view, because it implies that there is no knowledge without imagination. 

In the Kantian perspective, imagination is an integral part of perception—imagination is 

what allows us, for example, to treat an object as three-dimensional, even though we only 

see two dimensions of it from a certain perspective. From this point of view, anything that is 

perceived by the human mind is also imagined, and without imagination there would be no 

knowledge of the world at all. Or, as Castoriadis puts it, “It is only through the mediation of 

the imaginary that we are able to conceive of the real in the first place and to make the 

elementary distinctions between form and content, object and image, the original and the 

copy” (1987:145). Where the social imaginary is rather deterministic and presents a limit, a 

horizon of possible meanings, the cognitive approach to imagination as an individual 

capacity is what a priori enables any meaning at all to be created. As Sneath, Holbraad, and 

Pedersen point out (2009:12), this processual view on the imagination as a basic aspect of 

our perception of reality allows us to connect the way we perceive our immediate 

surroundings with the way we imagine things, people, or situation we have never 

encountered before. Imagination, from a Kantian perspective, is a “capacity involved in 

everything from the basic perception of objects to our engagement with entirely immaterial 

knowledge” (Sneath, Holbraad, Pedersen 2011:12). From this point of view, there is no 
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qualitative difference between “imagined” and “real”—both are imagined, perceived, and 

built out of the concrete observations of the everyday environment.  

 These two approaches—the holistic concept of social imaginary, which treats the 

imagination as a collective capacity to build shared meanings, best represented by 

Anderson’s imagined communities and the individual, cognitive approach originated in 

Kant’s philosophy and developed by Castoriadis and later by Sneath, Holbraad, and 

Pedersen—are, as follows, not contradictory but complementary. Both these approaches are 

useful when analyzing the particular landscape of the Imaginary West—as a representation 

of a particular social imaginary, embedded in shared meanings and a common 

understanding of what is “West,” what is “elsewhere,” and what is “here,” as well as an 

individual narrative and perception of the world that the imagining individual is placed in. 

The attempt to analyze how the Imaginary West is created and what role it plays in the life 

of the urban youth in Zona Norte brings up two important questions: Firstly, how exactly is 

the shared world of the Imaginary West created out of personal imageries and narratives? In 

other words, how does the personal capacity to imagine as a basic capacity of the human 

mind transcend to the collective “external imaginary” (see below) of the Imaginary West and 

how can we trace this process ethnographically? And secondly, what relationship does the 

Imaginary West have to the “here,” the immediate environment in which young Tzotziles 

and Tzeltales live? If we accept that the process of imagining is involved in all perceptions of 

the outside world, how can we then describe and analyze the difference between the “here” 

and the “elsewhere” of the Imaginary West and the immediate environment of Zona Norte? 

Even though they are perceived by the same imaginative capacity, their place and meaning 

in the life of my informants is obviously not the same.  

 As will be analyzed in the following pages, the Imaginary West is what Henrik Vigh 

(2009) calls “social imaginary at work”—it not only enables the young indigenous people to 

share meanings and make sense of their situation; it also enables them to act in a specific 

way, because it sets up expectations for the future. From this point of view, there is an 

effective difference between imagined worlds such as the imaginary West and the everyday 

lived reality in Zona Norte, as the first one opens options and possibilities and the second 

one sets concrete limits to those possibilities. The Imaginary West gains its shared meaning 

from the concrete everyday experience that my informants share, but it also incorporates 
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their individual hopes and expectations and imageries that are embedded in these shared 

experiences. It is thus not deterministic in the sense that Taylor’s social imaginary is—it is a 

constant repositioning between the actual and the potential.  

 The concrete effects that are engendered in imaginative acts are what matters here, 

as Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen also point out (2009: 19nn). This leads us to their concept 

of technologies of imagination,37 which aims to describe the ways in which these concrete 

effects are engendered and produced. If we look at imagination from the perspective of 

concrete processes that produce imaginative effects, it allows us to get rid of the 

deterministic trait of the social imaginary. The effects of various imaginative acts are not 

determined by the acts themselves, as the outcomes of these acts are different according to 

the specific social, political, and economic conditions in which they take place. Sneath, 

Holbraad, and Pedersen thus call for an “intermediate position, so to speak, between 

determinism and possibilism” (2009: 22). The focus on the technologies of imagination 

allows us to look at imaginative acts, such as the Imaginary West, in a way that 

acknowledges the concrete possibilities it opens up but does not link them in any casual or 

teleological way to the concrete outcomes—and it thus presents the necessary connection 

between the shared and the individual imaginings. To quote Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen 

again, “The place of imagination, then, is the space of indeterminacy in social and cultural 

life, and it can be empirically identified and ethnographically explored with reference to the 

processes or technologies that open it up” (2009:24). My main focus thus lies in exploring 

what I call with reference to these authors effective difference of everyday and imaginary 

realities, or—again—the “here” and the “elsewhere” and the constantly changing dialectics 

between the two. A detailed analysis of the Imaginary West provides an opportunity to 

manifest the effective differences in ethnographic material.  

 

 

                                                           
 

37 Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen use the term “technology” in the tradition of the Foucauldian notion of 

“technologies of power” and draw on Tim Ingold’s conceptualization of the role of technology in society.  
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2.2. The landscape of the Imaginary West 
 

 Jeanette has a friend called Janice, an indigenous girl of Tzeltal origin, who met a 

Swiss citizen named Mark at a university party and started dating him. She later married him 

and moved to Switzerland, where she became a stay-at-home mom of two sons. Her story 

was the main focus of many of our conversations with Jeanette—she often mentioned it and 

used it as a reference point: “You know, my friend Janice, in Switzerland, she buys these 

things for her sons, that we don’t have here.” Or: “She has this big kitchen in her house, she 

sent me a picture, I’ve never seen such a kitchen, really.” In particular situations, like when 

talking about her job prospects, she would use the comparison with Switzerland as she knew 

it from Janice’s story: “The point is, if you work over there, you get money. I don’t speak the 

language, obviously, but still, if I were to clean a house somewhere, I would at least be paid 

sufficiently. Like, I can do the same here, but the money would never be enough to support 

myself and mi mamá.” Other conversations would wrap around lifestyle issues and family 

life, about the prospects of having a boyfriend, family, and children. “The guys here are not 

really interesting to me. I know some of them are good guys—not all of them beat their 

wives, some of them work. But it is all the same. They don’t treat you nicely. They don’t take 

you on holiday. It’s like, it’s better to be with someone than to be alone. But I am alone, you 

see.” In all these conversations, Jeanette constantly made a comparison between the things 

she could do in San Cristóbal and the things that could be done somewhere else—in this 

case Switzerland—but the specific location was not that important (she often made similar 

references to me and my life in the Czech Republic) and had her friend moved to the United 

States or maybe to Shanghai, it would play the same role in her imageries. The effect the 

imagery of Switzerland has on Jeanette’s life in San Cristóbal is palpable—it for example 

significantly influenced her choice to “be alone” rather “just be with someone” and it also 

has an impact on her unwillingness to do an unqualified job—she would accept it 

“elsewhere,” in spite of her university degree, because she thinks it would be worth the 

money, but it is not worth the money “here.” Her friend’s life path, which took her to 

Switzerland, serves here as a very concrete technology of imagination, which causes 

concrete effects in Jeanette’s everyday life. The effects are embedded in the shared 

imaginary of the West, with its specific attributes (e.g., being paid sufficiently, being married 

to someone who treats you nicely), but the outcomes are not defined by it—they are 
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Jeanette’s own and could have turned out very differently under different circumstances. 

They did turn out differently, for example, for her sister Katy.  

 One afternoon we went with Jeanette to the bus terminal at the south end of the city 

center and boarded a small colectivo, or microbus, in the direction of Ocosingo. The 

municipality lies some one hundred kilometers northeast from San Cristóbal and it is one of 

the biggest cities in Chiapas. Katy works there—she teaches English at the Universidad 

Tecnológica de La Selva, a huge university campus on the outskirts of Ocosingo, dedicated to 

educating future specialist in agronomy and touristic services, the two biggest employment 

areas in the municipality. Katy rents a small room in a house at the opposite end of town, in 

a suburban area full of semi-constructed villas and apartment houses that witness the rapid 

urbanization of the area. She spends her weeks in Ocosingo, walking twenty minutes to the 

colectivo terminal every morning and boarding the microbus to the university. She earned 

her own degree at the university in Tuxtla Gutiérrez and wanted to return home to San 

Cristóbal, but when the opportunity to teach opened up to her, she grabbed it and moved to 

Ocosingo. “I have to spend some money on the rent here, but since we have this big house 

and we are so many people in here and it’s not in the center, it’s actually really cheap. It’s 

worth it for me, and most of all I get to teach English. I hope to be really good at it one day!” 

Katy says. She often used English terms in conversations with me, apparently happy to 

demonstrate that she knows them. The afternoon of our visit, we found her at the university 

campus together with her colleagues, all surprisingly young people fresh out of college 

themselves. They gathered in one of the teacher’s rooms and started to change into 

costumes—it was the day before Halloween, which meant una fiesta de disfrazos at the 

campus. Katy was trying to squeeze herself into a very frail-looking costume of Alice from 

Alice in Wonderland, while her friend and colleague Marco was already dressed as 

Spiderman. The whole fiesta de disfrazos / festival of masks was a very specific manifestation 

of American Halloween, with costumes, plastic pumpkins (as real ones do not grow in the 

right size in Chiapas), but with a special touch of the upcoming festivity of Día de Los 

Muertos, the traditional Mexican festivity that is celebrated all over the country by both the 

mestizo and the indigenous population. The Spidermans, Barbies, and Alices in Wonderland 

thus merged with the famous skeletons of catrinas and candles. “We celebrate the 

Halloween here at the English department, but it is celebrated in general. These plastic 
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pumpkins, you can buy them everywhere nowadays, we like the Halloween too,” Katy 

explained.  

 There was an atmosphere of party at the campus, with students and teachers 

bursting out laughing at each other’s costumes. The fiesta consisted of performances of each 

class—some of the students played theater, some sang English or Mexican songs, some had 

prepared a dance—for example a version of cheerleader’s performance. We stayed at the 

campus’s main open-air area for the whole afternoon, observing the performances, eating 

tacos, and drinking soft drinks. Jeanette was visibly bored and irritated, the cause of which 

occurred later in the evening, when we started to discuss whether we would stay at Katy’s 

house or go home to San Cristóbal for the night. Katy wanted us to stay, to continue the 

party with her and her friends and sleep over at her house. Jeanette, however, wanted to go 

home, but she didn’t say so out loud until very late. It turned out that the problem was she 

didn’t have money for the colectivo back to San Cristóbal—I gathered from the conversation 

that Katy usually paid for her and she thus felt forced to stay until the next day so we could 

all go together. Once I found out what the problem was, I offered to pay for the ride. 

Jeanette seemed relieved yet irritated at the same time, and Katy seemed to be a bit 

preoccupied with it, but not enough to stop her from enjoying the party. On our way back to 

San Cristóbal, in a half-empty colectivo, Jeanette told me: “I don’t have any money. My 

younger sister has to give me money. I hate this. Really, I don’t want to live here anymore. 

Seriously, María. This is not normal, this could not happen to you, I am sure.” From the 

conversation that followed, I gathered that she was in general jealous of her sister’s 

lifestyle—the fact that she lived in a house with friends, that she worked, that she was able 

to pay for things and had friends and parties. The difference between the two sister’s 

lifestyles was indeed striking, even though they both started at the same place. Jeanette, 

however, seemed reluctant to pay the same price for normal life that Katy paid—moving to a 

different city, living very modestly, working hard. She was convinced that it was unfair and 

that she shouldn’t be forced to do so—and once again, the comparison with the possibilities 

of life in Switzerland were brought up. It seemed that the constant presence of the 

potentiality of life somewhere else effectively meant for Jeanette that she was stuck in a 

place she didn’t want to be in, but she didn’t know how to leave.  
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 Katy took on the role of family provider without any complaints—as she pointed out 

a few times, she liked the university, she loved to speak English, and she was grateful for the 

opportunity to work at all. “I could have ended up in a clothes shop like lot of people do. I 

have friends from the uni in Tuxtla who now sell tacos. There are no jobs here, Mari. You do 

what you can to support yourself. You have to find a way.” Since her younger brother Ray 

was still studying (doing small side jobs to pay for accommodations and support himself), she 

was responsible for sending money to her mother and sister. Doña Lupita occasionally 

worked—she cooked, baked, and did ironing for other families in the neighborhood. But her 

health did not allow here to work consistently, as she had terrible back pains. She also 

suffered from low blood pressure, a condition that from time to time forced her to take 

medication, which was very expensive for the family. The situation was not in any way 

easy—but Katy didn’t take it as hopelessly as her sister did. She worked hard, she partied 

without spending much money, she read books and watched movies in her free time, and 

most of all she tried to save money for a trip to London. The plane ticket to London was the 

ultimate goal of all her hard work—we first talked about it in 2013, and she had it planned 

for 2017,38 preparing and calculating with astonishing detail how much money she would 

need to save every month to have the necessary amount ready in time. “I am not that fixed 

on the date, you know. I can go later, if something happens with mamá or anything and 

some of the money would need to be spent. But I will go,” she said very resolutely. Katy was 

a big movie lover, like her sister, and one night in their house, watching a US comedy starring 

Ben Affleck, she mentioned that the reason she chose London as her destination was the 

British romantic comedy Love Actually. “I would love to go before Christmas, to see the city 

like it is in the film. Like, maybe I could meet someone like Hugh Grant there!” She laughed 

and then continued, “But it of course depends on the price of the flight tickets. They could 

be higher in the Christmas season, I guess. So I will have to see.” She had the trip planned in 

detail in some aspects—mostly the part that involved getting to London, but she did not 

think much of actually being there—about where she would stay, what she would eat. “It 

doesn’t matter. I’ll figure out something. I sleep outside. I’ll find a cheap place once I am 

there. I just need to get there.”  

