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ABSTRACT

The thesis will address the issue of the construction and i*ecreation of identities and 

community among people belonging to an Indian-peasant movement, The Union 

of Comuneros "Emiliano Zapata" (the UCEZ) in the western state of Michoacan, 

Mexico. This movement is an important example of an independent rural 

movement in modern Mexico.

Three main subjects are discussed: ethnic identity, gender and the 

construction of community and communal sentiment of belonging. The 

interrelation between people’s identities and their membership in the organisation 

is examined through a consideration of the way they adopt particular identities and 

the degree and nature of their participation in the movement. Reasons and motives 

for participating in such organisation are explored, and the statements given by the 

members of this organisation are shown to illuminate how they conceive their 

participation, appealing not only to instrumental interests as motives to action but 

also alluding to sentiments of ethnic belonging, ancestry, national heroes, and 

historic memory. The analytical perspective adopted indicates that identities are not 

fixed, but fluid and capable of continual reconstruction and redefinition.

Particular emphasis is placed on the variety of terms used by the people 

and those used by others to categorise them. The thesis also discusses the 

inadequacy of simple concerns with ’authenticity’ and an instrumentalist 

perspective, neither of which seems able to explain the organisation’s capacity to 

mobilise or capture the full meaning of UCEZ membership from the point of view 

of the comuneros who belong to it.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis examines the issue o f construction and recreation o f identities 

and community among people belonging to a rural social movement, the Union o f  

Comuneros Emiliano Zapata (UCEZ), in the western state o f Michoacan, México.

The current situation o f rural movements in Mexico has attracted great 

attention during the last 20 years; nonetheless, its ethnic dimension has only 

recently been studied. Generally speaking, there have been two broad tendencies 

in social movement analysis. One has been the political science approach, which 

tends to focus on wider processes, overlooking specific developments. Another 

tendency highlighted by Steve Stem (1987) has been to de-emphasise the ethnic 

dimension in favour of a focus on peasant or class issues. But even where the 

ethnic dimension does not seem to be central, it is necessary to explain why this 

is the case, and the "ethnic dimension" is also theoretically controversial: what, for 

instance, is the significance o f emphasising categories such as ’peasant’ or 

’indigenous’ or ’Indian’ and what do these categories mean, in analytical terms and 

in a given ethnographic or historical context (Cf. Chapter IV).

The context in which "Indian" movements re-emerged was the process of 

decolonisation at the end of the Sixties. By that time, Indian organisations 

flourished throughout Latin America. Consequently, the anthropological discourse 

began to change. Discussion and denunciation focused on issues concerning Indian 

liberation and self-determination, as exemplified by The Declaration o f Barbados 

of 1971, signed, among others, by Guillermo Bonfil, Darcy Ribeiro, Stefano
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Varese, Victor Daniel Bonilla, all of them belonging to the current of "critical 

Latin American anthropologists". Later in 1977, a second meeting was held in 

Barbados, but on that occasion representatives of some Indian organisations were 

present. An ideology of Panindianism began to emerge. In 1981, Guillermo Bonfil 

published a book on the contemporary political thought of the Latin American 

Indians, which provided a detailed account o f Indian organisations in Argentina, 

the Andean region, rain-forest peoples. Central America and Mexico.

Since that decade there has been an increasing awareness o f the 

distinctiveness of that kind of movement and therefore a shift in anthropological 

discourse on Indians and their position in society (as will be summarised in the 

historical section o f this Introduction), The political struggles o f indigenous 

peoples and organisations produced this shift and a wide theoretical reflexion 

among academicians’. The experience of the Miskitu Indians of Nicaragua, which 

posed formidable challenges both at the political and the academic level, 

subsequently further broadened the debate on the political experiences of Indian 

peoples (Cf. Hale, 1994).

My analysis is based mainly on the oral testimony o f local people, and its 

basic data were collected through formal interviews, supplemented by more 

informal conversation, direct observation of formal and informal occasions of 

social interaction during fieldwork, and written propaganda produced by this 

organisation.

Due to the fact that the longstanding assertion by the UCEZ o f the Indian

' Cf. Bonfil (1981,1985,1988); Varese ( 1975,1983); Cardoso de Oliveira ( 1972); Barre, (1985); 
Diaz-Polanco (1985); Mejia Pifieros and Sarmiento Silva (1987); Stavenhagen (1988); Barabas 
(1986); De la Cruz (1986); Bartolomé and Varese (1986); Reyna (1980).
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and Campesino identity of its members appeared to be one of the main features o f 

this rural movement, I decided to carry out my fieldwork on this topic. Yet, I soon 

realised the complexity of the task.

First, the campesinos who belong to the UCEZ are not socially 

homogenous; second, the assumption of identities (i.e ethnic or gender) is fluid and 

a negotiated domain of "facts" and meanings. This poses several dilemmas from 

the point o f view of the styles o f analyses which have been applied to movements 

like the UCEZ in the Mexicanist literature in the past, especially by "committed" 

scholars. But since I am not preoccupied with a search for the ultimate "truth" o f 

the UCEZ, I will concentrate my analysis on revealing the various truths which are 

embodied in its discourse and practice as interpreted by those who participate in 

the movement.

Another crucial feature o f contemporary Mexico which led me to analyse 

this kind of movement was the continuity of a deep historically rooted demand for 

land. Developments since 1991, such as the modifications to Article 27 o f the 

Mexican Constitution to permit the privatisation o f ejido land, the uprising o f The 

Ejército Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional {EZLN) in Chiapas, and the deepest 

political, economic and social crisis since the Mexican Revolution, have renewed 

the discussion o f the whole national development project, including the future o f 

the countryside.

UCEZ has deservedly earned the reputation o f being an important example 

o f an independent rural movement in modem Mexico. Yet, its "independence" and 

"radicalness" should be qualified, and in order to do this I will discuss the nature 

o f UCEZ’s impact on three specific communities which it has organised, its
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contradictory and ambiguous relationships with the state and official 

representatives, its appeal to and reinterpretation of national legislation and its 

subsequent enlargement and reshaping of the classical agrarian demands, and its 

relationships with ’militants’ and ’advisers’ from diverse jpolitical currents.

The analysis of the local processes in my three study communities 

illuminates the complex nature of UCEZ intervention and its concrete results. It 

also demonstrates how UCEZ is itself shaped by those processes.

The Regional Context

Michoacan is a western Mexican state^, encompassing 3, 548, 199 inhabitants^ 

This figure does not, however, take into account another million "Michoacanos" 

that have migrated to main cities of the nation and some USA states. This is 

important, since the long historical tradition of out-migration from this state is a 

reflection of its agrarian problems, and at the same time significant for 

understanding them, since some migrants return to rural communities or maintain 

links with them which can have political significance. Cardenismo, for example, 

had a major participation of migrants in its ranks.

Geographically, Michoacan encompasses a great variety of ecological 

environments, including those associated with thousands of hectares of lakes and 

four thousand volcanoes. More than a single regional formation, Michoacan is in

 ̂ This description is mainly based on Zepeda (1988) and Embriz (1984).

 ̂ Michoacan Perfil Sociodemografico. XI Censo General de Poblacion y Vivienda, 1990. 
INEGI, México 1992.
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reality a mosaic o f regions. Politically and economically, it lacks a hegemonic 

center and a regional project that unites the interests o f the diverse local 

bourgeoisies. It is a parcelled-up space, with different zones controlled by different 

cities: Morelia, Uruapan, Zamora, Zitacuaro, Ciudad Hidalgo, Lazaro Cardenas, 

Apatzingan, La Piedad, Sahuayo-Jiquilpan, Zacapu, Patzcuaro. Although Morelia, 

the state capital, is the largest of these cities, most o f them are in fact linked to 

other poles of development and to centers o f growth which are external to the 

state: Guadalajara, North-American agro-business centres, the ’Bajio’ region of 

Central Mexico, the State of Mexico and the south o f the state o f Colima. The 

complex historical evolution of patterns of settlement and its social, political and 

economic consequences explains this lack of articulation. In the course o f four 

centuries the Purépecha population was pushed into the heart o f the Meseta 

Tarasca. Other ’ethnic groups’ such as the Nahuatl, Otomi and Mazahua in the 

eastern part of Michoacan {municipio o f Zitacuaro) coexisted with the Purépechas. 

Simultaneously, commercial needs encouraged the agricultural exploitation o f the 

northern and central valleys. At the same time mestizo and ranchero populations 

trapped within the mountains were only precariously linked to the nearest city, and 

because o f geographical barriers, the nearest city was seldom Morelia. Guadalajara, 

Guanajuato and the ’Bajio’ or other central cities took on this role.

In the Twenties and Thirties regional agrarian movements emerged under 

the sponsorship of radical state governors first, Francisco Mugica and then, Lazaro 

Cardenas. The agrarian programme of these organisations "went bey ond restoring 

land to ’indigenous’ communities, favouring the redistribution of land to mestizo 

peons on haciendas and thereby implying the break-up of the system of great
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estates." (Gledhill, 1988: 268). Nevertheless, another type of movement illustrated 

the power of the Catholic Church in Michoacan, the Cristiada which drew support 

from different groups: mestizo peones, small holders, and some communal Indians. 

This movement broke out when Calles (then president) decided to close the 

churches. j
During the Thirties, 'Cardenismo' granted land to landless people, and "by 

making the state the effective focal point of class struggles, Cardenismo secured 

significant changes in the structures of social power, albeit by checking the 

expression of genuinely popular power." (Gledhill, 1991:67) The Cardenas period 

was the most important historically because it established the first effective 

national state in Mexico's history. At the end of the Forties, peasants who had 

benefited from the cardenista land reform mostly continued to be in possession of 

their land. But in fewer t h ^  fifteen years, a new rural bourgeoisie, much of it 

settled in the core cities of the region, had achieved the control of ejidal 

production, mostly through rental and neolatifundism. This process encouraged 

growth of the cities and subordination of their rural surroundings. Subordination 

entailed low incomes, migration processes and semiproletarianisation.

More recent processes of modernisation have accentuated this phenomenon. 

Furthermore, the regional contrasts and inequalities tend to become sharper when 

lines of ethnic differences are taken into account. Lakes and mountains are Indian 

zones par excellence, occupied by Purépechas in the Meseta Tarasca, and by 

Mazahua and Otomie^ in the eastern hills bordering the state of Mexico.

Zepeda (1988) has argued that even though the ethnic differences shape 

social processes, the Indian component in regional agrarian structure must not be
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exaggerated: Michoacan is not the Meseta Tarasca, and wide zones of the state 

such as the Ciénega de Chapala, the Michoacan Bajios, and the Cuenca of 

Tepalcatepec are mestizo regions, with few or no cultural features o f indigenous 

groups. In such zones, he contends, forms of social organisation, political 

brokerage and relations with the State are different, so that the political system of 

Michoacan is a fragmented reality, divided into specific regional spaces 

characterised not only by a distinctive economic and social organisation, but by 

different political cultures and particular ways of understanding and exerting 

power.

The development of entrepreneurial agriculture is explained through the 

intensive use o f land, water, labour force and capital. Yet despite the proliferation 

of strawberry, melon, avocado and other crops oriented towards the North- 

American market, the main ’product’ o f exportation continues to be the "bracero" 

(migrant worker-wetback).

Although Michoacan is a complex regional entity, it is also necessary to 

recognise that recent events there have been heavily influenced by national 

developments, in particular by the national controversy around fraud in the 1988 

national presidential elections when the opposition candidate was Cuauhtemoc 

Cardenas, son o f the radical president o f the Thirties. Although the Partido de la 

Revolucion Democrdtica PRD (the principal political party alternative in 

Michoacan) has subsequently failed to capitalise on the advantages it secured from 

the events o f 1988, due to its own internal factional struggles and to the "practical 

difficulties it faced in consolidating itself under Salinas" (Gledhill, 1995: 76), a 

continuous crisis has beset the state government, reflected in the replacement o f
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a supposedly sucessflil PRI govematorial candidate by an interim governor and 

social unrest has persisted. In 1992, the official party (PRI) recovered the control 

o f the state, but not without controversies, as is documented by Gledhill. Citing 

Guia an independent regional newspaper, he states "that the unusual lack o f voter 

interest in the December 1992 municipal election in Michoacan contrasted with the 

frenetic activity of electoral "carrousels" o f voters trucked to polling stations by 

the PRI." (ibid: 49). The suborning o f votes through the use o f the resources of 

federal and state governments (including funds allocated to social welfare 

programmes such as Solidaridad, Vivienda Digna and Ninos en Solidaridad) 

remains a prominent element in Michoacan’s style o f doing politics. As I will 

show, this has significant implications for the activities o f social movements like 

the UCEZ, as well as for the political parties o f the opposition

The T hree Study Com m unities

The choice o f the three case-study communities analysed in this thesis was based 

on an extensive bibliographical review and brief periods o f pilot study fieldwork 

in 1987 and 1989, which enabled me to evaluate a number of alternative possible 

sites.

I decided to choose different "types" o f communities. First, I looked for a 

community which possessed a history o f combative behaviour vis-a-vis the 

’outside’- the State and other agents belonging to the larger region or national 

society-, with an emphasis on both the past and present in its specific "ethnic" 

identity. This is the case o f Zirahuén. Second, I looked for a community which
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illustrated the involvement of UCEZ in pueblos which do not now have and have 

never had the legal status of comunidad indigena (as an agrarian and/or an Indian 

village). This is the case in Ixtaro, a mestizo ranch within an old hacienda (landed 

estate). Finally, I wanted to examine the role of the UCEZ in another type of 

urban community with the social characteristics of the urban colonias populares 

(popular residential districts), the classic type of comunidad de hecho in UCEZ 

terminology. This is the case of the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata.

The three comunities are located in the southeastern municipality of 

Salvador Escalante. Zirahuén is located 22 km northeast of Santa Clara del Cobre 

(the municipal capital or head town), with a population of 2134 inhabitants (local 

census 1993); Ixtaro is located 20 km southeast of Santa Clara del Cobre, with a 

population of 2483 (local census including some ranches, 1993). The Colonia 

Comunal Emiliano Zapata is located 2 kilometers north of the center of Santa 

Clara del Cobre, and contains 178 heads of family and around 2000 inhabitants.

My study does not assume that my sample of communities is 

"representative" of the entire base of the UCEZ. Yet it does offer considerable 

insight into the specific problems of different parts of the UCEZ’s heterogeneous 

social base and also illustrates how this type of movement, despite being novel 

because of the particular way it combines past concerns with contemporary issues 

and discourses, nevertheless displays some historical continuity with earlier 

movements, and also has some features in common with recent rural social 

movements elsewhere in Mexico, notably the Ejército Zapatista de Liberacion 

Nacional in the southern state of Chiapas. Similar concerns on agrarian issues and 

shared critiques of the Article 27 reform and NAFTA (North American Free Trade
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Agreement) are characteristic o f both movements.

One of the goals o f my analysis is to demonstrate how the UCEZ both fits 

into broader historical developments in the past and present and at the same time 

has certain unique and specific characteristics which differentiate it from other 

movements.

The Main Personages

Throughout the thesis, some names will frequently appear:

Efrén Capiz, the leader o f the UCEZ.

Marcos Paz, leader o f the Comunidad Indigena of Zirahuén.

Alfredo R, leader o f the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata.

Luis Torres, leader o f the Comunidad Indigena of Ixtaro.

Historical Background

Indian-peasant movements'^ have played an important role in various regions o f 

Mexico during the last 20 years. Indeed, their presence has a much longer history 

and has always been o f outstanding importance in rural areas; nonetheless, as I 

noted earlier, the ethnic and, for that matter, also the gender dimensions of rural 

militancy have only recently become a focus o f study. This reflects the fact that 

the ’ethnic’ dimension o f agrarian struggles has tended to be submerged in the past

The use of this term acknowledges the pitfalls of scholarly positions which dismissed the 
"ethnic" quality of peasant movements.
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by the weight of agrarian demands and the fact that indigenous communities 

tended to act along with other ’non-indigenous’ groups. This has made it difficult 

to categorise a movement or a rebellion solely as Indian, even though there have 

been periods where this level o f Indian participation has been overwhelming. 

Furthermore, rural uprisings in Mexico since the 19th century have also had a 

special character because of their close links with national revolutions and broader 

multi-class political projects, such as National Independence, Liberalism, 

Conservatism, etc. (Katz, 1988; Mallon,1995).

Indians were at the centre of local revolts both in the Colonial period and 

in the nineteenth century. They also played a major role in the large-scale uprising 

which followed the collapse o f the regime of Porfirio Diaz in the early 20th 

century. But their specific role was generally obscured by the fact that Indian 

uprisings were components of broader movements. In the Colonial period, Indian 

rebellions tended to be local and related mostly to issues o f taxation, 

repartimientos de mercancîas and other abuses by colonial officials {corregidores), 

and to the issue o f community religious autonomy, rather than to agrarian issues. 

Thus, during the nineteenth century, a major change occurred as land became the 

primary focus o f many revolts. Nevertheless, agrarian conflicts remained entangled 

in broader processes o f political conflict. Among the major factors which shaped 

developments were, for example, the struggles of liberal and conservative elites for 

control o f the state, and outside agression (the wars against the U.S. A and France). 

Later in the century (from 1884 to 1910), there was extremely rapid economic 

growth and the development of a stronger, more centralised Mexican state. At the 

beginning of the 19th century the relationships between peasants and state were
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overshadowed due to the state’s instability, weakness and inability to grant 

peasants the type o f protection afforded by colonial authorities. Yet, a broad 

pattern emerged: the South continued to be as belligérant as always and the 

relations between hacendados and free villages were much more antagonistic than 

those in the North. Class differences tended to coincide with ethnic differences, 

since the majority o f hacendados were whites or mestizos, and the majority of 

peasants were Indians. By the end of the nineteenth century the emphasis o f the 

struggles o f indigenous peoples was strongly placed on land; Yucatan, Chiapas and 

Sonora continued to be major areas o f land conflict. Taylor (1988) identified fifty 

five rebellions nationally before 1885. Land was the primary issue in 34 rebellions, 

compared with the Colonial period where only 30 out o f 142 rebellions identified 

were linked to the land issue. As Katz (1988) has shown, the majority of 

nineteenth century revolts involved several villages, and frequently thousands of 

men. Outsiders, generally non-peasants, played a very important role in fomenting 

revolts, and were involved in 21 out o f the 55 revolts. A central role was played 

by the national State, which did not impose the same kind o f restraint on 

hacendados as the Spanish colonial state had done. On the contrary, liberal 

reformers issued laws that inevitably led to the expropriation o f peasant lands. One 

of these laws, the Ley Lerdo, had as a main aim to make land ownership illegal 

by village communities and other "corporations" such as the church, and required 

them to sell their land. Theoretically, community members had the option to buy 

it, but "often the land was immediately sold to outsiders, since most peasants 

simply did not have the money. Those who did acquire land were easily forced to 

sell it by corrupt local officials, wealthy peasants to whom they owed money, or
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neighboring hacendados" (Katz, 1988: 534). Katz’s analysis does not, however, 

suggest that rebellions based on land were more frequent after 1856 (the date when 

this Law was approved). According to his data on 34 rebellions where land 

constituted the central problem, sixteen occurred before 1856. Despite Katz’s 

caution about easy conclusions, other researchers in particular regions have, 

however, found a direct relationship between the creation and application of the 

Ley Lerdo and other subsequent laws and Indian peasant revolts (Cf. Garcia Mora, 

1981). Nevertheless, in spite of this shift to struggles over land, it is o f paramount 

importance to continue to bear in mind that other issues also came into play; 

revolution -as Tutino (1986) emphasizes^ was not exclusively agrarian in motive, 

since religious and political autonomy, were also among the central concerns for 

indigenous communities (Cf. Rus, 1983; Tutino, 1986; Reyna, 1988; Hu-Dehart, 

1984).

Yet despite these provisos, the nineteenth century does still represent a 

watershed, since it was in this period that liberal regimes dispossessed Indians 

from their lands. Despite its high social diversity and the general absence o f the 

’pan-ethnic’ identities which have emerged in modem contexts, Indian struggle 

was based on a remarkable ethnic response to the State’s project o f 

"modernisation" (Katz, 1988; Taylor, 1988). One case of rebellion which illustrates 

this principle is that documented by Tutino (1986) and Reyna (1988) in the Sierra 

Gorda (northeast o f the Bajio, Guanajuato) where since the end o f the sixteenth 

century Fames and Jonaces nomadic Indians had found refuge. This bastion 

remained uncolonised by Spaniards until the middle of the eighteenth century and 

the Indians o f the Sierra Gorda were ready to fight Spanish encroachment when
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it finally came towards the end o f the Colonial era. The Sierra Gorda became a 

bastion for agrarian rebels during the years after 1810. Even after Hidalgo’s defeat 

in 1811, the inhabitants o f the Sierra continued attacking haciendas whether they 

were owned by Spaniards or Mexicans, taking livestock as well as crops. Agrarian 

rebels controlled the Sierra Gorda until 1816. In the Northwest, the Yaquis had 

received information about Father Hidalgo’s popular revolt in the Bajio. But as 

Hu-DeHart (1984) has argued, they wanted no part in the new political entity, but 

wanted Mexicans to stay out o f their affairs and out o f their territory. Most o f all, 

they demanded absolute and sole ownership of their ex-mission land, insisting that 

the Yaqui territory belonged communally, as one piece, to all the Yaqui people. 

By 1825 the Yaqui rebellion against Mexicanisation started. Some officials 

interpreted the rebellion as essentially a race war while totally ignoring the issue 

of land. The Yaquis had already presented their own conditions for peace: that all 

troops retreat from the Yaqui river, that the non-Yaqui families who had fled from 

Yaqui territory during the rebellion not return, and that the Yaqui people be 

recognised as the sole and absolute owner o f land in their area. Furthermore, they 

demanded their release from the privileges and obligations o f citizenship in the 

Mexican state.

The subsequent process o f land concentration in a few hands laid the basis 

for the 1910 agrarian revolution. The 1910 Mexican revolution is a highly complex 

phenomenon which has subsequently been explained through different and 

controversial viewpoints. For my purposes, however, the historical significance of 

Zapatismo is central. The Zapatista Plan de Ayala (November 28th 1911) stated 

the main goal o f the revolution for the peasantry of Morelos: to achieve agrarian
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reform through the restitution o f lands. Zapatism, however, had wider scope as a 

social movement. Its proposals included a broader vision o f social, juridical and 

political reform and these were mainly for social reform and served as a model for 

the whole nation. (Cf. Warman,1988; Knight, 1986a; Katz, 1988; Womack, 1969).

The Agrarian Movement in Mexico, 1979-1995

During the Eighties the reparto (distribution) o f land lost importance as 

governments increasingly focused rhetorically on a model o f ’modernisation’ based 

on development o f the productive capabilities o f existing ejidos, and in practice 

presided over a mounting decay o f the ’social sector’. This might be seen as the 

culmination of a much longer-term evolution of agrarian policy since the Cardenas 

period. The defence of the new ’latifundista’ interest which had developed in the 

countryside had provoked the government into einnouncing the end of the reparto 

agrario on several occasions prior to 1991: since 1945, the emphasis had been 

placed on distributing new land, mainly in zones of colonisation and the theme o f 

the ’end o f the reparto' was reemphasised by Lopez Portillo following the brief 

spell o f new expropriations in the North and the Huasteca by Echeverria in the 

first half o f the 1970s.

The argument in favour o f taking away state financial and technical support 

for ejidal production has been based on the system’s allegedly low output. Under 

this pretext, the new myth of the ’productivist’ phase o f the Agrarian Reform has 

been constructed. This productivist preoccupation has, however, disguised a 

governmental favouritism towards national and transnational capital. Communal
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and ejidal production have rarely had real support for increasing productivity 

(Flores-Lua, Pare and Sarmiento,1988).

Production issues have, however, also been important for some independent 

peasant organisations. Between 1975 and 1982 new and important peasant 

organisations such as the Coalicion de Ejidos Colectivos de los Valles del Yaqui 

y  del Mayo (CECVYM) developed in the northern state o f Sonora in the aftermath 

o f the Echeverria expropriations. Once they got land, they began a new struggle, 

the struggle for better conditions for production and marketing. This organisation 

was the product o f both a long struggle for land and a conjuncture in which state 

controlled mass organisations had reached a point o f paralysis in the face o f the 

trauma o f the most important land expropriation since the epoch o f Cardenas. As 

a background for these new events, Schryer’s analysis o f the Huasteca explains 

how president Luis Echeverria

reactivated agrarianism on a national level, using much the same rhetoric 
as Cardenas in the thirties. This time, however, it was the rancheros whose 
properties were under attack, and they therefore opposed any attempts by 
the central or state government to carry out a policy of land reform and 
rural development. To overcome this opposition, the state had to mobilize 
new groups o f militant peasants in a region that was ripe for an open 
rebellion. (1990: 194)

The case discussed by Schryer illustrates the complexities and the 

discrepancy between "a radical national policy" and cacical local power structures. 

His study also highlights the significance of the ’ethnic issue’ in the Huasteca, 

where Nahua peasants and bilingual teachers (recruited from Indian villages and 

especially trained by a separate educational institution designed for indigenous 

groups) took direct possession o f the land. Schryer describes how after a deadly
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confrontation between agrarian peasants from Pepeyocatitla and the state police, 

one o f the peasant leaders, Nabor Herrera

who had already traveled outside o f the region and spoke Spanish, 
subsequently met Primitivo Garcia Zapata, a CAM [Consejo Agreirio 
Mexicano] official who arranged for a delegation from Pepeyocatitla to 
meet with Luis Echeverria. What he heard about Pepeyocatitla was only 
one of several excuses needed by Echeverria to force the resignation o f the 
governor of Hidalgo three years later. Sanchez Vite, a former teacher from 
the highland town of Molango, had built his own political empire in the 
state o f Hidalgo. This modem cacicazgo on the state level stood in the way 
of the effective implementation of national policy; under his regime, 
landowning ranchers still ruled such municipios as Yahualica and continued 
to obstruct any attempt to transfer additional land to the peasants, 
(ibid: 196).

The agrarian crisis o f the years o f the presidency of Echeverria reflected 

the culmination of various tendencies: the agricultural crisis manifested in 

declining national production o f basic grains and the need to recreate government 

corporatist alliances with traditional co-opted rural organisations such as the 

Cqnfederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC), the Union General de Obreros y  

Campesinos de México-Jacinto Lopez (UGOCEM), Consejo Agrario Mexicano 

(CAM) and the Confederacion Campesina Independiente (CCI). Peasant 

movements (even those that took place under the auspices o f CNC, the peasant 

central which was most strongly controlled by the state) had a dynamic o f their 

own which tended to override what their leaders proposed, a fact which alarmed 

both the bourgeoisie and the State. Until the Seventies, agrarian demands had been 

desarticulated due to the red-tape o f agrarian procedures and through repression o f 

the groups that sporadically seized land by direct action. Drought and the fall o f 

cotton prices contributed to grooving unemployment for day labourers (jornaleros)
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in Sonora. Thus, the only alternative left was that of obtaining land, which had 

been demanded in many cases since the fifties. Towards 1975, land invasion and 

forcible removal grew. Antagonism between rural entrepreneurs and the 

government become pronounced. In November 1976, 37 666 hectares o f irrigated 

land and 61 555 hectares o f pasture and rain-fed land were expropriated. The 

process o f reparto was directed by the Ministry o f Agrarian Reform with army 

support. Afterwards, a strong campaign of protest by the large capitalist interests 

was carried out throughout the country, but from this act o f state-sponsored 

expropriation, organisations such as the CECVYM began the process o f peasant 

appropriation, as Gordillo (1988) has named it. Created with thirty ejidos, the 

organisation promoted periodical meetings o f ejidal representatives. The issues 

under discussion were not only the defence of land already parcelled out by the 

state, but also the incompleteness o f the distribution (by law the plots should have 

been 10 hectares and not 5 as was delivered), scarcity o f water for irrigation, and 

the mismanagement and manoeuvres o f ’Banrural’, the official credit bank, as well 

as those of the peasant centrals such as the CNC and the CCI; later they began to 

discuss the problem o f insurance of credit received from ’BanruraT against crop 

losses and created a common fund into which all member ejidos contributed. After 

that the Coalition saw the need to gain greater financial independence through the 

establishment o f its own credit union. At the same time it set up its own marketing 

commission.

This experience of regional peasant militancy is relevant to explaining the 

shift to a ’productivist’ model within the peasant movement as a whole and it 

encouraged the emergence o f broader national umbrella organisations, such as the
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Union Nacional de Organizaciones Régionales Campesinas Autonomas 

(UNORCA). The formation (1984) of the latter underlined the weakness o f other 

independent regional organisations as far as articulating demands other than those 

related to land reform was concerned, a problem which was especially evident in 

the case of the Confederacion Nacional Plan de Ayala, o f which UCEZ was a 

member until 1985. The CNPA was formed in 1979. Its social composition was 

made up o f comuneros, poor peasants, land claimants and agricultural workers, and 

the most important issues for CNPA

have been the defence of the lands and natural resources o f indigenous 
groups and the implementation of agrarian reform. It has also fought for 
recognition o f rural unions and the defence of indigenous cultures. In more 
recent years it has given attention to new issues which had been neglected, 
including the need to improve peasant production through greater access to 
credit and increased control over marketing. Although its original slogan 
of ’To-day we struggle for land, tomorrow for power’ suggests that CNPA 
was not solely limited to sectoral interests, its main concern has always 
been with achieving solutions to the concrete problem o f landlessness. By 
engaging in such struggles its member organisations necessarily confronted 
power relations but they did not propose a global strategy for the political 
transformation o f Mexico. In this respect, CNPA maintained autonomy 
from all political parties... (Harvey, 1990: 15)

UNORCA consists of a network of autonomous peasant organisations. Its 

orientation has been firmly social and not political in the past, although this has 

been changing in recent times. Its aim is to struggle for the social and economic 

development o f the ejidos in the regions it operates, and its political alliances are 

similarly limited to the peasant sector. Its position is different from the anti-party 

stance o f CNPA, since it does not explicitly criticise party affiliation. The political 

strategy o f UNORCA reflects the changes o f recent decades. Rather than confront
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the State with an intransigent position, UNORCA has emphasised the need to use 

the State as far as possible to the advantage o f its members. The predominance of 

economic over political concerns can be interpreted as a response to the effects of 

the crisis in the countryside (Harvey, 1990). Immediate problems o f production 

and marketing became the priority. Thus the government has redefined its new 

subjects o f support and at the same time created possible new forms of dependency 

and clientelism. UNORCA, however, has recently criticised the model o f agrarian 

development supported by the state as exclusionary because it only considers 

criteria o f efficiency and economic productivity. Opposition to the official model 

for agricultural development has been further strengthened during the Nineties by 

the emergence o f new organisations such as "EZ Barzon" around the issue of 

farmers’ debts to the private sector banks. Although the barzonista movement was 

originally based on private property owners, the debt problems smaller private 

sector farmers experienced were shared by ejidatarios unable to repay their loans 

to Banrural, and it has now become a very broad movement in social terms.

Structure of the Thesis

The thesis is divided into three sections and is composed o f an introduction, five 

further substantive chapters and a synthetic conclusion which draws together the 

wider lessons to be learned from my case study. In chapter II, which forms the 

remainder o f this first section o f background material, I focus on UCEZ history, 

through a discussion based on fieldwork materials, propaganda and previous 

published academic analysis of the UCEZ, put the movement into its wider
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national context, and compare and contrast it with some other contemporary rural 

social movements in Mexico. In chapter III, which forms part two of the thesis, 

I examine in ethnographic depth the internal and external dimensions o f conflict 

in three communities which have been organised by UCEZ in ethnographic depth 

and compare the similarities and differences between my three case studies. Part 

Three is dedicated to a more thematic analysis. In chapter IV, I discuss the 

significance o f ethnic identity for the members of these three communities. In 

chapter V, I describe how women form the core of UCEZ organised communities 

and the significance of social movement participation for gender relations. In 

chapter VI, I discuss the importance o f community in people’s experience through 

their different discourses and evaluate the significance of the UCEZ project as an 

attempt to rebuild community in the face o f devastating social change.
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CHAPTER II

THE UNION OF COMUNEROS EMILIANO ZAPATA 
(UCEZ): LAND AND ZAPATISM

"La Unidad nos da fuerza, acordamos que 
la unidad contemplaria très aspectos: 
Ayuda mutua, Colaboracion mutua y  
Respeto mutuo."^

This chapter attempts to reconstruct UCEZ history, bringing together fieldwork 

materials and propaganda produced by the organisation itself. What follows is also 

a review of the analyses offered by several authors who have previously written 

on the UCEZ. Several key analytical issues raised by these works also tend to 

occur and recur in my own argument.

This organisation could be defined as belonging to the traditional historical 

tendency in the agrarian movement, centred on land issues. Mexican agrarian 

movements are rooted in what Knight has defined as "continuity o f protest"^. 

Knight adds, however, that "Each village riot is distinct; each land invasion or

® La Comunidad 1:4

® According to Knight, the reasons for this continuity are various and complex: "First, traditions 
o f  protest were maintained by myth, legend, and symbol, passed down in the form o f stories, 
ballads and family memories from generation to generation. Ethnic identity clearly helped in the 
maintenance of such traditions in Juchitân and in the Yaqui Valley. So, too, did formal political 
movements, such as Cardenismo. The enthusiasm for cardenismo evident in the Laguna or 
Michoacân, expressed by a population largely too young to have known Cârdenas’s presidency, or 
even his administration of the TepalcatepecPlan, attests to the durability o f such political traditions. 
In the specific case o f Michoacân, communal traditions o f agrarian protest (and o f clerical 
conservatism) run deep, and would repay further ’microhistorical investigation’." (1992: 91-92)
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syndical insurgency has its own particular character and cause" (ibid:91). He 

therefore questions whether it is legitimate to homogenize such phenomena, but 

nevertheless argues that a qualified notion o f continuity is tenable:

Were the Morelos land seizures prior to the 1910 revolution substantially 
similar to those that characterised the early 1930s (and influenced 
cardenismo), or those in the northwest in the early 1970s, paving the way 
for Echeverria’s dramatic reparto?. In each case, land was seized by land- 
hungry campesinos and we are therefore entitled, I think, to see these 
phenomena as part o f an enduring tradition, itself the product o f secular 
conditions o f land hunger and latifundismo. In other ways, they reflect 
basic and durable structural features o f Mexican society. We could also 
tease out particular continuities, o f the kind already mentioned: the historic 
rebelliousness o f Morelos, which produced Zapata in the 1910 and 
Jaramillo in the 1940s; the key contribution o f the Yaqui Valley to Sonoran 
agrarian protest in the 1910, 1930s and 1970s. In Michoacân not only is the 
most powerful recent peasant (and strongly Indian) movement the Emiliano 
Zapata Union of Communal landowners; in addition, a gang o f guardias 
blancas operates in the coastal sierra under the conspicuous name of 
’Porfirio Diaz’.(ibid: 91)

Zapatism constitutes a driving source o f political inspiration for UCEZ. For 

our purposes, the historical significance of Zapatism is central. The Plan de Ayala  

(November 28th 1911) stated the main goal o f the revolution for the peasantry o f 

Morelos: achieve agrarian reform through the restitution of lands. But it is also 

important to realise the greater scope that Zapatism had as a social movement; its 

political program included, among other things, the recognition of the need for a 

revolutionary government that supported popular claims and the necessity o f 

alliance with the urban workers. Zapata made proposals regarding individual 

guarantees, municipal liberties, relations between local, state and national 

government, and labor relations, as well as agrarian reform. In fact, the proposals
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of Zapatism^ were mainly for social reform, and as Warman (1988) argued, those 

proposals were a model for the whole nation, though they were radically different 

from those of the centralising, national state-building caudillos who eventually 

emerged victorious from the Revolution.

The agrarian community, democratically organised, was conceived o f not 

only as the corporate proprietor o f the land, but also as the basic political unit*. 

"The result was the Zapatist stress on the free municipality, autonomous and with 

its own resources, as the central political entity" (Warman, 1988: 327). These ideas 

had great repercusions throughout the country, and Michoacân was no exception. 

There, the promises of the leaders of the revolution o f 1910 were betrayed. As a 

consequence, agrarianism grew, and the inefficiency o f the bureaucratic procedures 

and landlord repression made possible the organisation o f the agrarian communities 

in unions. In the Ciénega of Zacapu, the surroundings o f Morelia and in the zone 

of the Lake of Patzcuaro peasant unions were created which would later become 

the founding members of the "Liga de Comunidades y  Sindicatos Agraristas del 

Estado de Michoacân", sponsored by the radical governor Mugica. For the leaders 

of the "Liga", the agrarian struggle was only part o f a wider struggle for the 

construction o f socialism which included transformation o f production, distribution, 

and education systems, through a struggle which would include both urban and 

rural workers as well as land beneficiaries (Embriz and Leon, 1982).

Agrarianism in Michoacân was widely extended during the decades o f the

 ̂ See Knight (1980,1986a, 1986b) for a fine study o f Zapatismo and Mexican Revolution.

* Cf. also Mallon (1995) on 19th Century ’popular liberalism’ among indigenous communities 
o f the Sierra Norte de Puebla.
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Twenties and Thirties, but as the works o f various students o f regional history 

show, it is necessary to recognise that earlier agrarian struggles in Michoacân 

already had a long history before their period.

Castro Gutierrez (1990), for example, offers a historical account o f popular 

moevements in Michoacân for 1766-1767. He argues that increasing land 

deprivation was the main source of peasant outrage and describes the participation 

o f the clases peligrosas (dangerous classes) such as the mulattos o f Tierra Caliente 

and the Indians o f Pâtzcuaro in the uprisings. Sânchez Diaz (1981) has studied the 

case of Coalcomân and Churumuco in Tierra Caliente, where comuneros resisted 

the legal reform o f 1851 which stipulated the division o f their lands. Ochoa (1989) 

offers a detailed account o f the struggle o f the peasants o f Atacheo against the 

hacendados o f Zamora. He also provides us with a fine portrait o f Miguel de la 

Trinidad Regalado, himself bom in Atacheo, the creator o f the Sociedad 

Uniflcadora de la Raza Indigena (Society for the Unification of the Indigenous 

Race) in 1912. This society had as a main aim the recovery o f land and the 

takeover o f power^. Garcia Mora (1981) analyses the agrarianist movement in 

Charapan in the Sierra Purépecha from the beginning o f the Mexican Revolution 

until the Seventies. In this sense and according to Gledhill (1988:266) "UCEZ is 

heir to a long tradition o f building regional agrarian movements in Michoacân"

 ̂ Cf. also Sotelo (1975) for more information on Miguel de la Trinidad Regalado.

Nevertheless, according to Gledhill: "Historically the Mexican state o f Michoacân presents 
the paradox of having nurtured some of the most ’radical’ and ’conservative’ tendencies in Mexican 
history. Its sons include the leaders o f the Insurgency, Fathers Hidalgo and Morelos, the most 
Jacobin o f the 19th century liberals. Me Ichor Ocampo, and 20th century radicals like Francisco 
Mugica and Lâzaro Cârdenas. Its university, a colonial foundation, has served as a centre for the 
diffusion of socially critical ideas throughout its long history. At the same time, parts o f Michoacân 
are celebrated as the bastions o f the most fanatical and conservative Catholicism. The state 
produced 12 000 armed volunteers for the rebellion o f the Cristeros against the post-revolutionary
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The contemporary significance of Zapata is clear in my informants’ 

accounts. Although some identified their colonia’s name (the case of Colonia 

Comunal Emiliano Zapata) as being given by the UCEZ, others clearly identified 

the figure o f Zapata: "it was him who struggled for the land and defended people’s 

rights and because o f that they put that name." Or: "E. Zapata is the one who 

struggled to obtain land and liberty, before it belonged to pur os patrones." 

Although some focused on personal intervention of the UCEZ leader, Efrén Capiz 

—"Our colonia is called Emiliano Zapata because Capiz said that was the name we 

had to call it" or "Capiz said that E. Zapata was an appropriate name because he 

struggled very much for lands"— others quite explicitly presented Capiz as an heir 

o f Zapata: "before that man (referring to Lie Capiz), E. Zapata always struggled 

for the lands, for the poor people’s well-being, for the revolution."

In another description, Zapata is identified as an Indian: "He was the Indian 

who fought for land. Emiliano Zapata would tell us to take it away from those 

who had it, so that we might have it." Others described the UCEZ as a 

continuation o f those times when "Pancho Villa fought along with Emiliano 

Zapata" or "The name is because UCEZ is doing the same that E. Zapata did, to 

struggle for land, because he struggled that way. He defended his people. He did 

not struggle for himself but for all the people, he struggled without selfishness". 

Zapata is not seen as a caudillo in these statements, in contrast to his common 

representation as a charro (Cf. Lomnitz-Adler: 1992).

Similar accounts o f the significance o f Zapatismo and Cardenismo are

state in the period 1926-1929 (Meyer, 1976,p.85). The Cristiada smouldered on in Michoacân for 
some time after it had been extinguished elsewhere and many Cristero sympathisers, plus new 
recruits, aligned themselves with the cause o f sinarquism in the 1940s." (1988: 262-3)
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recorded for Oaxaca by Stephen:

Mario Gonzales o f El Tule, age 92, recalls when Lâzaro Cardenas came to 
visit his community. He spoke passionately about Cardenas’ relationship to 
Zapata. In the description, Zapata takes on a Christ-like image. ’When 
Cardenas came here, he fed us. His servants brought us food there below 
the Tule tree as he spoke to us. We were "puros indios" then. We didn’t 
speak Spanish, only Zapotec. We were all really poor. We wore white 
cotton pants and didn’t have any shoes. All we had were little cane houses 
that could just blow over in the wind. I worked at the Rosario hacienda. 
Pure physical labor, that’s what I did. All day long. When Cardenas came 
here he said, "Down with the rich and up with the poor." He was with 
Emiliano Zapata. He and Zapata were for the poor people. Zapata was the 
one who had the idea about taking land away from the hacendados. Zapata 
suffered for us. He gave his blood so that the campesinos would have some 
land to work." (1994: 18)

UCEZ, A b rie f history

In addition to farm land, other natural resources are also a central issue for the 

movement: woods, lakes, mountains, communal pastures. But preservation of 

culture, language and traditions are also heavily emphasised in its discourse and 

actions. During public meetings Tarascan dances and songs are performed. In its 

own declarations, UCEZ has claimed that "its members utilise ’culture’ as a 

weapon for struggle".

UCEZ was created as a formal organisation in Tingambato in 1979. Its 

creation could be characterised in a preliminary way as a "reactive" response to 

great repression and the unanswered land demands of some communities in 

Michoacân. Zepeda (1986: 324) argued that four years after its foundation (1983), 

the UCEZ was the second most important peasant organisation within Michoacân, 

after the CNC (the official peasant central), articulating the demands of near to 150 

comunidades and ejidos, albeit with very different levels o f intensity. It is a
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founding member o f the Coordinadora Nacional del Plan de Ayala (CNPA), a 

national umbrella organization for "independent" peasant movements, with a strong 

agrarian orientation and predominately/indigenous’ membership. It was also the 

peasant organisation with the greatest capacity for resolving agrarian disputes", 

and represented the "most important independent movement in Michoacân"".

In addition, Zepeda suggests that it could be said that UCEZ models itself 

on comunidades indigenas. Presumably UCEZ tries to recover their collective 

forms of decision-making and working; it stresses the importance o f the assembly 

as a decision-making organ. This orientation does not derive simply from the 

specific weight comunidades indigenas have had within UCEZ, but also reflects 

the organization’s leadership’s particular ideological conception o f a struggle based 

on communal forms. This project conceives o f recovery and updating of communal 

practices as being forms o f defence and reproduction against the transformative

' ' In this respect, Gledhill pointed out: "But what makes it possible for the UCEZ to actually 
secure land for its adherents is, of course, that it exists in the Mexico o f the Institutional 
Revolution: the legal framework for agrarian reform is still enshrined in national legislation, even 
if the Mexican state has become extremely adept at fi-ustrating its exploitation" (1988: 264). It has 
to be said, however, that the legal framework for agrarian reform has now been radically changed, 
and I discuss in more detail the implications o f this on Chapter VI. Subsequent events, such as the 
Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas at the beginning o f 1994, and its challenge to the Article 27 reform, 
now echoed by other peasant organisations, have renewed the discussion on land reform and the 
agrarian future o f the whole country.

Vâzquez has, however, challenged what he describes as the "simplistic typology": 
"Independent Indian movement" and "Official Indian movement" (1992: 199). See also Bâez(1985) 
for a detailed analysis o f an "official" sponsored Indian organisation. Special kinds o f organisations 
were created with the state’s patronage, granting them legitimate representation and leadership. One 
o f these was the National Council of Indian Peoples (Consejo Nacional de Pueblos Indigenas, 
CNPI) which in spite o f its controversial origin has undergone interesting developments which were 
not always in agreement with the state. Baez contends that in those communities or ethnic groups 
where traditional structures o f power play a central role, CNPI does not achieve effective control 
over mobilization and political management. Furthermore, there are some cases o f complete 
rejection of its intervention, i.e. the Yaquis and Kikapues.In other situations CNPI functions as a 
broker with the regional and national political apparatus, whilst autochtonous hierarchies remain 
in charge o f the internal political affairs o f the groups concerned, i.e. Cora, Huichol and 
Tepehuano.
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power o f capitalism. Stress on the importance of communal practices has been 

inculcated through political education work, although such work has in practice 

been carried out in an informal and not very systematic way. The organisation 

published a bulletin‘d. A school o f comuneros was created, where different 

activities were organised, such as oratory courses (titled "Oratorio del Pueblo"^^), 

and legal training.

In spite o f the fact that ejidos have been prominent in the core o f UCEZ 

base communities, one o f the organisation’s main premises is that the form of 

ejidal appropriation through individual plots discourages solidarity, whereas 

communal practices educate people to collaborate and to mobilise on the basis o f 

mutual support. Moreover, as far as we are concerned, "it is the only peasant 

organisation with national presence which has made of communal practices the 

core o f its activity." (Zepeda, 1986: 343)

The UCEZ claims to "struggle for land and for power as well" through 

legal procedures and political pressure, which includes the takeover o f government 

offices, sit-ins in front the Palace of Government in Morelia, national meetings, 

regional meetings, and eventually the "recovery o f land" through seizures. It has 

to be said that even though the UCEZ’s means o f struggle have remained almost

The first "bulletin" was called "El Comunero" and was published in March 1980. Later, in 
January 1982 the first number of "La Comunidad' was published. A typical content was: a part 
dedicated to the Union’s History, information on the agreements taken in the Regional meetings, 
interviews with two comuneros o f Santa Fe de la Laguna and Guacamayas, an article on peasant 
theatre in Guacamayas and a comic drawing on the importance o f the union to confront the 
caciques. The magazine Lût Comunidad continued publishing until June 1985 when the last number 
9 was issued; its content was a description o f the problems experienced by several communities: 
Huerta de Gâmbara, Nahuatzen, Ocumicho, Chorros del Varal, Cuanajo, San Gabriel, San José del 
Platanal, San Felipe de los Alzati, San Bartolo Cuitareo, San Isidro Altahuerta, and Tirindiritzio.

See La Comunidad 6:37.
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unchanged throughout its development, there has been a more controversial 

emphasis on land seizures in recent years. The case o f Ixtaro proves this point^^. 

Similarly, UCEZ organisational action in "urban" areas (since 1987 onwards, 

predominantly in Lâzaro Cardenas, Uruapan, Morelia and, most recently, in Santa 

Clara del Cobre [Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata} has qualified its former 

characterisation as a merely agrarian organisation. Nevertheless, UCEZ’s shift from 

"authentic" Indian and agrarian communities to mestizo landless settings has also 

been viewed by some commentators as a proof o f its failure as an organisation. 

Vazquez, for example, has argued that

More as petitio principi than a description of a reality, it is said that the 
Indian community is the "engine o f the UCEZ", but "strictly speaking, it 
is a peasant interest group inspired by the juridical idea of agrarian 
community, which politically implies patrimonial control over land, waters 
and woods. Therefore, UCEZ’s structure is similar to a federation o f 
factions vertically organised from above by an informal leadership on 
which it depends for its precarious stability, which is supported by a series 
of sub-leaders that control factions in local communities. Although the fact 
that such factions claim themselves to be ’the community’ can be a 
propagandistic resource of certain utility, the norm is that they are 
oppositional quasi-groups within the communal corporate structures 

(1987: 29-30).

As one comunero involved in the seizure of land in Ixtaro put it: "We met Marcos Paz who 
told us: ’go to Morelia and look for Capiz’. There, Capiz told us: ’The harvest is yours’, and he 
also told us: ’if  you are not afraid, go and seize the land. You must take it over by force. Legal 
recognition will come later." Two other strategies were revealed in other descriptions o f this same 
case: "We were hungry, then we decided to take the lands over. Many sharecroppers gathered. 
Some said, ’let’s risk everything on this issue’." Initially, it seemed Capiz had other plans in mind 
for these people: one ex-comunera remembered that: "The Lie. said he wanted that piece o f land 
from the cemetery onward to build there a colonia called Emiliano Zapata. He intended to divide 
it in lots and distribute them to people." Or: "Marcos Paz took us to the UCEZ. First, they wanted 
to create an ejido but it was not possible. Afterwards, the community was created." These two 
points illustrate how UCEZ enlarges and transforms the traditional field of agrarian struggle. 
Capiz’s promotion o f communal tenure does, however, clash with peoples’ preferences on having 
a plot o f their own: "I would prefer a plot of my own, but Capiz does not accept that. He says: 
’nothing about ’my plot,’ {nada de mi pedacito compas). We cannot defend that’."
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Awareness and knowledge of the failure o f some UCEZ experiences is 

quite evident among the organization’s own members. Some o f those I interviewed 

referred to La Gallina, near Uruapan, which was an ejido, but "Capiz made them 

work in common and their houses were burnt". The same happened in Chorros del 

Varal: "there, UCEZ could not do it", and afterwards the land claimants joined 

CCI. Another comunero compared the situation lived in Ixtaro with another 

experience in the Sierra, in Piedra de Lumbre, where a similar factional dispute to 

that described in Chapter III took place.

Zepeda’s account suggests that many communities mantain only a sporadic 

commitment to the UCEZ (op.cit.:332). Some, such as Canacucho, Taracatio, 

Quirio and Joaquin Amaro, rapidly abandoned the organization. Part o f the 

explanation for this may simply be the nature of the legal support rendered to thenii 

by UCEZ: once a legal case is over, the reason to mantain affiliation is reduced. 

Nevertheless, given the great delay in carrying out agrarian legal procedures, some 

communities have invested much of their time on it and still failed to secure a 

rapid resolution. Communities with longstanding agrarian problems, such as 

Zirahuén, Santa Fe de la Laguna, Tzintzuntzan, Tingambato, Guacamayas, San 

Isidro Alta Huerta and in less degree Gabriel Zamora, Lajas del Bosque, Tres 

Puentes and Tanaco, have in fact formed the strongholds o f the UCEZ.

According to Zepeda, when UCEZ was founded two elements came 

together: the conjunction of a maturation o f the specific struggles of some 

communities and ejidos with the rise o f a political consciousness addressed to 

unification and action. Capiz’s personal leadership played a crucial role in this
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latter respect, giving a sense o f direction*^.

Those first communities were involved in collective struggles under 

conditions o f threat by various modalities of landlords and caciques. Of 

outstanding importance, however, was the survival o f communal forms of 

participation and decision-making in these cases, and the way their internal 

political processes manifested respect for the assembly and the process o f decision

making through consensus. To a greater or lesser degree those traits were present 

in the cases of Santa Fe, Zirahuén, Tzintzuntzan, Guacamayas and San Isidro Alta 

Huerta, and the role o f community political organisation is clearly also of 

significance in other regions, such as Chiapas, Oaxaca, and the Huasteca, which 

have also favored the rise o f agrarian movements with an indigenous focus.

In the course o f the period 1979-1982 UCEZ grew in importance and 

several regional meetings took place. As Zepeda points out, during this period, 

UCEZ was overwhelmingly concerned with legal procedures, to the point that "it 

could have been transformed into a simple leftist legal buffet". But, due to the 

growing realisation that legal procedures were being thwarted by the action of 

economic and political interests, things quickly changed, and the movement began 

to take a more political shape.

The process o f politicisation began after a meeting in November 1981, in 

Guacamayas, a community which was in conflict with caciques over the 

exploitation o f communal forests. UCEZ organised a demonstration o f 8 000

I discuss some features o f Capiz leadership in chapter VI. It is, however, important to 
highlight the type of relationships that Capiz has with the local leaders. The case o f Ixtaro 
illustrates the limits o f Capiz’s ability to control the larger movement and to intervene in local 
contexts. This could be said to be a clue to the dynamics o f the whole organisation; see the cases 
studied by E.Zarate (1989,1992) or Vâzquez (1987).
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people, took over the Agrarian Reform Ministry offices in Morelia, and obtained 

a major success in achieving the removal of the delegate of the Agrarian Reform. 

During 1982 two further meetings were organised, at Zirahuén, in May, and 

Aquila, in June, followed by the first "Festival o f Land and Liberty" which took 

place in Morelia, with a sit-in lasting 18 days. In November o f that same year 

UCEZ organised a second ''Tierray  Libertad' festival, and a national meeting was 

organised in San Felipe de los Alzati (July 1983). San Felipe was an Otomi 

community in Michoacân where comuneros confronted the Resistol company. 

Although the conflict in San Felipe appear to be a simple one between the 

comuneros and Resistol, E. Zarate has offered a detailed account o f the internal 

dimensions of conflict within the community itself which shows the matter to have 

been far more complex:

Within this community the conflict took place betwen the agrarian group 
(UCEZ members or "zapatistas") and the group which had held power over 
the past decades, basing itself on appeals to "tradition" and "custom". The 
agrarian faction joined UCEZ in 1982, seeking support for its struggle 
against the Industrias Resistol company that had settled illegally on 
communal lands. The relationship {with the UCEZ} was established by the 
then President o f the local land council, who had already sought support 
within various peasant centrals without any result, until he decided to have 
an interview with Capiz. Although the original conflict was directed against 
Resistol alone, on the basis o f the advice given by the UCEZ advisers, it 
was extended to all "the outside interests" which, in the opinion o f the 
advisers, occupied the same illegal situation. Thus, private properties 
(terrenos de los particulares) were invaded and the political conflict was 
also directed against those who had (traditionally) held power within the 
community and had allowed the sale o f communal lands to ’outside 
people’.(1992: 253)

This conflict illustrates the way the UCEZ strategy was crossing over the 

bounds of strict legality and become more politicised, as a broader assault on

47



entrenched structures o f wealth, power and political influence. During 1983 and 

1984, as its militancy increased, UCEZ participation within national forums 

increased and its role within the CNPA grew in significance.

The UCEZ, an autonom ous organisation?

As was stated earlier’ ,̂ despite the anti-capitalist stance of UCEZ struggle, its role 

as a political interlocutor is also crucial. As Foweraker put it: "Popular movements 

are thus defined in some degree by the demands they make, and therefore by their 

practices toward the state. They are also, however, often defined by their practices 

toward political parties" (1990: 6). Munk also highlights the importance o f the 

state in relation to social movements:

To adopt a common terminology, we can see the state both as dependent 
and independent variable. As an independent variable, the state enters 
explanations in terms of how it affects the opportunities and obstacles faced 
by groups within civil society, through the multitude o f ways in which the 
state reproduces society. In short, the emergence o f social movements and 
their likelihood o f maintenance are partly explained by state action 
(Bimbaum 1988:8,32,50-54; Tarrow 1988:429-430). As a dependent 
variable, the state is a primary target o f the actions o f social movements. 
In one sense, protest movements o f the poor are often aimed at very 
specific parts o f the state apparatus that relate to their daily experience. But 
in a broader way, the state is a dependent variable in the analysis o f social 
movements inasmuch as social movements envision the takeover of

In dealing with legality and popular protest, A. Craig contends that: "After the revolution, 
changes in the federal and state government laws opened up political spaces that sanctioned the 
formation of labor unions and gradually broadened the national pool o f peasants eligible to petition 
for land reform. Laws and the practices for administering them influenced the institutional form 
which popular organizations assumed, as well as the discourse or form in which grievances could 
be expressed. Grassroots movements emerged around particularized, local political and economic 
grievances. Legislation indicated which o f the grievances authorities might be prepared to support. 
When grassroots movements became formal organizations, their agenda was often cast in language 
legitimized by law" (1990: 61).
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governmental power, not simply affecting governmental policy (1990: 27- 
28).

