
The potential impacts of migrant remittances
on agricultural and community development

in the Mixteca Baja region of Mexico.

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Cederstrom, Thoric Nils.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:16:57

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/186250

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/186250


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI 

films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may 

be from any type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 
illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 
and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in 

reduced form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly 
to order. 

U·M·I 
University Microfilms International 

A Bell & Howell Information Company 
300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor. M148106-1346 USA 

313:761-4700 800:521-0600 





Order Number 9328555 

The potential impacts of migrant remittances on agricultural 
and community development in the Mixteca Baja region of 
Mexico 

Cederstrom, Thorie Nils, Ph.D. 

The University of Arizona, 1993 

Copyright ®1993 by Cederstrom, Thorie Nils. All rights reserved. 

V·M·I 
300 N. Zeeb Rd. 
Ann Arbor, MI48106 





THE POTENTIAL IMPACTS OF MIGRANT REMITI ANCES ON AGRICULTURAL 
AND COMMUNI1Y DEVELOPMENT IN lliE MIXTECA BAJA REGION OF MEXICO 

by 

Thorie Nils Cederstrom 

Copyright © Thorie Nils Cederstrom 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ANlliROPOLOGY 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSI1Y OF ARIZONA 

1993 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have 

read the dissertation prepared by Thoric Nils Cederstrom 

entitled THE POTENTIAL IHPACTS OF MIGRANT REMITTANCES ON AGRICULTURAL 

AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPHENT IN THE HIXTECA BAJA REGION OF MEXICO 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
----------------~~~--------------------

Dr. Timothy J. Finan Z7t? -
7/1 

Dr. Carlos Velez-Ibanez ~.~~ 

Dr. Tad Park, vt~ l.P~~ 
Date 

(;T ./ 
v· 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 
the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the 
Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
reqUirem~ 

Dis8€~==--------
Date 

, 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been subrrJtted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be 
made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

3 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for extended 
quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the 
copyright holder. 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

So many people have helped me during this on-going project that I am sure to overlook 
some important contributors. Despite these possible oversights, I would like to thank some 
individuals who I feel were particularly supportive. 

4 

First and foremost, I would like to express my appreciation to Ralph Cake of Atlixco, 
Puebla who first introduced me to the Mixteca Baja region in the early 1980s. Thanks to his 
encouragement to investigate this understudied region and the introductions to numerous key 
individuals in villages of the region that he facilitated, I was able to integrate myself very quickly 
into several communities and efficiently gain access to desired information. 

Another key individual in this dissertation process has been Dr. Timothy Finan. As my 
dissertation advisor and professor, Tim played a pivotal role in guiding me through the labyrinth 
of theoretical and conceptual issues. His constant support and occasional kick in the butt 
provided the necessary impetus to see this project through. I also thank Dr. Carlos Velez-Ibanez, 
Director of the Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology, for his willingness to serve on my 
committee, time to listen to research conceptualization, and emotional support during the 
fieldwork process. Likewise, I extend a heartfelt thanks to Drs. Tad Park, Gary Thompson, and 
Mark Langworthy who willingly served on my committee. Each provided crucial input in the 
refining process of ideas and analysis. 

Research in the Mixteca Baja region was financially supported by grant from the Wenner
Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research and by a Dissertation Fellowship from the Inter
American Foundation. Their support is very much appreciated. Additional assistance from Kay 
Walhower and Fred and Danna Weddle of the Foundation for Research in Ancient America 
provided for my family while I was off in the field. Words cannot express my gratitude to them. 

To all my friends and compadres of the Mixteca, I thank you for your hospitality and 
willingness to share information about your lives and families. In particular, I wish to . 
acknowledge the invaluable assistance of the following persons: Salvador Martinez, Genaro 
Te6filo, Jose Matamoros, Medardo Suarez, Ruben Paz, and Felipe Morales. 

Finally, and most importantly, I want to thank those who are the closest to me-my 
family and friends. I thank my parents for originally encouraging me to study anthropology in 
Mexico so many years ago and for all their constant support since. I thank my friends who have 
crossed my path at different times for being there. Most of all, I wish to thank my wife, Myriam, 
and my daughter, Nyrel, for their tremendous patience and unwavering faith in me. I dedicate 
this dissertation tothem. "Kol she-nevakesh, lu-yehi." 



5 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

UST OF ILLUSJRA TIONS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8 
USTOFTABLES ................................................................... 11 
ABS1RACT ....................................................................... 12 

1: RURAL OUT-MIGRATION AND REMITTANCES .................................. 13 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................ 13 
MIGRATION, REMITTANCES, AND DEVELOPMENT........................... 15 

Household Utilization of Remittances. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 15 
Remittances to the Household and Investment in Agriculture ............ 15 
Household Utilization of Remittances. .. .. .. .. . . .. .. . . .. . . . . .. . . . . .. .. 17 
Factors Affecting Household Utilization of Remittances ............. . . .. 22 

Migrant Village Associations and Community Development .................. 30 
Activities of MY As and Community Development. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 31 
Typology of Possible MY A Projects. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 33 
Factors Affecting Remittance Use . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 36 
Questions to be Addressed .......................................... 40 

Motivations to Remit .................................................... 44 
A Social Contract to Remit. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 45 

Practical Concerns of Rural-Urban Migration. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 48 
Causes of Rural Out-Migration. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52 
Historical Circumstances of Mexican Agricultural Policy ..................... 53 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY ................................... 55 
Household Remittance Utilization. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 55 
Mi~ant.village A~ciations and Community Development. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 57 
Motivations to RemIt ......................... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 58 

DISSERTATIONOUTUNE .................................................... 59 

2: THE MIXTECA BAJA REGION, PETLALCINGO, AND EL ROSARIO MICAL TEPEC .... 62 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................ 62 
THE MIXTECA BAJA REGION ..................... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 63 

Geography and Climate ................................................. 63 
The Mixteca Baja ........................................................ 65 
Ethnohistory of the Mixteca Region. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 71 
Agrarian and Political History ................. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 74 
Agriculture, Commerce, and Other Employment .................... . . . . . . .. 77 
Migrant Village Associations .................. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 80 
Government Development Projects and Infrastructure Development ........... 81 
Culture, Language, and Ethnicity .......................................... 82 
Demography. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 85 
Migration ............................................................... 86 

THE MUNICIPIO OF PETLALCINGO, PUEBLA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 89 
History................................................................ 91 
Economy ............................................................... 93 
Climate ................................................................ 96 
Language and Ethnicity .................................................. 97 
Agriculture ............................................................. 98 



6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS-Continued 

Migration .............................................................. 101 
Education .............................................................. 103 