                                                           
 

38 I have not been in touch with Katy recently, but as far as I know, the London trip hasn’t happened yet.  
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 For Katy, the effect of the Imaginary West—in her case the Imaginary London from 

British romantic films—had on her life choices was quite different from what Jeanette 

experienced. She started at the same place, familiar with the same sources of information 

and imageries, including Janice in Switzerland, but she ended up in a very different position. 

Her determination to go to London also significantly influenced her decisions, like her job 

decisions, and propelled her to a very different kind of action. The example of the two sisters 

show that the Imaginary West is a collectively shared potentiality of a life “elsewhere,” but 

the concrete manifestations and effects of its existence in the everyday lives of my 

informants are not determined by it and are to a certain extent unpredictable. As other 

authors (Sneath, Holbraad, Pedersen 2009 or Caroline Humphrey 2009) note, it is this 

unpredictability that makes the study of imagination a challenge for anthropology. The 

effects of imaginative acts are at the same time products of specific technologies of 

imagination, but they are not determined by them. This does not in any way mean that they 

are completely random; it rather implies that the imaginative effects are embedded in 

concrete social, economic, and psychological conditions. As for the Imaginary West created 

by young inhabitants of San Cristóbal’s suburbs, there are at least four features that 

characterize it and that can be traced ethnographically and analyzed and that can shed light 

on how concrete imaginative effects are engendered by concrete technologies of 

imagination.  

First, the Imaginary West is not geographically located in any specific part of the 

world. As Yurchak noted, the “West” really could be anywhere as long as it is not here—it is 

the “elsewhere,” “zagranitskaja,” beyond the border world. The geographical dimension of 

this world is obviously not given, because for example the car I was supposed to know how 

to start—because “people like me have cars like this”—was from the United States and the 

supposed knowledge of how to drive it was ascribed to me, even though I am European. On 

a similar premise, my female informants would talk about the specific fashion style worn by 

tourists in the city center. It does not matter if jeans and sneakers are worn by a French 

tourist, a US hippie, or a Czech anthropologist—the simple fact of wearing these specific 

brands puts all the people wearing them in the same group of “foreigners” or “Westerners,” 

independently of their country of origin. My respondents considered wearing specific things 

like jeans, denim shorts, or outdoor jackets, or driving a specific sort of a car to be symbols 



94 
 

 

of belonging to an imagined world of the “West,” with a location that is not geographically 

specific. If it were specific, then it could also east or north, but the West here serves rather 

as a depiction of all the specific features described above, rather than as a specific location. 

When Vigh (2009) describes his encounters with young men in Guinea-Bissau, who imagined 

their future in Europe, they talked about heading north—but they also know that the North 

lives in a “Western” way. My informants would use various words when describing the 

lifestyle they saw in the city center, in the encounters with the tourists—they would use the 

terms such as morenas, literally translated as “brunettes” but generally used to describe 

people with white skin as a group term for the tourist girls, they would also call anyone 

coming from the United States, Canada, or Europe “gringo,” the popular Mexican term for 

the inhabitants of United States, but used more generally (I qualified as gringa as well 

sometimes). The words “Europeos” or “Norteamericanos” are frequently used as well, but 

they do not necessarily designate the real country of origin of the people in question, rather 

a symbolic reference. The term “Occidente” and “occidental” is also used to refer to the 

west, though it would be probably considered more educated, while morenas and gringas 

are rather slang words. When asked specifically, my informants would locate the countries 

of origin of the people they met in the city center as “North,” “West,” or “from the West” 

besides the above-mentioned terms. Imaginary West is thus not necessarily West; it is 

placed in an external “elsewhere,” which could just as easily move and change its geographic 

specifics according to the situation.  

Nevertheless it would be inaccurate to say that geographic or rather geopolitical 

relations are not important. As Vigh (2009) notes, the imagined West is relational, positioned 

very specifically towards the homeland (be it San Cristóbal or in Vigh’s case Guinea-Bissau) in 

what he calls “global awareness from below: an understanding of a world order consisting of 

societies with different technological capacities and levels of masteries over physical and 

social environment, as well as the spaces and social options which are open or closed to 

persons of different social categories of within” (2009: 93). In other words, the “elsewhere” 

exists outside, but was still connected—and opposed—to “here,” and being here and being 

elsewhere means very different possibilities. The ability to move from here to elsewhere is in 

itself a very important feature of the Imaginary West, which my informants are acutely 

aware of, as will be analyzed later.  
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Second, as mentioned above, the Imaginary West exists only where and when the 

factual West does not. The time space of Imaginary West is, like the Zone, always external to 

the everyday lived reality of people who imagine it. The unattainable, unreachable aspect is 

an inherent quality of the Imaginary West—this could be illustrated most easily by the fact 

that when someone actually goes to the West (like migrants leaving Mexico for the US), the 

imaginary world is destroyed for them. Yurchak also observes that the Imaginary West of the 

Soviet Union disappeared when the Soviet universe collapsed—people felt like it had never 

existed. Thousands of stories of migrants who have reached their final destination and found 

themselves in the same position of limited possibilities they had at home and without the 

support network of family and friends they left behind show that the Imaginary West can 

only exist elsewhere, not here. The experience of “going elsewhere” and finding out that it is 

the same as “here” is, however, not transferable. I never met Jeanette’s friend Janice 

personally, but Jeanette once mentioned that everything was not that perfect for Janice. The 

last time she visited, she confided in Jeanette that she felt alone, because she did not have 

any family overseas, she couldn’t go anywhere because of the kids and her husband’s job 

and she was not generally convinced that she wanted to stay in Switzerland. When I asked 

Jeanette what she made of the fact that her friend was not as happy as she thought she 

would be, she dismissed it by saying, “She does not know what she is talking about, because 

everything is better than being here.” The elsewhere of the Imaginary West is based on the 

fact that it is “better than here” and out of reach. Once reached, it loses its reason to exist.  

Third, the Imaginary West only makes sense based on a shared, collective meaning 

that is usually not articulated, but it’s able to accommodate different personal experiences 

and observations within the shared meaning. The Imaginary West probably does not look 

and feel the same to Jeanette, as it does to Cristina or to any other indigenous girl or boy 

from the colonías. Every person has his or her own version based on different observations 

and different sources. For Jeanette, who did not care much about clothing, the movies and 

magazines were her most used source (together with conversations with me and also Janice, 

who actually moved to Europe). For Cristina and her sister, clothes were very important—in 

general, clothes were a topic for girls in San Cristóbal. For boys, clothing was important in 

reference to their favorite bands or athletes—both national and international. The various 

components of the Imaginary West are very concrete, because they are imagined by 
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concrete people and they are based on their own different experiences—thus, cars would be 

more important for Carlos, while clothes and movies define what Cristina and Jeanette see in 

the Imaginary West. But the fact that the Imaginary West is not a homogeneous space with 

characteristics shared by everyone who participates in it does not imply that there are as 

many Imaginary Wests as there are people who imagine them—the real power of the 

Imaginary West lies precisely in the fact that it assumes collective and shared meaning, in a 

way very similar to Anderson’s imagined community of a nation-state.  

The “Imaginary West” could be characterized by what Sneath, Holbraad, and 

Pedersen call an “external imaginary”—a “space spanning between persons and things . . . 

such external spaces are often constitutive of imaginative projects, as they serve to 

delineate particular vistas on which that which is imagined assumes its form” (2009: 14). The 

landscape of the imaginary West is a collective space constituted by many particular, 

concrete, and personal situations, encounters, and experiences that create concrete 

imageries (such as the one about people having a certain type of car or girls wearing a 

certain type of clothing or university students doing specific things like having coffee with 

fellow classmates)—but these imageries are placed in a space that is external to personal 

and unique experiences. It is only in these external, shared spaces of an imagined 

community that the concrete situations start to make sense and “assume their form.” Or, in 

Taylor’s words, it is created out of ways “in which people imagine their social existence, how 

they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the 

expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that 

underlie these expectations” (Taylor 2002: 106). 

 Fourth, the Imaginary West is a social imaginary at work—it is not only an abstract 

notion, ideational landscape, or symbolic matrix; it is also a concrete faculty that can lead to 

concrete agency. As Vigh (2009) notes with reference to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, the 

shared, collective imaginaries such as the Imaginary West allow us to “get a grip on the 

world (2009: 100) and define our expectations, our horizons. As such, the Imaginary West 

plays a crucial role in the anticipation my informants have about the continuation of their 

lives, and as such, it can (and it does) propel them to concrete steps and actions. The 

Imaginary West is not the static, holistic “glue” of a possible world; it is also an agency that it 

is aimed at changing the imaginary into the everyday lived, the imaginable into the possible, 
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the “elsewhere” into “here”—it is a way of oscillating between potential and actual, a way of 

positioning oneself within the dynamics of shifting horizons and limits, a way of actively 

approaching the lived everyday environment. Imaginary West directs the anticipation of my 

informants in a certain way, towards an imagined future and thus can propel them to act 

accordingly—to try to reach the Imaginary West, or, in many cases, to leave it forever, to 

give up on it, so to speak. For example, for Jeanette, the story of her friend who moved to 

Switzerland presented a constant potentiality, something that might happen to her too, and 

the fact that this potentiality exists—that she might under certain circumstances move to 

Switzerland or to a similar place too—frames her everyday life in San Cristóbal, with her 

mother and siblings. The potentiality of a life in Switzerland thus has a concrete effect on her 

actions. 

 The stories of thousands of Mexican migrants crossing the border to the United 

States illegally are examples of a concrete action that the Imaginary West propels, enabling 

us to avoid the deterministic, economic perspective on migration and rather see it as a social 

imaginary at work. In a world defined by the above-mentioned “global awareness from 

below,” stratified into zones of different possibilities opened to different groups of people, 

migration needs to be seen as a “technology of imagination,” one of the many ways people 

positions themselves against the potentialities mediated to them through imaginary worlds. 

Migration is only one of many, though a very frequent one, technology enabling concrete 

actions and steps, as it will be analyzed in the following sections.  

 

2.3. Imagining Mobility: on “being stuck” in San Cristóbal 
 

 It was a cold, rainy afternoon and I was sitting at Café Yik, overlooking the parque 

central, with all the Jiménez siblings—Natalia, Cristina, Carlos, and Juan. Natalia’s little son 

Leo was quietly playing under the table, tugging at our legs from time to time. Café Yik was 

the only café the siblings ever went to—it was Tztozil owned and Tzotzil named, and the 

bartenders also spoke Tzotzil. They were drinking hot chocolate, as usual, and I was drinking 

coffee, as usual—both specialties of Café Yik, 100 percent local, organic and fair trade, hot 

and delicious. Café Yik was a go-to place for the vendedoras when it started to rain, as it was 
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cheap and friendly to them and the cup of hot beverage could be a lifesaver during the long 

evenings spent walking around the zócalo and the nearby pedestrian zones. That day we 

went there before they all had to go to work, but it looked like selling would need to be 

canceled for that day, with the incessant rain drumming on the roof of the café and cold 

wetness seeping in everywhere, even under our sweaters and scarfs. Still, inside the café it 

felt cozy, while other Tzotzil women with kids stopped by our table and exchanged a few 

sentences about the horrible weather that would prevent them from making some money 

tonight. The streets were empty, everyone hiding inside, just a bunch of kids playing in the 

park, jumping into the puddles of water.  

“These kids will get a fever!” Natalia hugged little Leo.  

“Yeah, but what else can these poor kids do?” her brother Carlos said. He seemed irritated 

that day, muttering cynical responses to everything we said, which was in sharp contrast 

with his usual attitude of smiling, making jokes, and being extremely kind to everyone. 

Carlos was the tonto, or clown, as his sisters joked—making fun of everything and everyone, 

but in a friendly way. He seemed almost naïve sometimes, in his openness and kindness—

and he used to make jokes about that too (“You know, María, you might have said that to 

me, but I probably didn’t understand. I don’t understand many things people say to me. I am 

slow, I am like the slowest person you know, ever, my brain is so slow! So, what did you just 

say? I forgot and I didn’t understand anyway, I am so tonto!”—such speeches were his 

trademarks). After yet another angry remark, Cristina looked at me, worried, and said 

something in Tzotzil.  

“What is happening?” I asked. “Is something happening to him? Carlos, is everything okay?” I 

was starting to worry too—it was so unusual for the family not to be laughing and making 

jokes all the time. 

 “He’s having these ideas,” Natalia said. “We didn’t want to tell you, but maybe you can help, 

right? She can help, Carlos, she knows better than we do.” Natalia looked at me. Cristina just 

shook her head and Carlos stared at the table, avoiding my look, looking really miserable. I 

felt the tension and I didn’t know what to do. I was worried and also a bit angry with them 

for not telling me what’s going on, but I didn’t want to seem angry and I didn’t want to 

pressure them if it really was something serious.  
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“Whatever it is, you can tell me. I won’t tell anyone else. I’ll try to help, if it is possible,” I said 

finally, carefully. Carlos finally looked at me.  

