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INTRODUCTION

This thesis examines the issue of construction and recreation of identities
and community among people belonging to a rural social movement, the Unidn of
Comuneros Emiliano Zapata (UCEZ), in the western state of Michoacén, Méxfco. '

The current situation of 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 highlighte;i by Steve Stern (1987) has been to de-emphasise the ethnic
dimension in favour of a focus on peasant or class issue;s. 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 of 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 of 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
Barquos, 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 of indian organisations in Argentina,
the Andean region, rain-forest peoples, Central América and México.

Since that decade there has been an increasing awareness of 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 of this Introduction). The political struggles of indigenous
peoples and organisations produced this shift and a Qide theoretical reflexion
among academicians'. The experience of the Miskitu Indians of Nicaragua, which
posed formidable challenges both at the political and the acade.mic 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 of local people, and its
basic data were collected through formal interviews, supplementéd by more
informal conversation, direct observation of formal and informal occasions of
socéial interaction during fieldwork, and written propaganda produced by this
organisation.

Due to the fact that the lohgstanding assertion by the UCEZ of 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 iden'tity of its members appeared to be one of the main features of
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 of view of the styles of 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 ulﬁmate "truth" of
the UCEZ, I will concentr;:lte 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 of contemporéry Mexico which led me to analyse
this kind of movement was the co.ntinuity»of a deep historically rooted demand for
land. Developments since 1991., such as the modifications to Article 27 of the
Mexican Constitution to permit the privatisation of ejido land, the uprising of 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 of the whole national development project, including the future of
the countryside.

UCEZ has deservedly earned the reputation of being an important example
of an independent rural movement in modern Mexico. Yet, its "independence" and
"radicalness" should be qualified, and in order to do this I will discuss the nature

of UCEZ’s impact on three specific communities which it has organised, its
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reality a mosaic of regions. Politically and economically, it lacks a hegemonic
center and a regional project that unites the interests of the diverse local
bourgeoisies. It is a parcelled-up space, with different zones controlled b); different
cities: Morelia, Uruapan, Zamora, Ziticuaro, Ciudad Hidalgo, Lazaro Cardenas,
Apatzingan, La Piedad, Sahuayo-Jiquilpan, Zacapu, Patzcuaro. Although Morelia,
the state capital, is the largest of these cities, most of them are in fact linked to
other poles of development and to centers of growth which are external to the
state: Guadalajara, North-American agro-business centres, the ’Bajio’ region of
Cent'ral Meéxico, the State of Mexico and the south of the state of Colirﬁa. The
complex historical evolution of patterns éf settlement and its social, political and
economic consequences explains this lack of articulation. In the course of four
centuries the Purépecha population was pushed into the heart of the Meseta
Tarasca. Other ’ethnic groups’ such as the Nahuatl, Otomi and Mazahua in the
eastern part of Michoacan (municipio of Zitacuaro) coexisted with the Purépechas.
Simultaneously, commercial needs encouraged the agricultural exploitation of 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 of 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 regio_nal agrarian movements emerged under
the sponsorship of radical state governors first, Francisco Mugica and then, Lazaro
Cérdenas. The agrarian programme of these organisations "went beyond 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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exaggerated: Michoacén 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 of 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 of 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’ of exportation continues to be the "bracero"
(migrant worker-wetback).

Although Michoacan is ;cl complex regional entity, it is also necessary to
recognise that recent events there have been heavily influenced by national
developments, in particular by the natjonal controversy around fraud in the 1988
national presidential elections when the opposition candidate was Cuauhtémoc
Cardenas, son of the radical president of the Thirties. Although the Partido de la
Revolucion Democrdtica PRD (th;: principal political party alternative in
Michoacan) has subsequently failed to capitalise on the advantages it secured from
the events of 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 of
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a supposedly sucessful PRI governatorial candidate by an interim governor and
social unrest has persisted. In 1992, the official party (PRI) recovered the control
of the state, but not without controversies, as is documented by Gledhill. Citing
Guia an independent regional newspaper, he states "that the unusual lack of voter
interest in the December 1992 municipal election in Michoacan contrasted with the
frenetic activity ‘of electoral "carrousels" of voters trucked to polling stations by
the PRI." (ibid: 49). The suborning of votes through the use of the resoﬁces of
federal and state governments (including funds allocated to social welfare
programmes such as Solidaridad, Vivienda Digna and Nifios én Solidaridad)
remains a prominent element in Michoacan’s style of doing politics. As I will
show, this has significant implications for the activities of social movements like

the UCEZ, as well as for the political parties of the opposition
The Three Study Communitie§

The choice of the three case-study communities analysed in this thesis was based
on an extensive bibliographical review and brief periods of pilot study fieldwork
in 1987 and 1989, which enabled me to. evaluate a number of alternative péssible
sites.

I decided to choose different ;'types" of communities. First, 1 lookéd for a
community which possessed a history of combative behaviour vis-ag-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 of Zirahuén. Second, I looked for a community which
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Agreement) are characteristic of both movements.

One of the goals of my analysis is to demonstrate how the UCEZ both fits
into broader historical developments in the past and present and at the éame time
has certain unique and specific characteristics which differentiate it from other

movements.
The Main Personages

Thréughout the thesis, some names will frequently appear:
Efrén Capiz, the leader of the UCEZ. |

Marcos Paz, leader of the Comunidad Indigena of Zirahuén.
Alfredo R, leader of the Colom’a-Comunal Emiliano Zapata.

