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Between State and Market: The
Campesinos’ Quest for Autonomy

Jonathan Fox and Gustave Gordille

Should the state or the market dominate resource allocation? This
dichotomy has long framed debates about Mexico’s development.

What role can democratic social movements play? Since 1968,
diverse social actors have increased their capacity to articulate their
interests with relative autonomy, challenging the state’s traditional
control over the “rules of the game” for social, political, and economic
decision-making. This study shows how Mexican peasants have at-
tempted to democratize the rural development process, shifting their
terms of trade with both the state and the market by creating more
representative and autonomous economic initiatives.

Conventional interpretations frame Mexican social movements in
two mutually exclusive categories: “official,” or government controlled,
and “independent,” usually understood as in open opposition to the
government. Changes in the peasant movement in the 1980s render this
dichotomous approach obsolete. The state’s familiar forces of repres-
sion and cooptation continue to divide and conquer social movements,
but perhaps it is more useful to analyze Mexican social organizations
within a framework that focuses on degrees of autonomy as the crucial
variable.! Autonomy is inherently a relative concept. It is defined here
as group capacity to make decisions about means and ends internally

This essay was completed in March 1958, before the rise of neocardensimo.
Roxborough's study of Mexican auto unions pioneered a parallel approach (1984),




132 Fox and Gordille

(i.e., without external intervention).2 In this view, overt organizational
independence represents one extreme along a continuum, a political
choice made by grassroots groups which are highly autonomous vis-a-
vis the state, alfhough not necessarily autonomous in relation to
opposition political parties.

What characterizes the Mexican peasant movement in the
mid-1980s, and what prospects does it have for participating in the
development process? Many observers conclude that there are essen-
tially no positive prospects on the horizon for the Mexican peasant
movement for two reasons. National development decisions continue to
give priority to restoring private investor confidence, so there is little
political space for extending large-scale land redistribution, even
though the landless population today is greater than at the outbreak of
the Revolution in 1910. The principal opposition parties are mostly
urban based, and most independent peasant organizations are weak
and divided, although there are some regional exceptions. _

Since the early 1970s, however, waves of grassroots peasant mobil-
ization, combined with efforts by reformists within the state, have
created complex and often contradictory layers of legislation, public
institutions, grassroots organizations, mobilization capacities, and
finely honed bargaining relationships. Is this inherited cortext flexible
enough to accommodate both increasingly autonomous social forces
and an economic policy constrained by austerity and the veto power of
large private capital?

This investigation suggests that Mexicos history of reform initia-
tives from above, combined with mobilization from below, has created

some political space for consolidating a “democratic social sector” of
self-managed rural enterprises.’ Many of these enterprises process
and market crops, but others are community-based productive and
service enterprises which benefit landless and sub-subsistence peas-
ants as well as producers of surplus. Given the constraints imposed by
the crisis, we suggest that the future prospects for representative and
autonomous peasant political forces in Mexico depend largely on

*The houndaries between internal and externat are often biurred in practice. Unfor-
tunately social science has yet to develop finely tuned conceptual tools with which to
analyze the dynamics of changing degzees of social organization antonomy.

3Democratic” is another inherently relative concept, particularly since we define it in
terms of a synthesis of representative and accountable leadership with active rank and
file participation in decision-making. For further elaboration of these two “axes” of
organizational democracy, see Fox 1987. For reasons of space, this article concentrates on
the groups as the key unit of analysis. An ongoing research project focuses specifically
on the dynamics of grassroots participation that unfold within autonOINOUS ECONOINIC
organizations in ruzal Mexico.
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consolidating an autonomous base for articulating and defendin

peasant interests vis-a-vis both the state and the market.4 s

_ Thl'S analysis of the last two decades of state-peasant movement

interaction discusses regional power structures, rising peasant mobil-

;:;astaon in the early 1970s, and the changing terrain of conflict in the
s,

ECONOMIC CRISIS AND THE RURAL SOCIAL SECTOR

The political system which shapes Mexico’s development decisions
has traditionally been dominated by a bargaining process in which the
state ds.:!ivered selective material concessions to organized interest
groups in exchange for at least nominal pelitical subordination. Since
the state’s post-1982 loss of budgetary room for maneuvery, however, itis
more difficult to divide and conquer social forces with material cor;ces-
510ns.‘5 As the continuing economic crisis strains traditional corporatist
b.argalrung arrangements, the state increasingly confronts the choice of
either permitting more pluralistic participation in decision-making for
at least some mobilized groups, including new sodial actors, or in-
creasezd_ coercion of its former allies—organized labor, agrarian’reform
beneﬁqaries, and national industrialists. After years of austerity,
power is all the state has left to give—the right to democratic ané
autonomous participation —but how, and to whom?6

4While peasants’ immediate material interests de di
: arly vary depend
and capital, we suggest that the rural majority share A common rinteres ?i[:\ﬁmccress t(;tlfzgg
i et k- mking and e o v e iy o i
Paré 1977, P s analysis of the Mexican peasantry, see CEPAL 1982. See also

The current economic crisis had its roots in the failure ico’; i
boom, which combined contradictory elements of nautio[;'f.:ll11\:f‘.etmrf;)fzrilr!z7§-a.11:?:12 r(::l-sds?bt
subsidy Qf publl_c— and private-sector waste, Most of the governments partial attempts :‘e
promote industrialization and grain self-sufficiency have since been rolled back 'Ihg 1983
uha_sl:s t:,s a‘;ndely 1denhf‘ied with the “last gasp” of Mexico's traditional nationaiist-startist
ls:‘a n_lfm ral reform project, including most notably the nationalization of the private
ing system. International pressures strengthened those government policy curtent

predlsposed to organize a gradual but steady retreat from state mgulatim‘:{)f ﬁv;S
capital. The incoming de la Madrid administration’s financial crisis managers opesed o
51gmﬁcapt areas of eot_)ncr_nic activity to the private sector. The tmportant changes in fogg
and agricaltural policy include the withdrawal of most grain-oriented producti
ﬁ(:rll:wes and consumer food subsidies. Yet most forms of state interventionpin ag,ricuoi--l
fure fe:;e b‘_ef:ﬁ;ct)glﬁed rather than eliminated, maore a result of pressures for austerity
by etC;.')l:l n per se (i.e., crop support prices, input provision, Crop procure-

bThis dilemma underlies the contem i
mma porary Mexican debate over the i
1988 presidential campaign slogan, “political modernization."’"er content belind the
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Most discussion of the crisis has focused on government-business
relations, but what has the crisis meant for economic actors who do m?t
fit the conventional categories of state or market? The Mexican Consti-
tution of 1917 considers property relations to be socially defined; l-and,
water, and the subsoil are national resources. A 1983 constimtlo_nal
amendment organized property into three ostensibly equal categories:
state, private, and social.” The social sector is composed of enterprises
owned and managed by trade unions, cooperatives, an'cl peasant
organizations, but because of systematic state interventpn in ’fhe
internal affairs of official social organizations, many enterprises whtlch
appear to fall in the social sector are largely state run. This discussion
therefore uses the term “democratic social sector” to refer to those
enterprises which are relatively self-managed. .

What are the contours of the social sector in the countryside? The
Mexican Revolution led to one of the most extensive land reforms in the
nonsodalist developing world. In an uneven pattern looseljf related to
cycles of peasant protest, the state has alocated approximately 55
percent of Mexico’s scarce arable land to government-regulated e]ldf)s
and comunidades agrarias.® Ejidos are the pillars of the rural social
sector. Their current economic and political weakness constitutes their
most serious challenge since armed landlord resistance? in the 1930s.
Some ejidos have been virtually abandoned thmugh. emigration. Most
merely survive, often shaped by seasonal migrahqn: 'A' significant
minority are modeling their own rural development initiatives.

What does the crisis of Mexicos traditional mixed economy, and
the concomitant push toward privatization, mean for the prospects of
the rural social sector? How can the sodal sector become more se]’f-

managed rather than vertically state—maxmgec‘l (as most _of it is in
practice)?® This study suggests that a democratically orga_mzed fsoc:[al
sector is already finding a niche, transcending the tradlhonal‘dlchot-
omy of state versus private market-led development. The question ‘that
follows is: under what circumstances could this sector become nation-
ally important?

king state and private property constitutionally equal, this amendment was part
Eythn;a adxﬁinistratim!; largeli; u%\suycoessful cffort to woo flight capital and restore
investor confidence after nationalizing the private banking system. The ofﬁc:a'I legit-
imacy ceded to the sodal sector made the amendment politically acceptable to alienated
factions within the ruling coalition (i.e., progovernment labor leaders).

xi i 0, 1983;
¥For analyses of the Mexican agrarian reform, see, among ot_h(_ars, Esteva 1980, ;
Falcon 19;7; Gonzélez Navarro 1985; Gordillo 1979, 1980; Salamini 1978: Sanderson 1981;
Schryer 1980; Warman 19804, 19805,

°Some nominally secial-sector enterprises actively exploit peasants, as in the recent case
of cotton marketing in the north-central Laguna region {Proreso, 22 February 1988).