“Do you know how much it would cost for me to go to the United States?” he asked and 

stared at me. I froze. It definitely wasn’t what I had expected—I thought he had lost his job, 

he had found out about some health issues, or he needed money . . . but now I didn’t know 

what to say.  

“What do you mean, Carlos? Do you mean how much money you would need for the plane 

ticket? For a visa? For a smuggler? What is this about?” 

 “You know that I will never get a visa. None of us ever will. We have problems when we 

want to buy bus tickets, you know that, Mari. You know that I would have to go without a 

visa.”  

Carlos was dead serious and I was unable to say anything. We had talked with all of them 

about plans for the future, but it was always along the lines of: “I will need to get a better-

paying job. We need to help mamá with the house. She needs money.” Or: “You’ll take me 

with you and find me a wife, won’t you, Mari?” It had never occurred to me that they would 

want to leave San Cristóbal. For the Jiménez family, and for many others I knew, the fact that 

they were together was the most important thing. Carlos said that to me a few times, that 

he loved his sisters so much and while he wanted to have a girlfriend one day and be a good 

husband later, he enjoyed taking care of them. I never, not even once, imagined that he 

would voluntarily leave them. When he finally started to talk, he told me (and his sisters and 

older brother, but they all had heard it before, obviously) that he’d been thinking hard about 

what options he had, if it were really possible for him to “make it” in San Cristóbal, or 

anywhere in México—he considered going to other places, cities like Cancún or Guadalajara 

and find a job there that paid better than his job at the gas station, maybe a job in a hotel. 

María, their mother, had spend a year working like that in Guadalajara—the intra-state 

mobility wasn’t that unusual for the vendedoras. They went where the jobs were—if San 

Cristóbal was having a bad season (bad security situation, because of conflicts between the 

Zapatistas and the paramilitary pro-government troops), they would just go somewhere 

else. When a few years later the situation got worse in the North because of the narcos and 

their violent wars, a lot of the vendedoras went back and brought others with them. They 

had a network of friends, aunts, cousins, and daughters all around the country, and they 

were thus able to quickly orient themselves and find potential customers for their goods. But 
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it never occurred to me that this network might actually cross national borders, into the 

dangerous territory of illegal border crossings. At the time when we first talked with Carlos 

about “these ideas he’s having,” as Natalia puts it, I was really scared. What I imagined, 

when he mentioned the smugglers, was the vast desert hiding dead bodies of people who 

put all their money and their lives into the hands of the smuggler mafia and ended up lost 

forever, without anyone finding them, without anyone telling their family about what had 

happened to them. And then I imagined the jobs—somewhere in the back of the kitchen, 

washing dirty plates sixteen hours a day, or, even worse, in the construction sites, dusty and 

with no proper safety measures. But this is not what happened to Carlos and his siblings. 

What they imagine, when someone says United States, are not horrendous conditions and 

dirty overcrowded flats. They imagine “something to be able to get out of this, to make 

money, to send money home, to be a man and provide,” as Carlos said to me. 

 Carlos hasn’t left Mexico yet, partly because he was scared and partly because it 

would be too hard for him to get together the sum of money needed for the smugglers and 

he didn’t want his family to be in debt. Since we talked about it, a lot has changed: Donald 

Trump was elected president of the United States and the situation of illegal immigrants in 

the United States became even more precarious than it was before, of which my friends in 

Mexico are well aware. But Carlos’s story illustrates how young people in San Cristóbal 

imagine migration and how migration and mobility in general are connected with an 

imagined future that, compared to the options open to Carlos and his peers at home, seems 

hopeful to them.  

 Vigh (2009) refers to Katy Gardner (1995) and Sin Y. Teo (2003) when he talks about 

imagined migration, which according to him is framed by the “extremes that demarcate the 

boundaries within which people imagine truncated existences into possible lives” (2009:92). 

The most common perspective on migration as an economically rational choice ignores how 

the process itself is related to imagined places and futures possibly happening in these 

places. The imagined futures and possible lives that Carlos and his friends talk about when 

they talk about migrating to the United States cannot simply be reduced to an economic 

choice in which poverty acts as a simple and ultimate push factor and the US job market acts 

as a pull factor. The landscape of the Imaginary West plays an important role here as an 

imagined destination where possible life might become a concrete future. Migration thus 
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becomes a concrete technology of imagination, “an act through which people come to 

imagine better lives in other times or places as well as the tragic consequences of this 

imaginary bridging of severed points” (Vigh 2009: 94).  

 Carlos and many of his peers who think about leaving Chiapas and Mexico to try their 

luck with smugglers, or maybe even without them, are aware of the risks. “I don’t think it 

will be easy. I am indigenous here. I will be indigenous there. I am not really good at English 

either, you know me. I know that hard work is expected and that it is not nice. But still, what 

will I do here? I don’t think it’s fun. But I just have to do something, I can’t stay like this,” 

Pablo, another young man from Zona Norte, tells me. “Like this” for him means living in a 

small rented house in the colonías with his mother, not being able to find a job, and 

occasionally partying—if he’s able to do a seasonal job and get some money. It seems, 

though, that all the potential risks and unsure results can’t beat the desire to move, to leave, 

to do something that might not be entirely rational, not always articulated, sometimes 

expressed more like a fleeting feeling rather than as a concrete plan. As Vigh (2009) also 

notes, the Imaginary West as a desired destination is connected on the other hand with a 

specific imagery about “home”—about the immediate environment in which my informants 

live their everyday lives.  

When Jeanette talked about her friend Janice who lives in Switzerland—and she 

talked a lot about her—she always mentioned that Janice was the one who “got out,” 

meaning she had found a way to go “elsewhere,” and whatever she was doing, she was 

simply out and that is always better than “being stuck here,” as Jeanette put it, estar pegada 

aqui. I asked Jeanette once why she mentions her friend so often (because Janice was 

present in our conversation so often that it annoyed me, to be honest). Was she maybe a 

good friend and Jeanette was upset that she had left? But Jeanette said that they were not 

really that close, but “of course I am upset she’s left. Because I am stuck here and I have no 

prospect of ever leaving San Cristóbal.”  

I have heard similar words about “being stuck” countless times. Cristina referred to 

San Cristóbal as a place where “nothing ever happens.” She used to make jokes about it, 

telling me how much free time she has, and there certainly was a fleeting trace of bitterness 

in it, when she said, “You see, I do have time for everything. I sleep a lot. It’s like my hobby. I 

sleep and I watch TV.” It wasn’t necessarily true all the time, because she had to work pretty 
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hard during holiday seasons, she helped with the house chores, she cooked, did laundry, 

swept the patio, visited uncles and her grandma up in La Hormiga. But what she mostly 

referred to were the questions I used to ask about making plans: “Should we make any plans 

for the weekend?” “Whatever, Mari. I have time. It’s not like something special is gonna 

happen over the weekend. Nothing ever happens here. It’s not Europe, hahah, you know,” 

she always answered and she rolled her eyes.  

Other authors have described the imaginaries created by people living in 

predominantly emigrant areas about their homelands as places of boredom, blankness, 

grayness, sometimes desperation, places where “nothing ever happens” and people are 

forever “stuck” there (Vigh 2009, Elliot 2016). The Imaginary West is perceived as relative to 

a homeland imagined as a place of stagnation, where things will never change or get better 

and the only way to “get out” is to migrate. The stratification of homeland vs. imagined 

destinations such as the Imaginary West is part of the previously mentioned global 

awareness from below (Vigh 2009)—it fits the image of a world divided into zones of 

different possibilities and options open to different groups of people within them.  

In the eyes of Carlos and his peers, San Cristóbal is not necessarily a bad place to 

live—their families came from much tougher places, from the small villages and 

communities in the Chiapas Highlands, places with no infrastructure, no electricity, no 

internet, no jobs. But, positioned relatively to the Imaginary West, San Cristóbal seems to be 

a place with less possibilities and very limited options for young people. For Carlos, his job at 

the gas station might one day be exchanged for a job in a shop or at a construction site, but 

never a job in an office and never a job that would pay well enough to allow him to relax and 

not be worried about the future. But it doesn’t mean his desire to leave and migrate is an 

economic and rational choice—most of all, it’s a choice based on hope. Alice Elliot (2016) 

speaks about the “forceful hope” that drives young people from the towns in central 

Morocco onto a dangerous journey to Europe. While the migratory decisions of her 

interlocutors, as well as of Carlos and others like him, can’t be legally classified as “forced 

migration,” it would also be inaccurate to label them as “economic migrants.” As Elliot 

shows, the legal terms used to describe migration and migrants do not describe the reality 

but rather construct it. Carlos or Pablo would never qualify as forced migrants, which would 

enable them to legally become refugees and ask for political asylum or any kind of 
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humanitarian protection. They would be classified as economic migrants, i.e., people simply 

seeking available options of making enough money to support themselves and their families. 

While economic aspects are definitely important, as Carlos himself mentioned (he needed to 

provide money for his mother so she could take care of the house and his sisters), only when 

they connect with the feeling of “being stuck,” and with the presence of the Imaginary West 

as the hopeful destination, do they propel people to action. Carlos and Pablo are not forced 

to leave by any visible, observable, external factors—they survive, their lives are not in 

danger, but they still feel forced to leave, by the “forceful hope” that elsewhere more 

interesting things might happen to them.  

The Imaginary West becomes what Appadurai calls a “script” for another, better, 

hopeful life elsewhere, a script of a possible life—one characterized by the many features of 

the Imaginary West that I have mentioned above (options to study, options to choose a job, 

possibilities to travel, possibilities to own material things) but also, most importantly, by the 

fact that it can only ever happen elsewhere and never here. It is also interesting to note that 

it was the same longing for a possible “better life” that forced their parents to leave the 

remote villages in the highlands and move to San Cristóbal twenty years earlier and it is a 

mechanism behind rural urban migration in many other places, including Europe. The same 

mechanism applies, but this time it involves crossing the international border, a journey far 

more dangerous and with very uncertain results. The strong, urgent desire to leave, palpable 

in the stories of Carlos, Pablo, and many others, while not qualified as “forced” from a legal 

point of view, feels forced to them, and as such it becomes the focal point of their everyday 

actions and decisions about how to spent money, where to live, how to design a life that 

might lead to the desired outcome of leaving and not being stuck anymore.  

The urgency of the “forceful hope” was illustrated to me by a story of Rosa, sister of 

little Juana, the chatty girl who was one of the first girls to talk to me at the zócalo. Rosa, 

who was seventeen years old, disappeared one day—she left the house in the morning and 

her family thought she just went to run some errands, but she didn’t return all day, she 

didn’t show up at the zócalo in the evening for work. I didn’t know Rosa very well. She was 

rather quiet and although she liked to trace Juana, following her and listening to her 

conversations with strangers, she rarely said anything. I always had the sense that she liked 

me, but our time spent together was mostly silent. I never really got her talking and she 
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never said anything serious to me, she only joked. She wasn’t really shy—she could make 

jokes about me and laugh at me as much as all the other girls—I always thought she simply 

didn’t want to talk because she did not enjoy it. When Rosa didn’t come home for another 

day, her mother became seriously worried and alerted her social group, including María, the 

leader of the group of vendedoras that both she and Rosa were members of. They couldn’t 

decide if telling the police was the right thing to do—they had the experience of being 

dismissed and sent away when they asked officials for help, and as María explained to me, 

they’d just say she ran off with some guy and would be back soon and pregnant. María was 

worried that this version might even be true—that Rosa did really run off with some random 

guy—she told me that these things had happened before with other girls. But Rosa might 

have been in danger, and the women finally decided to send the men to search in the nearby 

villages. “If she were somewhere here in Zona Norte, we would find out. You can’t really 

hide here. We all know each other,” María explained. The search was unsuccessful, and 

Rosa’s mother became desperate, fearing the worst. All the women were worried, taking 

care of Rosa’s mother, sending her own daughters to help out with the evening selling in the 

center, whispering among themselves the latest news and rumors. I wasn’t very friendly with 

the family; I knew Juana pretty well, but she was more of an acquaintance than a friend, and 

I didn’t want to interfere in any way. But one evening, Juana started to talk to me by herself. 

It was cold and we were sitting at the steps in front of the cathedral, wrapped in scarfs. 

“I don’t know what happened to her, to Rosa,” Juana said suddenly. “My mother 

thinks that maybe I know, that she told me, but she never told me anything. I don’t know 

where she is.” I was silent. I didn’t know what to say.  

“But you know what? She did what she wanted. Even if she’s somewhere with some 

stupid guy—she might get pregnant, she’s stupid, maybe she doesn’t know anything—but 

she’s out. I don’t think anything really happened to her. Like kidnapping her or . . . She just 

left. That’s what she did. It’s what we all want to do.” 

“Do you also want to leave, Juana? Where to?” 

“Doesn’t really matter where to. Somewhere. Do you think I want to do this for the 

rest of my life?” she pointed to the pile of blouses and sweaters on her lap. 

“I don’t know. But what do you want to do?”  
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“I don’t know, I don’t know . . . You don’t know anything. Like, you’ll go back and . . . 

whatever. You don’t need to be here. I have to be here. I have nowhere else to go. I have to 

go the zócalo every night. Rosa didn’t want to do that. She just found a way out. She’s okay.” 

“I hope she is. I just didn’t know she was unhappy or something . . . ” 

“She wasn’t. She wanted out. She just didn’t want to do this anymore. Like . . . I don’t 

know, María, whatever, I don’t even care. I’ll stay, I won’t run off, not before I have enough 

money. I’ll never go alone anyway. But she went and mom knows it, she just went.” 