Munk also notes, however, that a central feature of social movements is a 

common defensive attitude displayed toward political parties and the state, based 

on "a fear of being absorbed or co-opted. Social movements, understandably, do 

not want to be ’used’ by parties, reduced to a number o f votes in the polling 

booths or added to the head count in demonstrations" (ibid: 27).

UCEZ and its leadership have been particularly reluctant to engage in 

alliances with parties, even leftist parties. However, the UCEZ’s antagonism to 

parties should be qualified. Through different stages of its development as an 

organisation, UCEZ has made alliances, and people with diverse political 

affiliations have belonged to it. Also, as Gledhill (1988) showed, UCEZ has 

enjoyed the "political patronage of the former state governor Cuauhtemoc 

Cardenas, son o f Lâzaro Cardenas, who promoted it to serve his own demagogic 

ends and political ambitions" (op.cit: 264)**. Yet notwithstanding the close 

relation that Capiz seemed to have had with both the Cardenas (father and son), 

UCEZ did not actively participate in the electoral campaign o f the new opposition 

movement led by Cuauhtemoc Cardenas in 1988.

With regard to Cardenismo and Cardenas, mixed judgements were found 

among my interviewees. I suggest that some o f those statements reflected the 

schizophrenic history of Michoacân as Gledhill (1988) put it in describing the 

interplay o f the contradictory forces of agrarianism and Catholicism. For instance.

Cf. also Vâzquez (1992).



"It is said that if  Cardenas is president, he will take us to communism, and that 

means, if  someone has two cows, he will have to give one away, also his wife. 

But, if  Cuauhtemoc gains power, maybe things will be cheaper. Nevertheless, some 

said that he will close the temples. But I think he will make sure that the labourers 

earn 40 pesos per day instead of 20." Or "It is said that Cardenas will leave us 

stripped o f everything {nos va a traer encuerados). Salinas [the former president] 

is good because he is very Catholic, he sends us food and helps us a lot [a 

reference to PRONASOL]." Belonging to a community organised by UCEZ was 

associated in some cases with communism: "Some said we were communists 

because we joined the community."

During UCEZ’s first years (1979-85), diverse political currents worked 

within it, including independent Marxists, Socialist Christians, and militants o f 

various left parties. However, many abandoned UCEZ, arguing that it was 

imposible to construct a political program within the organization*^. According 

to Zepeda, the dissillusionment was felt particularly by party militants. In this

According to E. Zârate, there were 4 different moments o f the internal dynamics o f advisers: 
1) 1979-1981: Involves the participation of Organizacion de Izquierda Révolueionaria-Lmea de 
Masas (OIR-LM), the Movimiento Revolucionario del Pueblo (MRP), the Instituto Michoacano de 
Investigaciones Sociales (IMISAC) and some community representatives who were UCEZ full time 
members, indigenasprofesionales, the latter having Indian ascendency. 2) in 1982-1983, the leftist 
organisations left and only IMISAC, some Maoist groups, university intellectuals and indigenous 
profesionals remained. 3) in 1983-1986, IMISAC left and only the maoist groups, university 
intellectuals and indigenous profesionals remained. 4) after 1986, all the remaining groups o f  
advisers finally left. Given this background, Zârate held that "although it is not currently known 
if  another leftist organisation is working within UCEZ, the continous splits revealed differences due 
to the different political projects held by the asesores and the predominant caciquism. Also, in 
1984, when I carried out my research, the body o f asesores promoted an almost total autonomy and 
the adoption o f a hard-line approach in respect to the particulares and the opposing factions within 
the communities. In addition, they openly opposed joint actions with other peasant organisations, 
arguing that they were controlled by electoreros (political parties)" (1992: 267).
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sense: "Capiz and some community leaders avoided the takeover o f UCEZ by any 

political current. This attitude has been strongly criticised by some organisations, 

and it has also been argued that Capiz is the culprit because of his sectarism and 

caudillistic intentions."

Vazquez describes the participation of the Rumbo Proletario tendency 

within UCEZ:

It is not easy to accurately describe the origin and trajectory of Rumbo 
Proletario because of its sectarian and semi-clandestine behaviour. It is 
known that they pursued some effective political work in Chiapas and 
Michoacan, but it seems the group’s influence has decreased due to internal 
splits. They had some presence among the metallurgy workers of Lazaro 
Cardenas. In the case of the UCEZ, Rumbo Proletario shared proseletising 
work with Linea de Masas, through an "escuela de cuadros". Later, Linea 
de Masas left the organization and Rumbo Proletario deepened its 
influence among the comuneros. Through some of its members’ statements, 
Maoist and Populist ideological influences are revealed, along with a 
recalcitrant anti-party attitude, in which the leftist parties are equated with 
class-enemies. Due to this I have chosen to call them a ’semipartido’." 
(1992: 224)

Differences in political strategy later led to Rumbo Proletario’s split with 

the UCEZ. The bone of contention was the broadening of UCEZ strategies:’it was 

o f outstanding importance to develop programs for fostering production under 

UCEZ control, instead of reducing its demands solely to the vindication o f land 

for its communal peasant clientele’(ibid: 224-5)^°.

Some paragraphs o f a document (entitled: "A las organizaciones obreras y

Regarding proposals on production-oriented movements, UCEZ issued a leaflet in 1983 
entitled "La lucha de los Comuneros de la UCEZ en el terreno de laproduccion" where a diagnosis 
o f problems o f production and commercialisation experienced by the communities members of 
UCEZ is elaborated.
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campesinas independientes y gnipos solidarios." Deslinde Politico," February 

1986.) signed by some o f those advisers and one representative of the Comunidad 

Indigena de Santa Fe de la Laguna^ Elpidio Dominguez,, who was later 

assassinated (in 1989), reveal reasons for the split:

We insisted some time ago that along with the demand for land, it was 
necessary to struggle for production, commercialisation, obtaining o f 
credit, an increase in guaranteed prices and the securing of independent 
technical assistance. Also, it was necessary to fight for the improvement of 
public services for the poor peasantry in Michoacan. Besides, we believe, 
political education is necessary within an organisation. The latter should 
promote the strengthening o f class consciousness and a better defence of 
class interest.

In another paragraph the group condemned the consolidation o f 

"authoritarian instances", and in this sense, in a final statement, rejected the 

accusation o f traitors or divisionists. This rhetoric is broadly characteristic o f 

Marxist intellectuals and militants. A year earlier, UCEZ, along with other 

organisations, abandoned the Coordinadora Nacional Plan de Ayala (CNFA). The 

reason given for this split was that they refused to unite with other peasant 

organisations because o f their reformist attitudes. A leftist party was involved in 

this quarrel: peasants affiliated with the CCRI {Central Campesina Revolucionaria 

Independiente) and who belonged to PRT {Partido Revolucionario de los 

Trabajadores) were identified as the culprits because they "began to impose their 

political line, violating one of CNPA’s principles"^

Later, UCEZ joined the Coordinadora Nacional de Pueblos Indios (CNPI)

"Cacicazgosy represion, las principales luchas de la CNPA." La Jornada, 17 August 1989
p .7.
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which was created out of a split as an alternative to the official Consejo Nacional 

de Pueblos Indigenas (CNPI) which was a government sponsored pan-indian 

organisation. According to Vazquez (supra: 203) after a brief rebellious elapse, the 

Consejo Nacional de Pueblos Indigenas was take over by the Confederacion 

Nacional Campesina (CNC) and therefore the PRI, in 1983, when its leader 

declared himself a PRI member and was given a federal deputyship^^.

New alliances have been made more recently by the UCEZ. The reforms 

made in Article 27 provided the basis for some re-unification and reconciliation 

between the different organisations. UCEZ signed documents with the CNPA 

against the reforms. Despite the UCEZ’s anti-party stance, Capiz declared in an 

interview (1987) that "all the members of UCEZ were free to vote for whomever 

they wanted, although UCEZ as an organisation is not willing to commit its vote". 

During 1987, UCEZ joined a state-level organisation called the Asamblea Estatal 

de Organizaciones Populares independientes (AEOPI). This comprised: a 

university trade union {Sindicato Unico de Empleados de la Universidad 

Michoacana'), the Coordinadora de Colonias Populares de Lazaro Cardenas, the 

Coordinacion de la Region Oriente and some colonias (residential districts) o f 

Morelia and Uruapan; the students o f the Coordinadora de Universitarios en Lucha 

(CUE), The Normal Rural de Tiripetlo, a teacher training college that belonged to 

the Federacion de Estudiantes Campesinos Socialistas de México FECSM; the 

Comerciantes Ambulantes (street sellers organisations) o f Morelia and Uruapan, 

and finally some worker activists, peasants belonging to some political parties and 

the Promotora de Lucha Magisterial, a Michoacan teachers’ group. This last

Cf. also Mejia and Sarmiento (1987).
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organisation defined its main enemy as the state^^.

There are also important links with the Movimiento Proletario 

Independiente (MPI), which is an organisation created in 1984 out of a split from 

the Unidad Obrera Independiente (UOI). UOI was an group of trade unions 

advised by Juan Ortega Arenas which later became a political movement. Ricardo 

Barco '̂*, Ortega’s closest collaborator, formed the MPI^^ which comprises the 

Mexico City public transport trade union SUTAUR, Ruta 100 which ran the bus 

company (recently declared bankruptcy, corrupt and then repressed by the current 

government), and also include a larger group o f urban proletarians in the valley 

of Mexico^^.

UCEZ participated in a demonstration that took place on the first o f May, 

1993. This march gathered together members o f the SUTAUR, retired people, 

pensioners, students and UCEZ peasants. Street confrontation took place between 

MPI members and the anti-riot police forces (granaderos). Stones were thrown and

23 El Libertador de Oriente, 18:2

Barco is in jail in Mexico City due to charges o f alleged corruption in the trade union 
management o f the company. However, many suspect that the government’s motives were largely 
political. The Government o f the Federal District was involved in various extra-legal acts in 
attempting to dismantle the trade union, and a federal judge who refused to participate in the legal 
actions against it, on the grounds that they lacked legal foundation, was assassinated. Moreno 
Gomez, the official in charge of Public transport in Mexico City, supposedly committed suicide by 
shooting himself twice in the head.

The aims of MPI are: Fight for favourable changes for the people o f Mexico, promote the 
unity o f organisations that struggle honestly for the liberation of the patria\ solidarity with the 
international independent movement against the imperialism and in favour o f world peace; 
contribute to the class based organisation of Mexican workers, whether from the city and the 
countryside, to the point o f achieving political power, contribute to reducing the misery and the 
fight for employment, decent housing, free education, and the full cultural development o f  the 
workers.

This account is based on the article titled "Cârdenas ante el EZLN: ni regafio ni apoyo". M. A 
Granados Chapa, Mira. Vol 5, 30 May 1994. Cf. also ’"De las différencias entre Ortega Arenas y 
Ricardo Barco surgiô el movimiento popular independiente Brazo Politico del SUTAUR-100." Raul 
Monge Proceso, No.963, 17 April de 1995.
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around 50 people were injured. Evita Castaneda, Capiz’s wife had her arm broken 

in the violence^^.

The Zapatista insurrection in Chiapas in 1994 gave a renewed airing to 

land demands. UCEZ participated in some of the meetings organised to support the 

Zapatist movement. Capiz attended The Primera Reunion Nacional de Indigenas 

y  Campesinos (13-14 March 1994) in Chiapas^*, where he made a speech which 

emphasised the struggle for land in terms o f a mythology of national agrarian 

heroes: Miguel Hidalgo, José Ma. Morelos, Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata; the 

guerrilla martyrs o f the 60s and 70s of the state of Guerrero, Genaro Vazquez and 

Lucio Cabanas, were also mentioned. He asserted the right of indigenous people 

to have their own government, to make their own laws, and to defend their culture 

and tradition.

In April 1994, the 75th anniversary of Zapata’s death was commemorated. 

Around 500 organisations celebrated the "Jornadas Nacionales de Liberacion 

'Zapata Vive The UCEZ formed part of this group. All o f them rejected the end 

of the agrarian distribution and land privatisation, and repudiated the entry o f 

capitalism into the countryside. Criticisms were addressed to the high social costs 

of Salinas’s modernisation programme: the drastic loss o f purchasing power, 

economic recession, unemployment, migration, ecological degradation, dismantling 

of parastatal enterprises, the shrinking and the disappearance of the rural 

development bank (BANRURAL) which had previously extended credit to

La Jornada, 2 de May 1993, p.6. Later in October, during the 25 years commemoration of  
the Massacre o f Tlatelolco, a meeting took place in which Barco and Capiz were the main speakers.

"Con el pufto en alto, en San Cristôbal représentantes de 500 organizaciones indigenas de 
todo el pals reivindicaron su ’derecho a la rebeliôn’". Guillermo Correa, et.al. Proceso 907, 21 
March 1994 pp.36-40.
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ejidatarios, the reprivatisation o f the nationalised banks and the disappearance o f 

guaranteed prices for basic products"^^.

Similarities and differences with other contemporary organisations

In this final section, I will offer a comparison between UCEZ and two other 

contemporary organisations, the COCEI (Coalition o f Workers, Peasants, and 

Students o f the Isthmus) in Oaxaca and The Ejército Zapatista de Liberacion 

Nacional (EZLN) in Chiapas.

COCEI was created in 1973 (6 years earlier than UCEZ) by "Juchiteco 

students o f middle-class and peasant backgrounds with the tacit support o f the 

president and several government ministries. Through direct-action organizing 

tactics, the Coalition gained widespread popular support for strikes, marches, 

occupations of government offices, and skilled negotiations that improved living 

and working conditions." (Rubin, 1993: 160)

The activities o f COCEI grew out of "the ethnic identity o f the close-knit 

Zapotec Indian community (the prevalence of indigenous language, dress, fiestas, 

and neighborhood residential patterns makes Juchitan more like a small town than 

like any other Mexican city), and the activities of COCEI fostered the development 

of a thoroughgoing class consciousness among many o f the city’s poor and lower- 

middle-class residents (ibid: 161)."

The role o f .ethnicity within the COCEI is also analysed by Campbell

"Campesinos e indigenas de todo el pais apoyan las demandas del EZLN y marchan hacia 
la capital." Guillermo Correa et. al. Proceso 910:36-40.
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(1993), who emphasises COCEI’s ’reinvention’ of Isthmus Zapotec ethnic 

identity. COCEI sees itself as "the most recent link in an unbroken chain of 

rebellions, resistance, and defense of Zapotec culture dating to precolonial times. 

As Macario Matus, a Zapotec poet, puts it.

Juchitan is a branch of the great tree that is the Zapotec race...and as such 
inherits rebelliousness and detests subjection...That is to say, the Zapotec 
race has always been free...The struggle of COCEI...has been congruent 
with the history o f physical and intelletual battles o f its predecessors...The 
victory o f COCEI is the history o f a people, (in Aubague 1985:30-59) 
(1993: 215-6).

Unlike the UCEZ, COCEI’s demands were not focused exclusively around 

issues of land; nevertheless, as Rubin’s work illustrates:

In agriculture, COCEI successfully fought a tax increase and helped small- 
landholding peasants win control o f the local land council and livestock 
association (Asociacion Ganadera), which had been run by wealthier 
landowners. It pressured the Agrarian Reform Ministry to award one 
thousand hectares o f land claimed as private property by a wealthy 
landowner to peasants in the small town of Alvaro Obregon, and a COCEI 
member was appointed to the local office o f the ministry (ibid: 161).

Like the UCEZ, the coalition used legal and extralegal means such as mass 

meetings and marches, negotiations with representatives of the Agrarian Reform 

Ministry, and the takeover o f ministry offices in Oaxaca and Mexico City to 

pursue those land issues.

A fundamental difference with UCEZ was COCEI’s alliances with parties, 

especially with the former Communist Party in 1980 when it participated on the 

municipal ballot. Elections were a priority in its agenda, whereas UCEZ has

Campbell suggests this is an ’invented tradition’.
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always been openly sceptical about voting and elections. After an electoral fraud, 

and subsequent COCEI challenge, special elections were held and a COCEI 

candidate, Leopoldo de Gyves, was declared the winner with 51 percent o f the 

vote, so that Juchitan became the first and only city in Mexico governed by the 

left.

Furthermore, a COCEI candidate also gained a seat in the national 

legislature, and "COCEI’s participation in the national legislature indicated an 

increased willingness to acknowledge the usefulness of a national party in 

furthering grassroots politics" (op. cit.: 164)

Solidarity with leftist struggles in Central America were expressed by both 

organisations, COCEI "timed its literacy campaign to coincide with the Nicaraguan 

effort". UCEZ summarised information about Nicaragua and Salvador in its 

bulletins. But COCEI, in contrast with the UCEZ, continued to reinforce its links 

with parties later on "In 1983, COCEI made use o f Unified Socialist Party support 

in fighting the regime’s moves to oust the Ayuntamiento Popular, and its leaders 

acknowledged the national party’s reliability. During the 1984 repression, however, 

there were disagreements about the strength of the party’s commitment to 

defending COCEI. In 1985 and 1986 COCEI joined with two other national leftist 

parties, in addition to the Unified Socialist Party, in a statewide Democratic 

Coalition, "(ibid: 170)

For Rubin the COCEI demonstrates the complex nature o f what has been 

characterized as the shift, in the 1980s, away from militant rejection o f the 

institutions and practices o f the state and capitalism and toward negotiation, 

electoral participation, diversity, and internal democracy. In tems o f electoral
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participation, the COCEI’s political strategies matched those o f other 1980s 

popular movements, such as the UNORCA and the CDP o f Durango. The 

experience o f COCEI suggests that social movement ’autonomy’is not necessarily 

lost through alliance with political parties and that total intransigence may not 

necesarily deliver positive results. As Heilman suggests:

The concern o f analysts o f social movements for the survival and continued 
independence of the movements they study is an understandable outgrowth 
o f their observation that grass-roots movements may -and often do- 
dissappear from the scene as autonomous actors once they give their 
support to, formally ally themselves with, or in some other fashion cast 
their lot with political parties. But this position overlooks the possibility 
that movements can influence parties or contribute to the rise o f new 
political formation, radicalizing and transforming political programs and 
dictating an agenda o f new issues -a phenomenon that actually occurred in 
Mexico and Brazil, as in France, Italy, and West Germany (1990: 58).

COCEI is, however similar to UCEZ, in that it "has not fostered formal 

procedures o f internal democracy". It continues to favor leadership-based forms o f 

organizing and decision-making, with mass participation focusing on consultation, 

mobilization, and neighborhood solidarity rather than on explicit procedures o f 

representation or collaborative decision-making" (op.cit: 264).

Like the COCEI, most other popular movements o f the 1980s have 

combined direct action with participation and accommodation. Rather than 

representing a definitive shift to participation in elections and engagement with 

state institutions, the recent strategies of popular movements demonstrate that 

negotiation and participation coexist with mobilisation and direct action in 

successful grassroots politics. And past patterns o f conflict and change in Mexico 

suggest that future circumstances -continuing economic deprivation, Salinas’s 

economic and political "modernisation", changing U.S. policies toward Mexico and
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Central America- may contribute to a return to more confrontational, revolutionary 

stances (ibid: 263-264).

The significance of the latter point seemed to be confirrned by the armed 

uprising in Chiapas on January 1, 1994. Harvey discusses its rural dimension, 

attempting to show how policies to modernize the economy and the series o f rural 

’reforms’ have had a negative impact for most campesinos in Chiapas, particularly 

in the Selva and Altos regions.

The rebellion is unlike previous guerrilla struggles in Latin America in that 
it does not aspire by itself to seize state power and lead the masses in 
social revolution. In its declaration o f war on the federal army and 
government, the Zapatistas called on all Mexicans to participate in 
whatever way they can, not necessarily with arms, in a broad movement for 
"jobs, land, housing, food, health, education, independence, freedom, 
democracy, justice and peace." Its political discourse is therefore extremely 
modem in comparison to Sendero Luminoso and earlier guerrilla 
organizations. Rather than engage in a "war o f movement" to destroy the 
state, the EZLN represents more of a "war of position" aimed at shifting 
the balance o f forces in favor o f popular and democratic movements, 
thereby isolating and ultimately defeating anti-democratic tendencies within 
the ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), the state and the rest 
o f society (Gramsci 1971) (1994: 1).

According to Harvey, the main objectives o f the EZLN were to make 

government accountable to the people and to achieve effective representation for 

all Mexicans, particularly the indigenous population. The uprising was justified in 

"terms o f the lack of conditions for free and democratic elections, calling on the 

legislative and judicial branches of government to depose the president, Carlos 

Salinas de Gortari, and install a transitional government to organize fair elections." 

Despite the sceptical attitude of UCEZ as an organisation towards elections, it 

shares the EZLN’s critique of Salinas on grounds o f lack of legitimacy which is
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consistent with its own critique of bourgeois law and the lack o f representativeness 

o f a Legislative Congress which approved all the laws sent to it by Salinas.

The rebellion was also directed against the economic model implemented 

by Salinas. The seizure o f seven towns on January 1, 1994 was timed to coincide 

with the entry into effect o f the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 

One o f the first EZLN communiques stated that NAFTA "is a death certificate for 

the Indian peoples o f Mexico, who are dispensable for the government o f Carlos 

Salinas de Gortari". The critique of the neo-liberal model imposed by Salinas is 

pervasive in many documents produced by UCEZ, along with criticism o f the 

NAFTA. Nevertheless, the point of departure o f the two critiques may be different, 

because the UCEZ discourse is essentially anti-capitalist, whilst that o f the EZLN 

is more ambiguous.

Both organisations do, however, share a strong rejection of the reforms 

carried out to the Article 27, the EZLN calling for the redistribution of latifundios 

(large private estates) and the repeal o f the Constitutional changes.

Regarding the end of land reform, UCEZ and EZLN had similar views: 

"The end of land reform in Chiapas and other states also canceled out the hope of 

a piece o f land for thousands of campesinos. In this respect, we should distinguish 

between effects which are directly measurable in terms o f land purchases, etc. and 

those which operate more at the level of expectations, hopes and fears. It seems 

clear the the end of land reform constituted a symbolic break with the past but one 

which offered no guarantees o f improvement for the future" (ibid: 26).

EZLN drew its support from thousands of Tzeltal, Tzotzil, Zoque, Choi and 

Tojolobal Indian in the Altos and Selva regions. In contrast to the UCEZ’s anti-
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religion view, the process o f popular organization in the Selva was based on shared 

social and religious identification. Nevertheless, another source o f political 

influence was shared by both UCEZ and EZLN. Maoism, through a group called 

Union del Pueblo, prepared the Indian Congress in October 1974, and "out o f this 

process a new generation of indigenous community leaders emerged with a 

different perspective on the causes of poverty and injustice. Whereas conflicts had 

previously been understood in terms of personal relations, the participants in the 

Congress began to see the broader structural forces at work." (ibid: 29). Another 

maoist political current known as Polftica Popular (PP), which had its roots in the 

1968 student movement, arrived in 1977. The LP activists did not promote armed 

struggle. One o f their central strategic decisions, the "politica de dos caras", was 

to avoid confrontations with the state, "earning the criticism of many on the left 

who concluded that LP was gobiernista."^*

In Gledhill’s view the UCEZ programme is ’new’ in the sense that it has 

been developed as a specific reaction to the social problems o f late capitalism, and 

to the failure o f the agrarian reform. Its indigenista orientation is not exclusionary 

and it is not a romantic or a ’backward-looking’ movement, but a project o f 

reconstruction o f social relationships and culture. Furthermore, "it is one thing to 

unite people around the struggle for land, but more difficult to create enclaves of 

social justice as ’red bases’ for conquering the larger social and political system." 

(1988: 265).

UCEZ was founded in a wider context o f structural conditions which have 

shaped its development. The peasant movement has been a result o f a long historic

Cf. Leyva (1994) and Tello (1995).
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process o f dispossession and exploitation, exacerbated for at least the past twenty 

years by the way that new forms of capitalist accumulation in the countryside have 

intensified the pressures on land and resources. Petroleum extraction, cattle raising, 

mineral resource extraction, intensive timber exploitation, appropriation of 

irrigated land, and accelerated urban growth, are carried out on the basis of 

deprivation and subordination^^. Cornelius and Craig, writing on rural conditions 

prior to the Salinas’s term o f office argued that:

The campesinos’ ability to extract benefits from the regime has been 
diminished by changes in the political importance o f other segments of 
Mexican society. The main groups that have acquired greater political clout 
in recent decades -the rapidly growing population of city dwellers who 
require more (but less-expensive) food from the countryside, unionized 
urban workers employed in industries that are crucial to national economic 
growth, and private entrepreneurs whose capital investments are needed for 
urban job creation -all have interests which often conflict with those of 
poor ejidatarios and minifundistas. Moreover, the economic crisis o f recent 
years has worked to the disadvantage of the campesino sector. The 
government is less likely to divide up large land holdings that exceed the 
legal limit but which produce important crops for the urban or export 
market. Expensive agricultural subsidy p r o g r è s  aimed at small farmers, 
like the Sistema Alimentario of the Lopez Portillo sexenio, are precluded 
by the shortfall in government revenues, however effective they have been 
in temporarily raising agricultural production. Thus it is not all clear what 
benefits the regime will be able to offer the small farmer, much less the 
large population o f landless wage laborers, in the foreseeable future. At this 
stage in Mexico’s development, when only 29% of the economically active 
population is still employed in agriculture (see table 14.4), and the 
problems o f keeping order among urban populations suffering from high 
inflation and unemployment preoccupy government decision makers, the 
regime’s traditional support base in the countryside may well suffer a 
period o f benign neglect-unless independent opposition groups can succeed 
conspicuously in exploiting the situation (1988: 40).

A wide literature has been produced regarding structural conditions in the Mexican 
countryside, see among others: A. Bartra (1985); R. Bartra (1978); Flores G et al.,1988; Gordillo 
(1988); Zepeda,ed.(1988); Mejia (1987); Rubio (1987); Hewitt (1988); Oswald (1983); Gledhill 
(1991,1995); Harvey ( 1990); Dewalt ( 1994).
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Harvey offers some figures showing the devastating impact of the economic 

crisis in the countryside. Public spending in agriculture fell from 8.1% of the total 

budget in 1980 to 3.5% in 1986. In 1987, of 28, 000 ejidos existing in México 

only 12, 000 received credit and of 8.5 million hectares under maize cultivation 

only 3 million were insured against crop failure. In real terms the amount o f public 

expenditure in agriculture in 1986 had fallen below the 1973 level. Agricultural 

workers are employed at salaries half their 1976. According to a study carried out 

at the Autonomous University o f Chapingo, nutrition levels in some areas o f rural 

Mexico have returned to their 1936 level. Mexico figures among the countries with 

a high risk o f malnutrition an infant mortality (1990: 7).

Updated analyses demonstrate the deteriorating general conditions in 

Mexico as a whole. Researchers from the National Autonomous University 

(UNAM) Faculty o f Economics argue that in order to recover the level which the 

minimum wage had in 1976, it should have to be increased 250%

Julio Boltvinik (a researcher from the Centro de Estudios Sociologicos, 

Colegio de México') has shown through an economic index how falling living 

standards have greatly enhanced social inequality. As a result o f the neo-liberal 

model applied in Mexico, he argues, between 1981 and 1992, unemployment and 

low salaries were reflected in a great deterioration of workers’level o f life, and in 

a loss of ten percentual points in their participation in the GNP. Measuring the 

income distribution in Mexican households through Gini coefficient, he concludes: 

"Between 1963-1977, inequality diminished significantly, 2) Between 1977-1984, 

there were no changes, and, 3) Between 1984 and 1992, the inverse tendency is

La Jornada 1 March 1995, p.40.
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current and the process o f income concentration has rapidly increased"

The present situation (November 1995) is more dramatic, when even neo

liberal committed entrepreneurs and PRI official representatives make speeches 

about the consequences o f neoliberalism.

Conclusions

Throughout this chapter, I have tried to present the main features o f UCEZ. 

UCEZ’s successes and failures cannot be attributed to only one factor, but, its 

ambiguous relationship with the state, on the one hand, and its appealing political 

inspiration from Zapatism and its roots in the history of agrarianism in Michoacan, 

on the other, are clearly central issues. This organisation is particularly interesting 

because o f its stand on the recovery and recreation of collective forms o f decision

making and work. Discourses and practices attempt to recreate communal forms 

as opposed to private and ejidal appropriation. Nevertheless, as it will be illustrated 

in chapter III, these objectives were achieved in a rather "imperfect" manner, 

qualified and reshaped by the existence of several practices, and discourses on 

"making community" and conflicts of interest, as I will show in depth in chapter 

VI.

UCEZ’s emphasis on land recovery provides a sense o f legitimisation and 

security for people who join the organisation. The stress on ’recovery’ as opposed 

to invasion provides an example o f how important discursive resources are to 

reassure the people who join the enterprise. Invasion is rejected because o f its

La Jornada 20, 27 January and 10 February, 1995.
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connotation of illegality and this shows the willingness o f UCEZ to take advantage 

o f  the loopholes left by national legislation (cf. chapter VI).

Despite this ambiguous relationship with state policies and legislation, 

UCEZ has taken the risk o f seizing land in recent years (Cf. the case of Ixtaro, 

chapter III) basing its claims on a parallel interpretation of the legislation, and 

increasingly expanding its area o f action towards "urban" areas, such as in the 

case o f C.C.E.Z.

UCEZ also exemplifies some general features o f other movements, such as 

a stance against parties relatively recalcitrant. But, as was discussed above, its 

autonomy and independence should be qualified. It has shared important 

ideological beliefs (i.e. Maoism) with other movements such as the EZLN. 

Nevertheless its focus has always been the land issue. Thus, with its anti-capitalist 

stand, it disassociates itself from the EZLN. Paradoxically, its emphasis on 

legality has been a main characteristic. UCEZ behaviour follows, however, a 

consistent pattern in ambiguous and contradictory relationships with power, 

exemplified in its relationship with Cardenismo (both old and new), legality, and 

other organisations and political parties. This pattern is always defined by UCEZ’s 

understanding o f land issue.
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CHAPTER III 

THE STRUGGLE FOR CONTROL OF RESOURCES: 

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL DIMENSIONS OF 

CONFLICT IN THREE COMMUNITIES.

This chapter describes how UCEZ has organised three different communities and 

the contradictions which have become manifest in their development. I show that 

each experience has been distinctive, and explore the combinations o f 

contemporary and historical, as well as local and non-local, factors which one 

needs to take into account in seeking to explain points o f similarity and difference 

between the cases. In my conclusions, I will also emphasise the general lessons 

which can be learned from this comparative study of different cases.

ZIRAHUEN

Zirahuén has always formed part of the main core o f communities within 

UCEZ, comparable to Santa Fe de la Laguna in prominence. The peak o f UCEZ 

action in Zirahuén occurred immediately after the organisation was founded in 

1979. In order to reconstruct the involvement o f UCEZ within Zirahuén, some 

written testimonies coming mainly from the beginning of and during the Eighties
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are reviewed, followed by information gathered in my fieldwork carried out during 

the Nineties (1993-94). Defense and conservation of lands and the beautiful lake 

o f Zirahuén have been among UCEZ’s main concerns. However,, as in many other 

cases in which the organisation has been involved, internal disputes and 

factionalism^^ complicated the scenario.

There are earlier and brief references to Zirahuén’s involvement within the 

UCEZ. Some o f them are given in the first number of the UCEZ magazine. La 

Comunidad (1982:8). Demands for an end to repression and restoration of 

guarantees to Zirahuén among other communities are recorded. The third number 

o f La Comunidad (June 1982:5-6) dedicated space to Zirahuén because the Second 

Regional Meeting o f the UCEZ took place there in May: "The struggle o f Zirahuén 

is one o f the most important struggles within UCEZ, because they struggle against 

the caciques who simultaneously are state officials. This community has a long

term struggle in defence of its land and natural resources, confronting enemies 

such as Arreola, the zone’s cacique and also brother o f the municipal president of 

Patzcuaro, and the PRI candidate for senator Norberto Mora Plancarte. "

A conflict with the Zirahuén priest is also recorded: "We want to denounce 

the fact that in our communities, people who should be supporting us are often 

those who most attack us. This is particularly evident in Zirahuén, where the 

priest, by using threats, lies and defamation, orchestrated a campaign against the 

Encuentro. For us it was clear that this priest took advantage of the place religion 

has in our communities to support the region’s terratenientes and caciques. He

”  See among others: Luis Vazquez Leon (1986,1992), Eduardo Zârate (1992,1993). From a 
personal communication of Aida Castilleja, 1 also learned of factional conflicts where UCEZ was 
involved in Tzintzuntzan.
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took their part against us, we know the interests he is serving. But Zirahuén 

comrades are not alone, as was demonstrated by our presence. Finally, this priest 

abandoned Zirahuén on some pretext and some days later, during a mass, another 

priest spoke in support of our interests^^. "

The defence of lands against the caciques was highlighted later in 1986 

when the comunidad indigena mobilised against the building of a tourist resort. 

The community’s claims of historic rights to its land were challenged by 

government officials who offered a different interpretation of those claims:

Sanchez Padilla, the official appointed to agrarian issues within the 
Michoacan government did an in-depth study of Zirahuén’s legal 
documentation and its people’s claims for land restitution. On the basis of 
documents and legal certificates, the official argued that the community 
had decided to extinguish itself by voluntary will by the end of last 
century. Therefore, the communal propeijy was divided in multiple 
fractions among the indigenas. Thus, the official stated, the villagers do 
not have a legal case. Nonetheless, with the goal of resolving a problem 
that is ’more social than legal’, the governor has offered comuneros 
agricultural machines, fruit trees, cattle and technical advice. Sanchez- 
Padilla showed a map of the region’s agrarian structure where the the 
different forms of land tenure are drawn painted in different colours. The 
handing over of certificates and documents in seven different agrarian 
actions beginning in 1915 is also shown. During the first action the 
restitution o f communal lands was requested: it was refused because the 
kind of expropriation and the date when it happened were not proved. 
Neither was the claim of communal property. The town was granted one 
thousand two hundred hectares of ejidos, although their enlargement was 
twice requested. There are two requests for recognition and certification

Zepeda also records this fact: "The meeting o f Zirahuén was attacked by the priest colluding 
with Pâtzcuaro’scaciques. The delegates were almost excommunicated because o f ’their instigation’ 
and their refusal to accept ’progress and modernity’. With this as a background, 2 weeks later, in 
June, a new Meeting was inaugurated with a special mass, conducted by a progressive priest. The 
fact is not merely an anecdote: it gives a whole picture o f the UCEZ’s political finesse in taking 
advantage o f the occasion. In doing this, they succeeded in demonstrating that religion and 
mobilisation are not antagonistic. Also, it made visible the church’s heterogeneity and its frequent 
submission to dominant interests."(1986:337). However, this has not been always the case: see, for 
instance, the controversies around religion in the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata and Ixtaro 
discussed below. Furthermore, contending discourses and actions on secularism, religion and 
agrarianism have had an important presence in Michoacân’s history, cf. also chapter II.
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of communal lands and one more for restitution, all this during an interval 
of 70 years. In the document five Mexican presidents’ signatures are 
found. The official adds: ’here we got the certificates that proved that 
Zirahuén has been distributed land, titled and recognized.’ In addition, he 
mentioned the Law of Ignacio Comonfort issued in 1856. Based on the 
above mentioned law, the comuneros agreed to ’divide the communal 
goods among 201 heads of fam ily.’That list is handed over. Yet, -the 
journalist claims- the list is not dated in that year but in 1902-3 and comes 
from an archive located in Patzcuaro "(La Jornada, 13 July 1987)^^.

Despite the inaccuracy perceived by the journalist with regard to historical 

dates, it is important to point out how in this period (the Eighties) the government 

tried to demobilise conflict by fostering a focus on productive issues at the 

expense of agrarian ones. This represented a nationwide change in official 

political strategies towards rural social movements^*.

UCEZ made public its intention to negotiate, but imposed conditions on 

the negotiations: that the government revoked the fourteen orders of detention 

directed against Capiz. Following the process of negotiation, Capiz later answered 

that "the communal lands are not subject to negotiation", quoting Articles 52 and 

53 of the Federal Law of Agrarian Reform, which prescribe the inalienability of 

communal lands. It was said that the cacique Arreola controlled around 69 

hectares of communal land in Zirahuén, and thus Capiz concluded that if they

The history o f process o f land privatisation in Michoacân communities is documented by 
Angel Gutiérrez (1969). From 1687 onwards, different laws were issued to achieve the private 
distribution of community lands. The process was accelerated after the Independence movement. 
Moreover, in 1902 an Agrarian Law {Reglamento a la ley sobre reparte de bienes de las 
extinguidas comunidades de indigenas de les ejidos y  fundos legales de los pueblos.) was issued 
to achieve land distribution in the ex-comunidades. This law emphasised the inexistence o f the 
community as a legal entity.

For a comprehensive account o f new developments in production centred rural movements, 
see, among others, Moguel et. al. (1992). Also, for an overview o f the new agrarian movement, see 
N. Harvey (1990).
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negotiated on the issue of communal land, this act would be illegaP^.

Historical Roots o f the Agrarian Conflict

Events during the last twenty years in Zirahuén are strongly grounded in history. 

Among the women and men interviewed, many memories of old experiences and 

grievances were recalled. In this respect, however, distinctions of an historical 

kind should be made for analytical purposes between the different "external 

enemies": caciques^ whose power bases vary historically, hacendados,

transnational companies, and investors. Nevertheless, historical continuities are 

evident and history does display some tendency to repeat itself. A bitter recent 

factional dispute can, for example, also be traced back through time.

To illustrate the importance of memories of past grievances, I will begin 

with the account given by dona Maria, an elderly comunera (around 90 years 

old), which focuses on the role of church and its alliances with ricos (rich 

people), religious cargos, and loss of land. Her account also related the history 

of the "community" to contemporary struggles:

When my grandmother died, I was nine years old. There were still some 
people who spoke Tarasco. From then onwards there has been community. 
Every three years there is a change. The present comisariado 
(commissariat) has been in office during the last two years. We were 
together before. [She now goes on to explain the forces which dissolved 
the original community] The Indians of past times had many cargos in the 
church: Santo Tomas, San Miguel, Santa Teresa. The rich people and the

Cf. La Jornada 13th and 22nd July 1987, also La Jornada, October 10 1987. Capiz’s 
discourse appealed to Agrarian Law and legality, even though the road to the end o f Agrarian 
Reform had already been paved during the previous government administration. The final outcome 
was the modification to Article 27 o f the National Constitution in 1991.
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priest asked would not these Inditos want to have the cargo?. The Indian 
said, T do not have the means.’ Then, they told him: go and pledge some 
metres of land and with those metres you will fulfil the cargo. Before, 
money was called tlacos, a cent and a half. They brought a small hat. Rich 
men went and brought the money and asked the Indians ’how many metres 
of land’?. They filled the hat. If they pledged 8-10 metres, they took over 
15-20 metres. This was the way they were taking over the land. The one 
who secured the land gave money I will give money, to get the business 
off the ground’. In this way, they got all the land. By then, the community 
began to petition for their lands. But, you know, over the periods of the 
past three commissariats up to this day, the land has not been sold. There 
have been four communities that did not want to be sold.

Moreover, in many accounts the loss of land is related to trickery and 

deception, as Juan put it:

These lands where we live are communal. My mother had this plot. My 
grandfather worked in the diezmo. Everybody brought maize o f the ranch, 
the diezntos. A guy who is already dead, Pablo Cervantes, was diezmero. 
He gave them maize and kept the title deed. Afterwards, he hid it and with 
one day of delay he took over the land. During the revolution, my 
grandfather worked with that man, Don Pablo. My grandfather used to 
remove the com from the cobs [for Don Pablo]. That guy took his home 
away. My grandfather asked him about the title deed, and Don Pablo told 
him: "what paper"? When he stole the deed, my grandfather was left 
destitute. These lands were overgrown when the distribution began. So, 
I struggle for that reason. My father belonged to the community as well. 
We did not have a place where we could sow nor a house.

Other accounts focus on experiences lived under the Haciendas. Many of 

them recalled the use of violence. Some, like Jesus and Timo, lived through the 

experience themselves, while others, such as Relia, remembered the accounts 

given by their mothers. Jesus recalled how the foreman did not allow them to 

glean the maize and how they were hit with a snake skin whip when they 

attempted to do so. Timo remembered how the patrones sent horses to m n over 

them when they gleaned maize. Relia shared her memories of this:
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A long time ago anyone could take the plot, sow it and make himself the 
owner. Some people took the bigger plots. They were hacendados. They 
made themselves owners. They came from outside, and they put people to 
work for them. One worked as a labourer harvesting. They paid us as they 
wanted to pay, in money or a measure of maize. They paid very little, and 
came only to harvest. They did not allow us to glean. I remember my 
mother who told us that a guy on a horse came up at the back to watch 
and did not allow them to glean. The hacendados got angry because the 
maize that was left among the plants was for the animals. In the old days 
we did not even taste one com on the cob.

I will now turn to more recent grievances within Zirahuén that have 

endured until the present. Local struggles over political control and resources have 

always been the rule and not the exception. For instance, the father of the current 

leader of the Comunidad Indigena, Ascension C ., was himself its leader around 

fifty years ago, as is documented in a brief report prepared by a team of students 

in Michoacan (Ordonez et aL, 1963).

The contribution of these students gives an interesting account of some 

problems that occurred 32 years ago, in a text which also faithfully reproduces 

some contemporary ideas about "community development. "

The comunidad indigena (indigenous community) is made up of 200 
comuneros. The chief of the community is Mr. Natividad C, its legal 
leader. He is 55 years old. He is a little conservative, and does not like 
change. He is a conformist. This man has remained in the post eighteen 
years. Legally, he is allowed to be in the post for three years. In response 
to that situation the sector has separated in two groups. One o f them is 
constituted by followers of Casias and the other formed by 50 comuneros 
who follow Mr. Heliodoro G. The latter has got a post as major of Villa 
Escalante. Mr. Heliodoro*s main occupation is commerce. He owns a 
canteen which lots of people frequent. He has got lots of properties. 
Economically, he is a rich man. Mr. Natividad accused him of not very 
clean manoeuvres with the superior authorities. Heliodoro is a friend of 
change, he is progressivist and is interested in the solution of problems
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that concern the community. He has always attended the meetings. The 
events have had some grave outcomes: some people died twelve years ago 
because of these differences. Five years ago, some officials came from 
Morelia and an election took place. Mr. Natividad left his post, but he 
went to Mexico, and later the election was declared null and vord. Mr. 
Heliodoro holds documentation about the many legal processes addressed 
to this problem without any result. He declares he does not have ambitions 
to secure the post himself. He wishes somebody else, a third person, to 
occupy the post to end the difficulties. This problem divides a great part 
of the community because the comunidad indigena represents 60% o f the 
total amount of lands and up to 70% of heads of households. Also, the 
problem is extended to other sectors due to several causes. The indigenas 
comuneros are resentful because the agrarian community \ejidd\ has got 
the best lands'* .̂

This quotation illustrates several points. First, that struggles were based 

on the shortage of land available to cultivate which was limited by the great 

extension of land covered by woods. Second, further problems occurred because 

the outcome of the land reform gave the best lands to the ejido'*^ Third, the 

conflicts were exacerbated by enduring problems of absence of ’democracy’ and 

presence of caciquismo within the comunidad indigena. Fourth, pressures were 

exerted on the community by people who already had links with higher, outside 

authorities. Furthermore, this account of the past also reveals some features still 

found in the current situation, in particular the issue of leadership style and 

continuism, where members of the same family, father and son, have been leaders 

within the community.

It is important to mention that one o f Natividad C’s daughters, whom I interviewed, alluded 
to some accusations made against her father for having sold community lands.

The difference in terms o f the number o f hectares is big and shows the importance o f land 
scarcity, despite the value o f timber resources. The comunidad indigena o f Zirahuén has 665 
hectares, but up to 605 o f those are woods, whilst the ejido o f Zirahuén has 1308 hectares. There 
are two different figures referring to number of hectares in C.I. Zirahuén: 619 and 665. (Alvarez- 
Icazaetal., 1993: 110,169).
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The Updating of Old Problems

Factionalism, controversial styles of leadership, struggles over resources, 

caciquismo, and new ’external’ pressures are certainly central characteristics of 

the current situation. At present, the comunidad indigena continues divided. The 

faction that claims it holds the viceregal titles is the one which joined the UCEZ. 

The "other" community has also renovated its alliances. Without dismissing the 

important additional issues that have contributed to the internal division within the 

community, it is especially important to emphasise the central role played by 

Guillermo Arreola in fuelling internal disputes.

Arreola belongs to a very well-known family within Michoacan. The 

family’s role is a good example of how ties of kinship, political power, business 

interests, bribery, governmental corruption and other abuses of power have 

contributed to the enduring poverty and political unrest of many towns in 

Michoacan. Arreola’s brother, Joaquin was a municipal president of Patzcuaro, 

an important city in Michoacan, which is a centre for the local region of 

Zirahuén. He was also a businessman profiting from the exploitation of 

Michoacan’s forest. Vazquez while analysing the case of the community of 

Nahuatzen mentions the latter as the owner of the company "Joaquin Arreola 

Estrada S. de R. L. ". Vazquez argues that "Arreola’s company works in the same 

way as American companies work, contracting directly with lot owners, and 

obtaining permission from the authorities in charge of the forest. The main 

activity of the Arreola company is cutting trees and buying resin, as a private 

concessionaire" (1986:45). Furthermore, the family owns at least one sawmill,
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called the Huajumbaro, in Santa Clara. Significantly, Guillermo Arreola was also 

a former treasurer of the Forestal (the institution supposedly in charge of 

managing and protecting the forest)'*^.

Currently, Guillermo Arreola"*  ̂ also owns a restaurant and some cabins 

at the shore of the lake, though he continued to be classified officially as a 

pequefio propietario (small owner). In addition, he has had some plans in mind

In the more general context o f the pressures on peasant resources, Zepeda highlights the 
problem of forest exploitation. From 1973 onwards the old decrees that prevented immoderate 
timber exploitation were cancelled. This fostered an acceleratedincrease in exploitation. Michoacàn 
became the third producer in the country. The forests are located in the Tarascan Meseta and the 
East. Most are property o f communities and ejidos. However, wood exploitation has been carried 
out by some licensed logging companies because o f the communities’ inability to obtain the 
permissions and meet the necessary investments for logging. This particular relationship between 
powerful entrepreneurs and community owners whose political and economic situation is relatively 
weak has produced a great number o f conflicts over the Michoacàn forests. Moreover, this is not 
the only problem. These logging companies have forged linkages with a veritable network o f illegal 
loggers. In doing this they have extended their areas o f exploitation further than the permitted 
limits. Obviously, these illegal resources have been translated into irrational and intensive forest 
exploitation. Closely related is resin production. Several resin companies worked according to the 
following system: the company provides salary, credit,transport; the workers provide the means of 
production and their labour power. The resulting relation is far from being a relation between 
equals: the company establishes the nature, quantity and value o f the exchange, defining the factors 
in its own favour; the resin labourer gets the worst share, despite being the "owner" o f the forest 
(1986:326-327). (For more information on timber exploitation related conflicts, see also Espin, 
1986; Vâzquez, 1986.)

Other sources give us further clues about the earlier actions o f Arreola within Zirahuén: 
"From 1970, Guillermo Arreola built a house on the lake shore. This house has a false title deed. 
Later, in 1984 he got permission to build holiday homes for foreigners because the community’s 
struggle against the project was stopped by legal action. Due to the difficulties he suffered with his 
tourist project, Arreola began to exploit the timber resources in a clandestine way, and received 
permission to take 240 thousand cubic metres o f water from the lake to irrigate his avocado 
orchard. Later, in October, 1986, during the period as state governor o f Cuauhtémoc Cârdenas, a 
permit was finally given for building the tourist site. Some current leaders o f the PRD, such as 
Porfirio Barbosa, are said to have granted the building permit, a fact confirmed by the publication 
of the agreement in the Diario Oficial del Estado. The comuneros subsequently seized the cabins 
as a way of showing their opposition. A consequence was the detention of twenty seven children, 
seventy-one women and six men. Days before, another one hundred and fifty indigenas had also 
been detained." {El Libertador de Oriente, 1991:5-6. Cf. also: El Universal, 23 May, 1989.) This 
news report was confirmed by one o f my informants. Time, a comunera, who recalled the seizing 
of the cabins: "Once, we went into Arreola’s house. We were owners too. The judiciales arrived 
to take us out. They took us out with our casseroles, tables and petates. They took people to 
Pâtzcuaro. Next day, they arrived around 6 a.m. They took my eldest son. You believe that one 
does not suffer?"
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for Zirahuén. For a long time he has been trying to get control of the lake and 

lands in Zirahuén"^ to build a tourist resort there. He possesses links with the 

French company Club Méditerranée.

This man has played a major role in the internal conflicts experienced by 

the community, and is accused of being the main instigator of the division by the 

UCEZ faction. Moreover, G Arreola has bought pieces of land all around 

Zirahuén. Also, because of his links with the ruling official party he has been 

successful in manipulating local elections"^^ and even in appointing his favourite 

candidates. This was referred to by Juan: "The previous government appointed 

the private secretary of the tenencia. He is a compadre of Arreola. "

Interestingly enough, there were people who had memories of past

Pedro Alvarez I, Gabriela Cervera et. al, present the following information on land tenure 
in Salvador Escalante: "The Ministry o f Agrarian Reform does not recognize land conflicts within 
the municipio o f Salvador Escalante. It is, however, known that an old land tenure problem exists 
between the comunidad indigena de Zirahuén and small private owners." (1993:110)

Elections have always been a contentious issue in Mexico, and Michoacàn has not been an 
exception. Fraud, deception, violence and relationships o f clientelism have been the rule. Moreover, 
Michoacàn was an important zone o f  opposition when the great electoral fraud o f 1988 took place. 
Since then, the ruling party had tried to recover its lost votes through a variety o f means: launching 
social/public assistence programs such as SOLID ARID AD which covers the whole country, or 
programs specifically designed for Michoacàn, such as the Plan Michoacàn. As will be shown later 
(in the case o f Ixtaro), false imputations to members o f the opposition have also been made by PRI 
officials, coinciding with the eve o f local elections. However, the PRI has also taken advantage o f  
the quarrels, errors and internal divisions between the members o f the once powerful opposition 
party, the PRD. This is also shown at the level o f local politics through various accounts given by 
my informants. For instance, Jacinta held that: "The PRI is impoverishing the country with the 
small gifts which it doles out in the campaigns. They give fi'ee bags, t-shirts. Because o f that our 
country is in bad shape. Here, they pay for the vote, when it is for the national government they 
pay 100 new pesos, when it is for municipal president, they pay 50 new pesos." Jesus also shared 
this opinion on elections, basing his judgement on past experiences: "I would like to give my 
support to the best person. For instance Làzaro Cârdenas, as soon as he arrived in power created 
the ejido, when they took over the lands from the hacendados. Cuauhtémoc (Cârdenas), if  only he 
wins the elections, would do the same that his father did. I would like some people to come here 
to investigate. Here, some people practise trickery when the election takes place. Some grab a 
bunch o f votes and steal them. I would want there to be several persons watching over the election. 
I would like votes to be counted openly. Because, here they do it behind closed door, they are 
tricky. Once I was one o f the election officials here, but they closed the door and did not allow me 
to count the votes."
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conflicts involving their families and G. Arreola. For instance, Jacinta (currently 

40 years old) remembered:

When I was twelve years old my father pawned a piece of land. Arreola 
realised and told him, I will help you to get your title deed. My dad had 
to go to Morelia to sign it. He was illiterate. The cabron wanted to put his 
own name on the title deed. Some men who were Arreolas’ guards were 
bribed and came to pick my father up. Don Guillermo paid them $ 9000 
for the land.

Arreola is also a main actor in the loss of lands"^ .̂ Timo referred to how 

people sold their lands and how the other community is supported by him, and her 

account brings out more significant information on relationship between Arreola 

and the ejidatarios:

The people who sold themselves were pendeja. Chon C. was the owner 
of the land where Arreola has his restaurant. The idiots. It is said that he 
bought some land near Copandaro. Also, it is said that in another hidden 
plot, there [pointing to the other side of the lake, nearby Agua Verde], he 
has sown marijuana. There, we saw helicopters. They burned it. In front, 
he has plants of avocado, pipes and water. Each tree has irrigation. 
Arreola is getting fat. He took the ejidatarios' certificates away. The idiots 
gave them to him. He has got a piece of ejido near the station and other 
plots. Because of, what Arreola told them, the people left the [UCEZ] 
community. He paid them for their support.

Jacinta also made a direct association between the role played by Arreola 

and the different actions of social assistence carried out by the official PRI party.

See also a reference on an ex-employee o f the SAHOP who was expelled from the 
community because he was said to have bought near to two hectares o f communal land. (Z,a 
Comunidad 7; 8-9).
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If the people were left alone, it would be another matter, but the people 
have persons who divide. The PRI always divides with its promises. The 
community is divided because the PRI comes, does whatever it wants, 
gives people free milk. Then, there’s Solidaridad. Things would be better 
if the pueblo didn’t have traitors. There is another community [the non- 
UCEZ faction] financed by Arreola to help him.

The PRI is viewed with distrust by these people, but they nevertheless 

tried to take advantage of the "small help” offered. For the majority, there is no 

contradiction in accepting that help and voting PRD; they say, for instance, "The 

vote is free isn’t it?". Furthermore, parties in general are seen with distrust, even 

though the PRD still enjoyed great support and sympathy:

All the parties want to win. The PRD is for Cuauhtémoc who wants to 
help, maybe because he is the son of the general. He helped poor people. 
Perhaps, but you see, people who win power quickly forget their 
promises.

Nonetheless, government continues to be alien, unreliable and even 

threatening for them. For example. Ma. Piedad held that:

From the government nothing, sometimes a small help. Some scholarships, 
monthly rations of tuna, sardines, milk, chiles, beans, rice, pasta. For 
children’s scholarships, they give 120 new pesos. Because of the 
scholarships given by the PRI, the government takes children away when 
they are small. If the government needs soldiers, those who have 
scholarships are who go first. [This idea also goes back to the historical 
experience of conscription at the time of the revolution]. I am afraid of 
that. Also, women who deliver their children in the IMSS hospital of Ario 
de Rosales are afraid as well because one teacher has told them that the 
government is the owner of those children.

Loss of children is a very powerful idea, and it fits into a broader 

contemporary metaphor about ’stealing children’, which is pervasive in rural
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Michoacàn, Recently, the ’spare parts surgery’ scandal which achieved wide 

media coverage in México and other Latin American countries'^^, added even 

more distrust and fear.

The Local Election Result and the Seizure of the Sawmill

One event that showed, on one hand, the enduring divisions within Zirahuen, and, 

on the other hand, the different alliances involved in community strugges and 

conflict was the local election of 1991. The division among the members of the 

comunidad indigena reached its peak during this election"^®. As a result of the 

disagreement over which party was the winner the community’s sawmill was 

seized.

The sawmill was initially obtained through community action. It was built 

and organised in 1984. The sawmill was occupied in 1991 by the faction that

Westwood and Radcliffe refer to how popular cultures "have generated mythical figures in 
which, in a series o f reversals, white Hispanic males become the incarnation of evil. For example, 
in Lima in November 1988, white, blond men driving big cars were said to be taking out children’s 
eyes in order to sell them. The sacaojos (’eye pluckers’) expressed popular fears that children of 
low-income populations could look out on no future in the aftermath o f harsh austerity measures 
(September 1988) and rising political violence (Vargas 1990:36-7)" (1993: 14).