EL R()sARIO MICAL TEPEC ................................................... 106 
Introduction ........... , ................................................ 106 
Geography ................................................. . . . . . . . . . . .. 107 
Vegetation ............................................................. 115 
Demography ........................................................... 116 
Education ....................................... , ...................... 120 
Ethnidty. .............................................................. 122 
Political and Social Organization .......................................... 125 
Religion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 126 
Transportation .......................................................... 127 
Housing .... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 128 
Food .................................................................. 131 
Household Expenses .................................................... 133 
Alternative Employment ................................................. 135 

Bilingual School Teachers. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 135 
Stores ............................................................ 136 
The Palm Industry. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 138 

The Raw Material ............................................ 139 
Manufacturing Process of Palm Hats ............................ 142 
Costs of Production for the Weaver ............................. 146 
Evolution of Different Types of Hats ............................ 147 
Purchasing of Finished Hats ................................... 149 
Processing of Hats: Small-Volume Intermediaries ................ 151 
Intervention of the State in the Hat Industry: FIDEPAL ............ 155 
Role of Palm Hat Production in Household Economies .. , ......... 156 
Observations ................................................. 158 

3: AGRARIAN HISTORY AND AGRICULTURE: THE CONSEQUENCES FOR RURAL OUT-
MIGRATION ............................................ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 160 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................ 160 
AGRARIAN HISTORY ........................................................ 161 

Introduction ............................................................ 161 
EI Rosario Viejo ......................................................... 161 
La Primera Compra . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 164 
La Segunda Compra ..................................................... 167 
Years 1940 -1980 ........................................................ 172 
La Tercera Compra ...................................................... 173 

AGRICULTURE ............................................................ 176 
General Conditions of Farming ............................................ 176 
Irrigated Agriculture ..................................................... 178 
Dryland Agriculture ..................................................... 180 
Agricultural Calendar ................................................... 182 
Sharecropping Arrangements ............................................. 188 
Marketing of Agricultural Products ........................................ 189 
Trees .................................................................. 189 
Animals ................................................................ 192 
Government Assistance .................................................. 195 



7 

TABLE OF CONTENTS-Continued 

MIGRATION, REM lIT ANCES, AND THE IMPACTS ON AGRICULTURE ....... . .. 196 
Out-Migration of Household Heads ....................................... 196 
Out-Migration of Offspring. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 199 
Economic Activities of Offspring .......................................... 201 
The Impacts of Remittances on Agriculture ................................. 203 
Statistical Analysis of Household Survey Data .............................. 215 

Household Composition ............................................ 216 
Resource Endowment .............................................. 217 
Out-Migration .................................................... 219 
Agricultural Production ............................................ 219 

Overview .............................................................. 225 

4: MIGRANT VILLAGE ASSOCIATIONS, COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, AND 
MOTIVATIONS TO REMIT .................................................... 226 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................ 226 
MIGRANT VILLAGE ASSOCI A TIONS AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ....... 226 

Agrarian Histories and Resource Base of El Rosario and Tepejillo .............. 227 
Socio-political Organization, Religion, and Demography. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 228 
Ethnicity ............................................................... 230 
Farming Systems ....................................................... 230 
MV As and Community Development in El Rosario and Tepejillo ............. 231 

THE SOCIAL CONTRACT OF MIGRATION .................................... 236 
Inheritance ............................................................. 237 
EconomicInterests in the Home Community ......................... . . . . .. 239 
Eventual Return to the Home Community ................................. 241 
Discussion ............................................................. 242 
Altruistic Motives: Migrant Topophilia .................................... 243 

5: CONCLUSIONS ................................................................ 250 
INTRODUCTION ............................................................ 250 
FACTORS AFFECTING HOUSEHOLD REM lIT ANCE UTILIZATION .............. 251 
FACTORS AFFECTING COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ACTNITIES .............. 257 
IMPLICATIONS FOR AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY ................. 261 

REFERENCES ..................................................................... 267 



8 

UST OF nLUSTRATIONS 

FIGURES 

Figure 1.1: Griffin's Model of Out-migration and Remittances ........... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 20 

Figure 1.2: Hierachical Hypothesis for Investment of Remittances in Agriculture. . . . . . . .. 26 

Figure 2.1: House Construction Materials in the Municipio of Petlalcingo ................ 96 

Figure 2.2: Major Sources of Cooking Fuel in the Municipio of Petlalcingo . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 96 

Figure 2.3: Principal Occupation of Residents of Four Rural Villages in Petlalcingo . . . . . . .. 99 

Figure 2.4: Demographic Statistics for Petlalcingo by Age and Gender ................... 102 

Figure 2.5: Demographic Breakdown in Four Village According to Age and Gender ........ 103 

Figure 2.6: Primary and post-Primary Education in Four Communities of the Mixteca ..... 104 

Figure 2.7: Education Levels in Four Rural Villages ................................... 105 

Figure 2.8: Age Distribution in EI Rosario Micaltepec, 1988 ............................. 117 

Figure 2.9: Average Child Deaths per Household ..................................... 118 

Figure 2.10: Demographic Changes in EI Rosario Micaltepec, 1898 to 1988 ................. 119 

Figure 2.11: Comparison of Actual Residents to Potential Residents ...................... 120 

Figure 2.12: Mixtec language Ability of E1 Rosario Residents ........... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 122 

Figure 2.13: Relationship of Mixtec language Ability and Age .......................... 123 

Figure 2.14: Relative Weekly Expenditures for Household Necessities ................... 133 

Figure 2.15: Primary Sources of Money for Major Household Expenses .................... 134 

Figure 2.16: Sources of Raw Palm in Petlalcingo, Puebla ................................. 141 

Figure 2.17: A Cave for Palm Hat Weaving in Tepejillo, Petla1cingo, Puebla .............. 144 

Figure 2.18: A Rustic Oven for Evaporating Palm Hats .................................. 153 

Figure 2.19: Number of Active Weavers in EI Rosario Households ....................... 157 

Figure 2.20: Weekly Hat Production in E1 Rosario Micaltepec . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 157 

Figure 2.21: Relationship between Income from Hat Production and Weekly Expenditures.. 158 

Figure 3.1: Distribution of Farm Sizes in 1953 and 1988 ................................. 182 

----- ~-- - ---~ .. ~ 



9 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS-Continued 

Figure 3.2: Total Number of Different Types of Trees in El Rosario ...................... 191 

Figure 3.3: Relative Frequency of Trees by Type ....................................... 192 

Figure 3.4: Importance of Trees by Economic Productive Value .......................... 192 

Figure 3.5: Relative Frequency of Animals in El Rosario ............................... 194 

Figure 3.6: Percentage of Animals in El Rosario ....................................... 194 

Figure 3.7: large Animals According to Economic Value ................................ 195 

