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ABSTRACT

This is a study of a Mexican agrarian reform community also called ejido —as the 
latter has developed over the years. Emphasis is placed on the marked state of 
economic and social differentiation among its members, the ejidatarios, as reflected 
in unequal land distribution and socio-political status within the ejido. The study ex
plores both the underlying processes that have led up to this situation, and the conse
quences this has for individual households in terms of farming adaptations, 
alternative economic pursuits, and living conditions in general, as well as for the 
ejido as a grass-roots organization. A recurring theme, is the problem of the expand
ing group of non-ejidatarios; a result of population growth and the fact that member
ship in an ejido is limited to a fixed number.

The question of what practical implications all of this has for collective forms 
of local development, is addressed. Relevant in this context is that differences in 
economic interests and resources among individual ejidatarios, tend to make co
operation in larger groups difficult to realize in practice. Furthermore, differentiation 
in landholdings and ejidal status has a discriminatory effect on the potential to par
ticipate in such co-operation in the first place; leading to an unequal distribution of 
benefits on a village-wide basis. The role of these and other related factors in the 
functioning of a government-inspired ejido development program based on the col
lectivization of farming, is discussed.

Although this study deals with issues unique to the Mexican ejido system, the 
arguments advanced regarding peasant differentiation and its implications for com
munal strategies of rural development, have a more general applicability. In this 
sense, the study addresses questions which have theoretical and practical relevance 
beyond the ejido as such.

Field-work was conducted in 1976-77, and in 1985.
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Foreword

The book that I hereby present, is an attempt to combine a study of a par
ticular agrarian reform community in Mexico, with a more general dis
cussion of the phenomenon of differentiation among peasants and the 
practical difficulties this implies in a development context.

My interest in questions on peasants, agrarian reform and rural 
development in general goes back to the early 1970s, when I went to 
Chile to study the radical agrarian transformations initiated under the 
Salvador Allende administration. Specifically, the aim was to investigate 
the implementation of the recently launched agrarian reform in a par
ticular locality.

Due to the Military Coup in September 1973,1 was unable to con
tinue this research project in Chile and decided to transfer it all to 
Mexico; which had also experienced a sweeping agrarian reform though 
at a much earlier date. The topic of the study remained the same, but 
now with more emphasis on the period following the implementation of 
the reform i.e. its impact on a local community in a longer time frame. 
Influenced by the theoretical discussion among Mexican rural 
sociologists and anthropologists at the time, I also became interested in 
questions relating to processes of social and economic change within the 
peasantry in a more general sense e.g. the phenomenon of peasant dif
ferentiation, and how this manifested itself in a peripheral capitalist for
mation like that of Mexico.

Back in Sweden, in the late 1970s I became involved in the ac
tivities of the anthropology department in Stockholm, as institutional 
consultant to the Swedish International Development Authority (SIDA). 
This gave me an opportunity to acquaint myself with a number of 
development projects in both Latin America and elsewhere, awakening 
my interest in the practical problems of rural development at the local 
level.

This, in brief, is the background to this book. On the surface it is a 
study about a Mexican ejido, as the latter has developed over the years.



Underlying this theme there are, however, certain more general argu
ments advanced regarding peasant differentiation as such, and the im
plications of the latter for peasant-based strategies of development. In 
this sense, there is both a theoretical and a practical dimension to the 
study; aside from it being an analysis of the case of a particular Mexican 
ejido.

More than 15 years have passed since I first went to Mexico to 
begin field-research. It is therefore a bit difficult to do justice to all the 
persons who —at one stage or another during this long period— have 
helped towards the realization of this book. The late Professor Erich H. 
Jacoby, through his vast experience in agrarian reform and rural 
development matters generally, acted as inspiration and mentor, when I 
first decided to enter this area of research as an anthropologist, and sup
ported me with advice during my first fumbling steps in the field. For 
this I am ever grateful to him.

When I first arrived in Mexico I was received by Dr. Rodolfo 
Stavenhagen, who generously shared with me his considerable 
knowledge of the Mexican agrarian reform and who furnished me with 
letters of introduction to the relevant authorities. During this time I also 
came to know Dr. Hector Dfaz-Polanco, whose willingness to spend 
time with me discussing whatever question was on my mind; I greatly 
appreciate. My greatest debt of gratitude during this period, I owe to the 
people of San Vicente, who with great hospitality let me stay with them 
in their village, and patiently answered all my questions despite knowing 
that they themselves stood to benefit little from it. In particular, I would 
like to express my gratitude to my friend Martin, who so generously 
opened his home to me, as well as to my ‘compadre’ Trinidad, who 
served as my principal and most trustworthy informant. Here I would 
also like to take the opportunity to thank Carlos Magdaleno M. and 
Beatriz Cervantes, who offered me their home in Guanajuato City as a 
resort.

During the years following my return to Sweden, I was busy with 
other commitments and therefore could not continue research on a full
time basis. In spite of this, my colleagues at the department of social 
anthropology in Stockholm were always ready to give me a helping hand 
whenever I asked for it. Among the latter, I am particularly grateful to 
my supervisor Professor Gudrun Dahl, who never lost faith in me and



who patiently read one version of the manuscript after another; scrib
bling her comments in the margin. Eva Poluha deserves a special thanks 
for her role as an intellectual ‘ballplank* during a particularly intensive, 
and despairing, period of writing up. Eva also read an earlier version of 
this manuscript and offered constructive criticism: as did Irene Svensson 
and Lilian Brawslaski. To all of them, and other colleagues not men
tioned here, I owe my deepest gratitude.

Outside academia I have very much appreciated the stimulating dis
cussions on board s/y Mumtaz under the captaincy of Carl-Gustav 
Thomstrom, whose remarks on my work —if not delivered in the most 
diplomatic language— have always been to the point. I am also indebted 
to Lotte Jacoby for her steadfast support over the years, and to my 
parents Karin and Sven Krantz for their readiness to offer comfort when
ever I needed it. Last but not least, I owe a tremendous amount to my 
wife Laura, without whose loyalty and support during the final spurt of 
writing, here in Montevideo, this book would never have been finished.

Part of the field-work for this study was financed by SIDA, under a 
special agreement with the Department of Social Anthropology at the 
University of Stockholm. I also received a grant from the Swedish Agen
cy for Research Co-operation with Developing Countries (SAREC). 
Finally, I thank Linda Davis for her correction of my English, as well as 
La Galera here in Montevideo, for their help with transforming the 
manuscript into laserprint and preparation of maps and figures.

Montevideo, July 1991 
L K.





1

Introduction

This is a study about economic and social differentiation in a peasant 
agrarian reform community —a so called ejido— in Central Mexico. 
The study seeks to provide answers to three interrelated questions: How 
have wealth and power come to be so unequally distributed in this ejido 
when land is collectively owned and members have equal rights of par
ticipation in the local political structure? What are the consequences of 
this situation for individual households in terms of economic oppor
tunities and for interests and unity within the ejido in general? How does 
internal differentiation affect the scope for taking the ejido as a basic unit 
in a process of collective local level development? Even if this study 
deals with issues that are unique to the Mexican ejido system, the ques
tion of peasant differentiation and its implications for co-operative 
strategies of rural development has a more general applicability. In this 
sense the study addresses problems which have relevance beyond the 
ejido as such.

I shall begin this introductory chapter with a summary description 
of the origin and role of the ejido in Mexican agrarian reform as it has 
evolved over the years. Certain features regarding the legal framework 
and internal organisation of this rural institution are also explained. 
Having introduced the subject of the study I then switch to a discussion 
of certain trends in peasant studies which focus on differentiation in both 
its synchronic and diachronic dimensions and which have inspired the 
theoretical perspective of this study. Finally, I comment briefly on cer
tain methodological aspects and give an outline of the way the book is 
organized in terms of its various chapters.



Agrarian Reform in Mexico

Perhaps the single most important result of the Revolution in Mexico at 
the beginning of this century, was agrarian reform to be implemented 
throughout the country. It would be beyond the scope of this study to go 
into detail on the background to this reform. Suffice to mention here that 
it had to do with the extremely polarized landholding pattern in pre
revolutionary Mexico, a legacy from the colonial period. This was ag
gravated during the latter half of the 19th Century when virtually all 
farmland was under the control of huge privately owned haciendas, leav
ing the mass of rural people with very little or no land whatsoever for 
their own cultivation. They often served as a semi-servile work force 
permanently attached to the haciendas. It was this situation of extreme 
rural inequality which gave rise to peasant rebellions under such famous 
leaders as Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa, eventually leading to the 
overthrow of the Porfirio Diaz dictatorship in 1910 and the outbreak of 
the Revolution.1

Once the revolutionary warfare was over one of the first steps of the 
new government was the promulgation of an agrarian reform law based 
on Article 27 in the new Constitution of 1917. According to this law 
private holdings in excess of a certain maximum physical size were to be 
expropriated in the name of ‘public interest’ and the surplus land handed 
over to land-poor or entirely landless rural people in the form of a collec
tive holding, or ejido. The law at this stage did not specify the form of 
tenancy or production organization to be adopted among the 
beneficiaries, the ejidatarios, nor the maximum size of landholding to be 
permitted among the private owners. In fact, it was not until 1922 that 
the latter was established at 150 hectares of irrigated or 200 hectares of 
rainfed land or what was considered the equivalent in other types of 
land. Moreover, at this time it was only rural people living in villages 
with officially recognized status as autonomous population nuclei i.e. lo
cated outside the realm of haciendas, who qualified for receiving land as 
jejido. Later on, in the early 1930s, the legislation was changed so that 
resident peons on the hacienda itself could also apply for ejido. In a 
revision of the Constitution in 1946, the maximum irrigated surface to be 
held as private property was eventually reduced to 100 hectares (Eck
stein 1966; Reyes Osorio et al 1974).



The agrarian reform was not put into effect in one stroke, however. 
Rather, it was a gradual and lengthy process which in fact has continued 
to this very day. Historically, one could distinguish three phases in this 
process. The first phase extended from the promulgation of the law in 
1917 up to the coming into power of the Cardenas administration in 
1934. This was a period characterized by much confusion and hesitancy 
regarding the consistency with which the reform should be implemented. 
Although by 1930 some 4000 communities had received land, their hold
ings counted for only 6 percent of all the country’s farmland. The 
remaining land belonged to private owners, 56 percent of whom held 
10.000 hectares or more each (Hewitt 1980).2

The predominant policy at that time was not that the ejido should 
replace the hacienda as the principal production unit, but that it should 
provide the rural poor with a basic livelihood serving as a supplement to 
wages obtained from seasonal work on the haciendas. Moreover, it was 
considered that the ejido ought merely to represent an intermediary step 
towards fullfledged small-scale private landholdership i.e a kind of 
‘school’ for the formerly landless in which they could be trained to even
tually develop into a middle-class of family farmers. For this reason, 
upon receiving land as ejido the beneficiaries were encouraged to divide 
it among themselves into individually farmed plots (Reyes Osorio et al 
1974:21).

The second phase was during the presidency of Lazaro Cardenas, 
from 1934 to 1940. Being a man of a more radical persuasion than his 
predecessors, he introduced a series of measures which completely 
changed the course of the agrarian reform. First of all, there was a 
dramatic increase in land expropriations. In fact during Cardena’s short 
six year presidency as much as 20 million hectares were distributed as 
ejido, this being more than twice as much as was distributed during the 
entire previous period. Furthermore, 11 000 ejidos were created during 
his presidency alone. This represents more than half the number of ejidos 
created in Mexico to this very day (Eckstein 1966:58).3

Closely related to this was a change in the conception of the ejido as 
a rural institution. While up till this time the predominant tendency 
among policy makers had been to view the ejido solely in social terms 
e.g. as a kind of livelihood ‘repository’ for the rural population, it was 
the hacienda which was regarded as the most important production unit



from an overall economic point of view. Under Cardenas the order of 
priority was reversed. In his view it was rather the ejido which should 
play the leading role as the principal agricultural production unit of the 
country while the traditional hacienda ought to disappear from the rural 
scene altogether. Consequendy, a number of measures were adopted 
with the explicit purpose of strengthening the productive capacity of the 
ejido.4 Although there were no barriers imposed against private farming 
per se as long as the latter remained within the legal limits set by the 
agrarian reform laws, private landowners in general had a lower priority 
and therefore received less support from the government. Finally, there 
was the much greater weight given to collective forms of production 
within the ejido during these years. One of the features of the Cardenas 
administration was that unlike previous administrations, the agrarian 
reform was now also allowed to affect some of the richest and most 
productive agricultural zones of the country. Thus, expropriations took 
place in such commercially important areas as La Laguna and Valle de 
Yaqui in Northern Mexico, Lombardia and Nueva Italia in Michoacan, 
the henequen growing districts in Yucatan, etc.

The policy practiced up till then was to encourage the ejidatarios 
who received land in these areas to divide it among themselves into in
dividually held plots. Partly for practical and economic reasons but also 
out of political conviction, Cardenas instead sought to implement a dif
ferent order by promoting the collective organization of production. 
Hence, although the great majority of ejidos that were created during this 
period were still of the ‘individui’ type, a fair number of ‘collective 
ejidos’ were also created i.e. ejidos where the members had not divided 
the land between them and where they all worked as a collectivity. The 
latter were especially prevalent in the irrigated areas where production 
was primarily for export and was considered the most advanced type, 
receiving special treatment by the authorities (cf. Eckstein 1966; 
Restrepo and Eckstein 1975).

In summary, the agrarian reform had a profound impact during these 
years leading to a marked expansion of the ejido sector within the overall 
agrarian structure. This is illustrated by the following figures: Whilst in 
1930 the ejido sector controlled only 13,4 percent of all cultivable land 
and 13,1 percent of the total irrigated surface, in 1940 the corresponding 
figures had risen to 47,4 and 57,3 percent respectively. Similarly,



whereas in 1930 the ejido sector contributed only 11 percent of total na
tional agricultural production, in 1940 the proportion had increased to 
50,5 percent (Reyes Osorio et al 1974:40).5

The Cardenas presidential period marked the culmination of the 
agrarian reform in Mexico. During the following three decades it was the 
need for industrialization and the importance of satisfying growing 
foreign and domestic demands for agricultural products, spurred by a 
recovery of the world economy and an expanded urban population, 
which were at the forefront of government priorities. Within the 
framework of overall agrarian policies there was a shift away from the 
redistribution of land to emphasize total production instead.

The most important aspect of this third phase, was a revival of 
private farming though now under the disguise of ‘legitimate small 
property’ (pequefia propiedad).6 These private agriculturists were 
favoured by all kinds of governmental decrees and subsidies. For in
stance, a modification of Article 27 in the Constitution allowed the legal 
maximum private holding to be enlarged to 300 hectares of irrigated land 
when planted with certain commercially valuable crops, subsidized 
credit and investment schemes were designed with the explicit purpose 
of supporting private farming. A system of guaranteed pricing and taxa
tion was introduced which especially benefitted large-scale producers, 
and, not least important, legislation was established which gave those 
private owners who held a certificate of exemption full protection 
against any encroachments on their proprietary rights.

As a result of these measures medium and large-scale private farm
ing experienced a dynamic growth in Mexico during the 1950s and the 
1960s. It was this type of farming which came to be best endowed with 
irrigation, machinery and other modem inputs, and it was the larger 
private enterprises which dominated the production for sale and par
ticularly that for export.7 As for the ejidos, they were relegated to a 
secondary position, receiving only a token support from the government 
and then mostly for political reasons. Investments for irrigation works 
and other infrastructure assigned specifically to the ejido sector were 
reduced, the federal budget for rural credit to ejidos cut down, etc. Con
cerning the collective ejidos, they were considered a ‘communist’ ex
periment and therefore actively opposed by curtailing financial support



or by putting all kinds of administrative obstacles in their way. Most of 
them were eventually dissolved.8

This does not mean that the ejido sector ceased to play an important 
role within the overall agrarian structure, however. Firstly, it should be 
noted that even though there was a slowing down in the rate of land ex
propriations between 1940 and 1970, agrarian reform was still proceed
ing and expropriations of land continued throughout this period. In 
addition, there were colonization programs in formerly uncultivated 
areas, with the purpose of granting landless people land of their own in 
the form of ejido. Hence, despite the fact that the total cultivated area in 
Mexico was much larger in 1970 than in 1940, the ejido sector in 1970 
still controlled about half of it. And even if this sector contributed a 
lower proportion of the total marketable agricultural production than the 
private sector did, its share of basic food crops such as maize and beans 
was still significant (cf. Appendini et al 1983:237-47). Finally, it was 
still the ejido sector which provided the majority of the rural population 
with a livelihood.

The agrarian policy during this third phase thus did not aim at the 
extermination of the ejido, if for no other reason than that this would 
have been impossible politically. Rather, the strategy could be described 
as the establishment of a sort of division of labour. The large-scale 
private farms were supposed to be responsible for the production 
oriented towards export, and other capital intensive crops and hence got 
support from the government. The ejidos, in contrast, were supposed to 
supply the domestic market with basic food crops but also to serve as a 
pool of cheap labour for the capitalist units. This was the kind of 
development model which prevailed at least up to the 1970s when this 
study commenced.9

To conclude, the particular way in which agrarian reform was im
plemented in Mexico has led to a division of the agrarian structure into 
two parallel sectors i.e. one consisting of farmers with private ownership 
of land, and the other of farmers who are members of an ejido. In 1970 
these two sectors held about an equal share of the country’s total culti
vable area, though the private sector controlled slightly more of the ir
rigated surface. In terms of number of farming units the ejido sector was 
almost twice as large as the private sector.

It should be emphasized that division of rural producers into two



‘sectors’ in this manner, gives a very simplified picture of a situation 
which is in reality quite complex. Take, for example, the private sector. 
There is considerable variation among its members with respect to both 
landholding and production organization. There are a few prosperous 
capitalist owners, but the majority are nothing but poor peasant farmers. 
Similar disparities also exist within the ejido sector though here the 
variation is generally less marked than that in the private sector.10 From a 
purely economic point of view most of the ejidatarios are not very dif
ferent from their fellow private farmers. Like them they are small-scale 
family farmers. On the other hand, the ejido as a rural institution exhibits 
certain features which tend to set its members apart from other rural 
producers. In this sense the ejidatarios represent a particular category 
within the overall agrarian structure.

The ejido

What are, then, the distinguishing features of the ejido? To begin with, 
even though there are cases in Mexico where ejidos are made up of 
people from several neighbouring villages, the members are most com
monly recruited from one and the same village so that the ejido coincides 
with a village community. On the other hand, two features set the ejido 
villages apart from ordinary peasant villages in Mexico: the collectivistic 
land-tenure system and the elaborate local political organization. In what 
follows I shall describe the basic principles of each one of these two sys
tems. 11

As mentioned earlier, when land was expropriated and distributed to 
a group of landless people the agrarian reform laws stipulated that it 
should be handed over as a collective holding. That is, the ejidatarios as 
members of a collectivity should have equal, rights to the land. The 
reason was that the authorities wanted to prevent a renewed concentra
tion of land, something which, it was assumed, would be easier to 
counter if land was not distributed as individual property right away.

This, however, did not exclude the possibility of land being held in 
individual possession. I have already mentioned the experiment with 
‘collective’ ejidos in Mexico. Yet, only a minority of the ejidos were or
ganized in this manner, and those that were so in most cases disin



tegrated into ‘individualized’ ones during the 1950s and the 1960s. Most 
ejidos in Mexico today therefore have the land divided into individual 
parcels among the members although it is the ejido as a collectivity 
which has the formal rights over the land.12

Individuals who hold land in this manner have only usufructory 
rights, not ownership rights. They are not allowed to sell, mortgage, rent 
out or in any other way dispose of land as if it were their personal 
property. Inheritance is an exception in the sense that the ejidatario 
him/herself has the power to decide who will inherit. According to the 
law, inheritance is non-divisible. Ejido land can only be transferred, 
through inheritance, as a single unit.13

These restrictions apply both among the ejidatarios themselves and 
between ejidatarios and individuals alien to the ejido. Furthermore, an 
individual is only allowed to keep his land as long as he himself, or some 
member of his household, personally cultivates it. If an ejidatario has to 
refrain from planting his land during a year or two because of sickness, 
temporary absence from the village or some accidental occurrence, he 
must ask for permission from the ejido authorities. Otherwise he might 
be deprived of his land which usually also means that he loses his mem
bership of the ejido.

So much for the land-tenure system. As for the ejido’s internal or
ganization, it is regulated by the agrarian reform law and consists of 
three decision-making bodies. The General Assembly (Asamblea 
General) is the highest authority where all ejidatarios have a right to par
ticipate on the principle one person one vote. Formally speaking, the 
General Assembly represents the basic framework for internal 
democracy in the ejido. Among its duties are: to elect and remove the 
members of other authorises in the ejido; to authorize, modify or rectify 
the decisions taken by the comisariado (see below); to solicit the inter
vention of state authorities in case of suspension or privation of, in
dividual membership rights; to decide over the utilization of common 
ejidal property, etc. In principle, the General Assembly ought to meet at 
least once a month or when a particular urgent issue is at hand. Decisions 
are taken by simple majority vote, in the first convocation with at least 
50 percent of the members present, in second and later convocations 
with whatever number of ejidatarios attend the meeting.

Every third year the General Assembly elects a president, secretary



and cashier from amongst the members, to act as a steering committee, 
comisariado ejidal, which is the most immediate authority in daily mat
ters and which represents the ejido in all contacts with the regional 
government and other state agencies. It is also the comisariado, through 
its president, which represents the ejido in the Regional Peasant Com
mittee (Comiti Regional Campesino). The latter is a regional branch of 
the CNC, the national peasant confederation belonging to the PRI party 
(See Note 5). Members of the comisariado can be re-elected provided 
that they gain at least two-thirds of the votes of the Assembly.

Parallel to the comisariado there is also a vigilance committee, con- 
sejo de vigilanda, composed of a similar set of officials, whose duty is 
to control the work of the comisariado and report to the General As
sembly. The members of the vigilance committee are also elected for a 
three-year term, with the difference that whereas the comisariado is 
elected by the majority of the Assembly, the vigilance committee is 
meant to represent the minority.14

An ejido village could thus be described as a local aggregate of in
dividual farmers, subject to specific rules regulating the holding of land. 
The basic idea behind these rules is partly to protect the land of the 
ejidatarios from private external interests, and partly to prevent a con
centration of land among the ejidatarios themselves. Also, there is an 
elaborate local political organization whose purpose is to ensure grass
roots democracy. It should, however, be emphasized that this is the way 
the ejido is supposed to function according to the agrarian reform legis
lation i.e. a kind of ideal model. In reality, there is much variation from 
one ejido to another depending on local circumstances. In particular, this 
seems to be the case with respect to such aspects as internal economic 
equality and democracy which, as we shall see in this study, may diverge 
quite substantially from the purported ideal.

Peasant differentiation: a theoretical background

As mentioned at the outset this is a study about economic and social dif
ferentiation in a particular ejido village in Central Mexico. The 
phenomenon of peasant differentiation is not new in anthropological 
studies of Mesoamerica. For example, both Lewis (1963) and Goldkind



(1965, 1966) emphasized this aspect in their respective reviews of 
Robert Redfield’s classical studies of Tepoztlin and Chan Kom, publish
ed originally in 1930 and 1934 (Redfield 1930; Redfield and Villa Rojas 
1934).15 However, it is only since the 1970s that anthropologists have 
explored this theme in a more systematic manner and then both from 
synchronic and diachronic perspectives.

There are in particular two approaches in this more recent discus
sion of peasant differentiation which have inspired the orientation of this 
study. One is that which focusses on what is commonly referred to as 
‘intra-cultural’ or ‘intra-community’ diversity, that is the variation in in
dividual conditions, interests, and behaviour that may exist even within 
otherwise quite culturally homogeneous groups or local communities. 
Behind this approach lies a change of theoretical perspective over the 
years in anthropological studies dealing with peasant economic and so
cial organization. Formerly, researchers like Robert Redfield for in
stance, primarily focussed on culturally constituted socialization 
processes or cognitive orientations as the way to understand peasant 
economic and social behaviour. In more recent years there has been a 
shift in focus putting more emphasis on access to resources and other en
vironmental factors as critical to the way peasants organize themselves 
economically and socially. Peasants in this latter perspective are seen as 
actors whose decisions can be explained as adaptive strategies to the cir
cumstances under which they live.16

One implication of this shift in research focus is that more attention 
is given to the ‘situational logic’ of the decision-maker. By specifying 
the various factors —whether they be economic, social, political or pure
ly physical in character— that act as opportunities or constraints for the 
individual in his decisions, it becomes possible to see how many aspects 
of behaviour, in fact have a rational and logical basis. They reflect the 
way individuals or households seek to adapt to different situations in a 
manner that they themselves find best suit their interests and particular 
circumstances (Prattis 1973). Moreover, by taking the individual, or, 
more commonly, the household rather than the community as a whole as 
the unit for analysis, it becomes possible to see the diversity in adaptive 
responses that may exist on a local level. Hence, attention to the way 
households face different conditions is a crucial feature of this type of re
search. 17



The other approach of relevance to this study is that which focusses 
on differentiation as a process over time. The literature that deals with 
this subject usually distinguishes between two forms of this process: 
demographic, and social differentiation. The former concept refers to 
differentiation associated with the development cycle of households. 
Crucial factors here are, for example, how changes in the age structure 
and composition of households affect the production capacity and sub
sistence needs of the latter, and thus the size of their disposable income, 
the acquisition or loss of land through inheritance affecting the size of 
individual holdings, etc. In other words, differences in wealth and 
landholding status between households may simply reflect that they are 
at different stages in the normal course of development over time.

The concept of social differentiation, on the other hand, refers to a 
process of structural change creating a more permanent division among 
the households in terms of economic status. This may be a process which 
takes place within the life-span of one and the same generation i.e. intra- 
generational social differentiation: the result of such factors as land 
transactions between households, rising costs of living which force some 
households to become more dependent on wage-labour than others, etc. 
Or, it may be a process of change between generations i.e. inter-genera
tional social differentiation, where such factors as population growth in 
combination with limitations on the availability of land play a prominent 
role.18

An issue which has been much debated in the research on peasants 
is whether capitalism as an economic system necessarily leads to a dis
solving of the peasantry as a distinct economic and social class i.e. a 
division of the latter into a group of petty rural capitalists on the one 
hand, and a group of landless, wage-earning rural proletarians on the 
other. This was, for example, a question of much controversy among 
Mexican social scientists during especially the 1970s and the early 
1980s, the so called descampesinista-campesinista debate.19

It would lead too far to go into all the details of this discussion. Suf
fice it here to sketch the principal lines of each side’s argument. Begin
ning with the descampesinistas, their argument followed a more or less 
classical orthodox Marxist line of reasoning, forecasting the inevitable 
disappearance of the peasantry as a distinct class as capitalism penetrates 
the rural areas of Mexico. Due to the superior production capacity of the



capitalist system with its depressive effect on market prices of agricul
tural products, so the argument went, it is impossible for the peasant 
family enterprise to survive over time given its lack of land resources, 
low level of technology, and low productivity in general. Some peasants 
will be able to cope with this adverse situation by increasing their 
productivity through investments and the acquisition of more land and 
thus transform themselves into a petty bourgeoisie. However, the 
majority, in order to survive, will have no choice but to supplement their 
farming with seasonal wage-labour, thus becoming a ‘semi-proletariat’, 
or, abandon farming altogether joining the ranks of the full-time 
proletariat. According to some analysts, this latter process is already at 
quite an advanced stage in Mexico, as indicated by the widespread invol
vement of peasants in wage-labour relations and the high incidence of 
landlessness in rural areas (cf. Bartra 1974, 1975a; de la Pena 1979; 
Coello 1981; Bartra and Otero 1987).

In contrast, the campesinistas argued that far from disappearing, the 
peasant sector not only persists but is in fact expanding in absolute terms 
in Mexico despite accellerating capitalist development. To theoretically 
justify their position, the campesinistas developed a multifaceted argu
ment. On the one hand, they argued that one reason why the peasant sec
tor has remained relatively intact in Mexico, is simply that it is beneficial 
to capital. Given the fact that peasants are family producers motivated by 
an economic rationality which emphasizes the satisfaction of subsistence 
rather than profit, this makes them the ideal targets for exploitation by 
the rural bourgeoisie and the larger capitalist system in general. The ex
traction of profits from the peasants usually occurs through such 
mechanisms as unequal exchange of goods on the market, the charging 
of exorbitant interest rates on loans and rural credit in general, the pay
ment of wages for seasonal work below the reproduction cost of labour, 
and other similar forms of ‘superexploitation’. Thus, it is not strange that 
the Mexican State, through all kinds of public investments, development 
projects, etc., has actually supported the survival of the peasantry over 
the years. Its continued existence is functional to capitalist accumulation 
both within and outside rural areas (Warman 1974; Pare 1977; A.Bartra 
1979).20

Adding to this, there is the kind of dependent or ‘blocked’ 
capitalism prevalent in Mexico, which, so it was argued, does not create



sufficient employment opportunities in industry and other non-agricul- 
tural branches to absorb more than a tiny fraction of the surplus rural 
population. The latter, in order to make a living, have little choice but to 
stay on in the rural areas and this in itself is an important reason why the 
peasant way of life persists. It serves as a protection against the hazards 
of dependent capitalism (cf. Stavenhagen 1976; Bennholdt-Thomsen 
1976; Pare 1977).

On the other hand, as Arturo Warman in particular has argued in a 
series of publications (Warman 1976,1980,1985), there are also certain 
features or aspects intrinsic to peasant economic and social organisation 
itself which tend to neutralize or at least reduce the impact of capitalism 
on this part of the rural population. Firsdy, there is the importance of the 
extended family as a basic economic and social unit facilitating both co
ordinated planning of resources and redistribution of income. The sur
vival capacity of this group is enhanced as a result. Secondly, there is the 
integrated nature of the larger agrarian community of which the in
dividual peasant families form a part, which through such mechanisms 
as corporate control over land, culturally established rules for co-opera
tion and other reciprocal ties provide its members with the basic security 
of a livelihood. These and other similar peculiarities of the peasants’ 
mode of life, are, according to Warman, factors which explain why 
peasants are able to persist notwithstanding accellerated capitalist 
development in the rest of the economy.

The point that interests us here is the diametrically opposed views 
that the two schools had on the process of differentiation. As already 
mentioned, the descampesinistas regarded the existence of economic 
status differences, and particularly those relating to landholding and in
volvement in wage-labour relations, as indications of an on-going 
process of permanent structural disintegration of the peasantry. This is 
what was earlier referred to as a process of social differentiation, and 
what the campesinistas saw as an erroneous conclusion which did not 
correspond with reality. Take, for example, the possibility of upward 
mobility. Warman argued that this was circumscribed by the exploitation 
peasants were subject to from outside and which prevented the ac
cumulation of capital at a local level. Insofar as there were differences in 
economic wealth between households, these were more often seen as a 
result of temporary discrepancies in man-land ratios which would vary



throughout time with changes in the composition of households, division 
of land by inheritance, etc (Warman 1980:208-12).

As for such phenomena as wage-labour and landlessness, these did 
not necessarily signify a change of class status either. Wage-labour 
could, according to the campesinistas, also be seen as a form of 
household-based economic diversification since the wage-labourers fre
quently cultivated their own land or formed part of households where 
other members simultaneously performed this activity. Landlessness was 
often a fact merely in the official sense since many of the landless in fact 
belonged to households where the head was a landholder. For example, 
they were married sons still living with their parents, or they cultivated 
the land of others in some kind of share-cropping arrangement. Besides, 
landlessness was often only a temporary condition applying to a specific 
phase in the life-cycle of a family (ibid: 169-83). In short, to the extent 
that there were economic status differences within the peasant sector, 
these were, in the eyes of the campesinistas, seen as transitory 
phenomena reflecting the normal process of cyclical change in 
households over time i.e. demographic differentiation, rather than a per
manent class division per se.

Let me finally add that although the debate between descampesinistas 
and campesinistas was cast in such terms that it principally addressed the 
issue of the potentiality of peasants as a political force, it also had relevance 
for the question of peasant-based strategies of rural development, at least in- 
directly. Thus, while the descampesinistas tended to regard development 
policy based on the peasantry as futile because this segment of the rural 
structure was bound to disappear anyway (Bartra 1975a), the campesinistas 
had a more positive view in this respect. They argued that there was indeed 
scope for a process of local-level collective rural development based on the 
peasantry, given the internal stability and unity of the latter as an interest 
group (Esteva 1977,1978; Warman 1985).

The study

The present study seeks to combine a dynamic perspective where dif
ferentiation as a process over time is emphasized, with an actor-oriented 
perspective which stresses variation in individual economic oppor



tunities and constraints, in an analysis of San Vicente, an ejido-village in 
Central Mexico. The study explores both the underlying processes that 
have led up to the present situation of inequality in landholdings and 
socio-economic status among the villagers, and the consequences this 
has for individual households in terms of farming adaptations, alternative 
economic pursuits, maintenance, and living conditions in general. Atten
tion is drawn to the connection between economic inequality and rela
tions of power within the ejido’s political structure and its effect on the 
latter as a grass-roots organisation.

Furthermore, the enquiry attempts to address the question of what 
practical implications all this has for organized forms of local level 
development. Is internal differentiation an obstacle to an ejido-based 
strategy for collective or co-operative rural development? One relevant 
aspect in this context is the disparity in economic interests and potential 
among individual ejidatarios which tends to make co-operation in larger 
groups difficult to realize in practice. Another aspect is the dis
criminatory effect of differentiation in ejidal status on the potential to 
participate in such co-operation in the first place, leading to an unequal 
distribution of benefits on a village-wide scale. These and other related 
problems in conjunction with a government inspired irrigation and in
vestment program initiated in San Vicente in the late 1970s, are dis
cussed.

Originally, this study was intended to deal with the impact of 
agrarian reform on a peasant community, taking the Mexican ejido as an 
example. Specifically, my interest was to analyse how the internal 
economic and social structure of a particular ejido-village had changed 
during the years following the implementation of agrarian reform, since 
this was a subject which to date had been little explored by social scien
tists in Mexico. With this purpose in mind I went to Mexico and started 
my research in San Vicente. I chose this village after scrutinizing several 
alternative sites, because it by and large met the requirements I had pre
viously established for the selection of my ‘case’. Specifically, I sought 
an individualized (as opposed to a collectivised) ejido of moderate size 
located in an agriculturally important area where, furthermore, there 
were no significant ethnic or cultural differences among the inhabitants. 
Field-work took place at intervals during a period totalling 12 months 
between 1976 and 1977.



Unexpectedly, when I had returned to Sweden to write up my 
material certain quite radical changes occurred in San Vicente which 
made me decide to prolong the study and return for a second period of 
field-work. The changes I am referring to were related to the ejido col 
lectivization program promoted by the authorities on a national scale 
beginning in the mid-1970s and which had now finally reached San 
Vicente. I suddenly found myself in the rather unique position of having 
first-hand background information, and being well acquainted with an 
individualized ejido which had recently been at least partly collectivised. 
This was an excellent opportunity to supplement the data collected 
during the earlier phase with new data on the concrete effects of the col
lectivization program, and present it as one single study. During the 
summer of 1985 I therefore went back to San Vicente for 3 months to 
collect information on the new situation in the ejido.

This explanation helps to clarify the time perspective adopted in this 
study. The study is organized around two periods in the historical 
development of Ejido San Vicente. The first is the period from 1934 
—when the ejido was created— to 1977 which was the last year when 
San Vicente was still an entirely individualized ejido. The second period 
extends from 1978 to 1985 when collective farming was first introduced 
into San Vicente. My underlying argument here is that in order to under
stand the outcome of the collectivization program during the second 
period, it is necessary to refer to events and processes which occurred 
during the first period, in other words, it was the particular manner in 
which this ejido-village developed, during the more than 40 years when 
it was still an entirely individualized ejido, which lay behind many of the 
problems encountered when collective farming was introduced in the 
late 1970s and the early 1980s.

This division into two periods is again reflected in the organisation 
of the various chapters of this book. An overview of San Vicente and its 
historical background is given in Chapter 2 with emphasis on the com
plex process through which people obtained land as ejido. The chapter 
ends with a summary of the more salient features of this process which 
had consequences for subsequent events. Chapter 3 describes certain 
aspects of the social organization within San Vicente as a village-com
munity, as it was found to exist in 1977 at the time of the first field
work. In particular, emphasis is put on ‘individualism’, as a quality of



inter-household relationships, and its consequences for villagers’ will
ingness to co-operate with one another.

The next four chapters too are based on data collected in 1977 and 
thus refer to the period when San Vicente was still an individualized 
ejido. Each chapter brings into focus certain structural contradictions 
within the ejido as they emerged during this period, contradictions which 
later proved to be of crucial importance when the collectivization pro
gram was attempted. Chapter 4 deals with the unequal distribution of 
land within the ejido and the village at large; Chapter 5 with farming 
decisions and economic opportunities; Chapter 6 with relations of in
equality in a social and political perspective; aiid finally, Chapter 7 with 
the problem of generational change and the emergence of a group of 
non-ejidatarios.

To cover the process of ejido collectivization and ensuing change in 
San Vicente, the temporal focus is shifted, in Chapter 8, to the period be
tween 1978 and 1985. The background to the national collectivization 
program and its impact on San Vicente during these years is analysed in 
this chapter. Finally, in Chapter 9 the principal conclusions of the study 
are discussed in the light of other studies of ejidos, and research on 
peasants in Mexico in general. A last section is devoted to more policy 
oriented questions regarding the significance of the phenomenon of 
peasant differentiation for locally based strategies of participatory rural 
development.





2

From Hacienda to Ejido

San Vicente is located in the state of Guanajuato in Central Mexico. This 
chapter starts out with a summary description of this larger region fol
lowed by a presentation of the actual village and its immediate surround
ing area. The bulk of the chapter is then devoted to a discussion of the 
historical background and the process by which the San Vicente ejido 
was created as a result of agrarian reform.1

Frontier to the north

Located about 350 km to the north-west of Mexico City, the state of 
Guanajuato constitutes a kind of frontier area between the inhospitable 
plains of the great Mesa del Norte —as the huge fladand embracing most 
of Northern Mexico all the way to the United States border is called— 
and the fertile valleys of the upland plateau of the Mesa Central —or 
what is commonly referred to as Central Mexico. In the north, 
Guanajuato borders on the state of Zacatecas, in the east and west on 
Queretaro and Jalisco respectively, and in the south on the states of 
Michoacan and Mexico (See Map 1).

Northern Guanajuato is characterized by a hilly and almost desert
like landscape, reminiscent of the arid plains of the north. Here, except 
in a few river-valleys, farming is practiced on unirrigated land only. On 
the other hand, the southern part, known as the Bajto, has since colonial 
times been famous as one of the most fertile and productive agricultural 
zones in all Mexico. Sierra de Guanajuato, cutting across the area in an
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east-west direction, serves as a natural dividing line between the north
ern and southern parts of the state. In the north, including on the Sierra, 
the climate is temperate and semi-dry with mean temperatures ranging 
from 16 °C to 18 °C and with precipitations from 400 to 600 mm per 
year. In the south, on the other hand, the climate is warmer and wetter. 
The mean temperature here fluctuates between 19 °C and 21 °C and 
precipitation reaches 700 mm annually. The seasonal patterns are pretty 
much the same in the two areas, however, with a cold dry winter from 
November to March, and a warm rainy summer lasting from June to 
September (IEPES 1976). 2

One historical feature of Guanajuato which distinguishes it from the 
rest of Mexico to the south, was the lack of any sedentary indigenous 
population prior to European colonization. At the time of the Spanish 
Conquest, the Lerma River, running along the southern border of what is 
today the state of Guanajuato, separated the farming Indians —living 
predominantly in a village-pattern within the Aztec Empire— from the 
scattered nomadic bands of hunters and food gatherers roaming the hills 
and plains of the north. To the colonizers these nomadic indigenous 
groups were collectively known as Chichimecas (Chevalier 1963). The 
Crown used to rely on a compulsory labour and tribute system (enco- 
miendas resp. repartimientos) imposed on local native populations. In 
the North, however, since there was no sedentary population, workers 
had to be brought in from the outside. The dichotomous social structure 
which became such a distinct feature on the central plateau, where Indian 
communities existed alongside a society almost totally under Spanish 
cultural influence (cf. Gibson 1964), had no equivalent in this northern 
region. Here, an immigrant Mestizo society predominated from the 
beginning. For the same reason Spanish was the only language spoken.3

Guanajuato thus developed as a typical frontier settlement. The 
opening of silver mines in the mid-16th Century, first in Zacatecas and 
later in Sierra de Guanajuato, triggered off a tremendous inflow of both 
people and capital to the formerly almost unpopulated northern provin
ces. The expansion of mining throughout the following two centuries, 
didn’t stimulate the settlement and economic development of just the 
Sierra. Equally important were the rapidly increasing demands for food
stuffs and manufactured goods, generated by the mining economy. The 
Bajfo, because of its rich soils, became a leading cereal and fodder



production area not only to the neighbouring mining camps in 
Guanajuato, but to most of Northern Mexico as well. Similarly, the 
population growth and general upturn in economic and commercial ac
tivities in towns such as San Miguel, San Felipe, Celaya, Irapuato, Silao 
and Leon, go back to this period when the society of Guanajuato 
prospered as never before (Wolf 1955; Brading 1971; Di Telia 1973; 
Krantz 1978).

As mentioned, a distinguishing feature of Guanajuato was the lack 
of any sedentary native population which the colonizers could rely upon 
to work in the mines and in agricultural production. This is one reason 
why, from an early stage, agricultural production in the Bajio and else
where in the region, came to be organized on privately owned properties, 
haciendas or ranchos. These were created out of land-grants, mercedes, 
given to ex-soldiers of the colonial army, and other Spaniards, so as to 
speed-up settlement of the Northern Frontier (Brading 1971; Gonzalez 
Martinez 1978). Several of the large estates in the Bajio were also owned 
by ecclesiastic corporations, since the Catholic Church was one of the 
principal landowners at this time (Bazan 1971). It appears that haciendas 
came to dominate the rural landscape of the Bajio especially where com
mercial production was most pronounced, whereas the smaller ranchos 
became most prevalent in Northern Guanajuato, although they were by 
no means restricted to this zone alone. Those estates that were created in 
the north were often leased to tenants (Brading 1978).

The Liberal Reform Laws of the 1850s and the 1860s limited 
Church ownership of properties. In conjunction with an overall 
economic crisis in the wake of Independence, when many an indebted 
landowner was forced to sell his land, this legal reform had a strong im
pact on the land market in Guanajuato. On the hilly and less productive 
soils in the north, where absentee landlordship was the rule, the land 
sales gave many of the former tenants an option to become free-holders. 
The low commercial value of mountain land did not attract capital-strong 
investors, so the land transfers reinforced the predominance of a peasant- 
based production system in this area. In the Bajfo too, the selling of land 
had a certain impact on holdings. As Diaz-Polanco (1978) has shown in 
his study of Valle de Santiago in Southern Guanajuato, the hacienda in 
this part of the country was reduced to a relatively limited extension, fre
quently not exceeding 500 hectares. Many former tenants in the Bajio



seized the opportunity to become owners themselves. Still, estate 
agriculture remained the principal production form on the fladand to the 
south. It appears that the accessing of new market outlets towards the 
end of the 19th Century, when Southern Guanajuato was included in the 
newly constructed railroad network, was especially beneficial to the 
larger commercial units in the Bajfo.

This difference in historical development between Northern and 
Southern Guanajuato has been pointed out because it explains the dif
ferent impact which the agrarian reform had in the two areas. 
Guanajuato, like the rest of Mexico, was profoundly affected by agrarian 
reform. Primarily from the 1930s onwards, a process of rural transforma
tion was initiated, which implied that many of the former haciendas were 
to be expropriated and distributed as ejidos to landless peones. A rapid 
increase in the number of peasant farms resulted. The effects of the 
agrarian reform were not the same throughout the region, however. In 
the mountains to the north, the reform had in fact only a minor impact 
since there were few haciendas liable for expropriation there. A peasant 
production system already prevailed in the mountains, one which was 
reinforced when the former share-croppers bought land, or, less com
monly, acquired membership in an ejido. Consequently there are rela
tively few ejidos in the north. Most peasants are private owners. 
Moreover, large-scale commercial farming is not a common feature in 
this part of the state.

In the Bajfo to the south the situation was different. Here the hacien
da dominated rural production before the outset of the agrarian reform, 
and expropriations and the creation of ejidos were thus more prevalent. 
Most small-scale producers in the Bajfo are therefore, in one way or 
another, connected to the ejido sector. However, large-scale private com
mercial farming is still a significant feature. Many of the haciendas were 
already divided before the reform. Such divisions did not principally 
benefit the peasantry, but entrepreneurs and investors from the outside 
profited from them. In the period after the agrarian reform, as a result of 
heavy investments in irrigation and machinery, many private farms have 
developed into fullfledged capitalist enterprises. An additional factor 
which has stimulated commercial production is the favourable 
geographical location of this area. It has easy access to market outlets in 
Mexico City, to the populous urban centers of Leon and Guadalajara,



and, to some extent, Monterrey in the distant north. Especially on the 
larger private farms production is nowadays concentrated on a few com
mercially profitable crops. Also, the penetration of transnational corpora
tions like Anderson & Clayton and Del Monte into the region, has 
opened up new channels for marketing. Many large farms operate with 
capital and credits from these corporations (NACLA 1976; Feder 1977; 
Dfaz-Polanco and Montandon 1977).

In 1980 the population of Guanajuato amounted to little more than 3 
million inhabitants (Censo de Poblacion 1980). Slightly more than half 
of this population lived in urban areas. The majority were concentrated 
in a chain of townships on the northern fringe of the Bajio. While some 
of the larger towns have experienced a rapid growth through the estab
lishment of industries and other production activities, others rely heavily 
on their location close to commercial agricultural zones. In a few cases, 
the agricultural potential of an area has afforded the establishment of 
refining industries, notably the canning of strawberries in Irapuato. The 
capital of the state, Guanajuato City, is located in the interior of the 
Sierra where it was originally established as a mining centre. Today it is 
more a tourist attraction and an administrative and political centre. As 
for the state’s rural population, the majority live in the southern part. The 
farming population of the north live in a semi-dispersed pattern, either in 
clusters at the bottom of river-valleys or scattered in single homesteads 
on surrounding hills or mountain slopes. On the fertile flatland of the 
Bajfo, on the other hand, rural people with few exceptions are con
centrated in clearly defined villages.