The electoral conflict is documented in a newspaper article (La Voz de Michoacan, 25th o f  
July, 1991). "The state government intervened to resolve the conflict by trying to respect the 
peasants’ will. However, it has not achieved its objective. One official o f Agrarian Affairs pointed 
out that on June 12th the new ejidal authorities were elected in Zirahuén. Everything tends to 
suppose that election was won by UCEZ. But the UCD manifested its disagreement, seizing the 
sawmill. The UCEZ leader, E. Capiz, denounced the latter fact before the Attorney General. One 
of his demands was the intervention of the Policia Judicial Estatal. The state government 
intervened, mediating the conflict, but none o f the parties have given up. The problem could 
worsen due to delay on the parties o f the public office, which is in charge o f land tenure security." 
This news report alluded to UCD as the organisation responsible for the seiznire. It seems, however, 
that the organisation involved was the CCI instead, an "official" peasant central tied to the ruling 
PRI. I could not confirm if it was a printing error, a confusion, or a reflection o f  the prilsta 
leanings o f the newspaper.
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alligned with the official party, Arreola and the ejidatarios. This is one account 

o f the problems which led to the seizure obtained in my interviews:

Our enemies are the landowners because we recovered our land. There are 
many people opposed to us because of the money they were given by the 
rich people [los ricos] to bother the community. They are not interested 
in defending their own people. They provoked the division. Our 
community tried to have funding to solve things. The hill belongs to the 
community; there was much infested wood. We got the permission to cut. 
We asked for help from the INI. The sawmill began to work. There were 
lots of people envying that. Some said that Marcos Paz [the UCEZ 
representative] was taking advantage [of the scheme] to make himself a 
millionaire. Those people wanted the money that was gathered by the 
community to be distributed among a few. They even invited Marcos to 
do that. They began to separate and gossip. Finally they separated and 
formed a group. Furthermore, they are liars. They belong to the CCI, 
though this central gives them very little support. They say they are the 
true comunidad indigena. But they do not have nombramiento. They joined 
Arreola and the ejidatarios (there are 40 ejidatarios or so). The other 
community encompasses around seventy people. For example, when we 
had to elect a je fe  de tenencia, they brought in ’dragged’ people 
[acarreados]. This last time they won. They got united and brought in 
people from outside. We did not agree. They paid the others for their 
signatures.

In this account o f Lila'^ ,̂ the following points are highlighted: a) The use 

of money to buy support, bribe and divide, b) Envy, c) Differences of opinion 

about the role of Marcos Paz as an honest leader, d) The competing organisational 

bases of support: UCEZ and the CCI, f) challenges to the ’other’ community’s 

legality, g) The alliance between Arreola and the ejidatarios.

Relia’s account also stresses the role of money and envy as main culprits

It must be conceded that the account which I am currently citing reflects possible biases 
arising from the loyalties produced by kinship among the UCEZ faction: Lila is niece o f Marcos 
Paz, the de facto leader o f the UCEZ comunidad indigena. Relia and Amelia are sisters o f  
Ascenciôn C., the current leader o f the comunidad indigena.
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in the community’s division^®, so that the opposition is thus morally disqualified.

Some began to gossip to a point that there was a split. They stopped the 
sawmill working. All the wood remained lying about. They have done 
many horrible things. I am angry because of that, everybody working and 
the other taking advantage. They built their houses and made a fire as 
well. Arreola helped them. He took them food, money. They got drunk 
there. They lasted but six months within the sawmill. They got out during 
November or December two years ago.

As a result a sit-in was organised in front of the goverment palace in Morelia by 

UCEZ^\ The organisation demanded compensation for the damages caused by 

the takeover of the sawmill and that there should be restitution of "hundreds of 

hectares of communal lands that G. Arreola has invaded in the surroundings of 

lake Zirahuén

Arreola’s exploitation of the lake added further to the grievances. During

Other accounts also illustrated how people explained the divisions in terms o f links with 
Arreola, but with differences o f emphasis. For instance Ma. de la Paz said that "there was just one 
community, but they divided it. The result was two communities. The division came because o f the 
sawmill. It was for envy. They stole and sold timber secretly. Because o f that, people got angry. 
Those people do not work, nor do they let the sawmill work. The quarrel continues and the sawmill 
is going downhill to the dogs." Lourdes completed the account: "The community was divided by 
some mischief-makers. They are corrupt, they sell the community to rich men. They stay all the 
time within Arreola’s house. He was appointed for fourteen years as treasurer o f the agency in 
charge o f the forest. They own the Huajumbaro, a big sawmill in Santa Clara. He got permits and 
concessions. The enemies are G. Arreola and foreign peoples. Arreola is a prestanombre o f the 
private enterprise. That family wants to come and build a tourist centre. They devastate everything, 
the natural resources."

The sit-in lasted six months. Several people o f the UCEZ community remembered the 
solidarity o f other communities such as: the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata, Iztaro, Minzita and 
San Pedro Bocaneo. Members o f these comunities brought them blankets, mattresses, bread, rice, 
and beans. A news report documented an agression suffered by this group o f comuneros during 
their sit-in: "J. Ascenciôn C., president of the local land council, denounced the fact that, at dawn, 
a van crossed through the place where they were sitting-in. It destroyed the improvised camp that 
protected them from the rain. They woke up, and that prevented them from being run over. They 
asked the driver to stop, but he did not pay any attention. Moreover, he and his companions threw 
empty liquor bottles over them. Later, these men were detained and affirmed that they were friends 
of G. Arreola." {La Jornada, 22 October 1991).

Cf. La Voz de Michoacàn, July 27, 1991, p. 9-A.
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May and the first days of June of 1991, dead fish began to appear in the lake, 

prompting demands for an investigation {El Libertador de Oriente, op. cit 

1991:5).

A month later, an interesting and revealing gathering is documented in the 

newspaper La Voz de Michoacan (July 7, 1991). An agreement was signed 

between the PRI state committee and representatives of the tenencia to "fulfill the 

demands" of Zirahuén people. The main protagonists were two PRI deputies, 

Gregorio Flores and Ezequiel Cruz, the PRI state leader, Armando Ballinas, the 

priista  leaders of Paztcuaro and Cheran; and several PRI affiliated local 

authorities, including the president of the comisariado ejidal, Agustin Moncada, 

and Mr. Guillermo Arreola. This event was clearly orchestrated by the PRI and 

as we will now see, was primarily addressed to denigrating the UCEZ, its 

principal leader E. Capiz, and the local leader, Marcos Paz.

The municipal priista  leader Nicanor Cruz Guzman welcomed the guests, 

telling them that: "This teriencia has never been put on its knees for voting PRI". 

The statement was in obvious reference to the contested June election. A young 

woman, Catalina Garcia^^, speaking for "the indigena w o m e n m a n i f e s t e d  

their rejection o f those "dishonest leaders who make money with the region’s 

resources. " They do so -she added- without caring about the inhabitants’ economic 

backwardness and the community’s abandonment." She petitioned: "The

This young woman is member of one o f the main families that formed the faction opposed 
to UCEZ.

I stress the use o f the word indigena by this member o f opposite UCEZ faction. She is using 
it as a way o f demonstrating her belonging to the true comunidad indigena, confirming my 
argument that issues o f "authenticity" and "truth" were central to the claims and counter-claims o f  
the opposed factions. The fact that the anti-UCEZ faction resorted to the language which provided 
the means of legitimation o f UCEZ action is, o f course, highly significant.
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community needs to be helped to build buildings on the lake’s shore to offer 

handcrafts and food to tourists. " This demand seems remarkably consistent with 

the private economic projects of Guillermo Arreola.

A further remark was made on the dishonesty of the UCEZ leaders and 

their lack of responsibility in expelling the workers who were repairing streets and 

the main road. Catalina Garcia’s discourse then proceeded to accord a positive 

recognition to Salinas de Gortari, the president, the Michoacan governor, 

Figueroa Zamudio, and to the state PRI leadership.

Another villager, Juan Garcia [a relative of Catalina], read the document 

signed by the priistas of the tenencia and the PRI state committee. The content of 

that document was said to look for solutions to old problems. The PRI promised 

that "through its different instances and its candidates, the party will arrange for 

the solution to problems of education, communication, services, health and 

tourism." Referring to agricultural issues, the recovery of money earned through 

timber exploitation was also petitioned, along with resources to continue the 

planting of trees and the rehabilitation of the lake basin. The document added: 

"This would be done through democratically chosen Solidarity committees, 

without the intervention of Marcos P ., E. Capiz and dishonest officials."

The alliance which existed between the authorities of the agrarian 

community (Eleazar Navarro, chief of tenencia, Agustin Moncada, comisariado 

ejidal) and the CCI local leader, Ascenciôn Delgado, was also made clear in this 

document. In the latter’s opinion, "those responsible for the backwardness of the 

comunidad indigena are again Paz and Capiz. They are the culprits behind the
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immoderate selling of community woods and obstruction of other public works."

There is also a reference to problems of land seizure. "They have promoted 

invasions in ’true’ peasants’ lands." Concern was also expressed that violence 

would erupt between the comuneros led by Capiz and Paz and the ejidatarios from 

Zirahuén because of the invasion of lands.

Paz was also accused of exploiting timber from the Cerro Grande for his 

own benefit and without providing any accounting of these profits, but the 

accusations run on to suggest deeper levels of self-serving motives: "these leaders 

bring people from other states in the country and supposedly these are given 

possesion of an invaded plot in exchange of money." This leads to a direct 

challenge to the peasant quality of Paz and Capiz and their claims to represent the 

poor:

Marcos Paz and Efrén Capiz just pretend to be peasants. They were 
peasants before, but now they are cheating gente de bien (people of 
goodwill). We want to live peacefully. We do not want the performance 
of these false redeemers who promote violence among us.

The state government’s intervention is then requested, but with the rider 

that: "We have let them do whatever they want because we do not want to let 

blood run. But, once they go into our houses, we will not hesitate to defend our 

patrimony, without requiring the intervention of the authorities^^." The document

Relations subsequently deteriorated further between the two factions, and violence broke out 
during the month o f March in 1992. A family belonging to the UCEZ faction was attacked. 
Bulmaro C., the comunidad indigena treasurer of communal goods, his wife and daughters, were 
badly injured by members o f the other faction, leaded by Natividad Rodriguez and others who were 
denounced by E. Capiz as the same persons "who were expelled from the communal sawmill that 
was taken over with the support o f G. Arreola." {La Jornada^ 21 March de 1992).
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ends with an explicit defense of Guillermo Arreola: "Those leaders [of the UCEZ] 

do not get along with Mr. Arreola, because he has supported the region’s 

prosperity."

Currently (1993-4)^^ the situation has not substantially changed, as is illustrated 

by Juan’s account:

Some years ago we obtained a sawmill. We bought a lorry, four machines. 
That was a new sawmill, it had not been installed. But those people took 
it over, they came in, and did not allow us to enter. Arreola gave them the 
order. We stayed for half a year in a sit-in. Even now,it is not resolved. 
We want to recover the losses. We ask if those people are not going to be 
punished. We have a lorry given as a gift by the INI. Within the sawmill, 
wood was lost. In Parano wood rotted. They have already given back the 
sawmill, but we want them to pay for the losses. We owe money to 
workers. The people who left our community began to defraud people, 
telling them that they were going to be owners of the sawmill and lands. "

In the magazine El Libertador de Oriente, an article refers to the reiteration o f old demands 
and new developments in Zirahuén: "The comunidad indigena o f  Zirahuén continues denouncing 
the regional cacique of Patzcuaro and Uruapan, Guillermo Arreola. He has always wanted to buy 
out, remove and assassinate people in order to get the lake and build the resort deal with the French 
Club Méditerranée. Due to his impotence, he promoted armed groups to provoke confrontations 
among the comuneros. Lately, the director o f the Red Cross in Morelia, Oscar Gonzâlez, has 
invaded a plot in the annexe o f Agua Verde. Also, he cut the young pines that we planted there. 
Additionally, he is promoting a roadway from Agua Verde to Copandaro, to be able to take timber 
out. Two other men are accused of dividing the community, and o f being servants o f Arreola, Jesus 
Z. and Agustin R. In the potrero de Tepamio de la Laguna, they cut the fences and let their cattle 
in, which ate our very expensive trees (fresnos). We demand the payment o f damages caused to 
our sawmill, estimated at 1 000 million old pesos (Number 50, October 1993)"
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The Lake of Zirahuén, Ecology and Politics.

Whilst the sawmill conflict is based in fact on cacical manipulation of pre

existing and deeply historically rooted divisions within the community, the 

struggle for the lake is even more directly related in people’s statements to 

"foreigners" and external enemies, of which Arreola is only one element. Another 

alien ’enemy’ is the discourse and practice derived from the government’s 

"modernisation" policies. However, the "other community", the so-called 

mischief-makers, contributed through its alliance with Arreola to engineering 

conflict on this issue also, as we see, for example, in the reasons for participating 

in the struggle given by Ma de la Paz:

We fight to get a small piece of land where we can live and sow. Also, we 
fight because we do not want the lake be destroyed. People who came 
from the outside wanted to take it over.

Concerns over the lake’s integrity and purity are also related to the issue 

of land cultivation and agrarian struggle, and therefore to the possibility of the 

lasting reproduction of "community" in a broader sense which I will diseuse more 

fully in Chapter VI. The recovery and protection o f lands, forests and lakes is

”  The issue o f Modernity, Ecology and Indian movements is discussed by Victor M. Toledo 
(1992). According to Toledo, ecologismo in Mexico has mainly been an urban middle class 
movement. This scholar holds that "with the irruption of indigena and mestizo peasantry within the 
ecological struggle, that panorama will be transformed, perhaps, recovering from the political 
standoff in which it is now. Also, this will contribute to dirty up the romanticised and often 
ethereal conceptions o f urban ecologists. In addition, it will allow urban-rural alliances never seen 
before. During the recent International Meeting o f Ecology in Morelia, monopolised by Televisa, 
indigenas o f the Uniôn de Comuneros Emiliano Zapata protagonists o f a struggle in defense of 
Zirahuén in Michoacàn came in to express a contrary opinion. This is an event that symbolised 
things that will happen in the coming years." (1992: 48) For a wider discussion o f a general 
characterisation of UCEZ and its similarities and differences with other organisations see chapter 
II.
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related to a ’healthy, unspoiled, united’ conception of "conununity", free of 

external pollution. Moreover, the issue of rubbish and pollution being thrown into 

the lake also recalled preoccupations with community survival. The constant 

conservative and defensive position of these people against modernisation and 

development involved this symbolic preoccupation that relates the "outside" with 

dirt, rubbish, destruction, and drought^*.

The UCEZ community stopped the works that were being carried out to 

release sewage^^ into the lake. Two main concerns were in people’s minds: the 

threat of the loss of the lake (through Arreola’s intentions to build a tourist resort) 

and the issue of contamination that comes again from external sources^. This

Thus, for example, Juan wonders: "How are we going to allow the lake to be dried up or 
rubbish being thrown into it?" Concerns about the lake are explicit in many other accounts. Relia, 
for example, contended: "We fight because o f the lake. We defend it because it is said that is 
polluted by the sewage of Santa Clara, Opopeo, Casas Grandes. Below the water is seen a thin veil 
that comes from the pollution. There, that is where fish come from. Presently, I do not eat fish 
because I do not trust them not to be polluted." These concerns are also echoed by two newspaper 
reports that denounced the pollution "which the beautiful lake o f Zirahuén is suffering". There are 
denunciations that the sewage o f the towns o f Opopeo, Santa Clara del Cobre y Casas Blancas is 
reaching the lake o f Zirahuén, through the stream of the River Silencio. {El Libertador de Oriente, 
July-August 1992:3, October 1993:10). This was not news to local people. Amelia, for example, 
remarked: "Before, I drank water from the lake, not now. Presently, there are motorbikes, which 
throw oil into the lake. Also, they wanted to put the sewage from the square down into the lake."

”  In the magazine El libertador de Oriente, (October 1993), an article entitled "The lake of 
Zirahuén is in danger o f disappearing" addressed some critiques to the official ecological 
management o f the lake: "The last representative of the sub-committee o f Rehabilitaciôn del lago 
de Pâtzcuaro y  conservaciôn del Lago de Zirahuén, Mich, Enrique Sànchez V showed his 
incompetence through his actions. In order to achieve his ecological plan, the system o f sewage was 
conducted towards the two lakes. A proof o f his "incompetence" (in ironic tone), is that on leaving 
that post, he has now become secretary o f the priista municipal president o f Morelia, Sergio 
Magafia."

The issue o f the construction of a road around the lake is a contentious one. I witnessed and 
wrote up a report o f a meeting (19 August 1993) where this issue was discussed. The main 
discussion was between people from Agua Verde, an annexe (rancheria) belonging to Zirahuén and 
the Zirahuén community. The former looked for Zirahuén's approval to continue building the road. 
Moreover, they wrote a letter addressed to Salinas de Gortari (by then, president o f the republic). 
In the meeting it was evident that Marcos Paz intended to push Agua Verde people into taking a 
decision to vote against the road. Moreover, the man who seemed to represent Agua Verde argued 
that he could not take a decision about the matter. The situation was complicated by the fact that
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is illustrated by Lila’s account:

The lake is the only thing we have,^^ so we do not allow them to finish 
it and pollute it. Once, some people came with pipes. I think they came 
from Lazaro Cardenas. They wanted to drill for petrol, five years ago.

Foreigners, Arreola and ’rich’ people are brought together in other 

accounts, for instance, Jesus stated: "G. Arreola is the one who wants to drive us 

out. He wants to bring in foreigners. He wants to put a road surrounding the lake. 

He wants to bring in rich people". Fears of external threat and therefore 

dissolution of community and expulsion of its poorer members in favour of ’rich’ 

outsiders were frequently expressed by many informants.

Other members of the community did, however, present a more ’m odem ’ 

discourse about the lake. Lourdes, who was herself an outsider because she was 

not bom  in Zirahuén, but only arrived there seven years ago from her native 

Arteaga yet became a very militant young woman within the Zirahuén UCEZ 

group, contended:

We defend the lake because we do not want it polluted, because of the 
ecology, because it is one of the few clean lakes in the world.

Nevertheless, the still beautiful lake comes to symbolize something that 

can be forever lost for most of these people: the imagined community, clean and

there were some other men who evidently formed another faction within Agua Verde which wanted 
the road. However, the assembly concluded without any resolution being taken. Cf. also, footnote 
number 56.

Interestingly enough, the lake is national property. (Cf. Alvarez-Icazaet. al, 1993: 111).
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free o f external threats. Also, it reflects a clear consciousness of how things can 

develop in the future (bringing together their memories of past grievances and 

their current experiences). Another comunera, Amelia, alluded to the degradation 

suffered by the once beautiful Lake of Patzcuaro and referred it as a negative 

example of how things could be:

I struggle for the lake because we do not want it to become like the lake 
of Patzcuaro.

CO LO N IA  COM UNAL EM ILIANO ZAPATA
Aqm se paro el âguila, pues de aqm no me muevo. Guadalupe P. 
(Here the eagle rested, so I will not move from here.)

The Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata (C .C .E .Z .) is located on the 

outskirts of Santa Clara del Cobre, head town of the Municipality of Salvador 

Escalante, Michoacan. The Colonia was created out of an invasion of land. The 

piece of land in question is said to belong to Guillermo Arreola, the well known 

regional business man, who figured in the preceding discussion®^. Initially, the 

seizing of land was organised by a political party, the Partido del Frente 

Cardenista de Reconstruccion Nacional (PFCRN). This party has deservedly been

With regard to the foundation date of the colonia and the matter o f property rights in this 
piece o f land, the following account was published by the magazine £ /  Libertador de Oriente, "The 
land was seized on the first o f March, 1990, under the auspices o f the PFCRN. They told people 
that plots were going to be sold for two and a half million old pesos. This amount could be paid 
in installments. Initially, they were required to pay contributions o f two thousand pesos weekly. 
This latter money would be used to pay costs o f representation in a legal sense. Two months were 
paid without anything being resolved. Santiago M. introduced them to Marcos Paz, and through 
him the people met UCEZ. Presently, there are four hundred and twenty lots. The colonia has just 
one water supply and no sewage. Only the communal house has electricity. Guillermo Arreola 
claims to be owner o f the land. But, in fact, the lands are communal and belong to the comunidad 
indigena o f Salvador Escalante. Arrangements are being made with the National Indigenist Institute 
(INI) in order to get drinking water for the colonia. (October-November 1991: 5)"
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called a palero, an unconditional and clientelist follower of the ruling party (PRI), 

which is certainly the model for the way things developed in this case. Some of 

the protagonists told me that the leader only wanted money and clientelist support 

for his party, and on achieving that goal, did not support people after the invasion 

had taken place. Moreover, it was argued, he had a close relationship with 

Arreola, negotiating the selling of the land. Consequently, people began to look 

for other options, and in the aftermath, UCEZ took over the organisation of the 

colonia.

Most of those interviewed had decided to join the colonia because of their 

need for a place to live. Formerly, they lived sharing space within an extended 

household, generally with their-in-laws or parents. Among the reasons that they 

gave for leaving were the lack of space and family conflicts, mainly with in- 

laws^^. These people^ were mostly young, almost half them in their twenties 

(45.45%), but two other age groups were also highly represented: those in their 

thirties (22.72%) and those in their fifties (22.72%) or older. All of them were 

bom  in Santa Clara, excepting four persons who were bom  in Cungo, Santa Rita, 

Chiapa and Paracho. There was only one woman who declared herself the head 

of family (without a partner) and another whose husband was working in the 

U .S.A  and who did not claim to be head of family. With respect to educational 

levels, most (69.5%) had not finished their primary school studies, and only four 

(17.3%) concluded it. Only one woman finished her secondary school plus two

For a more detailed description of these people’s conflicts with their families and in-laws, 
see Chapter V.

The interview was carried out among 22 families, with a ratio o f 2.5 interviews in each 
block manzana (8 blocks).
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men, and another woman had incomplete secondary studies. One man was 

exceptional in terms of education: he had a degree on agronomy.

Most people had a large number of children: More than half the people 

interviewed had four or more children, and four families in this group had seven 

children. There were five families with just one child, but four of them consisted 

of couples who were in their twenties, and were thus still of reproductive age.

The most frequent occupation among heads of family (27.27%) was 

working in the Santa Clara sawmills, doing the most diverse things, such as 

sawing wood, nailing-up boxes and gathering pieces of wood prior to sawing. 

One of them was a guard in a sawmill^^.

Another important occupational sector (22.72%) was related to copper 

work. Two of those interviewed were master artisans and had their own 

workshop. One of them worked with his brothers. The other had even taught his 

trade in a school of craftmanship and, furthermore, had prizes for his work in 

annual competitions of copper design. Another three heads of families were 

labourers, working for a master artisan. One of the latter was paid twenty new 

pesos per day (this was the minimum wage in 1993, four hundred new pesos per 

month, around £44 at the July 1995 exchange rate). Four men (18.18%) worked 

in the fields as labourers. In fact much of their time they worked wherever they 

found work^. The average salary for them was around eighty new pesos per

In the case o f the municipio o f Salvador Escalante the main economic activies are related to 
the secondary sector: copper workshops, furniture workshops, factories making packing crates, and 
sawmills. Also o f great importance for an important sector o f the municipal population are 
handcrafts production and commercialisation." (P.Alvarez-Icaza, G.Cervera, et.al, op. cit.: 79)

Seasonal work was dominant, i.e. in the tomato harvest or avocado harvest. Women were 
also involved in this type o f seasonal work.
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week (less than the minimum wage). The one female head of household had 

worked planting trees in a greenhouse, but told me that the job was going to 

finish soon. Occasionally she worked doing domestic work in some Santa Clara 

houses (she was paid around eighteen new pesos per day, approximately £1.50 per 

day, at the current rate, July 1995, and less than the minimum wage). The rest 

of the people (31.81 %) worked as follows: two were bakers, but one of them told 

me that he had no work at that moment. One was a butcher, another a building 

labourer, another a mechanic, and another, the one who had studied agronomy, 

an employee in the municipal presidency.

A significant percentage of the women (around 31.81%) also worked, 

contributing in different measures to the domestic e c o n o m y F o r  instance, the 

contribution made by Mago (the wife of the agronomist municipal employee) was 

very important: she had the largest shop in the area. She sold, among other 

things, bread, milk, soft drinks, medicines, canned food, and candies, etc. Two 

other women (Guadalupe P. and Maria) had small puestos^ selling candies, fruits, 

and soft drinks. Maria sold escobetillas (a rustic brush for washing up) which her 

husband made out o f roots collected in the fields. Another woman, Carmen, 

delivered milk. Three women were salaried employees, one of them enjoying a 

stable income as a teacher of art in a secondary school. Her husband was a 

migrant working en el norte (in the North, i.e. the USA), but she did not consider 

herself as the head of the family. Her salary, though regular, was, in fact, less

Female participation in the market labour has increased in importance. Several causes 
should be mentioned: the impact o f male migration, the increased process o f  proletarianisation in 
the region, the growth o f the tertiary sector, and acute problems within the household, which have, 
in practice, left women in charge in some cases.
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than the minimum wage. The other two women, Lilia and Juana, relied on wages 

from casual work. Lilia, as a head of household, was, however, a special case, 

since she combined her temporary wage work in the greenhouse with domestic 

work in houses around Santa Clara, and also relied strongly on her parents for 

financial help. Juana worked on a weekly base washing clothes in a house. The 

women who said that they worked in houses did so on a temporary and unstable 

basis, and complained of both low payment and scarcity of work. Santa Clara (the 

head town) and Patzcuaro were, in fact, famous for the low payment offered to 

such employees. This was an important reason why their daughters tended to 

migrate outside the region, to Morelia or Uruapan, or as far as Mexico city or 

even Tijuana.

Another source of income was the work of sons. They did the same work 

as their parents: nailing boxes up in the sawmill or labouring in the fields. Only 

one boy worked with his father and uncles in the copper workshop. Most families 

had poultry and grew a few vegetables and even maize in their small lots for their 

own consumption, but few had other animals; an exception was Adan, who had 

horses.

On Peasant Tradition

Of the families interviewed, many still had links with peasant life in various 

forms, besides those people whose main occupation was that of farm labourers. 

People were happy to grow maize in their lots, and the fact that they continued 

to see themselves as "campesinos" not only reflected the continued existence of
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a ’peasant economy’ alongside partial proletarianisation^*, but also reflected a 

degree of resistance to the transformations of rural life. The cultivation of maize 

was and continues to be in the centre of this peasant economy despite the fact that 

it brings in minimum or zero money profit. As Alvarez-Icaza et. al., (op.cit: 145- 

147) note, the continuous growing of maize reflects a series of factors. First, 

maize represents a "cultivo de resguardo", a crop that allows some basic food 

security for the family, whilst also making it possible for them to sell small 

amounts of surplus grain during the year to complement the family budget. These 

sales are made within the village and also outside it, though in a restricted 

commercial circuit, which remains relatively local. Thus, the aim is to meet the 

family’s needs, and to provide a little extra money for daily expenses.

Second, a great part of production costs is absorbed by family labour; 

another part may be absorbed by agreements to perform a given amount of work 

in exchange for a determinated amount of produce. This means that the peasant 

does not have to use the total amount of money that would be required by a 

commercial entrepreneur who invests in growing maize.

Some general figures presented in the Alvarez-Icaza et.al. study will serve to reflect wider 
developments. "The municipio o f Salvador Escalante has a low index o f growth (0.6%) compared 
with other municipios. This is explained by the existence o f seasonal and permanent migration that 
in some cases has left some towns relatively empty o f permanent residents." Furthermore, by these 
authors note: "An important tendency has been the growth of the secondary sector and a great 
decrease in the primary sector; moreover, this decrease is bigger than the national level. However, 
the region’s primary sector continues to be the most important in contrast to the general state 
distribution where currently the tertiary sector encompasses the greatest part o f the economically 
active population." In this respect they add: "In order to survive within the current production 
conditions, a greater division o f labour has developed within the domestic unit and waged activities 
(selling wood, resin, handcrafts, manual labouring work) have increased. Regional dynamics impose 
this condition on the domestic economy. Moreover, land concentration and privatisation in the 
hands o f outside economic interests along with the maize growing crisis, has pressed these people 
to change their occupation pattern in a short period of time, mainly in the handcrafts branch, 
incorporating women into the labour force and changing the content o f previously established 
sharecropping systems and relationships between the labourers with theirpatrones.*' (Alvarez-Icaza 
et. al., op. cit.: 83-84).
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Third, the growing of maize demands a concentrated effort during a few 

days of the farming cycle such as the time for preparing land, seeding, weeding 

or harvesting. In between these tasks there are days or weeks available to do other 

work. Maize growing, therefore, does not demand permanent dedication to the 

productive process. This feature of having times of intensive and relaxed work 

allows the peasant family to work in other occupations such as wage labour and 

artisan trades, construction labour, milking cows, commerce, wood sales and even 

temporary migration. These off-farm activities allow the peasant family to obtain 

the monetary income it needs and to buy consumption goods and work tools.

Thus, even though some C .C .E .Z  families have pursued a diverse range 

of livelihood strategies, they have maintained their links with the primary sector 

through the cultivation of maize, albeit in different degrees. At least some families 

(that of Guadalupe G) had been sharecroppers: "for eating, we grew maize a 

médias (in co-operation) with friends." This was also the case with Calendaria’s 

family, which originally had lands within the agrarian comunity, where her father 

grew beans, maize and chickpeas. Others shared work and the produce within 

their extended families. Nonetheless, all these accounts indicate that the lack of 

land was a persistent problem, though other social problems, such as alcoholism, 

also contributed to the loss of land. As a whole these accounts illustrated the 

difficulties and fragilities of peasant life, along with the dependence on multiple 

activities to survive.

The family of Juana had land within the comunidad indigena, "but they 

have sold their land because it was not enough for growing maize. " Yet some had 

kin who held community and ejido lands. Several cases, such as Angela’s father,
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who belonged to an agrarian community of Cuitizita, a nearby ranch, 

demonstrated the coexistence of the cultivation of maize and work in another 

trade. He had two plots and harvested around twenty anegas each, but he was also 

a baker.

Josefina’s father had had lands and grew maize, but he drank too much 

and sold them. Maria Esther’s in-laws had belonged to the agrarian community 

and they continued growing maize and beans, but her husband did not inherit 

because he was a heavy drinker.

Some people had memories of their family’s relation with the Hacienda. 

Micaela recalled her family’s memories of past grievances, her father worked in 

the Hacienda of Iramuco.

My father was accused of stealing a calf. He was accused by the 
landlord’s caporales. He had a similar calf. He worked for them. Now it 
is a community, it does not have owners. The landowner {patron) did not 
want to give him land to work. He was jailed for six months. A foreman 
recommended him again back to work because he was his compadre. He 
gave him a plough and other tools a madias.

Others, such as Adan, who was considered relatively better-off within the 

colonia, worked on his father-in-law’s community lands, in addition to being an 

artisan. He preferred growing crops and trading in animals to his other work, but 

then added: "money did not come from the land. On my father-in-law’s land we 

grew maize, but we only harvested thirty anegas, despite the hard work. Also, we 

had two outbreaks of pests: mzas and worms that ate the cogollito (young 

maize)." He expressed a view that was also extensively shared in the other 

communities: the incompatibility of maize growing and profits. However, his own
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position as an established artisan gave him a better position and he could therefore 

abandon peasant life.

Yet, despite the difficulties, growing maize continued to be a vital concern 

for many of these people. From their accounts emerges a clear model of part 

peasant, part proletarian existence. Maize cultivation was a complementary 

activity.

In a way joining the colonia was thus an attempt to reconstruct ’peasant* 

life in an "urban ' context, and indicates how difficult it is to make a hard and fast 

separation between "urban" and "rural" in this kind of region. This was, in fact, 

precisely the way UCEZ organisers encouraged people to see the matter; as 

Marcos P. from Zirahuén put it: "in the colonia, they are much better off. They 

have got the land, a house and they are a community. They can grow and grow. "

After the withdrawal of the FCRN, UCEZ continued with the organising 

work, and people were told that they did not have to pay anything for their plot. 

The present local leader Alfredo arrived one night during an assembly and told 

them: "these lands are not for sale. They are conununal" {estas tierras no se 

venden, si son comunales). Afterwards, a commission went to Zirahuén to look 

for Don Marcos P.

From then on the ’community’ "belonged" as a whole to the UCEZ. The 

current local UCEZ leader, Alfredo R ., seemed to have a great deal of support 

and legitimacy. There were, nonetheless, also dissenting voices. Comments made 

in assemblies and by people who were not already in the colonia gave explicit 

support to UCEZ and the local leader’s actions. However, even some UCEZ 

supporters did complain about several issues: lack of participation and the long
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duration o f the meetings. Some stated that the meetings lasted so long because 

people delayed a lot in gathering, but these delays could be also seen as a form 

of protest or ’foot-dragging’ in response to the urgings of the leadership. Another 

kind of complaint was made by the people who were among the first ’invaders’, 

and who later left the community due to difficulties and quarrels among the 

comuneros, based on envy and perceptions of economic differences, along with 

resentment about the continued requirement of economic contributions. 

Furthermore, in a specific case, other issues of party membership, gender and 

challenges to the leadership came to the fore.

Tere and Elvira were among the former ’invaders’ and later dissidents who 

left the Colonia. They went up there (up is always the reference made about the 

site where the Colonia is located: a hill, from where the mountains and part of 

Santa Clara del Cobre are seen) to watch over their lots and defend them. Both 

women were there during those first cold months. They covered themselves only 

with sacks and blankets, and sometimes did not stay there all day long, but only 

at night or in the morning, because their small children started to get sick^^. This 

led to the other women (some of them very "ferocious") quarrelling with them 

because they had not stayed in their lots and subsequently, these women destroyed 

their shacks. In the end -Teresa said- "I did not like the quarreling. Then there 

were the contributions (cooperaciôn). They were always asking for money for 

something, ten thousand old pesos or twenty thousand old pesos, etc." These 

women estimated that in the time they had remained members of the colonia, each

For a detailed discussion o f the contradictions involved in militancy and motherhood see 
Chapter V.
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had given two hundred thousand old pesos. In the end, they came down and lost 

their lots.

In the statements of Tere and Elvira, the demands of two sorts of 

commitments are reflected, a physical commitment and a financial one. Both 

commitments, along with the internal quarrels, were enough for them to abandon 

the struggle and this reflects a central constraint on the development of social 

movements in general.

Their mother-in-law (Dona Cuca) commented further on these issues. 

Alluding to real or perceived social differences, she said her family lived in an 

overcrowded house (she had three sons with their own family living with her). 

She then observed that many people who obtained a lot already had another lot 

or a house. For her that meant people with money. Dona Cuca added she knew 

that they (the mesa directiva) were asking one million old pesos all at once. She 

complained, "it wouldn’t be so bad if at least they asked for it bit by bit, but not 

all together." It is true that envy was an element in these statements, but one 

million old pesos was certainly too much money for these people: it amounted to 

at least two and a half months of minimum wage. This was only within the means 

of people who had a permanent job, and among the Colonia people, such jobs 

were a scarce resource.

By March 1994, the mesa directiva was indeed asking newcomers for one 

million old pesos (one thousand new pesos). The leader, Alfredo, told me they 

had asked for that amount to pay the introduction of the services the others had 

already received: electricity and water, but the policy, even if justified at one 

level, was unrealistic and divisive.
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The case of Josefa illustrates the issues of leadership, party and gender 

mentioned above. Josefa played an important role in the Colonia organisation 

process. In dona Cuca’s words Josefa: "is very poUtica (involved in politics), it 

seems she belongs to the Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD). She 

quarreled with the mesa directiva because she was asked to leave the colonia. "

Josefa was bom in Tiripetio. She was fifty years old and has nine children. 

She completed her primary studies and wanted to continue studying, but her father 

did not allow her to do so. Josefa got to know Lie. Capiz during a sit-in. She and 

other companions went on the sit-in because they wanted repairs done to the 

streets of their town, Santa Clara, and saw the UCEZ as a means of bringing 

pressure to bear at municipal level. Josefa was very proud of knowing Lie. Capiz 

and his house in Morelia, and although she herself was not allowed to remain in 

the Colonia^ three of her children did stay on after her expulsion. She lived there 

around six months. Her main argument against the mesa directiva was that they 

told lies to Lie. Capiz.

Given the anti-party profile of the UCEZ, the fact that Josefa was close 

to a political party (PRD) was in itself a problem. More importantly, her 

enthusiastic and militant activity constituted a threat for the current leader, who 

had a very cautious, distmstful and elusive way of carrying things out. In effect, 

Josefa was a more charismatic figure than Alfredo was among the people of the 

colonia. Josefa's challenge was not, however, purely personal: she transgressed 

male leaders'ideas about the proper roles of men and women in the movement. 

Her militancy in the PRD was an ideological challenge, but it also served as a 

convenient pretext for her marginalisation.
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I inteviewed Josefa a few days before I went to the Colonia for the first 

time. She initially offered to go with me and introduce me to some people, but 

later changed her mind and decided not to go with me. Josefa thought that her 

accompanying me could be misunderstood. For her, it was better that I should 

first talk directly with the leader. Despite her critical viewpoint on the colonia 

leadership, her children still lived there, and she remained in contact with friends 

and, at least one day per week, went to sell doughnuts which she baked herself. 

Through her children she is kept informed about events happening inside the 

community, and thus, in a sense, she continues to be a latent threat to Alfredo’s 

authority.

In the course of our discussion of her political views, Josefa commented 

on the death of Clouthier (an important leader of the right-wing National Action 

Party PAN, -Partido Accion Nacional- who died in 1990 in à car accident). She 

said she heard he was killed because he sat-in. Her comment reflected her concern 

about a wider development, the repression suffered by opposition parties, and she 

saw Clouthier as a martyr rather than as a politician representing an ideological 

position to which perredistas like herself should theoretically have been opposed: 

she was not, in fact, very clear about what the PAN stood for, only focusing on 

the idea that "it is against the PRI". Her concern about repression was, however, 

intelligible enough from her own party-political standpoint. The PRD, the party 

of her sympathy, had claimed that around 68 party members had been killed in 

Michoacan alone during the period 1988-1994, after it increased its votes and 

support following the electoral fraud of 1988. Josefa was, however, also very 

attracted by some elements of UCEZ ideology, being especially enthusiastic about
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the whole issue of "community”. She reminisced about the time Capiz went to 

inaugurate the colonia, and she dressed up her small grandchildren as Purépecha 

Indians.

Alfredo, the Leader

Alfredo is a mature man, around 40 years old. He was bom  in Santa Clara, but 

he had left Santa Clara when was very young, almost 25 years ago, returning to 

organise the colonia in 1991. He was a master turner, and in Mexico city had 

participated in various industrial struggles during the Seventies and Eighties: "La 

Favorita", "Pascual", "Sicartsa". He also had links with important counter-culture 

movements such as CLETA, a university popular theatre group. This kind of 

group also had an important participation in, and relationship with, UCEZ as an 

organisation. Alfredo considered himself a revolutionary and stressed the 

importance of popular organisation, but distrust was a prominent feature of his 

personality. He told me at a later stage of our acquaintance that he and his family 

were victims of an arson attack, showing me some bum  marks in the ceiling of 

his house. Religion and drinking were also major preoccupations for Alfredo, and, 

in this, he echoed the position of previous generations of radical activists in mral 

Michoacan. Alfredo disliked the fact that people in the colonia preferred to build 

a small chapel instead of a community house. "After all that", he added,* "still 

people wanted their chapel and their virgin". Nor did he hide his dislike for 

drinking, complaining that many men living in the colonia drank heavily. It was 

interesting that Alfredo did not live, in fact, in the Colonia, though his father had
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a lot there and owned a small shop. Alfredo and his wife themselves also owned 

a small shop, where soft drinks, bread, candies, medicines, a few vegetables and 

fruits were sold. They have three children. His wife is usually in charge of the 

shop, but originally wanted to become a primary teacher. She told me that her 

aspirations ended when she got married, which may tell us something about 

Alfredo’s personal position on matters of gender roles and relations.

As a leader, Alfredo fits into a broader pattern characteristic of 

contemporary rural social movements in México: he advocates secularism, is 

against political parties, and possesses a clear and controversial vision on social 

issues such as drinking. His secularism also reflected the earlier laicism of 

historical agrarian struggles in Michoacan^®. But his vision and discourse have 

also been shaped and in some significant respects "modernised" by his migrant 

experience and participation in urban struggles.

The Anniversary Fiesta

Alfredo’s secularism, like that of earlier agrarian leaders, was in tension 

with the continuing religiosity of the people he represented. During March the 

colonia celebrated its third anniversary, simultaneously with a celebration of the 

fiesta of the Virgin Santa Rosario de Tlalpa. The image of the Virgin was a 

present from a rich man (a sawmill owner). The Colonia was decorated for the 

celebration and its focal point was the chapel. A mass took place and later 

dancing was organised along traditional lines.

Cf. Meyer (1974) and Becker (1994).
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It has to be said that all the collective activities in the colonia take place 

around the chapel, and women take turns in a rota to perform various religious 

tasks to take care of it. Vermesses (dances) are also very often organised to raise 

money to finish building and refurnishing the chapel. Thus, fiesta and religion go 

together in these celebrations.

The present of the Virgin proved a significant event, since it highlighted 

further important tensions and contradictions centred on religion and power that 

pervade not only the C .C .E .Z , but also Ixtaro and Zirahuén. There is an 

ambiguous relationship between the comuneros and the old and new patrones, 

which reflects the way in which the powerful people came to hold a central role 

in the communities’ relationships with the sacred. This will become clearer in the 

case of Ixtaro, discussed in the next section. At this point, I merely wish to stress 

the great contradiction between the secularist aims of an organisation such as the 

UCEZ and its leaders, and the popular faith which is still strongly felt by its 

followers. When asked about the Colonia, Capiz the UCEZ’s overall leader, also 

felt uneasy about the whole issue of the chapel, and the building of the casa 

comunal in fact had to be postpotned again, this time because people preferred to 

build the rooms for the future primary and nursery schools first^\

This problem is one which displays some continuity over time. On discussing the original 
Cardenismo in Michoacan, Marjorie Becker found that "... in 1934 the Cardenistas organized the 
Congreso Femenil Socialista in Pâtzcuaro. Tarascanwomen dressed in traditional blue shawls, heard 
speeches extolling ’schools, rather than churches; workshops, rather than seminaries; cooperatives, 
rather than saints and alms boxes’. When the women were allowed to present their demands, it is 
perhaps not surprising that they echoed the Cardenistas’ program for rural reconstruction. As 
Maestro Rural described it, ’The women asked for churches, for their cooperatives; for workshops, 
for schools for their children; and for arms to defend the government." (1987: 453-465).
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rXTARO

Ixtaro is a ranch^^ which is also located within the municipio of Salvador 

Escalante. Its situation is similar to Zirahuén, since only part of the community 

is affiliated with the UCEZ, the members of the recently created comunidad 

indigena. The history of the comunidad's creation and subsequent factionalism, 

conflict and fission illustrates the crucial importance of the issues of leadership 

to which I have already alluded in the previous case study.

Some Historical References

Ixtaro (the place of snow)’  ̂ originally belonged to the Tarascan ruler 

Caltzontzin, who handed it over to his nearest descendent D.Antonio de 

Huitzimengari. The latter sold it to a Spaniard whose name remains unknown. 

During the seventeenth century it was owned by the church which sold it to the 

family Alday y del Rio. In 1700 the descendants of the latter family sold it to D. 

Genaro Barrera W ., who bequeathed it to his five children: Josefina, Genaro, 

Manuel, Teresa and Dolores, dividing the land into five parts. It seems that the 

origin of the Hacienda was 1818, a date carved on a stone as marking the 

beginning of the Hacienda building. This date was also considered the foundation

Ranch (Rancho) variously refers to dispersed human settlements, isolated houses in the 
countryside and to agropastoral units o f production. For a detailed characterisation of the ranchos 
and rancheros o f Michoacân see: Barragân, (1990,1994),

Ixtaro is the name that is used by the people o f the municipio; some argued however, that 
it should be spelled with a ’z’ instead of ’x’. Spanish colonial sources spelled it with ’s’. Dr. 
Andrew Roth suggested to me that this is a Nahuatl linguistic borrowing.
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date of the modem town, given the fact that it was initially formed by the people 

who served the Hacienda. The latter built it through faenas (community labour 

service) over a long and unspecified period. One account noted that the only 

source of work was the hacienda, and only a few persons worked outside it.

Don Ponciano, who was 92 years old, recalled his experiences under the 

Hacienda. He began work when he was six years old and helped his uncle.

There was nothing here, no shops, nothing. I went to the houses to buy 
sugar, I worked running errands. The servants sent me to do that. Later 
I was in charge of taking the food to the administrator. The labourers 
sowed and did other work. They began their work at 6:00 a.m , doing their 
faenas: sweeping, cleaning. Breakfast (almuerzo) was given around 9:00 
a.m . The working hours ended at three or four in the afternoon. They 
were paid fifty cents per day, three pesos per week^" .̂ At first, there was 
no tienda de raya (company store), but later they were given a ticket of 
six cents to buy bread. They exchanged the tickets for things. People 
always had debts, and during the week these debts were paid [the debts 
were paid off in work].

Later, Don Ponciano stopped being a peon and worked with his uncle, who 

was a sharecropper with the Hacienda. They grew maize and wheat. Ponciano 

continued, however, to maintain a relationship with the Hacienda: he asked "don 

Genaro [the hacendadd] for a lot to build a shop in the square. I was not asked 

to pay for it. It was free." His references to Genaro, the last of the hacendado^s 

family, as somebody "who was kind to me" are echoed in other people’s

Cf. Gledhill’s account on the Hacienda of Guaracha; "Within Guaracha itself, the 
employment o f the peones acasillados was regulated by a contract which provided them with a 
specified wage and a house in return for, in effect, such work as the administration would 
determine. Clause 2a stipulated that: ’The worker is obliged to render his services as jornalero or 
peon whenever he is required’ (Moreno 1980:142-145). The contract distinguished work paid by 
the hour, at 12.5 centavos, and by the tarea, paid ’in accordance with the tariffs customary in the 
region’. In practice the hourly rate was a dead letter, though the much lower daily wage rate did 
vary in accordance with age and marital status." (1991: 73-74)
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statements, reflecting a relationship of mutual dependency and the paternalistic 

nature of this hacienda regime^^.

Don Ponciano also recalled the 1910 revolution, remembering, in 

particular some of the ’revolutionaries’ such as Inès Chavez who:

took maize out the trojes (wooden houses) and threw it in the patio for the 
horses. Later, the government arrived and threw away the maize. Initially, 
people liked Inès Chavez, because he brought clothes for them. They came 
from Tacambaro. Afterwards, they changed, and raped plenty of young 
women. People here decided to go to sleep in the hills and the young 
women hid. They took women to the hacienda to make tortillas, Inès 
Chavez came several times^^.

This discourse reveals the contradictory and ambiguous views held by 

many people in Ixtaro as far as the revolution is concemed^^: "The revolution 

was bad. In the end, any adult man who opposed it was beaten up. I was a small 

boy, so I did not suffer a lot, like the married men who suffered because they

Jesus also held a nostalgic view of the Hacienda and the patrones: "I worked a lot in the 
Hacienda de los Barrera, with don Genaro. He gave me the lot where I am living. In that time, 
everything was cheaper. I earned fifty centavos per week. It was enough. They gave us one 
cuartillo, five measures o f maize, one litre o f beans. Monday was the day when they gave us 
everything. With five cents I bought plenty o f bread. That time was nice because everything was 
cheap. Later, I did not have ejido land. There were few lands distributed. Most people remained 
labourers. Don Genaro died inheriting some land along Picuarembo and, the rest was sold to other 
landowners." His wife, Maria added, completing his account: "I wish those patrones were here now. 
A cow cost twenty five pesos, an ox thirty. See if  you can buy some now!"

Friedrich refers to this particular period in Naranja, a Michoacân town, famous because of 
its important agrarian leaders: "The revolution also affected Naranja, due to the arrival of 
destructive bands and small armies. Zapatists and Villistas continuously arrived there continuously 
until 1920, along with bandits under the lead of the infamous Châvez Garcia. Naranja inhabitants 
fled to the mountains to avoid the massacres and robbery. The atrocities committed by this ’Atila 
de Michoacân’ are still remembered with horror." (1970: 74). Cf. also Olivera (1981).

In one document compiled by various priests o f Ixtaro, (Datas sabre Istara, Mich.) there 
is a small paragraph dedicated to an account o f the Mexican Revolution: "The 1910 Revolution 
brought plunder, rapes, mistreatment and hunger. There were violent events such as the three raids 
of Concho Pérez, a military man appointed in Pâtzcuaro to search for rebels such as Châvez, 
Rauda, Castrejôn and a personage known under the nickname of "El Tejôn". As a result there were 
some deaths."
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took their women to the Hacienda. " On the other hand: "After the revolution, 

everything was OK. One thousand pesos in the pocket was a lot of money. The 

partition of the Hacienda was for the people’s welfare, and it was bad for the rich 

people."

Years later, Don Ponciano did benefit from the agrarian distribution. 

Nevertheless, as is shown in other accounts, his experience of the ejido was 

dissappointing: "I am an ejidatario. Tarcisio and Jesus grow maize for me. The 

one in charge of the ejido took my parcels away. The reason was that I refused 

to attend a meeting. Afterwards they did not want to give me a whole parcel, and 

I just got two small pieces, 1/2 hectare each, 1 hectare in total."

As I pointed out in Chapter II, another issue that also reveals widespread 

contradictions in Michoacan’s history was the radical agrarianism of the Twenties 

and Thirties, and Ixtaro lived through the strains produced by the struggle 

between agrarianism and religious faith at the time of the Cristero rebellion. 

Jesus’s account revealed particularly clearly the agitated times that Ixtaro’s 

inhabitants experienced, the role of deep popular religious faith, and the active 

role played by the church and its representatives^*, the priests, along with the 

anti-agrarian role of the medieros (sharecroppers) associated with the Hacienda:

According to Becker: "Depending on who they were and what situation they found 
themselves in, the Cardenistas stressed agrarianism, national unification, or anticlericalism. 
Circumstances, however, were hardly optimal. The Cardenistas themselves were a heterogeneous 
group. Almost all o f them were from Michoacân, but they came from different towns and villages, 
from poverty and from the middle class; they were mestizos and occasionally Indians, men and 
women (Becker 1989:236). In addition, the landlords clung tenaciously to their property, and the 
Catholic establishment posed a formidable -and very immediate- threat. In 1926 the church hierachy 
incited peasants to rise against the government, unleashing the Cristero Rebellion. For three years, 
Cristeros fought a bloody civil war against the government, and in Michoacân that war was 
particularly virulent. In addition, priests used their pulpits to denounce the governmental program. 
They insisted that hellfire awaited peasants accepting land from the government, and they 
threatened parents who sent their children to the Cardenista schools with excommunication. " ( 1994: 
257)
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I remember when the Cristeros came, they organised an assembly in the 
square. Meanwhile, at the same time another assembly took place for the 
distribution of the hacienda's lands. There were many medieros. Some of 
them had cultivated with four or five ploughs, and they told the people, 
’do not take part in the reparto because the priest will not give us 
confession’. They did not want the distribution^^.

As was mentioned in the two former cases (Zirahuén and C .C .E .Z), 

religion and in particular a popular Catholicism, has shaped past and current 

agrarian struggles. In the case of Ixtaro, the manipulation of popular religious 

beliefs by the rich (hacendados, the patron) is of outstanding importance, as we 

saw in the case of the gift of the virgin by the powerful sawmill owner to the 

people of the C .C .E .Z . The sacred and the hacendado are again closely related 

in the account of events in Ixtaro given by Maria^:

Genaro, the younger son of the hacendado, who is still alive, was cutting 
a piece of ocote, when, within its core, the life-sized image of Cristo 
appeared. From then onwards a church was built there, and each January 
6th Christ is worshipped in Picuarembo.

This reluctance to take part in the agrarian distribution can also help to explain later 
developments. In 1941, the first ejido (Ixtaro) was created, with 12 ejidatarios. The 1006 hectares 
distributed allowed plots o f 8 hectares, average each. Later, the number o f ejidatarios increased to 
13. In 1969 another ejido was created, "Santa Rosa" with 908 hectares. One Santa Rosa ejidatario 
commented, with regard to the creation o f the first ejido; "The patrôn and Santa Clara priests told 
people that the ones who take land will be excommunicated. People were scared. Because o f that, 
few people joined, then, people from Opopeô and San Juan Cuanajillo joined instead. When the 
first ejido was created, a great struggle and sacrifices took place, because they had to fight against 
the Hacienda." Alvarez-Icaza et. al. add fiuther information on the agrarian distribution process: 
"In order to understand the form that agrarian distribution took within the municipio o f Salvador 
Escalante it is important to realise that the organised hacendados were those who decided through 
agreement the amount of territory which would be given. This arrangement was made without 
taking into account the distances from the settlements" (op.cit:68). In relation to the latter issue, 
other accounts stressed that the amount o f land distributed was small, and the remaining parts left 
in the hands of the hacendado were inherited by his children, whilst some land was sold to other 
landlords (puros terratenientes).

As was shown in the case of CCEZ, women had a central role in religious affairs. See also 
Becker’s (1994) analysis o f Cardenismo, Religion and women.
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Thus, the social and economic power of the old landlord class and their 

descendants and allies has been preserved not simply by their retention of land 

and wealth, but by their continued ability to associate themselves with the sacred 

and symbols of Catholic faith, within a local social system which continues to be 

based on hierarchic premises^\

Let’s Risk Everything on this Issue (Vamos a arriesgarle a esto) or the 
Creation of the Comunidad Indigena.

The creation of the comunidad indigena goes back to 1988. A group of men 

(mainly sharecroppers) decided to take over some lands that the patrones had left 

unsown. In their words: "There was uncultivated land, and we needed maize. 

Thus, we decided to seize the land. " In some accounts, the opposition between 

people "from here" and outsiders emerged as a justifiable reason for seizing the 

land: "there were plenty of abandoned lands, and we said, we must sow them 

because we are from here, these are lands which were bought by outside people. " 

M r Ochoa, a small owner (the ’landlord’) abandoned the land because it 

seemed he had many debts and could not pay his labourers any more.

Post-revolutionary caciques (political bosses) proved capable o f manipulating these symbolic 
associations to their own benefit, as it is illustrated by a passage concerned with the career o f the 
Huastecan boss Gonzalo Santos in Lomnitz-Adler 1992 study: "In his memoirs Gonzalo [the 
cacique] recounts how he had a large figure of Santiago made and delivered it personally, during 
the fiesta of the patron saint, to the Indians o f Tampamolôn: ’I knew the political significance that 
bringing their patron back had for me. I would explain to them that, although they saw Santiago 
bum [during the Revolution], he had not been burned because he is a saint, and that his ashes flew 
to the other side o f the ocean [where Gonzalo hoped to have a replica made] where he was found, 
mounted on his horse again and angry at the Huertistas [the revolutionary faction that burnt the 
local church and who were mortal enemies o f the Santos], and that he came back to lead the tribe 
again, and to give his full support to Gonzalo, in other words to me’ (1986:812)" (1992: 302).
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Furthermore, some statements suggest the existence of problems within the Ochoa 

family: people talked about an imminent divorce. Ruperto, Anastasio, Luis A ., 

Alfonso, Gabriel, Antonio and Camilo were the leaders of the land invasion 

Most were sharecroppers with Ochoa. Among them, Anastasio^^ was a main 

protagonist in the takeover. Sabina, Antonio’s wife, recalled the earliest stage of 

the conflict:

Mrs Lulu (Ochoa’s wife) gave us the land a tercias "in third". We grew 
maize for three years. When the three years ended ’Dona’ Lulu told 
u s:’you are not even going to walk on the land.’ Anastasio said ’let’s see 
if we are not going to walk on the land.’

Anastasio’s own account repeated this explanation of why they decided to 

take over the land, but, I also wish to draw attention to his personal intentions:

I grew maize in La Cebada. Ochoa left and now he lives in Morelia. First, 
I thought perhaps he would sell his land to me. Ochoa’s wife did not want 
to sell. However, she wanted the money soon. Therefore, we decided to 
have a meeting. This senora opened our eyes.