Figure 3.8: Changes in Migration Destinatinos of Household Heads ..................... 197 

Figure 3.9: Destination Preferences by Resident Household Heads ...................... 198 

Figure 3.10: Frequency of Seasonal Migration by Resident Household Heads .............. 198 

Figure 3.11: Economic Activity of Resident Household Heads in Migration Context ........ 199 

Figure 3.12: Principal Destinations of Offspring ....................................... 200 

Figure 3.13: Demographics of El Rosario Natives Living in Mexico City .................. 201 

Figure 3.14: Economic Activities of Offspring and Household Heads ..................... 202 

Figure 3.15: Expenditures of Household Head Earnings during Migration ................. 203 

Figure 3.16: Household Epxenditures of Remittances Received from Offspring ............ 208 

Figure 3.17: "Experience" and "Total Capital Assets" .................................. 223 

Figure 3.18: "Value of Land at Migration" and 'Total Capital Assets" ................... 224 

Figure 5.1: Expansion of Local Agricultural Economy due to Remittances .................. 252 

MAPS 

Map 2.1: General Location of the Mixteca Region in Southern Mexico ...................... 66 

Map 2.2: Approximate Location of the Alta, Baja, and Costa Regions of the Mixteca ....... 68 

Map 2.3: Approximate Northern Portion of the Mixteca Baja Region and Principal 
Communities. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 70 

Map 2.4: El Rosario and Surrounding Communities of PetIalcingo, Puebla ................. 111 



10 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS-Continued 
SLATES 

Slate 1.1: Factors Affecting Migrant Village Association Activities. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 39 

Slate 1.2: Factors Affecting Remittance Utilization .................................... 40 

Slate 1.3: Possible Choices: Community Level Utilization of Remittances ................ 42 



11 

UST OF TABLES 

Table 2.1: Return Migration to PetIalcingo According to Former Place of Residence ......... 101 

Table 3.1: Comparative Demographic Data for El Rosario and Mexico City .............. 201 

Table 3.2: Statistical Analysis of Household Composition .............................. 217 

Table 3.3: Statistical Analysis of Household Resource Endowment. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 218 

Table 3.4: Statistical Analysis of Out-migration ....................................... 219 

Table 3.5: Statistical Analysis of Production .......................................... 221 

Table 3.6: Stepwise Regression of Independent Variables ............................... 223 

Table 3.7: Regression Analysis of Total Capital Assets. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . .. 224 



12 

ABSTRACT 

Remittances form an important source of revenue for many farm households and rural 

communities. In spite of their significance, how remittances are expended is not well studied. 

Neoclassical economic theory indicates that the welfare of recipients unequivocally improves 

as the household budget line increases. Which new combination of goods, such as production 

and leisure, is selected on the budget line depends on household and community preferences. 

The literature suggests many factors influence preferences. The original resource endowment 

defines production possibilities. Regional economic conditions determine agricultural 

profitability and alternative investment opportunities. The volume and timing of remittances 

influence a farmer's willingness to accept risk. Socio-economic survey data from 54 households 

in the village of EI Rosario Micaltepec, Puebla in the Mixteca Baja region illustrate the 

conditions under which certain households may choose to invest remittances in agricultural 

production. Data on the activities of the migrant village associations of two villages are used 

to evaluate the circumstances that favor community investment of migrant-donated funds over 

their conspicuous consumption. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

RURAL OUT-MIGRATION AND REMI1TANCES 

INTRODUCTION 

Throughout rural communities in central Mexico, fanners are migrating in search of 

better life. Some head for urban, industrial centers within Mexico, while others try their 

fortunes in fields and factories of the United States. During the last twenty years, the Mixteca 

region, one of the poorest in Mexico, has experienced serious out-migration as hundreds of 

thousands peasants seek to escape poverty. Many communities, seemingly abandoned by their 

inhabitants, appear to be slowly withering away. The consequences are far-reaching: houses 

are boarded up; dryland fields lie unplanted and abandoned; school enrollment has plunged; 

and important positions within the village religious and political hierarchy often go unfilled. 

The scenario is not all together bleak, however. Many of the former farmers who have 

chosen to migrate have not forgotten their families and villages. In fact, many migrants 

economically support both their households and their communities. Remittances provide 

crucial income to many rural households. New houses have appeared, in some cases, cars. In 

some villages, irrigated plots overflow with tomatoes, jicama, watermelon, sugarcane, and 

other cash crops. As well, public works projects sponsored by migrant village associations are 

reviving many villages in the Mixteca that had previously suffered decades of slow decline. In 

these communities, the consequences of migration may be more positive. Villages, once were 

characterized by palm huts, muddy roads, unclean drinking water, and lack of communication, 

now boast paved or cobbled streets, potable running water, and cement block houses with glass 

windows bristling with parabolic antennas. Obviously, important social and economic changes 

have occurred in the Mixteca over the last twenty years due to migration. 
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Similar conditions prevail in rural areas throughout the developing world, even as 

academicians strive to explain the causes and effects of these social and economic 

transformations of rural society. One theory, neoclassical economics, tends to see migration and 

subsequent remittances as beneficial: agricultural productivity increases, incomes rise, and 

general rural conditions improve. Many previous studies of rural out-migration, however, do 

not adequately specify the particular economic, ecological, and political conditions under 

which remittances may occur. As a result they fail to evaluate adequately the development 

potential for the rural economy. This dissertation, in terms of the neoclassical model, attempts 

to address some of the factors that may influence a rural household's decision to invest outside 

income in agriculture. Data from the village of EI Rosario Micaltepec, Puebla in the Mixteca 

Baja illustrate how some households can profitably engage in cash-cropping due to outside 

economic support from migrants. 

The concerns raised are not only of academic interest. They are important ones for 

Mexico and other developing nations that are faced with the overwhelming need to stimulate 

production in the traditional agriculture sector of their economies. Development policy, 

however, needs be based on solid theoretical and empirical foundations. The potential role of 

migrant remittances in stimulating agricultural innovation and thereby increasing productivity 

requires serious studies that document household decision-making under a variety of economic, 

ecological, and political circumstances. This dissertation proposes to examine one instance of a 

farming community experiencing significant change due to migration. Its contribution lies in the 

evaluation of the predictability of a particular migration theory that may be used to shape 

governmental policy. Rather than statistically confirming or invalidating the theory, 

however, the dissertation provides an ethnographic illustration of the adjustments and 

decisions that households and the community make in regard to allocating members and 

resources. 



MIGRATION, REMIITANCES, AND DEVELOPMENT 

Household Utilization of Remittances 
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Throughout central Mexico, peasant farmers are migrating to better opportunities. The 

"push" factors are readily identifiable: population pressure, land shortages, limited off-farm 

employment opportunities, low agricultural productivity, and poor market prices. "Pull" 

factors range from higher wages, better education, and ''bright lights" of the city. For 

whatever specific reason, farmers perceive better conditions elsewhere and migrate. These 

rural migrants often remit substantial amounts of capital to sending households and 

communities. 