Luis Torres, leader of the Comunidad Indigena of Ixtaro.
Historical Background

Indian-peasant movements* have played an important role in various regions of
Mexico during the last 20 years. Indeed, their presence has a much longer history
and has always been of outstanding importance in rural areas; nonetheless, as I
noted earlier, the ethnic and, for that mat'ter, also the gender dimensions of rural
militancy have only recently become a focus of study. This reflects the fact that

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

4 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 of 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 of the regime of Porfirio Diaz in the early 20th
ceﬁtury. But their specific role was generally obscured by the fact that Indian
uprisings were components of broader movements. In the Colonial period, Indian
rc.;,bellions tended to be local and related mostly to issues of taxation,
repartimientos de mercancias and other abuses by colonial ofﬁcials- (corregidores),
and to the issue of community religious autonomy, rather than to agrarian issues. |
Thus, during the nineteenth century, a major change occurred as land became the
primary focus of many revolts. Nevertheless, agrarian conflicts remained entangled
in broader processes of political conflict. Among the major factors which shaped
developments were, for example, the struggles of liberal and conservative elites for
control of 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
peaéants the type of protection afforded by colonial authorities. Yet, a broad
pattern emerged: the South continued to be as belligerant 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 of hacendados were whites or mestizos, and the majority of
peasants were Indians. By the end of the nineteenth century the emphasis of the
struggles of indigenous peoples was strongly placed on land; Yucatan, Chiapas and
Sonora continued to be major areas of 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 of 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 of the 55 revolfs. A centrai role was played
by the national State, which did not impose the same kind of restraint on
hacendados as the Spanish colonial state had done. On thei contrary, liberal
reformers issued laws that inevitably led to the expropriation of 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). Nevertheiess, in spite of this shift to struggles over lar-ld, it is of paramount
importance to continue to bear in mind that'other issues also c.;:lme into play;
revolution -as Tutino (1986) emphasizes- was noF exclusively agrarian in motive,
since religious and political autonomy, were alsc; among the central concerns for
indigenous communities (Cf. Rué, 1983; Tutino, 1986; Reyna, 1988; Hu-Dehart,
1984).

Yet despite these provisoé, the nineteenth century does still represent a
watershed, since it was in this éeriod that liberal regimes dispossessed Indians
from their lands. Despite its high social diversity and the general absence of the
’pan-ethnic’ identities which have emerged in modern contexts, Indian strug_gle
was based on a remarkable ethnic response to the State’s project of
"modernisation" (Katz,1988; Taylor,1988). One case of rebellion which illustrates

~this principle is that documented by Tutino (1986) and l'ieyna (1988) in the Sierra
Gorda (northeast of the Bajio, Guanajuato) where since the end of the sixteenth
century Pames and Jonaces n&nadic Indians had found refuge. This bastion
remained uncolonised by Spaniards until the middle of the eighteenth century and

the Indians of the Sierra Gorda were ready to fight Spanish encroachment when
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it finally came towards the end of 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 of 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 of their aff.‘airs and out of their territory. Most of all,
they demanded absolute and sole ownership of fheir ex-mission lana, insistihg that
the Yaqui territory belonge-ad communally, as one piece, to all the Yaqui people.
By 1825 the Yaqui rebellion against Mexicanisation started. Some officials
interpreted the rebellion as essenﬁally 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 rebel‘lion not return, and that the Yaqui people be
recognised as the sole and absolute o.wner of land in their area. Furthermore, they
demanded their release from the privileges and obligations of citizenship in the
Mexican state.

The subsequent process of 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 of the revolution for the peasantry of Morelos: to achieve agrarian
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reform through the restitution of lands. Zapatism, however, had wider scope as a
social movement. Its proposals included a broader vision of 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,l988; Womack,1969). '
The Agrarian Movement in Mexico, 1979-1995

During the Eighties the reparfo (distribution) of land lost importance as
governments increasingly focqsed rhetorically on a model of ’modernisation’ based
on development of the productive capabilities of existing ejidos, and in practice
presided over a mounting decay Qf the ’social sector’. This might be seen as the
culmination of a much longer-terr;l 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 announcing 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 of
the ’end of the reparto’ was reemphasiséd by Loépez Portillo following the brief
spell of new expropriations in the North and the Huasteca by Echeverria in the
first half of the 1970s.

The argument in favour of taking away state financial and technical support
for ejidal production has been based on the system’s allegedly low output. Under
thié pretext, the new myth of the ’productivist’ phase of the Agrarian Reform has
been constructed. This produciivist 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 of Sonora in the aftermath
of the Echeverria expropriations. Once they got land, they begéui a new struggle,
the struggle for better conditions for production and marketing. This organisation
was the product of both a long struggle for land and a conjuncture in which state
controlled mass orgahisations had reached a point of paralysis in the face of the
trauma of the most important land expropriation since the epoch of Cardenas. As
a background for these new events, Schryer’s analysis of the Huasteca explains
how president Luis Echeverria

reactivated agrarianism on a national level, using much the same rhetoric

as Cdardenas 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 of 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 of the land. Schryer describes how after a deadly
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confrontation between agrarian peasants from Pepeyocatitla and the state police,

one of the peasant leaders, Nabor Herrera

who had already traveled outside of the region and spoke Spanish,

subsequently met Primitivo Garcia Zapata, a CAM [Consejo Agrario

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 of 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 of Hidalgo. This modern 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 of the years of the presidency of Echeverria reflected
the culmination of various tendencies: the agricultural crisis manifested in
declining national production of basic grains and the need to recreate government
corporatist alliances with traditional co-opted rural organisations such as the
Confederaciéon Nacional Campesina (CNC), the Union General de Obreros y
Campesinos de Meéxico-Jacinto Lopez (UGOCEM), Consejo Agrario Mexicano
(CAM) and the Confederacion Campesina Independiente (CCI). Peasant
movements (even those that took place under the auspices of CNC, the peasant
central which was most strongly controlled by the state) had a dynamic of 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 of agrarian procedures and through repression of

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

cotton prices contributed to growing unemployrhent 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 of irrigated
land and 61 555 hectares of pasture and rain-fed land were expropriated. The
process of reparto was directed by the Ministry of 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 of state-sponsored
e);propriation, organisations such as the CECVYM began the process of peasant
apprppriation, as Gordillo (1988) has named it. Created with thirty ejidos, the
organisation promoted periodical meetings of ejidal representatives. The issue»s
under discussion were not only tﬁe defence of land already parcelled out by the
state, but also the incompleteness of the distribution (by law the plots should have
been 10 hectares and not 5 as was delivered), scarcity of water for irrigation, and.
the mismanagement and manoeuvres of ’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 of insurance of credit received from ’Banrural’ against crop
losses and created a common fund into which all member ejidos contributed. After
that the Coalitign saw the need to gain greater financial independence through the
establishment of its own credit union. At the same time it set up its own marketing
commission.