Moreover, other sharecroppers’ accounts (Ruperto and Isabel) showed that 

their demand was to be paid what they were owed from the harvest: once that

Some of them were linked by relationships o f fictional kinship: Anastasio and Alfonso, for 
instance, were compadres.

Anastasio had a controversial role in the community. He was a central organiser o f the take 
over, but at the same time he was also surrounded by suspicion and accusations, even by his 
compadre Alfonso, who stated: "it is said that he had bad intentions and wanted to sell our 
organisation to the patrones". Later, he was labelled as a traitor to the comunidad indigena, and 
he organised another group within Ixtaro that formed alliances with people from outside, the savers 
(Jos ahorradores\ who were victims o f a big fraud in the whole state o f Michoacân and came into 
Ixtaro to dispute the land already taken over by the community. The episode o f  the ahorradores 
is discussed in more depth below, along with the tensions relating to leadership which underlay 
Anastasio's behaviour.
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condition was achieved they would agree she could sell. Mrs Ochoa gave them 

a deadline and eventually sold to some people of Uruapan.

Around one hundred and sixty people gathered and took, first, the area of 

land called La Cebada and afterwards La Yacata^. Later, the Joy a del Garbanzo 

was also seized. They organised meetings in Camilo’s house and later invited 

Marcos P. from Zirahuén to attend them. Alfonso’s account described how they 

joined the UCEZ:

Once Marcos P. arrived, we told him; here, you will just find free people 
who own nothing’. He replied: ’I will come in and see how many people 
are participating’. He did so. Then, Marcos told us: ’organise a 
commission and we will go to Morelia’. Also, he explained to us: ’do not 
believe the Lie. wears a suit. His wife dresses as a guare (a Tarascan 
girl)’. At that time, Luis T. was not with us yet.

Sabina also remembered the UCEZ’s earlier attempts to legalise the tenure 

of the land which had been seized: "First, they wanted to create an ejido but it 

was not possible. Afterwards, the community was created."

Leadership, Caciquismo and community fîssion.

The Licenciado and Luis told us that there were no more patrones nor 
caciques, but plenty of them appeared. (El lie. and Luis nos dijeron que 
y a no habia patrones y  caciques y  ahî se aparecieron bien hartos.)

Initially, about one hundred and sixty people joined the comunidad indigena. 

However, things rapidly deteriorated and after three years people started to leave

This last piece o f land belonged to another family o f small landholdings, the Leals {los 
Leales). The Yacata was lost later in the middle o f bitter disputes and suspicion about the role of 
the current leader, Luis T.
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the community. By March 1994 only fifteen persons remained®^.

The issue that led to greatest unrest was the actions and attitudes of Luis 

T.*^, who rapidly became the dominant figure in the community leadership. His 

style o f leadership was widely held to be the cause of the community's failure, 

though women were particularity explicit in their critiques. Modesta, who played 

a remarkable role within the community as a principal activist in commissions and 

meetings and an organiser of comilonas (big meals) during the UCEZ Encuentros, 

was one o f the main critics:

People abandoned the community because they had problems with Luis. 
He humiliated them. Luis did not talk to us properly. All his life, he 
shouted. People are not lazy. He disliked the persons who offered their 
opinions during the assemblies and this made people stay silent, but 
Antonio P. and Alfonso G. always questionned him.

Unlike others who complained about Luis T. actions, she went so far as 

to file a legal complaint against him. She accused Luis T. of having stolen the 

credits granted by the government and having falsified signatures. Moreover, 

other ex-comuneros joined her complaint as witnesses.

Authoritarianism, favoritism and abuses were also recounted by the ex- 

comuneroSy such as Antonio, a founding member of the community, who stated:

My description of these conflicts is based on the accounts o f both ex-comuneros and the 
remaining comuneros. More details about the internal conflict experienced in this comunidad 
indigena seen from the gender point o f view are provided in Chapter V. There, I discuss the impact 
of the community’s experience on relationships among couples, within families and for the 
individuals themselves, emphasising the issue o f inequality and the strains produced among women 
by a singular ’male’ leadership.

Nobody seemed to remember when Luis T. took over the leadership. Some o f those 
interviewed, however, viewed his appointment even an early stage with distrust.
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They sacked me. We worked very hard but they told us we did not work. 
That group took all the money and gave us nothing. This year I was not 
able to work during the rainy season. I was ill with a fever. My lungs 
were finished off by the very heavy plough. I also got achy legs and I 
could not walk. I worked really hard. I slept like an animal. And, they 
sacked me!. The only thing I wanted was a plot of land to sow. But Luis 
gave the land to cultivate to his friends.

Luis’ self-interested behaviour is also revealed in Jesus and M aria’s 

accounts. Both were also ex-comuneros. Luis himself did not work but he 

obtained the best maize, arid those who worked obtained the rotten maize. Jesus 

got badly ill and he lost a leg: he complained that nobody had helped him since 

he became ill. Luis was seen as an evil and unscrupulous man. In characteristic 

cacical style,, he did not call people to meetings, which only took place when 

money was asked for. People also tired of giving money to him for 

"commissions"*^.

Other rumours spread about Luis T. Some claimed that he had built houses 

in Uruapan with all the money he has accumulated, and most recently, people 

were gossiping about the earnings he had derived from selling asbestos laminas 

given to the community by the INI**. This kind of donation is free. Nonetheless,

Cornelius (1975) recorded similar cases: "Although illicit land deals are by far the most 
important source o f income for caciques in many communities, the frequent collection of 
’donations’ (cuotas or cooperaciones) from the residents may be equally lucrative. The cacique 
usually justifies his requests for these payments in general terms, referring to his ongoing 
negotiations with government officials to secure land titles, basic urban services and other 
improvements for the community. The money is ostensibly used to cover travel costs for the 
cacique and his assistants, bribes or gifts for public officials, letter-writing fees, and similar 
expenses" (1975: 143). Cf. Gledhill (1991), chapters Two and Four, for a detailed analysis of 
cacical processes in Michoacân.

The relationship with some governmental offices seemed to be organised by Marcos Paz, 
who had very close relationships with the officials o f the INI. In Zirahuén, this was the agency 
responsible for the allocation of resources such as the sawmill. The recent government assistence 
policy SOLIDARIDAD has been used by these people, although as I show the cacique has taken 
advantage o f this opportunity also. In Iztaro, people recalled how they had been given a maize mill
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he charges money for them.

Some accounts also point the finger of suspicion at the way Luis 

administered credits which he obtained on behalf the community. In the first year, 

the harvest was good, and a bank gave the community a loan of fifty thousand 

pesos to buy beans, wheat and fertiliser. However, the seed was useless, and even 

though they planted three varieties, none of them grew, though the bank did 

discount the debt a little because of the loss of the beans. The harvest was sold 

in Apatzingan, a:nd as one comunero put it:

They took maize to Apatzingan. Luis went to sell it and he did not gave 
any explanations of what he did with the money either. All those who still 
work are a bunch of idiots. I think all the money is in his hands.

Furthermore, the money given by the bank was never accounted for, the ex- 

comuneros complained. Jesus’ account also helps us to reconstruct how the 

community later lost a piece of land called the Yacata. In a subtle way, he 

endorsed others’ suspicions about an agreement between the landowners and Luis 

T:

They easily let lands be taken back. That land belonged to the Leal family. 
Luis calmed down quickly. I think something was going on there.

by the DIF, the ultimate destination of which was Luis T’s home. Other references were made to 
the community tractor and how Luis was challenged by a then comunero, Alfonso: "What do you 
have a committee and, a treasurer for? I was the committee president for the tractor, but Luis used 
the machines as if  they were his personal property. I always challenged him about that." The same 
could be said for Marcos Paz in Zirahuén, who keeps the community truck and other tools in his 
yard. During the month of November 1993, Paz told me about the way he directly discussed 
matters with the interim governor Ausencio Châvez during one o f the governor’s giras de trabajo. 
Paz laughed when he recalled how the governor called him: a "mischieveous boy" {muchacho 
travieso). During that conversation Paz demanded a solution for the ecological problem and the lake 
of Zirahuén.
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Several comuneros openly said Luis had been bought by the 

landowners* .̂ Another matter which deserves attention is the way his bad 

behaviour is explained by people in terms of madness, although some did suggest 

that he adopted the social persona of "a crazy man" cjn purpose^. Luis’s 

’abnormal’ behaviour was illustrated by comments like: "He has a tantrum while 

he says ’I am he who commands’. This notion of excess and arbitrary exercise of 

power was accompanied by more direct negative labelling of Luis as a "bandit". 

The fine portrait of the first stage of the cacical process elaborated by Paul 

Friedrich could well be applied to the case of Luis:

First of all, there is a tendency for cacical systems to become more 
centralised and extreme, partly because the ruling group or leader tends 
to lose support through disaffection, envy, and the like; this was already 
a problem for Tapia in 1925. The man who is the chief cacique tends to 
arrogate to himself, or to others whom he controls, an ever increasing 
number of political roles and prerogatives until he reaches the maximum 
that Scarface did in 1956. This first process of autocratic centralization 
may be met with passivity or various kinds of active opposition. The 
centralization is autocratic in that it tends toward the total, personalistic, 
significantly arbitrary control of a town or a region by one man; the 
cacique, to cite the male-dominant metaphor, wants his pueblo "under his 
eggs." (1986: 135-136)

Violence^  ̂ plays an important part in the way Luis projects himself to

There is a clear similarity here between Luis T ’s behaviour and the relationships which my 
informants claimed to exist between Guillermo Arreola and the ’other’ community in Zirahuén.

This characterisation was extended to the rest o f  Luis’ family: it was said three o f  his sons 
were also "mad", and one o f  them was also accused o f  being a thief.

Violence is pervasive through the entire history o f  agrarian struggles in Michoacân. See, for 
example, Friedrich: "Violence, finally may mean the eruption o f  blind, uncontrollable rage (coraje) 
that is often justified or even dictated by the culture in terms o f  econom ic conflict (e.g. the theft 
o f one’s cow) or personal obligations" (ibid: 182). Cf. Gledhill for a discussion on "the way in 
which the agrarista camp seems to have attracted ’men o f violence’" (1991: 147-148).
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others. He displays his pistol as a marker of power, though Alfonso H. once 

challenged him with the words: "you do not scare me despite your big pistol"^.

My informants provided an extensive catalogue of violent acts on the part 

of Luis. In one case, he almost killed Anastasio when another event again 

overshadowed the future of the community: the issue of the outsider ahorradores, 

discussed below, and the allied faction orchestrated in Ixtaro by Anastasio 

himself. Another case of Luis’s abusive behaviour was cited by Alfonso G., who 

was blackmailed once he had decided to leave the community. Luis threatened to 

make sure an order was effected against him personally, although it had been 

issued against the comuneros. Alfonso eventually left the community because his 

wife was very ill and he needed to find extra paid work to pay for her medical 

treatment.

The opposition to Luis T. revealed in these statements corresponds nicely 

to the second stage of the cacical process in Friedrich’s model:

Persons who oppose this first process can be absorbed, suppressed, or 
even expelled physically. However, opposition usually engenders the 
second contrary process of contentious fission. This fission may 
materialize as armed, legal and political conflict between more or less 
matched factions and may last several years, or even decades, in part 
because it is entangled in the interdependent processes of blood vengeance 
(op.cit:136).

Marcos P. also carries a pistol. Yet interestingly enough, violence has been criticised as a 
incorrect mean o f  struggle in Capiz’s discourses and his recomendations to UCEZ members, though 
violence has certainly been present in many o f  the conflicts where the UCEZ has been involved. 
Violence and legality in fact go together in practice and discourse. For instance, Marcos Paz, who 
is proud o f  having near to 199 orders o f  apprehension made against him, had to sign weekly in the 
court o f  Pâtzcuaro as a person under probation.
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Making ’Community’ and Division

A former comunero summarised a common theme amon^ those who left the 

community which reflected the fundamental structural divisions within it:

There was a bad issue. The community was supposed to belong to those 
who were dispossessed. Despite this, ejidatarios, landowners, were in it. 
I disliked this fact.

The root of the controversy was the appropriate way of possessing and 

working land. Land dispossession and lack of work opportunities were the 

principal motives for people joining the community. The controversial leader, 

Luis T. was an ejidatario’s son, as was Anastasio, one of the community’s 

principal founders, and neither had inherited land from their fathers. These 

individuals were therefore caught up in a a wider phenomenon throughout the 

zone: the increased pressure on land resources and the lack of opportunities to 

enter the existing ejidos^ .̂

Although people in Ixtaro found ’communal’ working of the lands which 

they seized rather disappointing in the end, I wish to call attention to people’s 

initial willingness to embark on such an enterprise. Whereas it cannot be denied 

that these people had an urgent interest, in solving their immediate problems of

”  Nevertheless, Alvarez-Icaza et. al. argued that within this region the agrarian reform 
(through restitution o f  communal goods or ejidal distribution) was carried out comprehensively; 
"[By land area] the dominant property system within the region is the comunidad indigena (53%), 
ejidos make up to 26.9% and lastly, the small properties 18.4%. This means that four parts out o f  
five o f  the regional land surface belong to the social property category. At national level the 
relation between private property and social property is 50:50." (op.cit: 119)
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lack of land, jobs, space and housing, other motives also moved them to take 

action in which the restoration of ’community’ and a sense of social dignity was 

central. Some found a link between their own current situation and memories of 

past grievances. The dream of holding a small piece of lanc| was repeated over 

and over again in their accounts.

Those comuneros who remained offered various reasons for the departure 

of the others. Some simply said: "They did not like to work". Others, such as 

Lucina put it more mildly: "Some say they do not earn anything. It’s because you 

have to wait until the produce grows. They want work in a place where they will 

be paid weekly." For his part, the leader, Luis T., put it this way: "The struggle 

is hard and people are frightened. "

Among the Q\-comuneros the reasons given are, however, are very 

different as I have already shown. A great amount of anger and bitterness is 

evident in some of them. Alfonso, for example, said:

We were afraid of the patron, we doffed our hats to him. The community 
only left us with debts. The comunidades indigenas are simply pure 
slavery.

Complaints about .inequality in the distribution of the produce once 

harvested, differences over the number of days worked and accounted for, the 

laziness of the leader and his group, the long time they have to wait until the 

produce is ready, and the mistreatment, threats, the arbitrariness, the insecurity 

and violence associated with community leadership and factionalism piled up in 

people’s statements.

Further specific developments complicated the situation within the
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comunidad indigena even more. One of them was apparently promoted by Luis 

T. The comuneros were encouraged to take over some land in the nearby rancho 

"Las Charandas". They recalled in their accounts how Luis sent them there, 

though he did not go himself, inventing some excuse. Violence was an outstanding

feature of this episode, which led to further disagreements with the leader over

his procedures. Concepcion, a woman who took part in this conflict said:

Luis, -of course-, did not go with us. We tried to seize a potrero (a 
fenced-in area of land). Lie. Capiz wanted to legalise it as a ejido. We 
arrived, destroyed the fences and cleared the land. The rancho people 
arrived with guns and machetes. A woman tried to calm people down, and 
put herself between two men who were fighting. They told us we were 
like monkeys. They insulted us and drove us off̂ "̂ .

A second event brought more strain to the already weakened community, 

although this time it was developments within the state capital, Morelia, which 

shaped and influenced local politics. During the first months of 1990, news 

reports documented a big fraud. The caja de ahorros "Fabian Rodriguez Salcedo" 

was accused of fraud against thousands of savers and investors^^.

Alfonso graphically portrayed Luis’s attitude toward this event: "Luis did not want to go; 
he said he could not go. It was just an excuse. Around seventy people gathered to go to ’Las 
Charandas’. Fortunately, none died that time. Afterwards, he was very cynical in telling us: ’how 
can I believe this, you were seventy people and they were only thirty’; and he laughed. People 
received us with machetes and bullets."

Some news reports recorded the "biggest fraud ever seen in Michoacan". It is said that 
around one thousand million pesos were stolen. Around twenty-five thousand people were 
defrauded by PROVAM (Promotora del Valle de Morelia). Furthermore, this enterprise did not 
have official permission to run as a banking institution. The enterprise’s owner had used 3 different 
names, and was detained when he fled to the U.S.A with money, jewels and a false passport. The 
fraud affected very different sorts o f persons, ranging from housewives and peasants to state level 
politicians. One state capital official from SAPA, an office dealing with providing drinking water, 
invested money and belonged to the PRD. He was later detained and accused o f  fraud. This event 
thus had great political implications for the PRD. Cuauhtemoc Cardenas was accused by the then 
owner o f the enterprise, Fabian Rodriguez S (or Mauricio Dromundo F. or Mauricio Tobali Ferra), 
who was already in jail, o f being the intellectual author o f  a scheme to take advantage o f  the
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Later, people who had been defrauded organised in a wider movement, 

claiming compensation. Furthermore, their representativ^ demanded that the 

governor order the detention of E. Capiz and other persons connected with the 

UCEZ. Their complaint was that UCEZ people had seized the ranch that Fabian 

Rodriguez had bought with the savings of the defrauded people^^. Apparently, 

Fabian bought the land {La Cebada) from the Ochoas, and offered to pay off his 

creditors with it.

Thus, the ahorradores came from Morelia and took over the land from the 

comuneros. Their occupation lasted for one month. Anastasio and her sister (who 

was an ahorradora) joined them and organised a group within Iztaro to Join the 

ahorradores^. Many of them were QX-comuneros. Aurelia, for example, saw the 

presence of those people as another opportunity to get a plot: "the ahorradores 

told us they would distribute a lot. Also they brought signed documents that 

proved the lands were ours."

La Cebada was planted with avocado^*. The ahorradores began to pick

capitals produced by different investment houses in order to pay for the costs o f  the political 
campaigns o f  PRD members. Rodriguez also accused him o f  ’destabilising the state and the 
country’. Further news reports in fact revealed the existence o f  some direct links between the PRI 
governor o f  Michoacân and Rodriguez.

According to a regional newspaper: "Capiz and sixty people seized the ranch o f  Iztaro which 
encompasses 130 hectares."(E/ de Morelia, August 16, 1991).

Anastasio, one o f  the former leaders at the time o f  the community’s foundation, was directly 
involved in this conflict. His version o f  the events was the following:
"The ahorradores from Morelia came two years ago. Lots o f  people gathered. They offered title 
deeds. Those people saved money, a man called Fabian bought Ochoa’s land and, with that land 
he wanted to pay people whom he had defrauded. Around eighty people came with an engineer. 
A hectare o f  land was going to be distributed to each one. I did not realise what was going on, but 
later Luis T. came to my house with a gun. He shot at me, and Enrique A. defended me. Since 
then, people think I am the culprit and that I am the one who brought the ahorradores."

Avocado is a very important commercial product within the municipio o f  Salvador Escalante. 
Four thousand eight hundred and thirty one hectares are cultivated with avocado. Maize continues 
to be the principal crop within the municipio (six thousand five hundred seventy eight hectares),
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the avocados, whilst the comuneros defended the land and its produce. Violence 

not only erupted on the land itself, but the conflict reawakened old unresolved 

issues between Luis T. and Anastasio, leading to an attempt by Luis to kill him.
j

Some people became enraged with the ahorradores. Modesta, for example, fought 

with one of them physically; "I beat her because she was taking the avocado. 

Fortunately, the Lie. obtained legal protection for me".

In the end the ahorradores left, but the community was now worn out by 

conflict. Violence and insecurity again poisoned the already hard task of ’making 

community’, and mutual suspicions increased. Anastasio’s role is still viewed with 

suspicion and surrounded by controversy.

These developments help to explain the current situation of the comunidad 

indigena, which had now been brought to the edge of extinction. Some days 

before I finished my fieldwork, the contradictions became even more acute. An 

extended criticism of Luis T .’s leadership had became common place, even 

among his closest comrades. Alfonso related the following:

Conrado, who is our cousin^, told us that things went wrong because of 
money a week ago. It seems that they sold the avocado in Uruapan without 
taking into account Luis’s opinion. They were given 10 million pesos. 
’That money is not going to go into your pocket’, they told him.

but one hectare o f  avocado produced 8.7 more value than one sown with maize. There is a great 
concentration o f  avocado growing lands in the hands o f  a few producers (Alvarez-Icaza, op.cit: 
139-151).

^  Again the loyalties produced by kinship seemed not to have disappeared in this case despite 
the fact that Alfonso is an ex-comunero and Conrado belongs to Luis T .’s clique. There were, 
however, other cases such as Lucina’s in which the conflicts severed kin ties. Her father barely 
spoke to her due to her community affiliation, and later joined the ahorradores.
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Nonetheless, Alfonso added with disbelief "On Sunday I saw them (Luis 

and Conrado) chatting." Vangelina told me further: "people wanted Luis out of 

the community", and Guadalupe and Udelia, endorsed Alfonso’s story: "Luis is 

angry. He is very quiet. They did not ask his permission tcj sell the avocado."

As the frictions within the cacique’s own faction got worse, Anastasio was 

preparing a surprise. He was happy about the recent events, and enthusiastic about 

organising a meeting with the people who also were comuneros and who had 

earlier joined the ahorradores. He told Aurelia: "I am going to spill the beans: " 

The case of Ixtaro fits in with a wider characterisation of peasant 

relationships in terms of the phenomenon of caciquismo as a special form of 

political intermediation. Taking a long-term view, Zepeda, for example, held that

Caciquismo is the most common form of intermediation in the Michoacan 
countryside from the Thirties and until the Sixties [contemporary 
processes, however, continue to replicate this phenomenon-MZ]. On the 
one side, the agrarian reform broke the dominant system of Hacienda as 
an instance of articulation, on the other, the rural actors were transformed 
in their forms of organisation and their links with the national society. 
However, I am not trying to argue that the cacique as a political figure 
had its origin in this period. I only wish to point out that it is from the 
agrarian reform period that this phenomenon is generalised as a 
mechanism of intermediation in the Michoacan countryside, as in many 
other places within the country (1992: 57-58).

Zepeda highlights the role of conditioning factors such as economic change 

and its repercussions on the consolidation of caciquismo. As an external factor the 

economic strategy carried out after World War II extinguished the viability of the 

rain-fed agriculture. A rural bourgeoisie took control of peasant economy and a 

good part of its surpluses through its several functions as middle-men, transport
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owners, etc. During this process the peasant leaderships played the role of 

mediators with the market and on many occasions with the rural commercial 

bourgeoisie.

This author insists that the proliferation of the cacique as a political figure 

is to be explained in good measure in terms of the internal l|)gic of a rural society 

in which authoritarianism played an important role. In this respect, caciquismo is 

the product of a specific political culture within the regions which it dominates. 

Networks that articulated power from Morelia or the National Palace to the last 

rancheria in the state operated on the basis of self-appointed ’representatives’ 

rather than of participation. Zepeda also adds that political brokerage or mediation 

in Michoacan is inextricably linked with institutional paternalism, particularly in 

indigenous zones, and with Cardenismo in almost all the rural zones^°°. Zepeda 

warns, however, that is evident that not all agrarian leaders necessarily become 

caciques. Nevertheless, the notions of radical agrarian leader and cacique 

(agrarista) are not mutually exclusive.

De la Pena (1986) has emphasized the need to examine the cultural content 

of the caciques' role; for him caciques are not just "power breakers" but also 

"cultural brokers". De la Pena relies on Wolf’s concept of broker^®  ̂ to examine

Lâzaro Cardenas promoted the protagonism o f popular groups during his period as state 
governor (1928-1932). Also, once president, the local Cardenist groups promoted and sometimes 
executed land distribution, transforming agrarianism and Cardenism into two faces o f  the same 
coin. Later, during the Forties, the Michoacan countryside was fragmented into many ejidal 
communities in process o f articulation to the wider political system through a new constellation o f  
agrarian leaders. A few years later, many o f them became ’respectable’ caciques, (idem: 59). For 
a thorough discussion o f  the period 1928-1932 in Michoacân, see Maldonado-Gallardo (1985). Cf. 
also Knight (1991) for a general discussion o f  Cardenism.

'°'For an earlier interpretation o f  the process o f Mediation see Firth (1965) who drew the 
distinction between mediator and intermediary: "(...) the concept o f  mediator, while applicable in 
many concepts, needs to be used with some precision. Basic to this concept is the notion o f  an issue 
between parties which is attempted to be settled by negotiation, the result o f  which to be effective
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the relationships between the community level and the nation’s level. The broker 

looks in two directions: he does not suppress the conflicts completely, because he 

should not fulfill his mediation functions and therefore his usefulness. This author 

completes his account with Adams (1970,1975) analysis jpn differential power 

betwen social participants which act in different levels. The existence and 

proliferation of caciques and brokers indicate that neither the bourgeoisie nor the 

state have achieved a great centralisation of power. De la Pefia has argued that in 

practice both types of brokerage tend to confuse. It is also evident that there is a 

cultural gap between those in charge of the national political posts and the 

peasants in Mexico. Thus, the cultural mediation is indispensable in order to 

create a level of integration. If this integration does not exist, the consolidation 

of a greater political system would be impossible. From this perspective, the 

cultural broker becomes politically strategic. Other authors, such as Lomnitz- 

Adler (1992), have also discussed caciquismo from a similar "structuralist" 

position. Lonmitz-Adler deals with political culture and hegemony in a context of 

a model of state formation and revolution as restoration of a hierarchical pattern 

of society. In his view

What is common to all caciques is that they mediate between the needs of 
the national state (or private corporations) and the actual on-the-ground 
situations of peasants and workers, that they derive power from this 
relation of mediations, and that this power takes on very complex cultural

must be voluntarily accepted by the parties in dispute. An essential feature o f  the concept o f  
mediation is the role not merely o f providing a critical link between parties, but o f attempting to 
provide reconcilement or adjustment in cases where parties are in conflict, or are operating on 
different assumptions. In my view it is more useful to reserve the term "mediator" for such specific 
roles, and to adopt another term, such as intermediary or liaison agent, to indicate the more general 
roles o f providing a link between sectors o f a society, with functions o f  innovation o f practices and 
communication and interpretation o f  ideas (1965: 386-388).
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qualities because of the diverse natures of the caciques’ mediating roles 
(1992: 197).

Another defining feature of caciques is that their power is greater than the 

power "invested in whatever bureaucratic post they occupy, so much so that their 

power often predates or survives their dallying with public office" (idem: 298). 

Lomnitz-Adler offers the example of Gonzalo Santos who was governor in the 

state of San Luis Potosi, and who was practically an autocratic ruler who 

"succeeded in controling the state for many years after his term [of office] had 

expired." (ibid:298).

Caciques, in Lomnitz-Adler’s view, are used as popular leaders by 

government in areas in which it needs control. Thus, Caciques are a necessary 

instrument for the modem state to penetrate local societies sufficiently to establish 

a bureaucratic structure of governance (Gledhill, 1994:55). The description o f a 

ranchero cacique offered by Lomnitz-Adler illustrates the diversity of the 

phenomenon of caciquismo:

Gonzalo Santos built his image as regional leader on motifs that are fully 
developed in the local rancher popular culture. In the egalitarian ideology 
of the ranch, rancheros like Santos explained their superiority over other 
cowboys in terms of greater intelligence and capabilities; but ranch peones 
explained the differences and the breach in egalitarian forms of reciprocity 
as a pact with the devil. Gonzalo Santos made ample room for the 
reproduction of the peon explanation of domination in his own self
presentation, and so developed an image of an ultra-macho form of 
domination vis-a-vis local cowboys and peons, (ibid: 301)

Therefore, this cacique had to deal with three different kinds of of power relations
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and associated ’cultures of social relations’: "relations of domination in their 

native relations of production (within ranches and in the towns built around ranch 

activities), relations of domination over Indians, and fjower relations with 

Highland Mexican political elites" (ibid: 300).

Another example is presented by Cornelius, who analysed the cacicazgo 

in urban areas:

In both urban and rural contexts in Mexico, a cacique is recognized both 
by the residents of the community in which he operates and by the 
supralocal authorities of the government and the PRI as being the most 
powerful person in the local political arena. Public officials invariably deal 
with him in all matters affecting the community, to the exclusion of other 
potential leaders. The cacique also possesses the de facto authority to make 
decisions that are binding on the community under his control, as well as 
informal police powers and powers of taxation (usually described as 
’taking up a collection’ to finance a given project, service or activity). 
Thus in some respects the traditional cacicazgo is a sort of government 
within a government, controlled by a single dominant individual who is 
not formally accountable either to those residing in the community under 
his control or to external authorities. As the cacique de Colonia Nueva 
bluntly put it, "Aqui no hay mas ley que yo" ("Here there is no law but 
me"). As Friedrich has pointed out, the fact that a cacique's rule is 
theoretically temporally unrestricted is one of the most important 
distinguishing characteristics of his status in Mexican politics. The 
cacique’s relationship to his followers tends to have a far more utilitarian 
character than that of other types of local leader, whose influence derives 
largely from the esteem in which they are held. Because of this lack of 
affective underpinnings, the cacique’s position can be quickly undermined 
by particularly flagrant financial indiscretions and abuses of authority, or 
by his failure to meet certain standards of performance over an extended 
period of time. Thus he must strive continually to legitimize his claim to 
leadership. At any given point, this process of legitimation may be 
incomplete and subject to reversal. (1968: 258-59)

Two important themes emerged from the above description of UCEZ involvement 

within the three communities. One theme is leadership and the various forms it
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assumed in these communities. The other theme is the particular forms which 

struggles for land and political behaviour took in them. Different actors, causes, 

and references to a historical memory are joined together in the diverse and 

sometimes contradictory discourses held by the communities’ members about their 

struggle. A combination of bitter factional disputes and jlass conflict clearly 

erupted in the Zirahuén and Ixtaro cases^^.

A comparison of land invasions

The case of Zirahuén could approximate the model of "closed" peasant 

communities in the sense discussed by Schryer (1990). In Zirahuén, the 

conjunction of an internal preoccupation with ’Indianness’ (the process of ethnic 

self-ascription), and an ’external’ recognition of that Indianness shapes the whole 

process. This is despite the fact that the conventional diacritical features of 

Indianness actually disappeared a long time ago; the Indian past is recurrently 

brought into the present as a source of legitimacy and identity in the struggle for 

and defense of the ’imagined’ community.

The fierce conflicts within Zirahuén usually related to internal disputes 

over resources, leadership and legitimacy. They also reflected economic 

differences and long-lasting disputes between the two factions (the two 

communities). Yet an additional conflict over what constituted the true

Regarding the recognition o f internal class differences in peasant communities, I share the 
viewpoint stated by Schryer: "Most peasants communities, regardless o f  ethnic affiliation, have an 
economic class structure, although the extent o f  economic class polarization has fluctuated over 
time. Whether or not (or how) such class differences are culturally recognized differs from 
community to community." (1990: 230)
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’community’ was also of paramount importance. The faction that belongs to 

UCEZ holds that they are the true community because they have the viceregal 

title. People often stressed the importance of the "legality |' of those titles, and 

"credentials": "they do not have documents." Their position rested on and 

appealed to the historical trends on recognition of legal documents on landholding 

by the state, formerly the colonial power, and more recently (at least until 1991) 

the priista government. This preoccupation with labelling is also shared by the 

other two communities. People’s emphasis on holding documents and their legality 

is their riposte to the stigmatising labels such as: "invaders", "squatters", 

mugrosos, entierrados, paracaidistas, Indios, which are utilised by outsiders to 

categorise them.

Zirahuén’s agrarian struggle has revolved around the recognition of its 

comunidad indigena status and claims to the legitimacy of those titles. It illustrates 

a ’classic’ strategy for restitution of an Indigena colonial patrimony. There is also 

a prototypical tendency in their insistence on expelling the main enemy (Arreola), 

the terrateniente, who is classified from official positions as "a small 

la n d h o ld e r"T h e  defence of the lake and forest against ’outsiders’ represented 

by Arreola, priista politicians, and the French resort project have come to 

represent the defense of the community, to the point that the community’s 

enduring bitter divisions were treated as unimportant.

An analogous example is offered by Schyer, who in comparing Nahua and Mestizo Land 
invasions argued: "Unlike their Nahua counterparts, poor peasants in Mestizo villages were more 
willing to divorce rights to land from the rights (or eligibility) to live in a particular settlement. 
Thus, once they had won their ejidos, Mestizo peasants did not insist, like their Aa/zwa counterparts, 
that former landowners or people who had not joined in the land invasions (and who did not want 
to Join such ejidos) leave the community." (op.cit: 238)
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Economie differences and the breakdown of relationships of patronage and 

clientelism with landowners are of outstanding importance in Ixtaro. 

Sharecroppers were the main instigators of the land takeovej-. As the ones who 

owned ploughs and oxen, they were actually better-off than others in the 

rancĥ ®̂ . Landowners in that area were related by kinship, so that the new 

patrones were in a sense seen as a continuation of the old hacendados. 

Furthermore, the remains of the Hacienda are still in the center of the rancho, 

and the hacendados" heirs live there. Some people did remark on the outside 

origin of those people: their skin, hair colour and blue eyes. At least one name 

of a nearby rancho, "Espanita" (which used to be property of the hacendado’s 

family), is a constant reminder of this. Nevertheless, in some accounts land, a lot, 

the house, and the church are seen as presents given by the hacendados, who are 

therefore also seen as constitutive of ’the community’ in this case. Furthermore, 

some people considered themselves rancheros and Ixtaro is known widely as a 

rancho. It seems likely that Ixtaro had the pattern of settlement described by 

Barragân (1990) some time ago. Similarly, the strongly rooted sense of property 

that this author mentions as a defining characteristic of the rancheros (ibid: 52) 

is shared in some degree by Ixtaro’s people. This fact is illustrated in the 

insistence in the interviewees’s accounts of having a plot or a lot of land, and the

A similar process is recorded by Schryer: "Internal class conflicts took a somewhat different 
form in the corporate type o f  Nahua communities in the municipio o f  Huejutla. Here, many 
communities, such as Cuacuilco and Chililico, had at one time or another petitioned for legal status 
as either ejidos or comunidades on the basis o f  colonial titles. The inhabitants o f  these villages 
became divided between peasants who wanted to become full-fledged ejidatarios and those who 
wanted to be legally registered as comuneros. Since the status o f  communal land tenure in M exico  
is much more flexible in terms o f  how such land is actually allocated to community members, it 
was the wealthy peasants with fenced-in pastures who wanted to be comuneros while the poorer, 
wage-earning peasants fought for a change in legal status from communal to ejido. (ibid: 232-3)
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judgement of ’being owner’ as a better option than ’communal ownership’.

Agrarian reform left some people outside the process (cf. the contending 

discourses of agrarism and religion, and the difficulties faced by people who 

wanted to join the ejido but who have not got the money to pJy the contributions). 

Moreover, as I remarked earlier, land distribution was in fact done under the 

hacendado’s direction. In addition, the first ejido, Ixtaro, was mainly formed by 

people from other villages. Thus, agrarianism seemed to meet with little success 

there, even if many people remembered the hacienda experience with mixed 

feelings. It was, in fact, opportunity, in the sense discussed by Tutino (1986), a 

favourable conjuncture, which played an important role as trigger for the land 

invasion. The reader will recall the allusions to the imminent divorce of the 

Ochoas, and their absenteeism^®^.

Yet the people who still belong to the community are not, in fact, the 

former sharecroppers, the ones who owned ploughs and animals. The majority are 

’free’ people, from the social stratum of labourers, (Cf. the cases of the two 

women: Mina and Catalina). For many of these people it seems that even having 

an agrarian community based on caciquismo is better that not having one at all. 

It is, however, Luis T. and his clique (Gabriel, José E, etc.) who have enjoyed 

the benefits produced by the real ’community’.

In Ixtaro, there is apparently no conflict with the ejidatarios, as was the 

case in Zirahuén, where, on one hand, the agrarian reform granted a greater 

extension of land to ejidatarios, and on the other hand, a clear alliance was

See also Schryer (op.cit.: 231) for a similar development in Huejutla, in the Huasteca 
Hidalguense.
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constructed between Arreola, the ’external enemy’, and the ejidatarios. But people 

from the Ixtaro comunidad indigena did attempt to seize land in other nearby 

ranches with" further complications (the case of the Chaj-andas). Despite the 

insecurity, illegality and dangers that follow from those actions, these people were 

willing to undertake them. The outcome of those events is therefore not a 

surprise: the community was already tired from earlier differences between its 

better-off members, the ones who owned animals and ploughs, and the other 

members who were completely deprived. Earlier differences with the leadership 

were evident, reflecting the role of personal self-interest, seen in my account of 

Anastasio’s role. Subsequently many new problems contributed to the disastrous 

outcome of this community. The pressures experienced because of the threat of 

the judicial police coming to apprehend them because of the ’illegality’ of their 

acts, the rise of the cacique Luis, his threats, mistreatment and abuse, the 

involvement in further dangerous attempts at seizing land, the real difficulties of 

living one or more years waiting for land to produce, the affair of the 

ahorradores, all these added more strain and tension.

In the case of the C .C .E .Z., despite its ’urban’ profile (the spatial 

distribution of the shacks, the search for urban services, etc.) the pervading issues 

of the cultivation of maize, control of land and partial proletarianisation, do bring 

it closer to the other two communities. It could be said that C .C.E.Z reveals 

another face of a single process in which ’urban’ and ’rural’ problems remain 

intimately linked. By this I mean wider developments that have taken place during 

recent years, greater demographic pressure and land-deprivation, the insufficient 

ability of small cities to provide housing and services to their people, and a low-
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wage economy and dependence on multiple sources of household income, in turn 

linked to tertiary sector growth, changes within the family structure, and 

increasingly complex patterns of migration which have continued to evolve under 

the impact of growing agricultural recession.

Lands seized by these people are also said to be the property of Arreola, 

a claim that is very important for the UCEZ, since it legitimates the seizure as a 

blow against "the main enemy." However, another kind of legitimation has also 

emerged: that this land is in fact owned by the comunidad indigena of Santa 

Clara, which makes it a case not of illegal seizing, but of a deal between 

comrades. Here land and the creation of community have been brought together. 

Although the land seizing was not lived in practice without tensions (as was 

shown above), the colonia showed a high degree of commitment to the collective 

enterprise. Its members are very sensitive to outside threats, not merely from 

Arreola and his allies but from agents of the state such as the judicial police, etc. 

One of their most important areas of collective action is vigilance in defending 

themselves against external forces. Within the UCEZ they are portrayed as the 

colonia modelo (as an example to follow). It could be said that community was 

created out of the moment of the invasion, in which alliances among people 

differentiated by age, gender, kinship and even hetereogenous socio-economic 

origins joined in a hegemonic project^® .̂

The three cases have, however, a further central similarity in that 

communal landholding is in practice lived as private property. In each community, 

people longed for their own plot {su pedacito), and openly defended their right to

Cf. the discussion on community proposed by Mallon (1995: Part I, Chapter 3).
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have a small plot to grow maize and the additional option to work wherever they 

found wage work, rather than commit themselves unconditionally to collective 

demands and organisation. Although the people who had already completely 

abandoned peasant life were few, they were caught in a |onflict between their 

aspirations to recreate "community" and the real constraints they faced as 

individuals^^^.

Local Leadership

The three leaders had a patrimonial style of managing resources which 

reached an extreme in the case of Luis T. Their behaviour reflected wider and 

historically rooted patterns among Michoacan’s agrarian leaders. Equally 

perduring was the issue of factionalism and fission (with its replication over time) 

in the cases of Zirahuén and Ixtaro. But, whereas Luis T. was a ’classic’ type of 

cacique, it is more difficult to apply this notion to Marcos P. He does, however, 

possess backstage control of the comunidad indigena in Zirahuén. Marcos is no 

longer the representative, but is the leader de facto. His influence is widespread 

and involves relation with state-level political actors (the third stage of caciquismo 

as defined by Friedrich for Naranja:

Third in the tripartite process is expansion outward into control over 
neighboring areas, such as mestizo villages in the Zacapu valley, or the

L
Alvarez-Icazaet al. (op. cit.), characterised this region (the municipios o f  Paracho, Cheran, 

Nahuatzen, Tingambato, Salvador Escalante and Ziracuaretiro) as a marginal region. According to 
those authors, most indexes show the region’s disadvantages in relation to average conditions in 
the state.
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Cardenista networks in the state. Such expansion can be an active, integral 
part not only o f autocratic centralization but also of contentious fission: a 
contending cacique such as Pedro Gonzalez, whether rising or falling, will 
tend to look outside for collateral support (op. cit.: 136).

Paz is the man in whom Capiz vests an absolute trust (one account 

referred to him as C apiz’s bodyguard), and he has been trained in all the legal 

ja rg o n  in order to be able to advise other communities. M arcos P ’s intervention 

was crucial in the C .C .E .Z  and Ixtaro’s joining the UCEZ. Unlike Luis T ., his 

personal style o f leadership is viewed simpathetically, especially on the part o f 

women. He does not shout, he speaks pleasantly, etc. People from  Ixtaro and 

C .C .E .Z  talked about Paz as a likeable and kind man. It has to be said that the 

central role played by him within UCEZ has brought about differences among the 

local leaders. Some accounts referred to the discussions held between Luis and 

M arcos about different issues. Nevertheless, on one account, when M arcos was 

asked for help in order to secure the removal of Luis T, he politely answered: 

"You know, this is a very difficult issue because all the documents are signed by 

him ". In practice, he disciplined him self and remained loyal to Luis T, or rather 

to Capiz who continued to back the cacique, perhaps because he saw him  as the 

only way of maintaining the UCEZ community.

This unconditional support for radical local leaders turned self-serving and 

oppressive caciques also has historical precedents in the Cardenas era, for very 

much the same reasons. M arcos Paz’s own role is, in fact, highly controversial 

in some quarters, as I demonstrated with the statements coming from  the ’other
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community’ in Zirahuén^®^ Issues of legality versus pragmatic action are 

involved here. Other statements (news reports, people from nearby towns, ex- 

UCEZ militants) challenged the legality of Paz’s actions, i.e. the invasion of small 

properties, and this is a generally controversial point in the llC E Z ’s approach to 

’legality’. Finally, even though the situation within the CCEZ leadership is not 

free of tension, Alfredo’s role had not been challenged yet. Unlike Paz and Torres 

who were "indigenous leaders", his migratory experience and occupation had 

equipped him with experience and different skills and perspectives. Such 

experiences, which are also shared by other leaders in Michoacan, reflect ways 

in which long-term social change has "modernised" agrarian conflict and produced 

some evolution in the nature of contemporary peasant movements. Nevertheless, 

a noted common characteristic shared by the three leaders, their secularism, is 

also related to a general UCEZ ideology which belongs to an old Michoacan 

tradition and, as I have shown, continues to prove a source of contradictions 

between militant leaders and the rank-and-file members of local movements.

Conclusions

In this chapter I have analysed the cases of Zirahuén, the Colonia Comunal 

Emiliano Zapata and Ixtaro, and shown how developments organised by the 

UCEZ followed different trajectories in accordance with differences in the nature

Other actors (officials and intellectuals) have described Paz and Capiz as caudillos. For a 
thorough discussion o f  this term see De la Pefla (1986), who states that: "the word caudillo derives 
from the latin capitellum, and has been used mainly in 19th century to designate the leaders which 
with the support o f a professional or improvised army dominated large regions and compited for 
the national power (Hamill 1965:8). (op. cit.: 28-29)
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and context of the local situation.

The case of Zirahuén showed how past historical Indian roots and 

communal defence shaped the whole process. It also revealed the continuous up

dating and renactment of a deeply historically rooted ’comliunity’ factionalism. 

1 also showed how old problems had resurfaced under modem conditions in the 

areas of leadership and caciquismo.

Legality was an important issue, especially in relation to issues of 

legitimation. Factionalist discourses focused on claims and counter claims to 

constitute "the tme community". The emphasis on holding ’primordial’ titles and 

credentials illustrated two main features involved in legitimation a) the role of 

official recognition of claims to community status (be this colonial or priista 

recognition), b) concerns about stigmatisation and ’authenticity’ on the part of 

actors who had been subject to social discrimination and marginalisation.

An outstanding feature of this case was the stress people put on the 

defence of their lands, forests and especially the lake. The lake came to represent 

the imagined ’community’, free of external interference and internal quarrels. The 

comuneros' conservative stand against "modernisation" and "development" was 

also a reflection of this desire to recuperate ’community’. Thus, although the 

struggle carried out in Zirahuén was at one level representative of ’traditional’ 

stmggles to recover land, it was also a ’creative’ response to the social conditions 

of capitalist modernisation.

The same might be said of the case of the C .C.E.Z which arose from 

changes at a regional level, growth of urban centers, lack of services and 

employment opportunities. But the CCEZ case shows us particularly clearly that
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it is difficult to recuperate old social practices in a changing world. Thus, for 

example, transformations at the level of the ’traditional’ household were in 

evidence in this case, a point to which I will return in chapter V. As I showed in 

this chapter, the Colonia presents a model of partial proletariajnisation and the case 

indicates the importance of maize cultivation as a complement to salaried labour, 

even in ’urban’ contexts. Yet my data indicated the way that families tended to 

abandon maize cultivation, despite its apparent advantages, because it could not 

meet subsistence needs and they could not maintain the social relations which 

make it possible to continue sowing maize despite a lack of money.

Nevertheless, membership of the UCEZ provided a sense of belonging and 

identity which fulfilled an important role of social resistance against the 

exploitation, domination and oppression which these people have suffered. 

Recourse to Indian and Comunero Identity gave them some possibilities of 

overcoming the social stigma of being very poor people, further stigmatised as 

"dirty" and "squatters" (invaders) as a result of taking radical action to redress 

their social disadvantages. My study has shown that, paradoxically, the comuneros 

of CCEZ possessed an essential affinity which contributed to enhancing their 

collective experience, their religious faith, which was definitely not part of the 

UCEZ package. Building a chapel instead of a communal house in the colonia 

constituted a blow against the secularist aims of UCEZ, but at the same time 

demonstrated the deep roots of conflictual identities in Michoacan, and their 

transcendence of the ideological programmes of organised movements

Religion and agrarian radicalism are not, however, necessarily antagonistic in modem  
Mexico. See my discussion o f  the EZLN and the role o f  catequists and the "progressive" wing o f  
the Church in Chiapas in Chapter II. Cf. also Leyva (1994).
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Although it may not have proved a ’model’ community in all respects as 

far as the UCEZ leadership was concerned, the C .C.E.Z was nevertheless crucial 

for the realisation of one of the aims of UCEZ: the union of "popular" and Indian 

perspectives (see also Chapter II). Furthermore, it was an e x ^ p le  of the creation 

of a new community, ’a community of fact’ in Capiz’s terms, which would be 

legitimised through ’recovery’ of land and not invasion of land.

To explain the third case, Ixtaro, it was necessary to include some 

historical factors: the contradictory legacy left to Ixtaro people by agrarianism, 

religion, and the experience of the Hacienda. These factors, coupled with their 

concerns about security and land tenure, led these people to "invade" land but in 

the context of a specific conjuncture. This case therefore adds additional 

dimensions to our understanding of the complexity and variability of the processes 

which can lead to mobilisation, and shows that it is not merely the poorest who 

may be central actors in such mobilisation.

Caciquismo is a recurrent feature of the political culture of the Michoacan 

countryside. In this case, it was personified by Luis T., whose controversial 

nature was revealed through his abuses and authoritarianism. My analysis of the 

development of the cacicazgo suggested that the case corresponds in many 

respects to the ’classic’ processes analised at the micro-level by Friedrich, but that 

the role of Luis T also reflects his significance to the wider UCEZ movement, as 

evidenced by Capiz and Paz’s attitudes towards him in practice.

It is also interesting to compare the apparently disparate forms of 

caciquismo represented by Luis T and Arreola. Luis Torres and Arreola shared 

some general cacique features. The former’s style is closer to that of the earlier
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agrarian caciques who emerged within the same community, ’a truly indigenous 

leader’ in Friedrich’s terms (1986). His political contacts were restricted to local 

representatives of official institutions and Solidaridad, and I would argue, not so 

important as those held by Marcos Paz. The latter acts as^a link between those 

institutions and the local leaders. At the top of the hierarchy is Arreola’s 

cacicazgo which has a more extended network of relationships within the official 

party, and a more powerful economic position, though his position is weakened 

by the fact that he is an outsider and therefore depends on community-level agents 

and intermediaries. Both Torres and Arreola managed, however, to form their 

own cliques. Violence was a clearer feature of the Torres cacicazgo, although, 

Arreola relied on the state police to exercise coercive power on his behalf.

The phenomenon of caciquismo discussed in this chapter indicates the need 

to consider the wider webs of relations and networks of power implicated in forms 

of intermediation which are ultimately quite distinct in terms of scale and perhaps 

of longevity. Nevertheless, it is, as I have shown, of great significance that a 

organisation like the UCEZ, usually treated in the literature as an example of a 

"new social movement" may not merely produce, but continue to tolerate what 

appear to be examples of very ’traditional’ forms of local boss rule. In this 

context, I have also shown that even leaders like Marcos Paz, who are less 

criticised by members of their own movement even if they continue to be 

denigrated by their political enemies, play roles which are not wholly devoid of 

ambiguity at times.
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CHAPTER IV

ETHNIC IDENTITY, HISTORY AND PRESENT AMONG 

THE INDIAN COMUNEROS OF THeI UCEZ.

This chapter will first deal with the statements given by UCEZ comuneros on 

ethnic identity. I will show that most identify themselves in some sense as 

"Indians”, "Indigenous", or "Tarascos/Purépechas", but that there are some 

comuneros who see themselves as definitely not indigenous and/or as mestizos. My 

purpose at this stage is as, Eriksen has put, it: "To investigate the importance of 

ethnicity in people's lives." (1993:134)

These testimonies will be inserted within a wider context that will include 

discussion on history, ethnicity and politics. As a starting point, I must draw 

attention to one relevant fact, which is a subject of contention on theoretical 

grounds, namely, that most of the people interviewed within the three UCEZ 

"communities" are not "true" Indians according to the standard historical and 

anthropological criteria used in Mexico. The explanation of the construction of 

their "acquired" identity (I will preliminarly refer to it in this way), seems to me 

to be the main theoretical challenge to be taken up. The issue of truth and 

au then t i c i t y ' i s  at the centre of the discussion, as far as many of my

I was confronted by the issue o f authenticity when I was just starting my research. I was 
challenged by colleagues and historians about the authenticity o f  the claims on community and 
"Indianity" made by the organisation I had chosen to analyse. I was told that: "they are inventing 
communities, they are no longer basing their demands on real Indian communities with viceregal 
titles." This issue is brought out in a very similar way in an interesting discussion on ethnogenesis 
by Eriksen: "There is a problem o f authenticity involved in ethnogenesis, but the job o f  the
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anthropological colleagues in Mexico (and, albeit in a somewhat different way, 

many of the comuneros themselves) are concerned. I argue, however, that this 

preoccupation with the representation of "truth” proves sterile and that we need to 

read the present significance of ethnic identification in term^ of a rather different 

view of cultural, economic and political history to that which underpins the notion 

of a "real Indian", one that recognises that "natives" also reconstruct, reflect on and 

analyse their own history**'.

I will follow the methodological standpoint proposed by Stem (1987), who 

has criticised the problematic assumptions that are so frequently made about 

peasants as political actors. He suggests that in theory as well as in particular 

studies of peasant revolts, even when ethnic matters are not obviously relevant (as 

they are, say, in Ireland or Peru):

ethnic-blind analysis should be justified rather than used as a point of 
departure. In some cases and for some purposes, ethnic variables may not 
be important to the understanding of rebellion. But this needs to be 
demonstrated explicitly. The ethnic question has sharply affected the

anthropologist consists o f  studying it rather than asking it. When Roosens declared to fellow  
academics in Québec that he wished to study the Hurons, many advised him not to, since they were 
no longer ’real Indians’. His colleagues thus seemed to distinguish between ’real’ and ’artificial’ 
culture. Such a distinction cannot be anthropologically valid, since it is itself culturally produced. 
Criteria for authentic ethnic identity are generated intraethnically as well as interethnically, and the 
dynamics o f these criteria are themselves part o f that social reality we study." (1993: 131).

I would argue that this subject deserves a lot o f  attention. A reconsideration o f  the 
relationship o f Anthropology and History is at the fore and thus the relationship o f  past and present. 
In this respect, Eriksen in his discussion on cultural history in ethnic identity cites Peel (1989:200), 
who argues explicitly against "those studies o f ethnicity which ignore cultural history and cultural 
factors generally..." (op.cit.: 94). Peel offers an interpretation o f  Yoruba ethnicity in historical 
perspective: "...he emphasises not the ways in which the present has shaped the past, but the ways 
in which the past has shaped the present. Arguing rather pointedly against the 
’presentism’dominating social anthropology, he targets in particular Abner Cohen’s assumption that 
ethnicity requires neither a cultural nor a historical explanation, but can be reduced to politics and 
contemporary ’structural conditions’. Against Cohen, Peel argues the need to take historical 
accounts seriously both as sources documenting actual events more or less accurately, and as serious 
attempts by ’natives’ to come to terms with their past."(ibid: 96)
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history and probably the consciousness of many peasantries (particularly in 
the Third World). To the extent that ethnic boundaries do not coincide with 
class boundaries, ethnic relations and identification may serve to link the 
grievances and world views of peasants and nonpeasants. On the other hand 
to the extent that ethnic boundaries do coincide with class boundaries"^, 
the language, ideology, and causes of peasant rebellions are difficult to 
understand in ethnic-blind terms. (1987: 18)

This methodological point is o f particular relevance in analysing an 

organisation such as the UCEZ. Most o f the bibliographical references on UCEZ, 

have ’classified’ it as an Indian organisation. Indeed, as we shall see, both the 

organisation and people belonging to it generally identify themselves as Indians. 

The chapter is divided into five sub-sections. The first shows how the "comuneros" 

o f the Comunidad Indigena o f Zirahuén define their ethnic identity"^. I then 

present the statements given by members o f the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata 

{C.C.E.Z). The third sub-section addresses the issue o f ethnic identity within the 

Comunidad Indigena in Ixtaro, and in the fourth I consider the issue of the ethnic 

ascription of the organisation through the leaders’ declarations and its written 

propaganda. Finally, I conclude with a discussion on theoretical approaches on 

ethnicity in the light o f this ethnographic material.

The statements which I collected on ethnic identification can be grouped 

together under the following recurrent broad thematic headings: 1) Ancestors and

Schryer’s (1990) study offers a fine discussion of the coincidence o f ethnic boundaries with 
class boundaries in the Huasteca Hidalguense.

It is worthwhile to point out that my interviewing procedure focused on the use o f the 
following terms: Indian (mainly), TaTascan/PurépechaJndîgena and Mestizo. Indian was preferred 
because o f its controversial meaning. By this, I mean the ambiguous use o f it: on the one hand, the 
racist and pejorative connotation implied in the categorisation made by "national" or "external" 
agents, on the other hand, the use o f the word Indian as a means o f empowerment and pride by the 
people themselves.
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Language; 2) Mestizaje, Blood, physical features and origins 3) Dress and other 

cultural traits; 4) Differences and Similarities with others; 5) Categorisation by 

others; 6) Indians, Mexicans and the Pueblo', 7) Land and being Indian; 8) Pride 

and shame; 9) Sentiments, Moral status and reason, 10) Music and geographic self

ascription. These categories are simply a way of ordering the information. Thus, 

some are interwoven with each other and related closely within the comuneros" 

discourse.

ZIRAHUEN

Ancestors and Language

Dona Pilar remembered that "a long time ago they spoke Purépecha". Her 

grandmother worked the loom. She also remembered how her grandmother spoke: 

"my grandmother said juya  that meant siéntese (sit-down), chuscuta that meant 

tortilla." Maria Piedad had a great-grandmother who spoke Tarascan. Due to this 

and other factors she considers her family as Indian.

Salud C. stated that "my mother spoke Purépecha, my grandfather spoke 

it as well. I consider myself Purépecha because of them, although I do not speak 

Purépecha." Juan S. said that "I am an Indian, but we no longer speak (Tarascan)."