Remittances to the Household and Investment in Agriculture 

How migrant remittances affect rural communities has been intensely debated for over 

fifteen years. Two contrasting viewpoints have emerged regarding the impacts of out

migration on rural migration. On one hand, neoclassical economists tend to see migration and 

subsequent remittances as beneficial: agricultural production rises, incomes increase, and 

general rural conditions improve. Historical-struc.turalist interpretations, however, argue that 

remittances create unequal access to resources and thereby increase social stratification. 

Bohning, an economist for the International Labour Organization, represents the 

historical-structuralist viewpoint that remittances have had little favorable impact on local 

agricultural economies. "Doubts have been raised with regard not only to the relief of 

unemployment but also to the purely beneficial nature of remittances, and some observers have 

considered emigration detrimental to the development of these countries" (Bohning 1975: 251). 

Specifically, he claimed that rural out-migration would tum agricultural producers into 

consumers, lower the productivity of labor, reduce the supply of food, and leave 'gaps' in the 

labor force. 



Griffin, a colleague of Bohning and in response to his criticisms, reads the data very 

differently. He argues the contrary: 

Internal migration is likely to improve the distribution of income in rural 
areas ... and accelerate capital formation and technical change on small 
peasant farms. Migration, in effect, enables the peasantry to overcome 
the imperfections of the rural credit market by creating opportunities to 
aMY Ass finance capital in the cities for subsequent investment in 
agriculture (1976: 359). 
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Stark (1976), also of the ILO, reviews research from around the worlds and agrees with Griffin: 

migration has created favorable conditions for rural development. 

In other investigations, the debate continues. From their review of the literature and 

research in Kenya, Rempel and LobdelI conclude that "there is little evidence that urban-rural 

remittances have been a significant means to rural economic development" (1981:324). Their 

research indicates that despite MY Assive remittances, agricultural development is 

inconsequential. Connell and associates, however, find important instances of remittances being 

invested in agriculture. 

There are numerous examples where remittances were substantial and 
sustained over a significant period, and had been used to develop the 
productivity of the agricultural base of the vilIage (1976:209). 

Despite these positive indications, they conclude, nonetheless, that such cases are relatively 

rare and that the greatest proportion of remittances are used to increase outlays on everyday 

household needs-food, clothing, house repair, and debt repayments. 

Wood and McCoy (1986) and Griffith (1985) concur that remittances have contributed 

little to local agricultural development. In their research on Caribbean migrants, monies were 

earmarked for maintenance, few were invested . 

... we conclude that the offshore labor program contributes to the welI
being of the individual worker and his household. The average 
stateside seasonal wage is two to eight times greater than the level of 
per capita income in the sending countries. Workers use these earnings to 
cover household expenses, to buy or build a home and to purchase other 
consumer goods. We find no evidence that stateside employment leads to 
expanded agricultural output among the participants in the H-2 program, 



or that it enhances the productive capacity of these small farmers in the 
Caribbean (Wood and McCoy 1986: 275). 

Reichert's research (1981) on documented and undocumented migration to the United 
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States from a farming community in western Mexico brought him to similar negative conclusions. 

Based on his analysis, cash flows from wage earnings had little positive impact on the 

development of the community . 

. . . seasonal U.S. migration from Guadalupe actually serves to maintain 
(if not increase) the very conditions of underdevelopment, 
underemployment, and unequal distribution of capital resources that 
make migration necessary in the first place (Reichert 1981: 64). 

Weist's (1973, 1978) research in another community of west Mexico also paints a negative 

picture of the impact of out-migration on the local economy. 

Previous studies often do not specify the particular economic, ecological and political 

conditions under which remittances may occur. Consequently, they fail to evaluate adequately 

the consequences for the rural economy. By focusing at the household level, however, other 

studies have begun to clarify the role of remittances in household economics and to specify the 

conditions for agricultural investment. 

Household Utilization of Remittances 

Griffin (1976), in his response to Bohning (1975), goes on to describe the positive 

consequences of rural labor out-migration for developing countries or undeveloped sectors. He 

sees migration as "a major escape from poverty and oppression" for working people. Drawing 

upon a strong tradition of development economists, Griffin presents the neoclassical argument as 

follows. 

If surplus labor exists in the rural sector, the migration of one farmer reduces the 

available labor force by one person-year but does not affect the labor inputs to agriculture. Both 

the migrated farmer and the sending household are better off, since the household no longer 

needs to sustain the migrant. Consequently, out-migration may occur without a decline in 

agricultural output while unemployment or surplus labor decline marginally. 
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If no surplus labor exists in the rural sector, that is if fanners are fully employed, the 

migration of one fanner reduces both the labor force and labor inputs by one person-year. 

Agricultural output declines by an amount equivalent to marginal product of labor. The income 

of the migrant increases as well as that of the sending household, however. The increase in 

welfare depends on the difference between wages received in the migration context (w) and 

marginal product of labor in agriculture (m), which in traditional agriculture is often low or 

may tend toward zero. The split between the increase income (w - m) between the migrant and 

the sending household depends on the value of remittances (r) and the annual consumption of 

the farmer before migration (c). Griffin assumes that (c) would tend to be equal to the average 

product of labor. Accordingly the results would be the following: 

1. w - m = rise in total income; 

2. w - r - c = rise in migrant's income; 

3. c - m + r = rise in sending household's income. 

According to Griffin's model, regardless of whether agricultural production increases or 

declines after migration, provided that w > m, the direct effects of rural out-migration 

obviously raise welfare. Everyone is better off and theoretically no one loses. That is, as long 

as the average consumption of the migrated farmer exceeds the marginal product of labor ( c > 

m), the household is better off by sponsoring the migration of a member. As long as the wage 

earned in the migration context surpasses the fanner's consumption at home (w > c), the migrant 

can remit earnings without incurring serious hardships. Consequently, "the value of 

remittances and their direction of flow are indeterminate (r <> 0) (1976:354)." Griffin expects, 

however, that there would be an upper (positive) and a lower (negative) limit to remittances, 

that is (m - c) ~ r ~ (w - c). 