Rosa did not come back while I was in San Cristóbal. But six months later, after I was 

back in Europe, Cristina sent me a message on Facebook saying that Rosa was back, that she 

was found in Veracruz, the coastal state neighboring Chiapas. Someone actually met her 

there and then she came back home. She wasn’t pregnant. She was okay and Cristina never 

explained further what really happened, why she had disappeared in the first place.  

 

Rosa’s story is not common and it’s probable that she really had her reasons and that 

she might have been troubled, as she was always different than the other girls. But Juana’s 

silent approval of what she did shows that even though it is extreme, someone like that 

suddenly leaving is not incomprehensible or shocking to many of Juana and Rosa’s peers. It is 

in a way similar to Carlos sudden irritated mood and “weird ideas,” as his sister Natalia called 

it. There’s a sense of desperation and sense of urgency in those stories that explains why the 

young people from colonías feel forced to be hopeful and why their hopes lie in the 

elsewhere of the Imaginary West. Vigh (2009) describes what his interlocutors, young men in 

Guinea-Bissau, call “life without a sauce”—it is an everyday struggle for survival and if you 

do it well and fight hard, you could have a decent life, food to eat and shelter over your 

head, but you won’t have any clear and positive future. Your life will consist of days and 

months of work, boredom and hopeful imagining—a life of “being stuck” between knowing 

what the possibilities are but not really having them open to you.  

The Imaginary West stands in opposition to the life of “being stuck,” and these two 

social imaginaries, collectively shared even though not always articulated, are mutually 

dependent—the Imaginary West exists only elsewhere, but for the elsewhere to exist, there 

needs to be a here that gives sense to the elsewhere. The shared social imaginary of West is 

thus embedded in an equally shared imaginary of “here,” characterized by limited 
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possibilities, stillness, and boredom, by a general lack of everything that the Imaginary West 

has. Vigh (2009) speaks about the “metapresence” that a migrant leaves after actually 

committing to the act of migration—he becomes important because he is hot here, because 

of his absence, which marks his transition to “elsewhere” and thus confirms that elsewhere 

exists. In a similar way, my informants make sense of the Imaginary West in the context of it 

not being present in their everyday lived realities.  

The local narratives of migration shed light on how the Imaginary West is tightly 

connected to the concepts of future that my informants develop. The future, as a possible 

life lived elsewhere, in the hopeful destination of the Imaginary West, is what constitutes the 

pull factor behind emigration that can’t be reduced to a simple economic and rational 

motivation of an individual. Rather, possible futures placed in the Imaginary West are what 

Hage calls “societal hope,” a “particular form of social hope, namely collective visions of 

“meaningful life and dignified social life” within a given society (2003: 15, quoted in Kleist 

and Jansen 2016: 382). Carlos, Pablo, Juana, and Rosa do not only share the representation 

of the Imaginary West, but they also collectively share the hope of a possible future that 

might happen there, and this hope influences their everyday life choices, sometimes in 

extreme ways, as Rosa’s story shows. Migration and mobilities in general, both real, planned, 

and/or imagined are thus one of the most prominent technologies of imagination that could 

be traced ethnographically, in the effects they have on the everyday life choices of the 

people who realize/plan or imagine them.  

 

************** 

On the previous pages, I have described the landscape of Imaginary West: how it is created, 

what its sources are, and what role it plays in the lives of my informants. The Imaginary West 

is one of many imaginary worlds that we construct and experience every day—I myself have 

traveled to Mexico, because I have shared an imagery of an exotic country with an 

indigenous culture, described and deconstructed by authors like Guillermo Bonfil Batalla 

(1992) and Edward Fischer (2014) —or for example Edward Saïd in his analysis of Orientalism 

(1978). The Imaginary West has different features that could be traced ethnographically and 

analyzed using the concept of technologies of imagination developed by Sneath, Holbraad, 
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and Pedersen (2009) as well as the concept of imagined worlds (Anderson 1984, Appadurai 

1996). The Imaginary West could serve as a case for exploring the role of the imagination in 

social life on a general level and most importantly, for exploring the relation between 

imaginary worlds and the everyday environment in which they are engendered. While it is 

necessary to incorporate the processual take on imagination and acknowledge that our 

everyday lives, which we call “real,” are no less mediated than the imaginary lives we 

construct, it is also important to acknowledge that these two socialities have different 

effects on our actions. I have tried to illustrate this with various ethnographic examples that 

show how the imaginary worlds interact with the “real” ones and what the effective 

differences are between the life “here” and life in the imaginary “elsewhere.” The analysis of 

migration and transnational mobility as a technology of imagination and as a tool for moving 

from “here” to “elsewhere” aims to point out those differences.  

 The discussion about imaginary worlds and their role in everyday social life has been 

recently expanded by the discipline of digital anthropology, which, among other things, 

focuses on the definition of the term “virtual” as opposed to “real” (Miller, Horst et al. 

2016). The ongoing discussion in the field of digital ethnography and digital anthropology 

about the relationality of online and offline socialities does in some ways mirror the tension 

between the effective difference of the “real” and the “imaginary.” Authors like Humphrey 

(2009) have dealt with the question of how online socialities reproduce offline and vice 

versa. What role does the internet, which became widely available in San Cristóbal during 

the course of my research, and the possibility of creating virtual worlds play in the 

construction of imaginary worlds such as the Imaginary West, and how does this change the 

way they are incorporated into the life choices of my informants? This is the topic of the 

next chapter.  
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3. Digital mobilities, possible lives 

 

 Back in 2008, the only place where the Internet was publicly available for free in San 

Cristóbal de Las Casas was a municipal library near the Arco del Carmen, two blocks from the 

main square, on a busy pedestrian zone with lots of bars and shops. In the foyer of the 

library, there was a row of tables with computers connected to the Internet and available for 

free for two hours each day. Cristina and Carlos took me there one afternoon—they were 

regular visitors. I had only known them for a week or so at the time, and I had asked them 

just the previous day about what they did at school. They told me that they were now part 

of a computing course at CIDECI, the progressive indigenous university in Zona Norte, 

connected to the Zapatista Movement. Carlos and Cristina weren’t fans of the Zapatista 

Movement and they seemed to have little knowledge about what it was. “I heard from 

Mamá that she was afraid when they appeared here, masked. I just hope they don’t come 

again. I’d be afraid too,” Cristina said to me. But she and many other people from the 

colonías visited CIDECI and the courses it offered for free—the political orientation was not 

important for her, as it was the only free course she could get. “They teach us how to create 

a document and save it and stuff. So we do know how to operate the computer and 

everything. But they don’t have Internet connection there, not for us. So we would like to 

know about emails,” Carlos told me. I then offered to teach them how to use emails , and we 

set up a meeting in the public library. It then became a regular meeting for a few months. 

We met once or twice a week at the library and spent two hours together online—setting up 

email accounts, sending emails, sending attachments, or just googling random things, like 

guys on Harley-Davidsons in Carlos’s case or wedding dresses in Cristina’s case - once she 

learned how to send the link via email, she started to send me a selection of wedding 

dresses that she thought would fit me.  

 During my first few visits in San Cristóbal, the library was the only place where the 

Internet was available for free. There were a few cafés in the center that offered wifi. It was 

impossible to rent a room with an Internet connection, and only the most expensive hotels, 

like the local Holiday Inn, offered Internet connections to guests. In cheap hostels, there was 

usually good connection in the common areas like the kitchen, but not in the dorms or the 

rooms, so it was impossible to work, write emails, or Skype with your own computer 
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anywhere other than in the tourist cafés in the city center. I visited them, but they were way 

too expensive for most of my informants, who didn’t have laptops.  

 Another option was the paid Internet in the cybercafés, which charged per hour for 

using the computer. There were a few of them in the city center. Some of them had good 

connection, some were slower, and they were mostly cheap—but they still cost money, so 

Cristina and Carlos rarely visited them. We would usually just go to the library and they 

would open their new email accounts and then send funny pictures to each other and to me. 

I only remember one time when they actually needed to go online for a practical reason—

Cristina asked me to help her send a picture of her sister’s ultrasound to Leo’s parents in the 

United States, as they wanted to consult it with a doctor there. Natalia was already 

separated from Leo, because his drinking became obvious very shortly after she became 

pregnant and she mostly refused to be in touch with him or his family, but she accepted this 

one offer, because she thought it might be good for the baby—to have the ultrasound 

checked “by the expensive doctors over there.” So we went to one of the cybercafés, asked 

them to scan the picture for us, and then sent it to the email address that Leo had given us. 

But otherwise, we mostly killed time being online when it was possible, for a few hours each 

week.  

 When I came back to San Cristóbal in 2010, there was still no publicly accessible 

connection, but most cafés and restaurant had wifi for free and I had no problem finding a 

room to rent with a good connection in the city center. The cybercafés had spread from the 

city center to the Zona Norte as well—Cristina regularly visited a small place near her house 

in Colonía Progreso. It was the kind of small grocery store that Zona Norte is full of, selling 

chips, cookies, instant soups, and soft drinks, with a few computers, a printing machine, and 

a very slow Internet connection. Cristina and Carlos’s and all the other siblings had mobile 

phones at that time, but still not smartphones that could be connected to the Internet. They 

however texted a lot (when they had prepaid credit) and sent pictures to each other. It was 

much easier for me to get in touch with them, as I could call them anytime and find out 

where they were; during my previous visit, I always had to just knock on their doors and find 

out if they were home or wait till they knocked on my doors. This time, we texted all the 

time and were much more flexible in meetings and spending time together.  
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 In 2013, public wifi became available on the zócalo and in nearby streets and 

pedestrian zones. There were still a few cybercafés that offered additional services such as 

printing, but a lot of them had closed, because Internet was easily accessible almost 

everywhere. New places, however, opened in Zona Norte—grocery shops with wifi 

connections. There was also quite a good connection in the whole area of Mercado de Zona 

Norte. María still did not have a connection in her house, so her children had to use the 

Internet elsewhere. But they all had smartphones—simple Android smartphones are actually 

cheaper in Mexico than they are in Europe, if we compare the absolute prices, and they can 

be bought with one month’s salary. Secondhand smartphones including the more expensive 

ones like iPhones can be bought at the mercado público for a few hundred pesos. Cristina 

and Natalia now spend their time on the zócalo connected and taking pictures and following 

people on Facebook, which annoyed their mother a lot. “I am the only one working here, 

because I only write texts when I need to tell something, like if we have a meeting with the 

vendedoras or when I text my children to buy tomatoes on the market. I do not write. But 

they write so much stuff all the time. Do they send it to you? Or what do they write? I don’t 

know, but they are on the Internet all the time and I have to do the job, all alone!” María 

complained. As of the end of 2017, Cristina lived with her partner and small daughter and 

she had Internet connection available in the house, or at least she told me so in one of our 

chats on Messenger when she sent me pictures of her baby girl. She stopped using email and 

mostly posts on Facebook and communicates on Messenger and WhatsApp. Many members 

of my social group from Zona Norte are now online almost constantly, have very active 

Facebook profiles that they update regularly, and they also use solely online communication 

tools (Messenger or WhatsApp) to stay in touch with each other.  

 In the context of my fieldwork, the rise of the Internet that I have witnessed over the 

years has changed many things. It has changed not only how the young people from the 

suburbs receive and perceive information about, among other things, life in the landscape of 

the Imaginary West, since they now follow me and many other tourists and people from all 

over the world on social media. It has also changed how I communicate with them and it has 

changed the nature of what my field actually is. What social networks such as Facebook 

created in my research site is a situation that is new both to me and to my informants. 

Cristina and Carlos comment very often on pictures I post on Facebook, and sometimes they 
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even ask about articles that I link to and that they don’t understand. They used to send me 

messages whenever they saw that I was online, and since this would be usually late at night 

in European time, it usually meant that I was busy writing something and I had no time to 

answer them properly and it thus made me uncomfortable. They don’t do that anymore, at 

least not that often—mostly because Cristina has less free time because of her baby and 

Carlos has less free time because of work. But we are nevertheless still in touch and they 

inquire about details of my life that they have observed from Facebook.  

 At first, I didn’t know how to deal with the situation. It even felt inappropriate to me 

to add my informants as my “Facebook friends”—it felt like crossing the line between my 

research and my personal life. Retrospectively, there were situations in my fieldwork that 

were perhaps as much “on the edge” as the social network connections between me as a 

researcher and my informants, where my personal or even intimate life stepped into my 

fieldwork – for example when my parents visited me in San Cristóbal and met with the 

Jiménez family. But I have never noticed it with such urgency as in this case. In case of a 

family visit, I could control how, when and where exactly the interaction would happen. In 

the case of Facebook friendship, the people I have researched now could see pictures from 

my holidays, pictures from my friends’ birthday parties, or pictures of my niece from my 

parents’ garden. They witness situations in my life that they could never have witnessed 

personally, that would have remained hidden from them were it not for the online world we 

both share. While in San Cristóbal, I could choose what to reveal to them and it usually felt 

natural to talk about myself when asked—like part of mutual conversation and a natural part 

of the fieldwork. On Facebook, however, I posted content targeted at my friends at home, 

not at my informants. At the same time I felt that it was not right to filter my Facebook 

content because I didn’t want my informants to see what I really do when I am at home. I 

also, for example, felt embarrassed when Carlos posted a picture of a cute puppy on my 

profile and I felt uncomfortable when Cristina commented on a picture of me and my sister 

in my parents’ house, noting how big the house seemed to her. Other researchers (Postill 

2013) have noted that the situation that social networking sites create in the anthropological 

fieldwork are “fundamentally awkward”, because they bring together in one virtual place 

different group of people, belonging to different periods and areas of our lives – and this is 

especially visible and urgent in ethnographic research. The architecture of Facebook that 
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enables crossing lines between various social groups that we are part of results in “digitally 

mediated ‘open plan’ sociality, a quality of social intercourse in which formerly discrete 

facets of our lives are now within the purview of our wider network.” (2013:10). On 

Facebook, people who would normally never meet now become aware of each other – my 

informants for example become aware of my sister, her children and the life she leads. 