San Vicente: an ejido-village

San Vicente is located to the south of the town of Silao in the municipio 
(municipality) of the same name. Silao is the only large township in the 
area, with a population of approximately 32 000 inhabitants. The 
Municipality of Silao in its entirety contains 77 036 inhabitants (Map 2).4

The township of Silao is basically an agricultural town and serves as 
a deposit and centre of commerce for agricultural products. There big 
companies and private merchants have warehouses, to which agricultural 
products from all over the region are delivered. Trucks then transport the
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merchandise to other major cities throughout the country; or, for more 
bulky transports the railroad connecting Silao with Mexico City, is used. 
For people in the surrounding rural villages, Silao is the only place 
where a wide assortment of shops and other facilities are offered. At the 
central plaza there is a permanent indoor retail market where a variety of 
food items are sold and on Fridays there is a weekly market, tianguis, 
where ambulant traders offer clothes and other manufactured articles for 
sale at popular prices. For medical treatment, or to attend mass when 
there is no church in their own community, rural people go to Silao. The 
township of Silao is also a political and administrative centre and seat for 
the municipal president and the local branch of the PRI party and its af
filiated organizations. Most rural villages in the area have at least one 
daily bus connection with Silao. From Silao there are further connections 
to other major cities like Leon and Guanajuato City and also to important 
places outside the state e.g. Guadalajara or Mexico City.

Southern Silao is part of the agricultural flatland referred to above 
as the Bajfo, with fertile plains spreading out to the horizon. Before the



agrarian reform, when most of this land was held by haciendas, irrigation 
was obtained from the River Silao which runs across the area in a north- 
south direction. At that time water was stored in huge dams during the 
summer and was used for irrigating wheat and other crops in the dry 
winter season. However, with the division of the formerly extensive 
holdings and the creation of ejidos, this system was no longer possible. 
Irrigation is today performed with tube-wells. It is above all the private 
landowners who have invested in the construction of wells, although a 
few of the ejidatarios benefit from this system too. There were in 1970 in 
total 59 ejidos within the municipality controlling approximately 50 per
cent of the arable land. The rest belonged to private landholders with 
much of it concentrated in the hands of a few large-scale owners.

San Vicente is situated about 12 km to the south of Silao. Although 
the land belonging to the ejido covers more than 6 km2, the majority of 
the inhabitants live close together in a village compound. At the time of 
my first field-work in 1977, the population of San Vicente amounted to 
738 individuals divided into 77 households. Approximately three 
quarters of the population lived within the compound. The rest resided in 
scattered single homesteads built on their farm-land outside the actual 
village compound. In all four directions San Vicente was surrounded 
either by the lands of other ejidos or by large private properties.

The settlement area consisted of two parallel streets lined by adobe 
and concrete houses. In most cases the houses had one wall and a portale 
facing the street. At the back there was a patio with a kitchen and a corail 
for the animals. The houses had both electricity and a tap nearby for run
ning water. Many of the houses were quite spacious structures contain
ing both a living-room and several sleeping-rooms. Several households 
also had such modem appliances as refrigerators, television etc. How
ever, there were also households living under considerably more frugal 
conditions, indicating that wealth was not uniformly spread throughout 
the community.

At one end of the village there was a primary school. Children not 
only from San Vicente but from other homesteads in the district attended 
classes there. Since there was no church in the village, for religious 
ceremonies people went to Silao —to which there was a bus-service 
twice a day. The proximity of San Vicente to Silao also meant that the 
villagers made the bulk of their purchases there. There was only one



The inhabitants of San Vicente live close together in a village compound.

store in the village, run by CONASUPO, a government agency. A couple 
of smaller establishments confined their operations to minor items sold 
over the counter-flap in ordinary dwelling-houses.

People in San Vicente at that time were farmers whose cultivation 
of land provided them with their principal livelihood, as it still does 
today. The farming area streched out in all four directions from the vil
lage compound. In 1977, at least, only a portion of the land was irrigated 
with water from tube-wells. This land was referred to as noria by the vil
lagers and was planted all year around. The remainder was all rain-fed 
land, called temporal, renderring one crop per year.

Concerning cropping patterns, these were very much an adaptation 
to ecological factors and the type of land held. Those who had access to 
irrigated land grew vegetables e.g. tomatoes, carrots and chile for the 
market. A large proportion of the land was dedicated to alfalfa, a peren
nial plant which is a highly nourishing animal fodder, and therefore per
mitted the keeping of livestock for commercial purposes, in this case



dairy production. On the other hand, on the temporal land which was all 
unirrigated and thus exposed to the hazards of fluctuating weather condi
tions, maize was planted alongside sorghum, the former being primarily 
for home consumption.

San Vicente was established quite recently. It was only in 1934 that 
this village was created when people obtained land here as ejido. The 
first ejidatarios, with few exceptions, all came from the Hacienda San 
Vicente which was situated a few kilometres from the ejido’s present 
location. Interestingly, in 1930 when people requested land in accord
ance with the agrarian reform laws, the land-survey which was made in
dicated that the hacienda was not liable for expropriation. Those who 
wanted ejido were instead offered land from other estates, and since this 
was land located at some distance from their original living place, the 
recently appointed ejidatarios decided to build a new village where they 
had got the land. The new village was named after the hacienda they 
were coming from.

In what follows I shall first describe some features of life on the 
Hacienda San Vicente, how the movement for agrarian reform was initiated 
among the labourers, and how this was countered by the landowner. There
after I shall go into some detail on the actual process of the creation of the 
ejido since this had certain implications for later developments.

Hacienda San Vicente

According to older villagers the Hacienda San Vicente was organized in 
the manner of a typical feudal estate. Living conditions for the workers, 
or peones as they were habitually referred to collectively, were extreme
ly poor. Their income, whether in kind or cash, hardly sufficed for a 
living. In order to make ends meet the peones had to rely on food advan
ces and credit purchases from local stores kept within the hacienda, lead
ing to a state of perpetual indebtedness. This was, in fact, one of the 
institutionalized means of keeping people permanently attached to the 
hacienda.

The workers, with their wives and children, lived in clusters of 
small, very rudimentary shacks, or, in the best of circumstances, simple 
adobe houses of one or two rooms with an outdoor kitchen. There were



three such residential areas: El Casco, which was the actual centre of the 
hacienda and where the main buildings, corails for the animals, stores, 
church, etc., were alsa located; and El Espejo; and El Refugio which 
were separate population nuclei on the outskirts of the hacienda. The 
hacienda operated as a single enterprise supervised by a hired ad
ministrator, since the owner spent much time in Silao where he lived 
with his family. However, in most daily matters the peones had to 
respond to mayordomos who were work-leaders appointed from among 
the peones themselves.

Production on the hacienda was both for internal consumption and 
geared towards the market. The principal crops were maize, beans, 
wheat and barley. Although the hacienda was operated as one estate 
there was a difference in the way labour was organized depending on 
cropping patterns. For instance, during the summer-season, from May to 
October, when maize and beans were cultivated on rainfed land, this was 
all performed within a system of share-cropping. The system worked 
with each peon and his family constituting one production unit. During 
the early spring when it was time to prepare the land for planting, the 
oxen kept by the hacienda were given over into the custody of the 
peones but only for as long as the cultivation season lasted. The number 
of oxen determined the amount of land allotted to each family for the 
season. The standard procedure was to give one fanega, i.e. roughly 5 
hectares, per yoke of oxen. After the cultivation when no more plough
ing was needed, the animals were collected by the hacienda to be used in 
other work but would then be redistributed in a similar manner the next 
season. In exchange for the right to work the land, the peon had to sur
render half of his harvest. In addition, he was obliged to pay back, from 
his share, what he had previously received in advances of food, clothing 
and other items.

During the winter, production on the hacienda was focussed on 
wheat cultivation. With the summer rains, when the River Silao was 
filled to its brim with water, it was common practice to deliberately 
place a good portion of the hacienda’s surface beneath water. The water- 
covered area served as a huge dam which could be used for irrigating 
wheat during the dry winter months. There were three such dams on the 
hacienda. Because of the scale of operations, only day labourers were 
used in wheat cultivation. This presented the share-croppers with an op



portunity to make a few pesos extra during the winter. Moreover, work
ing as a day labourer was the only option open to those, who because of 
age or some other reason, were not entrusted with ‘their own’ land as 
share-croppers.

In view of their overall poor living standards and their subordinate 
position vis-d-vis the landowner and his representatives, the workers 
with their families were, apparently, a fairly homogeneous mass of 
people. However, this should not obscure the fact that the peones didn’t 
all share the same position in terms of economic situation and social 
status. For instance, although officially the workers were not allowed to 
own any animals —besides a few pigs, hens and one or two donkeys for 
domestic purposes— at least in the early 1930s, when the first census of 
the hacienda was made, there were in fact a few families who reported 
that they were the owners of one or two yokes of oxen, horses, etc. Ac
cording to my informants these were people who, in one way or another, 
had managed to muster sufficient resources to invest in their own 
draught-animals. Because they had good connections with the ad
ministrator or one of the mayordomos, they had been allowed to keep 
these animals provided that they put them to use in cultivating the 
hacienda’s land. There were also a few individuals who, in addition to 
their work as share-croppers, had embarked upon careers as muleteers or 
ox-cart drivers, transporting agricultural products and other goods be
tween the hacienda and Silao.

Another point of interest, is the manner in which personnel for 
leadership positions were recruited. For example, to supervise work on 
the fields there were, as mentioned, trusted employees appointed as 
mayordomos. These were often recruited from among the resident 
workers and enjoyed a slightly better economic standing, and, above all, 
a position of superior status. There were few alternative routes for ad
vancement on the hacienda. Therefore the landowner, or his equivalent, 
was particularly shrewd when he appointed some of his own peones for 
these tasks. They would then, or at least this was the idea, be bound to 
respond with great loyalty for fear of otherwise losing their position.

Finally we should consider the manner in which the peones were, at 
least formally, classified as either canipesinos or jornaleros i.e. share
croppers or day labourers. Although the great majority of married men 
were employed as share-croppers during the summer and as day



labourers during the winter, there were a few who worked all year 
around in the latter capacity only. Moreover, unmarried sons, who still 
lived with their parents and who because of age or for other reasons were 
not considered fit to be entrusted with their own yoke of oxen, worked as 
day labourers when the opportunity arose. In this way, the men who had 
reached working age were classified as either ‘campesinos’ or 
‘jomaleros’ depending on whether they had previous experience of 
sembrar tierras i.e. planting their own land. Although it is questionable 
to what extent these two categories really represented distinct status 
groups in daily life, in the census realized by the agrarian reform 
authorities (see below) this type of categorization proved to carry some 
weight, because it was used to determine eligibility to receive ejido.

It was not until the early 1930s that the peones on Hacienda San 
Vicente began to raise demands for their own land according to the 
newly instituted agrarian reform laws. The person who, from the very 
beginning, was most active in this pursuit, was one Jose Rores, a man in 
his mid-twenties. He was the son of a peon and bom on the hacienda, but 
as an adult he had spent a few years as migrant worker in the United 
States. During his years in the north it appears that Jose became ac
quainted with trade unionism and some radical organizations, experien
ces which he brought with him when he returned home in the mid-1920s. 
Back in Silao he became involved with agrarista politicians who sup
ported him in the struggle for land in opposition to the hacendados. 
Soon, Jose and a few of his most misted friends and relatives, secretly 
began to organize meetings among the peones to discuss the possibility 
of presenting a request for expropriation of land from this hacienda so as 
to create an ejido.

Nothing of this, of course, went unnoticed by the hacienda ad
ministrator who subsequently reported what was going on to Dona Car
men Osete, the widow of one Sr. Miguel Garmendia and now the 
proprietor of the hacienda. It appears Dona Carmen first opted for subor
nation. By offering Jose a position as mayordomo it was hoped that at 
least he would calm down, thus breaking the momentum of the move
ment. Rumours hold that Jose was even given a plot of land for his own 
exclusive benefit so as to discourage him from continuing the struggle. 
Be that as it may, nothing of this in the end stopped Jose and his com
panions from pursuing their quest for an ejido, which is shown by the



fact that when the application for an ejido was finally presented to the 
authorities in 1930, Jose Rores headed the list followed by the names of 
32 other people from the hacienda.

Meanwhile, however, Dona Carmen had taken other steps to protect 
her property from expropriation. Since the agrarian reform laws permitted 
private properties of up to 200, or even 300, hectares of land depending on 
the quality of the land, a sub-division of the hacienda into formally separate 
properties would be one way to avoid expropriation. Hence, in 1929 Dona 
Carmen proceeded to divide her property, then consisting of 889 hectares, 
among her four children. Fransisco, her son, got 154 has; Concepcion, one 
of the daughters, 142 has; Victoria, another daughter, 189 has; and Carmen, 
the third daughter, 265 has. Dona Carmen herself kept what was left, 139 
has. The estate, although it was still operated as one single unit, had thus 
been divided into various fractions with each fraction well within the limits 
for ‘pequena propiedad’ status, and therefore exempt from expropriation. 
When Jose and the others eventually presented their request, it was, thus, al
ready too late. The Hacienda San Vicente could not be affected by the 
agrarian reform.

Prelude to an ejido

The first step in a chain of events towards the creation of an ejido, is 
when those interested in receiving land make an application to the 
regional authorities. In the case we are dealing with here, this took place 
in the month of September 1930, when a group of 33 individuals living 
on Hacienda San Vicente filed a formal application, solicitud, to the 
Governor of the State of Guanajuato. This application was formally ac
knowledged and made public by an announcement in the Diario Oficial, 
published the 12th of January, 1932.5

This was only the beginning. The next step was for the Governor to 
delegate the matter to the Comision de Agraria Mixta, a branch of the 
regional agrarian authorities. Its duty was to make a census of the 
population at the hacienda to ascertain which of the inhabitants were 
eligible to receive land as ejido. On such occasions there was also to be a 
survey made of all properties within a radius of 7 km from the nucleus 
where the bulk of the applicants lived. This was to establish, according



to the agrarian reform law, which properties could be subject to ex
propriation. Depending on the outcome of these investigations, the 
Governor could then either decide that there was indeed legal cause for 
the application and proceed to grant a dotation provisional —a 
provisional right for the creation of an ejido subject to final approval by 
the President of the Republic— or, in the case of no such legal ground 
existing, rule that the application be rejected.

A census of the population at Hacienda San Vicente was made in 
1933. The outcome of this census was a recommendation that 57 men, 
including both married and unmarried men, should be considered as 
capacitados because they satisfied the formal criteria for eligibility to 
receive ejido. Not all 76 of the men who exceeded the stipulated mini
mum age of 16 years were included, on the grounds that some lacked the 
necessary previous experience of own cultivation i.e. they didn’t qualify 
as ‘campesinos’. In two cases, the applicants were considered too old 
(more than 60 years old) and furthermore could not ‘...read the letter of 
the law text’. 6

Thus, basically two criteria besides sex guided the selection of potential 
beneficiaries i.e. age and experience of cultivation. It is worth pointing out 
that these principles were not applied stricdy. In two cases men who were 
classified as day labourers (‘jomaleros’) were included as eligible to ejido. 
Moreover, besides the two over-aged and illiterate ‘campesinos’, there were 
five other married men who were excluded from being beneficiaries in spite 
of having previous experience of cultivation.

I have not been able to establish the exact cause of these inconsis
tencies in the selection process. Those of the older villagers who could 
have shed light on this subject are, unfortunately, no longer living. How
ever, one might speculate that the process of selecting beneficiaries was 
influenced by personal factors. For instance, Jose Flores was appointed 
representative of the applicants in the Comiti Local Agraria which was 
supposed to act in an advisory and supervisory capacity to the authorities 
in both the census and the land-survey. He probably had a certain in
fluence in these matters, which might explain why it was especially 
those who led the struggle for land who managed to get their younger 
unmarried brothers and sons appointed as grantees of ejido. Among the 
‘campesinos’ not considered eligible to receive ejido, four belonged to a 
family which had only recently come to San Vicente because one of



them got a job as mayordomo on the hacienda. This was probably no 
coincidence. They were people seen as outsiders, at least by Jose and the 
other activists, and assumed to be closely allied to the landowner. One 
could guess that this was a motive for having them excluded.

The land-survey was performed simultaneously with the census at 
the beginning of 1933. The survey revealed that there were a total of 13 
properties (Haciendas or Ranchos) within a 7 km radius of the centre of 
Hacienda San Vicente. Among these properties there were only four that, 
according to the law, could be subject to expropriation. The others, in
cluding San Vicente, had, either because of sales or because of internal 
sub-divisions, been split up into smaller units where each was below the 
maximum property size limit. The four estates whose land did exceed the 
size permitted by the law, were: Hacienda Trejo with a total extension of 
2 933 hectares, Hacienda La Calavema with 820 has, Hacienda La 
Soledad with 330 has, and, finally, Rancho La Granja with an extension 
of 663 hectares. Shortly before the survey the latter estate had been 
divided between two owners, the Aranda brothers. They had in turn sold 
portions of it to other private owners, and its legal status was therefore 
somewhat unclear. This division took place after the 12th of January 
1932, when the application was made public. Therefore it was ruled that 
this property too should be considered liable for expropriation.

The whole matter seemed clear and straightforward. There were 
people on the hacienda who, according to the agrarian reform laws, were 
entitled to receive ejido land, and there was land within the 7 km radius, 
which according to the law could be expropriated. The recommendation 
issued was, thus, that 57 landless peones from Hacienda San Vicente be 
given the right to form an ejido, not with land from the hacienda they 
lived on, since this was legally impossible, but from other private 
properties in the district. Specifically, it was proposed that 334 hectares 
be taken from the haciendas Trejo and La Calavema.

The result of the census and the land-survey were presented to the 
Governor in early 1934. At first it seems that the people from San 
Vicente were content with the proposal put forward by the authorities i.e. 
the creation of an ejido with 57 members sharing 334 hectares of land 
between them. This, however, was only their initial reaction. In the ensu
ing few weeks serious doubts began to emerge and eventually the 
proposal was rejected.



There seem to have been several reasons why people were reluctant 
to accept the ejido being offered to them. One reason was that not all 
land included in the grant was apt for cultivation. This was the case, 
especially with the land destined to be taken from Hacienda La 
Calavema. Another problem people pointed out was that the amount of 
land offered was insufficient given the fact that part of it must be set 
aside as common pasture ground. Finally, and perhaps most important of 
all, the people at San Vicente protested against the proposal’s inclusion 
of only 57 men as beneficiaries, when in fact at least 74 men fullfilled 
the age requirements for receiving ejido i.e. including the day labourers. 
It was thought unfair to exclude the latter group since they had the same 
need to own land as other individuals. Besides, even those who were in
cluded as beneficiaries in the original proposal soon realized that it 
would be to their advantage to have the day labourers included. It would 
mean more land for each family since many of the day labourers were 
unmarried sons who still lived with their parents, and it would also solve 
the problem of securing a livelihood for the sons in the future when they 
wanted to get married and establish their own families.

As a consequence of massive opposition from the intended 
beneficiaries, backed up by the political contacts Jose Flores and the 
other leaders had in Silao, the proposal was redrawn. It had not yet been 
acted upon in terms of any formal decisions. In its place the Governor 
presented a new proposal which met the demands of the applicants on all 
counts. First of all, the number of stipulated beneficiaries was increased 
from 57 to 74, thus including all men between 16 and 60 years of age, ir
respective of their previous experience of cultivation and marital status. 
Secondly, the land area for the ejido was augmented considerably, from 
334 to 604 hectares. All of it was potentially arable land although a por
tion, 196 hectares, was classified as agostadero, pasture land. Instead of 
taking land of an inferior quality from Hacienda La Calavema, 30 hec
tares were to be taken from Hacienda La Soledad which also had land in 
excess of what the law permitted, and 307 hectares from Rancho La 
Granja which likewise had been found liable for expropriation. The 
remainder, 267 has, should, as previously proposed, be taken from 
Hacienda Trejo. (See Map 3 for an outline of the bulk of the land-grant 
assigned to Ejido San Vicente in 1934).
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The creation of the ejido

The official foundation of Ejido San Vicente could be said to have taken 
place on the 9th of July* 1934, the day when the dotation provisional 
was issued by the Governor of Guanajuato. The ratification by the Presi
dent of the Republic came four months later, in November of the same 
year. Since in this particular case, the ejido came into existence not by an 
expropriation of land from the hacienda where the future ejidatarios al
ready lived, but from other estates in the neighbourhood, it meant that 
upon taking possession of their newly acquired land the ejidatarios 
would have to leave their former residence. They were no longer part of 
the local work-force and therefore had no right to remain. Besides, 
moving was the most practical solution given the distance to where the 
new land was located. Another factor was that the land given was 
divided into two blocks with the 30 hectares from Hacienda La Soledad 
situated at quite a distance, and entirely separated from the rest. The five 
ejidatarios who took this land thus moved with their families to a dif
ferent area to the rest. 7

The story of how the ejido was originally occupied by its first set
tlers is of interest. According to my calculations there were in total 54 
ejidatarios who took possession of the new land. Of this group 5 went to 
live in ‘Soledad’ leaving 49 to establish the new village with their 
families.8 At first, the newly appointed ejidatarios lived in temporary 
shacks made of straw and mud. Within only a few years permanent 
houses had been built in a village compound.

It is not entirely clear why not all those entitled to ejido i.e. the 74 
originally appointed to receive a dotation, chose to move to the new vil
lage. This is all the more remarkable considering the persistence with 
which people had struggled to be included as grantees earlier. It seems 
that when it came to the crunch, many were reluctant to abandon the 
relative safety of the hacienda for an independent but also harsh and in
secure living. To many people the future of the ejido did not look very 
promising. An old villager who himself never received ejido because he 
arrived when all land had already been occupied, told me that another 
reason was lack of draught-animals and farming implements. According 
to him, people who had no animals of their own, not even a donkey or 
two, were hesitant to leave. They did not have the means for transporting



their personal belongings, and even less so the means and implements 
for working the land. Finally, many opted not to take possession of the 
ejido because they were discouraged from doing so by the priests, who 
claimed that this was a moral sin and thus against the wish of the 
Church.

This is only part of the explanation. As already mentioned there 
were certain points to clear up concerning the legal status of La Granja, 
one of the estates from which land was to be expropriated for the new 
ejido. This matter had not been resolved when the provisional grant was 
issued in July 1934. Thus only the land pertaining to Trejo, 267 hectares, 
was at this stage handed over as ejido. The 307 hectares to be taken from 
La Granja, was not made available until one year later. Its release was 
hindered by protests from those who shortly before had purchased land 
from the Aranda brothers but who had failed to obtain legally confirmed 
titles to this land. Eventually these medium and small farmers, number
ing ten in total, had to be evicted from the area before this land could be 
made available for the ejido.

The fact that not all land was available at one and the same time, 
had certain implications for settlement. Since land was limited and 
nobody knew for certain whether more land was forthcoming, it was 
only natural that it was mainly those who had previously been directly 
involved in the struggle who took care of the land. Thus, the first settlers 
were actually a fairly restricted group, some 30 individuals, who were 
either associated themselves, or through close kinship ties were as
sociated with the core of the agraristas i.e. those who had been most ac
tive in the struggle for an ejido. Although Jose Flores was not personally 
present at this time —because he had a few months earlier been sent to 
jail for beating-up a governmental official in Silao— especially members 
of the Flores kinship network e.g. his brothers, cousins and brothers-in- 
law, dominated this group.

When the additional 307 hectares was forwarded one year later, the 
same group had much to say concerning the disposal of this land. It is 
said, that it was only after that the original settlers had first taken their 
pick of this new land that they actively began to encourage others to 
move there. It was realized that more people must come in order to jus
tify the relatively large amount of land granted to this ejido. Still, the 
total number of ejidatarios never reached the stipulated 74 simply be



cause there was not sufficient land available for that many members. At 
least this is what those who first got land claimed when they declared the 
ejido‘complete’.9

Concluding remarks

This historical account of the creation of the Ejido San Vicente obvious
ly only gives a simplistic and incomplete picture of a process which was 
more complex in reality. Because of lack of precise information, I have 
had to leave several issues in obscurity or in some instances resort to 
pure speculation. Notwithstanding, the account does reveal some fea
tures peculiar to the manner in which this ejido was created and occupied 
by its first members. I end this chapter by elaborating a bit further on this 
settlement phase since it explains some aspects of the later development 
of the ejido.

One consequence of the ejido coming to consist of considerably 
fewer members than the number originally planned —which had deter
mined the size of the land-grant— was that those who eventually did be
come members attained fairly advantageous positions in terms of 
landholdings. In spite of the fact that some land had to be reserved for: a 
residential area, common pasture ground, roads, etc., there was still plen
ty left to be distributed for cultivation purposes. This was why all 
ejidatarios got at least 8 hectares, the stipulated minimum individual 
holding at that time, but it was also the reason why some got consider
ably larger holdings than that.10

Another consequence was that the ejido, for a number of years, 
came to dispose of vacant ejido titles. According to the resolution of 
1934, the Ejido San Vicente should consist of 74 ejidatarios. This was 
the number of ejido titles available to this ejido and for which individual 
membership rights, derechos agrarios, could be issued. Despite the fact 
that all the land assigned this ejido was soon occupied by its members, 
their total number never reached that stipulated in the formal ejido 
decree. In the beginning a situation thus prevailed where there were still 
vacant titles available i.e. where more individuals could be incorporated 
as members if and when land was made available. This, as we shall see



later on, was an important factor when it came to secure ejido member
ship for the sons of the first generation of ejidatarios.

Finally, I describe what could be referred to as a polarization in the 
social structure of the ejido. This eventuated partly as a result of the 
struggle for land prior to the creation of the ejido, but partly also as a 
result of the way the ejido was occupied by its first members. At an early 
stage, as we have already seen, from among the peones on the hacienda 
there emerged a group who were more active than the rest in the struggle 
for land, led by Jose Flores. The leading position of this group was rein
forced by them being the first to take possession of the new land. Those 
who arrived later on were generally people who had been less active in 
the struggle; in fact, some of them had earlier been closely allied with 
one of the mayordomos. They were reluctantly received by Jose Flores 
and his people and then only because the total membership had to be 
raised. In this way there was created an ‘in-group’ of ejidatarios, who as 
shall be seen, have dominated the political life of the ejido ever since.



3

Village Structure and the Individual

Having described the historical background and creation of San Vicente 
as an ejido-village in the 1930s, I shall now move the account to more 
recent times. This chapter gives a general outline of some of the basic 
features of San Vicente as a social entity as observed during my first stay 
there, in 1976/77.1 shall begin with a summary description of some of 
the principal factors which served to integrate the village as a social and 
cultural unit. I then proceed to scrutinize some of its constituent institu
tions and relationships in more detail, but at the level of individual 
households and single persons. A brief section is devoted to external 
relations and how these affected the individual in his insertion within the 
community. Finally, I discuss, in the light of the previous analysis, cer
tain features typical of collective action in this village.

Village community

Spatially, San Vicente could be classified as a typical nucleated rural 
community of the village type, referred to by Sanders (1967) as a ‘com
pact village’. Although the land belonging to the ejido covered more 
than 6 km2, the actual area where the bulk of the population resided was 
much more delimited and compact. Hoe, as already described, people 
lived in a compound with their homesteads situated next to each other 
along one of the two streets that ran parallel through the village. The rest 
were dispersed into single homesteads built on their farm-land outside 
the actual village compound. Hence, social space in San Vicente was



divided into: the village nucleus where the bulk of the population per
formed their domestic duties and spent most of their leisure time; and the 
surrounding fields to which mostly the men commuted daily to work on 
their individual plots.1

The boundaries of the village were thus easily recognized and one 
could without difficulty distinguish this unit from the rural hinterland 
and other villages in the area. Hence, when people talked of San Vicente 
it was obvious to everyone which locality they meant. Inside the village, 
people tended to be identified by association with a particular household 
or family, but outside it they identified themselves as people from San 
Vicente, referring to this particular locality.

The fact that people lived so near to each other intensified the fre
quency of face-to-face contacts and interaction in daily life. It was vir
tually impossible to leave one’s home without meeting another villager 
on the street or on one of the paths leading to the surrounding fields. 
Such occasional encounters often provided the opportunity for exchan
ges of information or simply a few minutes of small talk. Similarly, so
cial interaction occurred when villagers made their daily purchases in 
one of the local stores, waited to have their com ground at the corn-mill, 
rode in the bus together to town, etc. These were all opportunities for 
casual encounters which, especially to women, represented an important 
means of keeping abreast of events in the village. In most daily matters, 
however, women had their activities confined to their own domestic 
sphere and therefore had less scope for social intercourse outside the 
family than men had.

Youngsters and adult men often spent much of their leisure time in 
each others company. The village had its own football team and during 
the evenings and on weekends the games gathered a lot of young boys 
and unmarried men. Girls and young women met at a sewing-circle 
where they learnt to make their own clothes, etc. Adult men congregated 
in the streets for a chat in the evening after work. On Sundays it was 
common to find groups of men playing cards, drinking beer or simply 
watching football together. Adult women had much less public leisure 
activities but socialized with female friends and neighbours in the 
privacy of each others’ homes.

Spatial proximity in residence and daily life only represented one 
integrating factor. The stability of the population had also led to close



ness in terms of kinship and friendship ties. Virtually the only inflow of 
people from the outside had been when male villagers married girls from 
neighbouring villages or townships and brought them to live in the vil
lage. Of the second generation of men, all were bom in San Vicente or 
had spent their adolescence there and gone to school together. They had 
a common history and long-standing relationships to each other as na
tives of the same community. Adding to this was kinship. Most villagers 
originated from a restricted group of families. These furthermore, were 
often related well before the creation of the ejido, so it logically followed 
that their offspring were also often related to one another, either cognate- 
ly through their fathers or mothers, or affinally through inter-marriage in 
their own generation. A common origin and shared youthhood con
tributed to a feeling of familiarity, social cohesion and unity among the 
villagers.

Although in 1977 the ejido only represented part of the village 
population, the very existence of this organization provided a certain 
framework for collective decision-making and shared interests. But even 
outside this framework, the villagers had to jointly tend to certain in
frastructural resources which fostered a sense of shared interests and 
common responsibilities. For instance, all families were obliged to con
tribute to the maintenance of the school, and occasionally there was the 
need to organize communal work-parties to repair roads and bridges, dig 
out the river when flooded, etc.

Finally, as a binding influence there were all those features inciden
tal to people’s mode of life as rural dwellers and farmers. Even if these 
were not unique to people in San Vicente they at least tended to set them 
apart from the surrounding urban culture and society in terms of style 
and rhythm of life. As farmers the villagers shared a basic set of interests 
and problems which urban people did not have. Another set of distin
guishing characteristics was that encompassing personal presentation 
and material culture in general. Although San Vicente was a fairly 
‘modem’ rural village, one could still talk of a basic pattern in e.g. the 
way people dressed, their speech, food habits, housing, etc., which un
derlined their common identity as country folk.

All these factors when taken together contributed to give San 
Vicente the character of a close-knit and well-integrated village. Propin
quity in living, an overlapping and dense network of kinship and



friendship relations, a common historical background, the existence of 
certain communal institutions, a basic alikeness in life-style, etc., all 
tended to foster a sense of community among villagers thus having a 
unifying effect upon them as a group.

It should be emphasized though that when I talk of San Vicente as 
integrated, I refer to an integration that only existed at a rather low level. 
What I mean is that people saw themselves as citizens of the same vil
lage, they had certain basic interests in common and they shared certain 
basic cultural values and norms. Going beyond this level, individualism 
rather than communalism characterized social and economic life in this 
village. This becomes evident when one goes into more detail on how in
stitutions like the family, kinship and friendship relations, the ejido, etc., 
regulated the behaviour and interaction among villagers in practice. I 
shall now elaborate further on this theme beginning with family and kin
ship relations.

Family and kinship relations

Like most other peasant groups in Mexico, people in San Vicente reck
oned kinship bilaterally, that is through both the father and the mother 
simultaneously, although there was a certain bias towards the paternal 
line of descent. This was noticeable in the nomenclature where despite a 
person’s surname always being compound i.e. made up of the patronyms 
of both parents, the father’s patronym was invariably placed before the 
mother’s patronym. The latter was normally dropped in ordinary speech 
and never inherited by the following generation.2

In terms of social distance, people made a distinction between what 
they called los parientes cercanos (near kin) and los parientes lejanos 
(distant kin). Among near kin, one counted in addition to one’s own 
nuclear family, all those kinship positions which fell within one span of 
coUaterality from Ego i.e. grandparents, uncles, aunts, first cousins, 
nephews and nieces, on both the paternal and maternal sides. More dis
tant kin were those who fell outside this range but within a second, or, at 
most, a third degree of coUaterality since persons beyond this level were 
not counted as kinsmen at aU. Marriage was avoided between second 
cousins and considered incestuous between relatives closer than that. In



addition to these kinsmen came affines. It was especially those which a 
person acquired through his or her own marriage that were considered 
close.

The size of an individual’s kindred varied with such factors as the 
number of persons in the ascending generations, how many of them were 
married and had children, who in turn had children and so on. In San 
Vicente it has always been common for married couples to have many 
children. Therefore the persons an individual identified as his or her 
parientes cercanos easily amounted to a fairly large group. One thing is 
how villagers reckoned kinship in a purely formal sense of the meaning, 
and an entirely different matter is the instrumental significance of kin
ship as a principle guiding villagers in their relationships with one 
another. In what follows I shall focus on the practical meaning of kin
ship, emphasising to what extent it was used as a rationale for interper
sonal and group collaboration.

The household was the principal kinship based unit for group col
laboration in this village. I shall later on discuss internal relationships 
within this unit in more detail (Chapter 7). Suffice to mention here that 
the term household stands for a residential group of close relatives, 
usually a nuclear family. This unit, however, often also included one or 
several married sons with their wives and children since sons tended to 
settle patrilocally when they married. Concerning daughters, they in
variably left the parental household immediately upon marriage. Other 
persons found living in the same household were, for example, the 
mother of the husband in the case of her being a widow, unmarried 
brothers and sisters of the head, etc. Households in this village were thus 
made up of patrilineally oriented nuclear or stem family groups (cf. 
Goldschmidt and Kunkel 1971).3

Production was usually performed with the household acting as one 
unit. Division of work was by and large determined by sex. It was the 
husband together with his sons or other male members who were respon
sible for the agricultural work, tending the livestock, etc. It was also the 
men who performed wage labour when that occurred. Although it did 
happen that women occasionally helped out with some of the lighter 
agricultural tasks, milking, etc., their main responsibility fell within the 
domestic sphere with cooking, cleaning, washing and other similar 
chores as their principal duties —plus taking care of the infant children.



The women usually cared for smaller animals such as pigs and hens 
which roamed freely around the house while, as mentioned, men were 
responsible for larger livestock.4

The household acted as a corporate economic group within the 
spheres of distribution and consumption. Although, as will be seen later 
on, there existed certain variations in this respect, households were 
usually characterized by pooling. This means that income and other 
resources were pooled into a common fund for the joint sustenance of 
the group. In the case of agricultural production, for example, the 
produce —whether in kind or converted into cash when sold— was 
usually not divided up among those participating in the work but was 
kept as a common fund to be redistributed through centralized consump
tion. As a rule it was the husband as head of the household who ad
ministered this fund and whose duty it was to see that it was spent in 
accordance with the needs of the group. Such a pooling of income was 
also common when individual members e.g. sons, worked for a wage 
outside the household. They were then under the obligation to surrender 
at least part of their earnings to the head of the household. Households 
could thus be said to have operated on a principle of internal generalized 
reciprocity in these instances (Wilk and Netting 1984).

It was within one’s household group that every villager had his or 
her closest bonds of attachment and loyalty and it was one’s position in 
this group that determined an individual’s identity in the village. It repre
sented what people called la mera familia (the ‘real’ family). When we 
move beyond the realm of the household, however, it appears that kin
ship gradually lost its quality as an integrating principle for collabora
tion. If we take collaboration between fathers and sons as an example, 
this took on a more pragmatic and voluntary character when they each 
headed their own independent household. It was not necessarily the case 
that when a father and son resided apart this would in itself invariably 
mean that they gave up working together. There were several cases in 
the village where father and son had continued to cultivate the former’s 
land together although they formally belonged to different domestic 
groups. Sometimes this took the form of a true economic partnership 
with joint management of land and cattle, and the income being split be
tween them. Sometimes it was more an occasional occurrence with sons 
helping out their fathers during the peak season while at the same time



having their own sources of income to live on. The closeness of filial 
relationships was of course not solely a function of whether parents and 
sons actually performed any work together or not. Even when their in
come generating activities were entirely separate, they still often main
tained close ties through visits to each others’ homes, exchange of advice 
and other forms of mutual support, family celebrations, etc. In this 
respect sons were no different from daughters, who, despite leaving their 
parental household directly upon marriage and integrating themselves 
into the family of their husbands, nevertheless maintained close affec
tionate relationships with their own parents.

In terms of work obligations, however, when a son began to live on 
his own this did signify a change in his position vis-d-vis his parents. His 
responsibility for running his own household was then given priority 
over any obligations he might have towards his parents. As often as one 
found sons working with their fathers, even after they had established 
their own independent households, one found sons who as heads of their 
own households had ceased to have any systematic economic collabora
tion with their parents whatsoever. It all depended on individual cir
cumstances.

The co-operative relationship between brothers was, in the same 
way, temporally limited. In theory the link between siblings was very 
close, comparable with that between parents and children. Even though 
siblings were quite close to one another as long as they lived under the 
same roof and none of them was married, as soon as they began to estab
lish their own families they often drifted apart. For sisters this was 
natural given the fact that upon marriage they moved in with their hus
bands and thus became part of a new family group, not seldom outside 
their home area altogether. However, as brothers grew older and estab
lished their own families, they also became more distant to each other. I 
do not want to suggest that this was an inevitable process. How the 
fraternal relationship developed over time depended on such circumstan
tial factors as how well they had managed to get on together when they 
were still living with their parents, how the problems of inheritance had 
been solved at the death of the parents, etc. While in some cases con
flicts over inheritance had led to bitter and life-long strife among 
brothers, in other cases there had been less cause for friction and the 
brothers had retained a trustful relationship with each other (See



Chaper 7). Whatever situation arose in individual families, brotherhood 
as such was not a binding cause for collaboration. No particular moral 
ties existed between brothers when they lived apart as heads of their own 
households.

So far I have focussed the discussion on the circle of primary kin 
that constituted an individual’s family of origin. Despite the closeness of 
this group in terms of formal kinship there was, over time, a gradual 
weakening of its internal solidarity, a process which culminated with the 
death of the parents —when the group as such ceased to exist. Only for 
as long as the members of this group lived as members of the same 
household could one speak of it as being a truly co-operative group.

This is not to say that kinship beyond the nuclear family was ir
relevant. I have already explained how each individual was surrounded 
by a fairly large number of people with whom he or she reckoned kin
ship through either the father or the mother, though it was often the 
patrilineal kin with whom one had the most intensive contacts. Among 
this total range of kinsmen there was a particular feeling of proximity 
towards the parientes cercanos e.g. grandparents, uncles, first cousins, 
etc. This proximity was symbolically expressed in a certain intimacy in 
behaviour, joint participation in important family celebrations and other 
similar occasions of social intercourse. But even if every person knew 
who his or her kinsmen were in the village and acknowledged this by ap
propriate behaviour towards them, kinship as such did not give rise to 
any binding obligations beyond this level. When discussing this subject 
with the villagers themselves they insisted that just because two persons 
were kin, parientes, they did not automatically have to help each other in 
a crisis or under any other circumstances for that matter. In the case 
where one needed extra help with one’s farm work one would have to 
hire somebody for payment, be they a kinsman or not. And in the case of 
needing to borrow money or farming implements, nothing said that 
kinsmen should be particularly generous towards each other. It all 
depended on the persons involved and their particular relationship to one 
another —as people explained it to me.

With this I do not want to give the impression that kinship was en
tirely irrelevant for collaboration among people. In fact, there was 
definitely a tendency for villagers to, first and foremost, approach their 
own kinsmen when they needed some form of help or assistance, since



they were after all relatives and thus supposedly more liable to offer 
help. The way I interpret people’s explanations is that it was not simply 
the kinship link as such that mattered here: it had to be combined with 
friendship and trust. Kinship could act to reinforce an already existing 
reciprocal tie but was not absolutely binding as a factor by itself.

Friendship, confianza and compadrazco relationships

In reality there was no clear distinction between kinship and friendship 
as two different principles for interpersonal relationships, since in prac
tice they often overlapped. Among one’s total set of kin, one tended to 
have a closer relationship with those that were also recognized as 
friends. For this reason what I shall have to say about friendship below, 
applied equally well between kin as between non-kin, although the latter 
kind of friendship is in focus here.

As already pointed out earlier, most people in San Vicente knew 
each other well. Acquaintance, however, was one thing, friendship based 
on personal feelings and commitment, another. It appears that intimate 
friendship was most intense among adolescent boys and girls. Boys thus 
had their cuates (buddies), and girls their best-friends whom they were 
constantly with and in whom they confided their innermost secrets and 
problems. However, as soon as the youngsters got married, these bonds, 
when not ceasing to exist altogether, took on a more reserved and 
deliberate character. From then on it was with one’s spouse and children 
that one had the closest ties. Insofar as one maintained friendships out
side this group, these were in no way permitted to interfere with one’s 
obligations towards one’s family.

People made a distinction between ordinary friends and amigos de 
confianza (‘friends of trust’). The term confianza in this context referred 
to the moral character of the relationship between friends: based on such 
criteria as mutual interest, sobriety, honesty, the ability to remain reticent 
about each others’ personal affairs, etc. It was a quality built up over 
time through various instances of interaction (cf. Dinerman 1978). A 
most important feature of this type of relationship was that it was based 
on an implicit norm of balanced reciprocity. Confianza partners were ex
pected to help each other with both material and moral support. The one



who failed to live up to this norm ran the risk of not being considered a 
true friend.

Both men and women had such ties to other people of their own sex 
within the village, although it was between men that the term ‘confianza’ 
had its most consistent application. Among men these relationships con
stituted the principal, and sometimes the sole, basis for inter-household 
collaboration. It was thus primarily in their capacity as ‘amigos de 
confianza’ that male heads of households turned to other kinsmen or 
neighbours when they wanted to borrow money or ask for other material 
assistance. In the case of alliances in local politics or more far-reaching 
economic co-operation, trustworthy friendship was a crucial factor.

Friendships between adult men in the village were typically between 
status equals. A marked asymmetry would have threatened the balance 
of reciprocity between them. While in some cases these friendship ties 
went back to the time when the men were young boys and played 
together, in other cases they were of a more recent origin, established in 
the context of leisure activities, politics or other similar types of public 
events. In comparison to men, women tended to have a more restricted 
network of close female friends. Women had less opportunity to estab
lish and maintain friendships outside their own households, and as they 
often originated from outside the village they brought fewer childhood 
friendships along into their adult lives. Whereas women in general 
tended to have their closest ties with other women of their own 
household or women living next door, men’s friendship ties were more 
dispersed (cf. Gortari and Val 1977).

Another type of friendship relation was that ritually legitimized by 
the institution of compadrazco. As in most areas with a Latin Catholic 
cultural heritage, compadrazco, in San Vicente, was the institution 
whereby a married couple acted as the sponsors of the child of another 
couple in the sacramental rites of baptism, first communion or confirma
tion. Another type of compadrazco was that which was established on 
the occasion of marriage, with one couple serving as sponsors for the 
marrying couple. I shall not go into all the intricacies of this well-known 
institution. Suffice to mention that, as has been pointed out by other 
authors, the really significant tie resulting from compadrazco was not 
that between the godparents and the child but between the sponsors and



the child’s parents who thereby became ritual ‘co-parents’ i.e. com- 
padres (Mintz and Wolf 1950; Foster 1961).

On stricdy formal grounds one could argue that compadrazco 
should not be confused with friendship. The two belonged to very dif
ferent realms of interpersonal relationships. Friendship was a highly per
sonal and informal type of relationship, unbacked by ritual sanctions and 
with no explicit standards for normative behaviour. Compadre relations 
were, in contrast, more formal, following a prescriptive behaviour sanc
tioned through the act of ritual sponsorship. Furthermore, the estab
lishment of compadre ties, unlike those of friendship, did not necessarily 
presuppose status equality between the parties. This is in theory: in 
reality friendship and compadre ties were indeed closely interrelated in 
the village context. For instance, when parents selected another village 
couple to serve as padrinos for their child in a ceremony, the persons in
vited were those with a reputation as being generally honorable and 
sober but another requirement was usually that they had some previous 
social bond to refer back to. People in San Vicente thus usually chose 
their compadres from kinsmen, friends or other villagers with whom 
they already had more than just an acquaintance. Compadrazco would, in 
these cases, serve as a ritual legitimation of an already existing relation
ship.

Furthermore, although the institution of compadrazco as such was 
surrounded by certain normative rules for ideal behaviour among com
padres e.g. they should be generally respectful and considerate towards 
each other, assist each other with whatever means were available in case 
of a crisis situation, etc., in real life such a mutuality between compadres 
only prevailed insofar as they also had other ties of collaboration or com
mon interests to bolster their relationship. Compadrazco taken by itself 
was not considered to be strictly binding. These observations mainly per
tained to intra-village relationships, however compadrazco sometimes 
also appeared in extra-village contexts. Then, compadre ties were some
times used as a means of securing more personal relationships with 
powerful individuals outside the village.

There are two points I want to emphasize with this discussion of 
kinship, friendship and compadrazco relations in San Vicente. The first 
is that these were all rather fluid and above all selective relationships. 
They were ‘achieved’ rather than ‘ascribed’. In the case of friendship



and compadrazco, this was of course quite obvious since they repre
sented relationships which were entirely voluntary. Thus, their existence 
depended on the parties own free will and active commitment. For these 
relationships to be enduring they needed to be maintained by a con
tinuous exchange of favours or some kind of mutual collaboration, 
something which was only likely to occur when the participants had 
some interests in common. In the case of kinship the situation was a bit 
different because an individual was bom into a certain kin group and 
could not choose one’s kinsmen. Still, it was possible to talk of a certain 
subjective element in that among one’s total set of kin there were only 
some with whom one had an effective relationship, either because of per
sonal sympathy or for some more tangible reason. In this sense an in
dividual ‘chose’ those kin with whom he or she wanted to have a closer 
relationship.

The second point is really only a logical extension of the first one. 
Implicit in my previous discussion is that kinship, as such, seldom 
served as the basis for group formations outside the household. In this 
respect kin-based groups in San Vicente had more often the character of 
a loosely structured Ego-centred network e.g. a ‘personal kindred’, than 
of an enduring and fixed group.5 A similar argument could also be ad
vanced concerning friendship and compadrazco relations. Given the per
sonal and volitional character of these relationships, it logically follows 
that they primarily linked villagers to one another in the form of dyads 
rather than as groups. In the case of compadrazco this was of course only 
natural, since compadre relations by definition only involved two 
couples i.e. the two parents and the couple acting as godparents for the 
formers’ child. In the case of ordinary friendship too, this was essentially 
a relationship binding villagers together as pairs rather than as groups. 
Hence, each villager stood in the centre of his or her own unique net
work of friends and compadres, the elements and boundaries of which 
only incidentally coincided with that of other villagers. These networks 
therefore did not serve as a basis for the creation of effective corporate 
groups.