One criticism by historical-structuralists of migration is that remittances act as a 

disincentive to work in agriculture. According to BOhning (1975: 260) remittances may cause 

remaining family members" ... to become unwilling to till their own fields or those of their 



landlord .... " This happens due to the fact that "the breadwinner remits sizable sums, the 

need to ensure one's subsistence through work diminishes, and inactivity or the life of a mere 

consumer becomes possible or even desirable." Griffin's response is that one cannot predict 

beforehand what a particular household may choose to do with remittances. A particular 

choice of a combination of work and leisure will depend on that household's preferences. He 

develops the following logical argument to illustrate his point. 
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A farming household working a small parcel of land can vary the intensity of their 

effort (that is the number of hours worked daily). Consequently, they are able to "choose 

collectively between goods and leisure" (1976:354). In the graph below, reproduced from 

Griffin's article, if the household decides not to work at all, it can enjoy T hours of leisure. On 

the other hand, if it dedicates all disposable time to work, it can enjoy Gl quantity of goods. 

The line Gl T represents the different combinations of goods and leisure available to the 

household. Griffin presumes that a combination yielding the greatest welfare, for example El, 

may be selected1. At this point, the household enjoys OL leisure and produces and consumes OQ 

goods, resulting from LT amount of work. 

lOne may imagine an indifference curve tangent to GlT at E} 

~----------~--------T 



FIGURE 1.1: Griffin's Model of Out-migration and Remittances. 
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Remittances, equal to the amount OR, sent by a migrated household member would 

displace vertically the consumption-frontier by this amount to G2t. With the new budget line, 

the exact new combination of goods and leisure that would be selected by the household cannot 

be determined without some sort of empirical study of the particular preferences of the 

household. Griffin points out that a combination such as represented by point E2 could be 

chosen, which implies an increase in leisure and a reduction in production. Alternatively, a 

household could quite possibly choose a point such as E3. In this circumstance, time dedicated 

to leisure would decrease and that to production would increase. 'Thus it is not obvious that 

emigrants' remittances would indirectly reduce the amount of effort supplied" (Griffin 

1976:355). 

Griffin goes on to describe the other positive impacts of out-migration and remittances. 

The primary benefit is that the welfare of the sending household unambiguously increases. In 

terms of measured income, volume of consumption, and amount of leisure, all are greater. Also, 
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productivity improves. Both the average and marginal productivity of labor increase due to a 

more favorable land-man ratio, though the volume of production (Total Product) and yields per 

hectare may be lower. Due to labor out-migration, wages may be bidded up for remaining 

landless farmers encouraging them to increase time spent on farming. This may counteract 

tendency of reduced output due to remittances being used for leisure activities. Finally, 

remittances will be vital for increasing capital formation and output through investment in 

labor-saving and production technologies. Since capital is so scarce in regions of out-migration, 

any type of investment has potential for great return. Unfortunately, as Griffin so poignantly 

notes, "almost nothing is known what about the proportion of income from remittances is saved 

and invested by the peasant household" (1976:356). 

While empirical studies are somewhat lacking on the utilization of remittances by 

sending households, Griffin offers some expectations of what should occur. Primarily, out

migration will lead to a rise in investment per hectare and per person. The effect, in terms of 

Graph 1.1, will be to displace G2t further to the right, to G3t, where G2G3 is the rise in 

production and income due to the investment of remittances. The rate of return on these 

investments should be high, given the scarcity of capital in rural areas. The consequent rise in 

total output, yields and labor productivity should be sufficient to offset any trend for output to 

fall as result of greater leisure. "Indeed in our judgment, the processes we have described, far 

from reducing output in rural areas, are more likely to increase it" (Griffin 1976:356). 

Griffin's model provides a conceptual framework for posing important questions 

regarding the impacts of migrant remittances on the household and village economy of EI 

Rosario Micaltepec. For example, what cultural and economic factors will influence a 

household in EI Rosario to choose point E3 (more output/less leisure) over any other 

combination of activities? The same question may be posed for the community as a whole. 

With an increased budget line due to contributions by organizations of migrants, what variables 

will influeilce a village to elect to "invest" in activities that will improve its economic base or, 
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alternately, to increase "consumption"? Migrant "investments" could be termed "development" 

for the home community. Both levels of questions are important not only for the theoretical 

considerations poised by Griffin. Development concerns are equally pressing. Can households 

and communities be identified that have the adequate conditions to encourage investment, that 

is those that will most likely choose a higher level of agricultural production? How can the 

government make investments in infrastructure in order to stimulate increased production? The 

following section explores some variables identified in the literature as affecting household 

preferences for expenditures of remittances. 

Factors Affecting Household Utilization of Remittances 

For many rural households, migrants' remittances fonn a major portion of household 

monetary income (Deere and DeJanvry 1979). For others, only a small percentage of total 

monetary income comes from remittances (Oberai and Singh 1980). Where a specific household 

lies on this income continuum depends on the specific historical circumstances that have 

detennined the distribution of productive resources among competing production units and the 

success of the migration experience. Households that are successful in fanning due to the 

quality and quantity of land holdings they possess may be less dependent on outside earnings for 

maintenance. Others, which do not have access to adequate amounts of good farm land, 

probably will be more reliant on income from local employment or migrated members for basic 

needs. Landless residents are at the greatest survival risk because they are dependent on 

sharecropping arrangements, craft production, local employment, or migration. 

Research is just beginning to unravel how rural households of different socioeconomic 

statuses prioritize remittance expenditures. Pioneering research suggests that substitute 

investment possibilities, consumption values or intertemporal consumer choice2, and original 

2lntertemporal Consumer choice, in this context, refers to how a household rearranges 
"consumption over time (intertemporally) by saving or borrowing. Saving involves consuming 
less than one's current income which makes it possible to consume more at a later date. 
Borrowing makes it possible to consume more than current income, but consumption in the future 
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factor endowment (e.g. access to productive resources)3 influence the utilization of remittances 

(Arizpe 1981; Weist 1979; Reichert 1981). 

Consumption values in the short run clearly favor improved housing. A recent review of 

the literature on remittances shows that almost fifty percent of remittances are spent on house 

construction while only 9 percent are invested in land acquisition (Stanton Russell 1986:686). 

Other immediate needs must be satisfied as well. Research on return migrants to Italy by 

Reyneri and Mughini (1984) found that migrant savings were primarily used for current 

expenses of families left behind. After that, surplus monies were used for the acquisition of 

durable goods, and finally, when possible, savings were invested to acquire property. 

