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Interview with Sylvia Marcos 
By Joe Drexler-Dreis 

 
Sylvia Marcos is a scholar committed to indigenous movements throughout the Americas. As 
a university professor and researcher she has proposed a new vision in the field of feminist 
critical epistemology, Mesoamerican religions, and women within indigenous movements, 
while promoting an antihegemonic-feminist practice, theory and hermeneutics. She is the 
author of Taken from the Lips: Gender and Eros in Mesoamerican Religions (Brill, 2006), 
and editor of Women and Indigenous Religions (Praeger, 2010), and Dialogue and 
Difference: Feminisms Challenge Globalization (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). You can follow 
her blog at: http://sylviamarcos.wordpress.com/.  
 
CLT: Could you begin by describing the position out of which you speak from? What 
were key experiences and who were the some of the people who have influenced such a 
perspective? 
 
I have been part of several social and critical movements. I was part of Ivan Illich’s Centro 
Intercultural de Documentación (CIDOC), a proposal of the early 70s with a critical anti-
institutional analysis of Church, School and Medical establishments. It included the 
participation of Franco Basaglia of the Italian Antipsiquiatry Movement, later called 
“Alternatives to Psychiatry”. After being trained as a Clinical Psychologist and working also 
within mental hospitals, I was strongly influenced in theory and practice by Basaglia and 
other participants in this international movement, like Félix Guattari and Michel Foucault, 
who became my mentors and also colleagues and friends. My position today owes a lot to the 
filtering in my own thought of Guattari’s organizational political alternative concepts like 
those developed in his book, Rhizome, and to Foucault’s concepts like the  “Retour de 
Savoir’s”, which inspire, even today, my political theoretical adscriptions to Zapatista women 
and the movement as a whole.  
 
CLT: What is the vision of “liberation” that comes out of the Zapatista struggle? 
 
The foremost category that emerges from the political struggle of Zapatismo is a liberation 
within and with a collectivity, a community. It is not liberation as an individual self. 
Although, within the epistemic background of Mayan peoples, this does not mean that there 
is absolutely no space for individuation. 
 
CLT: Could you describe the way the social movements you have worked with and been 
a part of have conceived of “dignity”? How does the decolonial perspective contribute to 
the way we think about dignity? 
 
I have just come back from participation in a workshop of the Popular University of Social 
Movements and El Taller International at the World Social Forum. Boaventura de Souza 
Santos and Corinne Kumar were its key promoters and organizers. We had a full afternoon in 
collective horizontal reflections on the meanings of Dignity. In the middle of the very bright 
reflections expressed by the chosen participants, the only clear idea I got is that it has to be 
formulated contextually. Dignity does not hang out there independently of race, gender, 
culture, and class. It cannot be attained and understood but through the symbolic cultural 
meanings and heritage of each collectivity. A decolonial perspective helps to ground us on an 
epistemic pluralism that would hopefully allow better contextual understandings of dignity. 
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CLT: In what ways do Zapatista women’s and indigenous Mayan cosmological 
perspectives intercross with the perspectives liberation theologians have taken? In what 
ways do these perspectives challenge liberation theology? 
 
To be brief, and even considering the diversities among liberation theologies, I can say that 
they do not intercross as much as it is often thought. 
 
Feminist theologians like Ivone Gebara and Ada Isasi Diaz have signaled that liberation 
theologies continue to be institutionally patriarchal and misogynist in values.  
On the other side you have Mayan cosmologies that rest on the symbolic ground of a concept 
of feminine and masculine mutually interconnected and interdependent. It is duality as I have 
analyzed it, and it goes much beyond the gender level to be what I call “el dispositivo 
perceptual mesoamericano.” This Mayan perception reaches out and includes concepts of the 
divine. It repeatedly appears in the way Zapatista women’s political and ritual practices are 
done. 
 
CLT: How can spiritualities, and especially ancestral cosmologies, be subversive? Do 
you see peoples’ spiritualities to be contributing to social movements?  
 
I just spoke about this at the World Social Forum. I chose a few epistemic references to 
explain their possibilities for grounding political subversion. It would mean writing a whole 
article to answer this now. So let me just say that when you are grounded in a collective 
identity and on a non-binary gender reference (duality), the whole dynamics of a social 
justice movement creates a ground for dissent and practical dissidence that not only starts but 
also ends in a very different place. 
 
CLT: Recognizing that (Christian) liberation theology adopts much of the religious 
universe imposed during colonialism, how can it, following the indigenous women’s 
movement, contribute to what you describe as the “de-colonial effort”?  
 
I do not think that (Christian) liberation theology, as it is mostly conceived, can contribute to 
a de-colonial effort. 
 
CLT: By and large, Christian theologians have only seriously considered critiques 
coming from within the European tradition (i.e., modern and postmodern critiques), 
while reducing paradigms outside the trajectory of European modernity to pleas for 
human and cultural rights or multiculturalism. In your experience, why is this and what 
will it take to overcome the epistemic priority of western rationalities in theological 
discourses? 
 
I think that this attitude expresses well the “coloniality of power” and the ethnocentrism by 
which all of those Christian philosophers/theologians are still bound. Their rhetoric is of 
“rights” but they seem incapable of recognizing other ways of thinking, other epistemologies, 
other concepts of God. They prefer to leave their “political correctness” at the level of 
accepting “multiculturalism” but not conceiving, in a horizontal relation, the existence of 
epistemic pluralism. 
 