T e e
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If the economic crisis encoutaged sel-managed development ef-
forts by legitimating their “de-statizing” thrust in theory, it also limited
the resources for putting them into practice. Earlier efforts to develop
social-sector enterprises depended largely on positive-sum resourcey
During the oil-debt boom, previously excluded peasant-managed
enterprises began receiving government support largely because they
did not compete directly with powerful, entrenched interest groups.
Since 1982, however, government resource allocation has become much
more of a zero-sum process. The crisis therefore increased the political
space within which peasant-managed enterprises operate, while re-
ducing the pool of economic resources for which they bargain and
compete,

How can the democratic social sector realistically challenge the
dominant state- and market-led approaches to rural development? In
some ways it cannot. Popular participation alone cannot generate
agricultural development. To increase output of priority crops, whether
for domestic consumption or forei 8n exchange generation, producer

and input prices must create effective incentives for production and
investment, 0

RURAL DEVELOPMENT AND REGIONAL POWER STRUCTURES

The prospects for the interplay among the state, the market, and
the democratic social sector remain an open issue, but one can begin to
analyze them by defining rural underdevelopment in Mexico. Rural
underdevelopment is the process by which a small minority dominates
the key decisions which shape the lives of the rural majority via
concentrations of social, political, and economic power. Minwrity con-
trol over the production and allocation of the economic surplus rein-
forces the underdevelopment of the rural majority. Tt leads to lack of
accountability in allocating rural surplus. The surplus is often diverted
to real estate, commerce, consumption, or capital-intensive toxury/
export production, instead of rain-fed grain production, labor-inten-
sive job creation, or broad-based rural capital accumulation. If one
accepts this characterization of rural underdevelopment, then develop-
ment can be defined as a process of increasing the rural majority’s
influence over how the surplus it produces is generated and allocated.

Only if both state and market pull in the same direction will resource allocation
effectively encourage priority crops, using production factors in proportions which
reflect their real scarcities. Yet agricultural growth does not necessarily Jead to rural
development, a concept which inherently embodies criteria of distribution, equity, and
power.
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This definition of the rural development problem leads to a hetero;
geneous picture of the Mexican countryside. Effective freeclorp 21.
assembly and capacity to mobilize vary widely. In some areas, reglc(i)jl;ll
elites still hold unchallenged sway, refusing tg,bargmn and responding
to democratic peasant mobilization p@@y with repression (1.1.,
Chiapas, Veracruz). Peasants in other regions have man::_tged to consoli-
date countervailing power, winning significant concessions from eht&lﬂ:s
(i.e., Chihuahua, Sonora). Most of rural Mexico falls somewhetethm
between, and the resulting panorama ob]i.ges one to apProach he
prospects for rural development from a reg101.1a1 point of view. While
rural development policy is formulated .natlonall)f, actual resqu_tnzﬁ
allocation is largely shaped by implementing agencies at the egio f
level. The history of Mexicos past rural development efforts is one n(;l
program after program foundering on the rocks of entrenc‘hed regio
elites. The rural balance of power is ﬁlndamenta]'ly a regional bal-a_nce
of power; the region often constitutes the crucial arena of politico-

ic conflict. .
econl?lg:flvcare regional elites structured? The system known as caci-
guismo concentrates economic and polit'ical power in t%ua- hands of 51]1113.‘11
regional groups. Caciguisimo, or “bossism,” is not sn:np.riy an czlx_rc_: a:i
holdover from precapitalist forms of pFoduchon. %ﬂe tra lh((i)n.
regional elites are no longer influential in most nahona! pohcyh i}c;
sions, they have proven remarkably capable of chang:.ng wit]
times, Regional power structures now fuse powerful interests e:;
frenched in the state’s administrative anfl 1e;lect(:n:al apparatus wi

i minant private-sector interests.
regl(';'l;iizoi?'ce of caI::ique power is control over the terms of trade
between the region and the national state and market. .It often ﬁl}aﬁg]sl a
region’s integration into the national economy. Rural e:htes traditio ally
based their power on direct land ownership, bl:lt since the agrzfmari
reform many moved into commerce, often dominating botl} rieglf?na‘\
input and product markets. They are, moreover, ran::‘ly strictly “pri-
vate” economic actors, frequently inﬂuenang the local nn'plf_:mentatlo%-l

of national development programs including road building, credit

tion, and irrigation construction. ' _ .

aHocsaecond, mciqu%smo often shapes a region’s integration into the
national political system as well. In return for economic influence,
regional elites offer short-run political stabl'hty to natpnal state ma}r:—
agers, a political exchange based on the e!xtes capacity to 1sola'te the
population from national political alternatives, and. tl.1e. L:oqptettlon or
repression of autonomous local political or economic initiatives.

UFgy further discussions of eaciguisto, see R. Bartra et al. 1975; Cornelius 1973z, 1977;
Gordillo 1987; Roniger 1987; Salmerdn Castro 1984; and Ugalde 1973.
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Caciquismo has eroded in areas where competition has emerged —
either from grassroots movements, new economic actors, rivals within
the political apparatus, or some combination of these. Such competi-
tion 1s easier to block in remote rural areas, but caciguismo continues in
some urban communities and trade unions as well. Tradifional elites
are often replaced by new concentrations of power, modernizing rather
than eliminating caciguismo. Only the consolidation of democratic
regionwide political and economic counterweights is likely to sustain a
shift in the balance of power in favor of the rural majority.

THE HISTORY OF STATE-PEASANT MOVEMENT BARGAINING, 1934
1972

A quarter century after revolutionary warfare first broke out,
populist president Lizaro C4rdenas (1934-40) eliminated rural conflict
by incorporating the rural sector within the institutional framework,
This guaranteed relative rural social peace for more than three de- -
cades. The original revolutionary peasant armies were militarily de-
feated, but their programmatic ideas were incorporated into the new .
regime’s constitutional framework, Revolutionary peasant leadership
was integrated into the political system, and alternate sources of rural
powet, large landowners and clergy, were politically broken—though
not eliminated, 2 :

Agrarian policy in the 1920s decapitated the leadership of mass -
peasant movements through cooptation or repression, but the
Cérdenas administration sought to absorb the peasants’ “natural lead-
ership” by institutionalizing their programs as government policy.
Radical land redistribution became an incentive for mass mobilization,
through which the state broadened its social base, The €jido, until then
seen only as an instrument to contain peasant demands, took on a new;
contradictory dynamic which continues today. The ejido is simul-
taneously a state apparatus of political control and an organ of peasant
representation. Much of government-peasant movement interaction

since then can be seen as a struggle over which aspect of ejido politics
will dominate. 13

%For analyses of the Cardenas reform period, see Cordova 1974; Cornelius 1973b: and
North and Raby 1977.

BThe ejfido is a community institution whose leadership is ostensibly chosen through
democratic elections. Paternalistic government intervention in this process is instity-
tionalized, however, with the state playing a “tutelary” role toward the efidatarios. Ejido
leadership, with state support, often became new caciques. Until agrarian legislation was
modified in 1983, Josing candidates for leadership formed “oversight councils” (consejos
de vigilancia) in an effort to keep elected leadership accountable and maintain representa-
tion of minority positions.
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The Cidrdenas administration called upon the ejido to play_ an
economic, as well as a political, role, supplying food and raw materials
while broadening the internal market based on the consumer den.l.antfcl
generated by peasants with access to land. To guarantee the e]lfios
simultaneous functioning as an organ of political control, a pyramidal
mass organization was created along corporatist lines to represent fche
peasant “sector” in the ruling party. The National Peasan} EFe?lerahon
(CINC) was founded in 1938, and all agrarian reform beneficiaries were
automatically considered members. o _

Although the CNC was founded by presidential decree, its forma-
tion was not an exclusively top-down process. Several years of govern-
ment-supported land reform mobilizations prececl‘ed the establishment
of the CNC. Many of them coalesced into regional and state level
agrarian leagues. The state allied with the peasantry, arming mass
rural militias to fend off landlord attacks. While Cérdenas set the terms
of the alliance, the formation of the CNC represented the convergence
of mobilization from below and state efforts to consolidate its hege-
mony in the countryside. _ .

The growing participation of the state in thf.? co-unt'rySIde went
beyond the formation of a corporatist mass organization. The official
agrarian agencies were also vested with a broad range of powers to
“guide” the development of ejidos and, above all, to reguiate access to
land. The formation of collective ejidos in highly developed irrigated
zones was linked to the creation of government rural development
agencies, most importantly the official agricultural ban_k, In theory,
these agencies were to support ejidos in becoming self-reliant. Instead,
their bureaucratic dynamics and political prioriﬁes. led them to en}phalt;
size government control over agricultural production and marketing.
Government rural institutions evolved a division of labor; the CNC
managed the channelling of peasant demands, while the rural devel-
opment agencies handled their regulation and response.

PEASANT MOBILIZATION PUTS RURAL DEVELOPMENT BACK ON
THE AGENDA, 1972-1976 .