On her part, Timo held that "my father spoke Tarascan, but he was not 

Indian. He learned it." Historically, this is perfectly consistent with known patterns 

of in-migration of mestizos into quite solidly "indigenous" communities in 

Michoacan, such as the anthropologically famous village of Naranja (Friedrich, 

1986), which seldom seem to have been "closed communities" in a demographic
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sense. In spite of her father’s status, however, Timo considered herself an Indian.

Amelia C. declared that her "grandparents were Indigenas. They spoke a 

mixture of Spanish and Tarascan (medio revuelto). My grandparents were bom 

here".

There were other people, nevertheless, who expressed doubts about their 

Tarascan past. Some did so because their parents or grandparents did not remember 

anyone who had spoken the language. This is the case of Jacinta C., who held that 

"they did not speak Purépecha a long time ago. My mother told me that my 

grandmother did not speak it. I do not know what I am." Included in her doubts, 

was the importance of blood which she mentioned later.

Lila went further than Jacinta, doubting that the Tarascan language was 

spoken even a long time ago: "Here in the village nobody speaks Tarascan. I think 

that if our ancestors had spoken it, Tarascan would not have disappeared." Despite 

this remark, she, however, still identified herself as an Indian. And she made 

another interesting point: "We are Indians, even if we do not want to be so". Here 

her testimony gives the impression of resignation to an undesirable situation.

Following this. Ma. Piedad, in a sceptical tone, said:

We do not speak English, we do not understand las guar es [Tarascan girls] 
either. What do I gain if I am an Indian without speaking Tarascan? Now, 
spoken Tarascan is finished."

She was one of the few who seemed to place importance on language as 

a marker for definition as an Indian, though another interviewee, Anita, cited her 

aunt as saying that: "we are pendejos because we do not know the language."
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Relia also expressed doubts on the association of the community with 

indigenous language use: "I did not know my grandparents, but I knew that at that 

time there was no Tarascan language." Yet notwithstandingj Relia’s doubts, her 

sister Amelia categorised their grandparents as Indigenas and asserted that the 

latter mixed Spanish with Tarascan. She added that her mother who is still alive, 

spoke a little Purépecha.

References to past times are common in these statements. Claims to being 

Indian are made based on descent and kinship. Hence, the fact of having had 

parents, grand-parents or even great-grandparents who spoke Tarascan, seemed to 

give people enough confidence to identify themselves as Indians. Similarly, it 

could be said that among this group of people, kinship and ancestry was of 

paramount importance in defining their "Indianity".

In relation to the above, Eriksen, discussing definitions of ethnicity argues, 

however, that:

ethnic groups or categories tend to have notions of common ancestry 
justifying their unity. But even this delineation can be problematic in 
practice, for, how many generations does one have to go back in order to 
talk of shared ancestry?, (op.cit.: 35)

Language is important in Zirahuén not in and of itself, but rather because 

people identify themselves with the Tarascans even if they have not learned and 

spoken their language. The latter phenomenon was also very common among other 

Indigenous peoples where the Mestizo population had to learn the Indian language. 

The statements cited suggest that, among the people of Zirahuén, the fact of being 

unable to speak the language was generally of little importance from the point of
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view of ethnic self-ascription.

Mestizaje, Blood, Physical Features and Origins ^

The use of the word Mestizo was not very common among these people, although 

one of them mentioned it. Ma. de la Paz M. told me that she and her family 

considered themselves mestizos combinados.

Lourdes V. gave me a statement which combined several judgements:

The original customs no longer exist; they have already disappeared, 
finished. We have almost nothing from the Indians {de los meros Indios), 
but perhaps something from the Spaniards. I consider myself Indian, 
although I am of mixed blood.

Her declaration is very important since it joins together the recognition of 

a lack of "original" Indian customs, with having adopted some Spanish ones and 

of being of mixed blood. Despite this, she declared that she was Indian. As a 

matter of fact, she is one of the few who were not born in Zirahuén, and her 

physical appearance is also very different. She is blonde with blue eyes.

Jacinta C, who formerly affirmed that she did not know what she was, 

added more on that: "I think that one has more Spanish blood. Indians are ugly." 

Despite this latter remark, she then slightly qualified her comment: "Indians from 

here are not so ugly."

Ma. Piedad, who had already traced her Tarascan ancestry to her great

grandmother, also said explicitly that: "I have Indian blood."
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Dress and Other Cultural Traits

Don Jesus related being Indian with a way of dressing: "I think we are Indians 

because I remember when we wore calzon bianco and a cottjon shirt (camisa de 

manta) and we walked barefoot." Others, such as Relia, related dress and hair style 

with "reason": "those who are de otra razôn [have a different way of perceiving 

and thinking about the world] have other ways of dressing. This latter affirmation 

relating dress with "reason" deserves further commentary later on.

Ma. Piedad recalled that "my grandfather wore calzon and my grandmother 

had a loom." Amelia remembered that her mother

wore naguas anchas [a long pleated skirt]. My grandfather wore calzon 
bianco. My father was a musician, he wore white trousers, a white shirt 
and fa ja  azul. My grandfather wore his blanket on his shoulders.

Differences and Similarities with others

Salud considered that Indians are differentiated from others by criteria already 

discussed, because of their way of talking and their dress. Her emphasis was put 

on dress, again linked to "reason": "Anyway, we are Indians, although I wear 

vestido de razôn de todos modos somos." Relia, as shown above, also saw the main 

difference with people of razôn in terms of dressing.

For her part Timo saw differences with others related to "the way we 

speak, the jobs we do, the way of living; we are not the same." Ma. Piedad put 

emphasis on the language as a sign of difference: "We do not speak English, nor
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do we understand las guares,"

Lila, however, gave a rather more ambiguous account o f the differences 

mainly with mestizos. On the one hand she considered the colour o f  skin as the 

main difference: "They are fair, we are dark. Because of that our ancestors fought 

with the Americans." On the other hand, she affirmed that: "Colour does not 

matter, but rather the way we feel." I will again comment further on this statement 

later on, but it is immediately clear that it points to something other than linguistic 

or cultural difference, a difference which is potentially essential and absolute in 

nature. This was also the case in Anita’s account o f the difference from mestizos: 

"I love my race and my people. I will not betray them. I have found everything 

in my people."

Amelia also gave an account similar to the one given by Lila referring to 

skin colour, but she added two other factors: class and religion.

Mestizos are from another class. Spaniards, I do not know how they are. 
The Virgin, Our Mother is dark. Also, we are dark (morenos)."

She thus identified mestizos with a more affluent type o f person, and 

remarking on the dark colour o f the Virgin o f Guadalupe she believed herself to 

belong to a "pueblo guadalupano", deeply rooted in the folk memory o f many 

groups in Mexico.

An interesting issue is brought into view by the statements o f Jacinta cited 

above, who considered that she had more Spanish blood and moreover doubted her 

Indian identity. While she compared herself (if not explicitly) with Indians, on the 

one hand, holding that she had more Spanish blood than Indian, on the other hand
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she made a comparison among Indians based on beauty. The more Spanish blood 

one possessed, the better one’s physical appearance:

I think that one has more Spanish blood. Indians are ugly. My brother-in- 
law is from Oaxaca, he is ugly. He speaks Mixteco. He comes from the 
pure blooded Indians. Some Spaniards are ugly and others pretty. Indians 
from here are not so ugly."

Jacinta also distinguishes degrees of beauty among Spaniards. Her statement 

contains a significant commentary on the "real" or true Indians. It seems that in 

comparing herself with her brother-in-law she is distinguishing herself from being 

Indian. Her brother-in-law is categorised by her as a "true Indian" because of two 

features: his language and his ugliness. In spite of her opinion that ugliness seems 

to be a characteristic shared by Indians everywhere, she qualifies her affirmation 

by stating that "Indians from here are not so ugly." Her perspective thus resonates 

with the persistent hegemonic ideology embedded in the colonial hierachy of the 

castas, which presented Indian blood as "redeemable" through progressive race 

mixing, and its more modem expression in the identification of social progress 

with mestizaje, which sees the route to perfection as one of whitening oneself 

(Lomnitz-Adler, 1992).

From a different perspective, Lourdes talked of the "true Indians", 

acknowledging that "We have little from.the Indians but perhaps more from the 

Spaniards."
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Categorisation by Others

Eufemia hesitated in assuming an identity given to her by other^: "They say we are 

Indians and maybe we are." In relation to this, Lila said:

Sometimes, when I went to the ranch of Copandaro, people there told us: 
here come the guar es ̂ the Indians! I said that I was not ashamed of that. 
The people of Copandaro still call us las guares de Zirahuén. "

Ma. Piedad stated that: "People call us Indians and Marias." These statements are 

indicative of the way that "Indianness" is frequently experienced as stigmatisation 

in the social classifications of others.

Indians, Mexicans and the Pueblo (the "common"people)

Several of these women equated being Indian with being Mexican. In a context of 

contrasting differences, Eufemia considered that: "I do not know the difference, but 

it is said that all Mexicans are Indians." Lila held: "All Mexicans are Indians." 

Amelia considered herself Indian because "I am Mexican." Isabel said something 

similar: "I consider myself Indian because we are Mexicans." Timo considered 

herself "Indian because we are from the common people". Amelia held: "I am an 

indigenous woman from common stock."

Land and Being Indian

Amelia linked the fact of being Indian with the idea of an original ownership of
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land. Referring to her grandparents she told me: "They [the Indians] were the 

original owners of these lands." Lourdes talking about people of the past, the 

Indians: "They defended the land and because of them we are here now." The 

relationship between the control of other natural resources ^uch as the lake and 

being Indian was also emphasised by many of the people I interviewed in 

Zirahuén.

Some similarities, such as the concern over ecological issues, defence of 

land and the stance taken against capitalism, are found in the case of the Hawaiian 

movement, which began in the early seventies in Hawaiian rural areas and:

opposed the encroaching destruction reaped by American-style 
development...While there are clear Hawaiian roots, the early years of the 
movement are best characterized in terms of its incorporation into the 
student-dominated political left. Its ideology linked Hawaiian rights to 
question of peace, ecology, and opposition to destruction o f the islands by 
tourist capital. There were numerous actions, from the opposition to 
building resorts to the occupation of land formally owned by the state but 
which was claimed by Hawaiians as their rightful heritage. As the left 
declined, a separation occurred. The Hawaiians came into their own. Their 
identity became solidly established and their focus shifted to exclusively 
Hawaiian issues, the control of land, the reestablishment of Hawaiian 
culture. (Friedman, 1992: 342)

Pride and Shame

Anita criticised their own self-identification, making it clear that it was necessary 

to re-evaluate it: "We are indigenous, Tarascans. The worst is that we do not 

realise our worth." As we have seen, Lila commented on the way people of the 

nearby ranch of Copandaro named them, guares, Indians, adding: "I am not 

ashamed of that."
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Sentiments, Morals and Reason

Lila, who gave an account o f differences based on the colour o f the skin, cited 

above, added "colour does not matter, but the way we feel does." In this last 

declaration, she replaced skin colour with giving priority to ways o f feeling and 

sentiments in identifying Indians. Relia also gave importance to this level o f 

’feeling’: "I am Indian because o f the way I am..." These statements suggest that 

some people hold the view that they are in some sense innately spiritually or 

emotionally different by virtue o f their Indianness, and that this essential, inner 

difference is, indeed, what makes them "Indian". Although modem anthropology 

is anxious to avoid essentialising ’ethnicity’ and ’Indianness’, it seems important 

to acknowledge that the subjects o f our studies may themselves hold an 

’essentialist’ view and to consider why this might be so. Another interviewee, 

Lourdes, talked about these differences in terms o f a moral category, principles, 

which appears to belong to the cultural order. Even though she acknowledged that 

they did not have much of a legacy from the Indians, she considered herself 

Indian, and moreover "my principles are Indian. These principles were held by our 

ancestors who were united through their way o f working." But the emphasis o f 

others on "the way we feel" as constitutive o f difference from non-Indians seems 

to be intimately related to another important distinction which we have already 

encountered in these statements, that o f "reason".

The category gente de razon (fully rational, reasoning, people) is, o f course, 

part of the set o f hegemonic ideas imposed by the colonial order, and it has
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generally served to distinguish Indians (as naturales or sin razon) from mestizos. 

In two testimonies cited earlier (those of Salud and Relia) tl^ere was an explicit 

reference to "reason". In Salud’s statement, in spite of wearing ''vestido de razon", 

(or in other words vestido de mestizo) she is an Indian. Relia is more specific when 

she says that people who have "another reason" have another way of dressing.

Ser gente de razon draws a racist and discriminatory boundary between 

Indians and others. The implicit meaning is that Indians are people without reason, 

with reason meaning, in this context, the ability to think, to judge and to be 

"civilised". Yet, it is noteworthy that Relia talks about people who have another 

reason, in a more relativistic and comprehensive sense. It would seem, then, that 

she rejects the discriminatory connotation of the phrase, but in a way which 

implicitly accepts an idea of innate spiritual differences between social categories 

which may serve as a means of revalorizing stigmatised identities but has also 

played an important role in the defence of both ethnic and gender inequalities 

against the claims of liberal and egalitarian ideologies in post-colonial Latin 

American societies. .

The pervading use of this term in Mexico is also illustrated by Lomnitz- 

Adler for the Huasteca:

Many rancheros (and mestizos who participate in the ranchero hegemonic 
ideology) believe that Indians are a different kind of being. The terms sin 
razon versus de razon ("without reason" and "reasoning", respectively) are 
still utilized in the region, although they are no longer the only terms in 
which the relation between mestizos and Indians are cast. The white elites 
of the region consider the Indians to be racially inferior and generally do 
not cultivate Indian cultural attributes in the way that they do cultivate 
competence in peon-cowboy culture. (op.cit.:171)
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Thus, as Hale (1994) has pointed out, in defending themselves against the negative 

implications of dominant categories for their own feelings of social worth, 

indigenous people in the Americas may have interiorised at least part of the logic 

of those categories. I will return to this issue in more depth below (section The 

Local Data in their Wider Context)

Music and geographic autoascription

Juan, despite his recognition that he does not speak the Indian language, considered 

himself an Indian: "I say that I am an Indian, but we do not speak the language. 

We belong to the Meseta. I played pirecuas. I sang them. I have been a musician 

for 48 years." In this case, a cultural identification and claims based on long-term 

residential affiliation to a community are used as criteria for membership of a 

social and ethnic category. In an historical sense, ethnohistorical research suggests 

that such criteria may well have played an important role in the reproduction of 

many "indigenous pueblos" throughout Mexico (Ouweneel, 1990).

THE COLONIA COMUNAL EMILIANO ZAPATA.

Ancestors and Language

Vicente considered himself as belonging "more to the Indians". He declared that 

his ancestors were Indian of Tingambato: "My grandparents spoke Tarascan. Adam 

also considered himself an Indian tracing his Indian ancestry back to his
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grandmother who was bom in Tinijaro. His grandmother spoke Purépecha, "but 

she did not teach us." Carmen, on the other hand, focused attention on her feelings 

of being indigenous. "I feel that I am indigenous, in spite o f tile fact that I do not 

speak the language", adding, "I never wanted to be anything more."

Reyna wondered if "Indianness" was inherited from her grandparents: 

"Perhaps, my being Indian is due to my grandparents." Given the heterogeneity of 

their social origins and the fact that their "community" was a new creation, it is 

not surprising that direct appeals to Indian ancestry and tradition are less 

characteristic of the C.C.E.Z.

Mestizaje

Yet there were few people who mentioned the word mestizo. Oralia considered 

herself mestizo but Graciela confessed that she did not know what mestizo meant.

Differences and Similarities with Others

Micaela drew a clear and emphatic definition of her Indianity in contrast with 

others: "I feel myself to be an Indian and not a Spaniard. Spaniards are like the 

gringos of the U.S.A." Vicente added that "we get along better with Indians than 

with Spaniards."

Comparing herself with the "others", Angela considered herself Indian: 

"because we have always been Indians and the others are Americans". In the case 

of the C.C.E.Z., therefore, the categorical boundary between elites and the poor,
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and association of powerful "others" with foreigners, plays a powerful role in the 

definition of "Indianness" as a subaltern identity which should be valued.

Categorisation by Others

The subaltern identity of the comuneros was clearly sharpened by the way they are 

categorised in a stigmatising way by members of other social groups.

Guadalupe considered herself an Indian, because "I consider myself to be 

an Indian because this is what people call me. Formerly they gave us the name of 

’the dirty ones of Kuwait’. They tell us that we are crazy, because we did not even 

feel the cold of the frosts."

In a humorous mood, Maria jokingly alluded to a highly depreciatory 

categorisation (it conveys sense of unreliability) and wondered: "Am I a shifty 

Indian {India patarrajada) or am I a lady like those on T.V.?

Socio-spatial and Geographical Ascription

Just one among this group of people, Mago, defined herself as a Michoacana. 

Another, Candelaria, defined herself as a "native of this land, a villager 

(pueblerina)/' Gloria considered that all of them were Indians simply because "we 

live here."
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Indians, Mexicans and UCEZ

Marisela and Josefina defined themselves as Indians because "all Mexicans are 

Indians (in the former case)" and because "we are Mexicans" (jn Josefina’s case).

Furthermore, the quality of being Indian was granted them in direct 

reference to their membership of the UCEZ. Emiliano Zapata was mentioned as 

a carrier and "source" of ethnic identity. In Graciela’s view: "If we were not 

Indians, we would not follow the General Emiliano Zapata. For her part, Alicia 

affirmed that they were Indians because "We belong to the colonia called Emiliano 

Zapata, and he was an Indian". Maria gave a different version: "I believe I am 

Indian, because we joined the UCEZ, and the UCEZ is Indian."

It is quite clear that in the case of the C.C.E.Z. the criteria of ethnic 

identity are largely distinct from those of Zirahuén, and derive from history in a 

quite different way, through Zapata’s place in national ideology and the UCEZ’s 

appropriation of his symbolic value to the popular classes as an authentic 

revolutionary hero and martyr. The fact that the historic Zapata projected himself 

as a horseman {charroy^"^ rather than a humble Indian peasant dressed in a 

manta in his role as a leader of "Indians" is inconsequential to the contemporary 

view of him projected by the UCEZ, which is what the comuneros of the C.C.E.Z

Lomnitz-Adler notes that: "Zapata took on the imagery o f  the lowland ’popular aristocrat’ 
(the charro, the plateado) in his choice o f  clothing, in his well-groomed appearance, in his love o f  
horses. Other leaders, like Otilio Montafto or Genovevo de la O, used the iconography o f  the 
Morelos peasant; while yet others (like the intellectuals o f  the movement) identified with the urban 
intellectual or proletarian classes. Each o f  these leaders, however, had certain ways o f  extending 
out locally beyond the kind o f  intimate culture which they themselves embodied; thus, despite his 
self-identification with the lowland mestizo, Zapata formalized cleavages with Indian communities 
by proclaiming some o f  his principles in Nahuatl and through extending his kinship networkds. 
Zapata had godchildren, children and girlfriends in many different communities, thereby creating 
links across the Morelos regional system." (op.cit: 302-3).
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have interiorised in making their identification of themselves with "Indians” a 

means of legitimating their claims to social justice against the stigmatisation to 

which they have been subjected as the "parachutists" of "Kuwait".

IXTARO 

Ancestors and Language

As an hacienda community, Ixtaro might not be expected, a priori, to have a 

strong sense of indigenous roots, although, in contrast to the C.C.E.Z., it does 

possess a community tradition. In the case of Ixtaro, the statements which follow 

suggest that self-identification with "Indianness" involved a identification with a 

category implicitly perceived as "other" to a greater extent than in Zirahuén, given 

the pervasive use of mestizo terms for "Indians", and that the contradiction was 

most easily resolved by opting for an inclusive definition of "Indianness" in terms 

of "Mexicanness" which remained consistent with the official ideology of 

mestizaje, as well as that of the UCEZ. For some, identification with "authentic" 

Indians simply proved impossible.

Modesta L. was one of the most courageous and enthusiastic women who 

took part in the foundation of the comunidad indigena. Her account was based on 

the search for traces of the Tarascan language used by her ancestors. Eventually, 

she found one: "My grandmother learned Tarascan. Perhaps, she got along with 

indigena people. She spoke and understood it very well."

If Modesta’s identification with "Indians" remains largely external (her
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grandmother "got along" with indigena people), Aurora, a comunero’s wife 

searched for her ancestors and identified herself more directly as an Indian by 

descent: "I consider myself an Indian. My mother said that her grandfather was 

guachito, Indio. Therefore we are Indian too, although nobody i|i the family speaks 

the language."

However, Anita and José, a couple, considered themselves ’mixed’: "If we 

were really Indians, we would speak Tarascan." Anita added: "I would like to learn 

Tarascan, it is nice to listen to guarecitas talking. Somebody was going to come 

to teach us from Huitzimengari, from Patzcuaro". Despite doubts, they concluded: 

"We are Indians, but we are not declarados." Catalina mentioned several features 

to distinguish the Indians, and resolved the language issue by equating Indians with 

Mexicans:

We only speak Spanish. It is said that all people in Mexico are guachitos 
(Indian). We only need to speak Tarascan and have a loom. What else?

In a brief commentary, Maura assumed herself to be a Mexican, but stated 

that "we love to be called indigenous." Modesta asserting herself as an Indian, 

added: "In the end, we are Indians. All Mexicans are Indians."

Others, however, such as Aurelia and Vangelina simply said that "they did 

not feel themselves to be indigenous". They mentioned that they were named 

Indigenas "because we were registered as members of the community". For Aurelia 

it was rather strange that they were called '"Indigenas comuneros".

Among the large group of ex-comuneros, was Anastasio, who was a main
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protagonist in the initial seizing of land and the beginning of the comunidad. As 

we saw in the previous chapter, later he abandoned it and constituted himself as 

the leader of a group of Qx-comuneros who joined the defrauded savers 

(ahorradores) from Morelia. He is categorised by the majority of comuneros as a 

traitor, and even some of the ex-comuneros considered him a traitor. He drew a 

distinction between the true Indigenas and the ones who "pretend to be". Anastasio 

recalled his childhood: "When I was a small child, guachitos and guachitas came 

and they spoke Tarascan. These people were not Indigenas, they only pretended 

to be."

Differences and Similarities

One main distinction is held among some of the comuneros of Ixtaro; it is a 

characteristic based on perceived class differences, literacy, ethnic origin and skin 

colour. Thus, as is shown in Modesta’s statement below, Indians are the lowest 

class, while white people {gringos and millionaires) are the highest class. In other 

statements, fair skin colour and blue eyes, foreign origin (Spanish) and belonging 

to the land owning class hacendados are mentioned as defining attributes of the 

highest class.

The physical characteristics of fair skin and blue eyes are not only held by 

the land owning class, but by another group the rancheros in Michoacan, which 

Barragân (op.cit:41) describes as having predominantly Spanish features: fair skin 

and blonde hair, blue eyes and being tall. Despite the raMc/zgroj" ’ acknowledgement 

that "We all have Indian blood", they feel superior to those they call dark skinned
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people without hair on the skin (prietillos lampinos).

Categorisation by Others |

Modesta remembered that when she just joined the community she was asked "if 

she was not ashamed to be called an Indian." She stated that it did not bother her. 

In fact, they still call her an Indian, stating that she is the greatest of them all:

Some people try to humiliate us, they call us Indios pata-rajada. Indians 
are seen as belonging to the lowest class in society and as illiterate. While 
white people belong to high society, and mix with gringos and millionaires.

Udelia and Guadalupe, a couple from the community, held: "We feel that 

we are Indians, what else?, we are stubborn Indians who adopt nothing which is 

not befitting us." This last statement suggests that a categorisation given by others 

is being assumed as one’s own, through an inversion of its evaluative connotations. 

The adjective "stubborn" is widely applied to indigenous people by members of 

other groups. For instance, I found this characterisation among people who define 

themselves as mestizos or as rancheros who lived in Patzcuaro. They use the 

adjective to name Indians from the towns on the banks of the lake. Barragân 

(1990) also describes the relationships between the rancheros of Tocumbo and 

Indians:

When Indians arrived to the ranches they were kept at a ’safe’ distance. 
They were socially rejected because they were considered stubborn 
cerrados, however, they were also seen as inoffensive and distrustful. It 
was said that Indians did not speak well and cut their words. Furthermore, 
they were rejected because of their lack of cleanliness, although there was
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nor much difference between their hygienic habits and those o f the 
rancheros, who used to wash their heads, feet and hands only every Sunday 
(ibid: 159).

Barragân emphasises that the above conceptions about the Indians are still current.

DISCUSSION

Zirahuén

Among the comuneros o f this village we found that although some o f them traced 

their Indian ancestry to their grand-parents or great-grandparents, the majority o f 

them seemed to relativise the use and command o f T^i3SC3nJPurépecha as 

something strictly necessary to define them as Indians. This relativisation was also 

illustrated by the way that they emphasised their relatives’ process o f learning the 

language. Nonetheless, as was shown in other statements, several people doubted 

their T^xsiSCBnJPurépecha past precisely on linguistic grounds. Following this trend, 

one comunera gave outstanding centrality to language as a criterion o f being 

Indian. Another seemed to be ashamed of being unable to talk the language.

The term mestizo was not commonly used by members o f this community 

as a form o f self-identification, although one of them defined herself that way, 

adding the adjective "combined". References to origins were, however, highly 

significant in Zirahuén, and not in a way which necessarily strengthened 

identification with the indigenous. One statement actually linked an 

acknowledgement o f the end of "original" customs with the importance o f their
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Spanish origin. Another account combined the recognition of being "mixed" at the 

same time as the speaker insisted on her being Indian.

Others added another dimension: blood. For instance, in e  considered the 

amount of Spanish blood an important criterion of identity and linked blood and 

race to beauty in a way which faithfully reflected colonial ideas, distancing herself 

from the "real" Indian pole of the classification and moving her community as a 

whole to a more favourable position in the classification which linked beauty to 

race in the process. Another, however, emphasised the fact of having Indian blood 

as the principle criterion for her (positively valued) Indianness.

Dress was also a trait mentioned for defining themselves as Indians. Such 

traits as wearing cotton trousers, manta shirts and blankets, and walking barefoot, 

blankets, were given as examples. Artifacts such as looms were identified as 

markers of Indianness. Style of dress was mentioned again as a mark o f difference. 

The general way of living, the sort of jobs they do, the way they speak were 

considered important differences with others. Only one comunera stressed the use 

of Tarasco/Purépecha as a sign of difference. Skin colour was mentioned in an 

ambiguous way.

Class and religion were central to associating dark skin with a popular 

Catholic icon, la guadalupana. Beauty was a matter of comparison among Indians 

themselves and also with Spaniards. But others assumed in rather diverse forms the 

categorisation given by outsiders. Some considered it a subject o f pride instead of 

shame, whilst another plainly recognised the stigmatising implications o f being 

called Indian and a Maria, a Christian name which was given as a generic and 

derogatory name to Indian women who sell their handcrafts, chewing gum or
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tissues on the streets of Mexico City. The Marias are mainly Otomies and 

Mazahuas from the states of Mexico and Hidalgo.

Similarly, central to the Zirahuén accounts of differelce and an equally 

obvious reflex of hegemonic categorisations was the contrast between people of 

reason {gente de razon) and Indians, which was again subject to a variety of 

transformations in the discourses recorded.

Some people sought simply to compensate for the negative stereotyping 

involved in identity with the Indian pole, but others attempted to trascend it 

entirely by arguing for Indianness as a positive form of difference, a different 

(innate) way of "feeling" or a different moral order based on "principles" of virtue 

in living which were transmitted culturally and could therefore be acquired or 

recovered.

Some attempt was made in Zirahuén to deal with these problems by 

claiming to be Indian and Mexican at the same time, and by extending the quality 

of Indian to all Mexicans. The category of "the people" {el pueblo) was considered 

as an inclusive one. Indigenous (rather than Indian) as a term was used by few 

comuneras and also tended to be included within the broader concept of "the 

people."

Land and original ownership were put together as criteria o f Indianness, but 

there were other criteria for claiming community membership and ethnic 

affiliation. As we saw, one musician put his emphasis on playing and singing 

Purépecha music as a mark of his Indian identity.
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Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata

Several people did trace their Purépecha origins on the basis |)f their ancestors and 

ancestral use of the native language, and, like Zirahuén people, they declared 

themselves Indians despite their lack of spoken Purépecha.

In at least one of the statements the feeling of being indigena was placed 

as the main criterion of Indian self-definition, and only one woman definitely 

considered herself mestiza. As in the Zirahuén case, the term mestizo was not 

generally used. Nevertheless, there are also some clear differences with Zirahuén 

in the way that most people constructed their identity as "Indians."

It was significant how some of these comuneros drew a sharp contrast 

between themselves as Indians and others such as Spaniards and North Americans 

(gringos). Furthermore, in one declaration, the latter two categories were treated 

as being equivalents, and a clear boundary was set in another statement relating to 

differences between Indians and North Americans. Here, although the idiom is one 

of ethnicity, the nature of the boundary in social terms is suggestive of a model 

of fundamental divisions of class and power as seen by the poorest sectors of 

society.

Reference to the equation Mexican=Indian was also present in some 

accounts, but the C.C.E.Z identity focused strongly on revindication of the popular 

revolutionary tradition as distinct from the institutional revolution embodied in the 

post-revolutionary state’s ideology of social harmony and mediation. Emiliano 

Zapata was a focal symbol, and he was considered an Indian: hence several people 

explicitly assumed that identity. In other statements being Indian was clearly seen
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as a concomitant of UCEZ membership, assumed as a consequence o f militancy 

and membership of the colonia. The organisation itself was ultimately classified 

as Indian, and in this context, Indianness had a significant legitimatizing quality 

in the face of social stigmatisation as "squatters" violating tie  rights of private 

property.

Ixtaro

As we observed with the Zirahuén, people seemed to relativise the absence of 

spoken Tarascan. Only one interviewee found some traces of Tarasco ancestry. 

Furthermore, there were people who despite having doubts about their Indian 

identity, continued to assert themselves as Indians. The latter put an emphasis on 

language as a definer of identity.

Other contentions were made in a similar way to those in Zirahuén and 

C.C.E.Z, and people in Ixtaro had a particularly strong tendency to equate 

Mexicanness with Indianness, though some implicitly held that speaking Tarasco 

and having a loom would make them "more" Indian.

Nevertheless, as well as people who doubted their Indianness, but 

nonetheless defined themselves as Indians, Ixtaro contained significant numbers of 

people who explicitly affirmed that they were not Indians, although some argued 

that they had acquired a kind of Indian identity because o f their community 

membership.

Another interesting declaration was given by an ex-comunero who plainly 

applied the description of pretending to be Indians to comunidad indigena
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members, echoing the concern with authenticity characteristic of some of the 

UCEZ’s critics and some academic commentators. Given the doubts which some 

members of the UCEZ base themselves express over their idenjtity and the "truth" 

of the UCEZ’s positions on this question, this kind of critique is capable of 

achieving some practical effects.

Both pride and shame were mentioned in some narratives as attributes of 

being Indigena. Differences with others are articulated with references to class, 

foreigners or literacy. Again, as in C.C.E.Z, it is striking that their categorisation 

of foreigners. North Americans {gringos) and Spaniards, identifies the two 

categories.

Finally, in other narratives Indian identity was assumed by inverting the 

symbolic value of a depreciatory quality ascribed to Indians by dominant groups 

in the local region, that of being "stubborn". In this case, the appropriation of 

hegemonic categorisations for counter-hegemonic purposes seems quite similar to 

the types of inversion discussed by Keesing (1992) in his analysis of forms of 

resistance among the Kwaio^'^. Nevertheless, it was clear that some people 

within the Ixtaro community actually shared the dominant purely negative view of 

Indian "stubbornness", as something which indicated lack of razon, and capacity 

for "progress" and "self-improvement". As a community which had learned to see 

itself as "non-Indian" historically, Ixtaro was clearly profoundly influenced by the

In Keesing’s view: "In appropriating the conceptual structures and semiology o f  domination, 
those who resist it attempt to invert and thus reveal and challenge these premises." He offers an 
example o f how the semiology o f British claims to sovereignty shaped Kwaio counter-claims to 
"their continuing sovereignty has been glimpsed in the account o f B ell’s confrontation with 
Basinana at the 1926 tax collection. Recall that when Basiana went back up to his settlement, 
smashed a consecrated shell chest pendant, and ground down a piece into the size and shape o f  a 
shilling, he presented it to Bell saying ’The other four had your King on them; this one has my 
ancestor on it!’" (1992: 232).
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culture of "mestizaje" as progress (Lomnitz-Adler, 1992; Mallon, 1994, Chant and 

Brydon,1989; Smith, 1990) which compounded the difficulties many comuneros 

experienced in seeing themselves as authentically or even positively Indian, and 

made adoption of an Indian Identity a matter of internal psychological tension for 

many.

THE ORGANISATION AND LEADERS’ MODELS OF ETHNIC IDENTITY

In this section, I will discuss both some declarations given by the coordinator or 

general leader of UCEZ, Efrén Capiz, and the local leaders of the communities 

studied.

Among the local leaders, the most experienced was Marcos Paz. He 

claimed his grandparents spoke Purépecha. Talking with me about the recent 

modifications to Article 27 of the National Constitution, Paz recalled memories of 

the 1910 Mexican Revolution and said:

The government does things in such a way as to forget that indigenous 
blood was spilled during the Revolution. All the Mexicans are Indians. This 
has been forgotten.

He also mentioned blood:

Being Purépecha is being Indian. We are happy with being Indian, of 
having Indian blood. We do not have reasons to deny our Indian blood. I 
regret being unable to speak Purépecha but there are a lot of people who 
speak it.

Marcos Paz also elaborated an interesting evolutionary ranking of peoples on the
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basis of language competence: "I see Purépecha people as more developed than 

Americans because they can speak two languages."

Luis Torres, the cacical leader of the comunidad indigena of Ixtaro, offered 

a quite a different view, though it was one which echoed those of other people in 

Ixtaro: "We are paper Indigenes, Indigenas de papel. The true indigenous are the 

Purépechas. Lands are the important thing. However, he did still consider himself 

an Indian in terms of the "generic" model which linked Indianness with 

Mexicanness: "because all the Mexicans are Indians". Luis, perhaps predictably in 

view of his role and character, expressed views about Indians which fitted in with 

the negative end of the spectrum of positions adopted by people in Ixtaro, albeit 

qualified by the need to justify the creation of the comunidad. Alluding to Indians 

in past times, he remarked that: "All the Indians were foolish in our time, because 

of the way Porfirio Diaz treated us", and he also referred to stubbornness as 

ignorance: "In my childhood, people were stubborn, very ignorant, for the last 

forty years people have been waking up." It would be quite easy to imagine such 

words coming from the mouth of older agrarian leaders like Primo Tapia of 

Naranja, whose own less ambiguous Indian ancestry was no barrier to an 

authoritarian approach to mobilising compaheros indios" (Gledhill, 1991:56).

Capiz, the organisation’s leader, held that the ’true’ Indian was one who 

held communal land:

Culture and land are joined for Indians. There is no Indian that can be true 
Indian without land. There is no Indian who has land and who has not 
culture. That is why they are against the Indian, they deprive him of his
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communal lands, they want to finish our culture^

During the Encuentro "Tierra, Libertad y  Poder" organised by UCEZ in 

M orelia in 1987, the issue of the Indian cultures was discussed in one the 

meetings. Session Number Three, entitled: "The Struggle for the Recovery, 

Conservation, Defence and Development o f the Indian Cultures." A small 

paragraph was published referring to the matters discussed there. It seems that 

language was put at the centre o f the debate here:

Our language has been slowly eroded, the Purépechas and other indigena 
cultures have been invaded not only by the mestiza^ but also by the culture 
o f foreigner countries, destroying our customs and forms o f organisation, 
and imposing alien religious beliefs, fanatism and customs. Many streets, 
neighbourhoods, parks and cities have been named after thieves and 
repressive politicians, withdrawing their autochthonous names and omitting 
our history.(ibid: 53)

Contesting the vexed issue of "authenticity", Capiz argued against those 

people who challenged the Indian quality o f the UCEZ, now mentioning blood as 

a criterion:

Many say that not all the people belonging to the UCEZ are Indians, many 
are mestizos. So what?, perhaps we, the mestizos, do not also share the 
same blood origin of our ancestors?. We are Indians o f fact just there are 
communities o f fact. There are also Indians o f fact. Because o f that this 
Meeting and this March have been named of the Indian Dignity, (emphasis 
added)

' Speech made by Capiz during a demonstration in Morelia, capital of Michoacân state (Por 
Esto! No. 291, November 1987, p.49)
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Other declarations on Culture and Identity are recorded in the first number 

o f La Comunidad, the ’official’ review of UCEZ, which was published for the first 

time in 1982:

The UCEZ companions are not only declaring that it is necessary to 
recover the culture, though we are doing it, utilising it as a weapon of 
struggle.

This declaration was issued during The First Regional Meeting o f the Southern 

Mountains of Michoacan, which took place in Guacamayas. Along with 

information and discussion on the problems faced by the communities integrated 

in the Union, they performed theater and dancing. According to the review, there 

was also a mural with the image of the snake symbolising prehispanic times. 

However, there was something else o f importance. The indigenous were portrayed 

as dominating the eagle which represented capitalism. Two sculptures were made, 

one of Emiliano Zapata and, another representing the local cacique. The latter 

sculpture was burnt, stoned and kicked.

Following the theme of the mural, in another speech, Capiz reinterpreted 

the issue o f identity and of the motherland adding:

With the communitarian mural we are paying tribute to the eastern region, 
where the sun rises. The symbol drawn in the center is an indigenous spear 
which is a testimony of our vital and cultural origin. Beside it, there is the 
star o f unity which pays tribute to all our brothers who have fallen in 
defence of these lands. But as we say, ’When one o f us falls, another 
brother rises up to take his place.’ In the middle o f the national colours, a 
deadly struggle is portrayed which represents the reconquest o f our 
authentic way of being, our identity. Here, the snake and the eagle o f the 
national shield recover a different meaning from that which has been 
imposed on üs; the snake for us does not represent evil. It is a part o f 
nature which must be respected, because o f its uses in traditional medicine. 
Moreover, it reminds us of our ancestors’ old deities who held the proper
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vision of the indigenous universe. In the latter, the feathered snake 
synthesises the higher levels of humanity, in harmony with the earth and 
the universe. It has undertaken a deadly struggle against the scavengers, 
that is, previous and current caciques, capitalists and conquerors, here 
represented in the image of the gringa imperial eagle which invades and 
plunders our motherland. But the legendary snake, which defends all our 
natural and cultural riches, is awakening among us, and one day will turn 
against the imperial eagle in order to return dignity to our motherland.

Capiz’s vision of "Indianness" is evidently a sophisticated ideological 

construct, well suited to the waging o f a propaganda war against the movements’s 

more intellectually sophisticated critics. It reworks the iconography o f pre-hispanic 

cosmologies to adapt familiar symbols to a nationalist, anti-imperialist and 2inti- 

capitalist programme, in much the same way, perhaps, as the Mexican muralists 

did, although the artefacts involved are used in a more directly didactic and active 

way. The ancestral past and old wisdoms are used as a legitimizing device in what 

is, like many other manifestations of contemporary "reinvented" indigenous culture, 

something of a pastiche. As a kind o f theatre which serves to fire passions and 

reanimate militants, it is doubtless both effective and meaningful in a way which 

can only be obscured by preoccupation with "authenticity": many contemporary 

nationalist icons, would, after all, also fail to pass the test against such criteria. Yet 

for all the ingenuity o f Capiz’s symbolic rhetoric, its practical force over the long

term and the history o f day-to-day community survival remains constrained by the 

more ambivalent and doubt-ridden understandings o f indigenous identity which I 

have analysed at the level o f grassroots members of the movement, many o f which 

display high levels o f intériorisation of the hegemonic ideologies and conceptions

La Comunidad 1:33-34
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which Capiz is striving to remove from the consciousness of the UCEZ base.

The Local Data in their W ider Context.

In analysing the different statements given by UCEZ members interviewed, we 

arrive at a great number of questions instead of easy answers. People seem to 

ascribe themselves to the category "Indian" from several different standpoints. 

Some refer in their accounts to "primordialist" c l a i m s ' w h i l e  others plainly 

assumed a more "instrumentalist""^ view of their identity.

One of the most important scholars advancing the "instrumental" theory of 

ethnicity is Abner Cohen who defines a central concept of this proposal, the 

interest group:

In the course of the organization of economic production, exchange and 
distribution, and more particularly through the processes o f the division of

One main assumption o f  this paradigm is that changing social contexts disrupt conventional 
ways o f  understanding and acting in the world. People disoriented by change seek refuge in those 
aspects o f  their shared lives that most fundamentally define for them who they are (Bentley: 1987) 
McKay (1982) states that the concept o f  primordialism was first introduced by Shils (1957) in an 
essay on the relationship between sociological theory and research, "According to Shils, primordial 
attachments to kin, territory, and religion were characterized by ’a state o f  intense and 
comprehensive solidarity’ ’coerciveness’, ’ineffable significance’, ’fervour’ and ’passion’, and 
’sacredness’" (McKay, 1982: 396). Cf. also, Isaacs (1957), Isajiw (1975), Glazer (1975), Stack 
(1986).

In general, instrumentalist view human action as rationally oriented toward practical goals. 
The instrumental manipulation o f  culture in service o f  collective political and econom ic interests. 
Instrumentalists would mitigate ethnic conflict (in fact, corporate conflict in general) through 
market allocation o f  resources. This model generally holds that changing political and econom ic 
contexts disrupt traditional material orders and create novel constellations o f  shared material 
interest. Ethnic groups, resurgent or newly created, exit "esentially as a weapon in pursuit o f  
collective advantage." McKay sums up this viewpoint as follows: "renewed ethnic tension and 
conflict are not the result o f  any primordial need to belong, but are due to the conscious efforts o f  
individuals and groups mobilizing ethnic symbols in order to obtain access to social, political, and 
material resources. A key concept among theorists o f  this posture is the notion o f  ethnic ’interests’" 
(ibid: 399). Cf. also Abner Cohen (1969,1974a).
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labour and the competition for greater shares o f income between men, a 
variety o f interest groups emerge, whose members have some interests in 
common. To operate successfully an interest group has to develop basic 
organizational functions: distinctiveness (some writers call it boundary); 
communication; authority structure; decision-making procedure; ideology; 
and socialization. Indeed, organization is the group, since we are often 
dealing here not with a collectivity of total personalities, but with patterns 
o f behaviour developed by a number o f people participating with one 
another in respect of some specific, segmental, roles. (1974:xvi-xvii)

Following Cohen, there are two types o f interest groups’̂ ®, those 

organised "on formal bases" and those which articulate on "informal lines, making 

use o f the kinship, friendship, ritual ceremonial, and other symbolic activities that 

are implicit in what is known as style o f life" (ibidixvii). Despite considering the 

term "informal" unsatisfactory, he preserves it throughout his discussion, and from 

the characterisation of "informal lines", introduces the element of political 

ethnicity:

The members o f interest groups who cannot organize themselves formally 
will thus tend to make use, though largely unconsciously, o f whatever 
cultural mechanisms are available in order to articulate the organization o f 
their grouping. And it is here, in such situations, that political ethnicity 
comes into being.(ibid:xviii)

T his d iscu ssion  on interest group has b een  d ev e lo p ed  b y  other scholars, su ch  as th ose  
draw ing from  "The resou rce-m ob iliza tion  parad igm ... id en tified  w ith  the com p arative p o litica l-  
co n flic t  in vestigation s o f  T illy  ( I9 7 5 -7 8 ) ( .. .)  and, in varying degrees, w ith  utilitarian  th eories o f  
c o lle c tiv e  b eh avior (C o lem an  1974; O berschall 1973; O lson  1965). C on flic t or com p etition  b etw een  
m ore or less  organ ized  interest groups is a b asic d ynam ic w ith in  the resou rce-m ob iliza tion  
paradigm . F o llo w in g  the an a lysis  o f  c la ss form ation  seth  forth by M arx, T illy  (1 9 7 8 )  v ie w e d  group  
in terests as prim arily (th ough  not e x c lu s iv e ly )  d eterm ined  b y  the ob jectiv e  c la ss  p osition  o f  
in d iv idu als in relation to  the m ode o f  production. T he utilitarian ists are le ss  con cern ed  than are 
p o litica l co n flic t  theorists w ith  the orig ins o f  group interests, but th ey  n everth e less assu m e that 
m aterialist in terests shape so c ia l m ovem en ts. Issu es o f  organ ization  and m o b iliza tio n  are stron gly  
em p h asized  w ith in  th is fram ework." (R am irez, 1981: 9)
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Nevertheless, Cohen recognises the conceptual problems and he seeks to 

reconcile his proposal by adding that it would be better to conceive of the 

organizations of all groups as having two dimensions:

The one formal and the other informal; the one governed by contract, the 
other by moral or ritual obligations or by what we usually call custom. Few 
groups are wholly formal or wholly informal. Most are in-between on the 
same continuum, (ibidixviii)

Okamura (1981) discusses another variant of the model of instrumental 

ethnicity, "situational ethnicity". He attributes a cognitive dimension to situational 

ethnicity, which focuses on the actor’s subjective perception of the situation in 

which he finds himself and the salience that he attributes to ethnicity as a relevant 

factor in that situation:

This sphere is thus concerned with the actor’s understandings of cultural 
symbols or signs and the meanings which are imputed to these elements as 
is evident from categorical ascriptions of ethnic identity to self and to 
others for purposes of interaction. With regard to self-ascription of ethnic 
identity, interest is focused on the actor’s option of affirming various ethnic 
and other social identities which he holds according to his understanding 
of his personal circumstances and the importance which he accords to 
ethnicity in that set of circumstances. In the ideal model, individuals may 
advance their claims to membership in any one of a generally limited 
number of ethnic categories that they belong to, or perhaps do not belong 
to, in acordance with their belief that such a selection of ethnic identity 
will be to their advantage. On the other hand, rather than place a dominant 
emphasis on ethnicity in his behavior, the actor may consider it in his 
interests to obscure rather than to assert his ethnic identity in a given 
situation so that the relationship proceeds in terms of other social statuses 
he holds. (1981:4,p 454-455).

More "instrumentalist goals" were held by some of those comuneros mainly 

from the C.C.E.Z and Ixtaro. Land was the main resource they fought for and as
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Okamura put it above they "selected" their ethnic identity to their advantage. This 

is illustrated by Eulalia’s statement: "To, donde me den algo'\(Vm  where they give 

me something) It is also illustrated by the fluctuating membership of some of the 

people in Ixtaro who moved from the comunidad indigena to the faction of the 

ahorradores. Another example which illustrates this point is the ejidatario's wife 

who joined the community despite criticism on the grounds of her status as an 

ejidataria. In the cases of the rival leaders, Anastasio and Luis T from Ixtaro, it 

was clear enough that we are dealing with the very conscious pursuit of goals 

associated with self-interest. In this respect, Anastasio behaviour was similar in 

motivation in both the incident of the savers and in the initial takeover of land and 

the subsequent creation of the comunidad indigena.

However, it is difficult to draw a complete and definitive boundary with 

these instrumentally motivated goals and other aspects of motivation and 

ideological conviction. For instance, Modesta, the combative militant of the 

comunidad indigena of Ixtaro, was a convinced "community maker". Nevertheless, 

she also put her hope in obtaining land and the usefulness of UCEZ to obtain 

resources from the government through pressure. Modesta had also a clear 

consciousness of her place in a highly differentiated society, and moreover related 

this class ranking with skin colour and ethnic belonging.

In some of the rank-and-file members’ statements, it was made explicit that 

UCEZ membership provided them with an Indian identity. Nevertheless, to what 

extent could it be said that they were guided by a conscious benefit/cost 

calculation, when they even risked their lives invading lands?. It seems difficult 

to discount the evidence that questions of ethnic identity and community
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membership were also important bases for reclaiming social dignity and defending 

the self against social denigration in everyday life.

Capiz’s statement in which he emphasised his Mestizo identity while at the 

same time affirming the fact that he "shared” the same blood as the Indians could 

be offered as an example o f a position which reconciles two views apparently 

opposed and which relativises essentialist positions in order to advance interests, 

i.e. land for the comuneros Indios. The testimonies reviewed above exposed the 

complexities o f the theoretical issues and suggest that, it will prove sterile to try 

to resolve the problem in terms of dichotomies*^^ The need to overcome a series 

of dichotomies is precisely what Hale (1994) emphasises in his analysis o f the 

Miskitu Indians in Nicaragua. He relies on Gramsci’s notion o f an "historic bloc" 

and Willis’s (1981a) proposal that we should accept both: "that subordinated 

people are conscious, creative, resistant social actors and that they often 

incorporate hegemonic premises into their cultural forms." (ibid:26)

In Hale’s view, "a critical and differentiated cultural analysis" can help us 

to address the problematic relationship between structural determination and human 

action:

It dictates careful examination of subordinate people’s cultural forms, 
asking wheter they contain hegemonic premises ideas, or symbols, which 
the people have embraced without successfully subverting or transforming 
their content. If  so, then the notion of contradictory consciousness applies. 
(ibid:26)

Hale demonstrates this "contradictory conciousness" with his analysis o f

C f. F igueroa (1 9 9 4 )  for an actor-oriented  approach on  the an a lysis  o f  Y aqu i and M ayo  
Identities.
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Miskitu*^  ̂ people which were subordinated to both "the Nicaraguan state and the 

institutions of Anglo-American neocolonialism. They resisted the former, while 

largely accepting the hegemonic premises of the latter (ibid:27)".

His framework suggests a way in which we might approach some of the 

statements made by people in Ixtaro and Zirahuén, for example, where categories 

such as stubborn and de razon were in some cases used with an "inverse" meaning 

in the sense proposed by Keesing (1992). Hale argues that

People remain quiescent not only because, as James C. Scott argues, 
’frontal assaults are precluded by the realities of power’ (1990:191), but 
also because hegemonic ideas, present in people’s consciousness, have 
rendered these "realities" natural or inevitable. People have not turned 
passive; rather their resistance takes forms that dominant actors can contain 
through negotiation or adjustment, leaving the structural underpinnings of 
their power intact.(op. cit.: 27)

Wilson (1993,) drawing on a critique of Barth’s dismissal of ’the cultural 

stuff, argues that "the elements of ethnicity are not simply arbitrary, they are 

linked to historical meanings". Wilson explores how radical ’indigenist’ catechists 

recreate Q’eqchi’ ethnicity, and base their imaginings on the tenets of past sacred 

communities (1993: 122). He emphasizes the importance of the reconstruction of 

History and tradition:

History and tradition are inevitably reconstructed by the present, but not in

I do not share Smith's (1990) controversial statement referring to the Miskitu people which 
reflects some political-ideological concerns on their process o f  organisation: "A white Creole elite 
group still exists in modem (postrevolutionary) Nicaragua, but its social and political supremacy 
has been challenged by the Sandinista revolution o f 1979; there are also small Indian groups in 
Nicaragua, but they are politically important only because o f  the way they have been manipulated 
by foreign powers (see C.Smith, Boyer, and Diskin 1988) (1990: 93)
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total disregard for events, (ibid: 123)

Wilson criticises "relational views" of Identity because of their denial of the 

"autonomy of nativistic constructions consciously developed by indigenous 

peoples" (ibid: 135)

The construction of ethnic identity should, however, also be examined 

through other dimensions of identity, such as gender for instance. It is interesting 

to compare some of the statements recorded later on (in chapter V), where women 

define themselves as children’̂ ,̂ with the colonial conceptions of women and 

pureza de sangre^^^ discussed by Lomnitz-Adler:

...it reflected the capacity of men of ’clean blood’ to control their women. 
Thus the Mediterranean ideology of honor, which is tied to the virginity, 
chastity and loyalty of the women, was reinforced when limpieza de sangre 
was used as a way of gaining economic and political advantages. Purity of 
blood was used in the realm of real earthly power, and was not merely an 
index of moral superiority (op. cit.: 264).

This last dimension provides a good point of departure for a fuller discussion of 

processes of labelling and categorisation. I should begin, however, by returning to 

the issues of race and mestizaje. Although racism is disguised in Mexico, everyday 

discourses on race and racism pervades the fabric of social life. The terms mestizo 

or "of reason" {de razon) hide that reality. The word mestizo is in itself

Cf. also Moore (1988), Keesing (op.cit : 228) and Lomnitz-Adler (op.cit.: 171), who also 
discusses the adjective childish as applied to Indians.

Heriberto Moreno remarks that: "the natural econom y o f  subsistence was the basis o f  the 
classist sense o f  '‘pureza de sangre' that made o f  Cotija an island o f  whites until the s. XVIII. In 
contrast, in places less isolated and near by the Meseta Tarasca, indigenous and mulatto waged  
labour was used. Some mulatto and black slaves were also engaged in waged labour. The latter 
lived alongside the haciendas de La Laguneta, Ayumba, Santa Inès, Los Zapotes y Tocumbo." 
(quoted in Barragân 1990: 90)
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problem atic. In Sarah Radciiffe and Sallie W estw ood’s view:

Especially in Latin A m erica it is still the case that the ’naturalization’ o f 
difference is tied to the body. The signifier o f  colour is a crucial aspect o f 
the ways in which racial form ations are generated and sustained, for 
example in Brazil, but also m ore generally in relation to the ideology o f 
racial dem ocracy which has at its core, ’w hitening’. A s W illiam  Rowe and 
V ivien Schelling comment: 'Mestizaje^ a  w ord denoting racial m ixture, 
assumes a synthesis o f  cultures where none is eradicated. The difficulty 
w ith the idea o f  mestizaje is that, w ithout an analysis o f  pow er structures, 
it becom es an ideology o f  racial harm ony which obscures the actual 
holding o f  power by a particular group (Rowe and Schelling 1991:18)’ 
(1993: 14)^^\

M estizo  is therefore, the "acceptable" face o f  Latin A m erican 

populations'^^. In contrast, Indios is a pejorative term  used to denote 

backwardness.

O ther Latin  Am erican countries have followed sim ilar paths. In  Brazil, an 

image o f  progress:

"has been organised around an ideological configuration know n as ’racial 
dem ocracy’ which is, in effect, the process o f  ’w hitening’ through 
m iscegenation. M oreover, gender and ’race’ w ere brought together in the 
crucial figure o f  the mulatto woman. Peter W ade concludes his discussion

A n  anthropological dictionary defin ition  o f  m estizo  offers: "A term orig inally  em p loyed  in 
the Spanish  co lo n ie s  to  refer to the offspring o f  a Spanish parent (a lm ost w ithout excep tion  the 
father) w ith  a native. It w as thus contrasted in the A m ericas w ith  Indio  (Indian), Spanish  (b om  in 
Spain) and crio llo  (pure b lood  descendants o f  Spanish fam ilies). In addition there ex isted  loca lly  
variable term in ologies to refer to blacks and the different racial m ixtures produced by the 
interm arriage o f  blacks w ith  other categories. O ver tim e the categories o f  Spanish, crio llo  and 
m estizo  have tended to blur, and the term m estizo  has com e to sig n ify  the ’m ix ed ’ population, 
product o f  m any generations o f  interm arriage, w hich  is n ow  the m ajority in m any Latin A m erican  
nations. In parts o f  Latin A m erica (m ain ly  G uatem ala) the term ladino  is em p loyed  rather than 
mestizo.'" (M acm illan  D ictionary o f  A nthropology, 1986: 189).

C f. a lso  S m ith ’s d iscu ssion  on the Liberal Period on G uatem ala: "Progressive G uatem alans, 
w anting to both ’en ligh ten ’ and w h iten ’ their nation, attem pted a vast overhaul o f  national 
institutions in im itation o f  W estern m odels. T hey attem pted to  encourage European m igration  in 
order to im prove the local racial stock (op.cit.: 76)."
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of Colombia: ’The emergence of a large mixed intermediate group...has 
established the myth o f a Latin American ’racial democracy’ based on the 
predominance of the mestizo and the mulatto and in which racial marks are 
no barriers to marriage and social mobility. It is important to recognize, 
however, that the mechanisms o f racial and social vertical mobility that 
exist in Latin American societies draw their dynamic from an attempt to 
escape blackness that has been and continues to be negatively evaluated, 
and thus to whiten oneself and eventually the population as a whole”’ 
(Sallie Westwood and Sarah A. Radciiffe, 1993: 6-7).