Consumption values, however, correlate significantly with the production possibilities of 

households. Households which are initially restricted in productive resources and ability to 

acquire more tend to spend the majority of remittances on daily food needs or consumer goods 

(Stuart and Kearney 1981; Connell, et al. 1976). Better-off households, which have a higher 

initial consumption level, spend outside income on housing or land purchases but not necessarily 

for increased agricultural production (Rhoades 1978). Land is often purchased as a savings edge 

against inflation rather than as productive investment (Vivolo 1984). Out-migration has also 

been found to be highly correlated with individual indebtedness (Nabi 1984). Earnings of 

must fall below future income to repay the loan. A decision to save (or borrow) is therefore a 
decision to rearrange consumption between various time periods" (Browning and Browning 
1986:120). A household with a certain amount of monetary and non-monetary income can 
choose only certain combinations of goods as determined by the budget line of intertemporal 
choice (i.e. spending from one year to the next), which in turn depends on current and future 
income as well as the rate of interest. Any change in one or more of these variables will 
involve a change in the combination of goods chosen (Browning and Browning 1986:120-128). 
Any combination implies tradeoffs. For example, if a household decides to buy an irrigation 
pump (a potential investment), it may have to forgo other gratifications normally made 
through purchases of other goods that year. Unless a decision is made to borrow against future 
earnings, immediate gratification is delayed until the irrigated fields begin to produce income, 
the cost of the pump is paid off, and total household income will increase. 

3The original factor endowment is that combination of productive resources that produces a 
certain amount of income to the household if no savings or borrowing occurs. 
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temporary migrants are often destined to payoff debts accumulated in the vi11age over time 

that were incurred for any number of reasons. 

For many rural communities, few substitute investment alternatives outside of farming 

exist. In some rural areas of Mexico, the purchase of trucks to transport agricultural produce of 

neighbors provides those enterprising entre!,reneurs with an inviting income. The initial 

purchase price, however, is quite high and maintenance plus the operating costs can be quite 

expensive. Not surprisingly, few are able to enter this profession. Small retail stores seem to be 

the most attractive venture, though smal1 vi11ages can be readily saturated with stores selling 

similar merchandise (Rhoades 1978). Other activities, such as manufacturing or mining, may 

require specialized knowledge and large amounts of capital or may be highly risky. 

Consequently, it comes as no surprise that little productive investment occurs in a marginal rural 

economy. Most studies, in fact, indicate that a large portion of remittances and migration 

savings are spent on "imports"- durable goods produced outside the region. This decision to 

"consume" rather than "invest" may be considered a reasonable choice given the circumstances. 

From their research on rural Italy, Reyneri and Mughini (1984:35) conclude, 

It would be actuaUy surprising were return migrants to behave in any 
other manner by risking, for instance, aU their savings on enterprises 
likely to fail. Thus return migrants are actual1y "rational" and not the 
economists and politicians who wish them to become entrepreneurs. 

Clearly, the reasons for migration vary according to the socioeconomic situation of the 

sending household. Once anthropologists realized that rural vil1ages are not the homogeneous 

entities that they were once thought to be, research has focused more on the differences among 

socioeconomic sectors. Because the viUage context is not uniform, neither can be out-migration 

and subsequent remittances. The reasons for and results of out-migration, therefore, may vary 

according to socioeconomic status. Arizpe (1981a; 1981b), in her research on two rural vi11ages in 

south-central Mexico, has noted that the main cause of out-migration is unemployment, but that 

its importance varies according to social class. Landless, agricultural workers are particularly 
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sensitive to fluctuations in the rural labor market, and consequently they are more prone to 

migrate as a result of increases in rural unemployment. For wealthier peasants, on the other 

hand, the situation may be different. They often rely more on their own resources for income. 

Their sons and daughters migrate more for education or social mobility. Small land holding 

peasants find themselves in a more complex set of circumstances. Migration occurs as response to 

rural unemployment and to contribute to household income or to attain social mobility. Connell, 

et aI. (1976:198) note similar conditions for rural out-migration in their comprehensive village 

survey in India. Moreover their research suggests that prior socioeconomic status is a fairly 

good indicator of the returns on the migration decision. Particularly, the study 

. .. shows that the better-off group of village emigrants has access to 
more opportunities of achieving success at the other end. Partly this is 
because the better-off, more urbanized and sophisticated, literate 
villager has better information and contacts, and passes them on the 
successive "chain migrants" in his own family, but mainly it is because of 
the initial costs of migration. Migration is a form of investment, and it is 
the better-off family which can borrow cheaply, wait for the returns, 
take risks, and therefore invest substantially and obtain high yields. 

How remittances are spent, therefore, depends greatly on the original resource endowment of 

the sending household. The decision of a farmer to spend remittances on improving agriculture 

requires special attention. 

Decisions regarding wage earnings remitted by household members for expenditure in 

agriculture are much more complex. Purchases of land or new technology for agriculture are 

influenced by the following variables: the household's original resource endowment (Arizpe 

1981), the amount and frequency of remittances (Rempel and Lobdell 1981), the regional market 

structure (Saint and Goldsmith 1980), the availability of additional productive resources 

(Exter 1976), and the managerial experience of the farmer (Gladwin 1980). A conditional 

hypothesis emerges at the household level. Given stable ecological conditions and a 

"favorable" initial resource endowment, 1.) if market demand for farm products is sufficient 

and constant and there are no debilitating distortions or imperfections in the market; 2.) if 
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productive land is available at reasonable prices; 3.) if adequate capital is available; and 4.) 

if a farming household has the necessary skills and knowledge, then it may find the return on 

investment in land and improved technology desirable. Diagram 1 schematically illustrates 

these proposed relationships. Each independent variable affects the variation in the 

dependent variable according to its importance within the local context. 

FIGURE 1.2: Hierarchical HypotheSis for Invesbnent of Remittances in Agriculture 
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In semi-arid environments with erratic rainfall, for example, irrigation determines the 

productive capacity of land. Prolonged droughts tend to discourage investment in agriculture, 

due to the high risk involved. Access to adequate supplies for irrigation, therefore, are vital 

for profitable agriculture. Farming households that have been endowed with good irrigated 

land are more likely to invest remittances in improving agricultural production than those 

households that are restricted to dryland farming. Whereas dryland farming is completely 
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dependent on the vagrancies of the weather, irrigated farming confers the advantage of 

controlling the crucial input variable for determining total production. Purchase of other 

inputs, such as chemical pesticides and fertilizers, would tend to create additional control for 

the farmer by restricting pest damage and increasing yields. The expense of these inputs would 

only make sense for households that already possess irrigated land or have the possibility of 

acquiring some, since only under these circumstances would the returns be sufficient. 

Market access can also influence agriculture investment. Market distortion due to 

monopolistic control by a few large producers or importers restricts competition by new srnaIl

scale entrepreneurs. A smaIl producer, weIl endowed with good irrigated land, may decide to 

enter commercial production only to find that at the prevailing market price he cannot make a 

sufficient profit. CoIlusion by a few large producers could make market entry difficult or 

MV Assive imports from nearby regions with a comparative advantage in the production of a 

particular crop will also make competition for smaIl producers difficult. AdditionaIly, 

imperfections due to transport or communication problems may retard regional agricultural 

development regardless of the productive potential. In many parts of rural Mexico, local 

transportation is controIled by a few elite families, who often charge dearly for services. 