The cardenista state buikt up huge political capital in the' country-
side; an estimated one-third of the rural population recewe_d l_and_
during the 1930s. The combination of institution-building, Jffedlsmbu-
tive measures, political buffers, and legal controls known as “the state—~
peasant movement atliance” worked relatively smoothly for 'tl.\ree
decades. Then a crisis of the peasant economy and increased willing-

USee, for example, Aguilar and Araujo 1984; Gordillo 1979; Hewitt de Alcdntara 1976; and
Rello 1987.
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ness to engage in collective action to undermine the corporatist frame-
work launched a new cycle of more autonomous mobilizations in the
1970s and 1980s.15

The 1972-76 wave of peasant mobilization derived from a conver-
gence of economic and political factors. First, the agricultural growth
model followed since the 1940s, with its subordination to industry and
its emphasis on irrigated export production, had begun to weaken by
the mid-1960s. Producer prices and agricultural investment both fell,
weakening food production and decapitalizing the peasant economy, 16

Second, the decades of conservative land redistribution policy
began to undermine mass political legitimacy in the countryside.
President Diaz Ordaz’s agrarian policy (1964-1970) combined record
levels of distribution of nonarable land with a political discourse that
heralded the end of land reform. This undermined one of the principal
pillars of social stability among the landless: the hope of someday
having ones own plot of land, and therefore access to a steady income.
The CNC was particularly weakened as the traditional “proper chan-
nels” closed.””

Pressure on the land mounted, meanwhile, on three distinct
fronts. First, population increases on efidos meant that the children of
land reform beneficiaries lacked sufficient land for subsisternwe. Sec-
ond, wageworkers in export-oriented agribusinesses began to demand
implementation of the agrarian reform laws, whose land ownership
ceilings were widely {launted. Third, indigenous communities increas-
ingly protested their violent displacement by large ranchers, who
turned fertile cropland into extensive Ppasture, primarily to feed Mexico
City’s growing demand for beef.!8

15While waves of peasant mobilization punctuated the intervening decades, they were
limited to certain regions and did not affect the national development agenda. The most
important movements were led by the General Union of Workers and Peasants of Mexico
(UGOCM), founded in 1948; by Rubén Jaramillo, assassinated in 1962; and by the
Independent Peasant Central (CCT), founded in 1964, Bath the UGOCM and the CC split
into pro- and antigovernment wings, On this period, see Hardy 1984,

15For a variety of perspectives on the arigins of Mexico's food crisis of the 1970s and 1980s,
see, Appendini and Salles 1980; Barkin and Suirez 1985; Bolivinik and Pessah 1981;
Cartas Contreras 1988; CEPAL 1981, 1982; DeWalt 1985; Esteva 1980, 1983; Fox 1986;
Gonzélez Rodriguez 1977; Grindie 1981 ; Hall and Price 1982; Hewitt de Alcdntara 1976;
Luiselli and Mariscal 1981; Montafiez and Aburto 1979; Mujica Vélez 1980; Rama 1985;
Redclift 19815; Reig 1985; Reynolds 1978; Sanderson 1986; Spalding 1984; Wionceek 1982;
and Yates 1981. .

USome regional and local CNC leaders nevertheless continued to attempt to Tepresent
their membership to some degree, while others retained support through paternalistic
services and brokering with government agencies. See Hardy 1984.

EThe displacement of indigenous peasants by ranchers was particularly violent in
Chiapas (L. Ferndndez and Tarrio Garcia 1983) and the Huastecas (Avila and Cervantes
1986). On the livestock sector more generally, see Reig 1985, and Sanderson 1986,
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en land invasions broke out in a handful of highlanfl states in
1972‘,N:111ey were partially tolerated by the Echeverria administration
(1970-76). The repression of the 1968 studer}t mvemt ll}ad l(?d t(‘) a
new rhetoric of populist reform and political “opening” which in-
creased the Bkelihood that the government would Iljh':-lke at least some
concessions for the sake of renewing popula.r. legmn}a‘cy The land
invasions were generally seen by rank and file Parhapants as an
extension of a decades-long process of working witl-u_n the system, but
one which needed speeding up by more militant action. From 1972 to
1976, most of Mexicos thirty-two states felt the pressure of land
hunger. The state of Guerrero was the center of 1:wa$9 peasant-based
regional armed uprisings beginning in the late 1960s. Preslsur‘e fl‘OFl’l
below forced the radicalization of the official peasant organizations in
some areas, and in other regions ?Oew independent movements by-
rogovernment federations.
pass';ﬁepcer%tral axis of the movement was the demand f9r land; but
because the primary issue was implementation of agrarian law,.the
movement was shaped by the local specificity of most of the COI‘Iﬂl.CtS.
Nonland demands covered everything from municipal democ:rlatlza-
ton to fair producer and input prices, trends which would grow in the
future. Because of this decentralization, the moblhzathn was less
“national” than the simultaneous convergence of many }'eglonal move-
ments. The result was a national political presence w1th0ut a single
national expression, with a multiplicity 9f urban political currents
competing for peasant movement leadership. ‘
Pressure from below was both cause and effect of a drz_imatlc
change in agrarian policy in the early 1970s. Landlord evasion of
agrarian law was officially recognized as a serious proble.m f9r the ﬁ.rst
Hme, and nonviolent grassroots movements found. alhes' in a “.fld'e
range of government agencies. chemment_ refcr_rrmst.s tried to limit
official repression, even encouraging land invasions in some cases.
Negotiation, involving substantive concessions, became ::er}tral to the
governments attempt to keep the mass movement w1th1'n bounds
considered acceptable. Mainstream agrarian politicians gained suffi-

195ee, for example, Mays1980.

e i sure from above and below proveked tension between regional and
nm (i.'-lll%;CP;thorities. See Hardy 1984 for the most careful analy:srs of the internal
politics of the CNC during the 1970s. For further studies of Ew-pmf‘iggzn
conflicts, see, among others, Astorga Lira and H.ardy 1978; Avila and ervan etsal 19'!36.-
Bartra 1980, 1985; Canabal 1984; Castell Cancino anfl Rello 1981; Durande K . 1977f
Gomezjara 1979; Gordillo 1980, 1988; Levy 1977; Menéndez 1983; Montes de Oca ;
Ramos Carcia et al. 1984; Rubio 1987; Székely 1977; and Warman 1980a.
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cent influence within the government to aspire to the nation’s highest
offices.

The Echeverria administration internalized much of the leftist
critique of past agrarian and agricultural policy and responded with a
wide range of rural development programs. But commercial agricul-
ture had matured under the state’s protection, and by the 1970s large
producers were well organized. Intense rural social conflict increased
pressure for concessions from the government. Reformists within the
state found large agribusiness interests difficult to defy. It was far easier
to isolate and confront intermediaries and caciques. Hence the official
definition of inefficient and mequitable rural markets as a key obstacle
limiting rural progress. Since subsidies and market regulation deliv-
ered substantive benefits at less political cost than land redistribution,
market intervention and employment creation through public works
became rural development priorities, 21

Yet some regional farmworker movements succeeded in putting
land redistribution squarely on the national agenda. Fcheverria was
eventually forced to cede large tracts of illegally concentrated land to
thousands of landless peasants in the heart of some of Mexico's most
fertile irrigated districts.?2 The many ways in which the state increas-
ingly intervened in the countryside shared one common characteristic:

_ government agencies, with their own institutional interests, increas-

ingly displaced the CNC, the traditional “demand manager,” from
dedision-making in the mediation of the state-peasant relationship.

"IThe government pursued several major efforts to reform rural income distribution. The
official food trading agency, CONASUPO, began to carry vut a wide range of innovative
rural development programs, mostly associated with makers atternpted to organize
peasant communities to offset cacique power, with mixed resylts. Another government
agency, PIDER, carried out short-term employment creation projects under the banner of

grassroots movements.

20ffictal figures do not reflect the important distinction that an unusually large share of
the thirteen million hectates (has.) distributed by the Echeverria administration was of
relatively high quality. Redistribution included 42,000 has. in the Yaqui and Mayo valieys
of Sonora, more than 20,000 has. in Sinaloa, over 100,000 has. in Chihuahua and
Durango, over 20,000 has. in Zacatecas, and significant but smaller extensions in
Tlaxcala, Puebla, and Guerrero. On the Sinaloa case, see Hardy 1984. For accounts of the

dramatic Sonora experience, see Benjamin and Buell 1985; Gordillo 1988; Rello 1986w; and
Sanderson 1981.
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Aside from redistributing some rural income and property, the
Echeverria administration also carried out legal and institutional
changes which would reshape the rural panorama through th(’a’ 1?895.
The 1971 reform of the Agrarian Code presented a new “integral” vision
of the ejido as an economic, as well as a political, in.sti'tuhon, makf.ng
peasant-managed rural development an official priority for the 'fn"st
time since the Cérdenas era. Toward the end of the Echeverﬂa-adrmms—
fration, agrarian policy focused on attempting tg co]lecﬁyue thou-
sands of existing parcelled ejidos, and consolidating the ¢jido sector
politically and economically under government tutelagfa. Becaug: it
was promoted largely by fiat, the effort failed almost uruversall}lf.

In the context of this emphasis on “organization” as the' post-
redistribution” phase of the reform, the Agricultural Credit Law,
amended in 1975, encouraged small producers to form regmna-l asso-
ciations for the first time since the 1930s. The Agrarian Reform Ministry
(just promoted to cabinet status) then promoted what were called
“second- and third-level organizations.” Second level was deﬁng_d as
bringing together two or more local producer groups, such ?.S‘e]ldos,
indigenous agrarian communities, or private production societies .'fmd
cooperatives; Unions and Ejidos (UEs) were the most comnmon. Third-
level organizations brought together two or more secc_mc_i—level groups
and were known as Rural Collective Interest Associations (ARICs).
These new legal forms attempted to bring commyn‘ity—basec% produce'r
groups together around some common economic interest (i.e., credit
and input provision, processing, marketing). .