Local organizations

Let us now turn to the ejido and other local organizations i.e. to more 
formal aspects of organizational life in the village. To begin with, it 
should be noted that San Vicente as a population nucleus had no 
politico-administrative autonomy but fell direcdy under Silao as the 
principal centre of the municipality. There was no formal instance at the 
village level for the arbitration of legal conflicts, or which could repre
sent the village in dealings with governmental agencies and other exter
nal institutions. The only formal structure of this nature was the ejido 
which, however, only represented those villagers who were ejidatarios 
and then only with regard to issues that fell directly under the ejido’s 
specific area of competence. There was one villager appointed repre
sentative of the municipality (delegado municipal) but his duties only in
cluded such matters as general public order, registration of births and 
deaths, etc. For most other civil matters people had to go to Silao and 
themselves deal directly with the appropriate authorities.

As explained earlier (Chapter 1), an ejido is both a corporate 
landholding unit and an organization for collective decision-making 
among its membership. The ejido, according to the agrarian reforma 
laws, consists of three bodies of authority: a general assembly, asamblea 
general, a steering committee, comisariado ejidal; and a vigilance com
mittee, comiti de vigilanda. All of these formal institutions existed in 
San Vicente. In many ways it was the political organization which was 
the most important aspect of the ejido in San Vicente. The General As
sembly served as a platform for discussion and the solution of common 
problems. When it came to negotiations with outside agencies concern
ing some issue of common interest to villagers, these were usually per
formed through the ejido and its leadership. In all these respects, the fact 
that San Vicente was an ejido-village made it a more organized entity 
than ordinary peasant villages.

The function of the ejido as a co-ordinating unit should not be exag
gerated, however. I shall not go into any detail on how leadership and 
power were exercised in practice since this is a theme to be explored in a 
later chapter (Chapter 6). Suffice to mention here that control over the 
most important offices i.e. the comisariado ejidal, had virtually always



been in the hands of a restricted group of ejidatarios, a legacy of the way 
this ejido was originally founded.

Entirely apart from the issue of whether the ejido functioned as a 
democratic unit or not, it should be noticed that the ejido in itself was an 
organization with a rather limited influence upon the villagers’ economic 
and social life. If we take agricultural production, for example, this was 
organized independently by each household alone. Although all land in 
the village formally belonged to the ejido as collective property, in prac
tice, control over this land was vested with individual households since 
land was divided into individual holdings. It was thus the household, 
through its head, which independently decided on all farming matters in
cluding organization of work and marketing. The ejido did not interfere 
in any of these areas provided that the members did not act in violation 
of the regulations for ejido landholdership as stipulated by the agrarian 
reform laws, or, at least, what was considered legitimate practice within 
the village.6

The law granted the individual ejidatarios the right to themselves 
decide on the succession of their ejido parcels given that certain basic 
rules were observed. Hence, in most cases inheritance of land was a mat
ter decided upon within the family group itself without outside inter
ference. Besides, there were many assets like livestock, irrigation pumps, 
farming implements, etc., which were private property and therefore ex
empt from any external control whatsoever. The same was also true for 
dwelling houses where the residential plot, or solar, belonged to the 
ejido but where the actual physical structure was subject to individual 
ownership.

A similar lack of concerted action was noticeable in those areas 
which supposedly could have been effectively co-ordinated through the 
ejido. One example is rural credit. Every ejidatario was entitled to par
ticipate in the rural credit scheme under the auspices of the Banco Ejidal. 
Such credit could either be obtained through the formation of one local 
credit society for the ejido in its entirety, or the formation of several 
societies within one and the same ejido. The idea being that the Bank, 
rather than dealing with individual ejidatarios, should channel its support 
through groups and thus lighten its own administrative burden whilst 
reinforcing internal organization and capacity for economic co-ordina
tion within the ejido (Eckstein 1966; Reyes Osorio et al 1974). In the



case of San Vicente there were few ejidatarios who, in 1977 at least, 
received credit from the Banco Ejidal; most of them preferred instead to 
arrange such credit and money loans themselves, through private con
tacts. And in the case of those who actually did participate in the pro
gram, their formation of a credit society was a mere formality since for 
all practical purposes they were dealing as individuals directly with the 
Bank.

Thus, besides its functions as a purely political and to some extent 
administrative framework, the ejido as such did not promote any ad
vanced collective action. The only occasions when ejidatarios actually 
did co-operate in work were, for example, in the repair of flood damage 
to river banks or irrigation canals, in the reconstruction of roads and 
bridges when worn out, in the maintenance of the water-supply system, 
etc. Such works were, however, more often performed either by a public 
enterprise —paid with contributions collected among all the house
holds— or organized spontaneously by the neighbours most affected; 
than by the ejido per se. Another occasion for joint collaboration was the 
yearly fiesta celebrating the day when the ejido was received, El Dia de 
la Toma de Po$esion9 which was organized and sponsored by the ejido. 
In most other areas of life it was each ejidatario for himself. Besides, as 
mentioned, the ejido only represented those who were ejidatarios and 
could therefore not be seen as an organ for the village in its entirety.

Apart from the ejido there were very few other formal and infor
mal organizations in the village. There was an association of parents, 
junta de padres de familia, organized by the school-teacher and in 
which all parents with school children were supposed to participate. 
There were also water-associations composed of landholders who 
owned a tube-well in common for irrigating their land. These were all 
associations organized for very specific purposes. As for the recruit
ment of workers alien to a household, this generally took the form of 
outright wage labour. There existed no custom of reciprocal exchange 
of labour, or informal working groups beyond the individual 
household in this village.

Particular note should be taken of San Vicente’s lack of religious or
ganizations, some such structure being common in other parts of rural 
Mexico. People in San Vicente certainly regarded themselves as more or 
less faithful Catholics but since there was no church in the village there



was no institution around which any religious organization could have 
been built. Those who wanted to attend mass or participate in any 
religious celebrations had to either go to Silao or visit one of the small 
chapels with ambulant priests in the area. The reason why people had 
never bothered to build their own church, was probably the generally 
suspicious attitude towards priests held by the original founders of the 
ejido. This stemmed from the alliance between priests and hacendados 
during the Revolution. For probably the same reason there was no 
specific patron-saint for the village (despite its name) and therefore no 
organized village-wide religious celebrations. Whatever the case, the net 
effect was that religion in this village was regarded as a stricdy private 
affair.

External relations

A few words should be said regarding external relations. People in San 
Vicente had a number of ties with the outside through marketing transac
tions, wage employment, political and administrative institutions, and, 
not least important, through a variety of kinship and friendship contacts. 
Regarding the latter it should be kept in mind that San Vicente was not 
an endogamous unit i.e. most villagers had several of their kinsmen 
residing in other rural villages or townships in the area. Adding to this 
were rural-urban migrations over the years which had led to most 
families having one or several members living in town.

The significant point here is not the existence of such external ties 
per se but the particular manner in which they linked villagers to the out
side. In several contexts, particularly within the realms of politics, it was 
the ejido through its leadership, which acted as the mediator between the 
village and external society. This was, as we shall see later, one reason 
why certain individuals had managed to attain powerful positions within 
the ejido i.e. they controlled the contacts with politically important con
tacts outside the village. However, in most instances it was as private in
dividuals that villagers interacted with the outside. This held for most 
economic transactions e.g. the selling of agricultural products, the ac
quisition of inputs and other goods, money-loans, and wage labour. The 
fact that many villagers used the same contacts for these transactions, did



not alter the fact that these were essentially private transactions i.e. a per
sonal contract between the individual and his partner outside the village. 
Similarly, most civil matters, as already explained, were handled by the 
villagers themselves directly with the authorities in Silao. Kinship and 
friendship contacts outside the village were obviously on a person-to- 
person basis and thus fundamentally individualistic in character.

Given that external relations had this basic orientation, it is only 
logical that people were more concerned with cultivating their own 
private contacts and building their own personal careers than seeking 
collaboration with their fellow villagers. Despite villagers frequently 
being confronted with the same types of problems and the necessity to 
seek solutions by entering into extra-village contacts, there was a tenden
cy for people to handle these contacts on their own rather than through 
co-ordinated efforts among them as a group. Community solidarity was 
reduced as a result.7

Individualism vs collective action

What conclusions could we draw from this regarding the potential for 
collective action in San Vicente?

Anthropologists who have studied peasant communities in Mexico 
often point at 'individualism’ and 'atomism’ in social organization as 
one of the principal obstacles for co-ordinated efforts and group col
laboration among people in these communities. For example, George 
Foster, one of the best known exponents of this approach, argued on the 
basis of research from Tzintzuntzan in Central Mexico that the basic 
problem in this village was the highly unstable and competitive nature of 
interpersonal relations, a state of affairs which sprang from the essential
ly particularistic social organization. Given that individuals were linked 
to one another in the form of loosely structured and contractual ‘dyads’ 
rather than culturally institutionalized ‘groups’, it was only logical that 
the social organization did not easily lend itself to co-operative action 
(Foster 1961). Similarly, Nelson (1971) in her study from Erongariguaro, 
emphasized the instability and flexibility in group alliances as a major 
factor behind the basic unresponsiveness towards co-operative develop
ment activities, among people in this village. Belshaw (1967) placed the



explanatory burden on excessive individualism, among the people of 
Huecorio, for the difficulties encountered when introducing a com
munity development project there.

As I have tried to demonstrate, San Vicente too displayed such fea
tures of individualism and particularism. Households were relatively 
autonomous economic and social units. Relations outside the household 
were based on personal preference and choice rather than institutional
ized rules and norms for collaboration per se. The fact that San Vicente 
was an ejido did not in any fundamental way change this pattern. In 
practice the ejido was more of a political and administrative co-ordinat
ing unit than a body promoting organized collective work.

On the other hand, it seems that in the case of San Vicente this so
cial and economic organization was not necessarily inimical to inter
household co-operation. I have already referred to the village-wide 
co-operation which occurred in relation to certain community resources. 
The sense of community that this co-operation reflected might be rein
forced in a situation of general crisis or external threat. Some degree of 
co-operation was also noticeable within the ejido political organization. 
Besides, the fact that there were no institutionalized rules and norms for 
co-operation between households does not necessarily mean that people 
were adversely predisposed to such co-operation. It may simply reflect 
that historically there had been little need for such extensive co-opera
tion in the first place but that this might change when the conditions so 
require.

One possibility which none of the aforementioned authors seem to 
have paid any attention to, is that a flexible and loosely structured social 
organization may in fact facilitate co-operation, because it enables in
dividuals a greater freedom in the selection of partners. They would then 
primarily base this co-operation on some mutually experienced practical 
consideration emanating from their own personal interests and needs in a 
particular situation. A case in point is the well-associations in San 
Vicente where ejidatarios who had land adjacent to each other col
laborated in the administration of an irrigation system but where their 
co-operation was entirely inspired by selfish motives i.e. to increase the 
productivity of one’s land.

The point is that despite the rather individualistic orientation in San 
Vicente, this in itself did not seem to represent an obstacle to collective



action. However, when such action did occur it was primarily based on 
self-interest, that is, it was seen as a way for individuals to obtain 
benefits or gains for themselves which they could not have obtained by 
acting alone. In other words, it was co-operation based on a principle of 
instrumental or ‘balanced’ reciprocity rather than a manifestation of col
lectivism per se (Popkin 1979). Given that self-interest was the overrid
ing principle for such co-operation, this introduced the need for ‘trust’ 
among the participants. Moreover, leadership became a crucial question.

As we shall see in a later chapter, it was precisely this emphasis on 
‘self-interest’ which accounted for many of the difficulties when the pro
gram for collective farming was introduced in this ejido. Especially on 
questions related to mutual trust and leadership, credibility proved to be 
of importance in the organization of collective groups. On the other 
hand, this was only part of the problem. Another complicating factor was 
differentiation in wealth and economic status within the ejido. A conse
quence of this differentiation was a widening of the gap between 
households in terms of individual economic interests, making co-opera
tion based on balanced reciprocity difficult to achieve in practice.

The following two chapters analyse, in detail, the background to this 
situation of internal differentiation in wealth, and its effects on 
household economic opportunities. Emphasis is placed on access to land 
since this is the principal means of production in San Vicente. A later 
chapter will deal with the issue of local politics and how recent events in 
this sphere have affected mutual trust and the position of leaders within 
the ejido.
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Mobility and Landholding Patterns

Despite its alleged ideology of internal equality, the ejido’s land resour
ces were not distributed in an even manner in San Vicente. In com
parison to the huge disparities between the holdings of private 
landowners in Guanajuato, discrepancies in this respect within the ejido 
sector may of course appear insignificant. Not even the most land-rich 
ejidatarios approached the kind of holdings that large-scale private 
farmers controlled in the region. Compared to these farmers even the 
wealthiest ejidatarios were more akin to small-scale peasants. This, how
ever, should not obscure the fact that there often existed quite important 
differences in individual landholdings within ejido populations themsel
ves. That was precisely the case in San Vicente.

In this chapter I shall seek to identify the various processes and fac
tors that over the years led up to this situation, despite everyone in an 
ejido nominally having equal rights to the land. In connection with this I 
shall present statistical data from a survey of the distribution of land 
among all the village’s households in 1977. Another aspect which this 
chapter brings into focus is the rigidity of the ejido membership structure
i.e. the fact that total membership is restricted to a fixed number of in
dividuals. This had over the years created a situation where an increasing 
number of families were excluded from membership in the ejido. This, 
in San Vicente, in 1977 at least, was a potentially serious problem.



The distribution process of land

One explanation for why, already at an early stage, land came to be 
somewhat unequally distributed in this ejido, was touched upon in Chap
ter 2. It was a consequence of the manner in which the ejido was oc
cupied by its first members and how some of them in the course of this 
process managed to appropriate more land than others. Although I lack 
precise information on all aspects of this process, it partly sprang from 
the monopolistic position enjoyed by the approximately 30 original 
ejidatarios. That they were the first to take possession of the ejido, and, 
that they on top of that, considered themselves rightful holders of the 
land because they had been most active in the struggle to get it in the 
first place, implied that they had certain advantages over those who came 
later on. Hence, when the ejido got additional land from Rancho La 
Granja one year after its creation, what happened is not surprising. Some 
of the established ejidatarios, and then especially those associated with 
the leadership, used their influence to seize control over more land 
before other people were invited to come and participate in the division 
of the rest. This, for instance, seems to be the way Jose Flores and some 
of his closest relatives and associates began to expand their ejido hold
ings, and it also explains why others, who were among the latecomers, 
never got more than the 8 hectares which was given as the original par- 
cela at that time.

Still, this is at best only a partial explanation. Older informants I 
discussed this issue with, insisted that even though political power and 
influence certainly were factors behind this unequal distribution of land 
in the beginning, they weren’t the only ones. To increase one’s holding 
at that time it was not sufficient only to get access to the land as such; 
one must also have the means e.g. labour, draught-animals, implements, 
to work it. More so because much of the land that was concentrated into 
a few hands in this way consisted of former pasture ground or was land 
covered with bush because it had lain fallow for a long time. It therefore 
needed much work in clearance and preparation before it could be used 
for cultivation. Hence, it was mostly those ejidatarios with large families 
to help in the work, like the Flores’ and others, who had the capacity to 
open up and manage larger holdings. For many this was not possible, or 
they were simply not interested in putting in the extra work required be



cause they considered what land they already had more than sufficient 
for their needs.

That there is some truth in this argument is perhaps illustrated by 
the gradual manner in which land originally classified as agostadero, 
pasture ground, was divided into individual lots. As already described, as 
much as 196 hectares were classified in these terms in the original ejido- 
grant. Part of this land was immediately divided into individual ejido- 
parcels and turned to cultivation. Another portion i.e. about 60 hectares 
close to the village compound, was retained as common pasture ground, 
campo comun, for the villagers’ livestock. However, there was also a 
large portion which was left unclaimed for the time being, which seems 
to indicate that the ejidatarios, at least during the first years, did not ex
perience the need to place more land under cultivation.

Another factor, was the somewhat irregular manner in which the 
vacant ejido-titles alluded to earlier, were eventually disposed of. As ex
plained, these were vacancies which existed because of the fact that this 
ejido had originally been planned on the basis of a much larger member
ship than it actually came to contain. Rather than allowing people from 
the outside to come in and fill these vacancies, the ejidatarios used all 
kinds of machinations to have them distributed internally. For instance, 
such a case arose in the early 1940s; when the agrarian authorities in 
Silao requested to be informed whether in reality there were 74 
ejidatarios in San Vicente as stipulated in the original grant. They 
wanted to know if there was scope for incorporating more people from 
the outside. This was met by the ejidatarios artificially inflating their 
number, by appointing their —at that time— still infant sons as full 
members of the ejido. Thus, in their reply to the authorities they could 
indeed show that the ejido consisted of 74 members. What they did not 
make clear at that time, however, was that some of them were infant 
boys who still lived with their fathers.

I shall later return to this issue because it has certain implications 
for how increases in the size of the population over the years have af
fected this ejido. Here, however, I am concerned with a different aspect, 
namely the potential that was thereby created for accumulating much 
land within one and the same household.

One effect of the appointment of younger sons as ejidatarios was 
that it enabled the fathers, in the name of their sons, to claim more land



from the ejido’s collective resources. It was now that the portion of the 
agostadero which had previously been left unclaimed was turned into in
dividual holdings. Among the total of 18 sons of ejidatarios who got par- 
cela at this time, 11 reported that they got this land at least partly from 
the unoccupied pasture ground. The rest was taken from holdings which 
for one reason or another had been abandoned by their previous holders. 
When formally receiving this land, the sons in most cases were of a 
minor age (most of these ‘new’ ejidatarios were between 9 and 18 years 
of age), so it was, for all practical purposes, their fathers who took care 
of this land. Even if at that particular moment there was no land avail
able, the very fact that a household held an additional ejido-right meant 
that more land could be claimed if and when it became available e.g. as 
parcels left vacant by the present holders, in the future. This happened to 
be the case for seven sons who were appointed ejidatarios in the early 
1940s but who did not receive land until 1951.

It is significant that in these cases also, it was Jos6 Flores and the 
group around him which took most advantage of the vacant ejido-rights. 
For instance, Jose himself had all of his three sons included as 
beneficiaries although Jesus, the oldest, was only 15 years old. Similarly 
Jose’s brother Epigmenio, his cousin Florendo Flores, and his brother- 
in-law Bias Ramirez, each had two sons included as beneficiaries. All 
this only reflects the influential position Jose had in the ejido at that 
time; he was tne acting president and in fact actually initiated the idea of 
having these vacancies distributed internally rather than letting more 
people in from the outside.

Both these factors i.e. the process whereby land was initially 
divided, and the accumulation of several ejido-parcels within one and the 
same family, go a long way in explaining why landed wealth came to be 
unequally distributed —already among the first generation of ejidatarios. 
In order to complete the picture, however, it is necessary to say some
thing about the various transactions and investments in land which were 
especially common during the 1950s, and which added to the already ex
istent inequality in land wealth within the ejido.



Land transactions and investments

When land was first divided among the original ejidatarios, ithis was 
done so that each family would have fields in different parts of the ejido. 
The reason was partly to compensate for discrepancies in soil fertility, 
and partly for security reasons. Working close to each other was one way 
in which the ejidatarios could protect themselves from bandits and the 
private guards of the hacendados, guardias blancas, who still roamed the 
countryside and made life for the newly established ejidatarios insecure. 
This, as we shall see later on, is one factor which explains why even in 
1977 many ejidatarios had their holdings split up into separate plots.1

However, over the years it has also been common for ejidatarios to 
exchange fields with one another, and not infrequently money was paid 
in cases where the fields were of a differing size or fertility. It has also 
been Common to sell fields to meet a sudden emergency or for more last
ing economic reasons, thereby reducing the holdings of some and adding 
to those of others. The exchange and outright purchase of ejido land was 
especially common during the 1950s. Once there was no more vacant 
land to be distributed, the only way to expand one’s holding was through 
such illegal transactions. Furthermore, this was the time when mechani
cal irrigation expanded, through the construction of tube-wells in the vil
lage. Those ejidatarios who managed to become the owners of a well 
clearly had an interest in concentrating as much land as possible in the 
area where the well was located. So this technical innovation in itself 
stimulated internal land transactions.2

It is difficult to establish with exactitude, so many years afterwards, 
which ejidatarios took active part in these transactions and who got land 
from whom. Besides, people were a bit sensitive about providing infor
mation on this subject because of its illegal nature. In any case, it is clear 
that on this occasion too it was the Flores people and their associates 
who were among those who benefitted most. For instance, it is said that 
both Jose Flores and Bias Ramirez were among those who purchased 
land from others, adding to what increases they had already secured. 
This explains why these two men in the mid-1950s each controlled hold
ings of more than 30 hectares. At least part of this land had been ob
tained through ‘exchanges’ and outright purchases in the previous years. 
Similarly, Epigmenio Flores at that time had about 20 hectares including



that corresponding to his sons, with some of his holding coming from 
purchases. Jesus and Euleterio, the two youngest brothers of Jose, had
16,5 and 11 hectares respectively as ejido-parcels. At least Jesus had ac
quired much of his land through this type of purchase during the 1950s.

The construction of tube-wells could in itself be seen as a factor in
creasing the discrepancy in landed wealth within the ejido. I have earlier 
(Chapter 2) made reference to the concept of noria land i.e. land which, 
in 1977, was irrigated from tube-wells. Access to this type of land could 
render the holder with substantial cash-income since it was suitable for a 
type of agriculture which was not feasible on unirrigated land. Such 
land, therefore, was commercially a most valuable asset. It was not so 
much land as such, but access to water which was the limiting factor. 
Tube-wells, held individually or more commonly in partnership, were 
the only sources of permanent water at that time.3

The matter that interests us here, is who the original owners of these 
wells were. The first well was constructed as early as 1938, when Jose 
Flores, his two brothers Euleterio and Jesus, Bias Ramirez, and two more 
ejidatarios obtained a loan from a government source for this investment. 
Their well was the only one operating in the ejido, until it went dry in the 
mid-1940s. Between 1948 and 1955 another eight wells were con
structed, but this time with the private savings of the leading ejidatarios. 
That they took the initiative, reflected that they were the ones best en
dowed to make this investment. However, there were other less ac
comodated ejidatarios participating, which suggests that previous wealth 
was not the only factor e.g. involvement in well-construction had also to 
do with the geographical location of one’s fields, friendship and other 
personal relations between the participants.

As for the buying of private land outside the ejido, there were few 
ejidatarios who had considered this possibility, primarily because of the 
high price of this type of land. There was, however, one notable excep
tion, and that was Ezequiel Calderon. The career of Ezequiel was a 
rather exceptional one. He was the only ejidatario who was also a weal
thy private landowner. In 1977, Ezequiel had a total of 23 hectares of 
which 12 were private property, all irrigated land. Moreover, he was a 
purchaser of agricultural products and money-lender as well as an in
fluential figure in regional politics. It should be pointed out though, that 
Ezequiel was not representative of the upper strata in San Vicente. In



this particular case we are dealing with an ejidatario who had been able 
to combine certain favourable circumstances in his personal situation 
with talent as an entrepreneur, to develop a career as an agriculturalist 
and commercialist. He had no equivalent among the other ejidatarios, not 
even among the Flores and the other well-to-do families, but was quite 
outstanding, not only for San Vicente but among the ejidatarios of the 
region in its entirety. Even though Ezequiel, in 1977, was still a member 
of Ejido San Vicente, he lived with his family in Silao. He was therefore 
not part of the village population proper.4

The impact of population growth on landholdings

So far we have restricted the inquiry to what was earlier referred to as 
‘intra-generationaT differentiation i.e processes of differentiation occur
ring within the life-span of one and the same generation. As seen from 
the previous pages, there were several factors which contributed to the 
land becoming unequally distributed, already among the first generation 
of ejidatarios. Some accumulated individual holdings in the order of 20 
to 30 hectares or more, while others remained with considerably less, in 
certain cases even below the stipulated minimum of 8 hectares, because 
land was sold to others.

On the other hand, it should be remembered that by 1977 more than 
40 years had passed since the ejido was created and that therefore in 
many cases there had been a change of generation among the ejidatarios. 
In fact, those who figured as heads of households in that year were often 
sons or even grandsons of the original settlers. As can be seen from 
Table 4:1, there had been a continuous expansion of the village popula
tion since 1940. Although permanent outmigration had also been consid
erable —especially since the mid-1950s— the population nevertheless 
had grown from 273 individuals in 1940, to 738 individuals in 1977 i.e. 
an almost threefold increase. In other words, account must be taken of 
processes of inter-generational change and the effects that increases in 
population had on the landholding structure in the village over the years.

In seeking to understand the impact of this population growth on the 
ejido landholding structure, it is helpful to distinguish between two dif
ferent processes: on the one hand its effects on landholdings among the



Table 4:1 Population in San Vicente, 1940 -1977

Year Population
1940 273
1950 404
1960 499
1970 733
1977 u> 00 U

\

ejidatarios, and on the other hand its effects on tenancy rights to land 
within the ejido, a somewhat different matter.

Beginning with the first question i.e. the effects on ejido landhold
ings as such, it should be kept in mind that for several years there 
prevailed a situation in San Vicente where some of the households in 
fact controlled several ejido-rights at one and the same time; one cor
responding to the father and the rest to the still adolescent sons. Al
though part of the total family holding formally belonged to the sons in 
their capacity as ejidatarios, for all practical purposes it was all con
sidered to be one unified estate under the control of the parents. The fact 
that the sons were already ejidatarios in their own right, meant that when 
these sons married and wanted to establish their own households, it was 
possible to grant them land from the family estate because they already 
had their own ejido-rights. It was thus common for these holdings to be 
split up among the sons, if not before, at least when the father passed 
away. Each remained with his share of the estate but now as an inde
pendent ejidatario.

To illustrate how this process of fragmentation worked, we could 
take the example of Jose Flores, the founding-father of the ejido. As 
mentioned earlier, Jose managed to get all three of his sons included as 
beneficiaries of the vacant ejido-titles, although they were all young 
boys at that time. In the case of Jesus and Salvador, the two eldest, they 
received ‘parcela’ already in the 1940s. That is, the father managed to 
get land set aside in their names, although for some time it was all hand
led as one joint estate controlled by Jose as. head of the household. 
Trinidad, the youngest, did not get land ‘in his name’ until 1951, when a 
parcel which had been declared vacant was redistributed because its pre



vious holder had abandoned the village. However, this land also went 
into the joint holding since Trinidad, like his brothers, was still unmar
ried. Additional land was then acquired through exchanges and pur
chases during the following years, resulting in this household, for a time, 
controlling as much as 36 hectares.

The first son to marry was Jesus, in 1949. He was then 20 years old. 
Jesus did not at this stage leave the parental household, but went on living 
and working with his father and younger brothers as before. Salvador mar
ried two years later. He, too, remained within the household- It was only 
when Trinidad began to talk about getting married, in 1956, that the two 
other brothers decided to establish their own independent households. Jesus 
built a house on a lot given to him by the ejido within the village compound. 
Salvador built on the outskirts of the ejido on a lot assigned by his father. 
Both Jesus and Salvador were at this stage granted access to their own land 
from the holding, now as independent ejidatarios. Up until then this land had 
been handled as one unit by their father. Jesus got 9 hectares and some cattle 
from his father’s stock. Salvador got 14 hectares but no catde. Both of them 
still kept this land in 1977.

Trinidad was the one who stayed with their mother after the death of 
Jose in 1967 and therefore inherited the house and the animals that re
mained. Trinidad only got 6 hectares as his ‘own’ ejido. However, he 
also got exclusive rights to a well which Jose had owned in partnership 
with some other ejidatarios. In addition he farmed the 7 remaining hec
tares left of the parental estate which were now under the formal control 
of their mother. Trinidad thought that he would ‘inherit’ this land in the 
future as well.6

Many of the others who were once among the largest landholders in 
the ejido, had also had their holdings split up in this manner by 1977. For 
instance, the land of Bias Ramirez which at one time amounted to 36 
hectares, had been divided between his three sons Martin, Guadalupe 
and Cirilo. The former two were ejidatarios in their own right, with 12 
and 11 hectares respectively, but the latter, despite not being a member 
of the ejido, also got 5 hectares as his own ‘parcela’. Another 8 hectares 
formally belonged to Dona Maria, their mother, who took over as 
ejidatario from her husband. For the time being, the land belonging to 
their mother was worked in partnership by all the brothers, but with 
Martin having the overriding responsibility for it. Similarly, the estate



once held by Epigmenio Flores, Jose’s brother, had been divided be
tween three of his sons, two of whom were independent ejidatarios. 
Florendo, originally another of the most land-rich ejidatarios, had, not
withstanding still being himself active, given portions of his land to two 
sons since they were both ejidatarios in their own right.

On the other hand, not only those who once belonged to the most 
land-rich in the ejido had their holdings split up in this manner. First of 
all, although the ‘leaders’ were over-represented among those who 
benefitted from vacant ejido-rights, some other parents got their sons ap
pointed as ejidatarios at this time without being endowed with a cor
responding increase in their total land holdings. When their sons, in turn, 
were to take hold of their ‘own’ ejido parcels, there was thus consider
ably less land available for redistribution from the parental estate in 
these families. Moreover, in some cases the sons did not obtain their cor
responding ejido-land from the parents but from the sub-division of par
cels declared vacant by the ejido, thus leaving less than the stipulated 
minimum of 8 hectares for each. This, for example, was the case among 
a group of 7 ‘young’ ejidatarios who, in 1951, were offered the land 
from two ejido-parcels to share between them, giving each a holding of 
only a couple of hectares. Finally, it should be mentioned that in certain 
cases there had been an informal sub-division of ejido-parcels among 
several heirs, although those who had acquired this land were not mem
bers of the ejido (see below).

In summary, especially from 1960 and onwards there occurred an 
overall reduction in the size of individual holdings within the ejido due 
to the population growth i.e. a process of general downward mobility be
tween successive generations. It should be emphasized that this process 
did not affect all families alike. For instance, some sons got relatively 
large pieces of land because they were the only heirs to the family estate, 
or because their fathers had accumulated quite substantial holdings over 
the years, so that even after division the holdings were of adequate size. 
Moreover, there were several in the second generation who could cul
tivate land from two ejido parcels, one belonging to themselves as 
legitimate ejidatarios, the other to their widowed mothers. Other large 
holdings belonged to several first generation ejidatarios who were still 
alive in 1977 —as they were quite young when the ejido was created— 
and thus had their original holdings intact.



The non-ejidatarios

The impact of population growth on the sizes of individual ejido 
landholdings was only one side of the issue. What was also significant 
was the anomaly this population growth had begun to create within the 
ejido structure itself i.e. the emergence of a group of ‘non-ejidatarios’.

It had always been the rule in San Vicente that individual ejido- 
rights could only be passed on to one person in the succeeding genera
tion, a result of the fact that the law did not permit the division of ejido 
holdings among multiple heirs. Although, as mentioned, this had not in 
some cases prevented the original holder from dividing the land cor
responding to one ejido-right among several heirs, the legal title itself to 
ejido land, ejido membership, could not be passed on to more than one 
person, since the total number of members in the ejido must remain the 
same (Chavez de Velazquez 1971:274).

During the first two decades or so of the ejido’s existence, this was 
not a great problem. First of all, the original ejidatarios i.e. those who got 
their membership titles in 1934, in their great majority were relatively 
young men and were not about to confront the problem of succession 
until much later. Moreover, some of them were not even married at that 
time but lived with their fathers who had also become ejidatarios. There
fore, when these sons established their own families, membership in the 
ejido was not a problem since they already had their own titles to fall 
back upon. Another factor was the vacant ejido-rights discussed earlier. 
Hence, even for those sons who, in 1934, were too young (below 16 
years of age) to be eligible for ejido, it was still possible to acquire mem
bership later on from these vacancies. Finally, for those who did not be
come ejidatarios in their own right during these years, for one reason or 
another, there was always the alternative of emigration. It seems that 
during the 1940s, and at least the first half of the 1950s, it was still rela
tively easy to find permanent employment in town.

This is a picture which begins to change from about the mid-1960s, 
however. By then, the ejido structure had exhausted its possibilities for 
absorption of more people. In cases where emigration was not seen as a 
feasible option, the alternatives for a young married couple were limited. 
They could either remain with their parents, and then usually the parents 
of the husband, and make a living by working and sharing land with



them, or establish their own household without their own land, outside 
the ejido framework altogether. It was during this period that a group of 
landless households emerged. And it was also then that a group of non- 
ejidatario landholders emerged. Some parents could not resist the pres
sure of having several married sons in the village, yet supposedly only 
being allowed to give land to one.7

I shall have more to say about this problem in a later chapter. Suf
fice to mention here that this problem had only recently emerged in 
1977. Among the 14 households which were classified as landless that 
year, the great majority nevertheless did have access to land by working 
in partnership with the head’s parents. Moreover, many were headed by 
young men who still had both or at least one parent alive. These were, in 
other words, men who in theory would have a chance to become 
ejidatarios or inherit some land of their own in the future. The group of 
households which did have independent access to land, but where the 
head was not a member of the ejido, were relatively few —only 7 in 
1977— suggesting that informal division of ejido parcels was not yet a 
widespread phenomenon.

On the other hand, it is important to point out that these two 
categories only represented a fraction of all families without membership 
in the ejido. The reason why the rest of the non-ejidatario families were 
not included among the formally landless, was that they still lived as de
pendents within another household i.e. that of the parents of the husband, 
and thus had access to land through them.8

Land distribution

All these various processes are relevant to an understanding of the land 
distribution pattern as it was found to exist in San Vicente in 1977. In 
what follows, I shall present systematic data on this pattern. Information 
on the size of holdings was obtained from a survey of all households in 
the village, which was then thoroughly discussed with my principal in
formants and checked through my own observations in the field. Al
though there may still be some imperfections for individual cases, I am 
convinced that, by and large, the data presented below give a correct pic
ture of the situation.



In this presentation, no distinction is made between the different 
types of land held. This not mean, of course, that such differences did 
not exist. Villagers distinguished, for example, between negra and lama 
soils, depending on the quality and consistency of the soil. Proximity to 
the river or some of its adjoining canals also counted in this context. 
However, such differences usually did not overly affect the overall 
agricultural potential of the land. At least with regard to unirrigated, or 
temporal, land, its potential was quite uniform and the distinctions are 
therefore neglected in this presentation. More important was the control 
over irrigation facilities i.e. wells. The amount of land that could be 
reached with water from these wells by the owners, is indicated for each 
one of the holder categories.

Finally, it should be made clear that the method used here for order
ing holders according to size of landholding, is my own invention and 
does not reflect any local system of classification. This is not to say that 
villagers were not themselves aware of the differences that existed be
tween individual holdings. Local people too, used access to land as the 
principal criterion for ranking individuals according to wealth in this vil
lage, but they did not necessarily classify different holders into the 
categories used here.

Total land

One way to present a picture of how land was distributed in San Vicente 
in 1977, is to compare the size of individual ejido-parcels i.e. the parcels 
which were assigned individuals as members of the ejido. Since all land 
in San Vicente belonged to the ejido this would include all individuals 
with formal rights to land. Table 4:2 gives the distribution of land among 
the total of 68 individuals who were registered as ejidatarios that year. In 
total, these ejidatarios shared between them 548,5 hectares which was 
what the ejido disposed of as individually held cultivation ground.9

As can be seen from this table, the disparity between the sizes of in
dividual parcels was substantial. In fact, parcels varied in size from 2 to
16.5 hectares, although the single largest category was that ranging from
5.5 to 8 hectares. This disparity in the size of individual parcels was lar
gely the outcome of the various processes of land appropriation, infor-



Table 4:2 Distribution of land among ejidatarios

Land/unit Total cultivable land
(has) Units % Land %

1-5 16 23 56,5 10

oo1

min 26 38 188,0 34
8,5-11 14 20 137,0 25
11,5- 12 19 167,0 31
Total 68 100 548,5 100

mal transactions and division by inheritance which have been described 
earlier, which over the years had modified the size of individual ejido 
parcels.

Note that these figures refer to the distribution of land as it appeared 
when individual ‘ejido-parcels’ were taken as the basic unit for measure
ment. In other words, we are talking about the way land was distributed 
according to the amount of land people associated with specific ejido-tit- 
les i.e. their corresponding ejido-parcels. However, as already explained, 
since it was not uncommon in San Vicente to find households which dis
posed of several ejido-parcels at the same time, this obviously gives a 
somewhat distorted picture of the real distribution in terms of total hold
ings. In fact in 1977, there were 10 households which held land from two 
ejido-parcels simultaneously. Moreover, the table does not reflect the 
fact that in San Vicente there were, in the same year, 7 households which 
had independent access to ejido land but where the head was not a mem
ber of the ejido. These were, in most cases, households headed by sons 
of ejidatarios, who had been given land from the parental estate without 
themselves becoming ejidatarios. Finally, there were 14 households, in 
total, which had no independent access to land whatsoever.

Table 4:3 seeks to correct this distortion by taking households rather 
than individual ejidatarios as basic units. Moreover, both: households 
headed by non-members of the ejido, and entirely landless households 
are included, so as to give a full picture of the landholding structure for 
the village in its entirety.

Now, this second table reveals some features which the first one did 
not bring forth. First of all, the number of holders with 5,5 to 8 hectares



Land/unit Total cultivable land
(has) Units % Land %

0 14 17 0 0
1-5 18 23 62,0 11

5,5-8 17 22 121,0 22
8,5-11 15 19 149,5 27
11,5- 15 19 216,0 40
Total 79 100 548,5 100

* 2 households no longer lived in the village although they still kept land there

was in fact smaller than the previous table seemed to indicate. This sug
gests that several of the ejido-parcels falling into this category were in 
fact divided among households which controlled more than one parcel. 
In reality the same was also true for at least some of the parcels in the 
range 1 to 5 hectares. The reason why this latter category has increased 
somewhat in terms of number of units, in the second table, is that Table 
4:3 includes households headed by non-ejidatarios, which generally 
tended to have little land.

Turning to the category of holders with the most land in the village, 
they appear to have been somewhat more numerous when we look at 
households, rather than only at individual ejidatarios. They also control
led a larger proportion of the ejido’s total land area, 40 percent, than 
what the previous figures indicated. This was both because ejidatarios in 
this category tended to have considerably larger single ejido-parcels than 
the rest, but also because those who controlled several parcels were con
centrated into this group.

Irrigated land

As for the proportion of the total landed surface that could be irrigated 
with water from tube-wells i.e. noria land; it comprised an area of ap
proximately 86 hectares, most of which was located to the north of the 
village compound on both sides of the River Silao. There were also 
several villagers who had wells but whose irrigated land was located in



another part of the ejido. Hence, the concept ‘noria’ did not strictly refer 
to a geographically delimited area but included all land which at least 
potentially could be irrigated from a well. The reason why most of the 
well-owners had their irrigated plots concentrated into a particular area 
was, as already explained, that they were co-owners of wells. Over the 
years they had exchanged, or, though in violation of the agrarian reform 
laws, had purchased land from other ejidatarios so as to get land adjacent 
to the wells. Many of these well-owners also had rainfed land in other 
parts of the ejido.

The land-survey performed in 1977 revealed that there were al
together 15 households which had access to noria land as owners of 
wells. They were, in turn, organized into six ‘well-associations’ or 
groups of co-owners. The number of owners and the amount of land that 
corresponded to each well, are given in Table 4:4.

As can be seen from this table, these associations or co-owner 
groups varied slightly in terms of membership. In one case a well was 
owned by a single owner (A). In this case there were only 6 hectares, ap
proximately, that could be irrigated from the well, because of scarcity of 
water. Moreover, this water was shared between the owner and his two 
married sons —although the latter lived in their own separate 
households. In another case, that of Well C, it was shared between two 
co-owners but where one of them had as much as 10 hectares adjacent to 
the well while the other had only 3,5 has that could be reached with 
water from this well. In the remaining cases the distribution of land 
among the co-owners was more even. Hence the benefit each could ob
tain from this system depended on the number of co-owners with whom

Table 4:4 Distribution of ownership of wells

Well No. owners Noria (has)
A. 1 6,0
B. 3 17,0
C. 2 13,5
D. 4 20,5
E. 2 21,0
F. 3 8,0



the well had to be shared. Noteworthy in this context is Well E, which 
was shared between two co-owners, having 11,5 and 9,5 hectares respec
tively, adjacent to the well.

The amount of land each owner had adjacent to his well, however, 
only defined the potential maximum area that could be irrigated from 
this well. It did not mean that this was also the actual amount of land that 
was irrigated each year, since the availability of water fluctuated from 
one year to another. Another factor to consider was what type of crops 
one chose to plant, since some crops needed considerably more irrigation 
than others.

Another relevant aspect, is the manner in which the distribution of 
irrigated land related to the overall distribution of land in the village. As 
shown by Table 4:5, there were households with access to irrigated land 
in all of the four landholding categories discussed earlier. The holding of 
wells could thus be said to have moderated the discrepancy in landed 
wealth among at least some of the households. On the other hand, those 
households which, in terms of total landholding, belonged to the lower 
strata only disposed of 17 percent of the irrigable area, while the rest was 
concentrated into the upper two strata. In fact, the group of landholders 
which belonged to the most wealthy in terms of overall land resources, 
were also those who controlled the bulk of the irrigable surface i.e. 66 
percent. In reality, the holding of wells only aggravated the already exis
tent inequality in landed wealth within the ejido, since those ejidatarios 
who over the years had accumulated the largest holdings also benefitted 
most from these wells.

Table 4:5 Distribution of irrigated land

Total Holding 
(has)

Total Units Irrigated land
Units Land %

1-5 18 1 4 5

oo1

inin 17 2 10 12

8,5-11 15 4 15 17

11,5- 15 8 57 66

Total 65 15 86 100



Spatial organization of ejido holdings

Finally, a few words should be said about the spatial organization of 
ejido holdings as found in 1977. As mentioned above, when the ejido 
was first created its land was divided so that each ejidatario would have 
fields in different parts of the ejido. This was done partly to compensate 
for differences in soil quality —for example, especially the south
western and southern parts were considered more productive than the 
rest because they were humid lands— and partly for security reasons. In
dividual holdings thus came to consist of several fields or plots, spread 
out over quite a large area. Exchanges and the outright buying and sell
ing of land among the ejidatarios themselves have over the years 
modified this pattern, as has the division of land by inheritance. In some 
cases holdings have been consolidated into one single piece of land, and 
in other cases they have been fragmented even further. So, even in 1977 
fragmentation of individual holdings into a dispersed pattern was still a 
noticeable feature in San Vicente (See Map 4).

Table 4:6 shows the distribution of 196 plots (out of a total of 207) 
among 61 individual holders of land. From this table it can be seen that 
most landholders had their holdings divided up into several plots. In fact 
most holdings consisted of 2 to 4 plots, but there were also a fairly large 
number which only consisted of one plot, and several holdings with five 
or more plots.

Although there was an overall correlation between the number of 
plots held and total size of holdings i.e. the more plots qne had, the more

Table 4:6 Distribution of plots per ejido holding

Number of 
plots

Holders Total land 
(has)

Has/hold Has/plot

1 plot 10 72,0 7,2 7,2

2 plot 11 67,5 6,1 3,0

3 plot 16 131,5 8,2 2,7

4 plot 13 120,0 9,2 2,3
5 plot 5 67,5 13,5 2,7

6 plot 3 30,5 10,0 1,7
7 plot 3 34,5 11,5 1,6



Map 4. Ejido San Vicente 1977

Village compound 
Ejido Boundaries 
Plot Boundaries

Total plot area: 548,5 Has

land at one’s disposal, it is important to note that this was not always the 
case. For instance, several of the largest landholders in the village had all 
their land concentrated into one piece of land. On the other hand, there 
were also those with only one plot, but very little land. Hence, to have all 
one’s land in one piece was not always a sign of successful consolida
tion. A similar irregularity in the pattern is discemable among those who 
had several plots. Although there was quite a clear tendency for those 
with many plots to also have the most land in the village, there were ex
ceptions. One example which could be mentioned is that of an ejidatano 
who had land in six different plots, but whose total holding was still not 
more than 8 hectares.

The ejido in retrospect

The purpose of this chapter has been to analyse the process through 
which San Vicente, over the years, evolved into an internally differen
tiated ejido-village. This was, by 1977, reflected in its unequal distribu
tion of land among ejidatarios on the one hand, and the emergence of a



group of formally landless non-ejidatarios on the other. This inequality 
in landholdings was never a new phenomenon. From the very outset the 
tendency was implicit in the manner in which land was divided among 
the original ejidatarios. Later on, any inherent inequality was exacer
bated when those who held the political power in the ejido, as it appears, 
used this to endow themselves and their relatives and associates with 
more land. Noteworthy in this context is how ownership of wells for ir
rigation was distributed, in a manner which tended to reinforce this fun
damental imbalance in the landholding structure.

The concentration of land into a few hands seems to have been at its 
peak during the 1950s when people like Jose Flores, Bias Ramirez, and a 
few others controlled holdings in the order of 20 to 30 hectares or more. 
During the following two decades the population growth led to a 
division of holdings into smaller units, a process which affected both the 
land-rich and the more land-poor families. Still, inequality in landhold
ings was a feature which persisted until as late as 1977. In part, this state 
of affairs was a result of age discrepancies and other such circumstantial 
factors among the original group of ejidatarios leading to differences in 
how holdings were divided over time. Partly it was a result of the initial 
unequal distribution of land. This latter aspect, in turn explains why 
those who belonged to the upper strata in the ejido in 1977 were often 
quite close to each other in social terms also. They tended to originate 
from either the same family or a small group of families which were 
those who also had the largest holdings in the past.

Inequality in landed wealth was only one aspect of economic dif
ferentiation in the ejido. Another source of differentiation was that which 
stemmed from the rigidity of the ejido’s membership structure i.e. that 
total membership was restricted to a fixed number of individuals. In this 
chapter I have explained how, as a result of the population growth, an in
creasing number of the married sons were excluded from membership in 
the ejido. Absolute landlessness was as yet not a widespread pheno
menon though, partly because those who stood few chances of becoming 
ejidatarios themselves sought to leave the village when the opportunity 
arose, and partly because these sons tended to stay on with their parents 
for as long as possible. Informal work arrangements and division of 
ejido-parcels were other mitigating factors in this context.