A crucial additional point to emphasise in the Mexican context is, however, 

the role o f the state in the process of ethnic categorisation. Official Indigenismo 

has historically been the central tool for constructing the mestizo idea as the carrier 

of "progress" and the very idea o f Mexican nationality, blurring the multiple 

diversity within the country. There are, o f course, other ways in which ’Indians’ 

might be said to have contributed more actively to nation and state formation in 

Mexico than through official indigenismo, e.g. M allon’s (1995) arguments about 

’popular liberalism’ in the Sierra de Puebla, though Mallon also emphasises the 

impact o f the consolidation of the ’official’ view o f history and nation with the 

consolidation o f the post-revolutionary state.

Indigenismo as an official policy towards the Indian population was an 

important ideological contribution for the consolidation o f the government 

discourse over nationhood and nationalism. Postrevolutionary Mexican Indigenismo 

was influenced by former anthropologist Manuel Gamio, who, in a book entitled 

Forjando Patria (1916), stated 5 factors as indispensable for the creation o f a "true 

nationality": territoriality, ethnic community (based on mestizaje)', linguistic 

homogeneity (based on the bilinguism, through learning Spanish as a second
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language), cultural homogeneity (keeping the "positive aspects" o f the industrial 

culture as substitutes for the "negative and anti-scientific aspects" o f the Indian 

cultures; and economic homogeneity (nationality must j^e founded on a 

majoritarian population with similar income, and on a national consumer mass 

market. Aguirre Beltran (1969) discovered an interesting coincidence between 

Gamio’s views and those o f Stalin on dealing with the problem o f the 

heterogeneity in the Soviet Union. But there is a significant difference between 

Stalin’s and Gamio’s position. Stalin argued that the idea o f nationality was a 

product o f historic development and that it was only produced when capitalist 

society emerged. For him, a nation is not a racial or tribal community. In contrast, 

Gamio states that native ethnic groups possess a clearly defined nationalist identity 

which he classified aspequenaspatrias (little motherlands). Aguirre Beltran claims 

that this discrepancy is important because the Mexican Nationalism, as expressed 

in Indigenista policy, did not follow Gamio on this point:

The general school o f thought has failed to give the ethnic tribal groups the 
characteristics o f a nation because in them, the feeling o f belonging is 
manifested as a esprit de corps and not as an esprit national. This school 
of thought claims that Indian communities are societies without classes 
where the relationships o f kinship and vecinity and links with the land are 
those which configure the social structure, that in a given moment achieves 
the characteristics o f a capitalist structure. Therefore, Indian communities 
cannot be spoken of as small nationalities (1969: 405)

As is demonstrated by this significant quotation, Indigenismo has been based on 

a vertical relationship, and does not question structures o f domination. Aguirre 

Beltran, one of the main Mexican Indigenists, has made a number o f other 

significant points about the role o f Indigenismo in Mexican nationalism: Firstly,
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he stresses that the contribution of Indigenism to the formation of the idea of 

nationality in Mexico has been one of the most important. Secondly, he notes that 

the nationalism which promoted the Indigenista action resulted in the destruction 

of the corporate communities during the last century, in the imposition of the 

official language during the first half of the present century an l, other repressive 

actions as an effort to incorporate the Indian into the main stream of the nation. 

Thirdly, he argues that the features of Mexican nationalism are in consequence a 

reaction against the disruption and secession from which it takes its origin. 

Fourthly, the achievement of national unity has been posed as a trascendant goal, 

and the official ra/zowa/c justifies the violent and authoritarian means used. Fifthly, 

Nationalism has been defined as an historical process bom as a specific stage of 

development, and it is expressed in terms of a conflict of struggles between 

opposed elements: -communal vs. individual, rural vs. urban, popular vs. liberal, 

internal vs. external, and indigena vs. westerner- which tend to mutually exclude 

each other.

In another work Aguirre-Beltran (1976) distinguished three stages of the 

Indigenista policy:

1) The indigenista policy of segregation was enforced during the colonial 
regime in America. This segregation of the indigenous population was 
determined both by the ends sought and the means used to obtain them, 
accompanied by the practice of methods of domination such as racial 
discrimination, economic dependency, political control, and social isolation 
which, among others, built an ethnic barrier that structured colonial society 
into one divided into castes. 2) The emergence of nation states in America, 
as a consequence of the liberation struggles which dealt the final blow to 
the colonial regime, implied a change in the indigenous policy of 
segregation. The states known as mestizo-ArnQncdca, in order to constitute 
each nation as one that would include the total number of inhabitants which
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made up its territorial base, felt a need to secure the incorporation o f  ethnic 
groups known generically as Indians who, it was thought, did not 
participate in the national life o f the country because they had no concept 
or sense o f nationality. The administration o f indigenous populations, in 
order to incorporate them into the national society, gave rise to an 
Indigenista  policy o f assimilation which was diametrically opposed to the 
segregation policy which was a strong feature o f the colonial regime*^^. 
The main purpose o f this policy was to convert the Indian into a citizen o f 
the emerging nation which was modelled on the western ideal o f  nation. 
Consequently, it was unacceptable that the Indian would form part o f 
modern society if  it meant his bringing into it a bundle o f  outmoded 
values, his parochial language and his traditional ways o f behaving and 
thinking, so far removed from the European model which was held in such 
high esteem. 3) The revolutionary movements that flourished in the early 
part o f this century and the two world wars which so greatly influenced the 
destiny o f humanity, overturned the indigenista policy in countries such as 
those o f American heritage. The violence o f incorporation was
resisted and for the first time an element o f social justice was enshrined in 
the Indigenista  policy. This tendency culminated in the Interam erican 
Congress o f Patzcuaro where the demands were set out for the integration 
o f the Indians into national society, while ensuring respect for their cultural 
values and dignity as human beings. The essence o f the indigenous policy, 
formulated in Patzcuaro, was to achieve the integration o f the Indian into 
the national society with all his cultural baggage (Aguirre 
Beltran,1976)''".

The policy o f integrationism was strongly criticized at the end o f  the 

Sixties, coinciding with and to some extent a consequence of, structural changes 

within the political system. This criticism was followed by the so-called 

Participative Indigenism and eventually the recognition -again in official discourse- 

o f Mexico as a multicultural nation. The re-valuation o f the authoctonous cultures 

and ethnic pluralism was no longer considered as an obstacle for national 

consolidation. This was the period o f creation o f organisations sponsored by the 

state under the um brella o f the National Council o f  Indian Peoples (CNPI). In

The colonial reg im e’s project o f  segregation to som e extent broke down in practice.

Cf. also the current discussion on the article 4 o f  the N ational Constitution. A rticle 4th 
acknow ledges the cultural rights o f  the Indigenous population.
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1980, the Interamerican Indigenist Congress recognised the legitimacy of 

Independent Indian Struggles.

In keeping with these shifts in the terms of the political debate, Guillermo 

Bonfil, another important Mexican anthropologist, who himself was also an 

advocate for Indigenous people and a leading representative of the Mexican critical 

anthropology of the Seventies, analysed Indigenismo from a different point of

view:

The Revolution’s Indigenista goals are alien to reality, firmly placed on 
muddy, contradictory and ethnocentric grounds which value an imaginary 
society whose structure, and real problems are unable to be perceived. In 
order to change his attitude and mentality and to get him to abandon his 
bad habits it is necessary to "educate" the indian. This is to be done in 
order to assure that he will produce and consume more and to assure that 
he be considered an equal with the rest of Mexicans. This, and only this, 
is Indigenism. But if this viewpoint is to define the government’s 
indigenous policy, it may result in the destruction of the Indian’s ethnic 
personality. (Bonfil, no date: 42-3)

BonfiTs appeal in this citation to "the Indian ethnic personality", again 

takes us to a innate and somewhat atemporal and ahistorical Indian ’quality’, or 

’essence’. This aspect of the theoretical standpoint o f Bonfil is most 

comprehensively developed in his book, México Profundo, in which he promotes 

the idea that there is a "deep" Mexico, a common everyday Mexican culture 

"which is grounded in Indian culture." Lomnitz-Addler has sharply criticised the 

kind of dichotomy Bonfil sets up between the "deep" or "real", on the one hand, 

and "imaginary" or "fictitious", on the other, on the grounds that both poles o f the 

dichotomy are equally ideologically constructed in the course of Mexican history:

This does not mean that Bonfil is wrong when he points out that Mexico’s
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indigenous culture and race are discrim inated against. H e is righ t about 
that. It does, how ever, call into question the ontological status o f  his "deep" 
and "im aginary" M exicos, for on the one hand both  ideologies are linked 
to  sets o f  real practices and, on  the other, both  ideologies are products o f  
the collective im agination. In  o ther w ords, they are both  "deep", and they 
are both "im aginary". In  attributing "reality" to  one and "illusion" to 
another. B onfil is m erely returning to  the nationalist draw ing board  o f  the 
M exican R evolution w ithout having fully confronted the reason w hy the 
"im aginary" M exico has becom e so very real (op.cit.: 248).

M oreover, Lom nitz-A dler adds, B onfil "nostalgically reconstructs the deep 

M exico, w hich is a  k ind  o f  trascendental Indian character that survives, practically  

unblem ished , beneath  the asphalt (ibid:249)." In  th is sense, he could be accused 

o f  unintentional com plicity  in a  long historical process o f  ’o thering’ the indigenous 

populations o f  the A m ericas w hich w e can explore further by briefly  exam ing the 

h istory  o f  the problem atic category "Indio"'.

The term  Indio

A lcides (1983)^^^ discussed the historical form ation o f  the term  Indian through 

the analysis o f  dictionaries. Initially, the term  designated an  "object" -unknow n

■ ’ F o llo w in g  a sim ilar approach W estw ood  and R ad clife  hold: "The co lo n ia l en cou n ter, fram ed  
b y  an id eo lo g y  o f  ’co n q u est’, w as a b lood y  on e m arked b y g en o c id e , exp lo ita tion , brutality and 
represented  w ith in  a series o f  d iscou rses that generated  ’the O ther’ through the creation  o f  an 
exclu sion ary  lan guage p riv ileg in g  d ifferen ce that w as m arked b y  subordination  to  Europe in 
cultural, eco n o m ic  and p o litica l term s. T he language u sed  to  d escrib e the w orld  dem onstrates th is - 
the M iddle E ast, the O rient, the N e w  W orld and the lan guage that w as u sed  to  so c ia lly  construct 
p eop les. The lan guage u sed  to describe the w orld  dem onstrates th is -the M id d le E ast, the O rient, 
the N e w  W orld and the lan guage that w as u sed  to  so c ia lly  construct p eo p les . T h ese  accou n ts have  
b een  e leg a n tly  excavated  in the w ork o f  Edw ard Said  (1 9 7 8 ) on  orien ta lism  and h ave  recen tly  b een  
exp lored  for India b y  Inden (1 9 9 0 ). S im ilarly , the ’H isp an ic ist’ d iscou rses w h ich  produced  the 
’N e w  W orld’ and the A m ericas con ta ined  w ith in  them  constru ction s o f  ’the O ther’ w h ich  w ere  
predicated  upon  ’f ix ity ’ w h ich  prom oted  and sustained  stereotypes that rem ain  part o f  E uropean  
cultures today  (op .cit.: 3)."
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until the Spanish Conquest- which was suitable and matched the knowledge and 

the beliefs acquired in the fifteenth century. Quoting a well known Bonfil work 

(1972), Alcides considers the Indian was masked in a concept which was not his 

According to Alcides, the:

conservation of the word Indian is something that must • have been 
maintained because it legitimised the existence of privileges and the 
constitution of the Indian’s contrary, the class formed by the Europeans. 
The latter are among the peoples which have made a major appropriation 
of this word, who in their role as colonisers produced a "scientific" 
knowledge. In the beginning this knowledge justified the colonial relations 
and afterwards the concept will be vulgarised for a wider consumption 
taking the form of a stereotype.(Ibid:26)

Summing up his argument, he traces the words "Indigena" and "Indio" in 

different dictionaries from the sixteenth century onwards. In relation to the former 

he found a similar connotation in several dictionaries*^' (mainly French and 

Spanish): "el que es natural del lugar de que se trata. "

As an example in a dictionary of 1492 by Elio Antonio de Nebrija. He

Bonfil defined the colonial situation and the category o f  Indio: "The colonial situation is a 
total situation: the colonised are defined as inferior against the coloniser in all the possible aspects 
o f comparison and based on that premise colonial exploitation is justified. Exploitation is 
transformed by the ideologic alchemy into a salvation enterprise o f  the unfaithful and a civilising  
enterprise o f  the barbarian. Because o f  that, the category o f  Indian,- which was employed to 
designate all the colonised aborigines peoples and subsequently all the peoples to colonise -has 
simultaneously biological connotations (racial and racist) and, cultural ones (in the wider sense o f  
this term). It is a total concept, which intends to define with one word the endless list o f  
inferiorities atributed to a people or an individual in comparison to who defines him as an Indian. 
Also, this endless list attempts to explain (and justify) not only his actual subordination but also 
the impossibility o f  one’s own future, different from the one which is allocated within the 
coloniser’s project." (1987: 23)

Alcides contends: "The dictionary is not presented to the public waiting for criticism (being 
in favour or not), though it is presented as a form o f  authority which is given by the ’truth’ o f  its 
content. Everybody who has doubts about how to say something or if  something is w ell said or if  
its meaning is correct must check that ’truth’." (ibid: 48).
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found the following entries:

Antropophagus. For el que come hombres. 
Barbarus, a, um. For cosa bârbara en lengua. 
Barbarus^ a, um. For cosa bârbara y cruel 
Indus, a, um. For cosa de india.
Indigena, ae. For el natural de alii .

Later, in the same dictionary (1545, 1581) the indeterminate article was 

substituted by human beings of both sexes "varon y  muger. "

The category of salvage appears relatively few times compared with that 

of barbaro. The latter gives an impersonal description without characterising a 

specific group, though the mention of inhuman (inhumano= (1589, Sanchez de la 

Ballesta) within the definition of Barbaro, alludes to a human being who, in fact, 

is not human for reasons such as his cruelty or his use of a foreign language. This 

definition of barbaro, associated with inhumanity and cruelty, is characteristic of 

the Middle Ages, which associated barbarism with paganism (ibid: 71).

Meanwhile, the word Indio appears as a part of articles, not as an entry in 

its own right. For instance, in John Minsheu’s A dictionary in Spanish and 

English, ed. Bollisant, London in 1599, we find:

Indigno, m. unworthy.
Indino, vide indigno.

Indio, m. and Indian, a man of the Indias

Thus an English reader searching the dictionary looking for the spelling of 

Indio, would think that such an. entry did not exist, unless he saw the entry for 

indigno whereupon, he would notice the word did exist but only as a sub-entry.
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This mechanism would explain, -though in a sketchy and simplified way, added 

Alcides,- how a dictionary’s reader of the end of sixteenth century acquired an 

image of the Indian, and would have made the inference: Indian is unworthy. This 

condition, a lack of dignity, should be attributed to sompthing. Minsheu’s 

dictionary clarifies that when the word Indian is used, the allusion is to a man; 

thus, in principle, the Indian could be considered as unworthy of being a man, that 

is, of belonging to the human species. The image of an unhumanised Indian is 

transmitted. This is the beginning of the construction of an Indian stereotype. 

Alcides explains the use of the word indino on the basis of a discussion by Malkiel 

(1964), who stated that word came from the late Middle Ages and was badly 

interpreted among the "middle-educated" as unworthy, indigno. The former was 

taken as meaning7 (Jew/ish). Thus, associating Indigno with Indian, we can 

think that its origin is explained by the confusion between Indian and Jewish, the 

latter being the subject of legends and mystified versions since the expulsion of 

Arabs and Jews from Spanish lands. Consequently, the Jews acquires "pagan" 

features along with other ethnic groups such as moros, negros, Turks and also, the 

Indios. Then, when Minsheu includes the word Indio under the article of Indigno 

-concludes Alcides-, he is referring to Jews or, to the group of unworthy pagans 

in relation to the Christian faith (ibid; 75).

Later in 1600, the word Indio appears in the dictionary Viridarium Linguae 

Latinae, mentioning only the word and its translation in Latin. In that century the 

Indio also acquired certain features of geographic ascription when its origin is 

mentioned {Indien, qui est des Indes), though without any specification to which 

Indes is being referred to. As it is demonstrated in the important work done by
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Alcides, the negative stereotype of the Indian thus has a very long history 

which is more complex than it might appear at first sight.

On processes o f  categorisation, other proposals.

I consider the study of categorisation to be essential in understanding the 

various narratives reviewed above, and now consider some other works which 

offer further valuable insights into processes of categorisation. One of them is by 

Wetherell and Potter, who discuss the work of Gilroy concerning the use of and 

interplay between categories of race, with an emphasis on how they can be used 

as a means of self-description.

Gilroy argues that is not an accident, mistake or mere irrelevance that black 
groups in the United Kingdom have organized their resistance to racism on 
the grounds of the common experience of race rather than any common 
class position. He agrees with Miles that this may not make genetic or 
biological sense in terms o f contemporary science but points out that racial 
methods of self-description cannot easily be brushed aside as ’false 
constructions’ or delusions and indeed should not be dismissed in this way 
(1987: 73).

We have seen that UCEZ members define their own identities in terms of 

race, blood and Indian past. Furthermore, insist on most of them identifying 

themselves as Indians, leaving aside the racist and pejorative quality of the

Even though stereotypes have a tendency to be pejorative, Eriksen reminds us that this is 
not necessarily the case. "Many Europeans have positive stereotypes o f  ’primitive peoples’, arguing 
that their quality o f  life is higher than their own. Used analytically in social anthropology, the 
concept o f  stereotyping refers to the creation and consistent application o f  standardised notions o f  
the cultural distinctiveness o f  a group. Stereotypes are held by dominated grups as w ell as by 
dominating ones, and they are widespread in societies with significant power differences as well 
as in societies where there is a rough power equilibrium between ethnic groups." (op.cit.: 23)
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categorisation from the view point of non-Indians. Yet as Westwood and Radciiffe 

stress the use of "racialized language" is more than a simple reflex of the most 

acute way in which people experience oppression: ^

The implications of this racialized language for political mobilization are 
to be found in the way in which ’ethnic identities’ can be used to promote 
or supress political identities. This is clearly expressed by Rigoberta 
Menchu who states (1983:166) ’I am an IndianlST, not just an Indian. I’m 
an Indianist to my fingertips and I defend everything to do with my 
ancestors’, (op.cit: 8)

UCEZ uses the Indian identity to promote and indeed ground a political 

identity. In the face of an official discourse which has, in practice, sought to divide 

and fragment ’popular movements’ and the echoes of that discourse in popular 

consciousness (indian inferiority and progress through mestizaje). Furthermore, in 

Capiz’s emphasis on blood and miscegenation, he indicates a willingness to 

reconcile mestizaje with Indianness. This ’reconciliation’ in Capiz’s discourse can 

be explained in terms of UCEZ’s emphasis on "union" with other non-Indian 

'"popular" struggles. I suggest UCEZ practices and discourses combine and seek 

to mediate, though, not without problems, two contemporary political cultures: the 

popular and the indigena. On one hand, they have appropriated symbols associated 

with elite national culture but with "an attempt to subvert their meaning from 

within" (Hale: 19 9 4 a ) T h e  most recurrent example is Emiliano Zapata and

I

Schryer’s study demonstrates, in contrast, how the same emphasis on the value o f  
maintaining a "separate ethnic identity is also characteristic o f  various government departments that 
are portrayed as the enemy by the OIPUH". The Independent Organisation o f  United Peoples o f  
the Huastecas "usually includes at least a couple o f  lines in Nahuatl in its public bulletins to give 
them a special Indian flavor. Its members or supporters have also organized nahua cultural events 
(song and dance) in conjunction with solidarity meetings for Nicaragua and the rebels o f  El 
Salvador."(1990: 256)
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other "national heroes" enshrined in the national mythology. On the other hand, 

without opting for the sharp divide created by with the indigena perspective, they 

have sought to challenge (again not without ambiguity) popular views which 

implicitly or explicitly replicate "the premise of a ’natural’ hierarchy between 

Indian and Mestizo culture" and "the premise of inevitable! assimilation of the 

former toward the latter." (Hale: 1994a)

Another value of ’Indian identity’ for the UCEZ political and social project 

is the scope it affords for grounding the ’justice’ of UCEZ demands in the 

injustices perpetrated by colonialism. The propaganda produced by UCEZ in 1992 

is a remarkable example of allusions to colonialism, instigations to demolish the 

statue of a Spaniard conquistador in Morelia, etc. Furthermore, UCEZ is constantly 

alluding to the necessity to join anti-imperialist struggles (see above Capiz’s 

interpretation of the mural painting).

By identifying all the rural poor with ’Indianness’ and suppressing the 

category '‘mestizo\ UCEZ strengthens the grounds of its legitimation in terms of 

a comprehensive historical vision.

Nevertheless, on the basis of my data, I also distinguish the way the use 

of race c a te g o rie sw ith in  the narratives of UCEZ comuneros reflects and 

internalisation within the consciousness of individual actors of national, an 

internalisation of national, ’whitening’ stereotypes, a ’lay racism’; i.e. insistence

Concerning the distinction between group identification and the process o f  categorisation 
Jenkins holds: "It is important to distinguish between the process o f  group identification and the 
process o f categorisation: the first takes place inside the ethnic boundary, the second outside or 
across it". According to this distinction, categorisation is bound up with power relations and relates 
to the ability o f  one group successfully to impose its categories o f  ascription upon another set o f  
people and to the resources which the categorised collectivity can draw upon to resist that 
imposition. Thereby, it is necessary to place relationships o f  domination and subordination on the 
theoretical centre-stage. (1988: 177-178)
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on th e  am ount o f  Spaniard b lood (related to purity  o f  blood). The historical origins 

o f  th e  centrality  o f  the  notion o f  purity  o f  blood are analysed by Lom nitz-A dler:

"...it tied fam ilial honor to  a kind o f  Spanish O ld-C hristian nationalism  that 
w as ultim ately used to create a  caste society. Purity  o f  b lood w as tied  to 
honor in tw o ways. First, it reflected the depth o f  a lineage’s loyalty  to 
Christianity (and, hence, generally to  an  indiv idual’s trustw ordiiness); 
second, it reflected the capacity o f  m en o f  "clean blood" to  control their 
w om en." (op. cit.: 264)

Indians, Jews, M oslem s and A fricans were spiritually unreliable and therefore 

subordinated  to the Spaniards. Lom nitz-A dler thus argues that the notion  o f  purity  

o f  b lood  led to a  nationalization (H ispanicization) o f  the C hurch and the faith , and 

to the engraving o f  o ther notions in popular consciousness, such as the ’n egative’ 

characteristics attributed to Indians, i.e. lack o f  beauty o r stubbom ess.

In Jenkins’s (1988) view , ethnicity is a  m atter o f  group identification and 

’race ’ or racism  one o f  categorisation. M y data illustrates how ever, that ’race ’ is 

also im portant in processes o f  self-identification. N evertheless, Jenkins, does at 

least acknow ledge that although group identification and categorisation are distinct 

processes, each m ay be im plicated in  the other. Thus ethnicity  m ay, for exam ple, 

be strengthened or generated as a  response to  categorisation; sim ilarly, an aspect 

o f  one g roup’s ethnicity  m ay be, indeed is likely to  be, the categories by w hich  it 

labels other groups or collectivities. In  addition, as o ther exam ples, such as b lack 

groups in the U nited K ingdom  or the M aori people in  N ew  Zealand illustrate, 

racial self-description cannot easily be dism issed as ’false constructions’. In  

conclusion, ta lk  o f  race can som etim es w ork as an  "ideology, as a counter

ideology, o r as a form  o f  resistance" (G ilroy, 1992: 74).

Finally it is w orth  considering tw o typologies w hich m ay be usefu l for
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understand ing  som e o f  U C E Z ’s features. The first one w as elaborated by M cK ay 

(1982), w ho attem pted to reconcile and integrate the tw o m ain  perspectives from  

w hich  ethnic identity is conceptualised, the ’prim ordialist’ approach and the 

’instrum entalist’ or ’m obilizationist’ approach. This scholar proposes a  m atrix  

w hich  tries to identify interm ediate states betw een tw o poles o f  a continuum  

(prim ordial pole and m obilizationist pole) o f  "different, though interconnected, 

m anifestations  o f  ethnic phenom ena". Instead o f  asking w hich approach -prim ordial 

or m obilizationist- has m ore explanatory pow er, this m atrix  m odel m akes it 

possible to inquire about the extent to w hich bo th  are operative in  varying degrees. 

H e distinguishes 5 types o f  ethnic m anifestations: ethnic traditionalists, e thnic 

m ilitants, ethnic m anipulators, pseudo-ethnics, and sym bolic ethnics. For our 

purposes, the last three types m erit further review:

Ethnic m anipulators. They attem pt to gain  access to  scarce resources bu t 
do no display the high levels o f  prim ordialism  characteristic o f  ethnic 
m ilitans or traditionalists. In  M cK ayos view : Scottish N ationalists provide 
an exam ple since Scôttish political nationalism  differs in  quality  from  that 
o f  the Catalans, the Bretons, the W elsh o r the French-C anadians in  that it 
is no t linguistically nor culturally rooted. [I should say Scottish w ould  no t 
agree w ith  this.]
Pseudo-ethnics. A lthough these ethnic categories can becom e ethnic groups, 
the lack o f  any significant ethnic diacritic m akes it d ifficult fo r leaders to  
stim ulate anything beyond a rudim entary feeling o f  solidarity  am ong 
m em bers, w hose loyalties are m ainly to  the state. In  som e cases it is even  
necessary to  fabricate ethnic traits. Exam ples are leaders o f  "dorm ant" 
ethnic collectivities such as A ppalachian A m ericans, som e o ther ’w hite 
ethnics’ in the U SA, Q ueensland and N orth  Q ueensland separatists, and  
South Island secessionists in N ew  Zealand.
Sym bolic ethnics. These situations are characterised by a low  degree o f  
(ethnically based) political and econom ic com m on interests and m inim um  
levels o f  prim ordial attachm ents. E thnic identification and behaviour is 
prim arily  ephem eral, sporadic and nostalgic. Exam ples are the M altese in  
London, the Syrian-Lebahese in  the U SA , and the W elsh in  N ew  York. 
(1982: 403-404)
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I think some elements defined in these last three types could be used to 

analyse UCEZ, but that the case would ultimately fail to fit any one of them 

precisely and that the degree of Tit’ would vary accordirjg to the particular 

community in which UCEZ intervened. From the ethnic manipulator category, we 

can consider the lack of linguistic roots. But as was illustrated by UCEZ people’s 

statements, it was a relativised feature as far as they were concerned, and despite 

the language problem, it is difficult to argue that this movement lacks cultural 

roots entirely. From the pseudo-ethnics type, although we cannot find "significant 

ethnic diacritics" among them, there is an important pervasive allusion to 

diacritical traits. It is not easy to qualify the degree of solidarity among the 

members, but certainly there is solidarity, even if this is shown only on special 

occasions. Nor, would it be an accurate characterisation to say that these people 

owe loyalty mainly to the state. On the contrary we found some statements which 

seem to portray it as an alien structure. Furthermore, the ’fabrication’ o f ethnic 

traits is also characteristic of Purépecha groups in Michoacan’̂  ̂ which could be 

said to share ’significant ethnic diacritics’. The last type. Symbolic ethnics, might 

seem especially appropriate for one of the cases analysed (Ixtaro). In that case 

ethnic identification was sporadic, and people had great difficulty adopting ’Indian’ 

identity.

Another attempt to overcome the dualistic approach on ethnic identity has 

been elaborated by Don Handelman (1977) cited in Erikssen:

E.Zârate(1994) presents an ethnographic study on the "revitalisation and invention o f  ethnic 
symbology" in Michoacan. His work is a good example o f how Tarascan and Purépecha ethnicity 
has been recreated from the point o f view o f  young indigenous professionals within the same 
communities and consequently appropriated by the communities themselves. The cultural expression 
is the Fiesta del aho nuevo Purépecha.
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...[Handelman] has constructed a useful typology of degrees of ethnic 
incorporation -from the very loose and socially ^Imost insignificant 
category to the tight corporate group. He distinguishes between the 
ethnic category, the ethnic network, the ethnic association and the ethnic 
community. (1993: 41-45)

The least incorporated kind of ethnic collectivity is the ethnic category, 

which provides its members little in terms of tangible valuables. The ethnic 

category is constituted by the fact that contrasting categories are used to identify 

members and outsiders; its shared ’assets’ could be described as ’categorical 

corporate holdings’ (Handelman, 1977:264). In other words, ethnic category 

membership teaches the individual appropriate behaviour vis-a-vis others, passes 

on knowledge about his or her (imputed) origins, and legitimises the existence of 

the ethnic category. In a system of interaction where corporate ethnic groups do 

not exist, but where ethnic categorisation is used, ethnicity may still be highly 

important as a guiding principle for interaction. Erikssen offers as an example the 

Creoles of Mauritius.

L

The next degree of ethnic incorporation is the ethnic network. This concept 
’suggests that people will regularly interact with one another in terms of 
an ethnic membership set’ (Handelman, 1977:269). Such a network, while 
based on principles of ethnic categorisation, creates enduring interpersonal 
ties between members of the same category and can also serve to organise 
contacts between strangers. The main difference between categories and 
networks consists in the latter’s ability to distribute resources among group 
members. In situations where members of one’s own group are preferred 
in the job market, ethnic networks are activated. (...) The ethnic category 
is constituted through the consistent application of mutually exclusive 
identity labels, and the ethnic network additionally channels a great deal of 
interaction along ethnic lines. When members of an ethnic category feel 
that they have shared interests, and develop an organisational apparatus to 
express them, it would be appropriate to talk of an ethnic association. 
Although Handelman describes this as a political pressure group
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encompassing only its members, one may usefully extend the notion to 
include ethnic categories where a larger or smaller segment of the members 
is active in such an organisation. The ethnic association, then, embodies the 
presumed shared interests of the ethnic category at a collective, corporative 
level. Mauritian Hindus may be mentioned as an example of an ethnic 
category incorporated in ethnic associations, which articulate the group’s 
collective goals at the level of national society. The highest degree of 
ethnic incorporation is that of the ethnic community. This kind of 
collectivity has,in addition to ethnic networks and shared political 
organisation, a territory with more or less permanent physical boundaries. 
Ethnic groups in political command of nation-states are eminent examples 
of ethnic communities in his meaning of the word, (ibid: 41-43)

It could be said that UCEZ fluctuates among the three first degrees of 

ethnic incorporation. It could be said to promote the emergence of an ethnic 

category because of its use of contrasting categories despite the absence of 

corporate "ethnic groups" and could be said to organise an ethnic network because 

the organisation manages to distribute resources among group members. In so far 

as it promotes feelings of shared interests and organises solidary action across 

communities boundaries it could also be cautiously labelled as an ethnic 

association. Nevertheless, to some extent the UCEZ approximates these conditions, 

but only in a partial, unstable and tension-ridden way, because of the problematic 

nature of its theory of ’ethnic identity’ as both something shared and something 

expressing class opposition. In this sense, authors such as Vazquez (1992) should 

qualify their categorisation of UCEZ only as a ’interest group’ and thus as a group 

which ’uses’ ’Indian’ identity in a ’rational’ and instrumental way'^^. Vazquez 

(1987) also holds that to understand the modem ethnic frontiers there is no need

Cf. Eriksen states that "a related controversy concerns the notion o f  ’situational selection’ 
which seems to presuppose that agents are free to choose their actions and whether to under- or 
overcommunicate ethnic identity. Can ethnicity simultaneously be an imperative status and subject 
to situational selection and choice, or are the two views mutually exclusive?, (op.cit.: 56). Cf. also 
the above discussion o f  Okamura (1981).
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to  ge t b ack  to  a  m ythic past (the im m em orial tim e argued in  the agrarian  disputes) 

o r to  a  m etaphysical "com m unal spirit" "m aintained by the organic intellectuals o f  

e thnicity", w ho have had little concern for understanding the historic fluidity  o f  

ethnic group boundaries. T he issue rather concerns an im portant change in  legal 

status, w hen  the Ley F ederal de Reform a A graria  o f  1971 assigned a proper legal 

personality  to  the agrarian  com m unity. The same indians spoke, from  then  on o f  

their legal action, that is, o f  their capacity to act legally and corporatively  and by 

this m eans, to  w iden their local dom inion and the local cuota o f  pow er assigned 

to their com m unal com isariados. Thus, according to V azquez, the ir identity  is 

reduced to a  conscious and instrum ental use o f  "m etaphysical" categories and 

legality as m eans o f  obtaining resources and pow er. V azquez dism isses 

the "ways in  w hich the past has shaped the present" and "the need  to take 

historical accounts seriously bo th  as sources docum enting actual events m ore or 

less accurately, and as serious attem pts by ’natives’ to com e to  term s w ith  the ir 

past." (Cf. footnote 111).

Conclusions.

In this chapter I have gmalysed how  U CEZ com uneros/as define the ir ethnic 

identity. From  a theoretical standpoint, I em phasise the im portance o f  ethnicity  in 

peoples’ lives. A m ong the features w hich have been discussed th roughout the 

chapter, are the h istorical factors in  the form ation o f  the ir identity  w hich  I w ish 

to emphasise. The influence o f  the past in  their accounts w as recurrent.

Their testim onies also illustrated m ore essentialised ideas o f  "difference":
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blood, beauty etc. In addition, race and racism are also present in these processes 

of self-ascription and categorisation. I have suggested that some of those accounts 

are related to the hegemonic constructions of nationalist ideology and Indigenismo, 

as was revealed especially clearly in the statements on ^being ’Indian’ and
I

’Mexican’. In spite of the internalisation of the dominant stereotypes of 

"whitening", and hegemonic discourses on mestizaje, the use of the term mestizo 

was not common among them. But other terms which denote a racist content such 

as de razon were prevalent in the comuneros' discourse.

The UCEZ way of providing identity, however, exemplified how discourses 

on race can be used to promote ethnic identity. A positive assertion of Indian 

identity and expressions of pride in it were revealed in some accounts, alluded to. 

People recalled racist categorisations, and challenged other categorisations which 

stigmatised them. UCEZ was also categorised as an Indian organisation and some 

people assumed their identity on the basis of their committment to it.

Although the command of an indigenous language has been the state’s 

official criterion for categorising Indians in the national census, many people 

downplayed the absence of that diacritic and still defined themselves as Indians. 

In the documents produced by the organisation, language use was seen as 

deteriorating as a result of the influence of mestizo and foreign cultures. Other 

diacritics, such as the manner of dressing and the use of some artifacts, were also 

mentioned as markers of Indianess. Many used the drawing of boundaries with 

others (Spaniards, Americans) as a way of defining themselves.

Land and being Indian were closely related in those accounts. In addition, 

there was a coincidence between UCEZ’s explicit goals (Indianness and communal
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land) and some of the aims defined by the comuneros themselves (Cf. Ziiahuén). 

Nonetheless, as was illustrated in chapter III, the goal of land was a contested 

domain of discourse and practices.

In the leader’s discourse, land was always intrinsically related to the ’true’ 

Indian. People also shared the scholars’ preoccupation with authenticity. Some 

doubted the authenticity of the Indianness of their communities, referring to the 

comuneros as Indios de papel or ’pretend Indians’. Despite the UCEZ stress on 

Indianness, some discourses, especially those of the leaders’, alluded to a sort of 

reconciliation with mestizaje, as was illustrated in the interpretation offered by 

Capiz of the mural.

In discussing the historical formation of the term Indian, I have emphasised 

the construction of an Indian stereotype, which with some variants was fully 

adopted by Mexican Indigenism (cf. Aguirre Beltran) in its earliest formulation. 

I have argued that hegemonic ideologies have played an important role in shaping 

popular consciousness, and that this is an important source of tensions in the 

practice of the UCEZ, though one which the organisation has striven to address in 

its attempts to mediate the ’popular’/ ’/W/gewa’ divide.

My survey of theoretical argument on ethnicity enabled me to suggest some 

elements to characterise UCEZ as a form of political organisation. Despite the 

contradictions and ambiguities shown here, I have argued that it is important to 

recognise that people are not necessarily ’using’ UCEZ from a merely 

’instrumentalist’ point of view. On this point, I do not share the opinion of 

Vazquez (1992:232) who affirms that the foundations of UCEZ "discursive 

ethnicity", are weak because the latter arise from factions which claim to be the
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community, when the fact is that they are oppositional quasi-groups within the 

communal corporate structures. I see the impact of UCEZ’s ethnic discourse as 

much less trivial from the standpoint of actor subjective and .the organisation 

capacity for political mobilisation. I consider the complex UCEZ discourse on 

ethnic identity as simultaneously serving political ends and satisfying needs for 

belongingness and fulfillment. (Cf. A. Cohen, 1974 b).

Finally, the typologies analysed provided some theoretical elements to 

overcome the dualistic approach to ethnicity. For his part, McKay produced a 

continuum which attempted to give a processual approach to different ’stages’ and 

degrees of ethnic content. Handelman also highlighted the importance of the use 

of ethnic categorisation, even where corporate ethnic groups do not exist. Although 

the UCEZ does not ’fit’ mechanically into either of these frameworks, looking at 

the organisation from these points of view further highlighted the inadequacy of 

simple concerns with ’authenticity’ and and instrumentalist perspective, neither of 

which seems able to explain the organisation’s capacity to mobilise or capture the 

full meaning of UCEZ membership from the point of view of the comuneros who 

belong to it. My purpose was to investigate the importance of ethnicity in people’s 

lives and focus on the explanation of the construction of their Indianness. I 

interwined people’s concerns on ethnicity and authenticity with the scholars’.
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CHAPTER V 

THE COMUNERAS OF UCEZ

The aim of this chapter is to describe how women have formed the stronghold of 

UCEZ organised communities. The material is presented under several 

subheadings: "Michoacan’s women, challenge and compliance"; "Women who 

know how to talk and who are more courageous than men a positive view; and 

"Women, community and household", and "Motherhood and militancy". I seek to 

address some of the main debates and issues in gender studies and to discuss their 

relevance for the study of women’s participation in rural social movements.

The comuneras of UCEZ and those who had already left the community 

before I began my fieldwork, have created, activated and enhanced a wider 

network of support and defence through their struggles within the UCEZ.

I say activated because, as is shown in the accounts explored in more detail 

below, many women alluded to past organisational experiences. In this respect, the 

case which best illustrates this phenomena is perhaps the Comunidad Indigena de 

Zirahuén. Furthermore, the peasant origin of most of the women in the other two 

communities also shaped their recent experiences. The case of the Colonia 

Comunal Emiliano Zapata also echoes other experiences from women in poor 

urban neighbourhoods in Mexico. Logan, evaluating the situation in a colonia of 

the city of Guadalajara, for exarnple, argues that:
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The base from which women act collectively are the ties they have among 
themselves, linked, as they are, to each other by overlapping networks of 
kinship, compadrazgo, friendship, neighborliness, and mutual aid. Women 
form the core of community life as the collectors and distributors of scarce 
resources. As such, they forge ties among themselves tl^ough reciprocal aid 
and social interaction. They exchange food and favois, lend money, and 
tend one another’s children. Women visit, shop, and celebrate holidays and 
religious events together. From the shared routines of their lives, they 
create a sense of female community with other women. In Mexico’s low 
income neighborhoods, women are primarily responsible for mediating 
and maintaining the social world of the community through their networks. 
Consequently, women do not need to create a new social structure from 
which to mobilize; a structure is already in place from which they can act 
collectively. The base women have built, however, is not a firm, bounded 
social structure but rather a network of ties that can be activated and 
deactivated depending on particular circumstances. Therein lies both its 
weakness and its strength. (1990:153)

In my view, to discuss the role of women in the UCEZ, is to attempt to 

describe the significance of being a woman in the Michoacan countryside and at 

the same time in several inclusive spaces: the family, the comunidades indigenas, 

the colonia comunal and the organisation itself. Although the meaning of being a 

woman*^^ for these women themselves was not the original theme I set out to 

pursue through my interviews, the centrality of gender and its relationships with 

other types of identity (ethnic or class) was soon evident through our 

conversations. Although it is true that most of my interviews were carried out 

with women*^*, I do not think this bias in my research orientation has produced

Moore suggests that we should adopt the following methodological standpoint in criticising 
the male bias in representing women in anthropological writing: we should proceed "by studying 
and describing what women really do, as opposed to what men (ethnographers and informants) 
{and, I would add other women do} say they do, and by recording and analysing the statements, 
perceptions and attitudes o f  women themselves." (Moore, 1988: 2)

I assume the category ’woman’ is a problematic one. To cite Moore again: "The images, 
attributes, activities and appropriate behaviour associated with women are always culturally and 
historically specific. What the category ’woman’ or, for that matter, the category ’man’, means, in 
a given context has to be investigated and not assumed (MacCormack and Strathem, 1980; Ortner
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an exaggerated emphasis on the importance of women’s role in the movements, 

which is evident enough from a wide variety of evidence, j

The public/private dichotomy: discussion and critique

Anthropological writing about women has offered some important correctives to 

a universalizing and ethnocentric perspective. The discussions around 

public\private, the domestic and the public and another derived dichotomy, 

’practical’ and ’strategic’ gender interests, will provide an starting point for my 

discussion of UCEZ women as "political subjects."

Moore explains the appeal of the public/private dichotomy'^^ to 

anthropologists in the following way:

that ’nature’ is to culture as female is to male’ provided social 
anthropology with a powerful analytical framework which had a wide 
impact on the discipline in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Thus men may 
be associated with ’up’, right, high, culture, and strength, while women are 
associated with their opposites, ’down’,’left’,’low’, ’nature’ and 
’weakness’. These associations are not inherent in the biological or social 
nature of the sexes, but are cultural constructs, which are powerfully 
reinforced by the social activities which both define and are defined by 
them. The value of analysing ’man’ and ’woman’ as symbolic categories 
or constructs lies in the identification of the expectations and values which 
individual cultures associate with being male or female, (ibid: 15-16)

and Whitehead, 1981a). As Brown and Jordanova point out, biological differences do not provide 
a universal basis for social definitions. ’What cultures make o f  such differences is almost infinitely 
variable, so that biology cannot be playing a determining role. Women and men are products o f  
social relations, if  we change the social relations we change the categories "woman" and "man" 
(Brown and Jordanova, 1982:393)." (1988: 7)

For a path-breaking view o f  gender studies cf. A. Ardener, B elief and the Problem o f  
Women (1987).
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Yet Moore shows that this formulation can be readily subjected to a simple 

ethnographic critique, noting, for example that in the cases of the Kaulong of 

Melanesia and the Gimi of Papua New Guinea "both men and women become 

associated with nature just through their involvement in reproduction, rather than 

just women. (Goodale, 1980:140)." (ibid: 19-20)

The problem is that these ethnocentric models have "been advanced as a 

universal model for the explanation of women’s subordination." (ibid:23). The fact 

that family, home and the’domestic’ are defined in juxtaposition to the ’public’ 

sphere of work, business and politics in certain cultures, hardly constitutes an 

ethnographic universal, as Moore shows’'̂ ®, but it is what follows from accepting 

the construction at face value in terms of understanding women’s participation in 

politics which is the key issue here.

In this regard, I would support the critique that Westwood and Radcliffe 

have made of the public/private dichotomy. That distinction:

suggests that there is a simple dichotomy between ’practical’ and ’strategic’ 
gender interest which can be aligned with notions o f the public and the 
private as spheres of interest for women; this, as we suggest, may be 
helpful for organizing commonsense but does not provide a theoretical base 
for understanding women as political subjects and actors. We would also 
want to suggest that it, too, has a universalizing quality which is located 
with a linear view of progress founded upon the post-Enlightenment 
account of movement towards a goal as part of the grand narrative of 
rational progress towards a better world (Boyne and Rattansi 1990). Such 
a metanarrative suggests a hierarchical relationship between practical and 
strategic gender interest such that women, in order to progress, must move 
from one to the other. In addition, by reinforcing this sense of hierarchy

In her own dissension o f  "the arbitrary and culturally specific nature o f  the domestic/public 
division" Moore moves to consider mothering and the family, noting the role o f  nannies in British 
society middle and upper-class families or other examples from the IKung bushmen o f  the Kalahari, 
the Murgin Aborigines o f  Australia and the Ilongots o f  the Philippines where men "often believe 
that they have an important part to play in social reproduction and in the process o f  life-creation  
(ibid: 28)."
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it ignores the critique from feminism of the ideological basis of the 
distinction between public and private lives and it does not take into 
account the understanding from feminism that the ’persojial is political’, the 
deconstruction of which has always been so central to feminist 
politics.( 1993:19-20)

In Conger’s view, the distinction between "practical gender interests" and 

"strategic gender interests" misrepresents struggles of poor women, who do in fact 

question or attempt to change the social (gender) order. Furthermore, it tends to 

separate the struggles of poor women and their social superiors in a way which is 

again evolutionist in tone and equally empirically questionable:

implying or, in some cases, explicitly stating that poor women’s 
movements are often based on "practical interests" (that is based on their 
practical need such as income and access to food, water, housing, and 
health care) and that feminist (typically middle-class) movements are more 
often based on "strategic interests" (that is, redefining gender roles and 
meanings)(Molyneux 1986; Barrig 1989b) (1992:146).

On the basis of her data on Ecuador, Conger challenges this approach in 

the following terms:

It is too often assumed that most poor women are only concerned with 
their daily survival and therefore do not have a strategic agenda beyond 
their economic welfare. Hence such women are not really challenging the 
sexual division of labor. Again the plight of organized poor women is 
based on a notion of gender/class struggle, in which women fight on behalf 
of their household because of their particular reproductive roles. This type 
of analyses overlooks the critical contributions and challenges that 
organized poor women conceivably represent to the social order. Rarely, 
if ever, is discussion focused, for example, on how poor women negotiate 
power, construct collective identities, and develop critical perspectives on 
the world in which they live -all factors that challenge dominant gender 
representations. The politicization of "basic needs" demonstrates the ways 
in which such "needs" are actually much more than just the desire for bread 
and water. As poor women base their politics on their reproductive roles,
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they challenge the meaning of ascribed gender roles as well as the 
implication these roles have in the reproduction of society, (ibid: 137,144)

Craske, working in the Mexican urban context also argues for the need to 

find an alternative to those dichotomies: "The use of a continuum rather than a 

dichotomy allows for different degrees of participation between the two extremes 

and the fact that many activities sit between them. Further, it indicates the 

unlikelihood that a woman is completely immersed in the private with no 

participation in the public (or that the opposite holds true for men); women have 

moved between the two as needs have dictated" (1993: 114).

Michoacan Women, challenge and compliance

Chant and Brydon have presented a general characterisation the current situation 

of Latin-American women. Although the attempt at generalisation does mean that 

some important issues are not treated in sufficient depth, it is, nevertheless a 

reasonable starting point for further discussion:

Summing up the overall situation of of women in Latin American, their 
position is one of pressure to conform to ideals of motherhood and 
domesticity, backed by a cultural system legitimizing male superiority and 
the Roman Catholic church. (1989: 20-21)

Male superiority is underpinned by machismo, which Chant and Brydon see 

as a phenomenon with deep historical roots:

Manifestations o f machismo include male domination of household and 
other familial decision-making, along with the imposition of restrictions on
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women’s social, sexual and economic freedom. Machismo is also frequently 
invoked as a cultural legitimation of violence against women (Arizpe, 
1982; Stevens, 1973), and even among the poorest strata of society, the 
ideology is argued to reproduce male privilege (Zabaleta, 1986). Some 
trace this pattern of gender relations, in Spanish America at least, to the 
colonial period, during which time the Crown and Ijhe Roman Catholic 
Church colluded to promote both a patrilineal kinship system and an 
ideology of female chastity, fidelity and subservience (Scott, 1986a). 
Concepts of honour and shame tied to the morality of women had their 
roots in many circum-Mediterranean countries, but they flourished to an 
even greater degree in the New World (Cubbit, 1988). (1989:17).

In Latin America, sexual domination is, however, closely related to race:

Downgrading of female status also reached unprecedent levels in the 
Americas: not only was womanhood denigrated to the point that the Iberian 
law codes identified woman as imbecilitus sexus (an imbecile by nature) 
(Pescatello, 1976), but racism towards indigenous New World populations 
combined with sexism to produce a situation in which women came to be 
seen both as sexual and social inferiors (Elmendorf, 1977; Youseff, 1972). 
This early racial-sexual association has been argued to have profoundly 
influenced the subsequent development of gender relations in the 
continent.(ibid: 17)

Spanish notions of status honour and pureza de sangre in the specific 

context of mestizaje thus underpinned a particularly strong process of downgrading 

women.

Some of the features described above can be readily applied to the 

contemporary situation lived by Michoacan women, who are constrained by the 

cultural pattern of being a ’woman’ in a relative and in many cases absolute way. 

A woman’s main duty is to be a good housewife and a good mother, and the 

process of learning to be a good mother starts in childhood with caring for one’s 

own younger siblings. Women should ideally marry very young, generally between 

15 and 18 years old. Unmarried women after this age are socially sanctioned and
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labelled as quedadas or cotorras. Their behaviour, particularly towards the "other 

sex", is closely observed. Honour (Honra) and discretion are highly valued, as the 

account of Concepcion illustrates. Her life was marked j by a marriage in 

circumstances which were deeply painful for her, in which her own mother had 

played a central role. Concepcion was forced to marry the man who has been her 

husband for more than 20 years because of gossip spread by a cousin of hers. The 

gossip was that she was pregnant by the man whom she really loved, and her 

mother believed it and forced her to marry another person. The marriage itself was 

a disaster: her husband beat her constantly and did not support her economically. 

Her case is prototypical of some of the dimensions of the machismo complex 

described by Chant above: the important point demostrated by her story is, 

however the role of her mother, who, by taking up established conceptions of 

honra and decency, thereby reproduced the subordination of her daughter. Yet 

although Concepcion has endured the maltreatment, she has also looked for other 

options for her and her children, something which was facilitated by her husband’s 

frequent absences on trips to the USA or on drinking spress. The chance to join 

the UCEZ community in Ixtaro was therefore an important and meaningful option 

for her.

There are other important cultural values embedded in people’s everyday 

practices and discourses: for instance, it is believed that is almost a woman’s 

obligation that the first child be a male'"^\ In terms of care and nurturing.

This attitude is common in other sectors o f  Mexican society. Women com ing from very 
different origins and social class hold the same position. In most o f  the cases it is argued that if  
the first child is not male, it would be like opposing one’s in-laws or husband. Another variation 
is: "it is better to have men because life is easier for them and women suffer a lot". Obviously, the 
practical difficulty experienced in complying with this "norm" is another o f  the crosses many 
women have to bear. .

2 1 1



priority should be given to male children, even in breastfeeding: more than nine 

months to a baby boy, less to a baby girl. The justification given is that men need 

more because of their future work. The practical consequences are often visible in 

family nutrition patterns (in which mothers themselves fale worst of all) and 

exaggerated male dependence and insecurity, particularly in the case of youngest 

sons, who aie often particularly spoilt and inmature.

Motherhood is a core value in Mexican culture, but being a mother is a 

reified value which is not lacking in ambiguities. Mexican culture is a child- 

orientated culture, and Motherhood and becoming a mother-in-law later are almost 

the only spaces in which women can readily exercise power, especially the case 

of the mother-in-law status. The "costumbre" (custom) is that sons take their young 

wives to live in their parents’ household. There, the mother-in-law becomes an 

authentic watch-dog of the daughter-in-law’s behaviour. This situation is highly 

tense and extremely difficult for young women*"̂ .̂

There is, however, another very common pattern of relationships which 

deserves attention: young men "steal" young women (with their consent) and the

There is a striking similarity o f the situation o f Michoacân women with the general 
description o f Muslim mothers-in-law offered by Chant with Brydon: "Muslim mothers-in-law 
usually play a significant part in arranging the marriage o f their sons, particularly in the selection 
o f a bride, and thereafter exercise a major influence over the nature o f  the couple’s relationship. 
Wives often go to live with their husbands in their family homes (Memissi, 1985; chapter 2), This 
continued close contact with the husband’s mother inhibits the couple’s potential for intimacy and 
thus drives a wedge between them. As Magida Salman (1987,p.8) points out: ’The mother o f  a 
male child will often interfere to prevent the appearance and growth o f  love and companionship 
between her son and daughter-in-law. Filial bonds take precedence over conjugal bonds and reduce 
scope for the development o f  joint interests between husbands and wives, thereby, exacerbating 
women’s oppression. Men’s mothers act as moral watchdogs and often burden their daughters-in- 
law with a huge range o f domestic chores. The only compensation for young women in such 
positions is to look forward to the future when, if  they bear sons, they in turn will achieve seniority 
and status. Age is also associated with greater spatial and social freedom; post-menopausal women 
are no longer an object o f  sexual desire and as such cannot bring shame upon their families by 
appearing in public places’ (Memissi, 1985; Salman, 1987)" (op.cit.: 27).

2 1 2



marriage takes place later on. The case of the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata 

(C.C.E.Z) illustrated the impact on behaviour of the conflictive relationships 

between women and in-laws particularly clearly. With tlije foundation of the 

C.C.E.Z a new (neo-local) pattern of household was also created, a reflection of 

the unviability of the traditional extended household pattern, because of 

overcrowded conditions and uncontrollable family quarrels. Wider process of social 

change and demographic growth therefore determined a significant shift in local 

cultural processes, providing the UCEZ with an opportunity to extend its field of 

activity to the mounting problems of urban life.

The account offered by Graciela highlights the importance of the issue just 

discussed. During the land seizure, she arrived alone, because for her husband "it 

was difficult to abandon his family’s home":

I was the one who took the decision to join the Colonia. We were very 
poor, he had to go to work to Guadalajara. [And she had to bear the 
situation in her in-laws’ home-MZ] I took advantage of his absence. He 
found out later and was very angry. I stayed three days by myself, alone. 
I did not want to go to Guadalajara. There children can be run over, and 
if we had gone there, we would have died in the gas explosion. My 
husband lives there with his brother.

Two factors made Graciela take the decision to join the Colonia, the 

difficult situation of sharing a house with her in-laws and the wish to have a place 

of her own. The physical absence of her husband'"^  ̂was, however, a major factor

Most women in the Colonia shared the problems described by Graciela. For instance, 
Micaela lived with her mother-in-law for ten years; although half the house belonged to her 
husband, she had many problems with another daughter-in-law who also lived there. Due to her 
husband’s opposition to her leaving, she had to cope with the situation and "swallowed her anger". 
Similar accounts are presented by others: Ma. Esther, recalled: "We lived in a very small piece o f  
land, five daughters-in-law and two married daughters with lots o f  children. That was not a life, 
just quarreling".
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in helping her to act on her desires. Furthermore, the circumstances surrounding

her arrival at the Colonia also helped her to gain enoug 

participate more directly within UCEZ.

1 independence to

I was elected as a president of one committee once when we went to the 
Agrarian Reform Ministry, I went with Alfredo. I always go everywhere, 
but we are always the same ones who go. My husband {my senor) got used 
to it, but some women are not allowed to go."

The general absence of women in leadership roles seems to be a feature 

shared by other organisations. Graciela and dona Pilar from Zirahuén were 

exceptions within the UCEZ organisation, although there were other women, such 

as Modesta from Ixtaro or Josefa in the Colonia, whose level of participation and 

activism was also very significant, even if they did not have any formal leadership 

role.

The same phenomenon was found by Craske, analysing two organisations 

(one of priîsta affiliation and the other independent) in colonias populares in 

Guadalajara:

In both the organizations there are more women than men at the base. 
Within the FCPJ there are also more women general secretaries than men, 
but at executive level they disappear. OICO women take on responsibilities 
within the colonia and participate in decision making at the grassroots as 
much as the men. However, only one woman, Noemi, is a SEDOC 
organizer. So, women are important to urban, popular organizations, but 
their presence is concentrated at the base (op.cit: 123).