Almost three thousand ejidos were organized into 181 UEs durnflg
the Echeverria administration.?* Many of these received official regis-
tration, required for collaborative economic activity, _at the insistence of
one government agency or another. The official .agncult-ural bank-ﬂwas
particularly active, since entrepreneurial administrators could “un-
load” large loans easily if they concentrated many p'roducers toget_her
into large, usually agroindustrial projects. The size and techrqcal
sophistication of these projects facilitated bureal._lcratlc con@l, creating
many opportunities for political and economic aggrandizement by
rural development officials. Because of this top-down approach, many
UEs formed during this period soon existed only on paper. In the
longer run, however, the outcome was different. The lega} framework
created for multicommunity, peasant-managed enterprises, as well as
the “developmentalist” legitimacy conferred on these “higher” forms of

20n cjido collectivization, see César Dachary 1987; Székely 1977; and Warman 19805

UFor detailed official data, see Secretaria de Reforma Agraria, “Directorio de Uniones de
Fjidos,” 1985.
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organization, left an institutional resource which could be taken
advantage of by grassroots producers’ movements in the future.

RURAL DEVELOPMENT: FROM OIL-DEBT BOOM TO CRISIS, 1976
1986

Echeverria’s dramatic last-minute redistribution of illegally con-
centrated agribusiness holdings in the state of Sonora spurred a
powerful private-sector countermobilization, contributing to a major
political and economic crisis surrounding the presidential transition.
Like most of Echeverria’s populist measures, this major concession to a
militant regional peasant movement was too little, too late to build a
political alternative that could pursue land redistribution beyond the
presidential transition.

Incoming president Lépez Portillo (1976-82) inherited Mexico’s
most serious economic crisis since 1940, Social reform efforts were
ruled out, tarred with the brush of Echeverria’s populist efforts to
pursue economic solutions to political problems.25 The 1976 presiden-
tial transition had a decisive impact on the peasant movement. Fche-
verria’s policy of occasionally responding with substantive concessions
had greatly increased the incentive to run the risks inherent in rural
collective action. Lépez Portillo's agrarian policy began by generously
compensating expropriated landowners, while officia] rhetoric
stressed the importance of bettering rural incomes instead of redis-
tributing property. This shift meant that peasant mobilizations previ-
ously considered legitimate would no longer be tolerated, and many of
the newly formed independent groups found that their tactics met with
repression rather than negotiation. Mobilization also declined largely
because the Echeverria government made substantive concessions to
some of the most powerful movements,26

As further land redistribution became politically unviable, many
observers concluded that rural reform in general was impossible and
predicted that Lépez Portillos early proposal for the probusiness
Agricultural Development Law (LFA) meant reversing the agrarian
reform process. In 1980, however, the administration’s emphasis began

BIn part because Echeverria failed to open up the political system significantly, Lépez
Portillo was elected unopposed, and waves of capital flight weakened the government
Vis-a-vis the private sector. The ruling coalition’s right wing dominated econornic and
social policy, although reformers retained sufficient influence to pursue a partial opening
of the clectoral system. On the 1977-79 political reform, see, among others, Gémez, Tagle
1982, 1984; Middlebrook 1981, 1986; and Rodriguez Araujo 1981. On the post-1976 shift in
ideological terrain, see Gordillo and Rello 1980.

*5ee note 22, For documentation of the pust-1976 fall in mobilization, see Alcintara 1981;
Aguado Lopez et al. 1983; and Camahii 1979.
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. The oil-debt boom’s resource inflow gave the government
zgls‘l;gﬁﬁaneuverabﬂjty to shift its focus from rem?wing thefcc;?dm??;
for capital accumulation to renewing the mass legitimacy of the poli

m- - .

= S}{;:Er three vears of relative neglecF and a Parhcularly d.lsastrrcél;i
1979 crop shortfall, Lépez Portillo deqded to increase theRresou ces
channeled to agriculture. After beginnin,; ning th‘e COPLM\/L;‘:E pmg;ent
of rural dinics and subsidized food distribution outlets, the presi |
adopted the Mexican Food System (SAM) strategy for ];“cecovem:g
Mexico’s self-sufficiency in basic grain‘s.ﬂ Agricultural pc; v V\rftasand
shift its emphasis from livestock and frngated prqduchon o e:;pged "
luxury crops to rain-fed basic grains predominantly produ v

28

Peasliélrtfl-xe 3-5 million landless farmworkers, the 1980 focal shift mea_nt
at most a brief increase in employment and access to rural som:al
services through COPLAMAR clinics and food outiets. For n;lost gra:z{:
producers who already had sufficient access to lflnd to e:rvies 2
marketable surplus, more supp(;*t bc'ecfatr;lzegavaﬂable in the context o
“ ized” hasis on productivity. N
mo'}dﬁren;zjlc\if[ ;:r(l)gucﬁon stf':iegy emerged_ fron_l a na_l:ional pg].ltlcal
stalemate over property relations, rely?ngt pn;nniﬂlu{ gozn chzeoa;s}; eii(i)a;;
i input subsidies. Large private r . :
g’tlzf:s?sr,ldwitﬁ their conservative allies in t.he national E;glrlcui’tluri
agencies and state governments, were sufficiently powe;k to (;SE
significant extension of land reform, but they were too we t}t10 _re‘;erm
it. They were unable to create a “free” market for lar.ld‘m 3'O:e refo
sector and permanently remove the threat of expropnah(c)int.l.le_ -
At the same time, grassroots peasant movements an ir url :
allies inside and outside government were too weak to force a major

27For an elabaration of this analysis of the origins of the SAM, see Fox 1986, chap. 3.

5The i i bout the limits and possibilities of
2 M strategy generated a wide-ranging debate a )

a 'cusllt?lralsreforgu'lys.g See, for example, the special issue of Nuet‘)a Amglg?(hﬁg
ls’;ll). For analyses of the SAM strategy as implemented, see Austin and Es ,

Fox 1986,

#Land redistribution did increase sharply during 1980-82 but rema:mM m:i:ll_l a:; flot;:e ]ehvils
compared to 1972-76, according to official agrarian reform data. oy
officially titled after 1976 had long been contested, where the governm Simpy
formalized long-standing de facto occupations which had caused intense regi

land cmﬂicts, i.e., the Huastecas and Chiapas.

¥The i d in 1981, legitimated the wide-
: Agricuitural Development Law, eventually passe , i h
spread %ch’ce of rental ofRe?;dO land for the first time. Theiw g:'lats ?t pfelﬁ;uallev&(.tarr);?;
i -down, capital-intensive approach, but it argel
;};emggﬁ‘fca:.fspg-ékﬁ?refom' sts I::immaged to block most of its implementation in

practice (Fox 1986).
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revitalization of the agrarian reform. The potential threat of their
response to a reversal of the reform nevertheless gave them a certain
veto power which paralleled that of the right. In response to this
stalemate, the SAM decision was fundamentally a “reform from
above,” a result of creative maneuvering by “post-populist” reformist
policymakers close to the president. Studies of reported Peasant mobil-
ization during 1976-1982 find little evidence of mounting peasant
pressure preceding the SAM decision {Aguado Lépez et al. 1983; Fox
1986; Rubio 1987). Moreover, reported peasant mobilization increased
sharply only in 1981 and 1982 (Aguado Lépez et al. 1983; Rubio 1987),
suggesting that the SAM strategy encouraged rural social movements,
Because of the SAM’s top-down origins, most efforts to implement
its radical-sounding food policy reforms channeled increased re-
sources {0 basic grain production without changing the rural balance of
power. The SAM and COPLAMAR rural development efforts neverthe-
less created a small but significant opening from abaove for autonomous
peasant movements. Small because it was limited to those few policy
areas and geographic regions where reformists effectively intervened
in the implementation as well as the formulation of rural development
policy (i.e., rural food distribution). Significant because it offered
useful political and economic resources to representative and autono-
mous peasant organizations. In an important minority of Mexicos
contested regions, this opening helped consolidate regional peasant
organizations and shifted the balance of power away from rural elites. ‘
The peasant movement responded to the changing balance of
forces within the state during the 1970s and 1980s with a wide Tange
of strategies. By the late 1970s, however, two ends of this spectrum
were effectively eliminated. At one end, those areas which either had.
experienced armed peasant uprisings (e.g., Guerrero) or appeared to
authorities to have that potential (e.g., northern Puebla, central Ve-
racruz) were subjected in the mid-1970s to politico-military demobiliz-
ation strategies that emphasized coercion (Mayo 1980). At another
extreme, the 1976 change in agrarian policy meant a total reversal for
the official peasant organizations, which until then had been moving
to the left to avoid being outflanked by independent alternatives. They
dutifully shifted their attention from neolatifundismo (illegal land con-
centrations) to the new priority of “organization,” in the context of the
president’s Alliance for Production with the Private sector.