“Facebook brings into the semi-public personal spaces of ethnographers two sets of 

significant others, namely the researched and the non-researched, sometimes even blurring 

the distinction between the two,” Postill notes (2013:10). This, according to him, is “stuff of 

great scientific insight – and potential trouble.” (2013:10).  For myself personally, Facebook 

made it more difficult for to distinguish between where the fieldwork ends and where the 

personal life begins—again, it is important to note that these issues are not problematic 

exclusively when encountering research subjects on Facebook. But it is important to point 

out, as Postill (2013) or Daniel Miller (2011) have, that Facebook (or whatever virtual 

meeting place we use at the moment) makes these issues more pressing and visible.  

 Besides the “fundamental awkwardness,” there are also practical issues that need to 

be addressed. For example, if you have the (oral or written) consent of your research 

subjects “on the spot,” does it mean that you can include Facebook posts and conversations 

too—does the consent apply to them too? For digital ethnographers working exclusively 

online or primarily online, the question is solved beforehand—they simply ask if they can 

include the virtual identities of their subject in their research (for example, Boellstorff 2012 

or Humphrey 2009). But nowadays more and more ethnographers have to count on the 

online platforms simply being part of the field, because they have become part of everyday 

sociality (as Miller et al. 2016 have shown). People’s lives now partly happen online, just as 

they happen on the streets, in the bedrooms, in classrooms, or anywhere else. Should the 

online conversation be treated as the same kind of material, for example, as the interviews 

collected and recorded in someone’s home or office? From a methodological and 

epistemological point of view, we can’t simply skip the material obtained from online 

conversations or from Facebook profiles of our informants. But from an ethical point of view, 

how do we differentiate between small talk, chitchat, and an interview that can be recorded 

and reproduced in a an academic text? Especially if Facebook is, as Postill notes and my own 

observations confirm, a fundamentally awkward space where lines between these two kinds 
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of communication typically tend to blur together. I have been unable to find a way how to 

explain to my informants that I might want to use some of our Facebook conversations in my 

thesis, in the same way that I explained to them what I did in San Cristóbal and why I hung 

out with them all the time at the zócalo or in their homes. I do use quotations from our 

Facebook conversations throughout this chapter, but I have decided not to include any visual 

materials nor screenshots from their Facebook profiles, however enlightening it might be for 

some of the presented arguments. I cannot be sure that using them wouldn’t be a violation 

of our mutual relationship as well as of basics rules of ethics of anthropological research. 

 What Miller et al. also suggest when they speak about the nonexistent distinction 

between the “real” world and the online world and about the social media being “already 

such an integral part of everyday life that it makes no sense to see it is as separate” (2016: 

32) is that the online and offline parts of our lives should be studied as a whole, not as 

separate worlds, as was often the case in the early anthropological studies of the Internet 

(Miller et al. 2016, Coleman 2010). However, besides the methodological/ethical issues 

discussed above, there are a few important implications of the fact that my informants now 

live partly online that might, in the end, problematize the assumption that there is no 

qualitative distinction between online and offline reality and that I would like to explore in 

the following sections. 

  Firstly, the encounters with the tourist in the city center that were described in the 

previous chapter are not limited to the actual encounter on the zócalo anymore. Many of 

the young vendedoras have a habit of immediately “befriending” their customers on 

Facebook and then following them online. Thanks to Facebook, an encounter with a tourist 

that maybe lasted for minutes, or possibly a few days, has had a lasting influence on, for 

example, Cristina’s life. She tries to make as many “friends” during her work as possible, 

because the tourists she meets and their life stories captured on social networks profiles are 

an important source of both information and entertainment for her. The vendedoras do not 

necessarily stay in touch with the people they befriend online, though they do from time to 

time chat with someone (if the language barrier allows them), but they follow the pictures, 

the travels, the lifestyle as it is presented on the social networking sites. What used to be 

limited to a very specific time-space now exists online without those limits. It thus 

significantly changes the character of these encounters as such. 
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 Secondly, this consequently means that the way in which the Imaginary West is 

constructed and imagined changes significantly with this new, intense, incessant, and first-

hand source of information. The sources of information, both visual and textual, about the 

Imaginary West, have multiplied—my informants not only follow the social media profiles of 

people they have met, but they also use Google, follow various websites, watch YouTube 

videos. They do not use the Internet solely for gathering information about the Imaginary 

West, of course; they are also much better informed about what happens in San Cristóbal or 

for example in Chamula, as they read local news online. So not only does the representation 

of “elsewhere” change, but the “here” changes as well, and so the dynamics of the relation 

between the two consequently changes too.  

 Finally, the way in which this dynamics changed provides more ethnographic material 

for exploring the effective differences of various imaginative acts in everyday life. For my 

informants, being on Facebook has very different effect on their lives than any other offline 

activities they participate in. There is also an effective difference between here and 

elsewhere, the Imaginary West and Zona Norte, in the way that they impact on people’s life 

choices (see previous chapter); there’s also an effective difference between life in Zona 

Norte, life on Facebook, and life as imagined in the West.  

 The social media communications that young Tzotziles and Tzeltales are now part of 

have made the imaginary lifestyle of West accessible at any time and even from long 

distances, but it didn’t make it any more possible, to reiterate Appadurai’s distinction 

between what is imaginable and what is possible again. Besides the fact that my informants 

are now supplied with images from my life even when I am not “there,” as I am not in 

Mexico with them, they are also constantly confronted with the fact that I can choose to be 

physically distant or close to them (because I can afford to buy a plane ticket), while they can 

only be mobile when they are online. The effective difference between being mobile on 

Facebook and being mobile offline is clear here. They can send me a Facebook message, but 

they can’t come to visit me—and the fact that I (or anyone they encounter in the city center, 

selling them a bracelet or a blouse) can do both constitutes one of the most important 

characteristics of the lifestyle of the inhabitants of the Imaginary West, as was analyzed in 

the previous chapter. So what does it mean for Cristina that she can now reach me via 

Facebook anytime, but she can still never reach me the way I can reach her? How does 



115 
 

 

Cristina’s constant online connection to my life in Prague change her attitude toward the 

Imaginary West as my homeland and her dream destination? In the following chapter, I will 

explore 1) how the urban indigenous youth in San Cristóbal use the Internet, especially social 

networking sites, and what local uses of the Internet are reinvented in the specific context of 

my fieldwork; and 2) how the way the Internet and social networking sites are used 

influences and impacts the construction of the Imaginary West and the relationality between 

“here” and “elsewhere.” 

 

3.1. Being online 

 

 The study of how people like the young Tzotziles and Tzeltales in San Cristóbal use 

the Internet also adds to the explorations of the use of digital communication technologies 

among non-Western and marginalized populations. As authors like E. Gabriella Coleman 

(2010) or Faye Ginsburg (2008) noted, the access to the digital online communication tools is 

often treated in the scientific literature as a privilege, and the knowledge on how to use 

those tools as a sign of development. The contexts and various uses of digital 

communication technologies in indigenous communities all around the world has mostly 

been studied in the context of the so-called “digital divide” (Warschauer 2002, 2003, Van 

Dijk 2005). The digital divide aims to describe the uneven access to material objects 

(computers, laptops, and the material infrastructure that enables internet connection) and 

to the educational, social, political, economical, and linguistic tools used to operate these 

objects. The concept of a digital divide is still widely used, especially among developmental 

agencies and aid programs that aim to improve access. As Marc Warschauer notes, however, 

this approach is based on an ambiguous logic—one that sets causality between Internet 

usage and life quality in only one direction. According to Warschauer, this logic implies “that 

lack of access (however defined) to computers and the Internet harms life chances. While 

this point is undoubtedly true, the reverse is equally true; those who are already 

marginalized will have fewer opportunities to access and use computers and the Internet. In 

fact, technology and society are intertwined and co-constitutive, and this complex 

interrelationship makes any assumption of causality problematic” (2002). Similarly Ginsburg 

(2008) criticizes the notion of evolutionary logics implied in the concept of digital divide: 
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“Even as it wants to call well-intentioned concern to such inequities, the term nonetheless 

invokes neo-developmentalist language that assumes that less- privileged cultural enclaves 

with little or no access to digital resources—from the South Bronx to the global South—are 

simply waiting, endlessly, to catch up to the privileged West. Inevitably, the language 

suggests, they are simply falling farther behind the current epicenter—whether that be 

Silicon Valley or the MIT Media Lab” (2008:5). The assumption here is simple: Poor and 

marginalized people are poor and marginalized because they do not have access to 

resources, so let’s give them access (internet connection, computers) and they will soon 

become less poor and marginalized and they will soon “catch up to us,” to paraphrase 

Ginsburg. 

  Ethnographic studies into the use of the Internet (Miller 2011; Miller, Costa, Haynes, 

et al. 2016; Humphrey 2009) in various communities all around the world have, however, 

shown that the notion of “the Internet” as a static technology that is used by each and every 

user in the same way is a myth, as well as the idea that the simple spread of both material 

and social tools (computers or smartphones and knowledge of how to use them) would lead 

to the same results all over the world. The ethnocentric idea of “the Digital Age” (Ginsburg 

2008) of interconnected populations all over the world skips at least two important points, 

which my research also supports: the fact that different people might use the same 

technology (be it the Internet in general or a specific application such as Facebook or 

WhatsApp) in a very different way under different circumstances, because the Internet is in 

the end “always reinvented locally by its users” (Horst and Miller 2012:19); and the complex 

relationality between online and offline inequalities. As I will argue later, the accessibility of 

resources such as smartphones and wireless connection might have provided my informants 

with greater equality in the online world, but the offline world has not caught up on that. Or, 

as Coleman sums it up: “The fact that digital media culturally matters is undeniable but 

showing how, where, and why it matters is necessary to push against peculiarly narrow 

presumptions about the universality of digital experience” (Coleman 2010: 489). 
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 In Mexico, there are 76 million active Internet users, which means that more than 

half of the total population is somehow actively connected.39 The number of active social 

media users equals the number of Internet users—so almost everyone who uses the Internet 

in Mexico also uses social media.40 Out of the 76 million user, 49 million use Facebook, which 

makes it by far the most used social networking site in the local context. In the context of my 

research, the majority of my informants are now active Internet users—at least when it 

comes to the younger generation. What is important, however, is that very few of them own 

a computer—they use the Internet in most cases on their mobile devices. All of my 

informants now own a smartphone, including the older vendedoras, who do not use the 

Internet as much but who do text and stay in touch with their social groups using 

smartphones. There are several reasons why smartphones are extremely important and 

widespread among the inhabitants of Zona Norte. First, they are cheap and accessible, as 

mentioned before. The cheaper ones start at a price tantamount to two weeks’ salary in a 

clothing store. Among the families I knew in Zona Norte, very few of them owned a laptop; 

Carlos did buy one for his family at the end 2013 and Katy owned one as well. “My sons are 

begging me to get one. But I said to them, ‘What do you need it for? It would cost us so 

much money that we wouldn’t have anything to eat. You can do everything you need to do 

on your phone. They want one because this kid they know from school has one and they 

have played games. But this is not a reason to spend so much money on something you 

don’t really need. You need a roof over your head and something to eat and then we can 

text or call,” Theresa, one of the vendedoras from María’s group explained to me. 

Smartphones, usually cheaper models with Android or Windows systems, are thus prevalent 

tools for connecting to the Internet among my informants.  

                                                           
 

39 https://www.statista.com/statistics/686586/mexico-digital-population/ 

 
40 I use two terms in this text to denote online communication tools such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and 

WhatsApp. The broader term “social media,” which was previously used for platforms such as blogs, 

chatrooms, and other earlier forms of online socialities, and the term “social networking site” (SNS) used by 

media studies scholars for the specific form of new online presence. Facebook is still the most widely used 

SNS. Unlike “social media,” the category of SNS was not used before the expansion of Facebook and its 

competitors.  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/686586/mexico-digital-population/
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At the same time, owning a smartphone is a status symbol; the better and newer 

your device is, the higher your status. Since the social status of being an economically stable 

provider of resources is more important for boys than for girls, it is not surprising that boys 

go to greater lengths to acquire resources to buy good smartphones. While Carlos and his 

brother Juan spent a lot of time at the shop selling smartphones on the zócalo, Raymundo 

felt pressured and didn’t want to obey the smartphone rule of “the bigger, the better.” “A 

friend of mine at the university, he bought an iPhone and it cost him like what you pay for 

rent for six months. I don’t get it, I am not gonna do that!” he complained to me. It is 

interesting that Ray perceived the pressure to own an expensive smartphone as an 

“influence of Western consumerism,” which he strongly opposed. (As mentioned before, he 

considered himself to be an activist in the field of indigenous rights and he was also an open 

supporter of the Zapatista Movement, unlike the rest of his peers from Zona Norte). Spyer 

(2017), however, noted a very similar connection between smartphones and social status in 

Brazil and the same thing can be observed in China (Wang 2016). While it definitely may be 

true also for countries where the “Western consumerism” that Ray talks about comes from 

(e.g., the United States), the perception of a smartphone as a status sign is based also on 

local hierarchies and meanings which consequently generate locally specific usage of the 

device.  