Despite exceIlent yields and low production costs, commercial agriculture can be stifled by 

exorbitant transportation costs. Likewise, the successful marketing of high value crops such as 

highly perishable vegetables require up-to-the-minute market information. Regional market 

reports are sorely lacking throughout Mexico. Consequently, farmers often plant onions when 

prices are high only to find three months later at harvest that the market has dropped so much 

that it's not worth puIIing them out of the ground. As an interrelated factor, MV Assive out

migration of labor from rural regions can bring about shifts in cropping patterns. With rising 

agricultural labor costs, farmers may shift from labor-intensive cereal crops to orchard-type 

systems that require fewer labor and other inputs (Saint and Goldsmith 1980; Vivolo 1984). 



28 

Once a household has satisfied other priorities, it may decide to invest in land to 

expand agricultural production. In this case, land availability for purchase often depends on 

regional demography and the local land tenure system (Arizpe 1981; Exter 1976). Communities 

with high population to land ratios simply may not have sufficient resources for expanded 

production. Land transfer may in fact generate social tension if not outright violence. In tenns 

of land tenure, the ejido collective fann4 may discourage capital improvements, since 

ownership is uncertain and additional land is available only through illegal rental and 

sharecropping arrangements. A fanner may not want to invest his scarce capital and hard work 

into a property to which he does not have absolute title. Equally important, credit and 

marketing for ejidos are controlled by the federal government, which often dictates what crops 

must be cultivated and how they are sold (Finkler 1978). Private property communities, on the 

other hand, have more flexibility in acquiring new land, establishing infonnal share 

arrangements, and usually have greater freedom to experiment with new cultivars with 

government creditS. Private farmers may more readily direct remittances to purchase land and 
• 

make capital improvements. 

Adequate capital and management skills are also crucial for agricultural development. 

Certain technologies require large investments, and cash crops can be risky requiring the farmer 

to absorb losses some years. If remittances are few and infrequent, a fanner may not want to risk 

his limited capital on an uncertain venture. To decrease uncertainty, a farmer must know 

4Ejidos are communal fanns established by the revolutionary government after 1917. Land 
legally belongs to the nation while the ejido has usufruct rights. A farmer may bequest land to 
offspring, but if he fails to cultivate an allotted parcel for more than two years, it 
theoretically reverts back to the ejido to be redistributed to another members. Ejidos can be 
operated either cooperatively or individually (i.e. each member cultivates his own plot and 
markets or consumes what he produces). The majority of ejidos in south-central Mexico is 
farmed individually. 

SIn Mexico, for example, production credit for ejidos is strictly tied to the production of certain 
crops only. Most ejidos receive government credit for the production of basic grains and fiber. 
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regional market conditions and the production risk involved. As well, he must possess the 

necessary management and technical skills to use newly acquired technologies or to cultivate 

introduced commercial crops. Farmers with prior commercial experience more likely will invest 

remittances, because they already have established confidence as well as the necessary 

productive resources. A decision to convert monetary capital into productive capital represents 

the valuing of investment over savings or consumption: the farmer is trying to expand his 

production possibilities (Upton 1973)6. Finally, as mentioned previously, how a farmer spends 

the money from migrants depends on substitute investment possibilities. If opportunities exist 

for greater profit and lower risk than in farming, then investment will probably occur there. 

The evaluation of the impact of remittances on local agriculture requires definition of 

the production possibilities of farming households according to land tenure, regional market 

structure, ecological conditions, flow and volume of remittances, alternative investment 

opportunities, and the knowledge and skills of the farm manager. Chapter Three examines the 

interaction of these variables on remittance utilization for farming in EI Rosario Micaltepec. 

6production possibilities are basically the combinations of products that can be produced with a 
given set of inputs. Graphically they are represented by production possibility curves that 
represent "the maximum amount of output that can be attained given the manager's resource 
situation" (Doll and Orazem 1984:1954). 

Production possibility curves are derived from production functions which portray input-output 
relationships. They describe the rate at which resources are transformed into products. In 
agriculture, there are numerous input-output relationships because the rates at which inputs 
are transformed into outputs will vary among soil types, animals, technologies, rainfall 
amounts, etc. Any given input-output relationship specifies the quantities and qualities of 
resources needed to produce a particular product (Doll and Orazem 1984:20). For example, in 
corn production the input-output relationship can be expressed in terms of different inputs: 
land, labor, water, fertilizer, etc. Farms can be compared in terms of input-output productivity; 
i.e. the ratio of inputs to outputs. Land productivity and labor productivity are the most 
important measures of agricultural development. The production function expresses a 
technological relationship between certain fixed inputs (land) and variable inputs (labor). A 
change in technology (more efficient use of inputs) may shift the production function upward 
thereby increasing the production possibilities and productivity. A farmer investing 
remittance capital in technology would be expected to be more productive than farmers not 
following that strategy. 
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Migrants not only remit to their sending households, but they also contribute 

considerable amounts of money to the migrant village association charged with organizing 

different activities in the home community. The questions regarding what new combination of 

production or consumption will be chosen by the community are interesting both in a theoretical 

and development sense. Theoretically, what variables determine or influence what activities 

a migrant village association will decide to undertake for the benefit of the community? In 

terms of development, do these activities contribute to the economic development of the 

community? TIle following section explores these issues .. 

Migrant Village Associations and Community Development 

Migrant village associations (MVAs) have several functions, one of which is to 

contribute financially to the home community (Hirabayashi 1983, 1986; Butterworth 1975, 1983; 

Orellano 1973). The impact of these capital flows on the local economy of the sending region or 

community is poorly understood and little studied. Whether these collective remittances 

contribute productively to community development or serve only to increase aggregate 

consumption is an unresolved issue (Swanson 1979; Weist 1979). Academic opinion is divided. 

As noted in the previous section, neoclassical models regard migration and subsequent 

remittances as beneficial to local economic development, but historical-structuralist models 

feel that these processes produce mostly negative consequences for the sending community 

(Wood 1981, 1982). 

As with the case of household impacts, these previous studies and syntheses of both 

theoretical currents fail to specify the particular economic, ecological and political conditions 

that may determine the impacts of migration and remittances on the sending community. 

Several factors may influence how a community decides to expend collective remittances. 

Important variables in determining expenditure patterns may be the following: a. investment 

potential of the village as determined by its resource endowment and land tenure, b. community 
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organization and solidarity, and c. ethnicity and cultural values. In Western economic terms, a 

village may decide to "invest" remittances in productive activities that may promote 

community development (Le. an irrigation system), or it may choose to spend them on 

"consumptive activities" such as a fiesta that leave no lasting material improvement by our 

standards. Discussion in strict economic terms may not be adequate for a complete analysis, 

however, since fiestas may foster community solidarity, a social good perceived by the people-

i.e. an investment. With increasing out-migration from rural Mixtec villages, the role of 

migrant village associations in the development activities of the home community is expanding 

rapidly. 