The wide range of peasant groups, surviving and representing the
concerns of their members, fit somewhere in between these extremes.
They fell into five broad categories, defined both by their membership
and activities: First, official commodity producer organizations “recov-
ered” membership which had wavered in the early 1970s. Second, local
land reform movements continued to mobilize and resist repression.
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Third, unions attempted o organize landless farmworkers. F(?urth,
reformist food policies opened up opportunities for tht? f-ormai_mn of
autonomous regional consumer organizations to participate in the
distribution of subsidized grain. Fifth, new forms of 'autonoz.nous
economic initiatives increasingly organized Producers into }"eglonal
enterprises. These different forms of expression O.f_pei?sant interests
were complemented by increasingly important mobilization of nonpea-
sant rural identities; indigenous peoples fought for autonomy and
respect, while rural citizens demanded municipal democratization and
local control over natural resources.

OFFICIAL PRODUCER ORGANIZATIONS

For many peasants the experience of the 1970s was one of partici-
pating in an official organization until a more efffe.chve route to land
distribution developed —in the form of a more.mﬂlltant, mdeper}dent
group—and then returning to an official organization when the m.de-
pendent route was no longer politically viable. Many of the radical
groups which emerged in the earty and mid-1970s eventually lost much
of their base. This occurred in a variety of wxalyls‘,:?'1 In one common
scenario, an independent movement helped moblh_ze peasants to win
land demands but was then abandoned by much of its former constitu-
ency after some participants won concessions. Indeper}dent organiza-
tions during this period rarely offered a viable altt?rnatlve for working
the land, while the official organizations, with easier accesssgo govern-
ment agencies, could facilitate access to productive inputs. .

Perhaps the mostimportant way in which the state reasse.rte?l itself
as an organizational alternative was tllr(?ugh the con:tsohd.auc:’n of
official producers associations. Lopez Portillo’s “production f.lrst ap-
proach promoted the organization of growers along product lines as g
way of integrating small producers into state-owned or regulate

- . oo d
3 io, i sed repression largely crushed an independent organization, an
a 11-;3 ;&:mgi omrgae:izaﬁo‘;prv:as wa.itin?; in the wings to fill the vacuum that folluwed:f
This appears to describe the case of the Unidn Campesina Independiente (I.’ICI) 01
northern Puebla and central Veracraz. For an account by activists, see Ramos Garcia et : .
1984. The group which grew in the wake of the UCIs setbacks was the Antorcha
Cam-pesiml a secretive, highly centralized paramilitary peasant mgadnl]z;hlon Whlc;\
iol in its campaigns against independent left competitors an Jlocal caciques.
%5:35 ;:;CE;I main td]l:x’wcgln amg?guous relations with government allies, leading to
charges that it acts as the paramilitary wing of the CNC. For unusual interviews with the
mysterious leader of Antorcha, see La Jornada, 12-14 November 1986.

HNote, ampie, the case of the Frente Popular de Zacatecas (FPZ). In the lrud—lQ?Qs,
lhjl‘ito;t.&fto);e;czdm geasants reportedly marched through the narrow streets lof the c}c;g::leg
state capital, but by the late 1970s the rural base had shrunk to se\;era .cnnst(; d ‘i 1
efidos. FPZ leaders have recognized that their rad_;cal cg)llechve production nsi 133 Sgl
were inappropriate for most of the recently titled ejidatarios (La Jornada, 2 Ap: ).
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agroindustrial systems. Many regional and national state enterprises
which processed and/or marketed industrial crops were launched by
the Echeverrfa administration and consolidated as key rural political
and economic actors during the Lopez Portillo period. Together with
the CNC, they were leading forces in promoting official commodity
producer associations which grouped growers of coffee, sugar, wheat,
tobacco, fibers (cotton, henequen, ixtle, candelilla), rubber, barbasco, and
palm oil 33

Official producer organizations were not always new, and their
demands for better credit terms, inputs, prices, and marketing ar-
rangements were often long standing, but the Lépez Portillo adminis-
tration’s emphasis on organization for production increased the poten-
tial room for negotiation. Unless the membership mobilized, however,
the producer organizations lacked significant bargaining power vis-a-
vis the state enterprises. Membership was not always voluntary, since
the state enterprises sometimes required CNC credentials before buy-
ing a grower’s crops,

The economic influence of the official producer associations cre-
ated new sources of power and vitality within the CNC, partially
offsetting the decline in its traditional role. The commodity organiza-
tions usually lacked mechanisms to keep the leadership accountable to
the base, however, leading to the emergence of “peasant entrepre-
neurs” who often pursued both organizational and individual capital
accumulation at the expense of members’ interests. As more autono-
mous producer associations began to emerge, competition between
official leadership factions for membership loyalties created more in-
centives for providing services to the base. When leadership remained
unresponsive, some chapters of official producer associations began to
consider an “exit” option as hongovernmental producer groups grew

.into viable alternatives. 34

PERSISTENT AGRARIAN RESISTANCE

Some of the independent organizations which emerged in the ecarly
and mid-1970s managed to survive the 1976 shift in official agrarian

BFor example, after 1973 the Mexican Coffee Institute INMECAFE) greatly increased its
penetiation of rural markets. - Largely through de facto provision of tied credit (in the
form of “advances”), INMECAFE increased ifs national market share from 6.4 percent in
1970-71 to 47 percent in 1981-82. The number of members of its associated production
and marketing unions increased from 53,272 in 1978 t0 94,493 m 1982. According to the
Eco-Development Center’ field surveys, INMECAFE managed to organize 67 percent of
producers interviewed by the 1977-79 period (Nolasco 1985, 189).

¥In 1984, for example, several thousand members of the official coffee producers
association broke away to join an independent federation, UNCABAECSA, because of the
CNC% unwillingness to support them in their struggle for higher prices. (UNCAFAECSA
is a part of the CIOAC—see below:) See Proceso, 37 August 1984,
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policy. During the late 1970s their struggles were largely defensive,
dedicated mostly to resisting government and cacique repression while
continuing to press long-standing land reform demands. This ten-
dency includes most of the groups which joined together in 1979 to
form the Naticnal “Plan de Ayala” Network {CNPA).

The CNPA first came together on the anniversary of Zapata's
death, their meeting provoked in part by the governments plans to
move his remains from his home to the Monument of the Revolution in
Mexico City. This affront to traditional agrarian militance provoked a
gathering of a wide range of groups, including independent regional
organizations, left-leaning official groups, and left party-linked
groups. By 1980 the range had narrowed, leaving the more militant
independent regional groups to pioneer a new form of organization,
the coordinadora, or coordinating network. In contrast to both indepen-
dent and official traditions of organizing in the centralized and hier-
archical confederation, or “central,” the CINPA was a loose national
network which permitted each group to retain its autonomy while
uniting around basic demands and confrontational mobilization for
land and against repression.

The CNFA primarily represented indigenous and other sub-sub-
sistence producers. Indigenous peoples are particularly oppressed in
Mexico—both politically and economically-—but the survival of tradi-
tional community ties greatly reinforces their unity and solidarity,
crucial resources for sustaining mobilization under harsh conditions.
By the mid-1980s, the CNPA coordinated the actions of about twenty
organizations in fifteen states.3® After allied actions with militant

slum-dweller and teachers’ groups in the early 1980s, the CNPA .

participated in its first major joint action with other left peasant groups
in 1984, coordinating the most important peasant march on the capital
in decades.? Demeocratic teachers movements and Christian Base
Communities played important roles in supporting several CNPA
affiliates. In 1985 the CNPA began small-scale economic projects for the

35For the CINPAs analysis of its history and descriptions of its member groups, see CNPA
1985. See also A. Bartra 1985; M. Mentes 1982; and Rubio 1987.

36This march became the first in a series of coalition efforts to mobilize around the
anniversary of Zapata'’s assassmation. The other organizations participating in the march
were the Mexican Union of Peasant and Workers—Red Faction (UGOCM-Roja), a splinter
from the Popular Socialist Party (PPS), and the Independent Central uf Peasants and
Agricultural Workers (CIOAC). Both had moderately significant mass bases in several
regions. For discussions of the April 10 marches of 1984, 1985, and 1986, see, for example:
"Las movilizaciones del 10 de abril de 1984,” Lecturas Campesinas (Universidad Auténoma
Chapingo), 1984; “La marcha nacional campesina del 10 de abril: simbolos y realidades,”
Buletin Agro 4 (TIIS/UNAM), 1985,
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f'u:st timg, such as direct producer-consumer food marketing projects
with 1iad.1c_al urban community organizations. ¥ n 1986, however Tong-
s;;:)nclicllnglmtelrnal tensions heightened over the role which left };arties
shou'd play, leaving the CNPA seriously divi

i e usly divided between pro- and

FARMWORKER UNIONIZATION

Mexicos high levels of structural un- an i
ag.ncu.l.ture leave farmworkers in 2 weak bargajiggiirseirtrilftio YS?:SI(I:HJ;II
mugration patterns make organizing difficult, since Wagewori(ers often
see work in the United States as more viable sources of regular
employment, undercutting their determination to organize the rural
work fo_rce at home. And while the government has nominally permit-
teq ;%gncu}tural wageworkers to unionize, in practice only a h%all?dful of
official unions have won bargaining contracts. In response to indepen-
dept C(1)1('1garuzing, the official labor and Peasant organizations E:ve
:;gee ) Seen;izll';;is; ff?cr) Iil'le right to organize farmworkers, byt neither has