 The fact that people like Cristina, Carlos, or Juana have access to the Internet almost 

exclusively from smartphones (and some of them have never even experienced any other 

way of accessing it) to a certain degree determines how they use it. The majority of their 

time is spent on social media, Facebook being the most popular one. Emails have lost their 

importance, because reading and writing longer texts is not comfortable on the small 

touchscreen devices. Facebook, on the other hand, is very easily accessible from a 

smartphone, and the slower and easier version of the Facebook mobile app (Facebook Lite) 

was up until recently very popular among my informants. Other type of content (articles on 

websites, videos, etc.) is usually accessed via Facebook. However, YouTube itself is also very 

popular since video content is popular in general among my informants. Online 

communication happens either on Facebook Messenger or on WhatsApp—WhatsApp is 

used mainly for communication inside the social group (as it requires the knowledge of the 

other interlocutor’s phone number), while communication with people like me and other 
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tourist that were “befriended” based on encounters in the city center is easier on Facebook 

Messenger. There is also a practical reason for the widespread use of platforms such as 

WhatsApp or Messenger. Smartphones are primarily a communication tool that can be used 

offline for calls and texts, obviously, but that requires money. No one I knew in Zona Norte 

had a contract with any telecommunication provider based on monthly payments that 

would allow them to make calls and send texts anytime—not necessarily because it was 

costly, but because the regular payments are seen as very demanding. “It’s like you buy 

tacos or you buy crédito for texting—if I’m hungry, I prefer tacos,” Nicky explained to me 

once (after she didn’t show up at our meeting because she was sick and she did not text me 

to cancel because she didn’t have credit on her cell). The money for crédito is still seen as 

something extra—you have to first make sure that you will earn enough to buy food, clothes, 

and other basic necessities and then maybe, if it’s a good month, you can also charge your 

credit on your cell. On the other hand, since wifi is now available for free in the zócalo and 

also at the Mercado of Zona Norte, where my informants spend most of their time working, 

their communications can happen online, which means for free. It is thus interesting that for 

my informants the cellphones have lost their original function (to be able to make calls and 

send text messages) but have become the main tool for accessing social networking sites 

and the Internet in general.  

 One night at the zócalo, we were sitting with Cristina and her friend Teresa on the 

stairs in front of the cathedral. It was a quiet evening and not many tourists were coming. It 

was the last few quiet days before the Christmas season, the busiest time of the year. The 

girls’ mothers were minding the merchandise spread on plastic sheets on the ground, and 

we were overlooking the whole square, making fun of all the friends, relatives, and 

acquaintances that we spotted.  

“Show her the video, Cris. I want to know what she thinks of it,” Tere said after a 

while.  

“You mean the one with the cake and the puppy. I already saw that one, it’s funny,” I 

said, referencing a video on Facebook Cristina had shown me earlier.  

“No, Mari. No puppies! This one is serious!” Tere grinned in a way that indicated that 

it was not serious at all.  

“Well, show me then. I am taking it seriously!” I grinned back. 
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Cristina pull up her phone and searched for a while.  

“Here, look. My friend Antonio sent it to me. It’s long but let’s watch it. I want to 

watch it again. I’ll turn the volume up!”  

The “volume up” part annoyed me; I was not used to anyone watching videos and 

playing songs on cellphones out loud in public, but in San Cristóbal it was common. We 

huddled together and Cristina played the video. It turned out it was quite a long video 

concerning the myth of the end of the world according to the Mayan calendar. It showed 

various scary shots from catastrophic movies with cities on fire and erupting volcanoes and 

the serious Spanish voiceover explained how the old Maya were wise and predicted that the 

world would end on December 21, 2012—which was in a month. These premonitions about 

doomsday were hugely popular at the time (with the predicted apocalypse approaching) and 

the Internet was, of course, full of experts on ancient Maya ruins and their very complex 

time measurement system. There was even a discussion going on in the Mexican media 

about how it helped the tourist industry, as all spiritual seekers and apocalypse believers 

wanted to be as close as possible to pyramids in Palenque or at the top place of all of the 

sacred Maya places in Mexico, the Quetzalcoatl pyramid in Chichén Itzá. Some tourist 

agencies in San Cristóbal had posters put up in windows that said things like “Ready to watch 

the world end—Chichén Itzá transport for 400 pesos.”  

“So what do you think, Mari?” Tere asked me again. “We have watched this so many 

times but I don’t know! It’s fun and it’s scary. But I don’t think the world will end! Or will it?” 

And she busted out laughing, as she did all the time. 

“I don’t know either, Tere. But the Internet is full of stuff like this. The world should 

have ended so many times already.” 

“Well, I didn’t see it before but I know they talk a lot about it.” 

“Yeah, just google it—I am not an expert, but if you look it up, there are a lot of 

explanations as to why this is actually not very accurate. The Mayan calendar does not end 

on this day. It’s only some date they found in some pyramid or something like that.” 

“Hah, I don’t google. I should start. We only got that from António. He sent it over 

and he said it’s from some kind of Facebook group and he said to watch it, that it is 

interesting.” 

“Well, good for us, anyway. I was not ready to die yet,” Cristina joined the 

conversation with a smirk and grin, in her usual sarcastic way.  
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 I contacted António later and asked him about the video. He was a friend of the 

Jiménez family, originally from Chiapas, but was living at the time in Veracruz. He was in his 

twenties and studying to be a lawyer. María talked about him a lot, with pride, saying how 

he had managed to move out and study (with a not-so-secret agenda to get him to marry 

one of her daughters, because she thought he would be a very suitable son-in-law). He also 

helped María with the legal stuff she needed to deal with as the head of the vendedoras 

group. António told me he had found the video in a Facebook group dedicated to Christian 

content that he liked, and he said that his pastor was also member of it, which was why he 

forwarded it to Cristina, as she knew the pastor as well. Cristina then forwarded it to Tere, 

and the girls discussed for a few days who would actually post it publicly on their Facebook 

profile—both of them kind of wanted to do it, because the video was cool, but they were 

also a bit afraid and they thought they might look stupid, because a lot of people wouldn’t 

believe the content and might laugh at it (“You laughed at it,” Cristina pointed out when I 

told her not to worry about what anyone thinks).  

“I’ll think we should just send it on WhatsApp to the other girls,” Tere said finally, and 

Cristina agreed.  

 

 This anecdote illustrates very accurately how online content spreads among my 

informants’ virtual profiles. Facebook groups are a very popular source of content—and the 

above-mentioned Christian groups are among the most popular. Various pastors lead online 

groups for their churchgoers with practical information about the services, church 

maintenance, and timetables, but also inspirational quotes, Christian pop music, which is 

very popular in México, and from time to time also local news (when Rosa disappeared, it 

was discussed a lot in those groups).41  

                                                           
 

41 Cristina and her peers showed me the content of the group, and for some time I was a member of her 

pastor’s group, because I knew him personally. This particular group is no longer active and I mostly 

gathered information about the content of the groups via Cristina, Carlos, and Tere and a few other users, 

who showed me what they follow and post on Facebook.  
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 The content that is the most popular and usually shared are videos and pictures and 

motivational quotes. The content that Cristina and the other girls post comes almost 

exclusively from Facebook itself—she almost never links to content outside of Facebook 

(articles on the web or videos on YouTube). While it has been observed that Facebook 

became in some cases identical with the Internet as such (Miller, Costa, Haynes et al. 2016), 

that was not exactly the case in the context of my fieldwork—but Facebook is the easiest to 

access on a smartphone, so even though  my informants know that content can be found all 

over the web (they can google, as Tere admitted), they simply stay on Facebook because it’s 

quick and accessible and it offers them everything they need at the moment. The type of 

content that gets posted also depends on the level of literacy. Girls like Cristina and Tere, 

unlike their mothers, are literate and it is because they went to school. However, they do 

not use their reading skills much outside of the environment of educational institutions, and 

as Natalia once confided in me, they are usually not sure about proper punctuation and 

spelling in Spanish. So while they have no problem chatting on WhatsApp, where they can 

use Tzotzil and communicate exclusively with people they know personally and who are at 

the same level of literacy, they prefer to post visual content on Facebook. Pictures with 

motivational quotes are so popular partly because they overcome these obstacles; they 

present good content with the message already written in it.   

 The decision to put the particular video explaining the apocalypse predicted by the 

Maya on WhatsApp (i.e., sending it to a group of friends) rather than posting it publicly on 

Facebook also illustrates how Cristina, Tere, and others work with their online identities, 

contexts, and audiences. danah doyd (2014) explores how teenagers in the United States 

from a generation that we might call “digital natives”42 skillfully navigate between various 

online platforms and create separate identities to use on them. As boyd points out, it does 

not mean that these teens suffer from split personalities, as their parents’ generation tends 

to worry—it rather means that they have their own specific logic of using social media that 
                                                           
 

42 The notion of “digital natives” is generally problematic for the same reasons as the notion of “the Digital age” 

(see above) because it implies a homogenous generation of people who can be ascribed similar 

characteristics and it implies generalizations about how they use technologies. In reality, the way 

technologies are used by teens in the United States might differ from the ways in which they are used in, 

say, India or Mexico.  
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allows them to connect with different groups within different contexts and maintain a 

coherent virtual identity at the same time. Cristina and Tere consider Facebook to be their 

most “public” identity in the virtual space, and they share on their profiles things they want 

to be seen by their wider social groups in San Cristóbal (including their parents in some 

cases) and also by the tourists and other foreigners they befriend and follow on Facebook. 

WhatsApp is a messaging platform and it is used by my informants as a kind of semi-public 

forum—there are lot of different WhatsApp groups that have many members, but each user 

can control who will see what he or she sends to the specific group, remove users, and 

create new groups for particular content. The curious video about the apocalypse was 

evaluated as too curious for a public Facebook profile, but it still interesting for a smaller 

group of friends. The navigation between contexts and audiences is also visible in the use of 

different languages on different platforms. Messages on WhatsApp can be send in Tzotzil,43 

while Facebook profiles are almost exclusively in Spanish. The girls would always post in 

Spanish, and from time to time someone would comment on it in Tzotzil, but Spanish 

remains the main and prevalent communication language there. 

The use of various communication platforms in various contexts also refers to the 

concept of polymedia (Madianou and Miller 2011), which emphasizes the socially embedded 

relations between various media. Instead of focusing on the particular qualities of each new 

medium, Madianou and Miller aim to explore the social and emotional consequences of 

choosing one media over another. In a world in which almost everyone has access to social 

media but under very different circumstances, they argue, it is important to shift the focus to 

the interpersonal and social relationships that define the use of various media under specific 

conditions and to understand new media as an environment of affordances. They explore 

the situation of Filipina mothers who work in the United Kingdom and use various new 

media as a tool to remain mothers on the transnational level and to be in frequent contact 

with their families. Whether to chat, make a call, or send an email thus becomes a significant 
                                                           
 

43 Since Tzotzil is a language mostly used in oral communication and my informants almost never used it to 

write anything offline, because everything they write in school or in negotiations with the authorities needs 

to be in Spanish, they have developed a specific way to transcribe it into an online language that includes 

smiley faces and other emoticons and hybrid Tzotzil-Spanish-English words. I was not able to study that 

language more profoundly due to my limited knowledge of Tzotzil.  
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choice with palpable effects on family relations, as opposed to a mere choice of one of the 

many communication tools. Similarly, Cristina, Tere, Carlos, and their peers (and, as boyd 

2014 shows, teenagers in some parts of the United States) now live in an environment in 

which social media sometimes presents not just a choice but the only choice—so how they 

use it, which platforms they use, and which audience they choose matters on both an 

intimate and a social level.  

 Filipina mothers in the United Kingdom, workers in a factory in industrial China 

(Wang 2016), or the inhabitants of a fishing village in Brazil (Spyer 2017) as well as urban 

indigenous youth on the outskirts of San Cristóbal de Las Casas are people who are, in some 

aspects, at the forefront of creating new uses for social media. Because of their wide 

availability and relative accessibility, social media present one of the few tools for change 

among people whose choices are in other aspects rather limited. Their use of digital 

communication tools is driven by need and forceful hope that new media might open more 

options for them – for example, to be mothers while working abroad or to be in touch with 

people from all around the world while sitting on San Cristóbal’s zócalo. This requires new 

skills, such as being able to navigate different contexts and identities in the environment of 

polymedia. It also seemingly opens new options and broadens the horizons of possibilities – 

but this shift is now always reflected in the offline world.  

 

3.2. “Facebook won’t take you anywhere”  
 

 It was another cold evening at the zócalo. It was getting dark and I was again sitting 

on the stairs in front of the Cathedral, wrapped in scarfs and sweaters and watching little 

Jesús play with the other kids. The zócalo was already full of vendedoras. I noticed the guy 

from social services again. Every time our eyes met, he smiled at me. He knew who I was by 

that point, as María was happy to talk to him about me anytime she got the chance (and she 

proudly presented me as her “future daughter-in-law”). It did still feel uncomfortable, 

however, to have him watch me like this—like I was under surveillance. It made me feel 

weirdly responsible, because I felt that I was in a sense under María’s protection and I was 

allowed to hang out there every night because she knew me and I was there with her, so if I 

did something inappropriate, it might have consequences for her too.  
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“This guy is watching me all the time,” I complained to Cristina.  

“Is it because he’s from the servicios sociales? Does he need to watch over me or 

what?” I asked, annoyed.  