This experience of regionél peasant militancy is relevant to explaining the
shift to a ’productivist’ model within the peasant movement as a whole and it

encouraged the emergence of broader national umbrella organisations, such as the
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Union Nacional de Organizaciones Regionales Campesinas Auténomas
(UNORCA). The formation (1984) of the latter underlined the weakness of other
independent regional organiéations as far as articulating demands other fha.n those
related to land reform was concerned, a problem which was especially evident in
the case of the Confederacion Nacional Plan de Ayala, of which UCEZ was a
member until 1985. The CNPA was formed in 1979. Its social composition was
made up of 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 of indigenous
groups and the implementation of agrarian reform. It has also fought for
recognition of 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 of 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 of 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 of 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 of CNPA, since it does not explicitly criticise party affiliation. The political

strategy of UNORCA reflects the changes of 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 of 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 of production
and marketing became the priority. Thus the government has redefined its new
subjects of support and at the same time created possible new forms of dependency
and clientelism. UNORCA, however, has recently criticised the model of agrarian
development supported by the state as exclusionary because it only considers
criteria of efficiency and economic productivity. Opposition to the official model
for agricultural development has been further strengthened during the Nineties by
the emergencé of new organisations such as "El Barzén" around the issue of
farﬁiers’ debfs to the private sectof banks. Although the barzonista movement was
originally based on private property owners, the debt problems smaller private
s;ector 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 of 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 of this first section of 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

34



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 of 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 of 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 of 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 of devastating social change.
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CHAPTER 11

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

"La Unidad nos da fuerza, acordamos que
la unidad contemplaria tres 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 belongiﬁg to the traditional historical
tendency in the agrarian movemént, centred on land issues. Mexican agrarian
movements are rooted in what Knight has defined as "continuity of protest".

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

5 La Comunidad 1:4

¢ According to Knight, the reasons for this continuity are various and complex: "First, traditions
of protest were maintained by myth, legend, and symbol, passed down in the form of stories,
ballads and family memories from generation to generation. Ethnic identity clearly helped in the
maintenance of such traditions in Juchitin and in the Yaqui Valley. So, too, did formal political
movements, such as Cardenismo. The enthusiasm for cardenismo evident in the Laguna or
Michoacan, expressed by a population largely too young to have known Cardenas’s presidency, or
even his administration of the TepalcatepecPlan, attests to the durability of such political traditions.
In the specific case of Michoacdn, communal traditions of agrarian protest (and of 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 of 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 of an enduring tradition, itself the product of secular
conditions of land hunger and /latifundismo. In other ways, they reflect
basic and durable structural features of Mexican society. -We could also
tease out particular continuities, of the kind already mentioned: the historic
rebelliousness of Morelos, which produced Zapata in the 1910 and
Jaramillo in the 1940s; the key contribution of the Yaqui Valley to Sonoran
agrarian protest in the 1910, 1930s and 1970s. In Michoacan not only is the
most powerful recent peasant (and strongly Indian) movement the Emiliano
Zapata Union of Communal landowners; in addition, a gang of guardias
blancas operates in the coastal sierra under the conspicuous name of
’Porfirio Diaz’.(ibid: 91)

Zapatism constitutes a driving source of political inspiration for UCEZ. For
our purposes, the historical signif;icance of Zapatism is central. The Plan de Ayala
(November 28th 1911) stated the main goal of the revolution for the peasantry of
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 of
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 of not
only as the corporate proprietor of the land, but also as the basic political unit®.
"The result was the Zépatist 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 Michoacan was no exception.
There, the promises of the leaders of the revolution of 1910 were betrayed. As a
consequencé, agrarianism grew, and the inefficiency of the bureaucratic procedures
and landlord repression made poséible the organisation of the agrarian communities
in unions. In the Ciénega of Zacapu, the surroundings of Morelia and in the zone
of the Lake of Patzcuaro peasant unjons were created which would later become
the founding members of the "Liga de Comunidades y Sindicatos Agraristas del
Estado de Michoacan", sponsored by the radical governor Mugica. For the leaders
of the "Liga", the agrarian struggle was only part of a wider struggle for the
construction of socialism which included transformation of production, distribution,
and education systems, through a struggle which would include both urban and
rural workers as well as land beneficiaries (Embrizband Leon, 1982).

Agrarianism in Michoacan was widely extended- during the decades of the

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

8 Cf. also Mallon (1995) on 19th Century *popular liberalism’ among indigenous communities
of the Sierra Norte de Puebla.
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Twenties and Thirties, but as the works of various students of regional history
show, it is necessary to recognise that earlier agrarian struggles in Michoacan
already had a long -history béfore their period.

Castro Gutiérrez (1990), for example, offers a historical account of popular
moevements in Michoacan for 1766-1767. He argues that increasing land
deprivation was the main source of peasant outrage and describes the participation
of the clases peligrosas (dangerous classes) such as the mulattos of Tierra Caliente
and the Indians of Patzcuaro in the uprisings. Sanchez Diaz (1981) has studied the
case of Coalcoman and Churumuco in Tierra Caliente, where com'uneros resisted
the legal reform of 1851 wilich stipulated the division of their lands. Ochoa (1989)
offers a detailed account of the struggle of the peasants of Atacheo against the
hacendados of Zamora. He also ﬁrovides us with a fine portrait of Miguel de la
Trinidad Regala&o, himself born in Atacheo, the creator of the Sociedad
Unificadora de la Raza Indz’gena. (Society for the Unification of the Indigenous
Race) in 1912. This society had as a main aim the recovery of land and the
takeover of power’. Garcia Mora (1981) analyses the agrarianist movement in
Charapan in the Sierra Purépecha from the béginning of the Mexican Revolution
until the ngenties. In this sense and according to Gledhill (1988:266) "UCEZ is

heir to a long tradition of building regional agrarian movements in Michoacan"'°.