The most important agricultural unionizin
by the Independent Central of Peasants andgjfgr(;ﬁltl::ﬁ mﬁi
(CIOAC). .The CIOAC was originally associated with the Mexican
Communist Party (PCM) but STEW more autonomous after the PCM
became’ more Piuralistic and united with most other left forces. The
CIOACS organizing has concentrated in the agribusiness fields of fl
;(;rlzhﬂ;zis:ipeaaﬂy in Baja California and Sinaloa—where strikes have

as many as — i i
a2 Chia)}r)as.ago,OOD—IS,OOO as well as in the semifeudal

AUTONOMOUS CONSUMER MOBILIZATION

The government began a large- istributi
1 i ge-scale rural food distributi -
gram in 1'979, Jointly administered by CONASUPOQ, the govel?l?nl‘:égt
food trading company, and COPLAMAR, a spedial presidential rural

7 i
See the proceedings of a Srassroots movement conference on self-managed marketing

which included -li i
on Included CNPA-linked groups, among oihers (Equipo Pueblo/Instituto Maya

38For the most comprehensive collection i
e T  on rural unionization, see de G
g:;—. glaésslugc Sa;n:g?;s of trl;u:?il proletarianization is Paré 1977, while A'sfnrg;al’.?rl;ul);l;; Ziﬁd
e the dynamics of rural labor markets. See also Lape, Monjardi
1987 on rural workers movements, In Chiapas, the CIOACS relativ?aly nﬁiﬁl&:ﬁg]:g:{g

;Eents ir}e g:’;lpasz- .&ige Sl\ggl;nc?ggal‘y&’;; gd;[]} and Singer 1984; and an entire issue of the
: u. rnal d—4; 13, i —of the Universidad Auténoma Chapi :
case stgdy of a CIOAC state chapter, in the state of Puebla, see C. Moré:{::;l EDdF(ocr ?Q?SI)‘-
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development agency. By the end of Lépez Portillo’s term, it had
extended to over ten thousand village stores. To ensure that CON-
ASUTPO’s bureaucratic apparatus delivered supplies to the many re-
mote outlets, the management of the stores, including oversight over
the crucial wholesale-to-retail distribution process, was turned over to
organized communities.*
Strategically located reformist policymakers provided political le-
gitimacy and massive logistical support (i.e., over three thousand
trucks) for democratic community mobilization against a counterattack
from entrenched public- and private-sector interest groups opposed to
the program. Since each warehouse was to be co-managed by a
community food council elected from surrounding villages, the move-
ment first developed at the regional level, but by 1983 the first statewide
network of food councils had come together in Oaxaca. By 1985 the
Oaxaca councils led to the formation of an incipient national network,
independent of existing peasant organizations and political parties but
alfied to autonomous producer groups.? This movement challenged
CONASUPO for better performance and greater local control over
program operations, with some success, but it eventually overextended
itself. Formerly tolerant CONASUPQ policymakers then turned to
“divide and conquer” tactics, leading to major setbacks, particularly in
Oaxaca.

The opening for consumer organizing spilled over into producer
demands as well. More consolidated community food councils led
efforts to use the program’s warehouses, trucks, and staff to buy inputs
and sell crops at the regional level, greatly increasing producer bargain-
ing power both in the marketplace and vis-a-vis government agen-
cies.®! The CONASUPO-COPLAMAR village store program had a
major impact because it permitted democratic, relatively autonomous

3Program operations were handled by CONASUPO’s distribution subsidiary,
DICONSA. As DICONSAs general manager, Ratil Salinas de Gortarl, described the
implementation strategy: “Why not say it? There arc some administrators who are not

completely committed to the peasants and the benefits of this program. . .. You push

from below, and we'll squeeze from above” {El Dz, 31 August 1985).

#0The Qaxaca meeting brought together over 300 delegates, representing 106 community
food councils and 4,162 communities in 18 states (approximately one-third of the food
coundils). Most of the delegates were democratically elected by their regional constituen-
cies. For an account of the meeting, see EI Dia, 31 August 1984 For further analysis and
case studies of the community food councils, see Fox 1986, 1988.

LCONASUP(Ys unexpected withdrawal of the councils’ access to its frucks—combined
with lack of managerial experience—led to the eventual collapse of the alternative
distribution effort. The Oaxaca councils’ early, if short-lived, success at distributing
fertilizer more cheaply and efficiently than the government reportedly made the official
fertilizer distributor more responsive to its clients, at least in the short run.
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Peasant organization at i i
time 42 & m at the regional (i.e., warehouse) level for the first

AUTONOMOUS PRODUCER ORGANIZATIONS

.Those mobilized groups capable of shiftin. i
pen;d’s emrphasis on land redjstl;ibution toa fofusfrc?rrln tliuii- ;E(f:rft‘iierr;;l
gi;) Olilﬁflrsb ::r;;d/qr consumers gained some room for maneuver du?lfng
oot tlee ' ﬁ]c;om and ensuing crisis. This shift facilitated access fo
poli usuaut;’: aCha;ge ?inceli tiovemmer o Oﬁn; resources, although this access

m o
§roup’s autonF)m‘y, or at the expensegof thzis :u?;il;ﬂnlgf.at;?gstslie{;lgi .
?u tonomy within the system” led to the consolidation of a Ile‘-g en1c~) .
o ]?_assr.oots-?asec.i, peasant-managed economic organizations g['he'e
i)hc; h;:al 1denhﬁcfah0{15 range from those which are jndepender;t fno;
the gw Ht]ajll"ln;te:t ulf; gzﬂ;ﬁlgle, to} !:tl'_lo;e which are not officially linked but

/ T politicat support to reformist official
candidates for concrete concessions i omunally
official but reject government interver’1 ?gntjioflfe: hhifal;nill.if?qma -
effor;lio represent their members’ economic interests Trimen
o+ grc; Cfﬂluti;trceiui?lngeﬁsrglAl\:nﬁer}od (]983—821) toward more resources

Uture . , mcreased tolerance for au
pﬂll':ducer lr_utlafhves in pa.rticular, created a hospitable er{viro::?lg:tc:;:
consolidating of Unions of Ejidos (U Es). A national DICONSA.
sponsored survey found that, by 1981, 237 UEs were actually functi i
Ing, representing more than 4,700 ejido and agrarian cony1mu1$'t1?n~
over 20 percent of the total (M.T. Ferndndez and Rello 1984).43 O1 on
third of the' UEs were formed through the initiative of éheir ‘;jr::
tr;t)e:ggrs, without government promotion. In terms of political affilia-
o » 30 percent de-clared tha.t they did not belong to any official peasant
ederation, md_lc_abng aqualitative shift toward greater producer auto:
omy from traditional government controls. Similarly, a minority of UE-
surveyed rel?orted relatively decentralized formal’ decision-makin ;
processes, with 36 percent making project decisions in general assem:::;

@ ) .
'According to the Agrarian Reform Ministry, 428 UEs had formed by 1984.
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blies of member communities, 35 percent by assemblies of community

delegates, 12 percent by an elected board, and 11 percent by narrower

groups of leaders. These survey results strongly suggest that by the

early 1980s the rural social sector included a minority of relatively
- autonomous, democratic economic organizations. :

The growing consolidation of peasant-managed economic organi-
zations was both cause and effect of the axial shift in peasant organiz-
ing from the “vertical” centralized federation to the more “horizontal”
network. The most important new expression of this shift was the
emergence of the National Union of Autonomous Regional Peasant
Organizations (UNORCA) in the early 1980s. Like the CNPA, the
UNCRCA united distinct groups around common demands and ac-
tions, without compromising each group’s autonomy.

The UNORCA network began to coalesce around the Coalition of

Collective Ejidos of the Yaqui and Mayo Valleys (CECVYM), which
represented the beneficiaries of Echeverria's last-minute redistribution
of valuable irrigated land in Sonora. They received the land but quickly
faced an array of government agencies allied with the former owners,
leading to several years of struggle to build their own credit, crop
insurance, and marketing capacity. By the end of the 1970s, the
CECVYM showed that it was possible to combine political democracy,
social equity, and economic efficiency on a large scale. Its ability to
grow up to 5 percent of the nation’s wheat crop collectively and more
efficiently than the previous owners was a powerful challenge to the
dominant view in the government and private sector that the agrarian
reform was responsible for Mexico's food deficit.#

The series of national peasant meetings which created the UN-
ORCA first began with CECVYMS5 land redistribution anniversary
celebrations. By the fifth National Meeting of Peasant Organizations in
QOaxaca in August 1984, fifty-two regional organizations from twenty-

three states had attended at least two such gatherings (EI Diz, 11, 18 July

1984). The agreements reached revolved around a strategy for increased
producer bargaining power by combining mobilization with negotia-
tion. Based on the CECVYM experience, the strategy concentrated on
blocking the mechanisms which extract the peasant surplus. The
three-pronged effort to change peasant producers” terms of trade with
the market sought to increase autonomous control over key aspects of
the production process: credit, technical assistance, and marketing.
The key actor in this strategy was to be the democratized Union of
Ejidos, and the fundamental question was whether the UE would save
the ejido, or vice versa. While many UEs extracted resources from