Cristina looked at me and said, “Yes, you are being watched. Don’t move!” And then 

she burst out laughing. “He’s watching you because everyone here is watching you, Mari. 

You’re the only white girl here. Of course everyone notices you! We have so many new 

customers because of you. You’re the only white girl working here! We should pay you 

maybe. We make money because of you. Everyone wants to see why the hell this white girl 

is sitting here with all these indígenas, trying to sell sweaters to other white people,” she 

said, bursting into laughter again. 

“You’re sort of our pet here, you know, like an attraction. We don’t know what we 

will do when you leave. We won’t sell anything. Nobody will talk to us anymore.”  

“But you like to talk to the tourists, don't you?“ I asked. 

“Of course we like it! That's the most fun part of this boring job we have here! 

Nothing ever happens here. I'd probably never go to Europe, but I can at least try to 

persuade somebody to send me a postcard!” Natalia jumped into the conversation and both 

girls started laughing.  

Then Cristina pulled out her mobile phone and showed me a picture of a blonde girl 

wearing one of the bracelets she’s selling. “Look, that’s what my friend from California sent 

me just yesterday!” She looks at her sister and says, “Natalia wants postcards because she 

doesn’t have a Facebook account, you know.” Cristina almost cries with laughter and her 

sister rolls her eyes.  

 

 On a good day, when Cristina and Natalia work in the city center, they speak with 

about fifty different customers. Not all of them are foreigners. A significant number of them 

are people from other places in Mexico. They don’t talk very much to the girls, they don’t 

negotiate, and they pay what you ask for, Cristina explained to me. The foreigners, on the 

other hand, tend to negotiate the price of each item. “Like I tell them this is one hundred 

pesos and they ask, can’t it be eighty pesos? Well, no, it is one hundred pesos, that is what 

it’s worth, like if you don’t have one hundred pesos, don’t buy it,” she continues. In reality, 

on tougher days she has to negotiate in order to sell anything at all, but she does not like it. 

“I mean, does it mean that much? Is twenty pesos that much of a difference?” Cristina 
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shakes her head. Even though the girls dislike the haggling that tourists seem to enjoy, it is 

also a good way to start conversation. The exchange allows them to make more personal 

comments, like, “Sir, is your wife so strict with you that you can’t spend these one hundred 

pesos on a scarf? Is it for her, or your daughter?” In small talk like this, they exchange jokes, 

personal information, and compliments. If the conversation goes well, they sometimes also 

ask, “Do you have a Facebook profile? I am on Facebook, so send me a picture of how your 

wife looks in that blouse!” As Juana revealed, however, it is usually better to save the 

exchange of Facebook contacts for the next day. A lot of tourists are in the town for more 

than one day and that means that they will inevitably come back to the zócalo the next 

evening. It is the place to go, where everything happens at night, and it’s in the middle of all 

the pedestrian zones. “You have to remember the faces, that is the key,” Juana tells me 

seriously. “And then you just say hi. They are happy that you remember them—and then you 

can talk!“ 

 Juana is by far the most skilled in this kind of conversation, so her smartphone 

contains more Facebook profiles of foreigners than anyone else on the zócalo. Cristina and 

Natalia are not necessarily friends with Juana (“She talks too much,” says Natalia), but if 

there is nothing to do, they still watch her scroll down her Facebook timeline and discuss 

what they see.  

“Look at this girl. Remember her from last year? She was volunteering here! Nice 

swimsuit!” 

“Juana, what do you know about swimsuits? Do you have one?” 

“Well, I don’t, never needed one. But if I ever buy one, I want one like this!”  

“Yeah, then we can all go to the river near the mercado and go sunbathing! Don’t 

forget the sun cream, you morena!” 

 

 As previously mentioned, Facebook—and in this case only Facebook, because 

WhatsApp and other social media are used in different contexts—significantly changed the 

status of the short encounters with the tourists in the city center. What used to be limited to 

a specific time and place now lives online in a timespace not limited by the physical presence 

of both sides of the interaction on the zócalo. In the previous chapters I described how 

Cristina and her siblings create the Imaginary West out of conversations with tourists. When 
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these encounters continue in the online world, it consequently changes the ways in which 

Cristina and her peers construct and perceive the Imaginary West. It provides them with a 

more intimate insight into the lives of the people she places in the Imaginary West, and the 

social media profiles now serve as a main source of information about how the Imaginary 

West looks like. What I have observed in my field is a transition from an imaginary world 

created out of personal glimpses, pop cultural artifacts, and material objects decoupled from 

their original function into a world that now exists almost exclusively online. Over the past 

five years, the Imaginary West has become almost exclusively virtual. The question of 

effective differences of “real” and “imaginary” worlds now needs to also take into account 

the “virtual” aspect of the imaginary.  

 The ongoing discussion in the field of digital anthropology about the relationality of 

online and offline worlds deals with the question of how to define the “reality” of online 

worlds. Horst and Miller (2012) warn against the principle of false authenticity present in 

some of the research on the virtual—i.e., the popular notion that offline worlds are 

somehow less mediated than online worlds, which then leads to the widespread fear that 

technologies might render us “less human” (most notably Sherry Turkle 2011). The discipline 

of digital anthropology must thus, according to Horst and Miller, point out that there is no 

such thing as pure human immediacy and that “reacting face to face is just as culturally 

infected as digitally mediated communication, ” (Horst and Miller 2012:12). “Rather than 

seeing predigital worlds as less mediated, we need to study how the rise of digital 

technologies has created the illusion that they were” (2012:14). The starting point for any 

exploration of digital humanity thus needs to be the assumption that the digital is no less 

and no more mediated than the non-digital. This also presents a challenge concerning 

terminology – if the term “real”  is used as opposite of “virtual” and/or “imaginary”, it 

suggests that there is more reality and authenticity in the first then in the second.  Horst and 

Miller (2012) note that the term “real” thus cannot be used analytically but only colloquially 

to avoid the principle of false authenticity. Other authors (for example Boellstorff 2012) 

suggest the use of the terms “online” and “offline” instead of “real” and “virtual” because by 

applying those, we can describe the qualitative differences (if there are any, as will be 

discussed later) without implying that these differences are of a fundamentally ontological 

nature.  
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 There are a few possible challenges arising from this discussion. Coleman (2010) or 

Boellstorff (2012) point out that if we start from the point mentioned above (i.e., that every 

human experience is mediated to a certain degree and it thus makes no sense to make a 

qualitative difference between online and offline experience), we might easily come to the 

conclusion that they blur together. There is thus a significant shift from the early studies of 

the Internet (see Coleman 2010 for overview or Miller 2011, Miller et al 2016) in which the 

virtual worlds were treated as separate (also because they were not widespread and their 

use was limited) to the current debate that takes into account the practical omnipresence of 

digital technologies in our life as well as the mediated character of any human experience. 

Coleman (2010) also noted that the presumption of blurred lines between online and offline 

partly comes from the fact that most of the work in digital media and communication 

technologies was originally done in North America and in Europe, amongst people who are 

privileged in their access to technological resources and internet connections. The rise of 

social networking sites added a new aspect to the whole debate, since apps such as 

Facebook are used maybe even more frequently among marginalized populations such as 

the indigenous youth in San Cristóbal or the transnational care workers in London (because 

the social media present one of the very few tools accessible to them, as was already 

mentioned). Recently, more and more researchers studied the use of social media among 

the less privileged groups and sometimes, the notion of “blurred lines” is contested in these 

studies (for example Spyer 2017).  

 Tom Boellstorff (2012) also points out that the same teleological narrative of 

development is involved in the notion of blurring of online and offline socialities as in the 

concepts of “digital age” and “digital natives” (see above) – one that presumes identical 

development all over the world, ending in a (often apocalyptic) nonseparation of virtual and 

actual. The same narrative fuels fear about technology rendering us “less human” and 

prediction about how in the presumed digital age, “authentic” human emotions will be lost 

(Turkle 2011), thus reiterating the principle of false authenticity again. So the question 

remains, how do we develop an anthropology of the digital without a) treating the online as 

separate world which skips the fact that both offline and online experiences are to a certain 

degree mediated and that they are both engendered in concrete socio-material conditions 
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or b) blurring the lines of online and offline together in an eschatological vision of digital 

age?  

 Boellstorff himself proposes the theory of indexicality, inspired by semiotics, to 

conceptualize this phenomena and points out how the relationship of virtual and actual is 

dialectic (also Horst and Miller 2012) – the online and offline socialities refer to each other 

without blurring together, they are in constant interaction and “it is through the general gap 

between them that the emerging socialities so in need of anthropological investigation are 

taking form.” The gap between online and offline is not always the same and depends on 

context, field of reference, sociomaterial conditions and as such, it is “culturally constitutive” 

(Boellstorff 2012: 52). For example, relationships on Facebook cannot be reduced to a 

reflection of physical-world relationships, but they still have physical-world consequences – 

and the consequences differ considerably based on the socio-material conditions of the 

people who are involved in them.  

 In the context of my own research, being on social media is not the same as being in 

Zona Norte and how life in Zona Norte is reflected on Facebook and the other way around 

differs based on the concrete conditions and identities of the people involved – and it is 

exactly in these differences where we can start to explore the relationality of online and 

offline. My research supports what Boellstorff noted (2012) about how the gap between 

online and offline is “culturally constitutive” (2012:50): as in the case of the distinction 

between “everyday” and “imaginary” or “here” and “elsewhere,” if we look at the effects 

that online and offline socialities have on the life of my informants, there is a considerable 

and indeed constitutive gap between what is possible online and what is possible offline. The 

concept of effective differences used in the previous chapter to explore the relationality of 

everyday and imaginary can be used here in exploring the relationality between online and 

offline. From the point of view of effective differences, being on social media is not the same 

as being in Zona Norte; it has had very different effects on my informants’ life choices, and it 

engenders different imageries about life in both the Imaginary West and Zona Norte.  

 The effective difference between being on Facebook and being in Zona Norte can be 

illustrated by an analysis of how one of the most prominent features of the Imaginary West 

was transformed by the arrival of social networking sites. Because of their ability to mediate 

long-distance contact, social networks target mobility—or rather the lack of it. The ability to 
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move long distances is seen as something constitutive to the life in Imaginary West. The fact 

that tourists in the city center come and go and the next day you can see pictures of them at 

different destinations, like somewhere on a beach, was also discussed among the 

vendedoras during the nights on the zócalo. Juana, who was the most skillful one in 

collecting Facebook friends, often discussed with other girls the current destination of 

tourists she met in the city center and befriended online – “look, the Canadians are in 

Cancún now! Next week, they should be back in Canada. I wonder what Canada is like!” she 

would say.  The ability to move long distances is such a prominent feature of the landscape 

of the Imaginary West because it stresses the practical impossibility of moving on the part of 

those who imagine it. Social networks connect my informants to distant places, but the 

Facebook messages they sent reminds them of the fact that our connection remains purely 

virtual, and no matter what they do in the virtual world, it will not transport them away from 

where they are. The effects of the Imaginary West on their life thus become more visible 

than ever before, because they are constantly reminded of the profound gap between what 

is possible online and offline.  

 As Cristina herself said in one of our Facebook exchanges, when commenting on a 

picture of my niece taken in the garden of my parents’ house, “That’s really nice, Mari. It’s 

great to see your parents’ house, though it’s not like I can actually go there”—followed by an 

incredible amount of emoticons that she uses all the time.  

 “Send me some pictures from the house. Or from Prague. We googled it again with 

Carlos the last time, but it’s best if you take a picture and send it to me!” she continued. 

 “Will you send me pictures as well? From your house, Cristina?” I asked and sent an 

emoticon. 

 “Mari, you took so many pictures yourself. You should send me those. Send me 

pictures of your house and my house!” she wrote, followed by another slew of smiley faces. 

 “Okay, I’ll do it and then you can decide whose house is better.”  

 “Yours is. I don’t like our house. Well, I do, but if you live somewhere, it’s boring.” 

 “Are you bored? You work all the time.” 

 “Yeah, that is boring too. You can come and stay here. So you are not bored. And 

then you go home and you will like it, because you’ve been away. But I cannot go anywhere. 
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Facebook won’t really take you anywhere. I can stay here and be bored. So send me those 

pictures at least!” She then joked and sent a threatening face. 

 

 We had many exchanges like this. Cristina chats way more than her brother, who 

usually just comments on my pictures and sends emoticons. Katy was also quite active for 

some time in communicating with me online. She would send me news about what was 

happening politically in San Cristóbal, including news about local elections and about her 

colleagues in Ocosingo. And she talked with me online about London too. I sent her links to 

help her look for plane tickets when she asked about it.   

 “You know, you think I am crazy, like I still have at least a year to save up to afford a 

plane ticket, but I need to buy the ticket. It is not like for you, like you buy it and you come. “

 “Well, it is not that easy for me, too. I need to know in advance. It is not that cheap. It 

is like one month’s salary.” 

 “Well, you’re right. I guess that is not cheap. But what if I’m only gonna buy one 

plane ticket in my whole life—I have to do it right!” she wrote with smiley faces.   

 

 What struck me in some of the online conversations that I collected and have tried to 

analyze is how San Cristóbal and Europe were always seen as opposites, in some kind of 

unarticulated and perhaps unintended dualism. What happens here does not happen there 

and the other way around. My informants say things like, “If you have houses like yours in 

Prague, then we have different ones, smaller ones. If you study in Prague, well, I could never 

do that here. I have to work here.” Some of the oppositions, like the one about being able to 

study, were not exactly based in reality—in fact, San Cristóbal is a student city, as many 

young people from other regions go there to study at the UNACH—but they all similarly 

compared “here” vs. “elsewhere.” The new first-hand source of information about 

“elsewhere” also had an impact on how “here” is perceived and imagined. As always, “here” 

is the less desirable option. As Appadurai (1996) stressed in the context of electronic mass 

media, years before Facebook was used anywhere, the imaginative effects of these media, 

the “scripts for possible lives” that they offered to various communities all around the world, 

not only opened new options but also opened the gap between what is imaginable and what 

is possible.  
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Conclusion: better phones, better pictures, but everything is the same as ever.  