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

'° Nevertheless, according to Gledhill: "Historically the Mexican state of Michoacan presents
the paradox of having nurtured some of the most "radical’ and ’conservative’ tendencies in Mexican
history. Its sons include the leaders of the Insurgency, Fathers Hidalgo and Morelos, the most
Jacobin of the 19th century liberals, Melchor Ocampo, and 20th century radicals like Francisco
Mugica and L4izaro Cardenas. 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 of Michoacan
are celebrated as the bastions of the most fanatical and conservative Catholicism. The state
produced 12 000 armed volunteers for the rebellion of 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 of Zapata: "it was him who struggled for the land and defended people’s
rights and because of that they put that name." Or: "E. Zapata is the one who
struggled to obtain land and liberty, before it belonged to puros patrohes."
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
of Zapata: "before that man (referring to Lic 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
W}.IO 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 of 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 of the significance of Zapatismo and Cardenismo are

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

40



recorded for Oaxaca by Stephen:

Mario Gonzales of El Tule, age 92, recalls when Lazaro 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 brief history

In addition to farm land, other nétural resources are also a central issue for the
movement: woods, lakes, mountains, communal pastures. But preservation of
culture, language and traditions are also heavily emphasiséd 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
Michoacén. Zepeda (1986: 324) argued that four years after its foundétion (1983),
the UCEZ was the second most important peasant organisation within Michoacan,
after the CNC (the official peasant central), articulating the demands of near to 150
comunidades and ejidos, albeit with very different levels of intensity. It is a
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founding member of 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 Michoacan"!2.

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 of the assembly
as a decision-making organ. This orientation does not derive siﬁxply from the
specific weight comunidades indigenas have had within UCEZ, but also reflects
the organization’s leadership’s particular ideological conception of a struggle based

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

practices as being forms of 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 of 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 frustrating 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 of this on Chapter VI. Subsequent events, such as the
Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas at the beginning of 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 of the whole country.

2 vVazquez has, however, challenged what he describes as the "simplistic typology":
"Independent indian movement" and "Official indian movement" (1992: 199). See also Baez (1985)
for a detailed analysis of an "official" sponsored indian organisation. Special kinds of organisations
were created with the state’s patronage, granting them legitimate representation and leadership. One
of these was the National Council of Indian Peoples (Consejo Nacional de Pueblos Indigenas,
CNPI) which in spite of its controversial origin has undergone interesting developments which were
not always in agreement with the state. Bdez contends that in those communities or ethnic groups
where traditional structures of power play a central role, CNPI does not achieve effective control
over mobilization and political management. Furthermore, there are some cases of 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 of the internal political affairs of the groups concemned, i.e. Cora, Huichol and
Tepehuano.

42



power of 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’?. A school of comuneros was created, where different
activities were organised, such as oratory courses (titled "Oratoria del Pueblo"'*),
and legal training.

In spite of the fact that ejidos have been prominent in the core of UCEZ
base communitiés, one of the organisation’s main premises is that the form of
ejidal appropriation through individual plots discourages solid;u'ity, whereas
communal practices educate people to collaborate and to mobilise on the basis of
mutual support. Moreover, as far as we are concerned, "it is the only peasant
organisation with national preseﬁce which has made of communal practices the
core of its activity." (Zepeda, 1986: 343)

The UCEZ claims to "stru‘ggle for land and for power as well" through
legal procedures and political pressure, which includes the takeover of government
offices, sit-ins in front the Palace of Government in Morelia, national meetings,
regional meetings, and eventually the "recovefy of land" through seizures. It has

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

3 The first "bulletin" was called "E! 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 of Santa Fe de la Laguna and Guacamayas, an article on peasant
theatre in Guacamayas and a comic drawing on the importance of the union to confront the
caciques. The magazine La Comunidad continued publishing until June 1985 when the last number
9 was issued; its content was a description of the problems experienced by several communities:
Huerta de Gambara, 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.

4 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 of Ixtaro proves this point®.
Similarly, UCEZ organisational action in "urban" areas (since 1987 onwards,
predominantly in Lazaro Cardenas, Uruapan, Morelia and, most ?ecently, 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 of 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 of 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 of
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).

15 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 of 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 Lic. said he wanted that piece of 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 e¢jido 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 of communal tenure does, however, clash with peoples’ preferences on having
a plot of 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 of some UCEZ experiences is
quite evident among the organization’s own members. Some of those I interviewed
referred to La Gallina, near Uruapan, which was an ejido, but "Capiz niade them
work in common and their houses were burnt". The same happened in Chorros del
Varal: "there, UCEZ could not do it", and aftcrwards 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 of the
explanation for this may simply be the nature of the legal support rendered to them
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 proc_:edures, 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
Fuentes and Tanaco, have in fact formed the strongholds of the UCEZ.
| ~ According to Zepeda, when UCEZ was founded two elements came
together: the conjunction of a maturation of the specific struggles of some
communities and ejidos with the rise of 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 of direction'®.

Those first communities were involved in collective struggles under
conditions of threat by various modalities of landlords and caciques. Of
outstanding importance, however, was the survival of 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 of 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 of community political organisation is clearly also of
significance in other regions, such as Chiapas, Oaxaca, and the Huasteca, which
have also favored the rise of agrarian movements with an indigépous focus.