5

Economic Opportunity and Response

One consequence of the situation described in the previous chapter, was 
that individual villagers were faced with markedly differing oppor
tunities in their economic life. Given that households differed in their ac
cess to land and other material resources, they inevitably also differed in 
their production potential and scope for economic decision-making in 
general. This chapter elaborates on this theme in an analysis of agricul
ture and livestock production, the two principal economic activities in 
San Vicente. In the case of wage labour; the third activity to be dis
cussed, the situation was a bit different because this was a source of in
come which did not directly depend on the household’s own resource 
base. In fact, wage labour was the principal means for compensating for 
deficiencies in land resources, thus serving as a supplement for those 
who could not make a living from their own production alone.

I shall begin by seeking to demonstrate how villagers were faced 
with very different options in their agricultural production depending on 
the amount and type of land they controlled. Especially important in this 
context was the difference between those with access to irrigated land 
and those without. Among those with unirrigated land there were also 
variations, with the crucial factor being the amount of land held. The dis
cussion first deals with farming on unirrigated land and then proceeds to 
irrigated agriculture.



Unirrigated agriculture

On unirrigated land villagers could choose to plant either maize or sor
ghum. Both crops grew well without irrigation provided that they were 
planted and cultivated during the rainiest months; June to September. In 
San Vicente sorghum was entirely a cash-crop while maize was grown 
primarily for home consumption. Occasionally, beans were planted en 
temporal, either in combination with maize or separately.1

In earlier times people in San Vicente also planted wheat and chick
peas as cash crops. These were then rotated with maize. Maize was 
grown during the rainy summer while wheat and chick-peas were grown 
on the same land during the winter with irrigation from two dams that 
the ejido at that time had within its territory. The two dams deteriorated 
over the years and both were finally destroyed by a flood in the early 
1970s. From then on, only maize and sorghum were grown on this land 
and then during the summer season only.2

Sorghum was a relatively new crop in the village. It was introduced 
for the first time in the late 1960s when a couple of the most enterprising 
ejidatarios —influenced by the private farmers in the region who had 
grown sorghum since the mid-1960s— tried this new crop with positive 
results. However, it was only in 1970, when the Banco Ejidal actively 
promoted sorghum through its credit program, that the ejidatarios began 
to farm this crop on a major scale.

Another factor which encouraged them to adopt this new crop was 
the opportunity to use machinery e.g. tractors and mechanical harvesters, 
in local farming. When wheat and maize were the principal crops in the 
village, most work was manual, and yokes of oxen were used in plough
ing and tilling the land. A stationary, steam-powered harvester was used 
for threshing the wheat but the cutting and collecting was all done by 
hand. The stationary harvester was eventually replaced by a mobile one, 
drawn by a tractor, but the work essentially remained the same. In fact, 
people said that at that time the maximum area to be handled by a single 
household seldom exceeded 7 or 8 hectares, otherwise wage labour was 
contracted for the harvest —or land was rented to other villagers. When 
the ejidatarios switched over to chick-peas as the principal winter crop, 
in the mid-1960s, the merchants buying the harvest also brought with 
them fully mechanized harvesters for collecting and threshing the peas.



At that time, many of the private farmers in the region also had their own 
tractors which they rented to the ejidatarios. Mechanization of village 
farming thus allowed for more land to be handled by one household 
alone. Sorghum, a crop well suited to mechanization in the harvest, fit 
this pattern well. It was not a coincidence that the first villagers to show 
an interest in this crop, were those with relatively large holdings.3

With few exceptions, by 1977, everybody used tractors for plough
ing and preparing the land before sowing, irrespective of whether the 
fields were to be planted with sorghum or maize, and those who planted 
sorghum always took advantage of the mechanical harvester. Cultivation 
of maize and sorghum entailed similar work schedules. The season 
began in April or early May with the ploughing and harrowing of the 
land with the help of a tractor. In 1977 there were two ejidatarios who 
had their own tractors. In one case the tractor was used almost exclusive
ly by the owner himself, as he seldom let it out to other villagers. In the 
other case the owner was Ezequiel Calderon, the ejidatario-cum-private 
landowner alluded to earlier. When he did not need to use it himself, 
Ezequiel rented his tractor to the other ejidatarios, subtracting the rent 
from the price when buying the harvest. The other private farmers in the 
area occasionally let their tractors out but in such cases the rent had to be 
paid in cash upon the completion of work. A third possibility was to use 
the tractors offered by the Banco Ejidal, but as the Bank charged a low 
rent the demand for such services was greater than the supply.

Sowing was done in June depending on when the summer rains ar
rived. While maize was sown en seco, that is slightly before the actual 
rains set in, sorghum had to be sown en humedad> that is after several 
days of heavy rain so as to permit a faster germination process. In both 
cases, sowing was done with either a plough or an animal-tracted cul
tivator. July and August were spent weeding and tilling the fields as the 
plants developed and had to be cleared from weeds that sprang up after 
the continuous rain. The plough as well as bare hands were used in this 
work. The harvest began in mid-October. First the sorghum was cut and 
threshed with a mobile, mechanized harvester brought to the fields by 
the buyer of the crop. Then the maize was cut —all by hand. The entire 
harvest was usually ready towards mid-November, or, at the latest, in 
early December, depending on weather conditions.

In San Vicente we find a situation where a food crop i.e. maize, and a



cash-crop i.e. sorghum, were planted on the same type of land during the 
same period of the year. In this sense maize and sorghum were 
‘competitive’ crops. How did people choose? Why did some give more em
phasis to maize than to sorghum or vice versa? In what follows I shall argue 
that this was something which very much depended on one’s access to land.

In strictly economic terms, sorghum was a more lucrative crop than 
maize. While the harvest of maize seldom exceeded 1,5 tonnes/ha and 
was frequently below 1 tonne/ha, sorghum gave a harvest of between 2 
and 3 tonnes/ha and sometimes even more, provided weather conditions 
were good. In terms of the monetary value of the harvests, sorghum was 
considerably more remunerative. The possibility of mechanizing the har
vest made the cultivation of sorghum less labour intensive than maize. 
Still, people tended to give a certain primacy to maize on their unir
rigated land. 4

One reason why people went on cultivating maize despite the exist
ence of a more profitable alternative, was that maize was the basic staple 
in local consumption patterns. Every household supplemented its stand
ard diet with a variety of items purchased from outside the village. Still, 
the singular importance of maize for the household economy led to a cer
tain correspondence between; on one hand, aggregate subsistence needs 
—a function of the size and composition of the househoki— and on the 
other, the area planted with this crop.5

Closely related to this was the view people held of maize as a crop 
which should be ‘reserved for consumption’. When, for instance, I asked 
one of my informants why he did not plant all his temporal land with 
sorghum and then buy maize on the open market with the money eamt, 
he replied that this would not be a good solution. The danger with having 
only money, as he explained, was that one might spend it all at once and 
then on unnecessary items. With home grown maize, on the other hand, 
one would be more careful since it should first and foremost be for the 
family’s own consumption. Furthermore, maize could be stored and sold 
in small portions throughout the year, something which was not possible 
with sorghum which all had to be sold at one and the same time.

The manner in which people in San Vicente chose between maize 
and sorghum could be said to represent one instance where a ‘subsis
tence ethic’ prevailed in production decisions. However, whilst cultural 
preferences certainly were influential in this context, there were also



other factors of a more practical nature affecting these decisions. For one 
thing, the stalks from the maize plants were used as animal fodder and 
the importance of this source must be seen in the light of the fact that 
since the division of the campo comtin, the village lacked natural pasture 
grounds. Especially for the ejidatarios with no access to irrigated land 
where alfalfa could be grown, sufficient amounts of land had to be 
planted with maize to furnish livestock with fodder throughout the year.

Another set of factors which affected this choice is related to capital in
vestment and the ‘risk’ this entailed in uninigated farming.6 Sorghum was a 
crop which required fairly large investments in the purchase of hybrid seeds 
and chemical fertilizers. Taking the inputs of a sample of 16 ejidatarios 
during 1977 as an example, each spent on average 2061 pesos per hectare 
on these items plus machinery in their sorghum cultivation. Assuming that 
an average harvest was obtained —which in that year amounted to about 2 
500 kg per hectare— and that the sorghum was sold at the prevailing market 
price of 1,90 pesos/kg, 43 percent of the monetary harvest value would have 
been spent on cash investments alone.7

On uninigated land maize was sown en seco, that is, slightly before the rains set in.



Maize was the basic staple from which tortillas were made.



The significance of this high expenditure when deciding how much 
land to plant with sorghum, must be seen against the uncertainty of 
predicting harvest outcomes for sorghum grown on unirrigated land. At 
variance with maize, sorghum was a crop which had to be planted en 
humedad, this meant that the farmer had to wait until rainfall had made 
the furrows sufficiently wet before he could commence sowing. If the 
rains arrived late in the season, as happened in 1976 when there was no 
rain until mid-July, the plants would not ripen until November when cold 
weather could easily destroy the crop. The villagers tried to avoid this 
problem by giving preference to ‘humid’ lands for sorghum, where 
shorter periods of rain were required before sowing, but the time-factor 
and the vulnerability of sorghum to weather conditions were still critical 
constraints.8

On the other hand, planting his own maize gave the ejidatario 
several advantages. First of all, this was a crop considerably more resis
tent to cold autumn weather than sorghum was. Even when the rains 
were late for the season, maize would be sown anyhow. Secondly, the 
cultivation of maize permitted a more flexible usage of factor inputs; al
lowing the farmer to economize on his cash expenses. For example, 
while hybrid seeds were absolutely essential for growing sorghum, per
fectly satisfactory results could be obtained with maize, using selected 
grains from the previous harvest as seed. It is a fact that many villagers 
applied chemical fertilizers in maize cultivation too. Nonetheless, much 
less was spent per cultivated land-unit when compared with sorghum, 
reflecting a tendency to economize when it was possible to do so. The 
third advantage, and perhaps the most important of all, was that maize 
was destined primarily for home consumption. Planting a sufficient 
amount of maize meant that the household could save on its food expen
ses, which was of great help in a situation where cash income was 
scant.9

The significance of differential access to land to the farmer’s choice 
between maize and sorghum should be understood against this back
ground. While it is true that maize cultivation was just as prevalent 
among those with much land as among those with little land, it is equally 
true that the former tended to plant more land with sorghum. This, how
ever, was not because they valued the two crops differently i.e. that 
producing their own food was less important for those with much land



than for those with little land. At least among the ejidatarios who only 
had access to unirrigated land there did not seem to be any difference in 
this respect. The difference was, rather, that those with larger holdings, 
after they had planted what they considered necessary with maize for 
their own subsistence needs, had more land left which they could devote 
to cash cropping. The land-poor, on the other hand, frequently had no 
excess land after planting what they needed for their own subsistence 
needs and therefore only planted maize, or at most only a little sorghum.

Irrigated agriculture

As already explained, irrigated agriculture was only an option for a 
limited number of ejidatarios. In 1977,15 out of a total of 65 households 
with land in the ejido had their own wells; the rest —77 percent— did 
not have this facility. In some cases the latter sought to overcome this 
problem by entering into share-cropping arrangements with fellow vil
lagers who owned wells, exchanging part of the harvest for water. This, 
however, was a solution limited by the location of the wells and the fact 
that the six wells operating in the ejido frequently supplied no more 
water than what their co-owners needed themselves. Another, somewhat 
different variant, was to rent land to the private landowners adjacent to 
the ejido who had access to irrigation, thereby gaining a cash-income to 
substitute for the crops one was unable to grow. During the winter- 
season of 1977 there were 8 ejidatarios with a total area of 28 hectares 
who sought this solution. The most important irrigated agriculture per 
formed in the village was, however, that performed by the well-owning 
ejidatarios and I shall therefore limit the discussion to this group.10

All villagers with noria land devoted part of it to alfalfa cultivation 
for the reason that this was a most nutritive animal fodder. Since alfalfa 
was a perennial plant it was not very labour demanding. One sowing 
lasted for three years; provided that the field was irrigated regularly and 
frequently, as the plant required an almost constant supply of water. Har
vesting took place intermittently throughout the growth period. The most 
expensive item required for growing alfalfa —-besides irrigation— were 
the seedlings, which had to be purchased at a high price.

Maize was the second most important crop on irrigated land in



terms of cultivation area. Maize was grown primarily during the summer 
as a result of this crop being rotated with carrots. Occasionally, people 
alternated between maize and tomatoes or chile from year to year, to 
avoid exhausting the soil. An additional advantage of maize was that less 
irrigation was required during the rainy summer, thus enabling the 
farmer to economize on the well water. At variance with maize grown on 
temporal land, irrigated maize was very often sold on the market. How
ever, irrigated maize was often grown for home consumption too, espe
cially when the ejidatario had planted his entire temporal holding with 
sorghum. Significant in this context, is that maize rendered more than 
twice as much on irrigated land than on land without a permanent water 
supply.

Carrots, zanahoria, could be planted anytime during the year, 
though most ejidatarios preferred to grow this crop during the dry winter 
season. Planting took place in late November or early December and har
vesting was done in the month of April. Carrots demanded extensive 
capital investments. Both the seedlings and chemical fertilizers were 
bought on the open market and since much labour was involved in weed
ing and harvesting the plants, family labour usually had to be supple
mented with that of employed peones. In point of fact, the reason why 
carrots were usually grown during the winter was precisely that less 
weeding was required, thus reducing labour costs. For a similar reason, 
the carrots were frequently sold on root to wholesalers who then per
formed the harvest with their own labourers.

Jitomate and chile were also planted during the dry winter months, but 
for these two crops the harvest lasted throughout the entire summer. Hence, 
no secondary crops were planted on this land. Hie tomatoes were generally 
planted in January and the first fruits ripened towards the end of May. The 
harvest then went on until late August with one picking per fortnight. The 
growth cycle was about the same for chile as for tomatoes but with the dif
ference that since chile was extremely vulnerable to cold weather, the see
dlings had to be prepared in nursery beds; a process which was commenced 
in November. Only later, in February, were the seedlings transplanted into 
the fields. While both tomatoes and chile were v/eeded with the help of a 
plough, much labour was spent during the prolonged harvest Generally, 
employed workers were used for this task.

Those 15 ejidatarios who owned wells were apparently in a very ad



vantageous position because they controlled their own water supplies. 
However, there were limitations. Most of them had only part of their 
land adjacent to a well and could therefore draw only limited benefits 
from irrigation. Most of them shared wells with other co-owners, which 
further restricted the access that each partner had to water. Nevertheless, 
to be the owner of a well implied several advantages. First of all, it 
enabled cultivation of the same land all year around, something which 
those who only held rainfed land were unable to do. Secondly, it became 
possible to cultivate crops like carrots, tomatoes and chile, which fetched 
a high price on the market and which therefore rendered considerable 
profits. These were crops entirely impossible to plant without irrigation. 
A third advantage, was that access to irrigation on at least part of the 
land enabled the holder to venture a cropping pattern on his unirrigated 
land which under different circumstances would have been too risky. It 
was not uncommon for those who had access to irrigated land to plant 
maize there during the summer, so as to make sure they had what they 
needed for their own consumption. They then devoted all their unir
rigated land to sorghum.

This does not mean that there were no constraints acting in irrigated 
farming. A case in point is carrots. As said earlier, carrots were the third 
most common crop after alfalfa and maize on irrigated land because of 
their high selling price. Carrots could be sold for as much as 20 000 to 
25 000 pesos per "hectare when sold on root, which was the form in 
which this crop was usually disposed of in San Vicente. On the other 
hand, capital investments were large. The outlays included expenses for 
seedlings and chemical fertilizers, the hiring of tractors for ploughing 
and tilling the land, and, not least important, wages for employed 
workers. The latter was an especially costly item since carrots required 
much work in weeding and harvesting; and family labour was usually 
not sufficient. Access to capital was thus a critical factor in carrot 
production.

One way to economize on wage expenses was through the already 
mentioned practice of planting carrots only during the winter. Another 
strategy was to sell the whole crop por conjunto, letting the purchaser 
take care of the actual harvesting. However, a third method of saving 
cash was to plant carrots a medias with Ezequiel. The arrangement was 
that Ezequiel took care of all expenses for the purchase of seedlings and



chemical fertilizers while the holder of the land, in addition to land and 
water, contributed his own and his family’s work at no extra charge. 
Ezequiel, furthermore, took care of ploughing and tilling with his tractor 
and when employed workers were needed, they were paid directly by 
him as well. At the end of the season, when the harvest had been sold by 
Ezequiel, the net profit was split between them in equal shares.

Landholdings and agricultural opportunities

From what has been described above it should by now be clear that 
households in San Vicente were faced with very different opportunities 
in their agricultural production depending op the amount and type of 
land they controlled. I do not want to imply that all households inter
preted and responded to the opportunities and constraints —as deter
mined by their land situation— in exactly the same manner, nor that 
access to land was the only factor that counted in this context. For in
stance, other factors such as labour requirements, subsistence needs in
cluding fodder for the animals, capital resources, etc., obviously played a 
role in the choice between different crop mixes. Still, access to land was 
undoubtedly the major constraint on a household’s production potential.

My principal objective here is not to analyse agricultural adaptations 
and decision-making processes in great detail. These are only discussed here 
insofar as they are illustrative of the kind of economic consequences which 
result from the unequal distribution of land in the ejido. That is, the distribu
tion of land in terms of overall individual holdings on the one hand, and the 
distribution of irrigated versus unirrigated land on the other. The ejidatarios 
with small and medium sized holdings, in most cases, only had access to 
unirrigated land and they could only choose between maize and sorghum, 
obtaining one crop per year. The ejidatarios with the largest holdings were 
in a great many cases also those with their own wells to irrigate at least part 
of their land. In addition to having sorghum as their principal crop in unir
rigated farming, these rich ejidatarios were in a position to grow crops like 
carrots, tomatoes and chile with two harvests per year, and all that this 
meant in terms of additional income opportunities. The distribution of ir
rigated land thus added to the inequality in agricultural opportunities already 
noticed in unirrigated farming.



Integrated farming and livestock production

Although inequality in access to land was something with ramifications 
especially for agricultural production, it was a factor which, at least in
directly, also counted in other areas of village economic activity e.g. the 
keeping of livestock for commercial milk production. While in principle 
dairying was an activity open to all villagers irrespective of their landed 
wealth, in practice it was a lucrative business particularly for the land- 
rich and especially for those with irrigated land.

Livestock holdings were usually built up over time through 
reproduction among a household’s own animals i.e. people in San 
Vicente rarely bought cattle and when they did they usually bought a calf 
—which commanded a low price on the market. A common way to start 
building up one’s own stock was to ‘borrow’ a calf or heifer from a 
kinsman or neighbour, raise the animal and when she became pregnant 
remain with the first offspring, cria, as property in compensation for the 
work and expenses incurred in the interim. Those who took on animals a 
provecho, as this custom was called, tended to be those who: having 
more alfalfa than they needed for their own animals, saw such an oppor
tunity as a chance to expand their livestock. As I explained earlier, the 
reason why virtually all households with irrigated land devoted part of it 
to alfalfa, was that this was used as a nutritive animal fodder. In point of 
fact, in order to keep milking cows on a commercial basis it was essen
tial to feed them alfalfa at least during the lactiferous period since the 
village lacked natural grazing ground throughout the year.

It should be emphasized, that taking on animals a provecho was in 
no way a practice restricted to those who grew their own alfalfa. In fact, 
many bought alfalfa as an investment to build up their own herds. Also, 
in cases where one worked as a day labourer for a more wealthy villager, 
it often happened that part of the payment consisted of the right to cut 
some alfalfa to bring home to one’s household’s animals. Thus, even for 
villagers with little land, or even no land at all, it was still possible to 
keep at least a few cows.

Not all villagers kept cattle for milk production. Especially those 
who only had a few cows, tended to see this as a way of saving money 
i.e. a liquid asset, rather than a profitable investment per se. Cattle were 
held as a safe-guard against unexpected expenditures and were usually



only sold in emergency situations or when an exceptionally large sum of 
money had to be raised. The milk that was produced in these households 
was usually consumed by the family itself and was only occasionally 
sold. However, there were also many villagers who kept livestock for 
primarily commercial purposes and who regularly sold milk to dairy
men from Silao or Irapuato, who came to San Vicente with their trucks 
to collect milk.

It is significant that those who had the largest herds in the village 
were those with much land and on top of that with part of it under irriga
tion. For instance, the largest cattle-owner was Jesus Flores, with 21 
cows. He was also one of the wealthiest landholders with in total 16,5 
hectares, where approximately 10 hectares of this was irrigated land. 
Other ejidatarios with many cattle were, for example, Pepe Flores, Juan 
Martinez and Trinidad Flores who in 1977 had respectively 15, 20 and
13 cows. All three of them had fairly large holdings, of between 12 and
14 hectares, with parts of these being irrigated. The other ejidatarios with 
access to irrigated land generally had quite sizeable herds too, in the 
order of 8 to 10 animals or more.

On the other hand, there were ejidatarios who did not belong to the 
most land-rich, but kept large stocks of cattle. One example was Alfredo, 
a half-brother of Ezequiel, who had only 6 hectares of ‘temporal’ land 
but who nevertheless owned 14 cows. He therefore usually planted only 
maize on his land since it was the cows which provided him with his 
most important monetary income. The alfalfa he bought at a cheap rate 
from Ezequiel. Another example was Jesus Flores Jr, one of the sons of 
the late Jos6 Flores, who was the owner of 11 cows although he had no 
irrigated land to grow alfalfa on. In order to provide pasture for his 
animals he instead devoted a large proportion of his 9 hectares in the 
ejido to maize and then bought alfalfa from other villagers. These, how
ever, were two rather exceptional cases. It was more common that when 
an ejidatario had neither irrigated land nor an exceptional lot of unir
rigated land, insofar as he engaged in dairy-farming at all, he did so with 
a stock of not more than 5 or 6 animals since the price of purchasing fod
der was too high.



Wage labour alternatives

Wage labour, as a source of income, differed from both agriculture and 
livestock production in being an activity not directly dependent upon the 
household’s own material resources. At least in theory, any male of 
working age was free to seek employment. This, however, only applied 
under certain circumstances. In reality it appears that those engaged in 
wage labour within the village and its surroundings, only partly 
depended on this work for their living. In other words, wage labour was 
typically a supplement and not usually an alternative to other sources of 
income.

It was only since the 1960s that people in San Vicente had become 
involved in working for wages to any large extent. Previously, it was 
more common for the ejidatarios to employ labourers from outside the 
village than for their sons or themselves to be the ones who sold their 
labour. Since then, however, villagers themselves also began to engage 
in this type of work, reflecting a growing need within the village for ad
ditional sources of income. Among the total of 116 married men in San 
Vicente in 1977, no less than 56, or 49 percent, reported that during the 
previous year they had been in some form of employment, either for part 
of the year or all year around, within or outside the village. To these 
should be added young unmarried sons who also figured among the 
wage earners but whose exact number was not recorded.

As for the economic background of these wage earners, there was 
no direct relationship to landed wealth for example. Those who took 
such employment came from households with most disparate landhold
ing conditions. There was, however, a difference in that among the land
less and the land-poor households it was usually the head himself who 
was the wage earner, whereas among the more land-rich households it 
was primarily the sons. And the explanation is, that paid work was not 
always performed out of sheer economic necessity but served as an op
portunity to earn some extra money during one’s spare-time. The reason 
why sons of well-to-do families occasionally hired themselves out as 
wage labourers, was that they could thereby earn some money for their 
own personal use.

There were several different ways in which people in San Vicente 
could earn money from wage labour. One possibility was to hire oneself



out to fellow villagers, since, as already explained, there existed a certain 
demand for labour within the village itself. It was mainly the ejidatarios 
who held irrigated land who employed workers, although those who only 
practiced unirrigated farming also did so when they lacked sufficient 
hands within their own family. The employment offered within the vil
lage was erratic and short in duration. There was hardly an ejidatario 
who employed workers for more than a week or two and then, at most, 
only a few individuals at a time. Not infrequently, the jobs only lasted a 
couple of days. Moreover, the payment was quite low i.e. in 1977 30 or 
40 pesos a day depending on type of work.

This is not to say that there were not certain advantages of employ
ment in the village. First of all, the work was performed close to the 
residential area which made it easier for the employees to also tend to 
their duties at home. Work requirements were also less demanding 
reflecting the personal and congenial nature of employer-employee 
relationships in these instances. Finally, to work for a fellow villager im
plied certain fringe benefits such as the right to carry home a sack of 
maize or alfalfa for one’s own animals. From a strictly monetary point of 
view, however, work within the village was not very rewarding.

The bulk of job opportunities were provided by the private land- 
owners in the area.-The nearest was Ezequiel Calderon who, aside from 
being an ejidatario, was also a private landowner. Ezequiel did not him
self participate in manual work but relied entirely on paid workers. 
Another private landowner to whom people in San Vicente went in 
search of wage labour, was Sr. Duran. He was a fairly big private owner 
with a property of more than one hundred hectares. Part of this land bor
dered on the ejido. Among other crops, Duran grew asparagus where the 
harvest between January and April was a toilsome operation requiring 
many labourers. This was, in fact, the primary source of employment for 
people in San Vicente, at least during these months. Duran employed a 
few villagers on a more or less regular basis as tractor-drivers and 
milkers, since he also ran a dairy enterprise. Other private owners in the 
immediate area who employed workers were, for example, the Lemos 
brothers who came from outside Guanajuato but owned land to the north 
of the ejido, Sr. Saratini who was a big landowner of italian origin with 
several properties in the state among which one was located to the south 
of San Vicente, etc.



In general, it did not seem to be difficult to find employment on 
these farms. In fact, one often heard complaints that there was some
times a shortage of labourers, especially during the summer when most 
local people were busy tending to their own land. On the other hand, the 
jobs that were offered, in most cases only lasted for a determinate period 
of time, usually a few weeks or months. After that, one had to find 
employment with somebody else which was not always easy, since the 
pattern of hiring workers tended to follow cultivation seasons, and these 
coincided from one farm to another. One often had to retract back into 
the home village and wait for a new opportunity to arise, something 
which could take several weeks or even months. Wages were a bit higher 
on the privately owned farms, being 50 pesos/day for ordinary field- 
labourers and about 70 pesos for tractor-drivers and other more skilled 
occupations.

Going outside the rural ambit altogether, there of course existed the 
possibility of work in urban areas. Yet in 1977 there were few villagers 
who opted for this alternative. For one thing, it was not easy to find 
employment in town given the competition for these jobs and the already 
high rate of unemployment among the urban population itself. The 
township of Silao was a case in point where, in fact, it was the surround
ing private farms which provided employment for part of the urban 
population. Far better alternatives were Leon and Irapuato, but these 
were located at greater distances making commuting between village and 
town on a daily basis more difficult.

Judging by the fact that the great majority of the wage earners had 
this work as a part-time activity only; in fact, during 1977 there were 
only 8 men who worked for wages all year around, one might gain the 
impression that there was no great demand for more lasting employment 
from people in this village. Given that most of them also participated in 
family farming, they would not have been able to take such work even if 
it was available. However, even if this was basically true for the 
ejidatarios who had their own land, it was less so among their ‘landless’ 
sons. In fact, among the latter one often heard complaints about how dif
ficult it was to find well-paid and steady employment in the area and that 
those who got such jobs ‘...could consider themselves lucky’. It was not 
a sign of a satiated demand for work that so few villagers had permanent



employment. In reality, there were many more who would have wanted 
such work but who could not find it within the home area.

I shall, in a later chapter, come back to this point because it is of 
relevance to the problem of sons’ residence after marriage. Suffice to 
mention here that scarcity of employment was indeed a very serious con
straint to many, and then in particular to those grown up sons who could 
not become members of the ejido. As long as these sons remained with 
their parents, the problem was not terribly critical because they would 
then have at least part of their subsistence secured through family 
production. Actually, this seems to be one reason why married sons 
stayed on with their parents for so long in this village. However, when 
these sons decided to move out, something which was bound to happen 
sooner or later, the question of finding a steady job became acute. It was 
not strange that at this stage many chose to abandon the village al
together since employment opportunities in town were seen as more 
promising than those offered back home.





6

Inequality in a Social and 
Political Context

One issue so far not dealt with, is how inequality in landholdings and 
economic position in general, affected people’s relations to one another 
in ordinary village life as well as within the more defined context of 
ejido politics. The latter question has, in turn, direct consequences for the 
ejido as a grass-roots organisation. This chapter dwells on both these 
themes, though with emphasis on the political aspects of the issue. 
Firstly, I briefly discuss the particular manner in which economic 
stratification was manifested in San Vicente.

Stratification patterns

In the discussion of land-distribution in Chapter 4,1 tentatively identified 
five economic ‘strata’ of households in San Vicente: one consisting of 
households without land, and four ranked according to amount of land 
held. However, it should be emphasized that these were ‘statistical’ 
categories and did not correspond to clearly distinguishable and discrete 
groups in reality. Take, for example, the ‘landless’ households, number
ing in total 14 in 1977. Several of them did have informal access to land 
by working in partnership with the head’s parents. In some cases, they 
derived their entire livelihood from such joint family farming, in other 
cases it was more of a supplement to other sources e.g. wage labour. 
There were actually very few who had paid work as their sole means of



support. The ‘landless’ did not in general represent an independent and 
homogeneous group in this village.

As for the other strata, although size of holding was certainly one 
factor which influenced the household’s overall level of wealth, it was 
not the only one. It also depended very much on the type of land held 
e.g. irrigated or unirrigated land. Moreover, diversification into dairy 
production and wage labour often compensated for deficiencies in land 
resources, allowing even households with quite modest holdings to raise 
their income. Finally, wealth in terms of available funds also depended 
on the size and composition of the domestic group. In short, in terms of 
individual wealth these different landholding strata were rather indiscrete 
and the lines between them somewhat arbitrary.

These remarks primarily applied to households with fairly marginal 
differences in landholdings. When we look at the wide disparity between 
those in the lower and the upper strata, however, it is evident that access 
to land was a primary source of stratification in wealth. Noteworthy in 
this context, was that irrigated farming and commercial dairying tended 
to augment rather than reduce income discrepancies implicit in the un
equal distribution of land i.e. it was primarily the already land-rich who 
benefited most from these activities. Furthermore, although it was true 
that household size did have a certain levelling effect between ejidatarios 
with relatively small differences in landed wealth, this was not an impor
tant factor when comparing those with marked discrepancies in this 
respect (See Table 6:1).1

The question that interests us here is; how economic status differen
ces were manifested within the village, in people’s mode of living and

Table 6:1 Household size and landholding

Landholding Household size
(Has) 1-4 5-8 9-12 13-16 17-

0 1 9 4 — —

1-5 1 6 9 2 —
5,5-8 5 4 7 — 1

8,5-11 — 2 8 3 2

11,5- — 3 3 5 2



relationships with one another. At first sight it was difficult to discern 
any palpable differences between people in this respect in San Vicente. 
There were, for example, no conspicuous differences in standards of 
living; there was no one in the village who owned a car or truck which 
could have served as an outward symbol of superior wealth, etc.

This was, however, only as things appeared on the surface. If we 
take housing, for instance, it was not a coincidence that the land-rich 
families tended to live in fairly spacious structures. Notwithstanding that 
these often rather big families needed a certain amount of space, to be 
able to keep a roomy and comfortable house was a sign of wealth in it
self. Poor families often lived in simple adobe houses with only one or 
two rooms, whereas wealthier families often had houses made of bricks 
containing several sleeping rooms plus a sitting room. Similarly, more 
affluent families tended to have more furniture, pay more attention to in
terior details such as painting and decoration, were better equipped with 
modem household appliances like refrigerators, gas-stoves, etc. All 
households in this village had radio and many had television as well, but 
the latter was especially prevalent among better off families.2

A similar picture could be drawn for consumption standards and 
dressing. Eating habits tended to follow a uniform pattern with beans and 
tortillas as staples supplemented by other dishes. There were certain dif
ferences, above all in the variation of diet, which reflected overall wealth 
discrepancies. In a similar vein, although clothing did not differ much in 
everyday wear, wealthier villagers had a more complete wardrobe which 
they displayed after-hours, on Sundays, festival occasions, etc. The 
daughters of affluent parents were notable in this respect and made a 
point of dressing no differently from young women in town.

Another area where personal wealth was manifested, was in social 
expenditure in connection with weddings and other family celebrations. 
There were no specific rules regarding the giving of dowry when 
daughters married in this village. As people explained it to me; the prac
tice varied from one family to another depending on the attitude of the 
parents, and above all their economic circumstances. Presumably 
though, most parents felt obliged to give their daughters at least some
thing when they could afford to do so. Among well-to-do families it thus 
often happened that a daughter received cooking utensils, furniture and 
sometimes even a few animals when she got married. This was a way for



Land-rich families tended to live in fairly spacious dwellings, whereas poor 
families often lived in simple adobe houses with only one or two rooms.



the parents to show affection for their daughter as well as to demonstrate 
to the family into which she moved, that she came from a respectable 
home in good economic circumstances. Similarly, when it came to a 
son’s wedding, the economic standing of his parents counted, because 
the family of the groom was supposed to pay for the bride’s outfit as 
well as for the bulk of the ensuing festivities. Finally, there were aspects 
such as how the parents had provided for the future of their children e.g. 
secondary schooling outside the village, which also acted as indicators of 
relative wealth.

At one level there was a direct correspondence between a family’s 
economic circumstances and its overall social standing within the village. A 
man whose economic resources allowed him to let his wife and children live 
under relatively prosperous conditions, not only enjoyed the esteem of his 
own family but was also regarded as a respectable member of the com
munity in general. Likewise, a woman who was the matron of an affluent 
household generally had a higher status in the eyes of other women. The dis
play of personal wealth as such seldom provoked any negative feelings 
among people in San Vicente. In fact, one could rather speak of an expecta
tion that people should live up to their economic possibilities.

On the other hand, it is symptomatic that it was above all in relation 
to one’s own standard of living and other aspects related to one’s 
family’s continued existence and well-being, that economic status dif
ferences among villagers were being manifested. If we, for example, 
take social interaction, there were no sharp divisions where individual 
wealth played a major role. It is a fact that close friendship was most 
commonly found among status equals, as well as that common economic 
interests, political alignments, etc., served to foster bonds between par
ticular individuals. On the other hand, in ordinary daily intercourse there 
were no signs that poorer villagers felt particularly respectful and 
deferential to their wealthier neighbours. It was, for example, common 
practice that both men and women irrespective of relative age or wealth, 
addressed each other by their Christian names and tu rather than with the 
more formal Usted, and on most occasions when people socialized in 
public, participated in communal activities, etc., they interacted freely 
without any regard for status boundaries.

Another aspect was the lack of institutions at the community level, 
where wealth differentials were displayed. Take, for example, the fiesta



that was organized each year in commemoration of the day when the 
ejido was received. This was mainly financed out of the collective 
resources of the ejido and supplemented with contributions from the out
side. People such as Ezequiel and some politicians from town usually 
contributed money. Insofar as villagers were required to contribute in
dividually towards this occasion, it was in the form of established 
cuotas, equal in sum for everybody. When it came to expenses for main
taining the school, the repairing of roads and other communal infrastruc
ture, there was no rule*, or expectation for that matter, that better off 
villagers should contribute with more money than others. On the whole, 
it was unusual for individuals in San Vicente to contribute economic 
surpluses towards communal activities so as to demonstrate and 
legitimize their superior wealth. There simply were no such institutional
ized means for gaining prestige in this village.3

Finally, there was the question of vertical economic relations within 
the village. Economic stratification in San Vicente was not primarily 
manifested in overt relations of economic dominance and dependence 
between the villagers themselves. A case in point was wage labour rela
tions. Several of the land-rich ejidatarios did regularly employ workers 
alien to their own family. For some of them one might even say that this 
was a strict economic necessity given their scale of operations. On the 
other hand, there was a vast difference between these ejidatarios and the 
private landowners in the area. Most of them only employed workers for 
certain seasonal jobs, and for short periods of time. Even among the 
most land-rich households in the village, the household head himself 
performed the bulk of work together with other family members.

Moreover, wage labour relations between villagers, generally did 
not give rise to any overt feelings of status inequality. For instance, it 
was common that the employer himself actively participated in the work 
on the fields alongside his employees. The contract between them usual
ly contained other benefits besides purely cash, which tended to give it a 
character of mutual service, and they commonly had some previous per
sonal tie to each other e.g. kinship, which familiarized their relationship, 
etc. They tended to see each other as colleagues rather than as patron 
and peon. Besides, the hiring of labour as such was no indication of 
wealth since this was also sometimes necessary for land-poor ejidatarios 
when they lacked sufficient workers within their own household.



It was usually only villagers who had paid work as a part-time oc
cupation who engaged in working for others within the village. This 
local labour force consisted of young unmarried men who saw this as an 
opportunity to earn some extra money, an ayuda as they called it, but not 
as something which they did for a living. These workers were recruited 
from households of varying economic backgrounds. As often as one 
found sons of poor families working for the wealthy, one found cases of 
the reverse situation. There was no clear pattern in this respect.

Normally, however, when people from San Vicente worked for a 
wage, they did so outside the village. They then worked for private land- 
owners like Duran, Sabatini, etc. This was the case among villagers who 
depended entirely on wage income but it was also common among those 
who took seasonal jobs only. The element of domination and subordina
tion that is inherent in a true employer-employee relationship, thus most 
often applied to a relation between local people and employers outside 
the village. Such relations had no direct implications for inter-household 
bonds within the village.

A similar lack of clearly discernible assymetrical relations was also 
notable in other areas of village economic life. There were no organized 
hiring or money lending activities within the village, an area of 
economic activity which is often mentioned as being liable to create de
pendency bonds in peasant societies. It certainly happened that people let 
out draught-animals and farming implements to each other, and small in
formal money loans between villagers were by no means uncommon. 
However, these were most often regarded as personal favours among 
friends and neighbours and did not reflect any state of economic depen
dency per se. Besides, when villagers needed to borrow money it was 
more common that they went to Ezequiel Calderon. As mentioned, this 
person was not part of the village population proper. Ezequiel also pur
chased the bulk of sorghum harvests and other agricultural produce sold 
by villagers. No member of the actual village population engaged in this 
type of trade. As for consumer goods from the outside, these were either 
bought at CONASUPO, a government controlled store in the village, or 
each household made its purchases directly in Silao. The few private 
store-keepers that existed in San Vicente had a rather limited range of 
goods and played no mayor economic role in this context.

The purpose of the previous remarks is to show that in San Vicente



one could talk of economic stratification but not of class differentiation
i.e. there was no division of people into distinct and mutually opposed 
social classes. This is not to say that inequalities in economic position 
and wealth had no significance in this village. People in San Vicente 
were indeed very much aware of the discrepancies that existed in access 
to land and other economic resources. However, economic inequality in 
this case was more a matter of personal economic circumstances and op
portunities than a property intrinsic to the relationship between 
households as such. Indirectly though, such inequalities did play a cru
cial role because they created separate individual interests and competi
tion over scarce resources, contributing to an atmosphere of conflict and 
social instability at the local level. To illustrate this latter aspect it is 
necessary to enter a bit deeper into the field of ejido politics, since it 
was, above all, in this arena that such conflicts were played out.

Leadership and factionalism in ejido politics

I have already described the custom of identifying people primarily by 
their paternal patronym in San Vicente. This, in combination with the 
permanency of especially the male population within the village, led to 
most family heads belonging to one of a few larger ‘family groups’. 
There were thus; the groups of Los Flores, Los Bravos, Los Ramirez, 
Los C alder ones, etc. Most often these groups meant nothing to people, 
beyond a vague feeling of common identity as bearers of the same 
patronym and thus a more or less close affiliation as relatives through 
their fathers. There was, however, one exception to this and that was 
within the field of politics, where members of the Flores family in par
ticular distinguished themselves as a tight group. Over the years it had 
primarily been members of this group who had occupied the leading 
posts within the ejido direction and when there was not a ‘true’ Flores in 
any of these positions, they sought to ensure that someone from their 
group of associates was appointed instead (See Fig. 1).4

This situation goes back to the time when the ejido was created. As 
explained earlier the original struggle for land was led by Jose Flores 
who later on also became the first president of the new ejido. For more 
than 20 years Jose retained the position as its most prominent leader and
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spokesman, alternating between the posts of president, secretary and 
head of the vigilance committee. And even when Jose personally did not 
hold any of these posts —as became increasingly frequent during the 
1950s when he was occupied with other political commitments outside 
the village— he was nevertheless recognized as the moral leader.

When Jose was forced into inactivity in the early 1960s due to sick
ness, his mantle was taken over by Jesus Flores, a younger brother, who 
served as elected president of the ejido between 1960 and 1963. Later, he 
again served as a substitute for Epigmenio, another of the Flores 
brothers, from 1964 to 1966 (Epigmenio died in 1963 after only one year 
in office as president). After an interval of three years (1967-1970) when 
one Benito Bravo was president (see below), the Flores group again 
resumed its direct control over the leadership structure. During 1971-73 
the presidency was held by Jesus Soto Flores, a cousin of Jose Flores, 
and during 1974-76 Salvador Flores, a son of Jose, was the president. 
And in 1977, the year of my field-work, Pepe Flores, a son of the late 
Epigmenio Flores, was appointed president for the subsequent three-year 
period.

Table 6:2 lists the presidents and heads of the vigilance committee 
since 1954. As can be seen from this table, the Flores group controlled 
the presidency during 7 of the 8 election periods: in 4 cases by having a 
brother or son of Jose Flores as president, and in 3 cases by having a 
close relative in this position. Noteworthy in this context, is that at the 
same time as there was a ‘Flores’ acting as president, there was —during 
several of the periods— another member of this group occupying the 
head of the vigilance committee post. Considering that the role of the 
vigilance committee is supposedly to serve as a controller of the comi- 
sariado, this confirms the hegemony of the Flores group that prevailed in 
this ejido over the years.

Another political force in San Vicente was that represented by Eze- 
quiel Calderon, the ejidatario-cum-private landowner alluded to earlier, 
who also served as an important economic patron to the ejidatarios. Eze- 
quiel was not strictly a member of the Flores kinship network. In fact, he 
was by birth more closely related with Los Bravos, an opposing faction. 
Yet, in his political career he had associated niore with the former fac
tion. Although Ezequiel was only in his early twenties when the ejido 
was created, as a friend and follower of Jose Flores he got involved in



Table 6:2 Record of offices held in ejido, 1954 -1977

1954 Pres: Martin Ramfrez Rores
Vig: Epigmenio Rores

1957 Pres: Josd Hemdndez Rores
Vig: Benito Bravo

1960 Pres: Jesus Rores
Vig: Jesus Soto Rores

1963 Pres: Epigmenio Rores/Jesus Rores 
Vig: David Salazar Rores

1967 Pres: Benito Bravo
Vig: Trinidad Rores

1971 Pres: Jesus Soto Rores
Vig: Ezequiel Calderdn

1974 Pres: Salvador Rores
Vig: Martin Ramfrez Rores

1977 Pres: Pepe Rores
Vig: Antonio Bravo

politics while still young. Through this contact he became acquainted 
with other peasant leaders and politicians in the region. When Jose 
Flores became inactive, due to sickness in the 1960s (he died in 1967), 
Ezequiel allied himself with Jesus and the other Flores brothers. For 
several years he held offices in the ejido directorate as secretary or 
cashier, and for a period he served as the delegado (municipal repre
sentative) for San Vicente. Towards the latter half of the 1960s he began 
to participate more actively in regional politics. In 1967 and 1973 he ran 
for the presidency of the municipality but without success, and in 1975 
he was elected secretary general of the Regional Peasant Committee in 
Silao.5

In a way, Ezequiel came out as the ‘grey eminence’ of San Vicente 
in 1977. Although he had gradually detached himself from direct invol
vement in local ejido politics (he had lived with his family in Silao since 
1968), he was still a very influential person because of his political con
nections outside the village but also because of the economic power he 
commanded within the village. Hence, even though Ezequiel, during 
more recent years, had only occasionally held positions within the ejido



structure e.g. he was jefe de vigilanda 1971-73, his opinion and support 
for local candidates was considered decisive. The close link between 
Ezequiel and the Rores group was thus a crucial factor in this context.

The dominance of the Rores group was not undisputed, however. A 
group of brothers and close relatives, with Benito Bravo as their front 
man, were particularly active as opponents of the Rores, criticizing and 
at times openly challenging the latter’s rule over the ejido. The struggle 
concerned personal power and prestige, but also more fundamental ques
tions such as the distribution of land within the ejido. The latter was an 
especially heated issue during the 1960s when Benito Bravo was presi
dent of the ejido for a time.

According to my informants, the conflict between Los Flores and 
Los Bravos went back to the time when the ejido was first created. At 
variance with Jose Rores and his brothers, the Bravos never took an ac
tive part in the struggle for land. The Bravo family came from San Fran- 
sisco, a neighbouring hacienda, and it was only shortly before the 
agrarian reform that they moved to Hacienda San Vicente because an 
inlaw of theirs, Macedonio Calderon, had got employment there as a 
mayordomo. Since they were newcomers to the hacienda, but above all 
because they were closely associated with one of the mayordomos, the 
Bravos never participated in the struggle for land. Rumours held that ini
tially they were even against the creation of an ejido, taking side with the 
landowner rather than supporting the agraristas. When Benito and his 
relatives eventually decided to join the newly created ejido, one year 
after the first group of ejidatarios had moved there, they were thus reluc
tantly received by the Rores and their group of allies who only allowed 
the Bravos to join them because the ejido membership had to be in
creased in order to justify the land grant. This was what many people 
said lay behind the antagonism between the Flores and the Bravos, espe
cially in the political field. The attitude that, at least, the older Rores, 
had maintained over the years, was that the Bravos had no legitimate 
right to claim authority within the ejido because they did not fight for 
land.6

As long as Jose Rores was active in the ejido, things remained rela
tively calm, although Benito Bravo —backed by his three brothers— had 
already at that time begun to take an active part in local politics, present
ing himself as a critical and oppositional force. For example, he ran for



the presidency of the ejido in 1957, but without success, winning instead 
the post of jefe de vigilanda. Nevertheless, he, like everybody else, 
recognized the authority of Jos6 as the true leader and therefore did not 
openly confront him. In fact, Benito on several occasions served together 
with Jose on the steering committee during these years. However, when 
Jose disappeared from the scene in the 1960s and his leading role within 
the ejido was taken over by his younger brothers, this incipient an
tagonism was bound to come into the open. From now on Benito openly 
challenged the rule of the Flores, with Jesus Flores as the primary target. 
Inside the village he acted as the latter’s main adversary and critic on in
ternal ejido matters and outside the village he sought alliances with 
groups opposed to Jesus within the Regional Peasant Committee.