Nevertheless, despite these limitations and the difficulties described above, 

I would stress that the content of inter-personal relationships was challenged in
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various degrees in the communities which I studied. In Mummert’ŝ '̂ '̂  view "the 

challenge in the content o f inter-personal relationship is reflected in the ambiguity 

o f cultural messages, that means a discourse that experiments with and at the same 

time criticises alternative or even openly deviant roles with respect to the norm." 

(1994:1)

The women 1 studied also challenged the norm in different degrees. Some 

openly defy the role which was culturally approved for them. Comments of 

approval, admiration, or, on the contrary, o f criticism were sometimes explicit in 

other women, and expression of disapproval were more frequently forthcoming 

from their partners and family. Many o f them certainly had to confront the open 

opposition o f partners or husband to their political participation*"^^. Juana 

(C.C.E.Z), who had previous political experience, described the way that at the

Mummert analysed the confrontation between traditional codes for male and females roles 
and the strawberry factories (congeladoras de fresa) that represented a new source o f employment 
in Quiringuicharo, Mich. Gledhill reflects on economic restructuring and gender relations: "Much 
of the salaried work women do is done prior to marriage and the tendency for older women to be 
participants in the ’informal’ sector is, in part, a reflection o f gender ideologies. Nevertheless, such 
ideologies have come under increasing stress in recent decades, not merely because o f changes in 
the economic roles open to women (and women’s own responses to those changes) but because 
recent tendencies in capitalist restucturing have made it more difficult for men to fulfil the 
stereotypic role o f ’provider’. In some contexts, instabilityy of male income has favoured the 
development o f ’matrifocal’ family structures among the urban poor (Chant, 1991). Even if  such 
developments are by no means the norm throughout Latin America, economic restructuring has had 
an impact on gender relations. This is not however, something that can be understood in mechanical 
terms. The relationship between changes in the economy and ’gender roles’ is mediated by a 
politics o f gender relations concerned with power, value and sexuality" (1994: 199-200).

Stephen accounts for women’s political participation and male opposition in the following 
way: "Women’s political activity also enters the households as a gendered issue between men and 
women when it is questioned by their husbands or fathers. In some cases this questioning remains 
verbal, but is often associated with threats, intimidation, and sometimes physical beatings. When 
women’s political activity begins to compete with their domestic duties, they often try to 
renegotiate the household division of labor, using each other to try to convince husbands, fathers, 
and children to be flexible. If such efforts are unsuccessful, women’s political participation takes 
place under duress and they end up carrying at least a double or sometimes triple workload, 
engaging in wage labor, carrying out domestic work, and participating in political organizations 
(Dalton 1990)." (1991: 245-246). Cf. also "Bases, activistas y dirigentas: Mujeres de la Uniôn de 
Colonos de Xalpa" by Maetzin Laguna (1992) who explores the conditions that allow women 
participation.
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beginning, when she had attended PRD meetings, she had quarreled with her 

husband, but now he accepted his wife’s activities in the Colonia. Nevertheless, 

she has still had to confront the critiques made of her militancy by other people:

I continue to go to marches. People say I am a loud-mouth, (arguendera), 
a trouble-maker, but it is the only way we can have something.

Dona Pilar (Zirahuén, who died three months after I interviewed her) told 

me: "my husband got angry, but he let me continue". Her husband was president 

of the local land council. An interesting continuity is that her daughter, Salud P., 

played an important role at the peak of the community’s struggle, and she is 

married to Marcos P., the de facto leader of Zirahuén’s comunidad indigena, Salud 

P. was a key figure in the struggle for the community, but she became somewhat 

disenchanted because it was difficult to keep the level of participation going. She 

complained about her own husband’s frequent absences, and thought she was the 

one left in charge of the family (she also ran a restaurant on the lake shore) 

because he was always busy with UCEZ issues. Even the most militant women, 

from the most militant of families, are therefore forced to control male 

expectations about their ’proper responsibilities’. Many eventually succumb to the 

pressure placed on them. Aurelia from Ixtaro also took advantage of the absence 

of her husband: "I joined the community without permission being granted by my 

husband; he was in U.S.A." Eventually, however, her participation ended because 

of the community’s internal conflicts coupled with her husband’s continuing 

disapproval of her participation.

Confrontations with partners or husbands over the question of their
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respecting women’s decisions to participate in demonstrations, meetings, sit-in and 

commissions were certainly widespread within the three UCEZ communities. This 

problem has again been documented from other experiences. Craske, for example, 

comments:

So, the women see their activity in the neighbourhood as part of their 
duties, but, that these duties should not take them outside the community. 
There are limits placed on them by their husband and by the structure o f 
the organisation itself. Ana Maria, who attends the meetings regularly, 
explained ’when he [her husband] is in I can’t go out anywhere, because, 
well, it’s just that he wants me to be there, looking after him’. Another, 
Ma. Refugio, commented that her husband would not allow her to be a 
member o f the executive committee as it would mean dealing with other 
men. Not all women experienced these constraints fi’om their spouses, but 
the above indicate the type of limitations which can be placed upon them 
(op.cit.: 128).

W omen as "T rouble-M akers”

Women ’s participation in the organisation o f the Colonia Comunal and both 

comunidades indigenas revealed rather ambiguous conceptions on womanhood and 

participation, but these were deeply embedded in the fabric o f everyday life. A 

comunera of Zirahuén, Ma. Piedad, defended her right to participate in the struggle 

for land, arguing she liked it, despite the widespread criticism: "iHasta cuando se 

van a sentar estas mujeresl (When are those women going to stop making 

problems and stay at home?)."

The adjectives used to label women who participate intensively reveal the 

contested nature o f discourses and practices within the communities. Again honor 

and honesty are at the forefront. The extreme case was that recounted by Modesta 

(a very participative woman in Ixtaro). Due to her deep involvement within UCEZ
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and the organisation o f the comunidad indigena her "honra" as a widow with a 

daughter was challenged: "I was called Luis T .’s [the leader’s] mistress." Evidently 

her situation as a widow, with only one daughter and some reputed economic 

independence, helped her to become involved in the UCEZ’s struggle. She stressed 

that fact: "I stand on my own feet, I have no man". Furthermore, her life-history 

points to diverses experiences that make her unusual in comparison with most 

other women. In a similar way to some other UCEZ members, but mainly male 

leaders, she had migrated to México City (Cuajimalpa) and worked for 9 years in 

a restaurant.

Her fame as a woman who does not remain silent and who actually 

challenged the abusive male leader {que no se dejd) was widespread (cf. also 

Chapter III). A frequent pejorative adjective used against her was '"hocicona" 

(someone who talks a lot). She was also called a "rebel". Those adjectives were 

used to label women who dared to talk on behalf o f themselves and to defend 

themselves. Similarly, a woman who talks a lot is equated to a callejera, a 

prostitute.

The account presented by Concepcion illustrates the meaning o f those 

adjectives in another related context, a dispute over boundaries with a neighbour:

...one neighbour put down boundary markers. Under os, and in this way, he 
was taking over my land. I told him, ’look, do not fence there’ (no cerques 
ahi), but because he is a man (sr.), they start to shout: you shut up, you are 
hocicona, callejera.

Those insults implied that Concepcion should not have opened her mouth
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and defended her property, because the one who had the right and responsibility 

to talk was her man (who might therefore be shamed by her action). In 

transgressing this norm she was behaving as a callejera.

Such stereotyping was powerful, because it reinforced the abusive 

behaviour o f her neighbour and secured his interests. He went further and planted 

some trees, although Concepcion remained determined to cut them down. 

Nevertheless, even Concepcion was not able to transcend the fact that women are 

culturally taught that it is better for them to stay silent, for she did confess that she 

was afraid to talk in the assemblies:

I did not say anything when assemblies were held. They asked our 
opinions, our thoughts. Then, I thought, if  I say this, and if  I am wrong? 
{ is iy o digo ésto, que si esta mall).

In the case of Ixtaro, very considerable pressure was in fact exerted on 

women to stay silent in such contexts by the community leader himself as revealed 

in a common place phrase in Ixtaro in relation to the leader and the communidad 

indigena: "He wanted only deaf and dumb people." But this was not all that was 

inhibiting Concepcion. Consider, for example, her description of how she joined 

the community:

I went alone to join the community (me fui sola ..) just like a muchacho 
malcriado...

The analogy with a muchacho malcriado indicates how she assumes women 

are like children, but in this case rebelious and badly brought-up (malcriados)
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children"̂ .̂

W omen who "Know how to talk" and who are "M ore courageous" than men: 
a positive view

Other accounts given to me did, however differ and move away from the 

stereotypes discussed above. In a similar way to the way in which Modesta is seen 

in Ixtaro, women in Zirahuén described some of their companions with obvious 

admiration, as women "who know how to talk". For instance, Timo said:

Women are always in the forefront, such as Salud [Marcos Paz’s wife] or 
the late Pilar [Salud’s mother].

Timo held that "Women are better at talking and wittier, also we are more

Moore offers a very similar example o f  the use o f  stereotypes drawing on her own research 
on the Marakwet people o f  Kenya: "Cultural ideas about gender do not directly reflect the social 
and economic positions o f women and men, although it is true that they originate within the context 
o f those conditions. This is because gender stereotypes are developed and used in the strategies 
which individuals o f  both sexes employ to advance their interests in various social contexts. Take, 
as an example, a phrase often to be found on the lips o f  Marakwet men: ’women are like children, 
they speak before they think’. In a society which lays great store on the seniority which age and 
experience brings, this statement obviously has nothing to do with whether women are actually 
child-like or not. Instead, it is a gender stereotype o f  great power, which is little influenced by the 
fact that many men count strong and influential women among the people known to them. As a 
stereotype it is certainly related to the fact that within this patrilineal society women are jural 
minors with regard to certain areas o f life, but its power and pervasiveness have to be accounted 
for in terms o f  its strategic use in the day-to-day context o f interaction between women and men. 
The power o f this stereotype derives, in part, from its wide applicability: it would characterize an 
individual woman’s motives in a case o f  marital conflict, as well as indicating an attribute o f  
women as a group distinct from men. However, both women and men know that stereotypes o f  this 
kind are contradicted by experience, and yet this has little to do with their substantial and 
continuing rhetorical and material power. Such statements not only provide a strategic reason why 
women should be excluded from certain activities, but also ensure that women will be excluded in 
many cases. The power o f  gender stereotypes is not just in the mind, for they have a perfect 
material reality, which helps to reinforce the social and economic conditions within which they are 
developed and employed." (1988: 37-38)
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courageous." Some comparisons between men and women made by these women 

enlarged on this idea in various interesting directions, subverting or even inverting 

male stereotype ideology. For example. Ma. de la Paz from Zirahuén, held that:

women participate more because we are more talkative {habladoras) than 
men, and we are more machas. Many men only talk.

Jacinta (Zirahuén) considered that:

a woman is more assertive, a woman always defends her family, and 
women participate more than men. A woman is in less danger. The father 
never defends the family.

Though this statement argues, in effect, that women can manipulate male 

attitudes to advantage ("a woman is in less danger"), it also clearly subverts male 

claims to the "protector" role.

An elderly woman, dona Maria de Jesus told me that women sometimes 

participate more than men. Although she is now very old, she still likes to go to 

demonstrations, to shout slogans and to dance el torito^^^. Again, however, female 

exploitation of male attitudes towards them is very much in evidence here, and it 

too canbe harnessed by male leaders. Lie. Capiz told the women to place 

themselves in front and at the sides of the demostration to prevent the men from 

being taken by the judiciales, a tactic common to many social movements in Latin

The dance o f  the torito (bull) was described by Salud G. from Ixtaro. She went to Mexico 
city, to demonstrate in front o f  the Ministry o f  Agrarian Reform and there they danced the torito: 
"Doha Evita (Capiz’s wife) pretended to be the bullfighter, dofta Salud P. (Zirahuén) was the bull. 
We danced with music, all the employees looking at us. Doha Salud had a liquor bottle and doha 
Eva did the bullfighting". A drawing in a the UCEZ review La Comunidad (4:16) clarifies the 
symbolic meaning o f  this dance: the bull represents the PR! and women are fighting it.
Cf. p.293.
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Others, such as Salud C., considered that women participate more "because 

they are clearer in what they want". This idea too was beinjg promoted by the 

UCEZ leader, Efrén Capiz: "He told us that the year of the woman was coming, 

and we had to participate". But the idea of women being more calm and assertive 

is also presented in Evelia and Lila’s accounts. Their opinions illustrated a general 

concern with men’s lives and therefore a preoccupation with family.

We do not want men to fight because the enemies kill them. Women 
respond more. Instead, men say only two or three words and they lose their 
tempers.

Lila shared Evelia’s view:

Women participate more because it is more dangerous for men. Women 
give the face when something dangerous is going on. Men get angry more 
easily. They do not bear the anger. We the women are more calm, we cope 
more easily. Here in Zirahuén we have stopped violence erupting. One 
woman can pull another’s hair or scratch, but they generally do not attack 
with guns.

Other accounts did stress more mundane reasons for differences in male 

and female participation: women participate because "men have to go to earn 

money. Then, men participate later in the afternoon." But the emphasis on more 

essential differences between the sexes was predominant, perhaps predictably as 

a response to the nature of male discourses about women. Relia, for example, held

Stam describes women’s participation in the rondos campesinas en Peru: "Some changes 
in women’s lives have come about through the ronda. Seizing the chance to participate, many 
campesinas marched at the forefront o f early ronda protests in Chota. They took the brunt o f police 
tear gas and billy clubs. Women also made sure men fulfilled their turn on patrol (1992: 106)."
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that:

The truth is that women are worse. {Somos mas malas.) Men hesitate more. 
One, as a woman, has more courage than men.

Anita’s account also reflects an interesting view on men, when she refers 

to battered women. Despite the fact that beating the wife is widespread in many 

communities in Michoacan, Anita argued that in Zirahuén:

Women are very active, lively, very hard workers and very courageous, 
more than men. Here, in Zirahuén, everything has been done because of 
them. A man cannot beat them. Bad luck for him if a man beat a woman. 
It is forbidden to beat women.

In contrast to many stereotypes used against women, it appeared through 

these discourses that women see themselves as having more control over their 

emotions than men, that is, that they are more rational, calm, and furthermore, 

more courageous

In relation to comuneras’ perception o f  their own participation and the issue o f  "taking risks 
and being more courageous than men", I found similarities in the description presented by Craske: 
"As Teresa says ’the man has his life which is work, and this is his responsibility. He comes home 
with the money. For the woman, the house is hers, and things such as no light and no water are 
part o f  the home, so it is her fight.’ Although this is not a genuine reflection o f  reality, particularly 
for Teresa who is a de facto single parent whose husband lives in the United States, it expresses 
the division o f responsibilities as they perceive them. They also express the idea that women work 
harder, ’one wants to fight for one’s needs, and the men, no, it doesn’t worry them, so they don’t 
risk as much’. So the women see their activity in the neighbourhood as part o f  their duties, but that 
these duties should not take them outside the community. There are limits placed on them by their 
husband and by the structure o f  the organisation itself. By contrast women in OICO do not think 
that women are harder workers. On the contrary, they emphasize that men and women are equally 
committed to the struggle but that women are more able to fit meetings and demonstrations in with 
their other responsibilities. However, they do think that women are more enthusiastic about doing 
things: ’the men are the ones who say whether it’s okay or not, but I’ve seen how most o f  the 
ideas come from women, we suggest this, or what do they think about that, and they approve or 
disapprove’. It is interesting to note that women from both the FCPJ and OICO mention that 
women are more prepared than men to take risks" (op.cit: 127-128)
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Another important area where women could see their "superiority" was in 

issues related to working in the fields. This reflects the enormous, if  often 

unrecognised, importance of female labour in the countryside. In my view 

rural women from the type of community I studied have ne^er been restricted 

solely to their homes (the so-called ’private’ sphere); they go out and about, 

collecting firewood, sowing, herding animals, helping their husbands, fathers or 

sons in the fields. There is also a longstanding tradition of women trading in the 

Meseta Tarasca, going to both towns some distance away and around mestizo 

peasant communities. A proof of this is the willingness of women in Ixtaro to join 

in the exhausting work in the fields or the process of migration to engage in waged 

labour both within the state and in the U.S.A.

Some cases in Ixtaro also illustrated the point that women possess 

substantial practical knowledge of agriculture, though both were older women.

Salud G. swallowed her anger because the men "did not know how to 

fertilise the maize". Catalina’s biography explained her attachment to the land, 

since she worked since she was a little girl with her father and learned from him:

Despite the fact that I am old, I work better than men. I teach them, ’do 
not throw soil to the plant’. I grew up working in the fields. I found those 
men are lazy and wrong-doers.

Craske also stresses wom en’s participation in the "public" domains o f  life: "Few women, 
particularly in low-incom e neighbourhoods, have been com pletely withdrawn from the world o f  
paid labour, although their participation in the ’public’ spheres o f  politics and work has not been 
constant as they respond to different pressures at different times. The 1980s in M exico witnessed  
more women entering the paid-labour force as families developed new strategies to deal with the 
economic crisis (Gonzalez de la Rocha 1988; Chant 1992). These changes bring new pressures to 
bear, some o f  which influence the wom en’s decision to become involved in popular mobilizations." 
(ibid: 114)
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W omen C om m unity and H ousehold

A space which is constantly vindicated by these women is the house. The stress 

was clearer in C.C.E.Z., where Guadalupe P., who was one of the participants in 

the land seizure, showed her strong determination to remain in the place, despite 

all the threats. A single-minded idea guided her action: "I want to secure my 

house", "mi pie de casa".

Her description of the first days passed in the lot, which later became the 

colonia, illustrated how from the beginning, women were at the forefront of 

appropriating the space:

I brought the notebooks where I noted each person’s name who wanted a 
lot. Felix Parra [the municipal president] gave us 24 hours to leave. 
Everybody began to gather more machetes, sticks. Anyway, by that 
Sunday, people cooked there. On Monday or Tuesday, children had already 
gone to school. People did not lose heart .

To Guadalupe "making community", being in their "houses", in their 

colonia, meant cooking and being able to continue with her everyday life. All 

those facts meant for her the appropriation of a life-space (espacio de vida).

Having a physical space in which to live was a primary concern among 

these women: in a sense, women associate themselves with the safety o f a house, 

a lot, a plot {el pedacito) In Logan’s view:

The women who are involved in urban popular mobilizations possess a 
’female consciousness’ that ’centers upon the rights of gender, on social 
concerns, on survival’. Such a consciousness arises from a culturally
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framed division of labor that assigns women the responsibility for 
preserving life. Under these conditions, women accept rather than rebel 
against the prescribed gender roles of their societies (Kaplan 1982:545). 
But, by accepting these roles and their attendant responsibilities, activist 
women claim the rights that their obligations entajl. As a result, the 
collective movements they mount to obtain their rights as family caretakers 
lead to a politicization of the networks of everyday life (Kaplan 1982:545). 
For the low income female activists in Mexico’s urban popular movements, 
what is familial and communal becomes political, (op.cit.: 152)

Salud C. from Zirahuén illustrates her concern with land and the way that 

concern is linked with her feelings of responsibility for the future of her daughters:

I defend the land because of the family and because I would like them to 
leam to defend their rights. I would like to have my plot because I am 
poor, and for my daughters to inherit.

Yet an emphasis on the abandonment of household duties showed in some 

cases how these women looked at their experiences within the UCEZ community 

with nostalgia and happiness as a release from the domestic burdens and routine 

of everyday life. Udelia (Ixtaro) recalled:

I loved to go everywhere, I woke up very early in order to make the 
tortillas. But, I left the animals without food all day long, the chickens, the 
pigs. I even went to Mexico City, we stayed in Morelia. We went also to 
Zirahuén, many people.

Or Catalina:

We work without seeing the product, we left our chickens to die, our house 
in a mess.

Although she felt she neglected her home, other singular features help her
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to continue working in the comunidad indigena of Ixtaro: she is an older woman 

(66 years old), she does not have small children and has shared a life of work with 

her husband. Yet the latter did complain about her participation:

"He said to me:’You women leave the house abandoned, sow maize, and 
where is it? then, why don’t you leave that chingadera (fuck-up) [the 
comunidad indigena-MZ], you are working, they are going to give you 
land, but to bury you, you are mad!’

On the other hand, Udelia’s account revealed other significant features of 

the possible working lives of rural women. She participated in the community and 

fulfilled her duties, as a housewife, but, also:

I heal {euro), I learned with my grandmother. When somebody breaks an 
arm, I charge them ten pesos. I save that money. With my savings I bought 
two calves.

Consequently, women are not de facto  confined to home, except in senses 

tied to male ideology and in the sense that the "domestic" space is politicised.

Motherhood and Militancy

Work in the fields is unsuited to women. I f  the men haven’t got the 
gumption to do it, then how are women with children supposed to do it?. 
"For el trabajo poca sehora que le entre al campo como uno, si el esposo 
no tiene decision, pues cômo las mujeres con hijos. " Luis T.

As the above quotation shows, motherhood is seen as an "impediment" to work in 

the fields or to participation in politics. Yet, in that specific quotation, there is 

another explicit stereotype, the supposedly lesser ability of women to take 

decisions in comparison to men.
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Two broad lines of discussion on motherhood are opened up by the 

experiences of these women. On one hand, we have the practical difficulties of 

doing politics and caring for children at the same time, and o|i the other hand, the 

politicisation of being a mother, which is an important phenomenon in Latin 

America more generally

The first point was illustrated by the difficulties that women had when they 

seized the land in the Colonia, especially if they had small children or babies. For 

instance Guadalupe G. had just delivered a baby girl, so she did not participate in 

the land seizure. Others, whose children got ill when they remained in the lot 

during the first weeks after the seizure, left it because of that. Some even left the 

colonia for good. It was a cold month, March, and they were living in improvised 

shacks, covered only with sacks and blankets.

Once living there, the demands of continuous participation in commissions, 

outings, meetings, demonstrations, etc, proved to be difficult for many young 

women who had small children. The women themselves admitted that they had had 

great difficulties adapting themselves to the demands of their new situation. The 

"domestic" role certainly constrained and defined the activities of these women, 

but, the fact of having several children is not in itself and may, indeed, be

II

ji

Westwood and Radcliffe make the following observation about what the "motherist groups" 
such as the Madres o f Argentina: "Generally, the above-mentioned groups present themselves as 
’apolitical’ emphasizing their familiar roles as mothers and wives, and presenting their lives as 
totally disrupted by their losses which they are trying to recover. By so doing the women reassert 
the importance o f family life and their roles within this in a putatively apolitical manners: the 
Madres explained that ’we don’t defend ideologies: we defend life’ (quoted in Jelin 1990:204). By 
highlighting a ’natural’ domestic role for themselves, the contradictions between their own agenda 
and that o f feminists could be rejected. Nevertheless, they asked the men to leave their group, using 
the image o f mothers in need o f protection against the state. This in effect, politicized the family 
in ways in which shifted it from the real o f the ’private’ to that o f the ’public’. Women involved 
have often been dismissed and discredited as ’crazy women’. The power o f such motherist groups 
also arises from their ability to draw upon the feminine imagery o f Catholicism against the state 
by evoking the image o f suffering mother and her sacrifice." (op.cit: 17-18)
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regarded as a resource in other, it not entirely unproblematic respect:

indeed Lourdes Arizpe (1982:80) suggests that Latin American women 
often gain a social centrality and an emotional power through motherhood 
which Western women lack. However, the status trappings of motherhood 
are problematic for those who are unable or unwilling to conceive. 
Unmarried or childless women tend to be seen as ’deviant’ and are often 
subjected to pressures from kin to validate their ’true’ gender role by 
fostering a sister’s or a cousin’s child. (Chant, op.cit.: 18).

Furthermore, having children (and needing a home for them) was a 

principal reason motive for struggling for land, as we have seen in Reyna’s 

(C.C.E.Z) words and those of others such as Concepcion or Catalina in Ixtaro:

It is very good to struggle, because one did not know struggle, to struggle 
for the children, so that they have something.

Another illustration is the emphasis of Salud C. (Zirahuén), quoted above, 

on the inheritance of the land by her daughthers, and throughout all the interviews 

there was a pervasive insistence that "women defend the family."

In chapter III, I have discussed the significant role of religion for 

Michoacan’s women. The chapel in the Colonia Comunal is a organisational core 

for women around which other activities revolve: parties, vigilance, etc. 

Furthermore, having a chapel within the Colonia legitimises their claims to their 

land, their colonia.

But beyond the collective level of the role of women as builders of the 

family, there remains a personal level which deserves further brief exploration. 

One window onto this problem is the relationship between women and illness. In 

my view, several factors could help us to understand recurrent allusions to illness
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among those women: first, they had certainly lived a real life of hardship, 

including marriage at an early age, many pregnancies and, as I stressed above, 

multiple rather than simply double burdens of domestic and non-domestic work. 

Secondly, however, illness might be seen as a conscious or unconscious strategy: 

as a means of resistance against the husband (i.e. drunken husbands, forced sexual 

relationships, etc), and as a way of escaping from commitments to work, as in the 

case of Ixtaro, where many women who left the community gave their illness as 

an important cause for abandoning the comunidad indigena, and perhaps other 

forms of non- participation in ’cooperative’ and ’collective’ activities which were 

increasingly fraught with tensions and conflicts. An expression of the significance 

of the tensions can be found in the way some women explain their poor health. 

They were very prone to explain their bad luck and illness through "travesura'' 

(mischief) or '"estar tapada'" or another local idiom for witchcraft. A widespread 

cause of witchcraft was "envy", an endemic feature of these rural communities, 

related as much to the strains of ’sharing poverty’ as to differences in socio

economic status and other forms of social ’health’ and success.

In concluding this chapter, I will, however, return to the more positive side 

of women’s participation in the UCEZ. The comuneras in these communities had 

a clear consciousness of their status in society. Women in Zirahuén expressed it 

in an especially straightforward manner: "the rich {las ricos) had surplus and us 

nothing. Thus, we had to recover something..." The role of women was of 

outstanding importance in all these UCEZ campaigns. Women were the ones who 

broke the news about the new colonia which was going to be created (C.C.E.Z), 

and were later the ones who remained in the cold defending their lots and who sat-

2 3 0



in and demonstrated to obtain the basic services electricity and drinking water. 

They created their community, a new colonia with a chapel, and a classroom of 

their own. Women continued to watch over the colonia and alert its residents to 

possible threats by sounding the chapel bell. They were proud of those 

achievements. Zirahuén’s women kept watch over their lake, forest and land in the 

ebbs and flows of their struggle. Despite the bitter experience of community 

conflict and caciquismo and the constraints imposed upon them, Ixtaro’s women 

illustrated their willingness to both struggle and work'^^.

And as one of my informants put it "they are receiving something in return, 

and it is more than food on the table". Even this case reinforces Conger’s 

argument that:

Whether or not women directly challenge the sexual division of labor, 
transformations of identity that occur at the level of the subject and the 
subsequent ways these transformations are incorporated into organizing 
strategies are at least as significant, if not more so. (Conger, op.cit: 146)

Yet while their achievements might seem modest, their struggles and 

activism have, de facto, contributed significantly to the social and economic 

survival of the families involved, and the cumulative effect of these experiences 

may be equally significance for the maintenance and development of ’subaltern 

cultures of resistance’ and new forms of female identity in the region.

Despite the disappointing outcome o f the comunidad indigena, the relevance o f  UCEZ 
organisation and the participation o f  the "licenciados" Capiz and Evita, his wife, are reflected in 
a recent event. In March, 1994, the soil streets o f  Ixtaro were being officially named, and Modesta 
suggested that one o f  them take the name o f Evita Castafteda, (la licenciadd).
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Conclusions

This chapter focuses on the role played by women in UCEZ organised 

communities. As I indicated throughout the chapter, some of the wide literature 

about women has relied heavily on the dichotomy between practical and strategic 

gender interests. One of the criticisms on the use of these dichotomies is that it is 

a misrepresentation of the struggles of poor women. Instead, other proposals, such 

as Craske’s, seek to understand the different degrees of women’s participation.

This critique was highly pertinent for understanding the women I studied. 

Their testimonies speak to us of how and why they joined and participated in 

UCEZ and how this fact has transformed and changed their relationships. The 

narratives presented in this chapter illustrated both the difficulties and 

achievements of these women in adjusting to and challenging the cultural and 

social norms imposed on them.

Despite the difficulties faced, some did challenge the norm against partners, 

family and even against the critical commentary of other women. The positive 

perception of women who know how to talk or who work better than men in the 

fields demonstrated a space of assertion and contestation. Nevertheless, ambiguity 

was widespread. Some of them were assertive at doing things, but at the same time 

struggled to overcome the stereotypes which limited their actions, as was the case 

for example with Concepcion. The use of adjectives revealed the contested nature 

of the discourses about being female or male. It also illustrated how discourse 

actively "constructs reality".
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Thus, as I highlighted in the final part of the chapter, viewing these women 

in terms of an ideological framework which insists on artificial dichotomies 

hinders us from seeing that these women, although faced withi hardship and double 

or triple workloads, have accumulated significant experiences in their struggles and 

activism and at the same time, have contributed to the social and economic 

survival of their families.
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CHAPTER VI 

IN SEARCH OF COMMUNITY

Dividir la tierra nos quita fuerza, par ello buscamos que todas las familias 
trabajen la tierra en comun y  asl es mas facil la defensa. Pensâmes que no 
de be existir el individualismo, pues una sola persona no tiene ninguna 
fuerza frente a un gran aparato. For ello, los comuneros de la UCEZ dicen 
que la tierra: la  poseemos en comun, la trabajamos en comun y  la 
defendemos en comun. Eva Castaneda^^\

In this chapter I follow Cohen’s methodological suggestion that we should 

understand ’community’

by seeking to capture members’ experience of it and understanding the 
importance of the community in people’s experience. Instead of asking, 
’what does it look like to us? What are its theoretical implications?. We 
ask, ’What does it appear to mean to its members? ’. (A. Cohen: 1985: 20).

Although 1 agree with the first of Cohen’s suggestions, 1 think it is equally 

important to recognise that "people’s experience" of community is refracted 

through different and contesting discourses about community within any given 

local population. 1 first therefore show what community appears to mean in general 

terms to UCEZ members. Secondly, 1 attempt to show how community

"Dividing the land weakens us, that is why we aim that all families should work the land 
in common and on that basis defending it is easier. We think that individualism ought not to exist, 
because one persone alone has no power in the face o f a big apparatus. For that reason, the 
comuneros o f  the UCEZ say o f  the land that "we possess it in common, we work it in common and 
we defend it in common". "En defensa de los comuneros." Entre vista a Effén Capiz. Lourdes 
Herrasti. México Indigena 25:18
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emcompasses a wider diversity of meaning depending on the context and who talks 

about it.

Zirahuén, comunidad indigena: the past and the present

Community, and more precisely comunidad indigena is inextricably linked to 

landholding as is illustrated by the statements of Zirahuén people. References to 

an enduring past -"there always has been community" as legitimator of 

community continuity through time is, for example, common among them*^^

The defence of land by "people of past times" is mentioned as a source of 

collective commitment to a current situation: "Because of them, we are here". 

Therefore, "the community exists for defending the lands, and anything else that 

belongs to Zirahuén." Or: "The community is not recent, but has existed for as

Eriksen offers an interesting discussion on the creation o f  an ancestral identity among the 
Huron Indians o f Québec. According to Eriksen: "The Huron Indians o f Québec are today a 
respected Canadian ’tribe’ (Roosens,1989). Unlike many other indigenous peoples, they have 
succeeded in presenting themselves to society at large as an oppressed people with a unique, if  
vanishing, culture, who have for centuries been harassed, massacred and deprived o f  civil and 
territorial rights by the colonialists and the Canadian authorities. A comparison between the ethnic 
leaders’ presentation o f  their case and the facts presented in historical records shows that it is 
possible to go very far in the re interpretation o f  history in order to create collective identity and 
political cohesion." Furthermore, he observes: "Selective renderings o f  history are not confined to 
ethnic minorities such as the Hurons. Historians working in modem European nation-states have 
taken great pains to demonstrate that their nations are really very old, although they were usually 
created in the nineteenth century (Anderson, 1991, 1983). This may be a feature o f  modernity. 
Imputed aboriginality and continuity with the past can be important sources o f  political legitimacy." 
(op.cit.: 70-71)

However, people were aware o f internal divisions: "There may have always been 
community, but men o f  past times received help from the hacendados."Also, "But, the community 
has had disputes all the time as well." In addition, another comunera considered divisions within 
the community: " a long time ago, many more people belonged to it. Presently, there is a 
difference. There are people who do not want the comunidad indigena. Her account also showed 
her awareness o f government land policies: "agrarian community and comunidad indigena are the 
same thing. The government donated the plot. There are more people in the comunidad indigena."
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long as I can remember. My parents and my parents-in-law belonged to the 

comunidad." j

In other accounts land is clearly equated to community: ."Lands are the 

community. We should not allow them to take over the lands that we have now 

recovered." Thus, the recovery of land is equivalent to recuperating the 

community.

Another illustration of how community is perceived is the account of an 

older comunera (around 90 years old), who equated it with f a t h e r h o o d " I t  is 

like being the father of the family, the one that deals with all the people". Her 

account also reveals the importance of legality and legitimisation. Documents, and 

in this case, credentials are a source of both legality and legitimisation: "The 

comunidad indigena is the unique owner because it holds its credentials". Again, 

she turned to the past "the community is everybody, thousands of people. When 

my grandmother died, 1 was nine years old and, by that time there were still some 

people who spoke Tarasco. Since then, there has been comunidad,"

Furthermore, a conscious and detailed explanation based on the legality 

derived from "holding titles" is offered by another comunera: "Zirahuén is 

comunidad because it has a title that covers twenty-one thousand hectares and 

eighty areas. 1 think it is a viceregal title from 1730 or 1733."

There is also a conception that involves historical memory and new 

influences on it. UCEZ’s emphasis on communal landholding against private 

property is also found in some accounts: "Zirahuén is comunidad indigena

Gledhill comments on this: "This is quite interesting in the light o f the frequent association 
o f the land with motherhood (on the part o f men) as when people accuse people who sell their 
ejido plots o f ’selling their mother’, and there is, o f course, also the pre-hispanic angle."
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because lands have not been sold. My father has always been comunero. Land is 

organised in common. If land were sold, there would be several owners, it would 

not be comunidad. Moreover, we work in ’common’." (j)ther statements also 

illustrated how Zirahuén is conceived as a community in contrast to other ways of 

holding land: " Community is defence of people against the wrong things landlords 

are doing."

Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata.
Community and working in ’common’.

"Dice el Lie. Capiz que uno es comunal desde hace tiempo. " Capiz says that one 
is communal since a long time ago.

Conceptions that mixed UCEZ ideology (such as the above phrase or: "For me, it 

is good to do things in ’cornmon’. As [the land] is worked in common, it is 

enjoyed in common") with views on the advantages of working in common were 

also held by the people of the UCEZ. Doing things together creates strength, 

power. It is a way of empowering people against ’external enemies’ : Arreola, the 

judicial police, the official rulers, the government. Concurrently, they recreated a 

sort of moral order through their commitment to carrying out services and duties 

for the colonia. There is, then, a moral obligation to achieve the well-being of 

everyone.

An association between "community" and empowerment is indicated in 

their statements such as; "I do things in common with others, because one alone 

is not enough. Instead, when you work in ’common’, two minds are better than 

one. The others think and that is the way things get solved." Or "Everyone has
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more strength and one encourages others and everything goes O.K." A conscious 

realisation of the benefits brought by unity is indicated by statements such as: "If 

union allows the individual to work better and advance moj-e, let’s do things in 

common". These accounts also illustrate how people have experienced society as 

individualising and how collectivism has allowed them to find an alternative way 

of doing things: "What is one alone going to do? Together, we help each other."

It has, however, to be said that some accounts also demonstrate a more 

"pragmatic" attitude, that is, that once united they could make claims for public 

services and governmental assistance: "We go as one because we want them to 

help us. Everything is better if we do things ’in common’." Or: "When we are 

united, more attention is given to us." Furthermore, the metaphor of family is 

again utilised to define the community: "The Colonia comunal is like a family, it 

is a community." Community is seen here as a new ’extended’ family and we 

should bear in mind that most of these families had left an extended household 

headed by the generation of their parents. Yet, this new ’family’ is in fact no more 

free of tensions and quarrels than the one they abandoned.

Communal effort is also shown in other two major activities: vigilance over 

and embellishment of the chapel; and the women who keep watch over all who 

visit the colonia. Women also work together in other activities such as gathering 

money to invest, mainly in the chapel. People take some pride in the material 

achievements obtained through common effort: "It is better to do things ’in 

common’, because we have achieved a lot in this way: we have the chapel, the 

communal house and they have flattened the streets. Even a basketball court is 

going to be built."
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IXTARO. "Capiz taught us about ’doing community’, but there are true 

communities in other places."

The group of people that formed this ’community’ havie a very particular 

experience of ’making community’. Despite the fact that most interviewees stated 

that they had in the past enjoyed working in the fields of the comunidad indigena, 

after five years there was an almost total lack of enthusiasm and participation. 

Furthermore, against the idea of community held by the leaders of the 

organisation, the ’community’s’ end was approaching by March (1994). Hence, 

’making community’ was seen by these people from a negative perspective, "this 

is not the way we want to do community." A wish to have a lot or a plot of one’s 

own {el pedacito) was frequently expressed by the Qx-comuneros and even by the 

few comuneras who continue to endure the situation.

These people’s accounts stressed the harsh and unequal reality of ’making 

community’. Working hard and enjoyment were two features reconciled by these 

people during the first years of the comunidad indigena: "I used to like the fields, 

the community a lot. I was happy, very happy, and did not fear working hard. It 

was really good to see the young comuneras weeding the fields with the hoe. I do 

not regret it but they were so rude'^^."

Similarly, as in the case of C.C.E.Z, working in common had a practical 

aim: "Working in common makes it easier to satisfy government procedures. If 

there was any problem, all the communities gathered and the people in the 

government offices listened to us." However, a central concern was the pervading

This comunera refers to the leader’s group who shouted and insulted them.
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cultivation of maize: "We joined the community to have rights to grazing, and a 

handful of maize" or "I joined the community because I wanted my children to 

have rights to a plot where we could grow our maize."

Inasmuch as they enjoyed the community in their early experience of it, 

they were later discouraged due to the disappointing reality of ’doing community’. 

Evidently, the inequality was an obvious contradiction to Capiz’s indoctrination: 

"The Lie told us:’there must be no differences in work load and profits,’ however, 

you soon realised there were differences".

Those leaving the community described the experience as living within 

slavery; an ejidatario commenting on the reasons for people leaving the community 

said: "I think people abandoned the community because they need to eat, and it is 

difficult to work as a slave, all the year, without earning any money. When the 

harvest arrived, they were given just a handful of beans and maize." Further 

resentment was also shown in a ex-comunera’s account: "That was not a 

community. It served only as something to cause us harm."

Morality and judgements about fairness were the main topics of discussion 

by people who left the community: "In common is good, but it has to be fair". 

Distributive equity was, then, a necessary quality of ’making community’. A 

negative view of community arose in relation to these conceptions on moral 

fairness, closely related to, and perhaps historically rooted in, the recent past of 

’individualistic’ work’̂ ^

As far as communal consciousness was concerned, the rancho’s priest considered that none 
existed. He gave an example: "Although there was a committee to perform diverse functions within 
the rancho, few things were resolved. Therefore, the ch ief o f  tenenciahad to do everything, he even 
replaced light bulbs". He then compared the local situation with places in which he had worked 
before. For him the faenas are easier to organise with ’the more indigena people’. His experience 
as a priest among the Otomies in Hidalgo demonstrated that fact. He attempted to find an
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At this point, it is very important to emphasise that some people had 

’hidden’ motives for joining the community: a comunera who is also deeply 

resenful, but who has not abandoned the community yet, keeps alive the hope of 

being given a plot some day. Moreover, she remembered: "iCapiz told us that in 

five years they will distribute the lands.". Thus, she has endured mistreatment and 

injustices because "there is still a hope". In addition, this last harvest (1994) was 

good, and she was given beans and maize, produce from her work. She held that: 

"If before we did not abandon the community, now that we are given a handful 

of beans and maize, how we are going to leave it?." The enduring dream of 

holding a plot is thus widespread among this community’s members, and 

paradoxically acts to preserve the shell of a ’community’ at the same time as it 

reinforces an opposition to the collectivist model.

The meaning of community and communalism within UCEZ, propaganda and 
leadership.

A leaflet*^  ̂ in which the first regional meeting of UCEZ is reported, provides a 

full exposition of the communal culture concept of the organization. Its title is: 

"What are we going to do for communal culture?"

explanation for the lack of "collaboration": "Those people were so oppressed, deeply resentful. Hard 
work was demanded from them and, if  they refused to attend, the "executioner" (verdugo) beat 
them. Some o f the older owners o f  the hacienda were dictators. Because o f  that, these people made 
very utilitarian oriented calculationes. Nonetheless, they are very generous to the church. The priest 
is much appreciated, and they collaborate a lot on this front. They bring me cheese, chicken, fhiit, 
eggs. Some still bring diezmos."

Primer Encuentro Regional de la UCEZ en la Sierra Sur de Michoacàny sus consecuencias. 
UCEZ. Documenta de autoevaluaciôn, Morelia, Michoacàn. December 1981, pp.55-59.
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Communal culture encompasses all our ways of being: language, traditions, 
artistic expressions such as music, dance, handcrafts. Communal culture has 
served as a basis of our resistance for almost five hundred years against the 
discrimination, exploitation, and disposession of our lands and resources by 
the past conquerors and current exploiters. We will develop our communal 
culture within a school of our own, controlled by ourselves, because we are 
the only ones who can educate in accordance with our collective interests. 
We need a communal school not headed by strangers to our culture. There, 
all the knowledge about ourselves, such as traditional medicine and forms 
of government, will be encouraged. Also, we will promote the defence of 
our lands and other resources: water, pastures, mines, etc. Presently, our 
communal culture is threatened by extinction by national and foreign 
capitalists who come to plunder our riches. Those invaders are in collusion 
with landowners, caciques and corrupt politicians who consider our people 
savage and ignorant. Appealing to "modern progress" they would want us 
lose our communal culture. They want us to imitate them. Also, they want 
us to reject our people and customs. Moreover, they want us to forget the 
defence of our rights and become destitute, without land, without our own 
culture, to exploit us more easily. Once we have learned to defend our 
land, we can also defend our communal culture. We have to elaborate our 
own agenda in which all the comuneros, students and professionals 
participate. In this agenda we will look for a greater individual participation 
in the production, distribution and consumption of the benefits of our 
resources.
Thus, our objectives are to:
- Meet the basic needs of the community.
- Train our people in self-defence and obtain re-vindication of our 
individual and social rights.
- Strengthen communal consciousness through the knowledge of and 
respect for our culture and conservation of our lands.

Derived from the above four objectives, we can elaborate projects that 
strengthen the communal consciousness in two main respects:
. The knowledge of the own culture.
. Integrated Community development.

We must also enrich our communal culture with other useful techniques 
that can be adapted to our necessities and ways of being.

There are neither inferior cultures nor superior ones. However, there are 
dominated people and exploiting people, the latter using their culture to 
pursue selfish interests. The latter use the more advanced techniques to 
enrich and dorninate others.

We must understand which is our communal culture and which is the 
official one. To achieve this we must carefully read all the documents 
produced during our meetings. We must talk with the leaders, and above 
all apprehend the feelings of our peoples.
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The indigenas and agrarian communities and the land claimants have 
discovered the cultural and political power to defend the integrity of our 
natural and cultural resources. We consider the moment has arrived to end 
the official attempts to control, assimilate, incorporate and integrate that 
have been directed towards us. We want to finish once and for all with the 
ethnocide that destroys and divide us. Thus, we will initiate our own 
development more according to our ways of being) (communal culture). 
Moreover, we will take advantage of our own natural resources.

1

This discourse shared some similarities with what community appears to i,
'  I

mean in general terms to UCEZ members, but also diverged from it in various ^

ways. For instance, community is equated with defence of the land. In some |j
1

statements, recovery of land is recovering commumty. The Zirahuén case illustrates :|

the emphasis on ’past times’ as a source of legitimacy and continuity. Both the 

cases of C.C.E.Z and Zirahuén provide interesting metaphorical accounts equating 1 '

community to fatherhood and family.

It is also important to stress the shared concern with legality and therefore, j

with legitimisation. The emphasis on title holding is widespread. It reflects, on the '

one hand, a preoccupation with processes of stigmatisation in the context of a 

region where private property rights are central to the values of the culturally 

hegemonic rancheros together with a search for security. On the other hand, it 

shows a central feature of this type of rural movement: its contradictory 

relationship with the state.

Communal "enterprise" is seen as" a deterrent against further attempts to 

encroach on peasant land, i.e. against landlords. The comuneros ’ discourse does, 

however, echo discourse of UCEZ and Capiz as far as communal against private 

property is concerned, as exemplified by the phrase ’it is easier to defend land 

together in common than if it is split up between several owners’.
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Community provided a sense of strength and empowerment, particularly for 

the C.C.E.Z case. Cooperation was seen also as a useful mepis to make claims for 

services and governmental assistance. Due to the ’communal’ effort the comuneros 

achieved "material improvements" (Cf. Friedrich, 1986). But it was religion and 

fiestas which proved a significant means of creating a sense of ’communal’ 

sentiment, against the grain of secularising thrust of official UCEZ doctrine. 

Furthermore, Ixtaro illustrated in a clearer way a ’negative’ view of community. 

The existing community was challenged from a ’truthful’ community perspective 

which emphasised the idea that Ixtaro was not an authentic community; there are 

real communities in other places. Developments in Ixtaro led to a questioning of 

the viability of the communal enterprise, in relation to caciquismo and factionalism 

interwining with gender conflicts. It seems, however, that for some comuneros it 

was better to have a community based on caciquismo than having none at all. 

Fairness was, however, perceived as a necessary quality of community, thus, ’that 

community did not deserve that name’. It has to be said, however, that although 

their present experience was a disappointing one, people still described the 

community of earlier times as one in which they had lived with enjoyment.

As I said earlier, the cultivation of maize constituted a major concern 

within the three ’communities’, despite the different degrees of importance given 

to it by both individuals and communities. In this respect, holding land continued 

to be a goal to achieve, and more specifically, the dream of holding a plot el 

pedacito was widespread. Indeed, I contend that this reflected historical trends and
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continuities on how community land tenure was practiced*^®.

Leadership and communalism. |

Before pursuing this latter issue further, we should recognize that, communalist 

ideology is closely linked to the leadership’s view of its meaning, and particularly 

that of the principal leader of the UCEZ, Efren Capiz, which deserves closer 

scrutiny.

Capiz, the UCEZ leader.

E. Capiz'^% nearly 70 years old, is the recognised UCEZ "general 

coordinator"’̂ ,̂ as he prefers to call himself. He was bom in Nahuatzen, a 

Michoacàn mestizo community. Lazaro Cardenas stamped his influence on his 

biography. Capiz studied at primary school thanks to a scholarship granted to him 

by "The General"; years later, he would become involved with the Cardenas

I am going to discuss the contention more fully in section The "historic" communities in 
Michoacàn.

This portrait o f  Capiz is based on several sources: three personal interviews with me 
(1987,1993 and 1994); and an interview published by La Calavera 3.

It has to be said that Capiz’s leadership could be compared with past Michoacàn agrarian 
leaders such as Joaquin de la Cruz and Primo Tapia, both from Naranja. The former studied law 
"in order to help his widowed mother, who had her enemies, as everyone does, and was losing land 
and cattle" (Friedrich 1977: 52-53, quoted in Gledhill 1991: 55), and the latter could have 
influenced Capiz’s thinking quite directly. Primo Tapia was a migrant and lived in U.S.A. His 
political ideology was related to the Flores Magôn brothers, whose anarchism, syndicalism and 
radicalism would later be a main inspiration for the post-revolutionary social reforms (i.e articles 
27 and 123). Ricardo Flores Magon’s ideology influenced the Zapatist revolutionary program 
through The Plan de Ayala. See the classic monograph by Friedrich (1977). Capiz’s focus on Indian 
issues could be related to the influence o f Cardenism.
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family, but this time with the general’s son, Cuauhtemoc. His political participation 

goes back to the fifties. The student and popular movements were his first 

interest*^ .̂ As a student leader he was involved in th^ pre-1968 student 

movement in Morelia. He was president of the students’ society of the College of 

High Studies (Colegio de Altos Estudios, which trains philosophy, biology, physics 

and mathematics teachers). As a result of his political struggle he has faced legal 

prosecution and has spent some periods of his life in jail. He was jailed from 1966 

to 1971 because of his role in the student movement.

Later, he studied law and became a lawyer, specialising in agrarian law. As 

such, he fits within a wider tradition of "indians’ defending counsels" (defensores 

de indios). His performance as a leader, and "licenciado" as the lawyers are 

commonly called in Mexico, is extremely interesting^ '̂*. In contrast to the 

negative stereotype of lawyers, he is well knovm for his austere way of living and 

for his honesty. Besides, -people interviewed added-, "he does not charge for his 

services". The interviewees very often mentioned his simple clothing; in this sense.

During the sixties he participated in the Maize movement (Movimiento del Maiz). "In that 
time, people queued every night to buy 2 or 3 kg. o f  maize, and there, whilst standing in the cold 
mist, a woman delivered a baby. Women revolted and sought the students’ support. I was a member 
o f that committee. Then, we organised a meeting and we demanded an interview with the governor 
to stop the maize selling to middle-men. We demanded that expendios be set up in popular 
colonias; we won this demand, but, some o f  the people in charge o f those expendios were 
government officials; they sold very little maize in them, preferring to sell stocks to the black 
market." ( la  Calavera, ibid; 15) Capiz was arrested and jailed for his participation in this 
movement.

Lawyers in Mexico are controversial. In general, they are associated with unlawful acts 
rather than their supposed legal work o f giving legal advice and protection. Instead o f defending, 
they sell "their cases" to the other side, etc. Generally speaking, they have a very bad reputation, 
added to which legal jargon converts them into an elite and separates them from the common 
person. Also, lawyers are renowned for dressing as catrines (toffs). Thus, they have developed a 
very bad reputation among the people, which is summed up in the popular phrase: "entre abogados 
y  média os te veas."
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he is seen as a Tarascan campesino^^^. Evita (his w if|) also dresses as a 

'"guarecita" (a young Tarascan woman).

Capiz speaks the Tarascan language and in fact ’behaves’ like an ’Indian’. 

His crucial aim has been the legal fight for land recovery: the main function he 

performs is that of continually searching out old land property titles and granting 

juridical advice to people and communities'^^. This leader has developed a 

discourse in which two types of communities are identified: ’communities of law’ 

and ’communities of fact’'̂ .̂ The former would be communities that effectively 

possess documents (i.e. ’primordial titles’) that give credibility to their claims, and 

the latter, those which do not have such documents and are created by the need 

for land. According to Capiz:

* Zepeda mentioned three distinguishing features o f  Capiz’s leadership: 1) In first place, he 
is a peasant, he dresses as a peasant, talks as a such, and is perceived as a peasant by others. 2) 
Capiz is one o f  the most competent and awe-inspiring agrarian lawyers in the country. 3) He has 
forged a blameless reputation based on work, honesty and integrity. He does not earn a salary, and 
neither does he charge the communities for whom he works. (1986 op.cit.: 335). An Ixtaro 
comunera highlighted Capiz’s honesty by recalling an occasion when, during an assembly, Capiz 
tore up a cheque sent by the government, supposedly in an attempt to bribe him to stop his 
political participation.

Regarding the aims o f  UCEZ, Capiz held that: "What do we need to do? We need to 
understand that there are problems. We are resolving very small problems, but people are taking 
up arms because o f  them. I talk to comrades discussing very concrete problems. This means going 
from the concrete to abstract, and afterwards to come back to the concrete. This is the knowledge 
process. We fight for very simple things, the recovery and defence o f  communal lands against 
private property. Within the UCEZ, most agrarian communities hold their land. First, when they 
join UCEZ, they have no land, but they soon get it. Many communities have struggled for ten, 
twenty or even forty years for their lands through petitions for extension, distribution or creation 
o f new population sites. But, once they Join the UCEZ, they almost inmediately get the land, and 
they became comuneros with land. The strength o f  the Union lies in this fact, and consequently 
they have not been able to destroy us." El Libertador de Oriente 18:7.

This distinction to which Capiz appeals is based on the fraction number seven o f  National 
Constitution Article 27 before the 1992 reform, which states: "VII. The core o f  the population that 
in either the community o f  fact or o f  law keep communal status, will enjoy land, woods and water 
’in common’." In its modified form the fraction states: "VII. Legal personality is granted to both 
the ejidal and communal core population and its landed property is protected for human settlement 
as much as for productive activities." (Téllez 1993: 165)
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Many say that not all the people belonging to UCEZ are Indians. Many are 
mestizos. So what? Perhaps mestizos do not share the same blood origin 
of our ancestors? We are indians of fact, just as there are communities of 
fact'"».

In other documents, E. Capiz has reiterated his appeal] to use the loopholes 

left by the law for the benefit of poor peasant and comuneros. An appeal to an 

"original" spirit of "social justice" is made in those documents, a spirit which he 

argues has been lost in recent years. The working class social rights stated in the 

National Constitution are also refered to frequently in his discourse. There are 

repeated allusions to "Cuauhtemoc, Miguel Hidalgo, José Maria Morelos, Emiliano 

Zapata and many more men and women who gave their lives for national 

sovereignty, independence and the economic and social equality that guaranteed 

a minimum standard of living for all the exploited"'"^.

Capiz’s nationalist and anti-imperialist ideology is clearly demonstrated 

through the issuing of several pamphlets and propaganda addressed against the 

reforms to article 27 or the Free Trade Agreement. His "Indianist" position is 

reflected through his discourses against the celebrations that took place to 

"commemorate" the five hundredth anniversary of America’s "discovery". Capiz 

has participated in several International meetings that have gathered together Indian 

leaders of different countries. However, Capiz’s Indianism should be qualified by

For Esto! 344: 52

Paper: "Las poh'ticas del gobiemo de México, entre ellas las de privatizaciôn, modemizaciôn, 
antinacionalismo, libéralisme social, néocolonialisme e inversiôn extranjera,solidaridad manipulada 
y entrega de soberania" presented by UCEZ in the Encuentro Conmemorativo del 13 aniversario 
de la UCEZ "500 aftos de resistencia, lucha y dignidad del indio." Morelia, Mich., del 10-11, 
October 1992. Published in: El Libertador de Oriente 46, September-October 1992.
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an emphasis on the way it is embedded in a wider "populaij" ideology*^®.

Capiz’s ideology is a difficult mixture of internationalism, marxism, 

legalism, Cardenism, patriotism, radicalism, or, as Zepeda (1988:334) has 

characterised it, a mixture of socialism. Maoism and anti-imperialist nationalism. 

Others as Vazquez (1992:209) have characterised him as a Caudillo type of leader, 

acting as a legal mediator (broker) to obtain "communal domains" for his 

followers, a view which shows little analytical interest in the ways in which 

particular symbols and discursive themes used by Capiz resonate with historically- 

rooted popular political cultures and the world-views and aspirations of people 

drawn into the movement, i.e. the complex question of their meaningfulness and 

force as orientators of collective mobilisation?