In the course of the peribd 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 of politicisation began after a meeting in November 1981, in
Guacamayas, a community which was in conflict with caciques over the

exploitation of communal forests. UCEZ organised a demonstration of 8 000

' T discuss some features of Capiz leadership in chapter VI. It is, however, important to
highlight the type of relationships that Capiz has with the local leaders. The case of Ixtaro
illustrates the limits of 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 of the whole organisation; see the cases
studied by E.Zdrate (1989,1992) or Vazquez (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.
Dmipg 1982 two further meetings were organised, at Zirahuén, in May, and
Aquila, in June, followed by the first "Festival of Land and Liberty" which took
place in Morelia, with a sit-in lasting 18 days. In November of that same year
UCEZ organised a second "Tierra y Libertad" festival, and a national meeting was
organised in San Felipe de los Alzati (July 1983). San Felipe was an Otomi
community in Michoacdn where comuneros confronted the Resistol company.
Aithough the conﬂi.ct in San Felipé appear to be a simple one between the
comuneros and Resistol, E. Zarate has offered a detailed account of the internal
dimensions of conflict within the community itself which shows the matter to havé

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 of 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 of the advice given by the UCEZ advisers, it
was extended to all "the outside interests" which, in the opinion of 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 of 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
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entrenched structures of 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 autonomous 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
‘aré 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 of thé

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 of ways in which the
state reproduces society. In short, the emergence of social movements and
their likelihood of maintenance are partly explained by state action
(Birnbaum 1988:8,32,50-54; Tarrow 1988:429-430). As a dependent
variable, the state is a primary target of the actions of social movements.
In one sense, protest movements of the poor are often aimed at very
specific parts of the state apparatus that relate to their daily experience. But
in a broader way, the state is a dependent variable in the analysis of social
movements inasmuch as social movements envision the takeover of

'7 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 of 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 of the grievances authorities might be prepared to support.
When grassroots movements became formal orgamzatlons 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 ;1 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, ~reduped to a number of votes in the polling
booths or added to the head count in ldemonstrations" (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 belongéd to it. Also, as Gledhill (1988) showed, UCEZ has
enjoyed the "political patronage of the former state governor Cuauhtémoc
Cardenas, son of Lazaro Cardenas, who pfomoted 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 of the new opposition
movement led by Cuauhtémoc Cardenas in 1988.

With regard to Cardenismo and Cardenas, mixed judgements were found
among my interviewees. -I suggest that some of those statements reflected the
schizophrenic history of Michoacan as Gledhill (1988) put it in describing the

interplay of the contradictory forces of agrarianism and Catholicism. For instance,

'8 Cf. also Vazquez (1992).




"It is said that if Cardenas is president, he will take us to cemmunism, and that
means, if someone has two cows, he will have to give one away, also hjé wife.
But, if Cuauhtémoc 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 of 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."

Duri}lg UCEZ’s first years (197‘9-85), diverse political currents worked
within it, including independent Marxists, Socialist Christians, and militants of
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

1 According to E. Zarate, there were 4 different moments of the internal dynamics of advisers:
1) 1979-1981: Involves the participation of Organizacion de Izquierda Revolucionaria-Linea 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, indigenas profesionales, 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 of
advisers finally left. Given this background, Zarate 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 of asesores promoted an almost total autonomy and
the adoption of 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 of UCEZ by any
poliﬁcal 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 Proletar_io’s split with
the UCEZ. The bone of contention was the broadening of UCEZ strategies:’it was
of outstanding importance to develop programs for fostering production under
UCEZ control, instead of reducing its demands solely to the vindication of land
for its communal peasant clientele’(ibid: 224-5)2_".

Some paragraphs of 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 la produccion" where a diagnosis
of problems of production and commercialisation experienced by the communities members of
UCEZ is elaborated.
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campesinas independientes y grupos solidarios." Deslinde Politico," February
1986.) signed by some of 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 of
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 of class consciousness and a better defence of
class interest. '

In another paragraph the group condemned the consolidation of
"authoritarian instances”, and in this sense, in a final statement, rejected the
accusation of traitors or divisionists. This rhetoric is broadly characteristic of
Marxist intellectuals and militants. A year earlier, UCEZ, along with other
organisations, abandoned the Coordinadora Nacional Plan de Ayala (CNPA). The
reason given for this split was that they refused to unite with other peasant
organisations because of 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
n2l

political line, violating one of CNPA’s principles"*'.

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

2! "Cacicazgos y 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 Véazquez (supra: 203) after a brief rebellious elapse, the
Consejo Nacional de Pueblos Indigenas was take over by the Conféderaciéh
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 (Sindic&to Unico de Empleados de la Universidad
Michoacana), the Coordinadora de Colonias Populares de Ldzaro Cdrdenas, the
Coordinacion de la Region Oriente and some colonias (residential districts) of
Morelia and Uruapan; the students of the Coordinadora de Universitarios en Lucha
(CUL), Thé Normal Rural de Tiripetio, a teacher training college that belonged to
the Federacion de Estudiantes Camp'esinos Socialistas de México FECSM; the
Comerciantes Ambulantes (street sellers organisations) of 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

22 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 éplit 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
govérnment), and also include a larger group of urban proletarians in the valley
of Mexico®. |

UCEZ participated in a demonstration that took place on the first of May,
1993. This march gathered together members of 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

B El Libertador de Oriente, 18:2

¢ Barco is in jail in Mexico City due to charges of alleged corruption in the trade union
management of the company. However, many suspect that the government’s motives were largely
political. The Government of 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
Goémez, 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 of Mexico, promote the
unity of organisations that struggle honestly for the liberation of the patria; solidarity with the
international independent movement against the imperialism and in favour of world peace;
contribute to the class based organisation of Mexican workers, whether from the city and the
countryside, to the point of achieving political power, contribute to reducing the misery and the
fight for employment, decent housing, free education, and the full cultural development of the
workers. - '