This factional friction was heightened by a series of events which 
occurred while Benito Bravo was the elected president of the ejido 
(1967-70). There seem to have been several reasons why Benito 
managed to win the elections, despite him being a sworn opponent of the 
Flores. One reason, was widespread discontent with Jesus Flores during 
his two terms as president. Aside from criticism directed against him for 
being a poor representative of the ejido in general, he was also accused 
of having diverted funds from the ejido for his own personal benefit. 
Even his most ardent supporters had difficulty in accepting this. In fact, 
even some of the leading Flores admitted that it was time to change 
president and that perhaps Benito should be given a chance. In an at
tempt to make a political career outside the village, Jesus had allied him
self with certain Silao political circles; which were in opposition to the 
faction favoured by Ezequiel Calder6n in the local branch of the CNC 
—to which Benito also happened to belong. In response, Ezequiel 
withdraw his support from Jesus, making it publicly known that he 
would be in favour of a non-Flores as new president of the ejido in San 
Vicente and that Benito ought to make a good candidate.

Adding to this there was the movement for redistribution of land 
within the ejido, that surfaced in the mid-1960s. Behind this movement 
was the increasing pressure on land that had begun to be felt in San 
Vicente. During the first two decades of the ejido’s existence, there was 
little controversy about the manner in which land was distributed among 
the ejidatarios. This was probably partly due to the unquestioned 
authority of Jose Flores himself, but also reflected that most ejidatarios



considered what they already had, more than sufficient for their needs. 
However, this was a situation which began to change in the 1960s. There 
had emerged a second generation of ejidatarios among whom some had 
considerably less land than others, either because their fathers had pre
viously sold part of their holdings, or because they themselves had ac
quired less than the stipulated ‘nummum’ parcel of 8 hectares. Let us, 
for a moment, recall the group of young ejidatarios who had got their tit
les when still adolescent boys, but without the corresponding land; 
receiving small parcels at a later stage from lots abandoned by the pre
vious holders.

It was the discontent of this latter group which provoked a major 
crisis in the ejido first in 1965, and then again in 1969. They, together 
with some other equally disfavoured ejidatarios, filed an application with 
the authorities in Silao for a redistribution of land in Ejido San Vicente, 
arguing that they had not been given the ‘legal’ minimum holding while 
at the same time there were others who ‘illegally’ had considerably more 
than that. Heading this group was one Miguel Salazar, an ejidatario in 
his mid-thirties who had only 4 hectares, all uninigated land. When he 
finally got his own ‘parcela’ he had to share it with another ejidatario. 
The other members in this group were also among the most land-poor in 
the ejido, having holdings in the order of 5 hectares or less.7

It was not by chance that Benito became so involved in this dispute. 
Although he himself was not exacdy among the most land-poor, he 
nevertheless supported Miguel and the other muchachos in their demand 
for more land. Rumours held that in reality it was Benito who lay behind 
the whole affair from the very beginning; seeing this as an opportunity to 
‘get at the Flores’. Whatever the case, it was by capitalizing on the dis
content of these younger ejidatarios, and by promising them support, that 
Benito managed to tip the balance in his own favour at the elections in 
1967. Although at the last moment the Flores launched Jose’s youngest 
son Trinidad as their ‘official’ candidate, Benito nevertheless gained the 
majority vote with strong backing from this group.8

When the demand for a redistribution of land was first raised in 
1965, it was not seen as a threat to the Flores and their associates in the 
landholding elite. Since Jesus was president at that time, the whole mat
ter could easily be brushed aside as just an attempt by a few young 
‘hotspurs’. However, when Benito became president he actively began to



pursue this issue again, calling meetings with the ejido assembly and 
himself accompanying the applicants to Silao and Mexico City to settle 
the matter with the appropriate authorities. The matter even went so far 
as to induce a visit by an official from the Agrarian Reform Office, who 
came to the village to assess the landholding situation and determine 
whether there were any grounds for legal action. Then, however, the 
Flores, with backing from Ezequiel, moved in strongly to prevent further 
damage. Using a whole battery of counter-measures —whose exact 
details one could only guess at— but which as it seems included: open 
threats of physical violence, the mobilization of external political con
tacts, and the seeking of support from the 'middle* sector of ejidatarios 
with the argument that in fact their interests too were in danger. The 
Flores eventually managed to block the whole attempt. The authorities 
were made to declare that all ejidatarios had legal rights to the land they 
held. Faced with this massive opposition, Miguel and the group around 
him saw no alternative but to withdraw their demand.

Up until 1977, no similar attempts had been tried. In fact, the whole 
affair in the end only served to strengthen the dominant position of the 
Flores. This is shown by the fact that individuals directly or indirectly 
associated with this group occupied the ejido steering committee for the 
next three consecutive periods (See Table 6:2).

Mechanisms of political power

One might wonder why, precisely, the Fiores group have been so 
dominant within the ejido direction over the years, when the leading 
posts are formally elected and not simply imposed? This, in turn, leads 
us to the question of how positions of leadership and authority are 
created and legitimized in this village.

One aspect of political authority is, of course, personal ‘leadership’ 
qualities. The epitomy of this was the late Jose Flores who, it is said, not 
only gained his influential position within the ejido from his antecedents 
as a leading agrarista, but also because he himself was a very energetic 
and charismatic person. There were some rumours that Jose had actually 
‘betrayed’ the cause by accepting bribes from the landowner to quit his 
participation in the struggle while still living on the hacienda (he was



even appointed mayordomo for a while). This notwithstanding, when the 
ejido was eventually created there were no doubts among his com
panions that he would be the ideal leader. He then developed and refined 
this virtue during the following 20 years, gaining a reputation as both an 
extraordinarily capable and authoritarian ejido politico. His successors 
(i.e. his brother Jesus and also Jose’s own sons) could be said to possess 
similar qualities e.g. an ability to express themselves verbally in public 
and to present themselves with a natural air of authority, although none 
of them reached the heights of the famous Jose Flores.

However, this is only part of the explanation. The Flores, in a sys
tematic way, built up a power base within the ejido by granting specific 
‘favours’ to their relatives and others in the distribution of land and ejido 
titles, and thereby secured their support in political matters. Already, 
when the ejido had just been created, and when those who had been most 
active in the struggle were to take possession of the new land, there 
emerged an ‘in-group’ of ejidatarios headed by Jose Flores, who sup
plied themselves with the best and largest parcels. Over the years this 
pattern was perpetuated. When vacant titles were distributed, Jose en
sured that not only his own sons were included among the beneficiaries, 
but that close relatives and friends like his brother Epigmenio, his 
brother-in-law Bias Ramirez, his cousin Florendo Flores, etc., were 
given shares as well. Similarly, when it came to dividing what remained 
of the pasture land or to re-allocating an ejido which had been aban
doned by its previous holder, Jose was instrumental in seeing to it that 
the ‘right’ people were benefitting. Finally, it was not by chance that the 
exchanges and outright purchases of ejido land which escalated during 
the 1950s, benefited above all the Flores and their associates. These 
transactions, though illegal, were actually endorsed by Jose who himself 
took an active part.

When Jose disappeared from the scene in the early 1960s, there had 
thus, already been created a base of followers upon which the Flores 
could secure their continued dominance. Although the type of overt 
manipulations that Jose had indulged in were less common among his 
successors, at least when Jesus Flores was president of the ejido, selec
tive favoritismo persisted. In contrast, Benito Bravo and his brothers had 
less scope for cultivating a following among the other ejidatarios. Then- 
only resource was a certain unity among themselves, fostered by their



‘underdog’ position within the ejido, seeking alliances with others who 
for one reason or another were discontent with the Flore’s rule.

Other significant political assets were the contacts with politicians 
and other spheres of influence outside the orbit of the local village. If we 
again take the case of Jos6 Flores, perhaps the single most important 
reason for his prestigious position within San Vicente was the vast net
work of contacts he had built up outside the village over the years. Jose 
was one of the founders of the local branch of the CNC in Silao and was 
active in other agrarista circles both on a municipal and provincial level. 
For a while he acted as a suplente (substitute) for the municipal PRI 
delegate in the Provincial Congress. Through his own personal influence 
and through contacts he made with other politicians and government 
people, Jos6 acquired a position which reinforced his authority and pres
tige among people back home. While such external contacts were ob
viously of great use to Jos6 personally, they were also advantageous to 
the entire community. Hence, one of the virtues which villagers remem
bered of Jose Flores —and which tended to make them disregard his ex
cesses— was precisely his ability to obtain all sorts of government 
support and other benefits for the village. Thus, it was during Jose’s time 
as a leader that San Vicente got its school, a potable water system, 
electricity, etc.

This practice of gaining authority and prestige through the building 
up of a network of influential external contacts, was also something 
which characterized Jesus and the younger generation of Flores as 
leaders. While Jesus was president, he sought to establish himself politi
cally outside the village by being active in the Regional Peasant Com
mittee, and when Salvador Flores was president he spent much energy 
‘politicking’ in Silao. However, whereas Jose Flores sought to 
strengthen his legitimacy as a leader by making sure that his fellow vil
lagers also gained from his political career, this seemed to be less of a 
priority among his successors. One of the most frequently heard com
plaints about Jesus Flores as president, was that he only thought of en
riching himself. Similarly, when Salvador was the president he got a bad 
reputation for only being interested in his own personal affairs, forget
ting about his ‘.. .obligations towards the community’.

There was also the powerful figure of Ezequiel Calderon, who in 
many ways could be seen as the new ‘protector’ of people in San



Vicente after Jose had left the scene. It was primarily through Ezequiel’s 
contacts and influence that villagers could secure preferential treatment 
when dealing with the municipal authorities and other government agen
cies, and it was thanks to him that San Vicente was rewarded with a 
variety of material support from the authorities. In contrast with his 
predecessor, however, Ezequiel was not only an important political 
‘broker’ but also served as the villagers’ principal money-lender and 
creditor. Hence, people respected and followed the directions of Eze
quiel, not simply because he represented an important political resource 
to them. Many also felt compelled to do so for fear of losing his direct 
economic support.

Ezequiel’s support was especially valuable to the younger genera
tion of Flores as leaders of the ejido. He was instrumental in the appoint
ment of members of this group to the important offices in the ejido. It 
was through his assistance that this group managed to build up good con
nections with the authorities in Silao, and could therefore gain themsel
ves reputations as ‘effective’ representatives of the ejido. Ezequiel did 
not do this solely for altruistic reasons. Partly out of tradition but also for 
more tangible reasons, the Flores and their associates were the strongest 
supporters of Ezequiel in his political career. They mobilized campaigns 
within the village, for his candidacy when he ran for the post of 
municipal president in 1967 and 1973, and later for secretary general of 
the Regional Peasant Committee in Silao. Thus, in reality it was a 
relationship based on mutual benefit. The Flores used their authority 
within the ejido to obtain popular support for Ezequiel in his political 
career outside the village, and he reciprocated by acting as their ‘political 
patron’ within the village.9

There is, thus, a combination of factors to explain why, precisely, 
the Flores have been so dominant in the leadership structure over the 
years. In theory, all ejidatarios stood the same chance of being elected to 
the posts of president and other leading offices in the ejido steering com
mittee, but in practice there were strong forces skewing the outcome of 
this process. In fact, the election process was in most cases only a mere 
formality. As a rule it was the outgoing leadership which, after informal 
discussions among themselves and with other influential villagers, came 
up with suggestions for suitable names as their successors. The whole af
fair was then decided when Ezequiel made his preferences publicly



known. At election day, thus, who would become the new president of 
the ejido was practically settled already. Competing candidates stood lit
tle chance of being elected at this stage.

Let me finally emphasize that the element of oligarchy implicit in 
this system ought not to be exaggerated. For one thing; leaders were not 
entirely insensitive to public opinion. This was illustrated by the 
widespread discontent Jesus Flores provoked among people by mis
managing the ejido funds. Even his own brothers and others normally 
considered his allies, reacted negatively. As we have seen, this was one 
reason why his adversary Benito Bravo was elected president instead. 
Similarly, when Pepe succeeded his cousin Salvador as president, the 
bad performance of the latter made even the Flores consent to have more 
‘neutral’ ejidatarios as secretary and cashier to avoid unnecessary con
flicts within the ejido. Those who occupied the top echelons in the 
hierarchy were thus not entirely unaffected by the opinion of the rest.

I have already described how the highly prestigious position of the 
late Jose Flores rested on a combination of personal qualities as a leader, 
political contacts and influence outside the village, and, not least impor
tant, a readiness to use these contacts for the common good of the com
munity in general. Notwithstanding that Jose also used his authority 
within the ejido to enrich himself from the collective resources, these 
qualities earned him the confidence and respect of his fellow ejidatarios. 
His successors seem to have had much less prestige and legitimacy as 
leaders. Everybody knew that it was not the Flores but Ezequiel 
Calderon who had the really influential contacts outside the village. On 
the other hand, it was also well-known that those who had the best rap
port with him, were, precisely, the Flores. The other ejidatarios were per
fectly aware that these individuals used their control over the ejido also 
for their own personal benefit. Despite this, the great majority still 
preferred the Flores as leaders and spokesmen of the ejido, because 
through their external contacts they could also hope to gain some 
benefits for themselves. This was, so to speak, the price the other 
ejidatarios were prepared to pay in order to have ‘effective’ leadership.



The ejido as a grass-roots organisation

The foregoing account helps to put into perspective certain observations, 
regarding the ejido as a grass-roots political organization; that were 
made during field-work in 1977. On the surface San Vicente gave the 
impression of being a unified and well-organized ejido. There was a 
functioning and active leadership whose officials had been elected by a 
majority of the members, and there were periodical meetings of the 
General Assembly in the village-school where all ejidatarios had the 
right to participate. This favourable impression of San Vicente was 
shared by government officials and politicians in Silao, who considered 
it an exemplary ejido in the municipality, where the ejidatarios were al
ways prepared to collaborate with the government and where people in 
general were loyal to the PRI party.

This was, however, only as things appeared on the surface. A closer 
inspection revealed that in reality there was a small and closely knit 
group who dominated the political life of the ejido. The core of this 
group consisted of: Salvador and Trinidad, two sons of the late Jose 
Flores; Pepe, a son of Jose’s younger brother Epigmenio; and Martin, 
Guadalupe and Cirilo, the three sons of Bias Ramirez. In this group 
could also be included Jesus and Euleterio, the two surviving original 
Flores-brothers —who though less involved in the daily course of 
events, still had a certain authority— plus Ezequiel Calderon who 
despite no longer living in San Vicente, remained closely allied with Los 
Flores (See Fig. 1 on page 107).

Particularly the former six were the most active in the ejido during 
my stay there in 1977. Not all of them held official positions in the ejido 
steering committee: in fact, only Pepe Flores, the president, did so. Yet, 
they all acted as leading figures of a sort and were recognized as such by 
the other ejidatarios. For instance, whenever there was a meeting in the 
ejido assembly, the floor was held by these individuals and, not seldom, 
the really important decisions were prepared informally beforehand by 
this group —making disapproval of the assembly a mere formality. It 
was, further, this group of individuals who, for all practical purposes, 
served as the ejido’s face against the larger society; through their supe
rior contacts and greater practice at dealing with government officials 
and other authorities in town. Finally, they were the most steadfast PRI



supporters: organizing receptions whenever politicians from Silao visited 
the village and mobilizing support for the party in election times. In 
these latter pursuits they collaborated closely with Ezequiel who was 
Secretary General of the Regional Peasant Committee at the time.

Had the interests of this group been confined to the political sphere 
alone, its dominance within the ejido would perhaps not have presented a 
problem. In fact, one could even argue that from a purely political 
standpoint, these individuals, through their experience in dealing with 
governmental officials and political contacts, represented a valuable 
asset to the ejido. Hence, it was understandable that San Vicente had 
such a good reputation among government people and politicians in 
Silao. This was, by and large, the result of the work of this group and 
their predecessors in the ejido leadership structure. And the same was 
true of the support San Vicente received from governmental funds and 
other external resources. It was very much an outcome of the political 
connections of these individuals who had used their contacts to obtain 
favours which benefitted the ejido in its entirety.

However, there was also a negative side to all this, and that was the 
way this group embodied the fusion of political power and economic in
terests: all the nine individuals mentioned above belonged to the most 
land-rich in the ejido. It should be clear from the previous text in this 
chapter that it was not their economic position as such which gave these 
individuals their political power. As mentioned earlier, possibly with the 
exception of Ezequiel, there were no relations of economic dominance 
and dependence among the ejidatarios themselves which could be used 
as a basis for patron-client ties. In fact, the connection rather worked the 
other way around i.e. historically it was political factors which deter
mined economic position in this ejido. That these individuals had so 
much land reflected their close relationship to traditional leaders like 
Jose and Epigmenio Flores, and Bias Ramirez; who over the years used 
their power in the ejido to grant themselves and their associates much 
land. This, in turn, lead to their relatives and descendents acquiring rela
tively large holdings.

How did this situation affect the ejido as a grass-roots organisation? 
There were, in particular, two factors which seemed important. The first 
was the atmosphere of distrust in inter-member relationships created by 
the state of economic injustice that prevailed in the ejido. I have already



Meeting in the ejido assembly



Listening to the PRI politicians from town

commented upon the dispute between the Flores and the Bravo family 
groups which was at least partly related to this issue. Although the 
Bravos, by 1977, had virtually ceased to represent a political force of any 
importance, there still remained a certain tension. Especially between the 
older members of this family and the leading ‘Flores’ this tension was 
expressed by the formers’ generally critical and uncollaborative attitude 
in assembly meetings and other internal ejido affairs.

Then there was the group of ‘younger’ ejidatarios, with Miguel 
Salazar as their front man, whose demand for a redistribution of land had 
stirred up much agitation and a state of arraignment within the ejido. Al
though they had given up the pursuit of this particular matter in 1977, 
they remained as dissatisfied as ever, and stuck together as a pressure 
group. For example, they were the most ardent critics of people like Sal
vador Flores and David Salazar Flores hiring out ejido land to private 
landowners, arguing that this land should instead go to them in cases 
where the holders did not themselves want to work it. Further, they were 
active in struggling for an ejido parcel abandoned by its original holder,



but for the time being informally cultivated by a relative of this man, 
namely Jesus Soto Flores, who, however, also had his own parcel. Final
ly, they launched one of the group, Antonio Bravo, as a candidate for 
ejido president in the 1977 elections but didn’t gain a majority of the 
votes. He, instead, became head of the vigilance committee.

Although the rest of ejidatarios, in their great majority, passively ac
cepted the rule of the Flores, many of them, at least covertly, were also 
highly critical of the latter. Hence, one not seldom heard comments like 
‘...Los Flores are only interested in what is best for them and are not 
really concerned with the rest of the ejido’. ‘They do nothing which they 
cannot themselves profit from’, etc. On the other hand, many were also 
extremely critical of the group around Miguel Salazar, who were looked 
upon as ‘troublemakers’ whose only ambition was to compensate them
selves at the ‘expense of others’. These and similar observations 
reflected an air of distrust and latent conflict that prevailed in the ejido.

The other factor, was the element of egotism evident in the 
leadership’s way of handling internal ejido affairs. It should, however, 
be pointed out that what I am referring to here is not the kind of direct 
manipulation of ejido-rights and parcels described earlier. This belonged 
more to the past than to 1977, when they were no longer a recurrent 
phenomenon. Given that the ejido was now complete there was less 
scope for the usurpation of vacant ejido-titles in the same manner as 
before i.e. most ejidos were passed from father to son and were therefore 
seldom declared vacant for redistribution. Neither was it any longer pos
sible to divert land from the common pasture ground, simply because 
this was land which had already been divided in its entirety. With respect 
to informal exchanges and outright purchases of ejido holdings, such 
transactions were made difficult by the resistance put up by the other 
ejidatarios but also by the control exerted by the agrarian reform 
authorities, which had been sharpened in recent years.

This is not to say that political influence in the ejido had become ir
relevant as a means for the promotion of one’s own economic interests. 
A typical example was the previously described conflict over a 
redistribution of land that occurred in the late 1960s. Although the 
leadership at that time was formally held by Benito Bravo, it was quite 
clear that it was the political influence and contacts commanded by the 
Flores and their associates which enabled them to suppress the whole at



tempt. They thereby also eliminated the threat to their own personal 
economic interests. Other less dramatic examples were: the more recent 
argument over the hiring out of ejido land to private landowners, where 
the leaders, notwithstanding the illegal character of this practice, refused 
to intervene because they themselves benefitted from it; the unwilling
ness of the leadership to stop the malpractice of retaining vacant ejido- 
parcels ‘within the family’; and, not least significant, the total disinterest 
showed by the acting comisariado to take any measures against the 
membership of Ezequiel Calderon in the ejido despite him also being a 
private landowner of certain magnitude.

These examples all reflected the close connection that prevailed be
tween political leadership and personal economic interests in this ejido. 
The difference was, that whereas in the past leaders used their control 
over the ejido to build up their personal wealth, in 1977 their focus was 
rather on preserving what they had already obtained. In other words, to 
control the political power in the ejido was now, above all, a means for 
the land-rich to protect their economic interests.

The point I want to make is that these factors tended to limit the ef
ficacy of the ejido as an organ for local participation and collective decision
making. Simplifying matters a bit, one could say that this organisation was 
above all effective as a co-ordinating instrument in the regulation of contacts 
between the ejidatarios and government agencies or political institutions 
outside the village. It was with regard to such affairs that the unity within the 
ejido assembly was the highest, and it was also in relation to this sphere of 
activity that the leadership of the Flores was most valuable to the ejido. 
However, as soon as the subject at hand concerned questions relating to the 
internal management of the ejido, co-ordination at the level of the ejido as
sembly was bound to be more problematic. One problem was the general air 
of conflictiveness among the ejidatarios, which made it difficult for them to 
reach consensus on specific issues. In particular, this was the case with 
regard to such sensitive issues as control and disposal of land and ejido- 
rights, collective ejido funds, etc. Another problem, was the close link be
tween political leadership and economic interests, which made the leaders 
reluctant to pursue any policy which would somehow negatively affect their 
own privileged position. For these and similar reasons, the role of the ejido 
as an organ for grass-roots democracy was severely circumscribed in San 
Vicente.





7

Problems of Generational Change

In a previous chapter, attention was drawn to the anomaly that emanates 
from membership rights in an ejido being limited to a pre-established 
number. When the local population expands this inevitably creates 
problems because it is only part of the ascending generation that can be 
accomodated within the ejido system and thus get legal rights to land. 
The rest have to make do without this possibility.

This chapter seeks to explore in more detail the effects of this 
anomaly for post-marital residence and inheritance arrangements, as they 
were observed in San Vicente in 1977. Particular attention is given to 
married sons, since they were the ones most directly affected. The chap
ter begins with an outline of the development cycle of the household in 
its most standard form, so as to provide a background for the discussion 
which follows. In conjunction with this I describe certain basic features 
in role relationships within this group, as these tended to change over 
time. The rest of the chapter then elaborates on certain recent trends in 
this pattern, which are revealing of the kind of problems that generation
al change had begun to provoke in the village.

The household development cycle

There were basically two ways in which households came into being in 
San Vicente. One, was when married sons moved out from their parental 
households to create new domestic units of their own. These, thus, repre
sented new households created in addition to the parental one. The other,



was when a married son at home took over as head upon the death of the 
father, thus building his own domestic unit upon the previous one. In this 
latter case the creation of a new domestic unit was a more gradual 
process, culminating when all members of the parental generation were 
dead.

One could distinguish between various phases in the development 
cycle of the household. The first, was the period during which the found
ing family was still at its nuclear stage i.e. when none of the children 
were married. As a rule it was the husband who acted as head and ulti
mate authority of the household. He was in charge of all matters regard
ing production, and he also decided on all important investments and 
other issues pertinent to the family economy. Furthermore, it was the 
husband who represented the household in most village affairs, ejido as
semblies, political meetings, etc. As for the wife, she was in command of 
the domestic domain handling most of the daily purchases and the 
housekeeping money, she was responsible for seeing that food was ready 
on the table, that the house was kept clean, washing, etc. Although 
women were generally much less involved in public affairs than their 
husbands, they did at times play an active role e.g. in the organization of 
various types of fund-raising activities, questions regarding the village 
school, and public health matters. And, it was the wives who were usual
ly the most active in religious pursuits and who took the lead in family 
celebrations.

Until children reached the age of seven when school began, they 
were considered infants and therefore had no specific duties assigned to 
them. Boys and girls were generally treated alike during these first years 
of their life with the mother as the central figure. Since it was the mother 
who was responsible for the daily care and general upbringing of the 
children, it was with her that the latter developed their closest bonds. The 
father did not, as a rule, take part in these matters but remained some
what detached and aloof from his children. From early childhood, the 
mother, thus, came to be associated with affection and intimacy whereas 
the image of the father was one of distance and respect. In 1977, practi
cally all children attended school from the age of seven. The primary 
school in the village had classes up to the 6th grade. During this second 
period of childhood, the respective roles of boys and girls began to be 
more' differentiated. While boys, during hours after school or on



holidays, helped their fathers in lighter agricultural tasks; in tending to 
the livestock, etc., girls helped their mothers and other females in domes
tic work. Although sons at this age now began to have more frequent 
contacts with the father, they nevertheless remained closely attached to 
the mother who was the one responsible for things such as their school
ing performance, and behaviour in general.

When finishing school at about the age of 13, children entered a 
new stage of their life; that of adolescence. Although it did happen that 
youngsters continued their studies in secondary school, but then in the 
township of Silao, the most common pattern was still that formal educa
tion went no further than primary school. Adolescence marked the 
beginning of the childrens’ direct involvement in the regular working 
routines of the household. While sons were now expected to participate 
in virtually any type of agricultural work together with the father, 
daughters were considered fit for most work associated with the domes
tic sphere, under the supervision of the mother. Often, adolescent 
daughters performed the role of ‘little mother’; preparing food for the 
men when the regular matron was absent from the home, looking after 
younger siblings, etc.

A second phase began when the children reached marriageable age. 
Girls usually married between the ages of 18 and 22, while boys married 
at the age of 20 to 25, or even later. Husbands were, thus, often several 
years older than their wives in this village. There were no specific rules 
regulating the selection of marriage partners, aside from the prohibition 
of marriage between blood relatives and first-order collaterals, which 
was considered incestuous. Mostly it was the youngsters themselves who 
selected their spouses, without direct interference by the parents; al
though the latter were normally asked to give their permission. Parents’ 
previous consent was, however, no absolute requirement since elope
ment (robo) was accepted and common practice. A proper marriage had 
to include both a civil and a church marriage (‘por las dos leyes’). While 
the civil act and the small ensuing feast was arranged by the parents of 
the bride, the church wedding, including expenses for wedding-dress and 
the following festivities, was all covered by the parents of the groom.

When a young man or woman married, they, as a rule, did not be
come heads of their own independent households, at least not immedi
ately. In the case of daughters, they left their natal family immediately



upon marriage to take up residence with their husbands, usually in the 
parental household of the latter. This was the normal procedure at least 
when both partners lived in San Vicente or in any of the neighbouring 
villages. The reason why daughters moved in with their husbands when 
marrying seemed, above all, to be that daughters seldom inherited land 
or other immobile property (cf. Jacobson and Goldschmidt 1971). A 
daughter only inherited land in cases where there were no sons or other 
male relatives in the family; a remote possibility. She might also be a 
spinster, in which case the elderly parents would appoint her the heir to 
the ejido if the brothers all had their livelihoods secured in some other 
manner. Male privilege was present in the agrarian reform legislation, 
which stipulated that a husband and a wife could not each hold an ejido- 
right simultaneously. If they did, one of them (i.e. the wife) was required 
to surrender her right for redistribution to somebody else in the village.

When a son married and brought his wife to live with the household 
of his parents, how did he and his parents arrange their internal relation
ship? I shall later on discuss this in more detail, and here mention only 
that the position of the son within the household did not change much 
just because he was now a married man himself. He usually simply con
tinued working under the direction of the father, as before. As for the 
son’s wife, it was customary that she did not set up her own housekeep
ing unit. During the first years, she was instead supposed to work direct
ly under her mother-in-law, who had the overriding authority in all 
domestic matters.

As for the timing and order of fission, it was difficult to talk of any 
definite pattern because the break depended on a number of circumstan
tial factors which varied from one household to another. I shall come 
back to this question shortly. Whenever possible, older sons were ex
pected to move out of the parental household when a younger brother 
was about to marry, since it was felt that neither the sons themselves, nor 
particularly their wives, would get along well when living under the 
same roof. At least as an ideal, patrivirilocal residence was the prevalent 
norm among older sons, while the youngest was expected to remain with 
the parents.

Finally, there was the phase when the parents, because of old age or 
sickness, no longer had the faculties to participate in work as before and 
therefore had to rely on other household members e.g. sons and their



wives, for the most burdensome tasks. Although the ejido rules stipu
lated that ejidatarios could transfer their rights to younger family mem
bers when they had reached the age of 60, this seldom happened in 
reality. Most fathers tended to remain active for as long as they themsel
ves could perform at least some work. Even when this was no longer 
possible, they were reluctant to relinquish their control over the family 
economy and other rights associated with their role as senior male of the 
household.

As regards older women, the situation was a bit different. Women in 
general tended to outlive their husbands; presumably a result of the age 
discrepancy between men and women at marriage. When a woman be
came a widow she did not usually remain the senior matron of the 
household. This role was instead taken over by the wife of the son at 
home, who now himself replaced his father as head. This was the normal 
pattern when the woman became a widow at a fairly advanced age and 
when there was only one married son at home. Although it was usually 
the widow who inherited the ejido of her deceased husband, this was 
most often only in the formal sense. For all practical purposes the son 
acted as the ejidatario, albeit legally on behalf of his mother. The aged 
mother still, however, had much to say in domestic affairs. She was 
generally quite a respected member of the family.

These various phases were reflected in the composition of 
households in 1977. Of the total of 77 households, 44 —or 57 percent— 
consisted of a single family only, mostly a married couple with their as 
yet unmarried children. In one case, the household consisted of a 
bachelor living together with his elderly mother and in another case it 
was an elderly couple only, with no children at home. The reason why 
there were no households headed by women e.g. single mothers with 
adolescent children, was that in cases where there were no grown-up 
sons to take over as head when the husband died, it was customary for 
the wife to then return to her parents and reintegrate herself into their 
household. The same usually happened when the husband, for one 
reason or another, abandoned his wife. If her parents were no longer 
alive, she took up residence with a brother or another close male relatfvfe 
on her line of descent. There were, thus, several households which con
tained either a single daughter or a sister of the head, with her children,
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and also a fair number containing a widowed mother but with one of her 
married sons acting as head of the household.

Turning to the remaining 31 households —43 percent of all 
households in the village— the overwhelming majority consisted of 
parents with their unmarried children plus one or several married sons 
with their respective wives and children. There were, however, two 
households where in addition to married sons there was also a married 
daughter with her husband and children living within the same group. In 
yet another case, the head was an elderly bachelor. He, however, lived 
together with a married brother with his family as dependent members. 
Finally, there were two households where the head was a widower, who 
despite having married sons living with him, retained his role as head of 
the household.

Post-marital residence: a change of parameters

From what has been described above, one could conclude that San 
Vicente was characterized by a fairly high incidence of extended-family 
household arrangements, a result of the fact that sons, when married, 
often remained with their parents. In fact, among the total of 49 married 
sons who in 1977 had their fathers alive, as many as 37, or 76 percent, 
still lived in the same household as their fathers. Patrilocality, or in this 
case perhaps more correctly patrivirilocality, had always been the cul
turally prescribed rule for post-marital residence among sons. In more 
recent years this pattern had been reinforced by other, more circumstan
tial, factors relating to maintenance problems among the younger genera
tion; not least the limitations inherent in the ejido system described 
earlier, which meant that it was difficult for sons to acquire independent 
access to land.1

Analysts who have dealt with the question of the prevalence of ex
tended-family households in peasant societies, have often pointed at the 
functional utility of this type of residential arrangement as a means of 
adaptation to external constraints. For instance, it has been argued that: 
extended-family households emerge when there are ‘incompatible ac
tivity requirements’ that cannot be met by a mother or father alone in a 
one-family household (Pasternak, Ember and Ember 1976); the ex



tended-family household permits a more flexible diversification into 
multiple sources of income than the nuclear family household with its 
limited manpower resources (Gonzales Martinez 1978); extended-family 
households acquire importance in situations where local people depend 
on male labour migration for their livelihood at the same time as those 
migrating have to leave their wives and children behind (Nutini 1968; 
Nutini and Murphy 1970); etc. Besides, a certain proportion of extended- 
family households is only natural in societies which follow a practice of 
ultimogeniture in inheritance patterns. Thus, Nutini (1968) found that at 
least part of the high incidence of extended-family households in San 
Bernardino Contla, could be attributed to the fact that the last-bom son 
invariably continued to live in the paternal family until the death of the 
father, when Ke assumed the role as head of the household.

The prevalence of extended-family households in San Vicente could 
also be partly explained in these terms. Despite a reduction in the labour 
requirements in village agriculture over the years —due to changes in 
land-use patterns and mechanization— family farming in 1977 was still 
sufficiently labour intensive to require adult sons as workers: hence, the 
advantage of large households. Especially among parents with few 
grown up sons, or among those who had much land, it was definitely an 
advantage to have the sons remain in the household for as long as pos
sible. Diversification of income generating activities by e.g. seasonal 
wage employment and labour migration, was more easy to organize 
when there were several grown up men in the household. The pooling of 
income from several bread-winners enabled the household to subsist 
under conditions when their land resources were entirely inadequate. 
Finally, it was a common pattern in San Vicente too, that the youngest 
son remained with the parents.

On the other hand, these factors only give part of the picture. What 
were the options sons really had in establishing their own independent 
households? A change seems to have occurred, in this respect, over the 
years. As already explained, patrilocal residence among sons after mar
riage was not a new phenomenon in San Vicente in 1977, but, whereas 
in the past sons remained with their parents for relatively short periods of 
time —only a couple of years or so— they now appeared to be remain
ing much longer. Besides, when they eventually decided to leave the 
parental household, this was often synonymous with a decision to leave



the village altogether. In other words, sons who broke away, frequently 
did not establish their own households within the village and therefore 
did not add to the number of nuclear family units. The ratio of extended 
to nuclear family households thus remained fairly constant.

To understand this shift in the residential pattern, we must go back 
to what has already been said concerning the anomalies in the ejido land 
tenure system, that had become apparent in later years. In the past, when 
a married son wanted to move away from his parents, he could get land 
directly from the ejido or from land ‘in his name’ within the holding of 
the father. It was precisely on this point that there had been a change in 
1977. By then, usually only one son stood a chance of becoming member 
of the ejido, and fathers were reluctant to divide their holdings among 
several sons since they feared that this would provoke strife and splits 
among the sons in the future. As one father expressed it, ‘...my ejido is 
one’; meaning that only one of his sons would eventually become the 
legal heir to the land. The quoted man had three grown up sons of which 
two were married. He argued that if he opted for giving each one of his 
sons a portion of the holding immediately, they were bound to get into 
trouble when he himself was no longer alive to keep an eye on them. The 
one who inherited the ejido-right would then claim the land previously 
given to his brothers. Besides, there was the danger that these sons 
would not take care of their ageing parents, as they ought to, if land was 
handed over in this manner. For these reasons this father had decided not 
to give his sons independent land, at least not while he himself was still 
alive.

When I asked the sons themselves how they would like to live when 
they were married, they almost invariably answered that they would 
prefer to live on their own, because in this way they would have greater 
freedom in their own lives and avoid problems with their brothers and 
their families. ‘This is the best solution for everybody’ (es mejor para 
todos), they often said. On the other hand, they were also perfectly aware 
that this might entail certain practical problems. First of all, there was the 
housing problem. With the population growth over the years it had be
come increasingly difficult to find a plot within the village to build a 
house on. The only alternatives were: either to erect one’s house next to 
the parents’ on the same solar (lot); or to build on land adjacent to the 
family holding but on the outskirts of the village, without access to run



ning water and electricity. But, even if the question of housing could be 
solved, there still remained the problem of maintenance. A son who 
wanted to live on his own knew that he could not count on receiving land 
from his parents. On the other hand, he also knew that his chances of 
finding permanent alternative employment were —if not non-existent— 
at most remote. What he could perhaps count on, was occasional 
employment but then during certain periods of the year only. For a man 
with a wife and children to support; uncertain future prospects indeed.

At the same time, there was always the alternative of remaining 
with the parents, at least during the first years. Even when the parents 
themselves lived under rather poor economic conditions, they usually 
took an understanding attitude towards their older sons’ maintenance 
problems and therefore sought to provide room for them within the 
household, even when there were other mouths to feed. ‘How could I 
compel my sons to leave when they have no other means to live from’, 
as one elderly father exclaimed. ‘After all they are my sons’. On the 
other hand, as this man was careful to point out, if his older sons wanted 
to go on living and sharing food and other resources with him and the 
rest of the family, they had to accept the obligations that went with being 
members of the household e.g. participate in work on the family land, 
help the father with the livestock, contribute with at least some money 
for common household expenses, etc. A son who was not willing to ac
cept, at least minimally, these basic conditions had to leave because 
otherwise his presence would have been too disturbing for the rest of the 
family. ‘It is up to my sons themselves to decide. It is one way or the 
other...’, as this man explained.

Adding these factors into the picture it should be possible to gain a 
clearer understanding of why even non-heirs tended to remain with their 
parents, even after they got married, in this village. While in the past, 
patrilocal residence often only represented a preparatory stage before the 
older sons established independent households within the village, in 
more recent years the very same practice has come to serve a somewhat 
different purpose, namely as a safe-guard against unemployment. Even 
when it meant that the sons would have only part of their subsistence 
secured from the household’s own production, this solution was, never
theless, seen by many as preferable. For one thing, it permitted them to 
economize on cash outlays because they did not have to purchase their



basic foodstuffs and other domestically produced goods. It put them in a 
better position to take advantage of locally available employment oppor
tunities without being exposed to the hazards of unemployment. They 
had a safe place to leave their wives and children when they themselves 
were away searching for jobs outside the village, etc. In short, patrilocal 
residence under these circumstances offered married sons; both 
economically and socially; a more secure position than if they had been 
living on their own.

Parent-son relationships

One aspect of this residential pattern was that it tended to perpetuate, or 
at least prolong, the period during which sons remained under the 
dominance and, thus, authority of their parents. In a way, one could of 
course argue that paternalism was a normal feature of parent-child 
relationships stemming from the socialization process. Sons, like 
daughters, were since early childhood taught to be respectful and 
obedient towards their parents, where especially the father’s role as an 
overriding authority was stressed. That even adult sons generally acted 
in a deferential manner towards their fathers, could thus be seen as 
reflecting the normal state of their relationship, and did not necessarily 
hinge upon whether they actually lived together or not. However, 
whereas in the past sons could gain a more independent position by 
moving into their own households as ejidatarios with their own land, this 
was less often a possibility open to them in 1977. The constraints sons 
now faced in organizing their own independent lives, thus, had the effect 
of reinforcing their dependency on their parents.

Schematically, one could distinguish between two types of ex
tended-family household arrangements, depending on how parents and 
married sons had agreed to organize their cohabitation and economic 
dealings. The most integrated type was that where the constituent 
nuclear families all operated according to the principle of gasto junto i.e. 
where all income, irrespective of its origin, was pooled into a common 
fund under the administration of the senior father. Typically, this was 
congruent with a situation where they all ate, worked and resided 
together as one domestic unit. The second type was that where, at least



in principle, the constituent nuclear families had their respective expense 
budgets aparte i.e. where parents and married sons did not pool their 
economic resources and where, therefore, each family was responsible 
for its own income and expenses. In this type it was the rule that the sons 
and their wives had, at least, their housekeeping separated from the rest 
of the group, and frequendy they also resided in a house of their own 
next to the parents.

It should be noted though, that these were ideal types. In actual 
practice there were few parents co-habiting with married sons who strict
ly adhered to these principles. For instance, in households where parents 
and married sons explicitly declared that they were living junto, it was 
nevertheless common that the wife of the son had her own cooking stove 
in one comer of the common kitchen, where she prepared food for her 
husband and children separately. Such a separation of the cooking func
tions was often made to avoid unneccesary friction among the women of 
the household. Similarly, it was common that sons, when they earned 
money as wage labourers, only delivered part of their earnings to the 
parents and kept the rest for themselves. Parents were especially flexible 
towards their married sons on this point. Furthermore, it did happen that 
fathers gave their grown up sons a share of the income when the crop 
was sold; in recognition of these sons now having their own economic 
needs to tend to.

A similar flexibility in adjustment was also found among those 
households where parents and sons formally lived apart. The underlying 
reason for this separation seemed, almost invariably, to be difficulties 
when there were several married sons living together under the same 
roof. For instance, it was common for quarrels to erupt between the sons’ 
wives over such issues as access to kitchen facilities arid food stocks, the 
division of tasks in domestic work, favoritism in the treatment of each 
other’s children, etc. Similarly, it was common that sons came into con
flict with each other over e.g. the sharing of work in the fields, the con
tribution of cash earnings for common household expenses, competition 
for favors from the father. As long as only one of the sons was married, 
such problems were much less frequent because unmarried sons had 
fewer of their own interests to look after and because the relationships 
between a son’s wife and her husband’s sisters were inherently less con- 
flictive. The only serious potential for conflict was with the son’s parents



which, however, was more easily kept under control by the traditionally 
authoritarian role assumed by the latter. When there were several mar
ried sons with their respective wives and children in the household, how
ever, the situation could become disruptive. The solution was either that 
one of the sons, by himself or under the pressure from his wife, decided 
to live aparte, or that an initiative in the same direction came from the 
parents.

Earlier, when it was easier to grant sons independent land, if a mar
ried son decided to apartarse, this was usually synonymous with him 
leaving the parental household altogether to become the head of his own 
independent household. However, since by 1977 it had become more dif
ficult for sons to setde on their own, to live aparte often only meant that 
these sons moved into a separate house next to the parents, with respon
sibility for their own expenses and housekeeping, but that in other 
respects they remained fairly integrated with the rest of the group. Such 
sons commonly derived at least part of their subsistence from working 
the land together with their fathers; which gave them a right to share in 
the common food resources, or perhaps some money when the crop was 
sold. Frequently, parents helped them with money or other items when 
they ran into economic difficulties, since, after all, they lived together 
and belonged to the same family. The simple fact that they resided in 
close proximity to each other with intense and close interactions in daily 
life, in itself contributed to hold them together as one unified group.2

Aside from these two general types which covered the bulk of ex
tended-family household arrangements, as they were found to exist in 
San Vicente in 1977, there were also a few cases where sons and parents 
lived in different parts of the village though they continued working the 
land of the latter together. Although parents and sons, in these cases, 
could be likened to what has elsewhere been referred to as a ‘nonresiden- 
tial extended-family’ (Taggart 1975), the fact that they did not live in 
direct spatial proximity to each other i.e. within the same compound, is 
the principal reason why I classify them as belonging to different 
households.

Whatever the particular arrangements for individual families, it is a 
fact that sons remained in a subordinate position, especially towards 
their fathers, in this system. Take, for instance, agricultural production. 
Irrespective of whether sons lived on their own or not, as long as they



participated in family farming they had to subordinate themselves to the 
father as the foreman of the production process. It was the senior man 
who organized the work and who was in charge of all major production 
decisions. This is not to say that a father would not discuss a certain 
measure with his sons before it was implemented —after all they worked 
together. Some fathers who were too old to participate in the daily work 
themselves, handed over much of the responsibility for routine decisions 
to an older son. As a general rule, however, the senior man was the ul
timate authority in the production sphere. Even adult sons, for as long as 
they did not cultivate their own land, had generally very little right of 
decision in these matters.

Another area where parents’ dominance was felt, was within the 
control over income and its disposal within the household. In those in
stances where parents and married sons worked and shared income in an 
entirely integrated pattern, the latter had virtually no control over their 
own family economy. Sons living under such circumstances often had to 
go to their fathers and ask for money to purchase clothes and other items 
needed by their own families, or, which was also common, the senior 
man himself did the buying for his married sons, thus acting as a 
provider for the entire household. When sons had their own income from 
wage-paying work, and, more so, when they lived ‘aparte’ in their own 
domestic units, things were a bit different. At least with regard to cloth
ing and other minor expenses, these sons were usually quite self-suffi
cient and the same was true for part of their food requirements. Still, in 
these cases too, one could speak of a state of semi-dependence between 
fathers and sons. For instance, it was common that these sons, too, ob
tained their most basic food-stuffs e.g. maize and beans, from the joint 
family stock. It was to the father they turned for economic support in the 
case of an emergency or unemployment. Hence, even in these instances, 
sons remained at least partly under the influence of their parents because 
they still depended on them economically.

A final example pertains to the leading role assumed by the father in 
village affairs. The father represented the household in social and politi
cal matters at the village level. Partly because it was most often the 
father who was a member of the ejido, but partly also because this was a 
prerogative of the senior male in the family, he alone attended ejido as
semblies and other village meetings; made commitments to contribute to



community sponsored projects, etc. This pattern did not change at all be
cause there were married sons in the household. Irrespective of how 
parents and married sons had their internal affairs organized, as long as 
the sons lived with their families in the same house or compound as the 
parents, the senior man was seen as the ultimate authority and spokes
man of the household in its dealings with the outside. Sons living under 
such circumstances thus didn’t have any recognized social and political 
status of their own but were represented by their fathers.