44For more on the coalition, see note 20, and CECVYM 1982.
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producers to support new bureaucratic entities, the alternative was for

mobilized unions of ejidos to use their bargaining power and econ-

. omies of scale to itali i ji
o, capitalize their member ejidos (Gordillo 1980, 1986,

The early 1986 wave of corn price protest:
giﬁ:iﬁ within a regional context. Thglgrmezt:hxridl;ﬁhzgog
- X]]al when the UNORCA-affiliated Northeastern [Chihuahua]
et All ;n;i (ACN} led two thousand peasants to block the move-
oy car m CONASUPO warehouses. The movement quickl
pread to the sonthern part of the state, as more than twenty th(c)lusang

united peasants of left, righ i
. : - Tight, and centrist s thies;
and without v1ole:nce they occupied sixty—rﬁizty Waﬁé?tgzsils S:Ft}?egﬁgtlf;

Sponse, greatly increasing producer b ini
. areamin: .
federal intervention in the peP asants’ favog;% 8 power and leading to

-—

*For overviews, see Ef Di Uro
] , 18 May and 2 N; i

warehouses are rgIatively low-risk jtractics.. Smozglélgers’g%jl.’gc?uﬁﬁws i

Promote peasant integests, it is constrained from usi y o

part of the reformist legacy of the Echeverr:

tunities for landlless children of efidatarios Thes; o hereion e nEC
(c:%)g‘ose community-based oecupations, despite being on CONASUPO :

; € community-based manager in facilitatin 3
reforms shape the terrain of Ppresent conflict,

46F0l' an account of the movement by one of it leaders, see El Dia 19 lanua]" |985 For
e its lead r S€ " b
pubhshed detalls, see [g ]OTH'ﬂda, 12, 16 January 1986 and .PIDCCSU 13 Ianueuy 1986.
'y

corn growers. The state CNC% maner;
® s _ ver to take credit f 2 I
movemt leadership to continue to hold out, success&ﬂcly; tlf'l;;ﬂ;(l}cgzsﬂmn provelied the
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The Chihuahua movement quickly spread to other states, most
notably Nayarit and Chiapas. The Nayarit movement was led by the UE
1.4zaro Cardenas,” a UNORCA-affiliated regional federation which,
like the ACN, combined direct action {more than three thousand
peasants occupied twelve warehouses) with flexible negotiation tactics,
including a willingness to accept nonprice concessions.®” Nayarit was
not awaiting elections, and producers settled for a smaller increase
combining cash and in-kind investments.

The Chiapas corn price protest, in contrast, was led by a dis-
affected former federal legislator from the CNC. His long-standing
rivalry with the governor, as well as his apparent “defection,” ag-
gravated the state authorities” well-known tendency to respond to
virtually all social movements with brute force. When the occupation
of fifty-four CONASUPO warehouses by more than thirty thousand
peasants did not gain concessions, the movement escalated its tactics,
and five thousand peasants blockaded the Pan-American Highway.
Army soldiers and state police harshly repressed the action.*® While

the federal government professes that the official support price is based
on strictly technical economic criteria, the heterogeneous range of
outcomes of the 1986 corn price protests indicates that the regional
political dynamic can be decisive. : '

Since both large and small producers share a common interest,
producer price protests clearly lend themselves to muliiclass alli-
ances.? In at least three of the 1986-87 movements (growers of barley in
Tlaxacala and Hidalgo, sorghum in the Bajio, and irrigated corn in
Chihuahua), the presence of large- and medium-sized producers, as
well as intermediaries, caused peasant movement leaders to look for
policy alternatives.’ The government had limited economic resources
with which to make concessions, and large growers could easily end
up consuming a disproportionate share if compensatory mechanisms
were not created to target benefits to small producers. Politically the

47For a history of the movement by one of its leaders, see El Dia, 22 September 1984. For
reports of the 1986 wave of mobilization, see La Jornada, 13, 21 January 1986.

48See La Jornada, 18 January 1986, Leaders and supporters of this movement, including a

journalist and activist teachers, were juiled until March 1988. They were considered
prisoners of canscience by Ammesty International. For the journalists testimony, see

Hemnandez Aguilar 1986.

‘®Nationally, an estimated 56 percent of producers are “sub-subsistence,” indicating that,
as net consumers, they may have more in common with the landless than they do with
larger producers (CEPAL 1982, 114). For many sub-subsistence peasants, however, their
main goal may well be to become self-sufficient producers.

S0For background on the Tlaxcala barley producers’ movement, see Leon and Steffen

1986.
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pea;ant leadership risked losing the direction of the protests to large

]Em ucer and speculative interests. The principal response thus far hgs
een an attempt to reinforce horizontal linkages between smallholder

groups across the political spectrum. ’

INNOVATIVE RURAL DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES

Some price protests have evolved into mov i
more contrt!l over the production process itseff?%tes (tiol\?(g)-gll:ig]l;natfti
Nahonal Union of Barbasco Producers (UNPB) presents one of the most
Important cases, with over thirty-five thousand members in sew
states. ?ar?asco, a forest plant, is collected and processed by a st etn
enterprise into a pharmaceutical input (Gereffi 1983). The UngrB be, an
_i:fit)IOteSt unrestricted imports from China, which depressed the p].'tci;cae}.l
Couzrcgl?ld:;lg f'uft.her 1mport§, the UNPB managed to take control of
Collectio Imilal processing away from the unresponsive state

erprise, beginning to bargain directly with the transnational corpo-
rate buyers..The UNPB then created the ARIC “Libertad” to manf e
tl.le processing and marketing, quickly diversifying into ]ivestoc?(
m@s, coffee, and grains, The ARIC “Libertad,” which has work ci
with the UNORCA network, shows how large-scale economic acti 'e
can create a base for relative autonomy within the ofﬁciél e Vlt{
moveTﬁ;ent (El Dia, 16 and 23 November 1985). peasar

the peasant movement’s new priorities an |
also included an effort to reorient government iiﬁﬁ;cgrit;ru;ﬁlse rIrllaVE
toward rural needs. Sonora’s CECVYM organized Mexico's first l::lrore
s_cale, .self-managed rural housing project, building 7,500 units. Fo: ?If .

first time, the government’s low-income housing ,agency V\;as | eﬁ
suaded to fund peasant-managed housing construction and/or};m
provemenF programs in several other states, most organized b UN_
ORCA affiliates. In contrast to a welfare approach, UNORCAs hgusin :
strategy was distinctive because it focused on housing as a means tg
create. jobs, to strengthen training, organizational, and mana eria(l)
capacity, and to capi.talize self-managed construction and matgrials
flrms.that could survive beyond the life of the project.
198OSmce thfe end of heavﬂy.subsidized official crop loans in the earl
5, the high cost of credit, together with government inefficiens ’
hasl; p_ushed f)rgamzed peasants either out of agriculture or towaiﬁ
building their own alternative financing strategies.5! Linked to the

Slor general discussions of i
T ; government agricultural credit poli

fgi:raﬁ I98d7.b For Important case studies of agricultural credit 352.101 g&fﬁf 0}98:11';“(}
ol and bureaucratic abuse, sce Aguilar and Araujo, 1984 and Rello 1936!) PO
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post-1983 price protests, a movement to organize peasant-managed
credit unions has gathered force.>?

ECOLOGICAL, INDIGENOUS, AND LOCAL DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS

New expressions of struggle for local autonomy in rural Mexic?
transcend traditional peasant identities to include strqggles for ecqlogl-
cal rights, municipal democratization, and the legitimacy of aufono-
mous forms of indigenous political expression.53 o

Ecological rights movements developed in two related directions:
for Jocal control of natural resources—especially water, forest.ry re-
sources, and fisheries —and against pollution, particularly from indus-
tries, often state owned. One of the most notable recent environmental
defense movements was led by the UE “Felipe Angeles,” whr?n the
Laguna region’s drinking water was discovered to be contaminated
with arsenic (La Jornada, 27 February and 8 April 1986). Few peasant
movements have won ecological demands without a]]jes,.alﬂ:lough the
long-standing protests against the oil industry’s contamination of the
state of Tabasco is a partial exception (E! Dia, 7 July 1984; Barreto and
Mota 1983). A nuclear reactor planned on the shm:es (.)f Lake Pdtzcuaro
was successfully blocked by an alliance between indigenous peasants,
the tourist industry, and urban intellectuats in 1980. More rfecently, 1Fhe
movement against the Laguna Verdsi nuclear plant has united a wide

of sodal groups in Veracruz.
ranglf/[unicipa] fl;mc?cratiz ation movements have traditionally cent_e?ed
on defending the right to free and fair elections, as well as local political

52 , over fi UEs from eighteen states, with more than 100,000 megnbers, signed
a;r;gtﬁmsnt w(;rt;y the Minis! trie%;}i)f Agriculture and Budget, and the National Alutmzic_o;
mous University of Mexico (UNAM), to develop and fund UE-managed regional credi
plans. Officially recognized credit unions could operate as banks, generating resources
for locally controlled capitalization and technical assistance. The credit union orga:;'uzulxg
process developed gradually, in an effort to maximize grassroots representation in
management.