26 This account is based on the article titled "Cérdenas ante el EZLN: ni regafio ni apoyo". M.A
Granados Chapa, Mira. Vol 5, 30 May 1994. Cf. also *"De las differencias entre Ortega Arenas y
Ricardo Barco surgio el movimiento popular independiente Brazo Politico del SUTAUR-100." Raul
Monge Proceso, No0.963, 17 April de 1995.
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around 50 people were injured. Evita Castafieda, 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 orgahised to support the
Zapatist movement. Capiz attended The Primera Reunién Nacional de Indigenas
y Campesinos (13-14 March 1994) in Chiapas®®, where he made a speech which
emphasised the struggle for land in terms of a mythology of national agrarian
heroes: Miguel Hidalgo, José Ma. Morelos, Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata; the
guerrilla martyrs of the 60s and 70s of the state of Guerrero, Genaro Vazquez and
Lucio Cabarias, 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 ;ie Liberacion
"Zapata Vive'". The UCEZ formed part of this group. All of them rejected the end
of the agrarian distribution and land privatisation, and repudiated the entry of
capitalism into the countryside. Criticisms were addressed to the high social costs
of Salinas’s modernisation programme: the drastic loss of purchasing power,
economic recession, unemployment, migration, ecological degradation, dismantling
of parastatal enterprises, the shrinking and th¢ 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 of Tlatelolco, a meeting took place in which Barco and Capiz were the main speakers.

2 "Con el pufio en alto, en San Crist6bal representantes de 500 organizaciones indigenas de
todo el pais reivindicaron su ’derecho a la rebelion’”. Guillermo Correa, et.al. Proceso 907, 21
March 1994 pp.36-40.
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ejidatarios, the reprivatisation of the nationalised banks and the disappearance of

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 of Workers, Peasants, and
Students of 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 of middle-class and peasant backgrounds with the tacit support of the
president and several governmeht ministries. Through direct-action organizing
tactics, the Coalition gained widespread popular supp?rt for strikes, marches,
occupations of government offices, and skilled negotiations that improved living
and working conditions." (Rubin, 1993: 160)

The activities of COCEI grew out of "the ethnic identity of the close-k_nit
Zapotec Indian community (the prevalence of indigenous language, dress, fiestas,
and neighborhood residential patterns makes Juchitan more like a sﬁall town than
like any other Mexican city), and the activities of COCEI fostered the developmént
of a thoroughgoing class consciousness among mahy of the city’s poor and lower-
middle-class residents (ibid: 161)."

The role of 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 of physical and intelletual battles of its predecessors...The

victory of COCEI is the history of a people. (in Aubague 1985:30-59)
(1993: 215-6).

Unlike the UCEZ, COCEI’s demands were not focused exclusively around
issues of fand; nevertheless, as Rubin’s work illustrates:
In agriculture, COCEI successfully fought a tax increase and helped small-
landholding peasants win control of the local land council and livestock
association (Asociaciéon Ganadera), which had been run by wealthier
landowners. It pressured the Agrarian Reform Ministry to award one
thousand hectares of land claimed as private property by a wealthy
landowner to peasants in the small town of Alvaro Obregén, and a COCEI
member was appointed to the local office of 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 of ministry offices in Oaxaca and Mexico City to
pursue those land issues.
A fundamental difference with UCEZ was COCETI’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

3% 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 Gy\}es, was declared the winner with 51 percent of the
vote, so that Juchitdn 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). |

Sol_idarity with leﬁist struggles in Central America were expressed by both
organisations, COCEI "timed its literacy campaign to coincide with the Nicaraguan
effort". UCEZ summarised infofmation 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, CbCEI made use of 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 COCEL 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 of what has been
characterized as the shift, in the 1980s, away from militant rejection of the
institutions and practices of the state and capitalism and toward negotiation,

electoral participation, diversity, and internal democracy. In tems of electoral

58



participation, the COCEI’s political strategies matched those of other 1980s
popular movements, such as the UNORCA and the CDP of Durango. The
experience of 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 Hellman suggests:

The concern of analysts of social movements for the survival and continued

independence of the movements they study is an understandable outgrowth

of 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 of new
political formation, radicalizing and transforming political programs and
dictating an agenda of 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 of internal democracy". It continues to favor leadership-based forms of
organizing and decision-making, with mass participation focusing on consultation,
mobilization, and neighborhood solidarity rather than on explicit procedures of
representation or collaborative decision-making" (op.cit: 264).

Like the COCEI, most other popular movements of 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 of 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 confirmed by fhe 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 of 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 of 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
modern in comparison to Sendero Luminoso and earlier guerrilla
organizations. Rather than engage in a "war of movement" to destroy the
state, the EZLN represents more of a "war of position" aimed at shifting
the balance of forces in favor of popular and democratic movements,
thereby isolating and ultimately defeating anti-democratic tendencies within
the ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), the state and the rest
of society (Gramsci 1971) (1994: 1).

According to Harvey, the main objectives of 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 of the lack of conditions for free and democratic elections, calling on the
legislative and judicial branches éf 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 of lack of legitimacy which is
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consistent with its own critique of bourgeois law and the lack of representativeness
of a Legislative Congress which approved all the laws sent to it by Salinas.

The rebellion was also directed against the economic model impiemented
by Salinas. The seizure of seven towns on January 1, 1994 was timed to coincide
with the entry into effect of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).
One of the first EZLN communiques stated that NAFTA "is a death certificate for
the Indian peoples of Mexico, who are dispensable for the government of 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 of the
NAFTA. Nevertheless, the point of dep@e of the two critiques may be different,
because the UCEZ discourse is essentially anti-capitalist, whilst that of 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 of 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 of land for thousands of campesinos. In this respect, we should distinguish
between effects which are directly measu:abl.e in terms of 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 of improvement for the future" (ibid: 26).