The discourses of the UCEZ and Capiz himself expressed an ambivalent 

view of the significance of law. On the one hand, Capiz from his expertise as a 

law specialist, and therefore from his own legal interpretation, utilises the 

loopholes in the legislation to achieve UCEZ’s goals of: "the recovery and defence 

of communal lands, against private property". On the other hand, however, he has 

resorted to extra-legal means to obtain land. In practice, he has thereby created a 

parallel legal order that seeks, in some respects, to be "complementary" to that 

enshrined in the national legislation. This alternative order is justified by 

challenging the competence and legitimacy of the Congress. A recent example was 

the opposition to the modifications made to Article 27 of the National Constitution:

I am following Hale definition o f "popular":"In Latin America generally, sectorespopulates 
include all members o f  the lower and (to a varying extent) middle classes whether Indian, Mestizo 
or Black". In addition. Hale added this is a term "best understood as a historically constructed 
cultural-political perspective." (1994a: 11) For a further discussion on "popular" and the definition 
o f popular movements see: Foweraker ( 1990,1995). Also, see an extended discussion in the chapter 
II dedicated to characterise UCEZ as a rural social movement.
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the then president Salinas de Gortari was impugned for lack of democratic 

vocation and elitism, and the Congress was called his puppetj Legitimacy of UCEZ 

tactics is also based on reference to the partiality of the legal system and of the 

legislators who frame it :"law can be bought, the powerful make the law". More 

recently, Capiz called the current National constitution a "prostituted constitution". 

Furthermore, he also called it: "a raped constitution, victim of Salinismo"

During the same interview, Capiz also alluded to the Chiapas rebellion. He 

toyed with the dual interpretation of law: "the Chiapas event is illegal from the 

bourgeois state’s point of view and it is argued that the illegality resides in the fact 

of having weapons, but the bourgeois state has got them anyway"

Further analysis of the comuneros’ discourses exposes a similar conception 

in reference to land seizure, which is sanctioned as "illegal" by the dominant legal 

order’̂  ̂ Up to this point, it is very important to note that the peasants 

themselves are worried about the ’illegality’ of their acts, which remain blighted 

to some extent by fear, insecurity and hesitation. In spite of this, it could be said

Interview carried out by the author with Lie. Efrén Capiz. (February 1994, Morelia, Mich.)

With regard to legality, Harvey analysed the impact o f the neoliberal project o f  
modernisation in Chiapas with particular emphasis on the new legality imposed by reforms to 
Article 27. One o f  his main conclusion is that "Instead o f disciplining peasants to the new rules and 
norms, neoliberal legality has provoked a great resistance based on cultural and political identities 
that claim their own space in the country’s future." (1994:21-22)

Seizing lands is not only seen as fair but as an only option o f  resistance by these people. 
Scott (1990), notes that "Poaching and squatting on a large scale can restructure the control o f  
property. Peasant tax evasion on a large scale has brought about crises o f  appropriation that threaten 
the state. Massive desertion by serf or peasant conscripts has helped bring down more than one 
ancient regime. Under the appropriate conditions, the accumulation o f  petty acts can, rather like 
snowflakes on a steep mountainside, set off an avalanche." (1990:192). It should be said, however, 
that the UCEZ practice o f  seizing land has produced no small number o f  conflicts within and/or 
between many ejidos, ’communities’ and small landholdings.
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that these practices came from a different legal c u l t u r e w i t h  the capacity to 

legitimate them. In this sense, the UCEZ’s attempt to promote a critique of 

"bourgeois law" does resonate with peasants’ own conceptions of justice and 

morality.

The several meanings of community: A discussion.

The term community has a wide range of meanings depending on who speaks and 

from what point of view it is defined. Following a Dictionary of Anthropology:

This term has a range of meanings in anthropology and sociology. In its 
broadest sense, it may refer to any group of persons united by a 
’community of interests’. In this sense a professional group, a residential 
unit, such as a village or town, a sector within such a unit, or a club or 
voluntary association may all be called communities. The term is also much 
employed in phrases such as ’community action’, ’community medicine’, 
’community participation’, ’community projects’, and so on, where it 
designates a commitment to the interests and welfare of majority or popular 
sectors of society, and in consequence to policies and strategies of ’grass 
roots’ involvement in the planning and execution of individual projects or 
more general programmes. This approach is often linked to calls for 
appropriate technology in development programmes and for the 
decentralization of political structures. The emergence of the concept of

Cf. Krotz (1988) for a discussion on the diversity o f ’legal cultures’ in rural Mexico.

Also, for a illuminating discussion on law, see: E.P. Thompson on his "Custom, Law and 
Common Right": "At the interface between law and agrarian practice we find custom. Custom itself 
is the interface, since it may be considered both as praxis and as law. Custom’s original lies in 
pramis; in a treatise on copyhold at the end o f  seventeenth century we learn that ’customs are to be 
construed according to vulgar apprehension, because Customs grow generally, and are bred up and 
brought up amongst the Laygents, therefore are called Vulgares Consuetudines\ For Sir Edward 
Coke (1641) there were ’two pillars’ for customs -common usage, and time out o f  mind." In 
addition: "If the memories o f  the old, perambulation and exhortation lay towards the centre o f  
custom’s interface between law and praxis, custom passes at the other extreme into areas altogether 
indistinct—into unwritten beliefs, sociological norms, and usages asserted in practice but never 
enrolled in any by-law. This area is the most difficult to recover, precisely because it belongs only 
to practice and to oral tradition. It may be the area most significant for the livelihood o f  the poor 
and the marginal people in the village community." (1991:101-104) See also the examples offered 
on disputes over timber rights and lops and tops.
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community as an important element in modem political ideologies owes a 
great deal to the influence of the social sciences and to sociological and 
anthropological perspectives. In its more limited anthropological and 
sociological senses, the term is restricted to mean a local community, 
generally fairly small-scale and often described as ’traditional’ or ’closed’. 
In this sense it is mainly used to describe PEASANT communities or 
traditional isolated or semi-isolated groups which persist within modem 
industrial societies, especially those which are united by a common 
occupational category such as fishing, mining and small-scale farming. In 
this sociological and anthropological usage community is implicity or 
explicitly contrasted with SOCIETY or ASSOCIATION. ’Community’ is 
thus in this instance taken to mean face-to-face personal relations on a 
small-scale social network or residential settlement, as opposed to the more 
impersonal or contractual relationships characteristic of modem industrial 
and urban society. (1987:46)

This last part of Seymour-Smith’s discussion highlights the way the 

characterisation of ’peasant’ societies used to be based on what Cohen (1985) has 

criticised as "The myth of simplicity and the ’face-to-face’ society". A study on 

peasant revolt clearly illustrates the pitfalls of the position in the Mexican context. 

Schryer (1990:7) notes that "sympathetic outside supporters" see "a united Nahua 

peasantry, proud of their heritage, who represent the communal values and 

egalitarianism so conspicuous by their absence in modem capitalist society." Yet 

he goes on to stress that:

although many militant peasants identified with their struggle in terms of 
an ethnic conflict between Indians and non-Indians, conflicts over land cut 
across ethnic and linguistic boundaries; properties owned by Nahuatl- 
speaking ranchers and merchants were invaded, and landless Mestizo 
peasants also joined in the agrarian stmggle. Usually cohesive Nahua 
communities also became bitterly divided by factional disputes over 
whether or not they should join in land invasions. In many such 
communities, poor peasants and rich peasants disagreed vehemently over 
the meaning and operation of such traditional village institutions as 
communal land tenure, faenas or the holding of religious or civil public 
posts. Intemal disputes over these issues frequently resulted in physical 
expulsions. The complex series of events that took place in the region
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under investigation are thus not amenable to an analysis in terms of 
simplistic dichotomies of Indian versus Mestizo. (ibi^:7)

Shryer’s study (1990) describes in deep the involvement of peasant 

communities in La Huasteca in both internal and external conflicts. His critique 

leads to rethinking the above described anthropological focus on "egalitarian” 

relationships within indian communities. My own study suggests in a similar way 

that the issue of ’communalism’ does not completely eliminate different and 

opposing class interests. The cases of Zirahuén and especially Ixtaro highlight the 

difficulties of achieving the ’communal’ project. The creation and preservation of 

communal landholding is sought for very different purposes in discourse and 

practice. For example, the leader in Ixtaro preserves the ’communal’ landholding 

to consolidate his caciquismo; some of the comuneros who abandon the 

community saw it as an intermediate stage to get a plot of their own. 

Paradoxically, contradicting the supposed aims of a UCEZ community, a few of 

those who remain in the community have endured all the injustices and inequality 

hoping someday they will hold the land on a private basis.

As other studies have similarly pointed out (cf. Van Young 1984:79) the 

poorest have joined this enterprise to resist their proletarianization, or as they said, 

to have the opportunity to obtain their own maize for family consumption and to 

what they could earn from wage labour.

In a similar vein, Florencia Mallon, in her landmark recent work on Méxio 

and Peru (1995) has demonstrated the difficulties of "making assumptions about 

the clarity or transparency of communal politics." Concerning communal politics,
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Mallon demonstrated that within the Totonacs of the Sierra de Puebla a patriarchal, 

age structure defined patterns of authority within communities. In her view, 

community was reconstructed through a mixture of conflict and cooperation that 

"tied women, men, and generation to each other in families, barrios, villages, and 

cabeceras." According to Mallon, in order to explain the complexities of rural 

conflict, is necessary to give equal weight yo the existence of processes of 

hierachisation and surveillance on one side, and solidarity and heroism, on the 

other. In order to achieve this challenge, she proposes the concept of communal 

hegemony which:

begins from the complexity and hierachy of communal social and political 
relations. Even without identifiable social classes, the supposedly 
primordial unity of the community was based on kinship and its legitimacy 
on the figure of the father. Indeed, both gender and ethnic conflicts and 
hierarchies were worked out and reordered on the terrain of kinship and 
generational authority, (ibid: 72)

Mallon’s case studies show the fragility of achieved "forms of communal 

consensus", in which the visions and needs of different factions are included and 

excluded at different times. Such communal consensus was, she concludes, in fact 

a product of "conflict among a variety of potential communal projects."

In my own research this point is again most clearly illustrated in the case 

of Ixtaro: community was a spatial and geographical entity, and at the same time 

a community a cultural space in which identities were contested and negotiated. 

In Zirahuén, community was an "imagined" whole that was engaged in 

confrontation and coalition with the outside world, but it was again a whole that
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cost work to construct and which remained fragile and provisional.

Mallon’s discussion of community and the nature of popular political 

culture in pre-revolutionary Mexico elucidates pertinent analytical points for my 

own material. The three cases analysed amply illustrated the complexities of 

’making community’. I contend that although "counterhegemonic collective 

identities" emerged at particular stages of those struggles, my material also 

revealed the importance of "hierarchy and the surveillance". Nevertheless, being 

subordinated within a large structure of power did unite these peasants, albeit in 

a provisional and fragile way.

The developments which followed seizing of land in Ixtaro demonstrated 

the role played by ’primordial loyalties’, gender relationships, factionalism and 

caciquismo. The case of Zirahuén illustrated the role played by kinship, and 

resorting to an ancestral Indian past, in constituting the ’community’. Nevertheless, 

factionalism, and therefore a contested and controversial leadership provoked 

division and tension in this case also. In the case of C.C.E.Z the existence of 

tensions is even more apparent. Gender conflicts and perceived economic 

differences were highlighted through different discourses. Leadership was also 

contested, although apparently to a lesser degree than in the other cases.

One of the chief similarities between the three cases was the role of women 

in "creating the community", albeit within movements in which men predominated 

in the upper echelons of the formal leadership hierarchy. This could be explained 

as deeply rooted in a social and cultural situation where women have been 

relegated to some specific "private" spheres*^ .̂ In my view, this has to be

Cf. the discussion on Gender in chapter IV.
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explained in relation to dominant culturally constructed images of what a woman 

should be and do. In Ixtaro, much of the physical work invested in fields and the 

hard commitment of defending the community was left to women. Inequality was 

illustrated in the final distribution of the product, in the way women were treated 

and abused. Although in specific moments UCEZ’s discourse highlighted the 

central role played by women in the construction of a new "communal project", 

some of those deeply embedded practices were nevertheless continuously 

reproduced in the daily lives of UCEZ members and the movement’s organisation 

’on the ground’. An example was the chief role of women in preparing the 

enormous fiestas and food in the UCEZ Regional Meetings*^^. As I argued in 

chapter V, the practices and contradictory behaviour and responses of these women 

illustrated the difficulties they had in overcoming the cultural and social constraints 

place on them.

Given that the the process of "making community" is both contested and 

fragile, it is necessary to pose the question raised by, A. Cohen (1985:107-108) 

about how we should explain "peoples’s inclination to give primacy to their 

community memberships over their higher-scale attachments." In A. Cohen’s view, 

two possibilities could be considered in seeking to understand this "inclination". 

Firstly, community can provide people with a model for the political formulation 

of their interests and aspiration. Cohen suggests that this model could be provided 

by authority at a "higher echelon", and he exemplifies-this with the English’s 

government recognition of some Welsh interests (Welsh Office, the Welsh Tourist

Mallon also stress this point, noting how Totonac women contributed with their work, 
making loads o f  tortillas to sustain the guerrilla movement in Puebla.
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Board, and BBC Wales). I consider this first suggestion important in the Mexican 

context because one cannot account for the experience of community without 

understanding the historic role of the state and its polij:ies in creating and 

recreating it. This last point can be illustrated in terms of the diverse policies 

addressed to Indian populations from the sixteen century up to twentieth century 

Indigenismo as described in Chapter IV.

Cohen’s second suggestion, and the one which he actually supports, is to 

see community as providing "an expedient medium for the expression of very 

diverse interests and aspirations." His approach thus has some analogies with that 

of Mallon and that of anthropologists’̂ ® working on symbolic issues. In Cohen’s 

view:

Whilst ’community’ might not have the structure of direction which we 
associate with social movements, it may nevertheless serve a similar need. 
It is a largely mental construct, whose ’objective’ manifestations in locality 
or ethnicity give it credibility. It is a largely mental construct, whose 
’objective’ manifestations in locality or ethnicity give it credibility. It is 
highly symbolized, with the consequence that its members can invest it 
with their selves. Its character is sufficiently malleable that it can 
accommodate all of its members’ selves without them feeling their 
individuality to be overly compromised. Indeed, the gloss of commonality 
which it paints over its diverse components gives to each of them an 
additional referent for their identities, (ibid: 108-109)

Cohen’s approach in fact echoes the ideas of the Mexican anthropologist

See, for instance, Femândez(1965), who demonstrated a fundamental tension between social 
consensus and cultural consensus. This tension is not produced only in a society in transition, like 
the Fang. But it is more general in human behaviour: "Cultural consensus is an understanding that 
one holds symbolic meanings in common. This recognition is obtained by explicit communication, 
discussion, and debate. The tension between this form o f consensus and social consensus is 
illustrated in the ritual situation analyzed. Despite the achievement o f  social consensus (nlem  
mvore, one heart) we do not find among the informants queried a high degree o f  cultural consensus 
nor a concern with achieving it." (1965: 914)
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Arturo Warman, who considered that ’community’ and ’communal’ are the 

unifying ideas which link landless, ejido and indigenous ’conynunity members, that 

is, which unify them in spite o f their differences'.

for these cases (independent rural organisations) the community represents 
a specific form in the organisation of social relations and not a generic 
bond between things and people: they refer to agrarian community linked 
with land. The concept of agrarian community is used as a tool of struggle, 
a tool for survival and reproduction. (1985: 9-10)

The "historic” communities in Michoacan

The issue of communal and community has been a matter of some contention 

among important scholars who analised the ancient Tarascan society. For instance, 

Carrasco (1986:96) contended, based on Alonso de Zorita (1544) account, that 

ancient Tarascan people, both macehuales and principales, had "lands of their 

own" tierras propias. That meant that their produce was totally dedicated to the 

maintenance of the owner, whereas tribute was paid by making milpas sementeras, 

that is, working on public lands. Without entirely dismissing this interpretation, 

Beltran (1986:50) has pointed out some difficulties with it: "Property rights 

features of each group of people are very difficult to determine. This fact poses 

serious problems of understanding. One is that of the specific mode of surplus 

appropriation."

Whatever the precise details of the pre-hispanic system, the situation is

In relation to this discussion see also Vàzquez (1992), especially Chapter three: "La 
evoluciôn politica de las estnicturas comunales."
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co m p lica ted  further b y  the im p act o f  th e C on q u est G u tierrez (1 9 8 9 )  n otes:

Once the Michoacan territory was conquered, the Spanish crown, the lands’ 
absolute owner, conceded some portions of land toi pueblos in order to 
survive, supporting its policy on the basis of their communal tradition. 
Communal land tenure [under the Colony-MZ] is a form of private 
property. In order to be enlarged or diminished it had to be either bought 
or sold. It is private property used by a collective, an anonymous society. 
However, this sort of property imposed on their members, the comuneros, 
some economic and administrative different features in respect to their 
customs, ethics, language, religion, etc. The community as a differentiated 
social cell was born from land distributed to peoples by the Spanish crown. 
Land distribution was an important factor for enriching both the Catholic 
Church and the Spanish crown through the benefit obtained by using a free 
communal labour force. (1989:39)

Thus, from the legal point of view, some of the colonial communal 

property was created as a result of land distribution in the place where the 

population was living in pre-hispanic times, but new population centres were also 

created through coercive means:

The solution given to pre-hispanic settlements -from the ordered structures 
of the central valleys and Oaxaca to the more dispersed patterns- was the 
pueblo de indies. It was the result of the grouping of autochthonous 
populations in regular population units. The Antilles was the first place 
where this policy was tested (ibid:40)."**®

A fine study on ethnic reconstitution is elaborated for the case o f  Oaxaca by Carmagnani 
(1988) who "rejects the hypothesis that the indian territory had been the simple result o f  the 
Conquest or that it matches the definition given by the Recopilation o f Laws o f Repüblica de 
Indios." Also, on territory and community he held; "This diffuse idea of that territory as belonging 
to the whole o f  the community constitutes one o f the main transformation which occurred during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. During the eleventh century and until the conquest the 
bearers o f territorial sacrality were the royal lineage. The territory in those centuries belonged in 
the last instance to the earth gods, the ethnic lords. The structural damage caused by the Conquest, 
and the coptation o f  the ethnic lords by the colonial power, favoured a progressive return to the 
origins and the slow reappropriation by the territorial community during the seventeenth century 
o f all the sacred rights on territory. As some documents showed, Indian people could demonstrate 
that property o f land acquired or possessed since the time o f  their "gentilidad" through codes and 
the custom (costumbre). The colonial authorities through their acknowledgment o f  the "derecho 
consuetudinario indio" implicitly favoured the principal that the territorial community should
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Gutierrez described the aggressions suffered by the communities in 

Michoacan. Land renting intensified during the eighteenth century and was the 

main destructive element of community lands. Later, even during the Independence 

war, some decrees were issued to privatise vacant and communal lands.

The agrarian project proposed by Hidalgo’ to some extent explained the 

massive participation of peasants and comuneros within the revolution. Its most 

important points were the restitution of communal lands, and of the naturales’ 

rights to use them. Renting was forbidden’*̂  But the Mexican governments 

which followed the War of Independence continued with the systematic attack on 

communal lands. This offensive was not, however, carried through without being 

challenged. During 1827, a decree on distribution of communal lands to encourage 

production was issued. Communities fiercely defended their communal property. 

Other factors, such as the geographic one, contributed to making the task which 

was being carried out by the government more difficult.

Time Justified the comuneros who rejected the distribution, since during all 
the time in which the law of 1827 was current, most communities 
maintained their patrimony (ibid: 45)

reappropriate the whole o f its rights. The communal right over the territory and resources included 
all the people, even the caciques, once they had lost the divine character that they had possessed 
at the moment o f the conquest."

For a thorough discussion o f the Hidalgo agrarian project, see for instance: Katz (1988); 
Tutino (1986).

The agrarian thinking o f Hidalgo along with the Zapatista project are two sources of  
inspiration for UCEZ actions. Many documents and propaganda produced by UCEZ alluded 
constantly to the achievements o f those agrarian leaders.
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However, further pressures came: in 1851 a new distribution law was 

issued, and rapidly prompted a communal response:

The distribution of land -the comuneros argued- vJill put us at risk of 
losing or diminishing our patrimony, of being destitute. We will not have 
a secure future for our families; and this will diminish our personal security 
as well. This law will encourage greed, facilitating seduction and trickery 
on the part of those who desire to possess our lands. Also, it will 
encourage the alienation of the plots of parents, and our grandparents, for 
so long so well-kept by them". Representacion que el pueblo de Santa Fe, 
hizo al H. Congreso de Michoacan sobre el reparto de tierras en 
comunidad de indigenas. Morelia, Imprenta Ignacio Arango, 1852, p. 11 
quote in Gutierrez, ibid: 45)

Yet, further laws were issued during the republican governments and later 

during the Porfirista government. The distribution of communal lands was 

intensified during the latter. In this respect, in 1877 a circular was issued, 

announcing that: "The communities of indigenas organised following the old 

Spanish laws, are presently non-existent and must only be considered a gathering 

of individuals that possess interests in common..." The communities, by legal 

mandate, had disappeared in Michoacan. (ibid:47). The process of dismantling of 

communal lands accelerated at the end of nineteenth century. The Agrarian Law 

of 1902 declared the communities non-existent as legal entities. Yet the 1910 

revolution was to reverse much of the land privatisation project

In fact, Santa Fe de la Laguna was an important UCEZ member during the first years o f  
the organisation.
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The agrarian community or social property, its origins.

As a result of the Mexican revolution, the agraj-ian community was 

reconstituted in a specific legal form independently of attempts to redefine or 

restore ’communities’ but it ’existed’ on the part of grassroots social actors. This 

framework sets historical limits on the outcomes of peasant struggles and canalises 

and constrains them in ways which cannot be ignored.

Community and the ejido^^^ are two forms of social property in land 

established by the Mexican constitution of 1917. Both shared basic features: they 

both involved property given to collectives; they could not be sold, rented, 

transferred or embargoed; because of those characteristics, they were exempt from 

the laws of the market, at least theoretically. Differences between the ejido and the 

community are not clear in the legislation, and relate to the way the land is 

obtained in the first instance, and the way it is administered. The ejido is generally 

obtained by dotacion, a donation by the State of expropriated ’latifundio’ lands 

with areas greater than the maximum established by agrarian law. In 1934, the land 

refor law was modified to permit ejidos to be given to landless peasant groups, 

made up of hacienda resident peons (acasillados) as well as landless people in 

independent peasant villages. Ejido plots were created as basic units to encourage

"Ejido refers to agrarian reform communities granted land taken from large landholders after 
the Mexican revolution. Ejido land is held corporately by the group o f people constituting the ejido. 
Head o f  households are awarded use rights to land and they are known as ejidatarios. Their rights 
can be inherited by their offspring and many families have consistently worked the same parcels 
o f land through several generations. Until the change in Article 27, ejido land could not be legally 
sold or rented to outsiders. Indigenous communities, legally called comunidades agrarias (agrarian 
communities) did not receive redistributed lands, but had their landholdings legally recognized and 
titled under the 1942 agrarian reform law. Land in comunidades agrarias is communally held and 
does not necessarily follow the same pattern o f land use as in ejidos." (Stephen, 1994: 2).

262



peasant production and distribution of land in the countryside. It is important to 

recognise that ejidos can be created by restitution because the state often preferred 

dotacion even though a claim for restitucion was made by ^ peasant community 

which had lost land to a hacienda because it deepen political control, as points 

made in next paragraph make clear.

Legal establishment of a community can be obtained under two conditions: 

First, the confirmation (confirmaciôn) that is given when agrarian authorities 

recognize that the use of land is communal. Secondly, the restitution (restitucion) 

of historical communal property that was appropriated by individuals. In order to 

achieve the restitucion it was necessary to certify with documents both the 

Colonial origin of communal property titles and the process of dispossession.

Community is thus an exceptional form of property ownership. Since the 

issue of the agrarian laws, fewer than 250 communities have had their historical 

rights restored, and around 700 were confirmed to be in their possession by the 

recognition of a communal status they had preserved. Meanwhile, the ejido is the 

predominant form with a distribution of twenty four thousand hectares. Warman 

(1985) explains this imbalance between ejidos and communities in the following 

way: in the first place it was difficult in practice to certify historical property 

rights. Later, due to the process of dispossession that took place during the elapse 

of three centuries, most of the old communities opted for the procedure of the 

ejidos"dotaciôn". However, it is important to note that the formal difficulties for 

obtaining the ’restitution’ of historic property was established by the same 

legislation that favoured and simplified the procedure of dotacion. The latter, 

donation, could be obtained more easily, but at the cost of political subordination
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and later of economic submission, while "restitution" represented the recognition 

of a historical right that strengthened owners’ autonomy and independence vis-a-vis 

the postrevolutionary state. It is precisely this conception of community, the 

agrarian community, that has been in the centre of Indian siruggles and in some 

peasant struggles.

The counter-reform or the end of Agrarian reform.

According to the proponents of neoliberal ’reform’, the present changes brought 

about in agrarian legislation are oriented toward recapitalizing the countryside, 

increasing production, giving peasants greater flexibility of association, and 

offering greater freedom to ejidatarios and comuneros to make their own decisions 

and organise themselves free of state tutelage. In order to realize this freedom, it 

was necessary to give security to different forms of land ownership and to change 

the law accordingly

According to Dewalt and Rees;

Article 27 provided the legal basis for land reform in the country,

In this respect, Billie R. Dewalt and Martha W. Rees, argued that: "Turning agrarian reform 
lands into private property is seen as an important vehicle to modernizing the agricultural sector. 
Although not referring specifically to Mexico, Fandino (1993) summarizes the argument very well. 
He reports that: ’The rationale for land titles is a straightforward derivation o f  the classic liberal 
ideology o f  the free market. The basic notion aroung which the argument gravitates is "tenure 
security", the legal guarantee o f access to and disposition o f  private land. Legally based security 
o f tenure is assumed to stimulate agricultural development by making possible or facilitating the 
operation od such essential mechanisms as (1) financial operations, by making it possible to obtain 
credit; (2) land market operations, by facilitating permanent or temporary land-rights transfers such 
as buying, selling, leasing, and sharecropping; (3) infrastructural investments int he land (such as 
buildings, dams, and fences), by guaranteeing the ownership and long-term usufruct o f  such 
investments; and (4) conflict settlement, by preventing and/or resolving land invasions and other 
kinds o f land disputes." (1994: 2)
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establishing the state’s right of eminent domain over all land and water, 
specifying land subject to expropriation, and identifying those individuals 
with the right to receive land (Sanderson 1984,pp.41-44). In November 
1991, Présidente Carlos Salinas de Gortari announced his intention to send 
a proposal for a new text for this cornerstone of rural society to the 
Congress. In just two months, the draft was approved by both houses of 
Congress, and by the legislatures of all 31 states, and became part of the 
Constitution in January 1992. Shortly thereafter, enabling legislation l a  Ley 
Agraria (The Agrarian Law) was promulgated after a perfunctory debate 
in the Congress. Key provisions of the new agrarian codes are: 1) the 
government has declared an end to the redistribution of land ; 2) land 
rights disputes are to be settled by decentralized, autonomous Agrarian 
Tribunals; 3) ejidatarios will now have the legal right to sell, rent, 
sharecrop or mortgage their land; 4) ejidatarios will no longer have to 
continue working their land to retain control over rights to the land; and 5) 
ejidatarios can now enter into joint ventures and contracts with private 
entrepreneurs, including foreign investors whose participation will be 
limited to 49 percent of equity capital (see Cornelius, 1992,:3-4). The net 
effect of these changes is to permit the ’’privatization" of ejido 
landholdings. Ejido can choose to disband and ask for individual titles to 
be granted to each of their members. The organization can decide whether 
to sell, rent or lease communal lands, (ibid: 1-2)

The recent reform to article 27 attempts to emulate reforms carried out in 

the nineteenth century. The neoliberal policy of modernisation had an important 

counter-response in January of 1994, with the uprising of the Indians in Chiapas, 

which placed the reforms to article 27 as one of their main motives of rebellion. 

Further deterioration of rural social and economic conditions have renewed protest 

and discussion on this issue.

Conclusions.

In this chapter I have shown that ’the community’ is important in people’s lives, 

but that the meaning of ’community’ is contested through a variety of discourses.

The testimonies show how people experience the ’community’. Community 

is authenticated by references to the past and the legal holding of titles and
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credentials in the case of Zirahuén. In the case of the C.C.E.Z, community and 

collective action grant empowerment to the people. In both cases, community is 

referred to as a family. For Ixtaro people, community is also seen as an 

’instrument’ to satisfy government bureaucracy and as a meals of obtaining rights 

to a plot of land for growing maize. Despite the fragile situation of the Ixtaro 

community, it is sustained, but mainly due to the enduring dream of even the 

poorest members to own an individual plot.

The UCEZ ’official’ discourse on communal culture emphasises the 

importance of ’a communal culture’ as a deterrent against exploitation and 

dispossession of lands. Leadership discourse on communalism has a varied range 

of meanings. Its fundamental meaning is legal stress on the defence of communal 

lands against private property. However, UCEZ practices go beyond the 

constitutional law. By challenging the legal framework UCEZ reinterprets the law, 

availing itself of a diversity of political cultures which are historically rooted in 

the Mexican countryside. Part of the UCEZ’s distinctiveness as a movement lies, 

however, in the impact of Capiz’s idea of community, which fuses together ideas 

of utopia, indigenism, and socialism in a synthesis which aims to attract the 

broadest possible social base for the movement but cannot in itself sustain its 

unity.

It is clear in the cases dealt with here that community discourses and 

practices among the members diverge from the UCEZ official posture. With 

respect to experiencing ’community’, the cases and the historical discussion 

presented above demonstrate that there have always been division and conflicts 

within ’communities’ which are not really ’natural’ social units as I demonstrated
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in Chapter III. As Mallon (1995) has argued, solidarity and surveillance are equally 

integral parts of the process of the "construction of communal hegemony".

Yet, the experience of the UCEZ over the long term demonstrates there are 

periodic processes not simply of ’resistance’ to poverty, dispossesion an 

domination but of attempts to build the idea of ’community’/communal. 

Community for the comuneros seems to mean more than a struggle for land, 

however integral that is to the UCEZ. In this respect, community is also a medium 

of expression for diverse interests and aspirations.

There is a legal and political framework, the agrarian community, which 

places historical limits on the outcomes of peasant struggles. Developments during 

the nineteenth century and the recent reforms to article 27 in 1992 have 

exemplified this phenomena. The legal and political framework imposed by the 

revolution limited peasant gains, after an initial liberal attempt to effect a radical 

reform of colonial systems of land tenure and community organisation failed in the 

face of peasant resistance -so the lesson might be that the current ’reform’ which 

involves a massive bureaucratic intervention- may also fail to achieve what the 

reformers expect because the ’agrarian community’ in Mexico is more than just a 

matter of land tenure, it’s a form of life reflecting diverse interests and aspirations
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS

Identity, land and community were the main topics in my thesis. I contend 

that one of the most important aspects of UCEZ is that it has organised people in 

order to resolve a class problem through the creation and recreation of ethnicity 

and community, whilst at the same time providing them with an identity and a 

sense of belonging.

As I showed in Chapter III, the class problem, inherent in the current 

situation o f the Michoacan countryside, is an urban as well as a rural problem in 

the three communities. The interviewees alluded specifically to their place in a 

wider classist scheme. The direct reference to "being poor" in contrast to "being 

rich" was pervasive. Some testimonies illustrated the clear consciousness of socio

economic differences; moreover, the direct action of "taking from the rich, because 

they have surplus and we have nothing" was morally justified. In this sense I hold, 

against some prevalent opinions, that class concerns are a current issue. I share the 

critique addressed by both Gledhill (1988,1991) and Foweraker (1990: 5) of this 

tendency: "to argue that class-based politics are increasingly irrelevant to the 

advanced capitalist societies and to see the so-called "new social movements" as 

the agents of a global struggle against bureaucratization, massification and 

commodification in search of more decentralized, participatory forms of democratic
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political order." (Gledhill, 1991:380). Capitalism has perpetuated the peasantry'*®,

but through a process of semi-proletarianisation or "disguised proletarianisation"
I

(Paré, 1977, Knight 1991). The peasants’ responses to this plrocess are, however, 

varied: as I have tried to demonstrate, the people I studied did maintain a close 

interest in the land. Yet as Gledhill argues in his own study on Guaracha, 

following the suggestions of Martinez-Alier:

it would be wrong to think of the demand for land as a "primordial" 
peasant demand which requires no explanation since it is universal and 
natural:land may not necessarily be preferred to employment and a salary, 
and the major goal of many Guaracheno ejidatarios has been to emancipate 
their children from the peasant life, (ibid: 9)

In my own analyses, despite the cherished hope of owning a plot, young 

people were waiting anxiously to be sixteen years old in order to join their 

brothers or sisters or other relatives in U.S.A; or longing for a better paid job, 

wherever it was offered. This is, as Knight argues, not entirely a new situation: 

"Peasant movements are not concerned simply with the acquisition of land tout 

court but then they never were." (op. cit.: 92).

As far as the problem of the specific role of ethnicity is concerned, I show 

that neither utilitarian ’interest’ nor primordialism can explain the driving force of 

these people’s actions. The actions and aspirations of UCEZ comuneros

In relation to this point Gledhill argues that "The agrarian question is therefore also an urban 
question, or more precisely, a question which involves consideration o f the relations between town 
and country, the urbanization and industrialization process, and ultimately the entire class structure. 
The underlying intregration o f the socio-economic process o f development is also reflected in the 
ebb and flow o f  modem social movements in various respects: the upsurges o f  peasant mobilization 
which have provoked concessions to the countryside on the part o f  the state in recent years have 
been accompanied by pressures from urban and industrial struggles, and the leaders o f  peasant 
movements are often -though not always-people with experience o f  urban migration." (1991: 360).

2 6 9



demonstrated that an easy resort to dualistic approaches should be rejected** .̂ As 

illustrated in their testimonies, they fluctuated between "levels" of what has 

theoretically been described as primordialism primordialism references to origins, 

kinship, sentiments and actions inspired "rationally" witlji a logic cost/benefit,
I

theoretically speaking. This fact was also illustrated by diverse declarations 

concerning the difficult relationships between the individual and the collective 

interest. The same adoption and/or recreation of the Indian Identity is a complex 

example of a "rational" election, a fact illustrated more clearly by the general 

leader of UCEZ’s actions and his propaganda. Nevertheless, I should qualify this 

argument, by emphasising on the fluid and therefore changing character of the 

process of ethnic identity.

When looking at the members of the UCEZ, we find that contradiction is 

of paramount importance. Community and ethnic Identity were found side by side. 

The case of Zirahuén, for instance, showed the importance of the historic memory 

in the comuneros current experiences. Community, "making community", and the 

claimed ethnic "belonging" were together. "Being Indian" was related directly to 

community. Community was defined clearly in reference to: a) a territorial space, 

b) a recreated community, built nostalgically in some discourses as a community

On emphasizing the role o f the "self" A. Cohen develops an interesting discussion on 
organisational membership; Are individuals the creatures o f their social relationships or are they 
their orchestrators? Are individuals created in the images o f the segments (tribal or organisations) 
to which they belong, or do they assimilate their membership o f these entities to their own interests 
and identities?. Also, Management may propagate a symbol (for example, the company ’hero’, or 
the ideal o f  ’service’) in the hope that it will convey to the organisation’s members a shared 
meaning; but there is not such orthodoxy. Members process symbols, if  not as wholly free agents, 
at the very least, as interpreters. Moreover, just as they manipulate the symbols which mark their 
organisational membership and environment, so they also negotiate the relationships among the 
organisation and their many other social commitments. In so doing, they reveal as vacuous the 
management’s assumption that they control the terms on which the individual relates to the 
organisation. "(1994: 193-194).
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without conflicts and contradictions. These discourses, however, showed the 

difficulty of maintaining a community strongly divided in practice.

The case of Ixtaro, which historically did not recorcj an ethnic-communal 

experience as Zirahuén revealed that, being an Indian comunero represented an 

explicit "choice" made by some of them. "Making community" involved 

contrasting and openly opposed interests. Nonetheless, those interests coincided in 

key moments for the development of the "communal" experience.

In the case of the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata, the UCEZ, through 

its creation and process of organisation, offered its members the option of an 

Identity India-Comunera with peasant roots in a semi-urban environment. Being 

Indian, nevertheless, had not the same weight as in the other communities, but the 

option offered by UCEZ became a dignified alternative to the hardship imposed 

on these people by wider processes of change (demographic growth, 

unemployment, lack of urban services, etc.)

The comuneros’ ethnic ascription (Barth, 1969,1994; Horowitz, 1975; 

R.Cohen,1978) reflected in a broad manner, elements of "contradictory 

consciousness" (Hale, 1994). I found elements of adaptation and resistance before 

the hegemonic dominant project. Some discourses showed an open acceptance of 

hegemonic ideologies (racism and indigenista projects). The latter was evident in 

the frecuent recurrence of statements in which the internalised negative conception 

of Indians occurred: ugliness, "stubbornness". Essentialism was significant in 

various responses of some of the people I interviewed, preoccupations with 

’authenticity’ and blood purity were widespread. Hegemonic discourses were also 

subsumed in some statements i.e. equating Mexicans and Indians.
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The importance of History and historic memory as a means of resistance 

and not only as an invented artifact was also exemplified by the case of 

Zirahuén'*®.

In my general discussion of the character of rural social movements in 

Mexico I highlighted the issues of autonomy and independence, but at the same 

time stressed the continuing importance of the state as a necessary counterpart to 

the activity of social movements. As Gledhill contends:

But the state apparatus remains the lever by which mobilization is 
translated into a shift in the balance of social power, into the appropriation 
of real resources claimed by other elements of civil society and into 
changes in the broader economic conditions which govern the values of 
those resources as a basis for livelihood. Advances by independent 
movements are related to the fact that the responses of higher agencies of 
power are determined by the balance of all the diverse forces which impact 
on those agencies’ behaviour: what appears as the work of a faction 
conjuncturally dominant in the state apparatus or the result of intemal 
struggles within the apparatus, is, in fact, conditioned by relations of force 
at the level of the whole social formation. (1991: 381)

A number of authors (cf. Foweraker, 1990,1995; Rubin, 1990; Knight, 

1990; Gledhill, 1988, 1991) have emphasized the difficulties of arguing for the 

historical novelty of recent social movements in rural México, and the need to 

reexamine aspects of continuity and change. Knight, for example contends:

Thus, Mexican political history, especially at the local and regional level, 
is one of constant, constrained conflict and changes. It is a myth to believe 
that change is a recent phenomenon, that a monolithic state once ruled

According to Eriksen: "However, Pell says, ’despite the"invention o f tradition" that [the 
writing o f ethnohistory] may involve, unless it also makes genuine contact with people’s actual 
experience, that is with a history that happened, it is not likely to be effective’ (Peel, 1988:200, 
my emphasis). Nothing comes out o f  nothing, in other words." (1993: 94)
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impervious to popular protest, or that the concessions made to recent social 
movements are of a completely new order. Instead, we may posit a rolling 
cycle of renovation, stabilization, ossification, protest, and renewed 
renovation. (1991:98)

îignificaLtClearly, Zapatism is one of these more significant continuities in the 

Mexican countryside. Clearly, in some senses it was recently revived as a popular 

symbol by the Zapatist Movement in Chiapas, though with a more sophisticated 

and in many respects more ’modern’ discourse. What is arguably most innovative 

and ’modern’ are the recreations of identity carried out by the actors of 

contemporary rural social movements. In the case of Michoacan the 

’overcommunication’ of ethnicity (ethnicity was something which is ’deliberately’ 

foregrounded) has in fact been a relatively recent phenomena (Cf. Eriksen, 1993:21 ; 

Vazquez, 1992b; and E. Zarate, 1992). The UCEZ case demonstrates quite clearly 

that here we are talking about a recreated ethnic identity, although people from 

communities which already possessed their own historically grounded ethnic 

identities were predominant in its membership in the early years of the 

organisation when UCEZ membership was drawn from the Tarascan population 

and when it also carried out political work among other Michoacan Indian 

communities, such as Nahuas and Otomi'es. UCEZ provided these people with a 

sense of pride and belonging against racist and classist labelling. Ethnic identity 

was not only merely "utilised" but recreated by these people, because, whilst in 

part to these comuneros categorization as Indians derived from historical 

experience, it was also related to their association with UCEZ and its message. 

The search for dignity, and I would argue for ’bread and butter’ was achieved 

through the ’choice’ of ethnic identity in a non-trivial way in a country in which
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assimilation was so deeply promoted by the historical forms of Indigenismo and 

agrarianism (including the local variety associated with Carde^ismo in Michoacan).

Through their statements, "talk of race and races [or in a Mexican context 

of Indian race] sometimes works as an ideology, and sometimes works as a counter 

ideology, or as a form of resistance" (Gilroy quoted in Wetherell and 

Potter,1992:73).

Despite the unique characteristics of the way that the UCEZ recreate ethnic 

identity and bind it to the agrarian communalism and anti-capitalism, Michoacan 

has bred other movements which have recreated ethnic identity and ethnic 

symbology, with strong roots in Indigenismo and indigenous professionals 

indigenas (cf. A. Zarate, 1994). The common use of the term Purépecha and the 

rejection of the alternative ’Tarascan’ label, along with hostility in Michoacan to 

a Nahua-Mexican ’centre’**̂ , has also emerged as a means of recreating ethnic 

identity.

As was shown in Chapter VI, community does not necessarily mean the 

same for the communities’ members as it does for us or for their leader. Moreover, 

the past of the community alluded to was not precisely that of the historical past, 

but a present-day construction of the past, where the legal ’agrarian community’ 

and an imagined community which goes back to time "immemorial" are

Warren discusses the terms Tarascan and Purépecha: "The ruling tribe in Michoacân at the 
time o f  the Conquest was a rather mysterious group; we know neither their origin nor their name 
for themselves. The name that we apply to them, Tarascans, is derived from their word tarascue, 
which means "son-in law", or "father-in-law"; this, at least is the most commonly accepted 
derivation. The Relacion de Michoacân and the Relaciôn de Pâtzcuaro assert that use o f  this name 
began when the Spaniards first came to Michoacan and were given the daughters o f some 
caciques." And "The nearest approach that we have to a native name for this people is Purépecha. 
The "Relacion de Cuitzeo" maintains that this was their name for themselves and their language 
and that it signified "working men" (1985: 6-7).
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interwined. I would also contend that UCEZ’s communal ideology is heavily 

influenced by Capiz’s conception of a utopian original cjommunity‘̂ °. Bearing 

in mind the distinction between the ideological rhetoric of the movement and the 

actual motivations of its members, community provided an expedient medium for 

the expresion of very diverse interests and aspirations (Cohen 1985). I have 

argued, however, that those diverse interests and aspirations must not be labelled 

as merely utilitarian. Eriksen considers that "notions of utility are themselves 

cultural creations, and so the boundary between what which is useful and that 

which is meaningful becomes blurred." (1993: 74). Communalism was promoted 

from a number of different viewpoints. Capiz’s conception of communalism was 

itself a hybrid (including the immemorial community, the agrarian community, the 

primitive community, utopia, egalitarianism, and socialism), and it could be argued 

that notions of nativism are also present in his discourse, cleansing the society of 

undesirable strangers and cultural elements of foreign origin, but at the same time, 

in some moments, searching to achieve a reconciliation with the mestizo. For their 

part, the ordinary comuneros held their own models of the possible significances 

and actual experiences of community: community as locality, community as a 

present construction of the past, community as empowerment, community as a 

family, community as a means of recovering land.

I have also stressed the conflictual reality of community; even though the 

symbolic category has organised and provided a means for balancing different

In this sense, Wallace (1956) considers some arguments about the general features of 
revitalization movements are apposite to the characterisation o f UCEZ ideology : "Revitalization 
movements are defined as deliberate, conscious, organized efforts by members o f a society to create 
a more satisfying culture." American Anthropologist 58:264-281
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interests, perduring social divisions have tended to reassert themselves in the 

longer term. Processes of solidarity and hierarchy were present in my case studies 

as two faces of the same coin.

Community is also created along gender lines. I have shown that 

community is the women’s stronghold: they are the gatekeepers and they 

appropriated the space (lot or field), emphasizing the importance of .’making a 

household’. Nevertheless, in the case of Ixtaro, the role of women was forcibly 

relegated backstage under the male-based leadership. Although it could be said that 

these community women are "male-dominated", we should at least qualify this 

statement, by recognising that a country woman of the type who supports UCEZ 

tends to have another domain besides her own household: women have always 

collaborated in providing (or even have been the main provider of bringing) food 

for the table, and they share work with men in the fields. In contrast to most of 

the women of the mestizo ejido communities of Michoacan, it is difficult in this 

case to sustain the argument that women’s main place has been within the house, 

a situation of domestic confinement. They have been burdened with the 

responsibility of domestic work, but almost always as part of a heavier ’double 

burden’ of involvement in other forms of work.

The process of creation, organisation and defence of their communities has 

provided these women with a renewed sense of self-esteem and independence 

against many stereotypes. Despite the controversial processes of development of 

each community, and the hardship imposed on them, they have still managed to 

achieve small pieces of heaven or in their own words, un pie de casa.

From a quasi-evolutionist and eurocenthric point of view, the dual notions
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of practical and strategic interests of gender showed their analytical insufficiency 

to account for the current comuneras’ concrete practices and discourses.

As far as community conflict is concerned, caciquismo continues to be a 

recurrent feature in these modem agrarian communities, an(| as Knight argues: "It 

seems to me much too early to write the obituary of that most durable figure in 

the Mexican political landscape, the cacique." (1990:98). This is illustrated by 

recent studies (Gledhill, 1991; Ochoa, 1989; Lomnitz-Adler, 1992) and my own study 

cases. The ebb and flow of UCEZ type of movement is due, among other causes, 

to the continuity of those deeply embedded features of Michoacan countryside 

(Caciquism, factionalism). The tensions between a communal ideology and 

individual expectations are also of paramount importance. The effects of passage 

of time on commitment and the preoccupations of economic survival are great 

demobilisers of projects such as land seizures or the creation of the Colonia 

Comunal. People get tired of waiting for a legal resolution, and the issue of 

supporting the struggles with donations, physical labor and sometimes at the 

risking of one’s own life is not an easy one. Another cause of failure is the 

internal structure of the organisation itself. Nonetheless, UCEZ has enlarged and 

transformed the traditional field of agrarian struggles through its reinterpretation 

and criticism of law, and the enactment of this criticism in novel practices of 

agrarian struggle; Zapatism re-incamated in Chiapas, has provided a new ground 

for discussing once more the present and future of the countryside in Mexico.

A unique feature of UCEZ is its conjuction of various discourses and 

practices concerning the ’popular’ struggles. UCEZ has tried to convert itself into 

a lively proof of the possibilities of "union" between the ’popular’ urban and the
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’popular and Indian’ rural segments of Mexican society. UCEZ’s practices and 

positions reflect the way history has moved to modem conditions, whilst at the 

same time upholding ’tradition’. In this sense, we can use what Mallon states in 

another context, about the importance of Zapata in Mexico rural social movements: 

"By taking Zapata as their symbol of popular justice, the indigenous guerrillas 

have extended the relevance and resonance of the communitarian and radical 

strands in Mexican popular culture." (op.cit.i xx)
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An Issue o f  “La Comunidad” dedicated to the Regional
M eeting

ENCUENTRO DE ZIRAHUEN

APOYO A LA COMUNIDAD INDIGENA DE 
ZIRAHUEN

Li) ccnuuniiLiJ luJft-ecjci lic Zi 
cii}jijé]i a] i^uaJ <jur roHoa loa puf^hlo? 
rivoa dr ictt dcspuéy de Ijiiber
SLifridu Jii bi uI alidad dtt bi mnqtiiaT.t rs- 
pafiola y  ans mnaccucna<l^. <diuja vive 
sjvjuJo vK litria dr la vttnn id.td Hr tom i- 
rrnirnrr.s y p ack cet] despojo
<k ;̂uÉ Ijtrji as y d  h<w]ij<n) de sua rr.nirsos 
rsitluraîes, rxpJataHaa itTanoDljmcDlc 
hnsra r\rcj*nijriiirJo£. Sui enihiiri^) Ins 
coiupaneiKts Hr eala rnTnunidttH, arrlc Hçl 
’2'̂  f'nc nr nU'i I Kv^jviiLil He Ja UCKZ han 
Cuinciizâüü" vL'li dr^perlar y cn ]o5 lUli- 
mn> a fins han HtalujNimLli? uri t-sfifrllu He

organ i7.aci<5'« y  dr rm nb< d  Kddad rn 
coiltfLi de Hiifl rxplotadones y  en la dcfcn- 

.sa  de ans ticrj'ab y recnrsns nAUU ilics <(ue 
son baye de la vida y cului! a dr înHd cn- 
in iiT iid a d . T,a lü d li»  d e  Zirahucn m iis t i-  
[Uvf Lina Hr bis ran&as Dias xentidas que 
ahraza nucstrii U n ion  de C o iiiu iie .T o s , 
pues luLlian contra cacit^urs tjiir. al Tïlk- 
[Tio" riempo son fnndnriarioa det Estado; 
por esf> fuiiiicjs h ast a alli dezidr tr|anns 
r itjfon rs, para yo lid ari^ am os tun  
Till callus c<nnp?rnrrr>s y patrn ri varies 
J me a ira Ht'cîsion de luchar juntos hasta 
vrr sndstcdias ans rxigcncUis.
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The Peasant Christ o f  tjhe UCEZ

Photo : Patricia Aridjis (Mira 215-25 APRIL 1994)
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UNION UL CÜMUNLIIOS "LMILIANO ZAPATA.. 
MICHOACAN - MEXICO

Av Acucdticlo N* 30» 3
MIembio do la Coo rd in ad cra  rjaclonal Poblado de Ocolunen

-Plan do Ayala- ' Morella, M idi
Tel. 4 13 94

M o r e l l a ,  M l c b . , a 14 de laarzo de 199 2 .
A Î.OS IHDI03 DE MICHOACAN, DE MEIICO Y DEL MUNDO.
A LOS TRABAJADORES DEL CAMPO ï  DS LA CIUDAD.
A LA OPINION PUBLICA.

LLAMAHIENTO INDIO

Como p a r t e  de l a  "MOVILIZACION QÜINIfiNTOS aN03 DE BBSISTENCIA, LUCUA 
Y DIP.NIDAD DEL INDIO", l a  UCEZ (Uol6n  de Oomuneroe " f t a l l l a n o  Z a p a t a "  
MlchoacâD-M4xlco)  hace un l l a m a d o  a  r e o h a z a r  y r e p u d l a r  l a  l l a m a d a  -  
" c o l o b r a o l d o "  d e l  "q i i l n to  o e n t o n a r l o " ,  " e o o u e n t r o  do l o e  doo raundoe"
0 "deeoub l*lmlento  de A më r l o a" , que e l  g o b l o r o o  de Me xico ,  en o o o r d l -  
oaciÔQ coo e l  g o b i e r o o  de Eepadm y ' d e  l o a  g o b i e r n o e  e o t r e g o l o t a e  d e -  
AmÂrloa L a t i n a ,  coo ex o e p o ld n  de l  do Cuba ,  r e a l i e a o  y# en t o r n o  a l  -
12 de o o t u b r e  do 1992;  porquo  l o o  i o d i o e  comunero» no ee tamo» de -----
a c u e r d o  un " c o l e b r o r "  l o »  q u l n l e n t o »  afloa do I n v a e l d o ,  d o ep o jo  de - -  
t i e r r a »  oomunalo» y »aqueo de r e o u r e o a  o m t u r a l e » ;  q u l o l e a t o »  afloe —  
de g e o o c i d l o ,  o t n o o i d l o  y d e a t r u o c l ô n  do n u e e t r a »  o u l t u r a e  i n d l a a -  y 
n u l n l e n t o B  aQo» de e x p l o t a o l d n ,  p e r o e o u o l d n ,  t o r t u r a » ,  e o o a r o e l a m l e n  
to» y a a e s l n a t o »  de I n d l o »  oomuneroe y  oam pee lno»  p o b r e » .

Tanb l4o  r e p u d i a a o »  e l  beobo  de q u e ,  e l  14 de marzo de ------
199 2 ,  »e de vo le  l a  e » t a t u a  e r l g l d a  a l  An to n i o  de Mendoza f r e n t e  a  l a  
Cnaa de l a  C u l t u r a  en M o r e l l a ,  con m o t i v o  de b a b e r e e  d o o l a r a d o  a  4 » -  
t a  " p a t r l m o n l o  de l a  hum anldad" ,  d e n t r o  d e l  ma rco ,  »e»6o »e d l o e .  i— 
d e l  c u a t r o o i e n t o s  c l n o u e n t a  a n i r e r s a r l o  de l a  f u o d a o i o o  de M o r e l l a .

Lae jo y a e  a r q u i t e o t d o L c a »  de M o r e l l a  »oo p a t r l m o n l o  de —  
l o »  i n d l o » ,  porque  e l l o e  f u e r o n  l o a  que a a t e r l a l a e n t e  l a »  o o n a t r u y e -  
r o o .

Cabe r o o o r d a r  q u e ,  #» 1 5 4 1 ,  ouando  l o »  l a d i o a  de l a  Nueva 
C a l l o l a  se r e b e l a r o n  c o n t r a  l o »  i n v a » o r e » ,  en r eo la m o  de eue t i e r r a »  
y de reobo» ,  e l  V l r r e y  Anton io  de Mendoza d l r l g l l  p o r e o n a l m o n t e  l a  r e  
p r e a l d n  o o n t r a  l o a  I n d l o » .  RE3ULTAD0: 1 5 , 0 0 0  C e f ,  q u l o o e  m i l )  I n d l o »  
m ue r t o» ,  a a e e l n a d o » ;  y a l o e  que a g a r r a r o o  v i v o » ,  ■ unoa  l o »  a h o r o a »  
r o n ,  a o t r o »  l e »  c o r t a r o n  l a  nar l i ^ ,  un b r a j o ,  l a »  o r e j a » ,  una p l e r n a  
o una oano ;  a o t r o »  m4» l e »  e c b a r o n  a o e l t e  b l r v i e n d o  en l a »  b e r I d a a ;  
mucho» f u e r o n  c a a t r a d o » ;  a o t r o »  ^ e »  e a o a r o n  un o j o  y  muobo»-m4a 
f u o r o n  h e r r a d o »  coo f l e r r o »  c a l l e n t e »  y c o n v e r t i  do» en e a o l a v o e , t o -  
do d l r l g l d o  por  Anton io  de Mendoza,  Por  e»o  l a nza mo »  l a »  a l g u l e o t e e -  
C O N S I G N A S :  -------------------------------------   r  1

M or e l l a  en e l  o u a t r o o l e n t o a $  Ÿa l e  q u l t a a o a  e l  " d o n " ,
c l n o u e n t a  e l  a n l v e r s q r l o ,  a l  A n to n i o  de Mendoza,
l e »  c r lm ene»  no» r e c u e r d a  p a r a  e l  i n d l e  f u e  un matdn
d e l  l o v a a o r  a a n g u l n a r l o  e l  t a l  V l r r e y  de Mendoza.
A d i e p o o e r  de e s t a »  t i e r r a » ,  Q u l n l e n t o » - a B o »  de l u o b a
n lngûo d e r e ch o  t e o f a  y m l l e n l o »  de e z l e t é n o i a ,
e l  Antonio de Mendoza l o »  I n d l e o  oon d u r a  l u o b a
que de BapaFla d l  v e o l a  e e g u l a o »  l a  r e » l » t ê n o l a .
De au» t i e r r a »  oomuna le» ,  Como l e a l e »  d e f # n » e r e » ,
a P l r l n d a »  d e a p o j a r o n  mantengAmoeo» h o a e s t o » :
l o »  i n v a s o r e a  v e n a l e »  no p a o t a r  oon l o »  t r a i d o r e »
que a' Guayangareo  l l e g a r o e .  n i  t r a l o l o o a r  a l o »  m u e r t o » .

Por todo  l o  e r p u e s t o ,  l a  UCEZ p i  de nue l a  n e o o i o n a d n  e » t a -  
t u a  e r l g l d a  a l  Anton io  de Mendoza ae r e t i r e  d e l  l u g a r  donde »e e e c u e n  
t r a  y que no eoa oo lo oa d a  en n lngdn  o t r o  l u g a r  p d b l l o o ,  nue »e l a  ) » q 
ven a EapaBa.  , ^

a t b n t a m e n t ' b
• UNTDAD, ORGANIZACION Y LUCUA. TIEflRA, CULTURA# LIBEHTAD Y PODER
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