$Gender equality is low on most political agendas in rural Mexico. Few rural women
hgeenorga:l?zed ll-)Yeyorld the cunmwl.?:lity level to form regional groups, in part bec;utx;le
state-regulated agrarian reform structures exclude most women. The women DV e
Union de Ejidos “Ldzaro Crdenas” of southern Nayarit are an important exception. er]y
few peasant organizations, regardless of ideclogy, confront women's oppre;z:qn, al
though the Coalicién de Ejidos de la Costa Grande de Gl}’errero hasaddressed t s issue.
Most peasant women who become leaders in the “public” sphere emerge from indigers
cultures which defend some degree of gender autonomy. For a discussion of state pahcyl
toward rural women, see Arizpe and Botey 1987. For a review of an unusual national
conference of peasant women convened by CNPA, see “Lalucha de la mujer campesina,
in Equipo Pueblo 1987, no. 3.

54.On the ecological crisis linked to the oil industry in the southeast, see Toledo 1983. For

logical overview of Mexico’s food problems, see Toledo et al. 1985. Qn environmen-
z::l ;?]iﬁ?—lmaldng, see also Barkin 1988; Mumme et al. 1988; and Redclift 1981a.
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autonomy (Lopez Monjardin 1986; Martinez Assad 1985; Martinez
Assad and Ziccardi 1987). The most intense and long-standing rural
municipal democratization movements have been sustained in indige-
nous communities (Bailén 1984). The case of Juchitian, Qaxaca is the
most well known (Rubin 1987). Local democratization efforts rarely
develop alternative economic strategies, but several rural mumnicipal
democratization movements in the 1980s have been integrated with
several innovative experiments in regional economic development.5
Racial and class oppression consistently converge to frustrate
indigenous goals of economic self-management. Public- and private-
sector violence against indigenous people is more frequent than
against the majority population; according to research in progress at
the Autonomous University of Chapingo, an estimated 70 percent of
recent political killings were in the majority indigenous states of
Oaxaca and Chiapas.® Two recent political developments indicate
possibilities for change, however. Alliances between relatively autono-
mous political forces within the official party in the state of Oaxaca and
“modernizing” reformists at the national levels led to a dramatic
change in direction of state government. A left-leaning, indigenous
governor came to power with the clear support of the majority. His
administration opened its doors to the state’s many powerful demo-
cratic social movements. While Emited in his capacity to control
cacique violence, the governor created a hospitable climate for self-
managed, indigenous economic development efforts (see La Jornada, 10
January 1988). A second notable shift is that a dramatic hunger strike in
front of the National Palace obliged President de la Madrid to acknowl-

®Perhaps the most important case was in Cuctzalan, Puebla, where CARTT, the
Regional Agricultural Cooperative “Tosepan Tiataniske” {*We Shall Overcome,” in
Nahuatl), represents over eight thousand indigenous families. CARTT, one of the most
successful and participatory grassroots economic development organizations in Mexica,
took advantage of divisions-within the official party to elect the first peasant representa-
tive ever to the municipal presidency in 1987 (La Jornada, 20-21 February 1987). For
background on CARTT, see Ef D7, 1 September 1984; Leon and Steffen 1986; Masferrer
Kan 19864, 1986b. Most local democratization efforts in Qaxaca were similarly ethnically
based and politically independent parties. See, for example, the case of the Coalition of
Municipalities of Cuicatlin (EI Diz, 25 August 1984). In the indigenous community of
Alcozaizca, Guerrero, a three-term Unified Socialist Party of Mexico (PSUM) municipal
administration organized innovative ecologicalfeconomic development projects (La Jor-
#iada, 5 June 1987). In the north, a PSUM administration in Ignacioc Zaragoza, Chihuahua
(1984-86) worked with the ACN (see above) and a new democratic UE which led price
pratests and organized housing and credit projects (EI Di, 19 January 1985).

%For detailed case studies, see Amnesty International 1986. For the most comprehensive
overview of indigenous politics in Mexico, see Mejia Pifieros and Sarmiento Silva 1987,
See also the journals México Indigena and Nuevn Antropelegia; Avila and Cervantes 1986;
Bonfil 1982; Fuentes and Rossel 1982; Sarmiento Silva 1981; Stavenhagen 1975; and
Wasserstrom 1983,
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edge for the first time the legitimacy of indigenous struggles against
cacique violence and dispossession (La fornada, 5 May 1987).

CONCLUSIONS

The future of the emerging democratic social sector is uncertain.
The path toward consolidating regional democratic “counterweights” is
fraught with tisk. The relative autonomy of a rural enterprise from the
state cannot be assumed to involve participatory democracy. Relatively
autonomous social institutions, enterprises, and interest groups may,
however, create more political space for democratic mobilization than
exists in traditional corporatist forms of organization. Leadership
accountability to the rank and file is never guaranteed, however; it
depends on a process of rank and file mobilization rather than leader-
ship intentions. Where movements are driven by primarily economic
demands, the state often retains the capacity to demobilize movements
through selective concessions. In particularly violent regions, peasant
movements are especially dependent on external allies—both nside
and outside the state—to limit repression.

Even though the official peasant organizations are in an ongoing
crisis of representation and can no longer handle continuing demands
for land, and even though independent organizations are often more
dynamic, most organized peasants are still members of official federa-
tions. 57 Yet the advances of the first half of the 1980s, both because and
in spite of the economiic crisis, show that possibilities for change exist,
at least for those peasants who are able to sustain regional democratic
organizations. While the ongoing economic crisis appears to exclude
any prospect of improving the living conditions for the majority of the
rural population in the foreseeable future, political struggle can affect
the distribution of the burden among regions and social groups. In this
context, three key factors are gradually changing the peasant move-
ment panorama. '

First, grassroots democratic movements have shown their capacity
to shift the role of the ejido from its identity as an organ of political
control toward its potential character as a representative politico-
economic institution. This process has revolved primarily around
democratic local and regional rural development initiatives, undermin-
ing the traditional link between economic and political control by the
state. These efforts at self-managed capitalization have created the
beginnings of a democratic social sector in the countryside. The

57The CNC declared, for example, that it would deliver 8-10 million votes for the PRI
candidate in the July presidential elections (L Jornada, 2 February 1988).
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outcomes of these efforts depend both on the flexible combination of
grassroots mobilization and negotiation, and on the strength of alli-
::;(f,nz)legirgs government agencies and private-sector elites at the
Second, the most important democratic forces within the peasant
movement are shifting their organizational strategy from the tradi-
tional effort to build a competing, centralized federation, to broaden-
ing loose regional and national networks. In contrast to the traditional
efforts by urban political parties at vertical control, both UNORCA and
most elements within the CNPA stress their respect for the political
autonomy of each member group, and each emphasizes horizontal
networ_ks between democratic forces within and across regions.

Third, the democratic forces in the peasant movement have largely
moved beyond the “official vs. independent” dichotomy, as experience
has shown that a rigid approach can sometimes marginalize indepen-
dent forces, leaving them vulnerable to repression and lmitin g pros-
pects for tactical alliances with relatively autonomous elements within
the official federations. As a result, a new “political grey area” has
emeljged, which facilitates the convergence of both nominally official
and independent groups, as in the cases of the broad producer price
and rural consumer rights movements.

This new grey area brings with it at least two possibilities. Perhaps
autonomous forces will become increasingly drawn into a government-
managed process of “concertacidn social,” winning political or economic
changes limited to a few well-endowed and/or well-organized pro-
dLIICEI'S. Alternatively, the prospects for political and economic “multi-
phef’ or “spillover” effects which would benefit the less mobilized
majority remain open, largely dependent on the political direction of
the peasant movement. Will surplus-producing smallholders push for
demands which would alse benefit land-poor or landless producers?
The peasant movement is at a turning point, and its future directior'l
depends largely on strategic choices made by grassroots movement
leatflers maneuvering within a new political grey area. If these new
regional actors mobilize to defend the interests of the rural majority
fmd to hold the political system accountable, it is possible that increas-
fngly autonomous forces within the official federations will ally with
independent movements to create a revitalized national peasant move-
ment for jobs, land, and democratization.

%8For a study which stresses the variable of inks wi i
pemmants s TG . i of government links with local elites vs.
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Comment

Kathleen Logan

In this session of the conference on Mexico’s alternative political futures
we have heard analyses of contemporary popular movements from
regional and class perspectives. We have also learned about the activ-
ities of various kinds of labor unions as they relate to political transfor-
mation in Mexico.

In keeping with this examination of popular movements, I would
like to introduce for discussion another kind of movement that will also
affect the political future of Mexico, whatever that future may be. [ am
referring here to the popular movements mounted by the urban poor to
meet their survival needs. Arising from family and community con-
cerns, these mobilizations by the poor represent a resurgence of civil
society into the public domain.

The urban poor have organized an impressive array of diverse
groups o advance their causes: squatter setflement associations,
housewives committees, independent labor unions, consumer cooper-
atives, Roman Catholic reflection groups, worker-owned businesses,
credit associations, political action committees, and self-improvement
groups. They range from large, complex movements, such as the
citywide alliance of the poor that arose to deal with the devastation of
the 1985 earthquake in Mexico City, to the small and simple, such as the
housewives committee in Mérida that successfully petitioned the state
government for land for garden plots. Never before in Mexico’s history
have the urban poor been as well or as intricately organized.