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

Tojolobal Indian in the Altos and Selva regions. In contrast to the UCEZ’s anti-
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religion view, the process of popular organization in the Selva was based on shared
social and religious identification. Nevertheless, another source of 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 of 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, thé participants in the
Congress began to see the broader structural forces at work." (ibid: 29). Another
maoist political current known as Politica Popular (PP), which had its roots in the
1968 student movement, arrived in 1977. The LP activists did not promote armed
struggle. One of 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 of late capitalism, and
to the failure of the agrarian reform. Its indigenista orientation is not exclusionary
and it is not a romantic or a ’backward-looking’ movement, but a project of
reconstruction of 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 of structural conditions which have

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

31 Cf. Leyva (1994) and Tello (1995).
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process of dispossession and exploitation, exacerbated for at least the past twenty
yearé 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 of office argued that:

The campesinos’ ability to extract benefits from the regime has been
diminished by changes in the political importance of 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 of 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 programs aimed at small farmers,
like the Sistema Alimentario of the Lépez 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 of 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 of 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 of benign neglect-unless independent opposition groups can succeed
conspicuously in exploiting the situation (1988: 40).

32 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 of 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 of Chapingo, nutrition levels in some areas of rural
Mexico have returned to their 1936 level. Mexico figures among the countries with
a high risk of 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 of 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 Sociolégicos,
Colegio de Meéxico) has shown through an economic index how falling living
standards have greatly enhanced social inequality. As a result of 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 of 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

3 La Jornada 1 March 1995, p.40.
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current and the process of 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 of neoliberalism.
Conclusions

Throughout this chapter, I have tried to present the main features of 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 agrarianisrp in Michoacan,
on the other, are clearly central iséues. This organisation is particularly interesting
because of its stand on the recovery and recreation of collective forms of 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 of legitimisation and
security for-people who join the organisation. The streés on ’recovery’ as opposed
to invasion provides an example of how important discursive resources are to

reassure the people who join the enterprise. Invasion is rejected because of its

3% La Jornada 20, 27 January and 10 February, 1995.

65



connotation of illegality and this shows the willingness of UCEZ to take advantage
of the loopholes left by national legislation (cf. chapter VI).

Despite this ambiguous relationship with state policies and legislation,
UCEZ has taken the risk of 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 of action towards "urban" areas, such as in the
case of C.C.E.Z.

UCEZ also exemplifies some general features of other movements, such as
a stance against parties relatively recalcitrant. But, as was discussed above, its
autonomy and indépendence 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 of 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 hovs; UCEZ has organised three different communities and
the contradictions which have become manifest in their development. I show that
each experience has been diétinctive, ‘and explore the combinations of
contemporary and historical, as well as local and non-local, factors which one
needs to take into account in seeking to explain points of similarity and difference
between the cases. In my conclﬁsions, I will also emphasise the general lessons

which can be learned from this comparative study of different cases.
ZIRAHUEN

Zirahuén has always formed p;art of the main core of communities within
UCEZ, comparable to Santa Fe de la Laguna in prominence. The peak of UCEZ
action in Zirahuén occurred immediately aftér the organisation was founded in
1979. In order to reconstruct the involvement of UCEZ within Zirahuéﬁ, some

written testimonies coming mainly from the beginning of and during the Eighties
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are reviewed, followed by information gathe;'ed in my fieldwork carried out during
the Nineties (1993-94). Defense and conservation of lands and the beautiful lake
of 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 of 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
of La Comunidad (June 1982:5-6) dedicated space to Zirahuén because the Second
Regional Meeting of the UCEZ took place there in May: "The struggle of Zirahuén
is one of the most important struggles within UCEZ, because they struggle against
the caciques who simultaneously are state ofﬁcigls. 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 of 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

3% See among others: Luis Vazquez Le6n (1986,1992), Eduardo Zarate (1992,1993). From a
personal communication of Afda Castilleja, I also learned of factional conflicts where UCEZ was
involved in Tzintzuntzan.

68



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
Michoacdn 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 property 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. Sinchez-
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 of 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

.

3¢ Zepeda also records this fact: "The meeting of Zirahuén was attacked by the priest colluding
with Patzcuaro’scaciques. The delegates were almost excommunicatedbecause of 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 of the UCEZ’s political finesse in taking
advantage of 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 Michoacan’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 family.’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 joﬁmalist 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

37 The history of process of land privatisation in Michoac4n 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 reparto de bienes de las
extinguidas comunidades de indigenas de los ejidos y fundos legales de los pueblos.) was issued
to achieve land distribution in the ex-comunidades. This law emphasised the inexistence of the
community as a legal entity.

*® For a comprehensive account of new developments in production centred rural movements,
see, among others, Moguel et. al. (1992). Also, for an overview of the new agrarian movement, see
N. Harvey (1990). )
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negotiated on the issue of communal land, this act would be illegal®.
Historical Roots of 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
enémies ": 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 recenf
factional dispute can, for cxampfe, also be traced back through time.

To illustrate the importance of memories of past grievances, I will begin
with the account given by dofia 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 of Agrarian
Reform had already been paved during the previous government administration. The final outcome
was the modification to Article 27 of the National Constitution in 1991.
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priest asked would not these Inditos want to have the cargo?. The Indian
said, ’I 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 of the ranch,
the diezmos. 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 corn 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. Jests 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 run 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 cora 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, Ascensién C., was himself its leader around
fifty years ago, as is documented. in a brief report prepared by a team of students
in Michoacan (Ordoiiez er al., 1963).

The cbntribution 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 of 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% of 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 [ejido] 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 particulaf the issue of leadership style and
continuism, where members of the same family, father and son, have been leaders

within the community.

- “° 1t is important to mention that one of Natividad C’s daughters, whom I interviewed, alluded
to some accusations made against her father for having sold community lands.