I emphasize this trait of dominance and dependency in parent-son 
relationships because it throws light on the inactive role of the younger 
generation of ‘non-ejidatarios’ as a social and political force in this vil
lage. For instance, it might seem strange that they remained so marginal 
to the events described in the previous chapter, despite the fact that they 
supposedly would have had a great interest in the issue of a redistribu
tion of land within the ejido. Their passivity only reflected that the 
majority of the non-ejidatarios were sons who still lived under the 
supremacy of their parents and who, therefore, had no independent voice 
in this context.3

Were there then, no instances when sons established their own inde
pendent households? Let us first underline that those 39 married sons 
who still lived with their parents (where at least the father was alive) in 
1977, were relatively young men. The majority were between 20 and 35 
and none were older than 45 years. It was, thus, quite possible that 
several of them, in the near future, actually would establish own 
households. Moreover, there were, in fact, 21 households where the head 
was not a member of the ejido. In 7 cases these household heads had in
dependent access to land through an informal division of ejido parcels 
(see below), but in 14 cases they had no land of their own whatsoever, 
despite their fathers being ejidatarios. Mostly, these landless men had es
tablished their own households shortly after marriage, notwithstanding 
that they at that point were not given their own land to live from. Hence, 
although limited in scope, there was in fact a tendency for married sons 
to establish their own independent households even when they did not 
have access to their own land.4



Emigration

Another way in which the younger generation sought to solve their fu
ture maintenance problems, was by leaving the village altogether. 
Emigration was not a new phenomenon in San Vicente. It began already 
in the late 1940s when those in the second generation who were not af
forded membership in the ejido when the vacant titles were distributed, 
saw no other alternative but to leave. This explains why a stratum of 
non-ejidatarios did not emerge in the village at that early stage. Those 
who were not given the opportunity to become ejidatarios, instead chose 
to move away. This outflow of people then continued and increased in 
magnitude during the 1950s, 1960s and the 1970s. A rough estimate in
dicated that approximately one-third of all men bom in the village had 
left by 1977. In terms of the destinations of these migrants, there was a 
heavy gravitation towards Mexico City and other major urban areas out
side Guanajuato, but a fair number lived in townships within the region 
e.g. Leon and Irapuato and to some extent in Silao.5

Permanent outmigration constituted the most important way in 
which the ascending generation of sons in San Vicente sought to solve 
the problem of their future maintenance. There was no direct connection 
between migration and landed wealth per se i.e. migration was equally 
common among sons from relatively land-rich and land-poor families. 
The reason is, of course, that this was a migration spurred mainly by the 
non-divisibility of ejido inheritance, afflicting all families alike; irrespec
tive of the amount of land held as individual ejido parcels. Thus, it is not 
strange that sons of fairly land-rich ejidatarios were among the migrants. 
Their sons too, had to find an alternative livelihood and had few 
prospects of ever becoming members of the ejido. On the other hand, 
while it was most often the sons themselves who took the initiative to 
leave, parents frequently encouraged and even supported this step. 
Parents were usually quite favourably disposed towards, at least, their 
older sons moving away, since this solved the problem of succession 
within the family i.e. leaving both the ejido-right and the land that went 
with it to the youngest son.

The economic standing of the parents was still not unimportant in 
this context though. First of all, in cases where the parents lived under 
relatively prosperous material conditions the sons did not have to rush



their decision to leave because of pressing economic needs. In such a 
situation, sons could afford to wait for the right opportunity to arrive and 
then initiate their career outside the village under relatively favourable 
circumstances. Wealthy parents could provide additional schooling and 
other means to facilitate their sons embarkation upon an urban career. 
This was an important way in which wealth stratification was expressed 
in San Vicente: the ability of the more affluent ejidatarios to better 
prepare their sons for a life outside the village. For instance, Martin 
Ramirez, who was one of the biggest landholders in the ejido, had 
provided three of his five sons with additional education outside the vil
lage, first secondary schooling in Silao and later on a two-year business 
administration course in Leon. All of his three sons were established in 
Leon as clerks in private companies. Similarly, Trinidad Flores, another 
wealthy ejidatario, had provided one of his sons with training as an 
agricultural technician. This son was employed by the Ministry of Agri
culture in Morelos, Michoacan.

Although several sons and some daughters belonging to the upper 
stratum of families had had careers outside the village prepared in this 
manner, when one looks at the totality of the migrants, only a minority 
had left under such favourable circumstances. The majority had no par
ticular professional training and had to be content with whatever job they 
could get. Mostly, they worked in unskilled occupations such as factory 
work, building, petty trade, etc. Another aspect is the point in time 
during an individual’s life trajectory when migration occurred. Among 
those sons who received schooling outside the village it was common 
that they left at quite an early age. In fact, the emigration process could 
here be said to have been initiated at the point when these sons began 
their studies outside the village, since after finishing school they seldom 
returned. Those who did not have this possibility tended to leave at a 
much later stage, frequently not until they were married with their own 
families to support. Moreover, emigration in this latter case was most 
often a gradual process where the husband first left alone in search of a 
stable job and only later brought his wife and children along. It not sel
dom happened that these men returned to the village with their families 
in cases where they were unsuccessful in their urban pursuits, and rein
tegrated themselves into their parental households.

A striking feature, when one goes through the various migration his



tories of individuals, is the crucial role that personal contacts played in 
the building of an urban career. In many cases, it seems that, had it not 
been for previous personal connections in the migrant’s destination, it is 
doubtful whether the emigration would have come about in the first 
place. Hence, in most of the cases I investigated, when the migrant first 
arrived in town, housing was almost always obtained through a kinsman 
or friend from San Vicente, who was already well established in town. 
The first job was often arranged directly by this relative or through con
tacts which he had built up over the years in town. This then, was 
another factor which explains why so many people from San Vicente 
had moved to town. The outflow of people from this village had begun 
as early as in the late 1940s, and this made it easier for later generations 
to emigrate. The fact that people in San Vicente often married outside 
their own village also meant that their network of kin and potential con
tacts went far beyond the local community. The likelihood of having 
kinsmen or friends ‘strategically’ positioned in urban areas was in
creased as a result. 6

A continuance of patrilocal residential arrangements in combination 
with a high rate of permanent outmigration, were thus the two principal 
factors which explain why, even by 1977, the population growth had not 
given rise to widespread outright landlessness in San Vicente. Note that 
sons who migrated, most often moved directly from their parental 
household —they did not establish their own households in the village in 
the interim. What was the tendency? Would emigration continue to serve 
this function of an outlet for the surplus population in the future too?

It appears that emigration was able to more or less neutralize the 
population growth during the 1950s. Also during the 1960s and the 
1970s, there was a continuous and accelerating outflow of people. How
ever, at the same time there had been a marked increase in the local 
population. Whereas in the past it was possible for those who were 
deprived of membership in the ejido, in their great majority, to leave the 
village altogether, this had become more difficult by 1977 due to in
creasingly scarce employment in town. In numerical terms the emigra
tion had not gone down, but remained as high as ever. Those who 
managed to move away represented only a fraction of those who needed 
to do so. Since emigration had so far not been possible for those locked 
out of the ejido, they had had little choice but to stay on in the village.



Informal division of ejido parcels

Lastly, there was the tendency towards informal division of ejido parcels 
that was noticeable in San Vicente in 1977. As mentioned, there were 7 
households that year, where the head held land without himself or any 
other person in the household being a member of the ejido. In all these 
cases the head was the son of an ejidatario. The father’s original ejido 
parcel had been divided between the present head and his brothers and 
the title was held either by a brother, or more commonly, by the 
widowed mother. In addition, there were a few cases where the parental 
holding had been divided among several sons who were already 
ejidatarios; each in his own right. The divided land then only added to 
what these sons had already got as their own ejido parcels.

A closer look at those cases where a division had occurred reveals a 
certain pattern. First of all, there were only two cases where a division 
had taken place when the father was alive. In one case the father had left 
the village to take up residence with his oldest son in nearby Irapuato. 
Upon leaving, he split his ejido parcel between two younger sons who 
opted for remaining because they were both married with families. In 
1977, they each cultivated their respective portions of this land as if they 
were their own, although the absent father still nominally held the title. 
The other case was Epigmenio, one of the original Flores brothers. Epig- 
menio managed to get his two oldest sons appointed as members of the 
ejido in the 1940s. This blessing did not befall his two youngest sons 
who were only infant boys at that time. However, when his third son 
Guadalupe established his own family, the father considered it only 
proper that he too be given his own land, as there would still be suffi
cient land left for the rest of the family. Guadalupe got 3 hectares from 
his father’s ejido parcel although he was not a member of the ejido. As 
for Roberto, the youngest, he remained with his mother who in 1977 was 
the formal holder of the ejido after her husband’s death.

Most subdivisions of ejido parcels had, however, occurred after the 
death of the father but before that of the mother. Male ejidatarios nor
mally appointed their wives as first-order heirs to the ejido, so as to 
secure the maintenance of the latter in cases where they outlived the 
men. This was recognized as a temporary arrangement, since in the end 
one of the sons would eventually take over as ejidatario anyhow. In the



interim, it nevertheless gave the mother a certain power over her sons 
because she could always change the order of succession if she so 
wished, since she was the official holder of the land. The ultimate 
security of a widowed mother was thus constituted by the power to 
decide over the inheritance of land. At the time of field-work there were 
11 widowed mothers who held the ejido-titles of their deceased husbands 
in this manner. Four of them had divided the parcel informally between 
several sons, while the remaining 7 lived with one son who now cul
tivated the intact parcel of the father; whether this son himself was an 
ejidatario in his own right or not. In addition, there were two cases where 
the mother had previously divided the parcel among several sons but 
subsequently died. In both these cases, one son was the nominal holder 
of the entire parcel; although the land was farmed by several sons.7

One might wonder what it was that made widowed mothers dis
posed to subdivide the ejido parcel when this was a measure normally 
resisted by their husbands. Part of the explanation, I think, lies in the fact 
that mothers did not personally participate in the agricultural work. They 
had to rely entirely on their sons when the husband was no longer alive. 
The lack of direct involvement in family production meant that the 
mother had less control over her sons than the father had had. When the 
sons had difficulties in collaboration and the father was no longer 
present to supervise them, the mother could do little but to appeal to their 
sense of solidarity with her and the rest of the family. In the end the 
mother often saw no | other solution but to accept a subdivision of the 
holding. Moreover, while fathers seemed to be more strict and practical 
in their orientation and above all concerned with the problems that might 
occur in the future if they decided to split up the ejido among several 
sons, mothers appeared more emotional in their attitude; concerned with 
the problem of giving each son equal economic opportunities. When a 
mother consented to give her sons their own share of the ejido parcel, 
this was, thus, often motivated by a wish to show that she cared for all 
her sons alike.8

On the surface, a subdivision of ejido parcels appeared to be rather 
unproblematical. The local ejido authorities did not usually object to this 
practice because it was considered an internal family matter. Thus, there 
were no direct obstacles for those who preferred this solution. The legal 
problem could be handled by having one person act as ejidatario and for-



Mothers usually had a closer relationship with their sons than fathers had, and were 
therefore more emotional in their attitude towards the problem of land inheritance.

mal holder of the parcel in its entirety; while for practical purposes it 
was also used by other persons who had independent but informal 
usufructory rights over their respective shares. In spite of this apparent 
lack of problems, at a more profound level there certainly were difficul
ties. A subdivision of ejido parcels inevitably led to a segmentation of 
the landholders into those who were members and those who were not 
members of the ejido. This, in turn, had implications for the right to par
ticipate in the ejido political structure but also for access to official credit 
and other similar government assistance.

Another problem, was the anomalies within the overall land-tenure 
system that this practice tended to foster, and the conflicts in intra-family 
relationships that could eventually follow as a result. Dividing up the 
ejido parcel represented a way of solving the inheritance dilemma in the 
short term but could provoke problems in the long term. As long as at 
least one of the parents was still alive, there were usually no problems. 
Sons generally respected the wishes of their parents in these matters. On 
the other hand, as soon as the last surviving parent died problems could



easily emerge. In particular, there was a danger that the son who in
herited the title as ejidatario would now claim the plots previously given 
to his brothers, arguing that he needed this land for his own family. The 
brothers, in their turn, would naturally resist such a turn of events argu
ing that they had been working their land for several years as their own 
and thus were, if not the legal, at least the morally rightful holders of it. 
As one might imagine, a highly inflammatory issue indeed.

It should, however, be emphasized, that the scenario referred to 
above is only a potentiality brought to my attention by villagers who 
feared that this was something which might happen in the future. Up 
until my stay in San Vicente in 1976/77, there were no cases where con
flicts of this type had erupted. Those who held land belonging to the 
same ejido parcel seemed to accept this arrangement peacefully for the 
time being.9

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to draw attention to the problem of 
generational change within an ejido, a problem which has its roots in the 
rigidity of the ejido’s membership structure and the restriction of the 
total membership to a fixed number of individuals. In ejidos like San 
Vicente, where there has been a continuous population growth, this in
evitably leads to an increasing proportion of the population being ex
cluded from membership in the ejido and thus from legal rights to land. 
This is one of the fundamental internal anomalies of the ejido as a com
munity organization and it is also an element which makes rural 
development programs built on the ejido as a basic local unit, proble
matic. I shall come back to this point later on in the study.

Let me reiterate that this was only an incipient problem in San 
Vicente in 1977. This is evident when we consider that the overwhelm
ing majority of the village population was below 20 years of age. In fact, 
among the males —which was the group most directly affected in this 
context— 63 percent were below this age. Hence, what has been dis
cussed in this chapter was only the beginning. The real problems were 
yet to come in the future.



8

San Vicente and the 
Collectivization Program

The purpose of the previous chapters is to identify certain constraints 
and inconsistencies within Ejido San Vicente as these emerged over the 
years when San Vicente was still an individualized ejido. Here I shall 
apply these findings in a discussion of the collectivization program that 
reached this ejido in the late 1970s. But before proceeding to discuss the 
concrete case of San Vicente, it is necessary to say a few words about 
the background to this program at the national level and the kind of 
thinking and view of the ejido that lay behind it. This, in turn, explains 
why, precisely collective production within the ejido, was the rural 
development policy advocated by the Mexican government at this time.

A new strategy for rural development

The rural development policy practiced in Mexico up until the 1970s, is 
outlined in Chapter 1. This model worked well for almost three decades, 
with total agricultural growth rates reaching an impressive average of 4,4 
percent per year, making Mexico not only self-sufficient in foods, but 
also a net exporter of agricultural products. This was an important factor 
behind the rapid industrialization that took place in Mexico during these 
years (cf. Reyes Osorio et al 1974; Rello and Montes de Oca 1974; Ap- 
pendini et al 1983).

However, there was also a negative side to all this. First of all, the



emphasis placed on large-scale private fanning as the impelling force for 
economic development, inevitably led to a polarized production and in
come pattern in rural areas. For instance, in 1960 it was estimated that, 
whilst 50 percent of all farms in the country (including ejidos) produced 
only 4 percent of the value of agricultural production, 0,5 percent of the 
farms produced 32 percent (Stavenhagen 1973).1 Moreover, as the 
capitalist units began to modernize their production through mechaniza
tion and a shift towards more labour saving crops, the result was, if not 
an actual decrease, at least a change in the employment patterns in 
agriculture. Those in need of wages as income all year around, stood 
smaller chances of finding this within the rural sector. Adding to this, the 
population growth had begun to have an impact during the 1950s and 
was especially felt in the peasant sector; with its limited land resources. 
Landlessness, leading to rural-urban migration, became a serious prob
lem in Mexico during these years.2

The coming of the 1970s signified a change in this development model. 
The cause of this change was partly the problems of unequal distribution of 
income, landlessness, unemployment, rural-urban migrations, etc., men
tioned above. But more important, was a crisis in overall agricultural 
production, which by now threatened to undermine the entire Mexican 
economy. From being self-sufficient and even an exporter of food crops, 
Mexico towards the end of the 1960s had become a net importer —includ
ing of such basic food crops as maize, beans and wheat— which had earlier 
always been produced in sufficient quantities internally.3

It would be beyond the scope of this presentation to go into detail on 
the factors behind this crisis. Let it be enough to state that it was linked 
to a general decrease in the cultivation of food crops e.g. maize, espe
cially among large-scale private agriculturalists, but also to some extent 
among wealthier ejidatarios who instead opted for more remunerative 
crops like sorghum. This was parallelled by a tendency toward stagnat
ing or even decreasing market production among the poorer segments of 
the peasantry, due to a variety of economic difficulties in this sector. No 
less important, was a growth in domestic demand for food, stemming 
from the accellerated population increase —reaching 3,2 percent per 
year during the 1960s— as well as an expansion in the non-farming 
population due to rural-urban migration during the same period.4

The proposed solution to these problems was to revive the ejido’s



importance within the agrarian economy. The policy advocated was not 
so much the redistribution of land, as a strengthening of the ejido’s 
production capacity within the existing pattern of distribution. Large- 
scale private farming should continue to receive its share of governmen
tal support, as long as it was performed within the legal limits set by the 
agrarian reform laws. The difference from before was that the small- 
scale producers and especially the ejidatarios should no longer be 
relegated to a secondary position as before, but be pushed to the 
forefront, on par with the already modernized private farms.

This revived interest in the ejido has characterized all the presiden
tial administrations since 1970, although it was undoubtedly most clearly 
expressed during the presidency of Luis Echevema (1970-76). Basic to 
the Echevema strategy was a view of the ejido as a ‘natural’ unit for co
operative and collective forms of development. T**e assumption was that 
since ejido land was held by groups, not by individuals, the ejido in itself 
constituted a nucleus of organization which could be further built upon. 
Moreover, since all the ejidatarios of an ejido had the same rights to its 
land and were members of a local organization guided by grass-roots 
democracy, it was felt that ‘betting’ on the ejido was the best way to 
achieve rural development based on the principles of social and 
economic equality and local participation.5

The point of departure of the new program was a series of measures 
which all aimed at strengthening the ejido as a social, political and 
economic entity. A new agrarian reform law was passed, which em
phasized the general assembly and the elected leadership as the sole 
authorities at the local ejido level. A whole new section in this law regu
lated the internal economic organization of the ejido (Ley federal de 
Reforma Agraria 1971). Moreover, the Agrarian Department acquired 
additional responsibility for ejido organization and was elevated to min
istry level, government expenditures directed specifically to the ejido 
sector were increased, etc. 6

The most radical measure introduced, was the collectivization of 
production within the formerly individualized ejidos. The idea behind 
this was that only by making the ejidatarios put together their individual 
plots so as to form larger units of production, would it be possible to 
raise productivity levels and thus the standard of living of the entire 
population. Larger units of production were thought to facilitate the ra



tional and efficient usage of land, administration of irrigation facilities, 
upgrading of technology, etc.; all necessary improvements for 
strengthening the production capacity of the ejido. Through a collective 
internal organization it would also be possible to foment an egalitarian 
distribution of the resultant production, create new work opportunities to 
eradicate the problem of rural unemployment, etc.7

When it came to the actual results of Echevema’s ambitious pro
gram, they were quite modest.8 The interesting point with his approach 
to the ejido was his view, described earlier, of the ejido as a naturally in
tegrated unit to serve as the basis for a rural development of this kind. 
The presidents after Ijchevema; first Jose Lopez-Portillo (1976-82) and 
until recently Miguel ae la Madrid (1982-88), have in many respects fol
lowed markedly different rural policies from their predecessor. Never
theless, in viewing the ejido as a basic social and economic unit for rural 
development, they did iH>t seem to differ much from Echeverrfa in their 
perspective. Hence, collective production within the ejido was one of the 
measures advocated by Lopez-Portillo in his concept, of development 
based on ‘alliance for production’. The communal aspects of the ejido 
were also a feature which de la Madrid emphasized in his strategy for an 
‘integrated rural development’.9

However, this raises a fundamental question, and that is; whether 
the ejido of today really has the potential to serve in this role. In other 
words, is the ejido a sufficiently homogeneous and cohesive entity to 
serve as the basic unit in such a process of collective rural development? 
In what follows, I shall explore this question by analysing the way in 
which people in San Vicente responded to the irrigation and investment 
development program that was initiated in this ejido by the regional 
authorities in the late 1970s.

The introduction of collective groups in San Vicente

It was not until 1978 that the new official approach towards the ejido 
reached San Vicente. Paradoxical as It may seem, it all began when 
Miguel Salazar and some of his allies —in the group which had pre
viously struggled for a redistribution of land within the ejido— in 
January 1978, contacted the newly instituted federal rural bank in Silao



to ask for financial support for the construction of an irrigation well. As 
motives for their request they gave their overall underpriviledged 
landholding situation, but also that they had heard the government was 
prepared to offer support to those ejidatarios who ‘wanted to work’, 
helping them to produce more ‘...for the benefit of the country’.

In reply, the Bank declared that there was indeed scope for such 
financial support. In fact, the Bank held out the prospect of an even more 
generous offer. The actual construction of the well was to be covered by 
the Bank, with the ejidatarios paying only for the pump equipment with 
a long-term loan. In addition, the package was to include two tractors, 
short-term credit for farming inputs, and regular Cash advances for run
ning costs. However, this was on the condition that the ejidatarios inter
ested in receiving this support formed a group and put together their 
individual plots to begin farming as a collectivize Moreover, they had to 
ensure that the ejido in its entirety endorsee the loan by having a 
majority of the general assembly give its consent. Finally, neither the 
construction of the well nor the delivery of the tractors were to begin 
until the ejidatarios had shown their willingness and capacity to work as 
a group. This implied that collectivization had to be initiated before
hand. 10

This is how the first collective group was formed in San Vicente. 
Presented with the opportunity of receiving both a well and two tractors 
at highly favourable repayment conditions, Miguel and his friends imme
diately began to mobilize neighbouring ejidatarios. They eventually 
managed to form a collective group of 18 members, putting together 63 
hectares for the summer-season of 1978.11 As for the rest of ejidatarios, 
they reacted with much scepticism and even outright criticism towards 
the initiative of this group. They claimed that the latter would never see 
the promises of the Bank come true and, furthermore, that Miguel and 
the people around him sought to implement comunismo in the ejido. Be
sides, there was the practical problem of how to share work and income 
when not everybody had the same amount of land; an argument raised by 
especially the wealthier ejidatarios, when objecting against the idea of 
farming collectively.

This, however, was only their initial reaction. In early 1979 when 
Pepe Flores, Martin Ramirez and a few of the other leading ejidatarios 
attended a meeting with the agrarian authorities in Guanajuato City, they



too were convinced that there really was some substance to the project. 
This was confirmed when, a couple of months later, the Bank convened 
a general assembly meeting in the ejido of San Vicente, seeking approval 
for Miguel’s group to receive loans for a well to be constructed during 
the following autumn. Shortly afterwards, a tractor with equipment was 
delivered to this group.

These events; spurred a fervour among the ejidatarios to form collec
tive groups. Already in April 1979 a second group was formed —on the 
initiative of Pepe and Trinidad Flores— comprising 19 members. About 
a year later the Ramirez brothers, together with some of the other weal
thier ejidatarios, organized a third group where 12 individuals were ini
tially registered as members, but where in reality only 8 were to 
participate in the group. Hence, by mid-1980 about two-thirds of the 
ejidatarios in San Vicente were participants in a collective group, with 
all or part of their land. Woup 1 then had both its own well and two trac
tors, while Groups 2 and 3 had so far only received tractors. The Bank 
had decided to construct a well for Group 3 too, to be ready towards the 
end of the year, but as yet no such decision existed for Group 2.

Some ejidatarios chose not to participate. In some cases this was be
cause they did not have their land located in the areas where the groups 
were being organized. In others, it was because they thought they would 
not have the time available to put in the extra work required (see below), 
or because they simply did not approve of the system at all. Yet others 
wanted to wait and see whether the material support from the Bank was 
forthcoming or not, before committing themselves and their resources. 
Unfortunately, when such support eventually materialized it was already 
too late for these ejidatarios to change their minds. Those who had ini
tiated the groups were reluctant to let in new members to share the in-' 
come with.

Even if the recruitment to collective production went relatively 
smoothly in this ejido, it was an entirely different matter to make such 
advanced collaboration work in practice. In principle, the system was 
quite simple. It was based on the idea of a group of ejidatarios putting 
together all or part of their ejido holdings into a common block for joint 
production, all of them sharing work and income together. Expenses for 
production including instalments for loans contracted by the group, were 
to be deducted from the total production value before the balance,



utilidades, was divided according to some agreed upon formula for work 
and land contributed. Decision-making within the group was to be based 
on the principle one-member-one-vote, with the daily administration and 
accounting handled by a president and cashier, appointed from among 
the members themselves. These were the basic principles. In practice, 
many factors prevented an orderly functioning of this system, and af
fected the outcome of the activity. To understand what these factors 
were, we must look more closely at each one of the three collective 
groups during their first years of life. This will also enable us to better 
understand the general problem of co-operation in farming in this 
ejido.12

Group 1 j

As mentioned, there were 18 ejidatarios who, in 1978, formed the first 
collective group. If we first look at the spatial location of this group, as 
shown on Map 5, they all had their plots concentrated within the same 
area in the central-eastern portion of the ejido. Proximity in landholding 
was a basic principle for recruitment in the first place, since the whole 
idea was to form larger blocks of land so as to facilitate irrigation and 
maximise the advantages of scale in production. That there were certain 
blank spots and irregularities in this pattern, is explainable on the 
grounds that membership was voluntary and that not all those with ad
jacent holdings chose to participate.

On the other hand, it is important to note that there was a fairly large 
discrepancy between the participants in terms of the amount of land each 
contributed to the group, and the same was true with regard to their total 
holdings in the ejido. Moreover, while some of them participated with all 
or most of their land, others for practical reasons (e.g. location) or more 
personal considerations, entered with only a minor proportion, continu
ing to farm the rest individually. Finally, there were three ejidatarios (No 
8,17 and 18 in Table 8:1) who contributed land but did not participate in 
the work. v

As pointed out earlier, a peculiar feature of the first group, was that 
it was led by some of the most land-poor in the ejido, something which 
had implications for future events. When the group was first constituted



Table 8:1 List of participants in Group 1

No. Land in coll.group (has) Totholding
(has)1978 1980

1. 3 4 4
2. 3 3 3
3. 3,5 3,5 3,5
4. 2 4,5 4,5
5. 3 3 3
6. 3 3 9,5
7. 1 5 3,5 8,5
8. 6 — 15
9. 6 4 14

10. 1 4 7
11. V 3,5 11
12. 7 — 12
13. 3 — 8
14. 3 — 10,5
15. 3 4 9
16. 3 4,5 9,5
17. 6 — 6
18. 1,5 — 8

Total 63,0 44,5 146,0

it was agreed that one-third of the profits should be divided among the 
participants according to the amount of land contributed by each, and 
two-thirds according to the number of days worked. As for the three 
members who participated with land only, they were to have their shares 
libre de gasto i.e. calculated on total income before the production costs 
had been deducted.

When, however, it was time to divide the income from the first 
year’s harvest, Miguel and his associates in the leadership sought to im
pose a different order. Now they argued that it was not fair that those 
who had only contributed with land should have their shares ‘libre de 
gasto’. At most, they were entitled to a\share of la tercera (the one-third 
distributed in accordance with land contributed) but calculated on the net
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income. Moreover, in their opinion, it was wrong to split up what 
remained of the income into two portions i.e. one for land and one for 
work, when, as they put it ‘...it is the work that counts’ (es el trabajo que 
cuenta). Besides, such a system was not fair on the grounds that ‘...those 
who contributed with most land had to work relatively less than they 
would normally do on this land, while others had to work considerably 
more than what their contribution in terms of land would have 
motivated’, as these individuals argued.

It was, of course, not surprising that precisely Miguel and his old- 
time companions were so eager to have as much as possible of the 
profits distributed according to work input. This only reflected that they 
were among those who contributed with the smallest amounts of land in 
the group, whilst having very little or no other land at their disposal out
side the group (e.g. No 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 in Table 8:1). By having most of 
the net income divided according to work, they could raise their personal 
income beyond what would have been possible if they had worked on 
their own, on the same amount of land. The only problem was that this 
additional income must come from somewhere, in this case from those



who contributed with more land; who then wouldn’t be fully compen
sated for this in the division of the income.

Already from the outset, the stage was thus set for problems in this 
group. After the first harvest, it all ended in a compromise, when those 
who had only contributed with land were given a fixed sum of money 
per hectare. What remained of the income was divided in equal shares 
among the rest; under the assumption that they had all worked alike. 
Nevertheless, there was considerable strain and dissatisfaction within the 
group. The three ejidatarios, who, during 1978, had only participated 
with their land, subsequently decided to withdraw from the group, and so 
did Nos 12, 13 and 14* Their motivation was that they could not accept 
being given no particular allowances commensurate with the amount of 
land they had contributed. When the harvest from the summer-season of 
1979 was to be divided, again there was argument and discontent in the 
group. However, since a^hat time Group 1 had got its first tractor, and 
the well was about to be installed during the upcoming autumn, nobody 
wanted to face the consequences of leaving the group.

Previous to the opening of the well, the only change brought about 
by the collectivization program had been a re-organisation of work ar
rangements, without any concomitant increase in the productivity of this 
work. The well made it possible to convert formerly rainfed land into all- 
year irrigated land. Moreover, with access to irrigation the group was 
considered more credit-worthy by the Bank. They consequently received 
a complete set of inputs; including hybrid seeds, fertilizers and pes
ticides, as well as regular advances in cash for living expenses, to be 
repayed together with other debts at the end of the farming season. Even 
if the ejidatarios in this group went on —as before— planting maize and 
sorghum during the summer, they were now capable of raising consider
ably larger harvests per unit of land than before. Irrigation also made it 
possible to plant wheat as a second crop during the dry winter months.

It appears that with these changes there was a momentary calming 
down of internal conflicts. Irrespective of the amount of land contributed to 
the group, all members now earned more from their land than they had 
before. Moreover, in order to eliminate (he source of much frhtion, those 
members who so far had only participated with little land, but who had more 
land in the immediate area, now entered Nyith this land as well, while those 
members who previously had the largest holdings in the collectivity took



some of it away. Thus, the discrepancies in individual land contributions 
were reduced, making the whole issue of whether to divide the income ac
cording to land or to work, less controversial (See Table 8:1).

This state of relative internal stability only lasted for a few years. 
One of the central weaknesses of Group 1 was its informal and deficient 
internal organisation. For instance, when work was to be performed on 
the collective fields, members were simply summoned to show up in the 
morning but there was no record kept of the number of days worked by 
each one of them, and there was therefore no basis for individual dis
crimination in the payment of work. Instead, as pointed out above, it was 
simply assumed that all members worked the same number of days 
during the year and that, therefore, the proportion of the earnings set 
aside for work could be divided equally between them. The same proce
dure applied in the case of the cash advances forwarded by the Bank, 
these being distributed equally among the members without regard to 
their respective work contributions.

This system easily led to feelings of injustice and discord among the 
members; with those who considered that they had been working more 
than others, accusing the latter of being lazy and disloyal towards the 
group. The distribution of the work represented a constant source of 
disharmony and strife within the group. Even more serious, was that 
members were thereby deprived of an incentive to work. They knew that 
even if they stayed away from work for a day or two —or alternatively, 
worked less carefully or fewer hours during the day— they would in the 
end still be rewarded with the same share of the earnings. According to 
some of the members themselves, this was the principal reason why 
production rates soon began to dwindle in this group, despite their access 
to irrigation and to credit for modem production inputs such as fer
tilizers, pesticides, etc. The drop in production simply reflected the al
most total lack of control over work in the group.

The feelings of discord and the lack of control explain a lot of the 
degeneration that gradually occurred in Group 1. Aggravating the situa
tion, were complaints directed by the other members against Miguel and 
the people around him, of fraudulent behaviour and misappropriation of 
collective property. For instance, they were accused of having stolen fer
tilizers out of the joint stock to sell to other ejidatarios, of charging the 
group’s collective account for commissions and expenses which were
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either inflated or non-existent, of hiring out the tractors to others and 
pocketing the rent themselves, etc. Whether founded or not, these ac
cusations led to a mounting atmosphere of incrimination and distrust 
within the group. Furthermore, the tractors constituted a subject of con
tention in a different context, namely in relation to the question of 
whether those who held land outside the group should have free access 
to these implements or not. Miguel and the others who had all their land 
in the collectivity, argued that in the case where somebody wanted to use 
the tractors for his own farming outside the group, they would have to 
pay for it. Those of the members who performed such individual farm
ing, asserted that as they were co-owners of the tractors, they had the 
right to use them for free on the rest of their land as well.

By 1983 matters had deteriorated to the point where collaboration in 
work was seriously affected. The production of that year was barely suf
ficient to cover the expenses incurred during the year, less render any 
profits to be distributed among the members. After lengthy and turbulent 
discussions it was eventually decided to split the group into two. One



sub-group would contain 6 members and continue as before, while the 
other would be a ‘group’ only in a nominal sense —since each member 
wanted to farm on his own. The well was to remain as collective proper
ty, but with each sub-group having its right of disposition defined ac
cording to certain ‘water-days’. In the case of the individualized 
sub-group, these water-days were then further divided among the mem
bers, and each was personally responsible for his part of the running 
costs and of the debts to the Bank. The tractors were divided in a similar 
manner, with one unit per group. The co-owners who worked on their 
own, each had the right to use the tractor on a particular week-day. They 
had, however, to drive themselves or employ a driver, and they each had 
to arrange for fuel as well as pay for all expenses, including service.

This was the way it worked during 1984. Only one year later, those 
who had remained as a collectivity decided to split up as well. Part of the 
reason, was the kind of internal problems mentioned above; which had 
persisted despite the reorganization and reduction in size of the group. 
More important, however, was that out of the experience of those who 
had split up earlier, had come the realization that there were certain per
sonal economic gains to be made from having the implements at their in
dividual disposal. Particularly, individual control over the tractors had 
been found most advantageous. Firstly, it enabled one to use the tractor 
freely on all one’s land, and secondly, the tractor could be hired out to 
others during the days when one had right of disposition to it; generating 
additional income. Hence, after seven years, all the former members of 
Group 1 had reverted to individual production, though with a difference. 
They now had access to irrigation as well as their own tractors —certain
ly an improvement on their previous situation.13

Group 2

Like the first group, the second was composed of ejidatarios whose prin
cipal unifying quality was that they held land in the same geographical 
area of the ejido i.e. the south-western portion (See Map 5), and that they 
were prepared to enter with at least part of this land in a joint project of 
collective production. There was also in this case, at least in the begin
ning, a marked imbalance in the amount of land with which the in



dividual members participated in the group, as well as differences be
tween them in the amount of land they had outside the group. Some of 
them had all or most of their land in the collectivity, others only par
ticipated with a minor proportion, handling the rest individually 
(Table 8:2).

On the other hand, the initiative to form this second group came 
from two experienced and leading figures in the ejido: Pepe and Trinidad 
Flores. The former was the acting president of the entire ejido when this

Table 8:2 List of participants in Group 2

No Land in coll.group (has) Tot.holding
(has)1979 1983

1. 9 3 13

2. 6 3 14,5

3. 1,5 1,5 8

4. 2 2 2

5. 3 3 16,5

6. 6 3 8

7. 3 3 9

8. 4 4 12,5

9. 3 3 8

10.* 3 3 11

11. 2 2 4

12.* 3 3 9,5

13. 6 3 7

14. 6 3 6

15. 6,5 4 11,5

16. 3 3 6

17. 5 4 8

18.* 2 2 7

19. 5 — 14,5

Total 79,0 52,5 176,0

* participated as members also in Group 1



group was initially created in 1979. One effect of the leading role of 
these individuals, was that from the outset Group 2 came to be rather 
well organized. There was, for example, strict control over work con
tributions. Every member was required to participate in work as decided 
by the appointed foreman, or, when this was not possible, to send a 
grown-up son or hired labourer in his stead. And, in cases where the 
member neither showed up for work himself nor sent somebody else as 
replacement, he not only lost his share of the ‘income’ corresponding to 
that particular working day, but had to pay a fine as well. They were also 
careful in reserving one-third of the profits ‘for land’ and only what then 
remained ‘for work’ so as to compensate for discrepancies in the amount 
of land contributed by the members.14

Jointly owned implements, such as tractors, were handled by mem
bers especially appointed for this task, and who received a fixed wage 
whether the tractors were being used on the collective land of the group, 
on land held individually by the members, or for other customers outside 
the group altogether. While in the latter case a normal market-rent was 
charged, a customer who was one of the members only paid half that 
rent. The income from such hiring out of the tractors accrued to the 
group in its entirety, forming part of the collective fund to cover overall 
expenses, as well as the payment of profit shares to the members.

Though in organizational terms this group worked quite well, this 
does not mean that there were no internal problems. A serious drawback 
for Group 2, was that it never received the well which was originally 
promised, but only two tractors for mechanical cultivation. As we shall 
see, this was in fact crucial in causing the difficulties that members even
tually experienced in reconciling their respective individual economic in
terests within the group. It was also something which led to a 
diminishment of their motivation to participate at all in this collective 
enterprise.15

As in the case of Group 1 there were, to begin with, internal 
problems which emanated from individual members participating with 
different amounts of land in the group. As can be seen from Table 8:2, 
whilst there were 6 members who initially contributed 6 hectares or 
more each, there were 10 who contributed only 3 hectares or less. Had it 
been possible for Group 2 to augment production to a level where every 
member earned more by having his land under collective production than



by cultivating the corresponding amount on his own, this discrepancy 
might perhaps not have represented a problem. Even if those who con
tributed more land were not afforded a proportion of the income com
mensurate with the relative importance of their land contribution, they 
might, in such case, still have been content with the system. Since no 
such substantial production increments were possible, due to the lack of 
irrigation, such members earned somewhat less than if they had farmed 
on their own, while the opposite was true for those who contributed only 
a little land. The result was, thus, a net transfer of income within the 
group. Although one sought to compensate for this by being strict on the 
rule that part of the profits should be divided according to the amount of 
land contributed, this anomaly was nevertheless a constant source of ir
ritation and discontent within the group.

A second problem stemmed from the rule that all participants in the 
group should contribute with the same amount of work: either personal
ly, through a family-member, or through a hired hand. As mentioned, in 
Group 2 there prevailed a system where one-third of the profits were 
divided according to land, and two-thirds according to work. That the 
work factor was assigned a relatively larger weight than the land factor 
in the division, could be seen as a concession to those ejidatarios who 
had only a little land in the area where the group operated and who 
otherwise would not have been willing to participate. Yet, in order to 
make sure that this system did not overly disfavour the other par
ticipants, it was simultaneously stipulated that all members should have 
the same chances of contributing with work in order to have the same 
entitlements in the division of the benefits.

The point to be stressed here, is the conflict of choice in the alloca
tion of labour that this system eventually gave rise to. Some members 
had little land of their own outside the group, or had other household 
members who could handle the cultivation of this land. For them, the 
fact that one had to devote such a relatively large parts of one’s available 
working time to the collective group, was not a big problem. However, 
for those who had a lot of land outside the group or lacked other persons 
capable of farm work within their own family, the situation was more 
problematic. Certainly, there was the alternative of hiring somebody to 
perform the tasks that one did not have time for oneself. There were, in 
fact, several participants who opted for this solution. On the other hand,



there were also those who argued that it was uneconomical for them to 
pay others in order to be able to remain in the group. In their opinion, 
there was no point participating in collective farming if this meant that 
they would have to invest money in an activity which gave them about 
the same income (or less) from their land as when they were cultivating 
this same land individually and with their own labour.16

A third problem, finally, arose from a disparity in Views regarding 
the profitability of mechanized agriculture. It could, of course, be argued 
that access to tractors neutralized or at least alleviated the problem out
lined above, in the sense that mechanization reduced the overall need for 
human labour in production, thus facilitating people’s participation in the 
two systems simultaneously. There are reasons for believing that: had 
not Group 2 at least got its own two tractors through the program, this 
group would not have remained in existence for very long. On the other 
hand, introducing tractors in a context where the productivity of farming 
remained essentially unaltered, raised the issue of ‘over-mechanization’. 
Especially members who had little land and who participated with all or 
most of it in the group, complained that the instalments for the tractors 
absorbed too much of the production value, and did so in a situation 
where there were no alternative ways for them to productively use their 
own labour. In their view, it would be better to work more ‘with their 
own hands’ and then retain more of the production value for their own 
consumption. Those who had the most land outside the group agreed that 
it was perhaps not very profitable to invest in tractors if one only looked 
at the collective production as such. However, in their view this invest
ment was still worthwhile because the tractors could also be used in their 
individual farming.

These problems emerged only gradually. During the first years, 
unity within the group was maintained by the desire to have a well for ir
rigation. It was only as time passed on and as the hopes of this well ever 
materializing vanished, that such issues as the distribution of work and 
income, or the viability of collective production as such became 
problematical. In an attempt to remove the basis for further discord, in 
1983 it was agreed that those who had considerably more land than 
others in the group should take part of it away to equilibrate the size of 
individual contributions. In total, 7 members reduced their land contribu
tions in this manner (No 1, 2, 6, 13, 14, 15, and 17 respectively), while



one member —No 19— decided to withdraw from further participation 
in the group altogether (See Table 8:2).

Still, this measure did not succeed in halting the mounting pressure 
for an abandonment of collective farming in Group 2. Hence, after har
vesting the crop in 1984, 10 members inspired by the division that had 
previously taken place in Group 1, proposed the same solution for Group 
2, a proposition which was accepted by the rest on the condition that 
they be allowed to keep the newest of the two tractors. The only reason 
why this division had still not occurred at the time of field-work in 1985, 
was that the two ‘sub-groups’ to be formed could not agree on the prin
ciples for the disposal of certain joint equipment e.g. a sprinkling system 
connected to the tractors. Also, those who wanted to go individual right 
away, had difficulty reaching an agreement among themselves on how to 
distribute the right of usage to their only tractor. However, once these 
questions in dispute were resolved it is likely that this group would be 
dissolved as well.17

Group 3

As mentioned earlier, the initiative to form the third collective group 
came from Martin Ramirez and his two brothers: Guadalupe and Cirilo. 
The latter was not an ejidatario in his own right, but participated in the 
name of his widowed mother. Also participating in this group were 
Euleterio and Salvador Flores; the former an uncle and the latter a cousin 
of the Ramirez brothers. These five constituted the core of Group 3. In 
addition to them there were four more members. Two of these were a 
father and his son, and the son —who lived in Irapuato— neither had 
land of his own nor, in fact, personally participated in the work. The 
reason why he was allowed to become a member, was that the father had 
contributed as much as 14 has on the condition that his son be given the 
right to share in the joint produce of the group. Hence, in reality there 
were only 8 ejidatarios who contributed with land to this collective 
group, making it the smallest of the three in terms of number of par
ticipants. 18

In Group 3 the majority of the participants were fairly land-rich 
ejidatarios who, moreover, contributed all or most of their land towards



the collectivity, thus making this group rather well-furnished in terms of 
such resources. For instance, both Martin and Salvador (No 1 and 5 in 
Table 8:3) participated with all their land and so did David, the ejidatario 
with the son alluded to earlier (No 6). Guadalupe and Cirilo (No 2 and 3) 
kept part of their land outside the group because this land was located in 
a different area of the ejido and so did Euleterio (No 4). The two mem
bers with least land in the group, Juan and Hector (No 7 and 8), con
tributed so little simply because they did not have more land at their 
disposal.19

As explained earlier, when the idea of forming collective groups in 
agriculture was first introduced in San Vicente, in particular those with 
much land in the ejido were sceptical, and, in a few cases, even outrighdy 
opposed to it Only after the land-poor ejidatarios in Group 1 had got both 
tractors and a well through the new lending program, did the wealthier 
ejidatarios become interested in forming a collective group as well. Hence, it 
was not until 1980 that the three Ramirez brothers, together with Euletario 
and Salvador Fiores, decided to pool the land they had in the eastern part of 
the ejido into a collectivity; inviting others with adjoining land to form part 
of the group as well. The first collective crop was a rainfed summer crop, 
but only in December the same year the group got its own well and, thus, 
the means for initiating irrigated farming.20

I have not been'able to establish the exact reason why it was this 
group which got the second well allotted to the ejido, and not Group 2.

Table 8:3 List of participants in Group 3

No Land in colLgroup (has) Totholding (has)

1. 12 12
2. 8 11
3. 8 11
4. 6 11

5. 14 14

6. 14 14
7. 2 2
8. 3 3

Total 67 78



The latter would have been more logical considering that they had con
stituted themselves as a group one year earlier. The explanation put for
ward by the leaders of Group 3 themselves, was that they had applied for 
a loan from the Banco Ejidal to sink a well in the eastern part of the ejido 
long before the idea of forming collective groups was even raised. It was 
thus their previous application which determined to whom the second 
well should be allotted. They, so to speak, had proven their willingness 
to act as a ‘group’ a long time ago, although at that time they were not 
farming collectively. According to other villagers, they owed their suc
cess in getting the well to the superior political contacts —that especially 
Salvador and Martin had— with government circles in Silao. There were 
rumours that the initiators of Group 3 had in fact bribed the officials 
from the Bank so as to make the well go to them. This accusation was 
made by some members of Group 2 when seeking to explain why they 
had not been awarded the well.21

Whatever the case, the fact that Group 3 had its own well conferred 
it several advantages. The participants in this group claim that whereas 
previously they were only raising 2 or 3 tonnes of sorghum per hectare, 
with irrigation, harvests reached as high as between 5 and 7 tonnes per 
hectare. Secondly, they were now able to concentrate almost exclusively 
on sorghum production because the risk of crop failures was virtually 
non-existent. Hence, of the total of 67 hectares planted by this group 
during the summer of 1985, as much as 47 hectares were devoted to 
sorghum and only 8 to maize. The remainder was planted with peren
nials such as alfalfa and strawberries. Finally, with access to irrigation it 
became possible to raise a secondary winter-crop; in the case of this 
group, wheat on 35 hectares during the winter of 1984/85.22

Moreover, Group 3 too eventually got two tractors of its own 
through the program, and could replace animal traction and manual 
labour through mechanization. From the very beginning they adopted a 
fully-fledged mechanized farming pattern, using tractors in all ploughing 
and sowing, as well as in most of the cultivation work. The primacy 
given to crops like sorghum and wheat could be seen as a rational adap
tation in this context; these being crops which allow for mechanization 
of the entire production cycle.

On the other hand, when some kind of manual work input was 
needed —as in, for example, the harvesting of maize, alfalfa or strawber



ries— only Juan and Hector, the two members with the least land, in
variably participated in the work personally. Martin, for instance, who 
was the president and master tractor-driver, did not usually participate in 
manual tasks on the fields. The same was true for his brother Guadalupe, 
who was the cashier and therefore fulfilled his work obligations through 
administrative duties. Cirilo, Euleterio and Salvador, all usually sent 
somebody else in their place: either a son or a peon employed for the oc
casion. When necessary, additional workers were contracted by the 
group in its entirety, with payment coming from the collective funds. 
Hence, few of the members of this group, themselves actively par
ticipated in collective farm work.23

Of all the three collective groups in San Vicente, Group 3 was the 
one which performed best in terms of internal organization. Take, for ex
ample, the division of utilidades (net profits), a matter which, as we have 
seen, provoked much controversy in the other two groups. In Group 3 
too, the net income, after deducting all expenses, was divided according 
to the principle one share for ‘work’ and another share for ‘land’. In fact, 
in comparison to the other two groups more relative weight was given to 
the land factor in this group, which absorbed as much as 45 percent of 
the profits. Still, this did not provoke any major conflicts, at least not to 
the point of threatening the internal stability of the group.

Similarly, although no record was kept of the number of working 
days contributed by each one of the members —since the quota cor
responding to ‘work’ (i.e. 55 percent of the profits) was divided equally 
on the assumption that they had all worked the same— this did not lead 
to the kind of cheating and tendencies towards evasion of work that were 
noticeable in Group 1, for instance. According to the members of Group 
3 themselves, it never happened that one of them refrained from showing 
up, or failed to send a substitute on the day when a certain task was to be 
performed. Such behaviour was simply inconceivable, attesting to the 
much stronger sense of discipline and solidarity in this group.