It has been ten years already since I visited San Cristóbal for the first time. A lot has 

changed there throughout those years. Zona Norte, the backdrop of my fieldwork and my 

home while being in the field, has grown significantly. The first figures I heard about how 

many colonías are in Zona Norte I heard from Belissario, the Zona Norte coordinator of the 

COCIDEP organization, which I introduced in the first chapter. It was the October 12, 2008 

and I was sitting with him at the zócalo in front of the cathedral, the second most important 

place in my research, the hub of life in the city, where everything happened and where my 

informants used to work every night. There were tables and chairs and food and music that 

evening on the zócalo, because Belissario, along with Damaso and other colleagues from 

COCIDEP, had organized a happening and a fiesta. It was the month of Virgen del Rosário. 

That day, I was also introduced to Ray, his sister Katy and their friend Pablo, who then 

became my friends and informants—Pablo being the first one who ever took me to Zona 

Norte. Unlike Damaso, who was a charismatic leader and organizer of the indigenous groups 

in the city, and unlike Ray, Katy, and Pablo, who were chatty and friendly, Belissario was 

quiet and serious.  

“You want to know about the colonías?” he asked me that evening. “I’ll tell you the 

truth about the colonías—no one cares about us.” That was the start of our conversation. He 

then told me about how difficult it was to ensure at least basic infrastructure in places like 

Nueva Maravilla, where he lived.  

“All the municipality here ever does is promise and then they don’t do anything. They 

have never helped us. All we have—the houses, the concrete roads and paved sidewalks, the 

grocery shops, electricity, potable water—we built for ourselves. Every colonía has its story, 

girl. Each and every one of us has a story. You go ahead and write about them. But it will not 

be easy.”  

 

I did, in the end, what Belissario told me to that night at zócalo. I have listened to the 

stories of the colonías and I have written them down. The zócalo, the center of the events in 

the city, was the pinpoint of my research as well, where I spent almost every evening and 

many afternoons. From the zócalo, I was able to go north and up to the Zona Norte, up to 

were La Hormiga stands. And throughout the years, I’ve also needed to go to the virtual, 
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imaginary place of the Imaginary West, which was always there, almost within reach, but 

also never really there. Over the preceding pages, I have attempted to develop the concept 

of the Imaginary West as it is created and lived by a group of young indigenous people in the 

suburbs of the city of San Cristóbal de Las Casas. To present the concrete economic and 

social conditions in which the Imaginary West is embeded, I have combined the body of 

already existing literature on the history and presence of San Cristóbal and its northern 

suburbs with ethnographic material gathered through participant observation and 

interviews. In the first chapter, I present the metaphor of the “invisible city,” which can be 

applied to the Zona Norte, and I have linked it to various examples and concepts of urban 

marginality, most importantly to Janice Perlman’s approach to what she calls the “myth of 

marginality” (Perlman 1980, 2010, 2011).  

Picture 15 - In front of the cathedral, the view over zocalo by day, picture taken by the author - 2013 
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While the notion of the Imaginary West comes from Alexei Yurchak (2005) and his 

analysis of the cultural background of the breakdown of the Soviet Union, the Imaginary 

West as described here constitutes a twist on Anderson’s notion of an imagined community 

(Anderson 1983). It is created out of many diverse materials and in many different ways—

from conversations with tourists in the city center, from movies and TV series, and also from 

social network communications between my informants and the tourist friends they 

encounter while working in the city center. I have used the concept of technologies of the 

imagination to analyze how, when, and in what contexts the Imaginary West is created and 

what role it plays in the everyday lives of my informants (Chapter 2). The Imaginary West as I 

present it here is a concrete imaginative effect of a specific context of Zona Norte and my 

aim was to show, among other things, how the concept of the imaginary “elsewhere” 

interacts with the concept of “here” and how my informants connect their immediate 

situation and life in the colonías to the life in the Imaginary West. That is why the first 

chapter deals in detail with the situation in colonías, their history, social and political 

organization, and also their connection to the infrastructure of the city as a whole. To 

understand how the Imaginary West works, it is also necessary to understand the specific 

conditions in which it is embedded, to explore the concrete technologies through which 

concrete imaginative effects are engendered, in accordance with Sneath, Holbraad, and 

Pedersen’s approach. In the second chapter, I thus analyze the main features of the 

Imaginary West and link them to the concrete situations that my informants are part of in 

their everyday lives in Zona Norte.  

The third and last chapter then deals with the rise of Internet in the context of my 

fieldwork, which added a whole new perspective to the exploration of the technologies of 

imagination. The Imaginary West I have attempted to present in this text is nowadays 

constructed, among other ways, through the use of online communication technologies, 

mainly social networking sites such as Facebook or social apps such as WhatsApp. The 

“imaginary” in it thus seemingly overlaps with the “online” or sometimes the “virtual.” I have 

thus delved also into the anthropology of online worlds, which has recently undergone a 

very interesting debate regarding how to study empirically the online identities and 

interactions of social actors and how to capture the difference between online and offline 

modes of existence without blurring them together, as has been the case in many recent 



135 
 

 

studies (see Coleman 2010) or conversely, without seeing them as ontologically different 

and incomparable.  

The red line meandering through all my analysis presented here is thus the question 

mentioned in the introduction and asked many times throughout the text: How do imaginary 

worlds interact with our everyday lives? What role does the imagination really play in our 

lives? There are two different answers and approaches. One is based on the collective notion 

of social imaginary that underlines big modernity projects such as nationalism, 

transnationalism, cosmopolitanism, globalization, and mass media. The second one is based 

on the exploration of the concrete effects that these imaginaries have on our lives on an 

intimate, everyday level. Drawing on both of these approaches, my answer lies in the 

exploration of the effective differences of imaginary worlds. We know that it is not the same 

to be in Europe, to read about Europe online, and to dream about an Imaginary Europe, but 

where exactly does the difference lie?  

My example is based on one of the eminent features of the Imaginary West: the 

mobility of its inhabitants. It aims to show that it is again through the practical effects of the 

online and offline worlds that we can capture and study ethnographically their role in the 

social lives of our informants. The ability to travel long distances, to be in Mexico one week 

and back in the United States or in Europe the next week, is one feature of the Imaginary 

West that my informants often mentioned and analyzed themselves. It was also the feature 

that was made even more visible by the arrival of social networking sites such as Facebook, 

because of their ability to mediate long-distance contact. My informants are now faced with 

an instant and constant influx of information and images from various parts of the world, 

which makes them acutely aware of their own practical inability to move from San Cristóbal. 

The effective difference of being mobile virtually and being mobile in the offline 

environment is thus made more clear and visible than ever before and presents an example 

of the “culturally constitutive gap” (Beollstorff 2012) between online and offline social 

realities.  

The notion of the gap between possible and imaginable options in the life of young 

indigenous youth in San Cristóbal brings us back to the question of what has really changed 

in the ten years since I have started my research. As mentioned, Zona Norte has changed – it 
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has grown bigger. New two storey houses has replaced wooden and sheetmetal shacks and 

new provisory settlements have grown on the steep hills around La Hormiga, San Antonio 

del Monte, and other hillside colonías. More shops opened along the Periférico Norte, and 

some streets have been paved. The mercado of Zone Norte has emerged in the middle of 

the colonías, has drawn the vendedoras from the city center and created a separated space 

for them. Meanwhile, the city center opened more tourist shops, closed one bookstore and 

more than one cybercafé, and offers a free wifi connection instead. While at the beginning, 

only a few people had email accounts, now everyone is on Facebook. How much have the 

real possibilities and options really changed for the young indigenous youth?  

One September sunny afternoon in 2013, I was seated in María’s living room, on an 

old broken couch, that she always apologized for (she bought a new one after Christmas 

with money from the Christmas season sales). Cristina and Natalia were there with me. Jesús 

was at school, but Natalia’s younger daughter Ana, only 6 months old, was with us. Ana’s 

father was not Leo, the father of her first child – he disappeared, probably back to the 

United States and everyone was relieved. But it also left Natalia without any means to 

support her child. She lived with her mother, but she struggled to pay for clothing and school 

utensils for little Jesús, who was five at the time. She met António, the father of Ana, when 

she was in a very difficult situation and she needed help and he offered to help. He worked 

as a colectivo driver, which was a stable and relatively good-paying job, so he was able to 

provide for her. I have met António only once and he seemed nice enough to me. That 

afternoon, we were sorting out scarfs with the girls and preparing them for the evening 

transport to the zócalo. Natalia seemed very sad and did not talk much. I asked how she felt 

and if she needed any help. She looked at me and said: 

 “I’ll tell you something, but only because you’re a friend. I quarreled with mamá this 

morning. She yelled at me, which is really bad, she never does that. But the fact is, I need to 

move back in here. I can’t stay with António anymore. He does not treat me well, you know 

what I mean.” 

“Is he violent, Natalia? In that case you should definitely move back here. It helped 

last time with Leo; it will help now. Can I do something?” 
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“I know, Mari, I know. I just think mamá is a bit disappointed with me. With me 

having a second man and a second bad man. Why aren’t all guys like my brothers? They 

would never harm a girl. Mamá raised them that way. They’d never do it.” 

“This is not your fault. You didn’t know. You married António because he was nice 

and took care of Jesús, right? You couldn’t have known he would end up being the same as 

Leo.” 

“I know. I know, mamá knows, but she’s just sad, you know.” 

“But she will help you. You don’t need to worry. You are safe in this house, aren’t 

you?” 

“Yes, I am, I know. Cristina”—she turns to her sister—“stay here, you understand? 

Don’t get married. No children.” 

“I am not planning to get married, don’t worry. Mari, did I tell you about our cousin 

Teresa. She needed to move to her mother’s as well. The father of David and Juan António, 

he went crazy on her.” 

“Oh, I am sorry to hear that . . . ” 

“So, I am not getting married, you see. I have these examples. Doesn’t exactly look 

fun to me,” Cristina laughs.  

“I just don’t know what I’ll do,” Natalia adds then, more quietly.  

“If it was only about me, then I’d leave for the United States, I would risk it. But it’s 

now about the children. I don’t care about myself anymore, I only care about them,” Natalia 

concludes the conversation and leaves the room.  

 

Cristina’s daughter was born in 2016. I was not in Mexico at the time, but she sent 

me pictures. Since the birth of her daughter, she posts a lot more on Facebook—pictures of 

her baby, motivational quotes, cute animals. She seems to be online more often. I have 

asked her cautiously about the father of her child. “He’s okay, Mari, I’ll send you a picture! 

But I don’t have one now,” and then she cut the topic short. But she told me that she’s living 

with him and that she does not work.  

In March 2018, when I was writing this conclusion, it was Cristina’s birthday. I sent 

her a birthday card on Messenger and asked her how the baby was doing.  

“She’s doing great! Look, she’s here with me!” And she sent a picture of her little girl 

near a big package of Coca-Cola cans.  
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“She looks great. And you have a lot of Coca-Cola,” I answer, with a smiley face. 

“Well, I am at work. I work at this shop, near my house, so she’s here with me, 

everyday. I can’t leave her.“ 

“So where do you live now?” I ask. 

“I am back in Progreso, Mari. I am with mamá and the whole family. That is what 

happened.” 

“But you are okay?” 

“Yes. We are all okay. We are the same as ever. Nothing has changed, except I have a 

better phone now, so I can send you better pictures! You should come visit again. It’s been a 

long time since you were here.” 

“„I know. I hope I’ll come this year.“ 

„Whenever, Mari, you’ll find us here, at the same place, just more children. And then 

you can tell us what is happening and what is going on. Because not much going on here. 

Your Facebook is my biggest entertainment, I told Carlos yesterday, look, over there, 

something is happening! But not here. Never.“ 

 

Cristina has ended up in in a very similar place as her sister did, even though she did 

not plan to. She faced the same challenges – violence, poverty, lack of resources – and she 

sought refugee in the same things as her sister did before her, in the family circle, in her 

child and in the Imaginary West mediated to her by encounters in city center and images on 

Facebook and other social media. But it would be too easy to say that “nothing has changed” 

– some things did, starting from the simple fact that we were now having this Facebook 

conversation, which we couldn’t have had 10 years ago.  

The situation that the young indigenous people at San Cristóbal’s suburbs find 

themselves in is not unique. There are millions of other people around the globe who have 

witnessed the same transformation. They can now access digital technologies, communicate 

online and be informed about what happens in distant countries and different societies – 

which has changed how they perceive the world around them, how they think about it, how 

they place themselves in it, but it hasn’t changed much how they really live. It hasn’t 

changed the everyday reality that much, but it has significantly changed their perception of 

it. They are now perhaps more than ever of the effective difference of possible lives as they 

imagine them and available options as they live them.  
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Cristina maybe lives up to the same challenges as her sister did few years before her 

and maybe her mother did a generation ago  - but she lives them in a new context of a world 

seemingly interconnected by digital communication tools. Maybe it has not changed the 

everyday reality yet, but it has left and indelible trace in it – as it has in the everyday realities 

of so many others.  
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