1 The difference in terms of the number of hectares is big and shows the importance of land
scarcity, despite the value of timber resources. The comunidad indigena of Zirahuén has 665
hectares, but up to 605 of those are woods, whilst the ejido of Zirahuén has 1308 hectares. There
are two different figures referring to number of hectares in C.I. Zirahuén: 619 and 665. (Alvarez-
Icaza et al., 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
facfion 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 farnily‘ within Michoacan. The
family’s role is a good example éf 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

pequerio propietario (small owner). In addition, he has had some plans in mind

“2 In the more general context of 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. Michoacan
became the third producer in the country. The forests are located in the Tarascan Meseta and the
East. Most are property of communities and ejidos. However, wood exploitation has been carried
out by some licensed logging companies because of 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 of conflicts over the Michoacan forests. Moreover, this is not
the only problem. These logging companies have forged linkages with a veritable network of illegal
loggers. In doing this they have extended their areas of 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 of the exchange, defining the factors
in its own favour; the resin labourer gets the worst share, despite being the "owner" of the forest
(1986:326-327). (For more information on timber exploitation related conflicts, see also Espin,
1986; Véazquez, 1986.)

4 Other sources give us further clues about the earlier actions of 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 of water from the lake to irrigate his avocado
orchard. Later, in October, 1986, during the period as state governor of Cuauhtémoc Cérdenas, a
permit was finally given for building the tourist site. Some current leaders of 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." (E! Libertador de Oriente, 1991:5-6. Cf. also: El Universal, 23 May, 1989.) This
news report was confirmed by one of my informants. Timo, 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 perates. They took people to
Pétzcuaro. 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 Mediterranée.

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 governinent appointed
the private secretary of th;: 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 of Agrarian Reform does not recognize land conflicts within
the municipio of 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)

45 Elections have always been a contentious issue in Mexico, and Michoacén has not been an
" exception. Fraud, deception, violence and relationships of clientelism have been the rule. Moreover,
Michoacén was an important zone of opposition when the great electoral fraud of 1988 took place.
Since then, the ruling party had tried to recover its lost votes through a variety of means: launching
social/public assistence programs such as SOLIDARIDAD which covers the whole country, or
programs specifically designed for Michoacan, such as the Plan Michoacéan. As will be shown later
(in the case of Ixtaro), false imputations to members of the opposition have also been made by PRI
officials, coinciding with the eve of local elections. However, the PRI has also taken advantage of
the quarrels, errors and internal divisions between the members of the once powerful opposition
party, the PRD. This is also shown at the level of 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 free bags, t-shirts. Because of 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."” Jesiis 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 Lizaro Cardenas, as soon as he arrived in power created
the ejido, when they took over the lands from the hacendados. Cuauhtémoc (Cardenas), 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 of 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 of 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 cabrén 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 Copdndaro. 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 e¢jido 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.

4% See also a reference on an ex-employee of the SAHOP who was expelled from the

community because he was said to have bought near to two hectares of communal land. (La
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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Michoacan. 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

47 Westwood and Radcliffe refer to how popular cultures "have generated mythical figures in
which, in a series of 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 (Ceye pluckers’) expressed popular fears that children of
low-income populations could look out on no future in the aftermath of harsh austerity measures
(September 1988) and rising political violence (Vargas 1990:36-7)" (1993: 14).

“8 The electoral conflict is documented in a newspaper article (La Voz de Michoacdn, 25th of
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 of 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 of the parties have given up. The problem could
worsen due to delay on the parties of the public office, which is in charge of land tenure security."
This news report alluded to UCD as the organisation responsible for the seizure. 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 of the priista
leanings of the newspaper.
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alligned with the official party, Arreola and the ejidatarios. This is one account

of 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 jefe 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 of 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 of Marcos
Paz, the de facto leader of the UCEZ comunidad indigena. Relia and Amelia are sisters of
Ascencién C., the current leader of 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 Zirahuéri"”.

Arreola’s exploitation of the lake added further to the grievances. During

¢ Other accounts also illustrated how people explained the divisions in terms of links with
Arreola, but with differences of 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 of the
sawmill. It was for envy. They stole and sold timber secretly. Because of 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 of the agency in
charge of 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 of the
private enterprise. That family wants to come and build a tourist centre. They devastate everything,
the natural resources.”

5! The sit-in lasted six months. Several people of the UCEZ community remembered the
solidarity of other communities such as: the Colonia Comunal Emiliano Zapata, Iztaro, Minzita and
San Pedro Bocaneo. Members of these comunities brought them blankets, mattresses, bread, rice,
and beans. A news report documented an agression suffered by this group of comuneras during
their sit-in: "J. Ascencién 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).

52 Cf. La Voz de Michoacadn, 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 (E! Libertador de Oriente, op. cit
1991:5).

A month later, an interesting and revealing gathering is documented in the
newspaper La Voz de Michoacidn (July 7, 1991). An agreement was signed
between the PRI state committee and representatives of the tenencia ta "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 Cherdn; 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 primérily addressed to denigrating the UCEZ, its
principal leader E. Capiz, and the local leader, Marcos Paz.

The municipal priista leader Nicanor Cruz Guzmain 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 fdr "the indigena women">* manifested
their rejection of 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

53 This young woman is member of one of the main families that formed the faction opposed
to UCEZ.

34 [ stress the use of the word indigena by this member of opposite UCEZ faction. She is using
it as a way of demonstrating her belonging to the true comunidad indigena, confirming my
argument that issues of "authenticity" and "truth" were central to the claims and counter-claims of
the opposed factions. The fact that the anti-UCEZ faction resorted to the language which provided
the means of legitimation of UCEZ action is, of 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 stréets and
the main road. Catalina Garcia’s discourse then proceeded to accord a positive
rec;ognition to Salinas de Gortari, the president, the Michoacin governor,
Figueroa Zamudio, and to the state PRI leadership.

Another villager, Juan Garcia [a relative of Catalina], reéd 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'instanées and its candidates, the party will arrange for
the solution to problems of education, communication, services, health and
tourism." Referring to agriculturé.l issues, the recovery of money earned through
timber exploitation was also pétitioned, 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 6f tenencia, Agustin Moncada, comisariado
ejidal) and the CCI local leader, Ascencion 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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