Finally, the right of disposal to the two tractors was not a point of 
contention either, because most of the members participated with all 
their land in the group and because of the strict manner in which the 
usage of joint implements was regulated. For instance, it was an agreed 
policy not to let out the tractors to anyone other than group members,



and then only for farming on their own individually held land. Besides, 
in such instances the rent was to accrue to the collectivity in its entirety.

With this I do not want to imply that there were no points of conten
tion within this group. For instance, during interviews, both Juan and 
Hector complained about the system for division of profits, which they 
thought was especially detrimental to them. Conversely, Martin and Sal
vador, in private conversations, admitted that they would have preferred 
to have all the profits distributed according to land if they had had it their 
way. On the other hand, they were all perfectly aware that even with the 
existing system everybody gained from participating in the group. For 
Juan and Hector this was quite obvious since by pooling resources with 
their more land-rich fellows, they were in fact receiving a much larger 
proportion of the total income that what their contribution in terms of 
land would have determined. Martin and Salvador benefitted too, al
though for them it was the well which was the crucial factor. In the end 
they thus agreed that it was better to leave things as they were, since, 
after all, if it weren’t for the collective farming they would not have 
procured irrigation for their land.

Collective farming in retrospect

It should by now be clear that the principal difficulty with collective 
farming in San Vicente was not that the ejidatarios were negatively 
predisposed to this form of production organization, per se. In fact, it is 
surprising how smooth the transition to collective farming initially went, 
considering the long-standing tradition of family farming and the in
dividualistic orientation in economic and social life iri general in this 
ejido. On the other hand, it is important to note that the motive for par
ticipating in collective production was very much linked to the pos
sibility of acquiring irrigation. In other words, it was the prospect of 
having one’s own personal income improved through the productivity 
increases made possible by irrigation, which lay at the bottom of the in
dividual ejidatario’s interest in participation in the first place. It was 
what could be described as ‘collective action for the satisfaction of in
dividual interests’.24

At the same time as this focus on self-interest acted as a strong in



centive for people to participate in the program, it was also its central 
weakness. The collective production groups that were organized, thereby 
came to be extremely vulnerable to external factors e.g. whether support 
for the installation of wells for irrigation was forthcoming or not. As we 
have seen, the basic problem of Group 2 was that those who participated 
in this group lost their motivation to go on farming together when they 
realized that they were not going to get a well.

There was also the problem of uniting a multitude of individual in
terests into a common line of action: in this case joint farming in groups. 
One complication in this context was that not all those who participated 
as co-members of a collective group had the same potential to contribute 
land. Discrepancies in this respect were not solely a reflection of ine
qualities in the size of individual landholdings, although this certainly 
was one aspect of the issue. What also mattered was the relative 
geographical location of one’s land i.e. whether one had the entire hold
ing located in the area where the collective group was formed or not. 
Furthermore, discrepancies in the amount of land kept by group mem
bers for individual farming outside the group, at least indirectly, also 
played a role in this context.

As shown earlier, precisely these types of internal differences lay 
behind many of the controversies in Group 1 and Group 2. They all 
reflected a basic conflict of interest among the members of these groups 
themselves, stemming from discrepancies in their respective original 
landholding situations. Conversely, the relative lack of such internal con
flicts in Group 3 was very much a reflection of the more homogeneous 
composition of this group. Most of the members were fairly land-rich 
ejidatarios, who participated with all or most of their land in the group. 
This, to a great extent, facilitated an internal order compatible with the 
interests of the majority, thus reducing the scope for discord within the 
group.

Another critical factor, was what could be referred to as trust in in
terpersonal relationships. Originally, the initiative to form collective 
production groups came from individuals who already had close ties to 
one another. In the case of Group 1, for example, the initiators were a 
small group with Miguel Salazar as their leading figure. They all had a 
previous history as companions in the struggle for land within the ejido. 
Similarly, in the case of Group 2 the initiative came from Pepe and



Trinidad Flores who were first cousins and collaborators in the ejido 
leadership structure. As for Group 3, the instigators were the three 
Ramirez brothers together with Euleterio and Salvador Flores. The 
former three had a history of working as partners on the family estate, 
and the latter two were both closely related to one another, and kinsmen 
of the Ramirez brothers. Moreover, all five of them had, as we know, a 
past record as allies in ejido politics.

On the other hand, it is important to note that it was only in Group 3 
that the initiators also came to represent a majority of the total member
ship, and then because there were so few other participants in this group. 
In the case of Group 1, for example, because of lack of land to form a 
group of their own, Miguel and his companions had to invite many more 
to join them, and the same was of course true for Pepe and Trinidad in 
Group 2. . I am not suggesting that it was the more random selection of 
members to these latter two groups, which lay behind the difficulties 
they both eventually experienced in their internal life. There were ob
viously other factors at play here as well. Still, it was not inconsequential 
that relations of trust and solidarity were much more pronounced in 
Group 3 than they were in Groups 1 and 2. While in the former, the pre
existing closeness of the members served to facilitate unity in their col
lective endeavour, in the latter two the bulk of integrants lacked such 
previous ties to bolster their collaboration. Most of them simply par
ticipated in the same group because they wanted irrigation and happened 
to have their land located in the same area.

That recruitment to the groups was so often guided by purely cir
cumstantial factors, had implications for intra-group solidarity in another 
way. It opened up the possibility for old grievances and conflicts to af
fect relationships within the new collective production units. A case in 
point is that of Group 1, with the conflictive role played by Miguel 
Salazar and his associates, as described earlier (page 154-55).

One reason why Miguel and his companions were so stubborn in 
their attempt to impose an internal order which was especially beneficial 
to them, was that they saw themselves as the legitimate proprietors of the 
group because they had initiated it. They therefore felt that they were en
titled to decide how it should be organized. Yet, it is difficult to avoid 
gaining the impression that behind this also lay their feeling of being 
generally disadvantaged within the ejido, an attitude which had been



fostered long before the collectivization program was even started. The 
particularly aggressive manner in which these individuals presented their 
claims could thus be interpreted as a reflection of old grievances which 
they had towards the ejido in general, but which were now played out in 
this context. Likewise, it was probably not by chance that the other 
members were so ready to suspect precisely Miguel and his followers for 
all sorts of fraudulent behaviour. Among the bulk of ejidatarios, ap
prehension and distrust had for long predominated towards these 
particular individuals, having to do with their old reputation as 
‘troublemakers’ in the ejido.

In Group 2 too, there were certain internal disturbances emanating 
from previous animosities between individuals, which they brought with 
them, so to speak, when they became co-members of the same collec
tivity. However, most often these were of a personal and private charac
ter and did not overly affect the functioning of the group. And in Group 
3, internal harmony was, as mentioned, by and large upheld by the trust
ful relations that had existed among a majority of the participants since 
before the group was created.25

Finally, there was the question of leader credibility. It appears that 
one factor behind the differences noted in internal functioning of the 
various groups, was. the existence of individuals in the respective mem
bership structures, who because of personal qualities and also social 
standing in general, could exert an effective and unifying leadership. 
Take, for example, Pepe and Trinidad Flores in Group 2, and the 
Ramirez brothers in Group 3. Even though these were individuals whose 
previous record as leaders was not entirely uncontroversial, the fact is 
that they were all persons who had a certain experience of commercial 
transactions and organizational matters, and on top of that, enjoyed at 
least some prestige and authority as ejido leaders. Having such leaders 
was especially important in a case like that of Group 2, where there were 
no other strong ties among members. It was very much due to the in
fluence of Pepe and Trinidad that this group endured as a collectivity for 
as long as it did.

This could be compared with the situation in Group 1, where the 
unilateral manner in which Miguel and his companions, as more or less 
self-appointed leaders, sought to further their own interests, provoked 
discontent among their fellow co-members. Miguel and his people, in the



eyes of the latter, had neither the experience nor the authority to claim 
this leading role in the first place. They simply lacked credibility as 
leaders and therefore aggravated rather than conciliated internal conflicts 
by taking this role upon themselves.26

Collectivization and non-ejidatarios

The collectivization program was instigated as an attempt to improve the 
economic basis of the ejido i.e. it was a program destined for those who 
were ejidatarios. On the other hand, as explained earlier there were a 
fairly large number of married men in San Vicente who were not formal
ly members of the ejido i.e. the so called ‘non-ejidatarios’. This brings us 
to the question of how these men were affected by the program.

Firstly, a few family heads were allowed to become members of a 
collective group —despite their lacking formal rights to the land they 
participated with in the group. This, for instance, was the case with 
Cirilo, in Group 3, who participated in ‘the name’ of his mother. In the 
other two groups also, there were a couple of non-title-holding members 
who participated with land formally held by another person. Thus, the 
groups themselves were not strict about the official rule that only 
ejidatarios were eligible to participate in the collectivization program. 
From their point of view what mattered was that those who wanted to 
participate contributed with their own land, not the legal circumstances 
surrounding the holding of this land.

On the other hand, this was a possibility open only to those non- 
ejidatarios who had previously been farming on their own, and who 
therefore were considered to be established, independent landholders. 
The situation was different for those who did not have independent ac
cess to land e.g. married sons still living with their parents. When the 
collective groups were originally constituted, there was pressure —espe
cially from the ejidatarios participating with much land— to allow, be
sides themselves, at least one grown-up son to be included as a full 
member in compensation for their larger contribution of land. This, how
ever, was a proposition very much opposed by the rest, on the grounds 
that it would reduce their share of the total income. Another argument, 
was that it would be unfair to those ejidatarios who had no sons or whose



sons were too young to be registered as members. Thus, only in the case 
of David in Group 3, was a father able to accommodate his son as a 
member. When Salvador, in the same group, later on wanted to have one 
of his sons included as well, this was resisted by the other members. 
They saw it as an attempt to get a larger share of the benefits now that 
the group had got its own well. To avoid further quarrels over this issue, 
all of the three groups thus introduced a rule that in future no son was to 
be allowed membership as long as his father himself was a member.

In principle, the transition to collective farming did not imply any 
fundamental change in the position of those married sons who still lived 
with their parents. With time, it became increasingly common that 
fathers who participated in a collective group sent a son in their place to 
perform the obligatory duties. Yet the former, in their capacity as formal 
members, controlled the income from this work, and decided on all im
portant matters within the group. Sons who participated in collective 
work under such circumstances thus did not receive payment directly 
from the group, but were rewarded via their fathers. The only occasion 
when a son could earn his own money from this work was when he was 
substituting for someone outside his own household as an employed 
peon; a possibility which had also existed before.

Indirectly though, this new system did tend to have certain effects 
for sons. Firstly, the scope for joining in family farming was reduced 
when the father participated in collective farming. There was simply less 
land for the family to handle on its own. Secondly, whereas previously, 
sons were accustomed to working under the direction of their fathers, 
nowadays insofar as they substituted for their fathers in collective work, 
they became subject to a more impersonal working order, more akin to 
that of regular wage-work. Thirdly, especially in those cases where the 
father —because of age— was no longer himself fully active in work, 
but had several grown-up sons at home, an internal division of labour 
was not uncommon. One son would be assigned responsibility over the 
‘individual’ land, while the other was in charge of the household’s invol
vement in collective farming. As a matter of fact, many elderly fathers 
held the opinion that this was one of the positive side-effects of the col
lectivization program i.e. it facilitated the granting of separate duties to 
their sons. It is not improbable that these factors might be conducive to a 
lessening of fathers’ traditional authority over their sons in the future.



On the other hand, the problem of inheritance was still a critical fac
tor. Take, for example, those ejidatarios who participated with all their 
land in a collective group. In such families the scope for divisible in
heritance was blocked by the rule stating that only one heir was allowed 
to succeed the father as a member of the group. In the case of those 
ejidatarios who only participated with part of their total holding in col
lective farming, the situation was more flexible. What remained as in
dividually held land could, in these families, be allocated to a second 
heir. Still, this did not change the inescapable fact that only one of them 
could inherit the formal right to the ejido. As it did before, it thus 
depended on this heir’s benevolence; whether he would accept sharing 
his land with other co-heirs or not. In this sense, the collectivization pro
gram did not represent a solution to the problem of generational change 
in the ejido.

Finally, there is the effect of this program on employment oppor
tunities within the village. Paradoxical as it may seem, one could speak 
of two mutually opposed tendencies in this context. On the one hand, 
there was an expansion of the local labour market as a result of the sys
tem of obligatory work in collective farming. Whereas as individual 
farmers, the ejidatarios earlier had greater freedom in allocating their 
labour according to fluctuations in work requirements on their different 
fields, as members of a collective group they were much more con
strained in this respect. They then had to adjust to the work routines of 
the collectivity. Hence, it not seldom happened, that ejidatarios who par
ticipated in a collective group and who had no grown-up sons to help 
them, were forced to employ a peon as their replacement when they were 
busy attending to their own duties. The system for collective farming in 
itself, thus tended to expand the local market for work. Besides, there 
were, as we have seen, those who preferred to send a peon in their place 
simply because they could now better afford it. It was a sign of their 
newly acquired wealth.

On the other hand, there was the dramatic increase in mechanized 
farming that occurred in San Vicente, a result of all the three collective 
groups having received two tractors with equipment each, through the 
program. The significance of the arrival of these tractors was heightened 
for those collective groups who had access to irrigation. They could con
centrate on producing sorghum during the summer, and wheat during the



All three groups received two tractors with equipment each through the program.

winter, crops which allow for mechanization of their entire production 
cycles. Mechanization of farm work was not, however, restricted to col
lectively held land; since members were also allowed to use the tractors 
—at an economical rent— in their individual farming. Moreover, in two 
of the groups it was common that tractors were hired out to non-mem
bers as well, thus raising the level of mechanized farming throughout the 
village.

Unfortunately, I cannot display systematic data capable of demon
strating which of these two tendencies was the strongest i.e. whether 
there was a net increase, or a net reduction in the availability of work as 
a result of this program. However, according to many of the non- 
ejidatarios themselves, the latter tendency prevailed. In their opinion it 
had become much more difficult to find jobs within the village.



Impact and consequences of the collectivization program

By manner of conclusion, I shall end this chapter with a summary of the 
most important positive and negative aspects of the collectivization pro
gram in San Vicente. On the positive side there was, most importantly, 
the improvement in overall agricultural production conditions that took 
place as a result of this program. San Vicente came to dispose of more 
irrigated land than before, and was therefore capable of producing larger 
quantities of maize and sorghum per unit of land during the summer, as 
well as a second crop e.g. wheat, on the same land during the winter. 
Adding to this, there was the greater security in farming resulting from 
irrigation, which in itself tends to facilitate larger investments in techni
cal inputs such as chemical fertilizers, pesticides and hybrid seeds. Also, 
the fact that the ejido, through the program, obtained access to 6 new 
tractors, meant that it became possible to cultivate the land more rapidly. 
Overall, mechanization allowed for a more economical usage of labour- 
resources. In terms of total production, the collectivization program thus 
implied a change for the better and may in this sense be considered a 
success.

This is, however, a judgement that pertains to the ejido taken as a 
totality. If we instead look at the individual ejidatarios, a somewhat dif
ferent picture emerges. First of all, not all members of the ejido chose to 
participate in the program. About one-third of them chose not to do so, 
and were therefore excluded from access to the irrigation wells as well 
as to the other production implements e.g. tractors, offered through the 
program. It is true that some of them indirectly benefitted by hiring trac
tors from the collective groups, but only in the sense that they got more 
easy access to these implements. The rent was usually the same as that 
charged by other private tractor-owners in the area. In general, these 
ejidatarios had not changed their production pattern much but went on as 
individual farmers: practicing rainfed agriculture on unirrigated land, 
and, as the case may be, combining it with a bit of irrigated farming on 
previously existent noria land.

It is clear that all who did participate in the program experienced an 
improvement in their economic situation relative to those who did not 
participate. But, at the same time, benefits were not equally distributed 
among the former. One factor here was the discrepancies in productivity



between the various collective groups, caused by differences in technical 
capacity but also management in general. For instance, as we have seen, 
Group 2 never got a well and therefore was unable to substantially in
crease its production through irrigation. The improvement experienced 
by members of this group, was limited to the acquisition of two new 
tractors plus favourable treatment in the issuing of overall agricultural 
credit by the Bank. Similarly, Group 1 failed to maintain the initial rise 
in the level of production, due to internal disorder and poor management 
of work, despite having acc.ess to a well.

In both these groups, the net effect was that the overall production 
result, and thus the average income of the individual participants, fell 
much below that in Group 3. Group 3 did not experience the same 
problems, and its participants could earn more from their collective 
enterprise. This group was much smaller than the other two in terms of 
membership, whilst its land resources were about the same. This meant 
that there were relatively fewer participants among whom to divide the 
total income, and was yet another factor behind the much higher level of 
earnings of Group 3.

Another factor relevant in this context, was the unequal manner in 
which benefits were distributed within the collective groups. As 
described earlier, all three groups applied a system where at least part of 
the production value —after deducting all expenses— was distributed 
according to the amount of land contributed by each one of the par
ticipants. Whereas in Group 1 and 2 this proportion amounted to one- 
third of the profits, in Group 3 the corresponding figure was 45 percent. 
However, given the substantial differences between co-members in the 
amount of land they contributed, and that the system did not permit those 
with less land to make up for the difference by working more than 
others, this allocation of net production value automatically gave rise to 
a situation of internal inequality, benefitting those providing more land.

In short, the overall improvement in production made possible by 
this program did not accrue to all ejidatarios alike. Firstly, there was the 
fact that not everybody participated in the program in the first place. 
Secondly, there was the unequal distribution of benefits both between 
and within the collective groups, so that not even those who did par
ticipate in the program benefitted from it alike. It all depended on which



group one belonged to, and the amount of land one was able to put into 
the group.

A second problematic aspect, was the particular manner in which 
the collectivization program was being implemented in the ejido i.e. 
through the formation of various separate collective groups. In all 
likelihood, it was the strategy of permitting smaller groups of ejidatarios 
to form their own production groups which made the project feasible in 
the first place. If, for instance, the authorities had insisted on the entire 
ejido forming one collectivity —as was the original idea— the whole 
project would probably have been doomed to failure from the very 
beginning. Aside from the problem of unifying such a multitude of 
ejidatarios, each with his own interests to look after, into one production 
unit; there was the complexity of the operation as such. One might 
speculate that it would have presented insurmountable obstacles to its 
realization in practice. It was already difficult as it was, with the smaller 
collective groups.

The disadvantage of this approach to group formation, was the 
negative impact it had on the ejido as an overarching local organization 
i.e. a framework for co-ordination of decision-making on a village level. 
It is true that the ejido was already rather weakly developed in this 
respect before the arrival of the collectivization program. But, instead of 
leading to a strengthening of the ejido as a unified organisation —which 
was one of the purported goals of this program— it had rather the op
posite effect, since the collective groups that were created acted as 
autonomous units. Take, for instance, such matters as internal organiza
tion, production, distribution of earnings, etc. These were all matters 
decided by the group members themselves. Neither the ejido assembly 
nor the comisariado had, in practice, any influence whatsoever in this 
context. Similarly, all economic arrangements with the Bank, transac
tions with purchasers from the outside, etc., were handled by each group 
on its own without interference from the ejido. In fact, one could even 
argue that these groups emerged as competing organizations —of a 
kind— to the ejido, representing new loci of interest and interaction 
among the participants, depriving the ejido of whatever remained of its 
role as an overall co-ordinating unit.27

Finally, there was the problem of the ‘non-ejidatarios’. Insofar as 
they often lived as dependents in households where the head participated



in the program, they obviously benefited as well, through the increase in 
income enjoyed by the household in its entirety. Besides, even non- 
ejidatarios who lived on their own when the program was first initiated, 
were sometimes allowed to participate provided that they had land to 
contribute with. On the other hand, the collectivization program did not 
provide a solution to the problem of inheritance in the ejido. In fact, one 
could even argue that it aggravated the problem by depriving individual 
households of their direct control over the land, thus making it more dif
ficult, for example, for parents to accomodate several sons on their land 
through informal arrangements within the family. Sons who are not ap
pointed heirs to an ejido stand even smaller chances of ever getting then- 
own land in this system. Furthermore, job opportunities tended to 
diminish as a result of the mechanization of farming brought about by 
the program, reducing the scope for those without access to land to 
maintain themselves in the village.

To summarize, the collectivization program, as applied in Ejido San 
Vicente, accomplished its goal of increasing overall agricultural produc
tion. From this point of view the program was clearly a success. How
ever, with respect to the goal of bringing about a more equitable 
economic development within the ejido, the result was more disappoint
ing. If anything, the program contributed to an increase, rather than a 
reduction, of overall wealth discrepancies among the ejidatarios —al
though there were certain shifts in individual economic positions within 
the group. Neither did the program lead to a consolidation of the ejido as 
a local organisation: instead it weakened it further. Most important of all, 
however, the program did not offer a solution to the maintenance 
problems of those in the younger generation who stood little chance of 
themselves becoming ejidatarios. On this point, the program had rather 
the reverse effect by making it more difficult for the latter to remain in 
the village in the future, thus eventually contributing to increase the ex
odus of people to urban areas.
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Ejido, Differentiation and 
Development: A Summary Discussion

This study deals with economic and social differentiation in an ejido- 
community in Central Mexico and its consequences when a program of 
collectivized agriculture was introduced to the ejido. Although the study 
is based on only one case, with all the limitations this implies in terms of 
its generality, it is still possible to discuss some broader issues based on 
this material. This final chapter dwells upon three such issues, namely: 
the problem of the ejido as a unit for development, the phenomenon of 
peasant differentiation as such and, finally, internal differentiation as an 
obstacle for locally based strategies of participatory rural development.

The ejido as object of study and development

Given the importance of the ejido as a rural institution in Mexico, it is 
not surprising that this institution has been the object of several studies 
over the years. Still, it is symptomatic that the majority of these studies 
treat the ejido as a collective unit. The problem investigated tends to 
regard differences or relations between this unit and other economic and 
political structures, rather than the situation within the ejido itself. Thus, 
there have been a number of studies made on issues such as: differences 
in economic performance between ejido and private farming, the de
pendency of ejidos on state agencies and government support in general, 
the role of the ejido as a stabilizing factor in national politics, etc. On the



other hand, there exist relatively few studies which address issues such 
as: the distribution of wealth and power within the ejido, differences in 
economic organisation and capacity between individual ejido house
holds, the impact of population growth on the socio-economic composi
tion of the ejido community, etc.1

Among those few anthropological or sociological studies that do 
focus on the internal structure and functioning of the ejido, the interest 
has mostly been directed towards the ‘collective’ type of ejido created 
during the Cardenas period in the 1930s, and its later development (cf. 
Wilkie 1971; Barbosa and Maturana 1972; Glantz 1974). Few such 
studies have been made of ‘individualized’ ejidos, despite the fact that 
the latter represent the most common type in Mexico.2

The point I want to stress, is that this lack of inquiry into the internal 
structure of the ejido, has led to a rather one-sided view among researchers 
regarding the developmental problems of the ejido. Take, for example, the 
discussion that followed the launching of the ejido development program 
described earlier; where collectivization of farming was one of the basic fea
tures. According to the Mexican anthropologist Arturo Warman —one of 
the severest critics of this program— the program’s main problem was that 
it was imposed from above with the purpose of establishing a production 
system based on the logic of capitalist enterprise in the ejido. The 
ejidatarios, in turn, being more concerned with securing a subsistence for 
themselves and their families than optimizing agricultural productivity per 
sey perceived the program as a threat to their interests, and consequently 
rejected it. In the opinion of Warman, this was the most important reason 
why so few collective ejidos were successfully organized. It simply went 
against the interests of the ejidatarios as small-scale, subsistence-oriented 
peasants (Warman 1977).

In a similar vein, Bastiaans and de Groot (1988), on the basis of a 
study of several recently collectivized ejidos in various parts of Mexico, 
argued that the principal obstacle in this context was the dominance ex
erted by the State. This was especially noteworthy in the economic 
management of the collective groups, where the State through the rural 
credit system, exerted control over such aspects as the selection of crops, 
the supply of farming inputs, the marketing of produce, etc.

It was, of course, no accident that the State assumed this dominant 
position. This was natural considering the particular manner in which the



collectivization program was started i.e. as an initiative from above with 
the primary objective of increasing the production of basic food crops in 
the country. However, as these authors pointed out, there was a problem 
with this approach: it resulted in those ejidos participating in the pro
gram becoming overly dependent on the state authorities. This, in turn, 
created practical difficulties when the latter did not perform adequately 
e.g. in the delivery of farming implements and other inputs. Or it gave 
rise to feelings of frustration and powerlessness leading to passivity, and 
in some cases ejidatarios even lost interest in continuing their participa
tion in the program. According to Bastiaans and de Groot, this was the 
basic weakness of the model of ejido-based collective agriculture recent
ly attempted in Mexico: the ejidatarios’ lack of autonomy in the handling 
of their own collective enterprises.

Characteristic of both these studies, is that they located the principal 
problem with the ejido collectivization program in the relationship be
tween the ejido and its socio-political environment i.e. in external fac
tors. In contrast, the present study approaches the subject from a 
different perspective; focussing on the internal structure of the ejido 
community itself as the problematic factor.

One aspect which the case of San Vicente illustrates is the variety of 
attitudes that may exist towards the collectivization program, even 
among members of the same ejido. Take, for example, the manner in 
which the ejidatarios here initially responded to the program. While it is 
true that many of them were reluctant to participate when the idea of 
forming collective groups was first presented, this should not obscure the 
fact that several of them actually did form a collective group right away. 
Besides, many of those who initially displayed a reluctance to join, later 
on did so; once they were convinced that the material support —in the 
form of wells and tractors— to accompany the formation of a collective 
group, was actually forthcoming.

This suggests that, at least in San Vicente, the initial negative at
titude towards the program was not so much motivated by a resistance to 
a more capital intensive and commercially oriented agriculture per se. 
On the contrary, most of the ejidatarios in fact preferred this type of 
development because they considered it economically advantageous. 
What made some of them a bit sceptical was another aspect: namely 
whether they would actually be provided with the means, in terms of ir



rigation and machinery, to make the collective enterprise economically 
worthwhile in the first place i.e. more productive than their individual 
family enterprises.

This doubt seems to have mainly concerned the land-rich in the 
ejido. They already had a rather satisfactory production potential, and 
therefore felt less motivated to participate in the first place. Also among 
the land-poor, it was the prospect of receiving irrigation and machinery 
at favourable repayment conditions which lay behind their interest in 
participating in the program. In their case, however, they had fewer alter
natives available in their existent individual farming system and there
fore felt that they might just as well take a chance and go collective right 
away, even if the promised technical support had yet to emerge. They 
had little to lose anyway.

A basic pre-requisite for the ejidatarios to be willing to put together 
their land and commence collective farming, was thus, that they per
ceived an opportunity to acquire the means to substantially increase their 
farm’s productivity, and thus their income. As a condition this was 
necessary, but not sufficient on its own for deciding their willingness to 
farm collectively. Such a potential improvement in production must also 
be realizable in practice through a functioning collective organisation, 
something which in turn depended on the ability of the ejidatarios to co
operate with one another. It was precisely on this point that the program 
experienced certain difficulties in San Vicente.

I shall not go into further detail on the problems of collective or
ganisation in this ejido since this theme has already been discussed at 
length. Suffice to mention here, that such problems were often provoked 
by conflicting individual economic interests, lack of trust and a com
petent and respected leadership. These severely hampered the kind of ad
vanced collaboration needed for a smoothly functioning collective 
enterprise. Another problem was the skewed manner in which the in
come from collective production was distributed. In part, this was a 
result of the system for division of income within the collective groups: 
rewarding those members who entered the group with more land than 
others did. Partly it was a consequence of discrepancies in the composi
tion and production capacity of the different collective groups, making 
the size of earnings accruing to individual members vary from one group



to another. Whatever the case, the net result was an increase rather than a 
reduction of previously existent wealth differences within the ejido.

Finally, there was the problem of the collectivization program only 
including ejidatarios i.e. those who were members of an ejido with for
mal rights to land. At the same time, at least in San Vicente, population 
growths over the years had led to a situation where a relatively large 
number of families were not members of the ejido. In this way, the col
lectivization program, at least directly, only benefitted part of the local 
population and did not in general represent a solution to the maintenance 
problems of the younger generation.

The point is, that these were all problems stemming from factors in
trinsic to the social and economic structure of the ejido community itself. 
One aspect which none of the aforementioned studies took into con
sideration, was that the collectivization program initiated during the 
1970s, was applied to ejidos which had existed long before, but as in
dividualized units. In this sense, there was a difference between this later 
process of collectivization and the one during the 1930s, when the col
lective ejidos were created directly from expropriated haciendas. This 
simple fact, however, brought a new factor into the picture: the 
phenomenon of social and economic differentiation. As illustrated by the 
study of San Vicente, the ejido, as it emerged in the 1970s, was often a 
rather heterogeneous and stratified socio-economic unit, a result of inter
nal processes of change over the years. I contend that it was precisely 
this state of internal differentiation which made the ejido collectivization 
program problematic. In short, what it meant was that the model upon 
which this program was based i.e. the ejido seen as a ‘natural’ unit for 
co-operative and collective development, had little correspondence to 
reality.

Let me make clear that by emphasizing factors internal to the ejido 
community itself in this context, I do not mean to deny the importance of 
the kind of external factors stressed by the other studies referred to 
above. There was, however, a problem in these studies: by being so 
focussed on the influence of outside forces, they tended to view the 
ejidatarios as a more or less homogeneous group. They thus failed to ac
count for their varying responses to the program, or the fact that some of 
them might even have profited from it. Besides, none of these studies 
really went into questions like the problem of collective organisation and



other similar issues at a local level, which, at least judging by the case of 
San Vicente, proved to be critical in this context. They represented, at 
best, only partial explanations.

The findings presented in this study are not only relevant to the 
problem of the ejido, but also to the more general issue of peasant dif
ferentiation as such; which is the theme of the following section.

Peasant differentiation reconsidered

In the introductory chapter I gave an outline of the so called descam- 
pesinista-campesinista debate in Mexico. As explained, this debate 
revolved around the question of whether there was a process of class dif
ferentiation occurring within Mexico’s peasant sector or not. For ex
ample, the descampesinistas contended that this was certainly the case, 
referring on one hand to the existence of a stratum of wealthy peasants 
as a sign of upward mobility (‘kulakization’), and on the other, to the in
creasing number of land-poor and entirely landless families in rural 
areas. The growing number involved in wage-labour were seen as an in
dication of an ongoing process of downward mobility (‘prole
tarianization’).

The campesinistas in contrast argued that none of this necessarily 
signified that the kind of self-supporting family-based production or
ganisation. characteristic of peasants as a specific class, was disappear
ing. Firstly, there were structural constraints emanating from the 
surrounding capitalist system, which prevented both the process of sus
tained accumulation and the process of full proletarianization among 
peasants. Secondly, there were socio-cultural mechanisms like family 
ties, community relations, inheritance, etc., which neutralized and 
levelled out such internal economic status differences over time. Thus, 
according to the campesinistas it was erroneous to speak of a class dif
ferentiation process within the peasantry. In their view, the tendency was 
rather the reverse i.e. towards the persistence of the latter as a distinct 
and relatively uniform socio-economic category in the rural structure.

How does this match with the situation in San Vicente? To begin 
with, it could be established that there has indeed been a process of up
ward socioeconomic mobility among certain members of the ejido over



the years. However, it should be noticed that only in one case, that of 
Ezequiel Calderon, could one speak of a clear change of class status in 
this context i.e. from peasant to rural capitalist. Among the rest, upward 
mobility was confined to an improvement of one’s total income through 
such means as the acquisition of additional land within the ejido, invest
ments in irrigation facilities, economic diversification into dairying, etc., 
but without this implying any fundamental change in the organisation of 
production, which remained based on family labour.

On the other hand, it seems that while this type of economic career
building by ejidatarios was possible in the past, it became much harder 
in later years. One complicating factor in this context was the increased 
control over land purchases and other similar illegal transactions within 
the ejido, which, in conjunction with drastically elevated prices of 
private land outside the ejido, practically eliminated land acquisition as 
one possible way for the ejidatarios to expand economically. A similar 
obstacle existed for infrastructural improvements such as mechanical ir
rigation i.e. their high costs made it difficult for local people to expand 
economically on their own through this type of productive investment.

There were thus several factors which tended to block upward 
mobility among the ejidatarios. Adding to this, there was the reduction in 
overall size of holdings that occurred over the years, as a result of sub
division of land through inheritance. This process was especially notice
able among the land-rich in the first generation of ejidatarios, since they 
were the ones who held land from several ejido-parcels and who could 
therefore legally divide it among several sons. Although these sons often 
came to belong to the most land-rich in the ejido as well, they had con
siderably less land than their fathers. In this sense one could actually talk 
of a deterioration in the economic position of the upper strata within the 
ejido over the years.

As for the opposite trend of downward mobility, there were signs of 
this process as well in San Vicente. For instance, there had been an in
crease in the amount of land-poor households as a result of divisions of 
single ejido parcels among several holders. There had also been a 
marked expansion in the number of totally landless families. Both these 
processes had led to an upswing in wage-labour in recent years.

It is, however, highly questionable whether members of these two 
groups should be classified as belonging to a separate class i.e. a rural



‘proletariat’. If we take the heads of land-poor households, for example, 
it is true that they were often forced to hire themselves out as labourers 
to others in order to make ends meet during the year. On the other hand, 
it is equally true that this was usually only a part-time activity, since 
these labourers also had their own land to attend at home. In reality, 
wage-work in this case was above all, a supplement to one’s own farm
ing i.e. something which one did during the slack season to make up for 
deficiencies in the family’s production. Still, it was the latter which con
stituted the basis of the household’s economy, and which determined the 
involvement in external wage-labour activities. In this sense, there was 
no qualitative difference between the mode of subsistence of these 
households and the rest in the village.

A similar argument could be advanced regarding the absolutely 
landless. As explained earlier, landlessness in San Vicente was largely 
the outcome of processes of generational change within the ejido itself 
i.e. the majority of the landless were sons of ejidatarios who: either be
cause of legal constraints associated with the inheritance of ejido parcels, 
or some other reason, were not given their own land from the parental 
estate when they established their own families.

It should be observed, however, that most often these sons remained 
living either totally integrated, or in close connexion with their parents’ 
household, so benefitting at least partly from the latters’ economic 
resources. There were several reasons for this residential pattern. One, 
was simply the relatively young age of these sons, meaning that most of 
them were married fairly recently and had not yet bothered to establish 
their own households. Another, was the lack of alternative employment 
in the area, which made it difficult for them to manage on their own with 
only a wage-labour income to live on. Whatever the case, the fact 
remains that the landless in San Vicente remained very much linked to 
the family production system, and therefore could not be considered a 
true proletariat.

The situation, as it was found to be in San Vicente in the late 1970s, 
thus seemed to accord more closely with the campesinista thesis. Despite 
the existence of marked differences in landholdings and production 
capacity in general, most villagers still practiced, or at least benefitted 
from, what was essentially a self-supporting family production system 
i.e. a system where production was controlled by autonomous family-



groups, which acted as both units of production and distribution. This 
was so: irrespective of whether the individual family-heads were mem
bers of the ejido or not, had independent access to land or not, or even 
worked part of the year as employed labourers. Adding to this, there was 
the absence of overt relations of exploitation and economic dependence 
among the villagers themselves, contributing to a lack of class division 
on the local level. In this sense, San Vicente emerged as being inhabited 
by a relatively uniform peasant population.

This is not to say that this was a stable and frictionless situation. 
One problem with the theoretical perspective of the campesinistas, was 
the overly harmonious and instrumental view they tended to take of 
inter-peasant relations, by mainly emphasizing the functional utility of 
such ties as mechanisms of survival. A typical exponent of this approach 
is Arturo Warman, who, as mentioned earlier, attached great importance 
to the auxiliary and redistributive aspects of peasant social organization 
as manifested at the levels of both the individual family group and the 
community at large.3

Yet, as this study has tried to show, this was only one side of the 
matter. While it is true that relations, especially between members of the 
same original nuclear family in San Vicente, were often characterized by 
closeness and solidarity (for instance making it possible for married sons 
to make a living without having independent access to land), this should 
not obscure the fact that there were tensions and conflicts of interest 
even at this level. I am referring, particularly, to the often rather conflic- 
tive relationships between grown-up sons of ejidatarios. One could argue 
that such fraternal conflicts are normal in societies which practice a sys
tem of patrilocal residence, and reflect the difficulty of having several 
married sons living and working together when they each have their own 
family obligations to look after (cf. Taggart 1975). In this particular case, 
however, such conflicts were aggravated by the fact that only one of the 
sons could legally inherit the land of his parents, .whilst there were few 
alternative means of support available for the remaining sons. As long as 
the father was still alive, this was usually not a problem. However, as 
soon as the father died such conflicts were bound to arise, creating an at
mosphere of jealousy and sometimes even outright conflict among the 
brothers. In short, there was an element of instability in family relations,



provoked by an accelerating competition over scarce resources which, at 
least in the long term, tended to undermine the unity of this group.

It was above all on the level of community relations at large, that 
the flaws in the campesinista explanatory mode were most apparent. Ac
cording to Warman, who was the strongest pursuer of this point, a cru
cial aspect of agrarian communities like the ejido, was the role the latter 
fulfilled as a kind of collective resource base for its integrants. Features 
like corporate control over land, customarily established forms of inter- 
household labour exchange and mutual assistance in general, all had the 
effect of leading to a certain redistribution of resources within the com
munity. Thereby, they provided the individual households with a basic 
security of livelihood, and at the same time neutralized wealth ine
qualities. In Warman’s opinion, this was a very important explanation 
for the persistence of the peasantry as a unified class i.e. the integrated 
character of the agrarian community.

One could argue that much of this was an idealized picture of the 
ejido-community, which did not correspond with reality. As illustrated 
by the case of San Vicente, that land was corporately owned in an ejido 
did not automatically mean that the ejidatarios also had to share the 
proceedings from this land between them. In practice, usufructory rights 
were under the virtually unlimited control of individual holders. For this 
same reason, land was seldom subject to redistribution at the level of the 
ejido, but tended to be kept by the original holder for the rest of his life, 
and then passed on within the family. Besides, the right to keep land in 
this manner was a prerogative of ejido-members only, who were a fixed 
group in terms of number. In short, the system of collective ownership as 
such did not guarantee an equal distribution of land among its various 
holders, nor that everybody in the community had equal rights to this 
land.4

Regarding mutual help and other similar types of non-monetarized 
exchanges between households, it is true that these were a feature of life 
in San Vicente —covering a variety of both material and immaterial ser
vices. Important as such reciprocal ties might have been to the individual 
household, for solving an immediate problem or an emergency, to 
describe them as village-wide mechanisms of social security and wealth 
redistribution would in this particular case be a gross exaggeration.

Apart from this there was also the rather individualistic orientation



of life in this village, as manifested in the autonomous position of the 
household as a decision-making unit, as well as the lack of clearly estab
lished normative rules and functioning institutions for inter-household 
co-operation in general. Morover, an atmosphere of suspiction and latent 
conflict prevailed among certain groups as a result of political rivalries, 
struggles over land, etc. It made interpersonal relations at the level of the 
ejido inherently unstable.

With this I do not mean to deny the fact that San Vicente was a 
village-community, or to question the implications this had for social 
proximity and feelings of common identity and mutuality in general 
among local people. The point is, rather, that San Vicente, as a social 
universe, did not resemble the kind of internally cohesive and unified 
community that the campesinista model seemed to presuppose.5

Another problematic aspect of the campesinista approach was the 
allegation that differentiation was largely a temporary and cyclical 
phenomenon caused by demographic factors, and therefore not an in
dication of structural change. Applying this line of reasoning to San 
Vicente, the first conclusion would be that one could speak of a certain 
variation over time in the economic status position of individual families 
as a result of partitioning, inheritance, etc. As an example, one could 
mention the decrease in landed wealth that had occurred among the 
upper strata of ejidatarios when their originally quite large family estates 
were split up. Another case in point would be the continuous process of 
upward shift in economic status, when previously formally landless sons 
acquired their own land through inheritance from their parents.

Still, it would be wrong to deduce from this that differentiation in 
San Vicente primarily reflected a process of cyclical mobility; where 
those who at one stage in their life-career were at the bottom of the 
landholding hierarchy, at a later stage would be at the top and viceversa. 
Take, for example, the present generation of land-rich in the ejido. 
While, in theory, members of this group might be subject to a process of 
partitioning in the future —as were their predecessors— and thus ex
perience a decline in their relative economic positions, there are several 
factors which militate against the likelihood of such a course of events. 
First of all, unlike their fathers, many in this group would only be dis
posing of one ejido-right and would therefore have a legal problem to 
confront if they chose to split up the land among several sons. It is not



unlikely that this would act as a brake on their willingness to subdivide 
their holdings in the future. Another factor, would be the much better 
scope the land-rich have for economic diversification into profitable ac
tivities such as dairy production, thereby consolidating their position as 
an economic elite. Finally, it is precisely this group which would be 
most financially able to invest in higher education or other career alter
natives for their older sons outside the village, thus reducing the need to 
split up their holdings among several heirs in the first place.

This tendency towards a perpetuation of status positions was even more 
obvious in the case of the landless, considering that only a minority of them 
stood a chance of ever inheriting their own land as ejido. For most of them, 
this was not an option simply because of the aforementioned limit on the 
number of ejido-rights, whilst the landless were steadily increasing in num
ber. And even if some of them were to receive their own land in the future 
—as an informal arrangement within the family— they would still never at
tain full ejido-member status with all that this means in terms of formal 
rights to land, creditworthiness, political participation, etc. To sum up, there 
was evidence of both a process of cyclical mobility, and a process of linear 
or ‘polarized’ mobility among families in San Vicente, where the latter, 
however, predominated. In this sense, differentiation was certainly a sign of 
structural change in this village.

The point .I want to make with these remarks is that while that part 
of the campesinista argument which referred to the continued importance 
of family-based production relations in peasant areas seemed to be basi
cally sound, the accompanying thesis that the peasantry therefore 
remained a fundamentally homogeneous and unitary group was more 
problematic. More exactly, the campesinistas tended to place an inor
dinately strong emphasis on the reciprocal and redistributive aspects of 
inter-peasant social relations, whilst virtually ignoring other more in
dividualistic and divisive aspects. Furthermore, little attention was given 
to structural constraints in the reproduction of the peasant economic base 
over time, resulting in a far too ‘circular’ view of changes in the socio
economic composition of the peasantry. Taken together, this made the 
campesinista approach underestimate the socially disruptive effects of 
differentiation on peasants as a group.6

Finally, I shall briefly outline my own conclusions regarding this 
whole subject matter. Needless to say, my remarks should be interpreted



as mere hypothesis, based as they are on only one rather unique case i.e. 
an ejido, with its own particular historical background and internal char
acteristics.

First of all, in agreement with authors like Hill (1986), I postulate 
that differentiation, in the sense of a certain economic inequality among 
households, is a condition intrinsic to the very system of peasant farming 
as such, stemming from the individualistic character of the latter i.e. the 
fact that land is held by individual households which exert autonomous 
control over this land and its produce. Hence, there will always be some 
differences in wealth between households, either because their respective 
holdings are of different quality, because they do not farm this land with 
the same skill or energy, or simply because they do not have the same 
number of working hands or mouths to feed in their households. These, 
and other similar factors make a certain degree of economic inequality 
among peasants inevitable.

This is, however, a condition aggravated by factors external to the 
peasant farming system itself. Simplifying matters slightly, one could 
point at two factors as being of particular importance in this context. 
Firstly, there is the stimulating, but also devastating effect that the sur
rounding capitalist system has on the economic enterprise of peasants. 
While aspects such as the opening of new marketing outlets, a function
ing price-and-market system in general, the existence of banks and credit 
institutions, etc., represent factors which act as opportunities or stimuli 
for economic expansion among peasants, other aspects such as their un
competitiveness with capitalist agricultural enterprises, adverse terms of 
trade, increased economic risk-taking, etc., affect peasants in the op
posite way, leading to a worsening of their economic situation. The in
terplay of these two sets of factors, gives rise to a process where some 
peasants are able to enrich themselves by reinvesting their surpluses in 
the purchase of additional land or other productive assets, while others 
face mounting economic difficulties, eventually to a point where they 
have to sell land or take additional employment. This is what has earlier 
been referred to as a process of intra-generational social differentiation 
(cf. Roseberry 1976).

Secondly, there is the problem of land availability in peasant areas, 
and the limiting effect this has on the opportunities for younger genera
tions. There are several different ways in which land may become a



closed resource among peasants e.g. lack of additional cultivation 
ground due to natural conditions, the concentration of land into the hands 
of a few large owners, a rise in the price of land making it virtually im
possible for peasants or their offspring to acquire additional land on the 
open market, etc. Whatever the case, when this happens at the same time 
as there is a continuous growth of the population, it sooner or later leads 
to a situation where there is no longer sufficient land available, locally, 
to provide the younger generation with the same landholding conditions 
as the older one. As a result a process of inter-generational social dif
ferentiation is inevitable.7

This is not to say that the general tendency is necessarily one of 
class differentiation i.e. a division of the peasantry into two or more 
separate and qualitatively distinct classes. Take, for example, the case of 
San Vicente. As we have seen, there were a number of structural con
straints emanating from the larger economic system, which actually had 
a moderating effect on this process at the local level. Factors such as the 
high cost of purchasing land on the open market and the expensiveness 
of productive investments in general limited people’s chances of class 
mobility in an upward direction i.e. changing from family to capitalist 
producers. At the same time other factors, such as lack of alternative 
employment opportunities, tended to act as barriers against a permanent 
class transformation in the opposite direction i.e. they prevented a 
fullfledged proletarianization.

At least in a short —and medium— term perspective, differentiation 
among peasants in this type of environment, does not often manifest it
self in a change of the local class structure per se. On the surface at least, 
it may remain as ‘peasant’ in aspect as ever i.e. characterized by a multi
tude of essentially autonomous and self-employed family producers. The 
effect is expressed in another way: in the imbalance in wealth and 
economic opportunities between individual households, each operating 
as independent but basically similar production units. In short, as a dif
ference in economic position among members of the same class.

What are the social implications of this for the peasantry as a group? 
Let me first point out that a certain detachment or tendency to separate
ness in inter-household relations is a feature inherent in the very mode of 
livelihood of peasants, with its relatively strong tendency towards 
autonomy on the part of the individual household (cf. Wolf 1966).



However, this feature is reinforced by the process of differentiation. 
There are two aspects I want to emphasize in this context. The first has 
reference to economic interests. Given the existence of varying degrees 
of inequality in landholdings and economic circumstances between in
dividual peasant households, discrepancies between their economic in
terests are inevitable since they will each have a somewhat different 
situation in terms of wealth and economic opportunities to defend.

The second aspect is related to the first but concerns the character of 
interpersonal relations as such. It appears that an almost inevitable con
sequence of this kind of differentiation process, is an undercurrent of dis
trust, jealousy and latent conflictiveness affecting social relations on the 
local level. This is partly the result of the inequality pattern inherent in 
the very differentiation process as such, and partly a reflection of the 
constrained socioeconomic context in which this process occurs. The 
limited availability of land, and lack of alternative employment oppor
tunities, for example, create an atmosphere of competition among 
people.8

In summary, although I am inclined to agree with the campesinistas 
in that the predominant trend in Mexico is not towards a disappearance 
of the peasantry as a distinct class, I differ with their conclusion that they 
therefore automatically remain an economically homogeneous and so
cially cohesive group. On the contrary, I argue that within the boundaries 
of the peasant economic and social system there are important processes 
of structural differentiation going on, creating differences in economic 
interests as well as competition and sometimes even outright conflict 
among its individual members. The economic and social unity of the 
peasantry as a class is adversely affected as a result.

Peasants in rural development: a final remark

As was pointed out earlier, this debate on the character of the peasantry 
as a class is not solely of an academic interest. In addition it has, at least 
indirectly, implications for rural development policy and, specifically, 
the question of the feasibility of an approach which seeks to base 
development on the participation of peasants as a group on a local level. 
I shall conclude this study with a few general observations regarding the



effectiveness of this approach, emphasizing the complication that dif
ferentiation among peasants represents in this context.

To begin with, it should be noted that the idea of building rural 
development on the direct and concerted participation of the peasants 
themselves, within some kind of localized units —be they village-com
munities, neighbourhoods, or micro-regions, etc.— is not new in 
development planning. For instance, this was the very essence of the so 
called Community Development Movement that swept over the rural 
areas of the Third World during the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s 
(cf. Holdcroft 1982). It was also a fundamental principle in most of the 
rural development strategies that dominated during the 1970s and the 
1980s, irrespective of how these were being labelled e.g. as ‘co- 
operativization’, ‘integrated rural development’, or simply ‘participa
tory’ development.9

A feature most of these models or strategies had in common, was 
that they tended to view the peasants —at least those living within the 
same community— as an essentially homogeneous group. They were 
seen as a group whose individual members, on the whole, had the same 
interests, needs and opportunities, and who therefore could be treated as 
if they almost formed a ready-made collectivity. This simplistic view of 
the target-group was, according to many analysts, an important reason 
why the Community Development Movement, for instance, was on the 
whole relatively unsuccessful (cf. Desai 1969; Holdcroft 1982). It is also 
something which has led to difficulties in more recent efforts of planned 
rural development i.e. the fact that peasants do not constitute such 
unified and cohesive groups as the original plans presupposed (Barlett 
1980; Long 1980; Robertson 1984; Uphoff 1985).10

It is within the ambit of this problem that the practical contribution 
of this study should be considered i.e. the importance of recognizing 
peasant differentiation as an obstacle for a locally based co-operative or 
participatory rural development approach. To put it simply, the argument 
is that differentiation tends to provoke certain difficulties which threaten 
the very basis of this approach. Firstly, there is the divisive effect that 
differentiation has on individual economic interests but also inter- 
household social relations in general. This makes group collaboration, 
especially in its more advanced forms, difficult to organize in practice. 
Secondly, there is the discriminatory effect that differentiation has on the



economic opportunities of individuals, with its implication? for the ex
tent to which they can make use of the assistance offered by develop
ment interventions. Benefits are bound to be unequally distributed as ai 
result.

Allow me to make clear that by stating this I do not want to imply 
that this type of development approach is impossible to realize in prac
tice. First of all, it should be emphasized that differentiation is a relative 
state of affairs, varying in importance from one community or rural dis
trict to another, depending on local circumstances. The same sort of 
economic differentiation can also have very different connotations in dif
ferent cultural settings. The aforementioned difficulties would thus not 
be of the same magnitude in all peasant societies.11

Furthermore, as shown by the case of San Vicente, it is possible to 
imagine several situations or factors, which so to speak, might outstrip 
and thus neutralize the significance of these obstructive effects of dif
ferentiation. A case in point, is that when peasants judge their personal 
gain from co-operating with one another as sufficiently large to compen
sate for possible injustices and other differences of interest they may 
have in connection with this co-operation. Another example is the role 
that strong leadership may play as a unifying element at a local level, 
enabling otherwise quite internally stratified and conflict-ridden popula
tions to join efforts in an activity for their common good. Finally, the 
dissimilarity in interests stemming from differentiation might not have 
the same consequence for all aspects of peasant life, making it easier for 
people to co-operate in some spheres of activity than in others.12

What then, are the practical consequences of all this for develop
ment planning? Without going into much detail on this question, since it 
is somewhat beyond the scope of this study, I shall limit myself to a few 
tentative suggestions:

Firstly, I want to make clear that despite the problems mentioned 
above, I still consider the ‘community approach’ to rural development a 
potentially very useful one. The main reason for this being the relative 
state of social and cultural integration that characterizes life in such lo
calized units, facilitating the identification of common needs and con
certed action among local people.

On the other hand, in order to take advantage of this positive quality 
of peasant community organisation in a planned development context, it



is necessary to eliminate, or at least reduce the negative effects of dif
ferentiation. One way of doing this is, of course, to reduce existent 
landholding inequalities and other economic status differentials within 
the community through some kind of internal reform. This, however, 
might be a measure extremely difficult to apply in reality, given the 
dominant position that the more well-to-do often have in the local politi
cal structure. An alternative procedure might be to select only relatively 
homogeneous communities for development interventions in the first 
place, thereby largely avoiding the problem in question from the out
set. 13

However, even when none of these solutions are applicable, there 
are still certain measures which could be taken to at least mitigate the 
impact of differentiation. One possibility is to choose development ac
tivities that are relatively ‘interest-neutral’ i.e. concerning spheres which 
are less likely to be affected by differences in individual economic inter
ests. Peasants would then have fewer problems in organizing their par
ticipation on a communal basis. Typical examples are activities aimed at 
improving the social infrastructure of a community. Alternatively, in 
cases where the activity in question is some kind of collective effort in 
the production sphere, it is important that the profit obtained is suffi
ciently large to maintain the motivation of all participants to persevere at 
their collective economic enterprise. Otherwise, it is probably wiser to 
organize this type of development activity on an individual basis.

What has been said so far applies, above all, to the problem of col
lective organisation. As for the problem of unequal distribution: this is 
more difficult to resolve, especially if one is pursuing a strategy directed 
at the local community in its entirety. At least, one should ensure that 
development interventions are planned in such a manner that they also 
benefit the poor landholders. In cases where many families in the local 
population do not have access to their own land, activities should be 
specifically adapted to the particular needs and conditions of these 
families.

To summarize, the argument put forward in this study is that simul
taneous with processes of differentiation occurring among peasants in 
Mexico —which in principle are no different from those associated with 
i normal capitalist development process— there are certain structural



constraints present in this case, stemming from the overall economic 
context in which these processes occur, and which tend to block or, at 
least, retard the emergence of fullfledged capitalist class relations within 
the orbit of the peasantry. The effect of the differentiation process is in
stead manifested on another level: namely as a growing inequality and 
social instability within the peasant class itself. It is also this situation 
which, I contend, makes a development approach based on the participa
tion of the peasantry as a group, problematic. I do not mean to say that 
peasant differentiation makes this approach entirely inapplicable in prac
tice. However, there is the danger that if this problem is not taken into 
consideration early in the planning stage, the resulting project design 
will be built on assumptions regarding the unity of peasants as a group, 
which have little correspondence with reality. Therefore, in the worst of 
circumstances the project will not work as planned at all, or, which is 
perhaps just as bad, it will only benefit some of the peasants —and then 
usually those who were already better off economically. In short, 
peasants are frequently not as equal and united as this approach tends to 
assume and this makes such projects rather difficult to implement in 
practice.





Notes

Chapter 1

1. By the tum of the century land concentration had become so acute that it is es
timated that 97 percent of the land belonged to 1 percent of the population, while 96 
percent of the rural population owned only 1 percent of the land (Eckstein 1966:25).

2. The proportion of total cultivable land belonging to ejidos was however a bit 
higher, 13,4 percent in 1930 (Maikiewicz 1980:14).

3. In 1970 there were about 20 000 ejidos in Mexico.

4. For instance, state-owned machinery centres for the exclusive benefit of ejidos 
were created in 1935; a National Ejido Credit Bank issuing rural credit on favourable 
conditions to the ejidatarios was established in 1936, etc.

5. Another important step taken by Cardenas was the creation, in 1938, of a National 
Peasant Confederation (CNC), integrating all ejidatarios in the country into one politi
cal framework and serving as one of the pillars of the government party Partido de la 
Revolucidn Mexicans later re-named Partido Revolucionario Institutional (PRI).

6. The term pequena propiedad in Mexico refers to those private farms which in 
terms of size are within the limits of the agrarian reform laws and thus ‘legitimate’ 
from a legal point of view. However, given that the law is quite generous in its concept 
of maximum legal property, these were in reality often quite large enterprises.

7. This, for example, is clearly demonstrated by the statistical data presented in the 
Agricultural Census of 1960, which showed that when these data were collected a bare 
0,5 percent of the country’s farming units —all private— controlled 39 percent of the 
irrigated surface, held 43 percent of the value of machinery, and contributed with 32,3 
percent of the total agricultural production value (Martinez Rfos 1972: Table 1). And 
the situation was about the same ten years later as shown by Appendini et al (1983) in 
their elaboration of the 1970 Census figures.

8. The ‘counter-reform’ taking place during the years after Cardenas, has been exten
sively discussed by students of the Mexican agrarian reform. See for example Staven- 
hagen (1968) and Gutelman (1971).

9. The coming of the 1970s at least partly signified a shift in this model when the



ejido was once again pushed to the forefront of agrarian policies. This latter phase is 
analysed in more detail in Chapter 8.

10. Unfortunately, there exists no systematic nationwide information regarding the 
distribution of land and other capital resources within ejidos. The National Agrarian 
Census, for instance, only provides data at the farm unit level for private landowners. 
The corresponding data for the latter are instead presented in an aggregated form for 
the ejido in its entirety, notwithstanding that the ejido is seldom a production unit.

11. The term ejido originally referred to communal land located at the outskirts of 
the colonial towns where it was used as free pasture and woodland by the town 
population. It was Zapata who first introduced the term in the context of agrarian 
reform, when in 1911 he demanded “...a devolution of the people’s ejidos” (Reyes 
Osorio et al 1974:434). Since then the term has come to mean both the land granted 
through agrarian reform and the population nucleus holding such land.

12. The agrarian reform laws stipulated that when land is held individually in an 
ejido, this should be formalized through the issuing of individual titles specifying 
which plots belong to whom. However, since such individual titles can only be issued 
for plots which attain the ‘legal minimum size* i.e. 10 hectares of irrigated or 20 hec
tares of unirrigated land, there are actually very few ejidos in the country where the 
ejidatarios have had their individual holdings legalized in this manner (Reyes Osorio 
etal 1974:448).

13. According to Article 81 in Nueva Ley de Reforma Agraria from. 1976, the 
ejidatario has the right to appoint either his wife or one of the children as heir to the 
ejido, or, in the case where this is not possible, anyone provided that the person 
“...depends on him economically**. In the case where no heir is appointed when the 
original ejidatario dies, the ejido should in the first instance go to the surviving spouse, 
in the second instance to the person with whom he was living ‘as married*, and in the 
third instance to one of the children (Article 82).

14. For a more detailed account of the legal framework surrounding the internal organiza
tion of the ejido, see Reyes Osorio et al (1974:460-66) and Eckstein (1966:102-12).

15. The critical examination by Goldkind included a later re-study of Chan Korn 
made by Redfield in the 1940s (Redfield 1950).

16. Here I am referring in particular to a change that has occurred in the 
anthropological study of peasants in Mesoamerica, although a similar trend has been 
noticed in studies of peasants in other areas as well. For a more comprehensive discus
sion of this paradigmatic shift in peasant studies, see Pelto and Pelto (1975); Schwartz 
(1978); Chambers and Young (1979); Silverman (1979); and Barlett (1980).



17. A number of anthropological studies could be cited as examples of this approach: 
just a few are mentioned here. There is the well-known study by Cancian (1972) of in
novative marketing behaviour among farmers in Zinancantdn, Mexico, in connection 
with the sale of maize to new receiving centers established by a governmental agency. 
Cancian found that there was a direct relationship between the socio-economic status 
of individual farmers and their propensity to adopt this innovation. This he explains in 
terms of their differential capacity to endure the risk that the new marketing system 
implied. Similarly, Barlett (1982) in a study of a Costa Rican peasant community, 
showed that the way individual households choose different crop mixes and land-use 
alternatives was very much influenced by their respective landholding situations. And 
the same tendency was noted by DeWalt (1979) in a study of modernization in a 
Mexican ejido i.e. a direct connection between differentiation in individual wealth and 
agricultural investment choices.

18. Studies which emphasize demographic differentiation usually take the Russian 
economist Chayanov (1966) as their example, while those which pay more attention to 
the phenomenon of social differentiation are usually inspired by marxist class-theory, 
with Lenin (1967) as the classical mentor. An interesting analysis which seeks to com
bine these two perspectives into an integrated approach to differentiation among 
peasants in Northern Peru, is presented by Deere and de Janvry (1981). See also 
Shanin (1972) and van Schendel (1981).

19. An excellent overview of this debate is presented by Hewitt (1984:131-78). See 
also Lucas (1985:39-61).

20. In fact, this ‘functional’ role of peasants to capital was also emphasized by the 
descampesinistas although they tended to assign more importance to the political than 
the economic side of the issue i.e. the positive effect that a large self-supporting rural 
population has on political stability in the countryside. Even if this is a factor which, 
both historically and at present, explains the rather slow disintegration of the peasantry 
in Mexico i.e. the existence of government reforms and other development efforts for 
the peasantry for primarily political reasons, these are insufficient to halt the process in 
the long-term (cf. Bartra 1974).

Chapter 2

1. The name of this ejido-village as well as the names of the individuals mentioned 
in the text, are all fictitious in order to protect my informants.

2. The Bajfo in fact comprises the entire flatland stretching from Queretaro in the 
east to the Chapala Lake in the west (BataiUon 1975:173).

3. The Chichimecas living in Guanajuato were forced to abandon the area as a result



of warfare with the Spanish colonizers; those who remained were either exterminated 
altogether, or, in rare cases, were domesticated by the new inhabitants (Jimdnez 
Moreno 1944).

4. Censo General de Poblacidn y Vivienda, 1980.

5. The historical data on San Vicente have been obtained from the following archival 
sources: Archivo de la Propiedad in Guanajuato; Oficina de Rentas in Silao; and 
Secretaria de la Reforma Agraria and Oficina de Agraria Mixta, both located in 
Guanajuato.

6. According to the Agrarian Code of 1933, Article 44, all persons having the fol
lowing qualifications were entitled to receive an individual parcel in ejidos granted by 
endowment and therefore to be taken into account in the agrarian census:

(a) He must be a Mexican, male, over sixteen years of age if single, or of any 
age if married; or female, single or widowed if she is the head of the family

(b) He must have resided in the petitioning centre of population for six months 
prior to the date of the census

(c) His habitual occupation must be the exploitation of the land through his own 
personal labor

(d) He must not own, in his own name, or hold title to land whose area is equal 
to or exceeds that of the parcel awarded him

(e) He must not possess commercial or industrial capital exceeding two 
thousand five hundred pesos (cited in Simpson 1937, Appendix D).

7. Although these ejidatarios, even today, in strictly formal terms also belong to 
Ejido San Vicente, for all practical purposes they are considered as a distinct group 
who themselves handle all affairs and contacts with the authorities in Silao and else
where. I shall therefore exclude them from the further discussion in this study since 
they are not part of the Sari Vicente village population proper.

8. Apart from the first movement of settlers who came to the present site of San 
Vicente duririg 1934 and 1935, there has not been an influx of people to the village 
since. At least this holds true if one leaves out of consideration those women who have 
married into families living in the village. In other words, the present male ejidatarios 
almost without exception are all descendents of the first group of ejidatarios. In fact, 
many of the first generation still keep land in the village. This means that, by working 
backwards from the current ejidatarios, and finding out from whom each one got his 
ejido-right, it is possible to deduce the number of ejidatarios who first took possession 
of the land.

9. Of the approximately 19 ejidatarios who arrived the year after the first group, most 
came from Hacienda San Vicente. There were, however, a few who came from other 
places but were allowed to become members of the ejido, notwithstanding that they



did not appear on the list of stipulated beneficiaries. This was because they had per
sonal relationships with those who were the leaders.

10. The Codigo Agrario of 1933 stipulated 8 hectares as the legal individual ejido 
parcel when land was without permanent irrigation, as it was in San Vicente. This is 
what each ejidatario in San Vicente is still supposed to have today, although, as shall 
be seen in a later chapter, this is far from the reality.

Chapter 3

1. Sanders (1967) defines a nucleated community as any community in which the 
population density of the residential area is markedly higher than that of the total area 
used for subsistence. Within this category a distinction is made between Compact’ and 
‘scattered* villages where the former have a population density exceeding 1000 per 
km2 and in which only a small fraction of the subsistence crop is produced within the 

residential area. For a further discussion of rural community types in Latin America, 
see Smith (1970).

2. Studies specializing in kinship among mestizo populations in Mesoamerica are 
relatively rare. For a summary discussion of some of their salient findings, see Nutini 
(1968) and the Introduction to Nutini, Carrasco and Taggert (1976). A study that 
focusses specifically on kinship relations among a mestizo group in Mexico, is Hunt 
(1969).

3. San Vicente was not an endogamous unit since men commonly brought their 
wives from other villages, and girls from San Vicente often married men from the out
side and moved to live with them. In fact, of the married women in San Vicente in 
1977, about 50 percent came from the outside. The rest, like their husbands, were bom 
in the village.

4. Although men have always been the principal agricultural labourers in this village, 
it appears that earlier it was more common for women to participate in work in the 
fields. That women are less involved in this work today seems to be related above all 
to the increased mechanization of agriculture: a result of the introduction of tractor 
drawn ploughing and also new commercial crops like sorghum which allow for 
mechanization in preparation, planting, ploughing and harvesting (cf. Wilson 
1984:22-25). Tejera (1982), however, reported that women were indeed directly in
volved in agricultural production in the ejido he studied in Valle de Santiago, another 
municipio in the Bajfo area.

5. For a discussion of the concept ‘personal kindred* and how this type of kin group 
differs from linear descent groups, see Davenport (1959); Coult (1964); and Keesing 
(1981).



6. For instance, the ejido authorities in this case did not object to the practice of in
dividual members hiring workers alien to their own household although it was, in strict 
terms, against the ejido laws. For further details on the regulations for ejido 
landholdership, see Chapter 1.

7. This is a point which has been raised in the discussion on ‘open* vs. ‘closed’ 
peasant communities (Wolf and Hansen 1972:71-99). For a similar argument, see also 
Migdal (1974:171-81).

Chapter 4

1. When land was first given to this ejido, as much as 152 hectares were classified as 
humedad because it was land which had previously received water from irrigation 
dams when this land was all part of a hacienda. However, since with the agrarian 
reform the haciendas were split up into several ejidos, it frequently happened that 
while the dams fell within the boundaries of one ejido, part of the land which used to 
receive water from these dams came to belong to another ejido. This was, for example, 
the case with San Vicente where the potential for irrigation was considerably reduced, 
since the control of the dams fell into the hands of neighbouring ejidos. At least until 
mechanical tube-wells were introduced in the late 1940s, only two areas, the south
eastern and the eastern parts of the ejido, could be subject to any irrigation at all during 
the dry season; in one case from a small dam, Coldn, located within the ejido itself, in 
another case from a dam called Presa Nueva which San Vicente had to share with a 
neighbouring ejido. For further details on this subject, see Chapter 5.

2. The last unoccupied land to be distributed was the campo comun which was 
divided up in 1951. This distribution did not benefit any particular ejidatario however. 
Instead, part of it was reserved as parcela escolar to pay for expenses incurred by the 
school, and part of it was set aside as a residential area and a football field for the 
youngsters. Only what then remained was divided into individual plots among the 
ejidatarios, but then equal shares went to everybody.

3. Wells, like other farming implements, were subject to private ownership because 
they were the result of personal investments.

4. For further details on the life-career of Ezequiel Calderdn, see Krantz (1981).

5. An obvious discrepancy seen in these figures is that the population for the year of 
1977 was virtually unchanged from that reported for 1970. To a large extent this is the 
outcome of inconsistencies between my own and the official census. For instance, the 
official census included the hamlet called La Soledad as well as people living on 
private farms in the district, whereas my own census was restricted to the village of 
San Vicente itself. But even if the total population figures for 1970 are somewhat ex



aggerated —and this is perhaps then also the case for the previous years— it is still 
possible to make a comparison of the relative growth-rates over the years on the basis 
of these figures (Censo de Poblacidn 1940-1970; my own census).

6. Strictly speaking, in a situation where both the father and his sons are members of 
the ejido simultaneously, when the father dies this ought to result in his ejido parcel 
being declared vacant and returned to the ejido for redistribution to someone outside 
the immediate family. At least this seems to be the idea behind the agrarian reform 
legislation when it postulates that an ejidatario is not allowed to keep more than one 
ejido parcel at a time. In San Vicente, however, those who control several ejido parcels 
have so far been able to get around this. In the case where the wife outlives her hus
band, she is usually the one appointed successor to his ejido. However, since a widow 
is bound to take up residence with one of her sons —and then usually the one who will 
inherit the house site— in the case where this son is already an ejidatario himself this 
means that the household, now under the son as head, will henceforward dispose of 
two ejido parcels i.e. that of the son and that of his mother. Moreover, it is common 
practice for the mother, in turn, to appoint one of her son’s infant children i.e. one of 
her grandchildren as successor (the law does not contain any restrictions in this 
respect) so as to keep the ejido ‘within the family”. Many of the largest landholders in 
1977, had in fact contributed to their superior holdings through this type of manipula
tion.

7. The fact that by law ejido-land can only be innerited by one heir, does not neces
sarily exclude the possibility of divisible inheritance in actual practice. Although such 
a division might be questioned on legal grounds, it is still possible provided that the 
ejido authorities do not object and the heir consents to let e.g. his brothers, get a share 
of the patrimonial estate. What it means in practice, is that one son inherits the ejido 
title from his parents while the land that goes with it is divided among the other sons 
although they do not formally become ejidatarios. See Chapter 7 for further details.

8. Among the total of 60 married men that were not members of the ejido in 1977,39 
were still living with their parents.

9. Excluded from this table is one ejido-parcel which was set aside as land for the 
school, parcela escolar, and was thus not assigned to any particular individual. Also 
exempt from these figures are the 5 ejidatarios who lived in ‘Soledad’ because, as al
ready explained, they did not belong to the village population proper.

Chapter 5

1. Like most Mexican peasants, people in San Vicente had a tradition of planting 
maize in combination with beans. However, relatively few beans were planted in 1977



because a plague the previous year had destroyed virtually the entire harvest, making 
the villagers hesitant to return to planting beans the following year. In fact, people in 
San Vicente claimed that the land here was not very suitable for bean cultivation. 
Another reason mentioned, why in general few beans were planted —and then usually 
separately from maize— was that the stalks of the latter grew too high to permit an ef
ficient intercropping. Planting beans meant that less maize could be planted per unit of 
land since when mixed with beans a larger distance must be kept between the plants, 
rendering maize cultivation less productive per unit of land.

2. One reason why these dams were permitted to deteriorate was that they occupied a 
relatively large area of potentially productive land which could not be used for plant
ing purposes when filled with water. With the increased pressure for land, it was no 
longer possible to convince those ejidatarios who controlled this land to let it remain 
uncultivated for the ‘common good*, even when it meant that winter cultivation would 
then no longer be possible.

3. For an excellent study of the introduction and impact of sorghum among the large- 
scale private farmers in the Bajfo, see Dfaz-Polanco and Motanddn (1977).

4. Harvest outputs varied considerably between individual farmers, depending on 
soil-quality, inputs, workpractices, etc. However, among a sample of 16 ejidatarios the 
average harvest per hectare for maize in 1977 amounted to about 1 tonne, whereas the 
corresponding figure for sorghum the same year was 2,5 tonnes/ha. Market prices 
fetched were 2,90 and 1,90 pesos/kg respectively.

5. Maize represented the basic staple in San Vicente. When the cobs, prepared in 
boiling water, were not eaten whole, maize was used for making tortillas, a sort of 
pancake baked on an open stove and eaten together with cooked or fried beans, or 
other dishes. Sorghum was never eaten but was used as raw material for processed 
animal fodder.

6. For a discussion among anthropologists of the concepts of risk and uncertainty in 
relation to studies on peasant economic decision-making, see Wharton (1971); Can-, 
cian (1980); and Ortfz (1980).

7. It should be noted that when the farmer decided to undertake this investment he of 
course did not know what the future outcome would be. Hence, there existed, at least 
in theory, a possibility that the harvest would be 3 tonnes or more per hectare, thus 
making the net profit considerably larger than this example suggests.

8. The private landowners in the region —who were the principal growers of sorg
hum— did not have the same problem. First of all, they generally planted sorghum on 
irrigated land which made the outcome much more certain. The irrigation system al
lowed for a more abundant and regular supply of water which considerably raised the



yields per unit of land. The fact that the private owners in the Bajfo controlled large 
amounts of arable land also enabled them to diversify cash crop production, thereby 
reducing the risks involved in case the sorghum crop failed.

9. One way of Measuring’ the opportunity cost of not planting sufficient amounts of 
maize would be to assign a monetary value to the crop, although it seldom enters the 
market circuit In this context, Chibnik (1978) has argued that rather than using the 
corresponding market price, it is the retail price which should be used for this opera
tion because it represents the real cost incurred by the peasant when he must buy on 
the open market For people in San Vicente; whereas the market price paid by CONA- 
SUPO was 2,90 pesos/kg in 1977, the price charged by the retail sellers in Silao was 4 
or 5 pesos in the same year.

10. The renting of ejido land was in principle prohibited by the agrarian reform legis
lation. The only occasion when this might have been permitted was when the 
ejidatario was too old (or young) to himself work the land, or when the ejidatario was 
a woman with no grown up sons to help her in agriculture. There was, however, a 
paragraph in the law text stating that land may be rented out when it concerns 
“...crops or a cultivation which the ejidatario is unable to perform adequately although 
he dedicates all his time and resources to it* (Nueva Ley de Reforma Agraria, 1976, 
Articulo 76:IV).

Chapter 6

1. As Table 6:1 illustrates, there was a tendency for the largest landholders to be 
among those who also had large families but the correlation was not sufficiently strong 
to talk about this as an overall levelling mechanism. In fact, as we shall see in the fol
lowing chapter, family size could even be seen as a sign of wealth in the sense that it 
was, above all, the land-rich ejidatarios who could afford to keep several married sons 
residing with them, thus making precisely their households, among the largest ones in 
the village.

2. No systematic data were collected on these issues. The presentation is therefore 
based on my own personal impressions, based on one year of living in one household 
and numerous visits to other households throughout the village.

3. This is by no means a feature unique to San Vicente. In fact, as Wolf and Hansen 
have argued, a typical feature of ‘open’ peasant communities is, precisely, that people 
do not gain authority by investing in local communal institutions, but by building up 
personal contacts and careers outside the community (Wolf and Hansen 1972:73-74).

4. It should be emphasized that whereas kinship affiliation was certainly a factor 
which counted in the formation of this group, it was, however, not the only and for that



matter the most important factor. For instance, not all ejidatarios who reckoned direct 
kinship as Flores were automatically political adherents of this group, and there were 
also ejidatarios who though only indirectly related to this family, nevertheless were 
considered as Flores politically. In reality, this was thus a group more akin to what has 
elsewhere been referred to as a ‘faction* (Nicholas 1965) or ‘quasi-group’ (Mayer 
1966) i.e. an interest group where the integrants tended to be associated with a par
ticular family or kinship group, but where they were primarily held together by politi
cal and economic interests.

5. Most ejidos in Mexico belong to the Confederation National Campesina (CNC) 
which is a nation-wide peasant union affiliated to the PRI party. At the municipal 
level, the CNC corresponds to what is known as Comiti Regional Campesino 
(‘Regional Peasant Committee’) comprising all ejidatarios in the area as members 
through their respective ejidos. The regional committee constitutes the most important 
arena for peasant political activity outside the local village. It serves both as a political 
platform for the representation of all ejidatarios in the region, and as a linkage to other 
political institutions at the state and national level e.g. La Liga de Comunidades 
Agrarias, the PRI party.

6. Another version of this conflict was that it stemmed from a fight between Jesus 
Flores and Benito Bravo over a woman. The story goes, that when Jesus was a 
youngster and still lived with his parents on Hacienda San Vicente, he fell in love with 
the daughter of Macedonio Caldeirin who lived on the nearby Hacienda San Fransisco. 
This giri, however, eventually got married to Benito, whose parents at that time were 
workers on Hacienda San Fransisco —and were in fact distant relatives of the 
Calderones already, since a brother of Don Macedonio was married to a sister of 
Benito’s father. Later on when both the Flores and the Bravo families came to live as 
neighbours and fellow ejidatarios on the newly created Ejido San Vicente, the old love 
between Jesus and the giri flared up again, though she was now the wife of Benito. 
Rumours held that the relationship even produced an illegitimate child. The relation 
between Jesus and Benito has been tense ever since to say the least. According to this 
version, this was really what lay behind the conflict between the Flores and Bravo 
families —even in 1977.

7. It is interesting to note that individuals from both the Flores and the Bravo kinship 
networks participated in this movement. For instance, one of the participants was the 
son of Epigmenio Flores while another was the son of Julio Bravo, a brother of Benito 
Bravo. In fact, Miguel himself was a ‘Flores* in strict kinship terms since his mother 
was a sister of Josd Flores.

8. Although there were only 8 ejidatarios who signed the application for a redistribu
tion of land in 1965, it is said that considerably more were behind them, but without 
daring to openly challange the Flores. Besides, there was the general dissatisfaction



with the previous presidency of Jesus Flores, leading many otherwise ‘neutral* 
ejidatarios to cast their votes for Benito this time.

9. This type of political patronage, known as caciquismo, is a widespread 
phenomenon in rural Mexico. See e.g. Friedrich 1968; Grindle 1977; Bartra 1975b.

Chapter 7

1. According to Nutini (1967), given the widespread practice of patrilocal residence 
in most Mesoamerican rural communities, it is normal that the percentage of people in 
extended-family households fluctuates between 20 and 30 percent at any given point 
in time. This should be compared with San Vicente where the corresponding figure 
was 47 percent in 1977.

2. These two basic types of extended-family household arrangements were also iden
tified by Nutini (1968) in his study of San Bernardino Contla in Haxcala. However, in 
San Bernardino it was less common that sons, when they lived aparte, continued 
working on the land together with their fathers; presumably because there were more 
economic opportunities outside family fanning in that area.

3. Another reason was, of course, that these sons —like other non-members of the 
ejido— had no right to participate in general assemblies, neither to vote or be elected 
to official positions. They therefore lacked even the formal means to involve themsel
ves in village politics. ‘

4. It is significant that among these 14 officially landless sons, three in fact worked 
land in partnership with their fathers; although they lived in separate households. None 
of them normally ever took on work for wages but maintained themselves exclusively 
from this fanning. Moreover, among the remaining 10 heads who had wage-paying 
employment as their principal means of support, the majority had employment all year 
around. In fact, several of them had held this employment since the time when they 
lived with their parents and was this the principal reason why they eventually decided 
to live on their own. They, so to speak, had their maintenance secured beforehand.

5. The reason why I do not include women in my estimation of the migrants, is that a 
woman seldom left for these reasons if unaccompanied by a man i.e. her father or hus
band. The only exception was when a young woman married a man from outside the 
village, which, as already mentioned, was quite commoa This, however, could not be 
considered labour migration proper.

6. For a discussion of the importance of social networks in the building of urban 
careers among migrants to Mexico City, see Kemper (1977).



7. As already pointed out in a previous chapter, the agrarian reform laws do not 
specify any restrictions as to who in the ejidatario’s family may be appointed succes
sor, provided that it is a person economically dependent on the latter (See Note 13 in 
Chapter 1).

8. It should be pointed out that when I say that fathers were reluctant to divide their 
holdings among several sons, this is based on what living fathers said during inter
views i.e. on statements given by fathers concerning their view on dividing up the 
holding as long as they themselves were alive. However, it should be noted that up 
until 1977 there had not been a single case in San Vicente where a father had passed 
away leaving his sons without access to land. In those instances where the ejido parcel 
had been passed on intact directly to the son, it had either been because there was only 
one son in the first place, because the other sons already had their maintenance 
secured through their own ejido parcels, or simply because they no longer lived in the 
village. It is, thus, quite possible that if really pressed, these fathers would be forced to 
change their attitude and split up the holding anyhow i.e. when there were several 
adult soils in the family and no other means of support available for them.

9. When I revisited San Vicente in 1985 however, there had been a couple of cases 
where the titled ejidatario had taken back land previously cultivated by his brothers, 
leaving the latter without any means of support In both of these cases this had 
provoked a major crisis between the brothers, who were now hardly on speaking terms 
with each other.

Chapter 8

1. It should be emphasized that these figures refer to value of total production. If, 
however, we look at production of a basic food crop like maize, the proportion con
tributed by small-scale private farmers and ejidos was much higher e.g. 52 percent in 
1960 (IV Censos Agricola, Ganadero y Ejidal, 1960).

2. According to the Population Census, there were more than 3 million men —or 54 
percent of the economically active rural population— who were without their own 
land in 1960 (private or ejido). By 1970, this proportion had increased to 57 percent. 
Furthermore, whereas during the 1930s and 1940s there were more people living in 
rural than in urban areas, during the 1950s, and especially the 1960s, the situation was 
reversed, reflecting a rapid inflow of people to urban areas. In fact, the state of 
Mexico, which is dominated by Mexico City, increased its population (15 year olds 
and over) by 4,3 percent per year between 1960 and 1970, while employment rates 
only increased by 2,8 percent during the same period (de Pablo et al 1975:129-30). On 
the other hand, there was also an absolute increase in the rural population which ex
panded from 11 million in 1930, to 20 million in 1970 i.e. almost doubling in forty



years (Censo de Poblacidn 1930-1970). For a more comprehensive analysis of rural 
development problems in Mexico during the 1950s and the 1960s, see Stavenhagen 
(1968); Martinez Rios (1972); Hewitt de Alcantara (1980).

3. From 1965 and onwards, growth rates in agricultural production declined, with a 
negative balance of - 0,2 percent for the period 1965 to 1970, and reaching a bare 1,5 
percent for the 1970-75 period (Montes de Oca 1977).

4. The origin and scope of the Mexican ‘agrarian crisis’ has been extensively 
debated. See for example: Rello and Montes de Oca (1974); Montes de Oca (1977); 
Markiewicz (1980); Par6 (1982);' and Appendini et al (1983).

5. See Markiewicz (1980) for a discussion of the policy towards the ejido during the 
Echeverrfa period.

6. The new law further stated that credit to ejidatarios, issued through official agen
cies, should no longer be forwarded to individuals or small groups, but to the ejido in 
its entirety with the general assembly assuming collective responsibility for such credit 
(Art. 157).

7. For a summary of the objectives in the Plan Maestro de Organizacidn y 
Capacitacidn Campesina presented by the Ministry of Agrarian Reform in 1974, see 
Aguirre Avellaneda (1976:140-43). The advantages, but also difficulties of an im
proved ‘organization’ of the ejidos, were discussed at a seminar in Oaxtepec, Morelos: 
reported in Restrepo Fernandez (1975).

8. Projected in the ‘Plan Maestro* were 11000 ejidos to have been reached by the 
new program by 1976. Of these, 7000 were in ‘...the process of organization* mean
ing that they had at least been contacted by Ministry of Agrarian Reform organization 
personnel. As for the goal of 4 000 ‘collectivized* ejidos by 1976, only a bare 600 
could be said to have reached this level of organization (Markiewicz 1980).

9. Although during the presidency of Ldpez-Portillo most of the attention concern
ing the peasant sector was directed at the program of SAM (Sistema Alimentaria 
Mexicana), the policy of promoting collectivized production and other forms of co
operative activities within the ejido was continued, albeit with less insistency than 
during the Echeverrfa administration (cf. Pard 1982). See also Revista del Mixico 
Agrario, Aflo IX, 1976 (numero especial). For a presentation of the rural development 
policy of Miguel de la Madrid, see Programa Nacional de Desarrollo Rural Integral, 
1985-1988.

10. This new orientation of the rural credit program was the result of a fusion of the 
former Banco Agrario, Banco Ejidal and Banco Ganadero into one banking system 
—BANRURAL— which became effective in Silao as of 1977. Moreover, this change



coincided with a shift of personnel at the local branch office and was one reason why 
Miguel and his group were so successful in their initial contacts with the officials of 
the Bank. In the latter’s eyes they appeared as the most ‘progressive’ elements in Ejido 
San Vicente.

11. The stipulation of the Bank, was that no less than 10 ejidatarios formed such a 
group and that they cultivated an area of 60 to 70 hectares as a collectivity.

12. Aside from establishing the basic principles, the Bank did not interfere in the 
details of the internal organisation of each collective group; this being left to the mem
bers. For the same reason there were no formal bylaws elaborated, and therefore there 
was much scope for variation between the groups.

13. Since repayment of outstanding debts for collective property now had to be hand
led by each ejidatario alone, there was a deterioration in the administration of instal
ments. In fact, no repayments for either the well or the tractors had been forthcoming 
during 1984 or 1985, something which caused the Bank to consider re-possession of 
the implements.

14. Although with this system there was less of a need to keep record of the exact 
number of working days perfoimed by each member —since they themselves had to 
arrange for their replacement when absent from work— such a record was neverthe
less kept in order to avoid quarrels at the time when the earnings were divided.

15. The official explanation for why, unlike Group 1, Group 2 was never granted a 
well for irrigation, was that by the time the former had shown that it could function as 
a collective production unit, the Bank had run out of funds for the construction of 
more wells in the area. See also the discussion on Group 3.

16. Crop patterns remained the same in collective fanning in Group 2 as in other 
rainfed agriculture in the ejido i.e. maize and sorghum planted in the proportions of 40 
to 60 percent of the land. Similarly, production rates per unit of land did not differ 
much from those reported when production was still performed by each ejidatario 
alone e.g. an average of 3 tonnes/ha of sorghum and 900 kg/ha of maize during 1984, 
which, according to the members themselves, was a fairly good agricultural year. No 
second crop was raised by this group due to lack of irrigation.

17. Three of the participants in Group 2 were simultaneously members of Group 1 
and were active in convincing the former of the advantages of ‘individual* control 
over the tractors and all that this meant for one’s opportunities to freely dispose of 
them in one’s own farming, hiring them out to others when not needed by oneself, etc.

18. Originally, there were 12 individuals registered as members of Group 3. Three of 
them, however, never participated in any collective farming. In fact, there are reasons



to believe that the inclusion of these individuals in the group was only nominal from 
the very beginning, with the sole purpose of inflating the membership so as to make 
the group qualify for the support offered by the Bank.

19. The Ramfrez family, as explained in an earlier chapter (Chapter 4), had, in total, 
36 hectares in the ejido, with part of the land being divided among the three oldest 
brothers into individual holdings. When the collective group was formed, Cirilo was 
given the bulk of the joint family holding in accordance with the wish of the widowed 
mother. This was so, notwithstanding that he was not an ejidatario, and done so he 
would be able to participate on equal terms with his brothers. A minor portion, 2 has, 
was retained by the mother ahd handed over to a younger unmarried brother, who was 
presumably less needy in terms of maintenance requirements. He, however, was com
pensated by obtaining access to the well owned by the family, and therefore did not 
need to participate in the group.

20. This is not to suggest that there were no ‘land-rich’ ejidatarios participating in 
Groups 1 and 2. In fact, as can be seen from Tables 8:1 and 8:2, there were. In most 
cases though, they only entered with a minor proportion of their land: or, as in the case 
of Pepe and Trinidad Flores in Group 2, they reduced their contribution after only a 
couple of years or withdrew from the group altogether.

21. It is interesting to note that the ‘Flores’ were a bit divided on this issue. Trinidad 
and Pepe Flores were members of Group 2, while the majority of the Flores belonged 
to Group 3. As for Ezequiel Calderdn, he did not participate in the program because he 
already had all of his land under irrigation. Indirectly, however, he supported the for
mation of collective groups in the ejido, both because it was the official policy of the 
government and because it was to his own personal advantage as a purchaser of 
agricultural produce.

22. Part of the explanation for the dramatic increase in production per unit of land in 
this group, was the more regular provision of water made possible by the access to a 
permanent source of irrigation. The greater security in farming also made it feasible to 
invest more in the purchase of technical inputs. According to the members of Group 3, 
this was yet another factor behind their production increase i.e. it was a result of them 
applying considerably more chemical fertilizers per unit of land than before.

23. In the case of David, he had to contribute with two work-days since he also had 
his son registered as a member of the group. While the father often took care of one 
work-day himself, the other was performed by an employed peon.

24. Crucial in this context was also, of course, the way the program was presented to 
the ejidatarios: it was perceived as an ‘all-or-nothing* choice. In other words, par
ticipation in collective farming was seen as an absolute pre-requisite to gaining access



to the material benefits included in the program. It is quite possible that had it not been 
for this, there would not have been any collective farming in the first place.

25. There was, however, a potential for conflict in the presence of Juan and Hector, 
the two participants who could be considered outsiders in the group. In fact, both of 
them had been among those who had earlier participated in the frustrated attempt to 
have a redistribution of land made in the ejido. So, they could be said to have been 
bearing a grudge against the ‘Flores”, some of whom were now their associates in the 
collective group. Still, even if they wanted to, they would not have dared to openly 
confront them given their minority position in the group.

26. In none of the groups was there any system of formal election of members to 
leadership positions e.g. president, cashier. Instead, those who held such positions 
mostly did so by virtue of having been among those who initiated the group.

27. As already mentioned, the creation of a collective group had to be approved by 
the ejido in its entirety, where the latter was formally responsible for all official credit 
obtained by the group (Art. 157 in Ley Federal de Reforma Agraria). This, however, 
had no significance in practice, since the rest of the ejidatarios refused to accept any 
responsibility in this respect, nor were they, in fact, expected to do so by the Bank. In 
reality these groups were thus quite independent of the rest of the ejido, controlling 
their own assets and production organization.

Chapter 9

1. Some of the best known studies of the ejido, are Simpson (1937); Whetten (1948); 
Eckstein (1966); and Fernandez y Fernandez (1973). An overview of the ejido as a 
rural institution, is presented in Chevalier (1970). See also the chapter on ‘The Ejido’ 
in Reyes Osorio et al (1974).

2. It should be pointed out that there have been a number of studies made of peasant 
communities which happened to be ejidos but where this latter fact was not the prin
cipal theme of the study. In other words, these studies are more concerned with ques
tions pertaining to the economy and social life of peasants in general, than with the 
specific problems of the ejido (cf. Lewis 1951; DeWalt 1979; Tejera Gaona 1982).

3. For further details and references, see Chapter 1, pages 13-14.

4. See also Martinez (1980) for a similar criticism.

5. The position of the campesinistas on this point is very similar to the ‘moral 
economy* approach as exemplified by authors like Wolf (1969), Migdal (1974), and



Scott (1976). For a ‘political economy* critique of this approach, similar to the one 
presented here, see Popkin (1979).

6. It was thus not suiprising that Arturo Warm an, as mentioned earlier in this chap
ter, tended to view the problem of the ejido collectivization program as essentially a 
question of external factors, while the situation within the ejido itself, as an ex
planatory variable, was not even considered. This, in fact, was in perfect consonance 
with the campesinista line of reasoning which did not posit peasant differentiation as 
an analytical problem in the first place.

7. This is not to say that all peasant families are affected alike by this process, since 
it also depends on how much land one starts with in the beginning, the number of off
spring among whom land has to be divided, the possibility of acquiring additional land 
from other relatives, etc. In fact, it is often such circumstantial factors which explain 
why discrepancies in landed wealth persist from generation to generation, and remain 
a feature among the younger generation.

8. The idea that a limited opportunity structure may foster competition and thus be 
conducive to a state of invidiousness and conflictiveness among peasants is, of course, 
not new in anthropology. See, for example, Lewis (1951); Banfield (1958); Foster 
(1960); and Lopreato (1962). Obviously, this is a situation which might be aggravated 
when such limited opportunities are also distributed in an unequal manner.

9. It should be noted that the recent trend towards development projects aimed at the 
protection and sustainable use of natural resources in rural areas, does not in any fun
damental way represent a change in this respect. Thus, when it comes to the im
plementation of activities in the field, the approach remains essentially the same i.e. 
building on rural communities as the basic units of development (FAO 1986).

10. Such an homogeneous view of the rural community among development plan
ners was, in turn, (at least in Latin America), underpinned by what Norman Schwartz 
has labelled the “community-culture approach* in anthropology, and which served as a 
scientific rationale for this view (Schwartz 1978).

11. That even communities within the same cultural area might be quite different in 
terms of internal wealth distribution and social cohesion, and that such differences 
have direct bearing upon the co-operativeness of these communities, is a point that 
Whyte (1975) raises in his study of Andean communities in Peru.

12. Another factor relevant in this context, is the existence or non-existence of what 
B.F. Galjart calls *a local opponent’*, that is, some kind of external threat or force 
which could serve as a point of reference for people to unite around (Galjart 1976).



13. A variant of this approach is to concentrate the development support on those 
peasant units which share basically the same socioeconomic conditions and so have 
the same interests and potential to benefit from this support. This, for instance, was the 
solution advocated by a group of researchers affiliated with CEPAL in their proposal 
on how to achieve a balanced development within the peasant sector in Mexico 
(CEPAL 1982).
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This study of a Mexican 

ejido puts emphasis on 

internal differentiation in 

wealth and socio-political 

status among its members 

over the years, and how it 

affected the ejido as a grass

roots organisation. 

Underlying this theme there 

are certain more general 

arguments advanced 

regarding the phenomenon of 

peasant differentiation and its 

implications for peasant- 

based strategies of rural 

development. Ultimately, 

there are both theoretical and 

practical dimensions to the 

study which have relevance 

beyond the ejido as such.