Once migrated either to the United States or to industrial centers in Mexico, many 

migrant farmers join together to form migrant village associations (MY As). These associations, 

primarily based on community of origin, aid their members in various ways. They help 

migrants adjust to urban life and procure employment, they provide them with legal assistance, 

and they find new arrivals adequate housing-often as a group (Hirabayashi 1983, 1986; 

Orellana 1973; Altamirano 1984a). MY As perform another vital function: they collect mutual 

aid for their home community. As noted in the previous section, great strides have been made in 

the study of migrant remittances and their impact on the sending household (Arizpe 1981a; 

Trager 1984; Oberai and Singh 1980; Stanton RusseU1986; Weist 1979; Mines and DeJanvry 

1982; Reichert 1981). As well, pioneering research has been conducted on the formation and 

functioning of migrant village organizations (Hirabayashi 1986; Butterworth 1975; Orellana 

1973; Butterworth and Chance 1981). However, few anthropological studies have investigated 

how mutual aid is utilized in the rural community. This dissertation examines how two 

communities utilize mutual aid provided by a migrant village association. 

Activities of Migrant Village Organization and Community Development 

The functions, urban activities, and formation of migrant village associations are well 

documented in the anthropological literature (see especially Hirabayashi 1983, 1986; Mangin 
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1959; Orellana 1973, Butterworth 1975, 1983; Butterworth and Chance 1981, Altamirano 1984a, 

1984b, 1988; Keri 1976; Skeldon 1976,1977; Doughty 1968, 1970, 1972; Jonkinds 1971, 1974; 

Whiteford and Adams 1975). According to Hirabayashi (1986:9), a migrant village 

organization can be defined as an urban ethnic association that provides resources for 

individual and collective adaptation to the urban setting. Membership is not ascriptive or 

obligatory, but it is usually delimited in terms of eligibility. Members are from a given locale, 

they share a common language, religion, ethnicity, and regional and cultural traits. These 

traits, Hirabayashi notes, help ensure that members will have a common background, common 

commitments, and a sense of moral obligation to cooperate for purposes of mutual aid. In many 

cases, the MY A functions as a buffer between the newly arrived migrant and the urban 

environment which is seen as threatening or overwhelming. Just as often, however, the MV As 

sole purpose is the betterment of the home community through the collective efforts of the 

migrants (Butterworth and Chance 1981). 

While many authors recogni.'le that many MY As exist solely to aid their home 

communities, there is surprisingly little ethnographic information on how these development 

projects are carried out and what is the impact on the local economy. Schools and school 

materials, public works projects (i.e. street repair, drinking water, street lighting), and church 

repairs and improvements are noted in the literature as activities promoted in the home 

community by MVAs (Laite 1981; Altamirano 1984a; Orellana 1973). Few details, however, are 

provided on the decision-making process that occurs within the MY A and between the MY A 

and community. How are particular projects decided upon? How are projects implemented? 

Likewise, there are no indications of the "successes" and "failures" of projects. How is the 

community affected by the MV As projects? Who in the village benefits from the projects? Why 

do some communities in conjunction with the MY A choose to spend monies on "consumptive" 

activities that seem to leave the village as impoverished as before, while others seem to seek 

investments that will improve their economic base? Most importantly, under what 



circumstances can it be said that a MY A project has produced true development (i.e. greater 

employment, increased household income, better productivity)? Before attempting to answer 

these questions, it is first necessary to define what options are available to a community and 

MVA. 

Typology of Possible MY A Projects 

When the possible ways to classify mutual aid from MV As to their communities of 

origin were originally conceptualized, the following typology of activities were proposed: 

they could be 1. consumptive,2. nonproductive, and 3. productive. "Consumptive" activities 

were those that were "consumed" rather quickly by the community and had little perceived 

benefit beyond the life of the activity (i.e. a religious fiesta or a social dance). 

"Nonproductive" activities were public works projects that improve the social amenities of a 

community but did little to change its t!Conomic situation. And, finally, "productive" 

utilization of MY A mutual aid is considered to be an investment in community projects that 

increase the agricultural productivity of the area or otherwise bring about economic 

development. 

Personal comments by Lane Hirabayashi suggested that the above classification was 

somewhat embedded in Western analytical concepts. Expenditures for fiestas, rather than 

being seen as "consumptive" with no long term lasting effects, could be interpreted 

alternatively as investments in social solidarity, an important cultural value for migrants 

facing a hostile and uncertain urban environment. As well, the term "nonproductive" tends to 

convey a negative aspect, that somehow such expenditures are a waste of money rather than 

focusing on the positive points of such public works projects such as improved health, a more 

enjoyable community, and pride and prestige in the home community for contributing 

migrants. Finally, the concept "productive" may gloss over social problems of divisiveness 

and class stratification caused by projects that inevitably favor some households over others. 

In order to deal with these concerns, the following classification system has been proposed. 
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Mutual aid projects may be: 1. Periodic Invesbnent in Community Solidarity; 2. Investments 

in Social Amenities; and 3. Invesbnents in Economic Development. 

Periodic Invesbnent in Community Solidarity occurs when MV A funds are spent on 

the celebration of ceremonial rituals (e.g. MV Ass, processions, flowers, clothes for the saint, 

etc?) and the biannual fiesta (renting of buses to transport migrants, fireworks, costly big-

noise "tropical" bands, and large glittery sports trophies). Villages often compete on how big 

their ''bashes'' can be. MV As, especially the committee leaders, take pride in outdoing last 

year's fiesta and make sure their sponsorship is recognized. Posters which announce the 

fiesta' often say "Patronizado por 105 Paisanos Radicados en Tijuana" (Sponsored by 

Migrants Living in Tijuana) or carry the official name of the formal MVA. Usually, little 

conflict is generated by these expenditures. The entire community enjoys the fiesta, 

community bonds and identity are reinforced, and the day after, in spite of some head-

splitting hangovers, everyone remembers what a great "pachanga" it was. There are no 

lasting benefits that may remained unevenly distributed within the community. Everyone 

participates equally. When the party is over, though, everything returns to the way it was: 

abandoned and empty. Migrants board the chartered buses or load up their cars and return to 

their urban jobs and lives. The poverty in the village remains. 

A second way in which a MV A can direct its mutual aid to the home community is 
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through "Invesbnents in Social Amenities" such as public works projects. In this case, funds are 

spent on projects that do not generate income, revenue, or employment, but they do improve the 

social amenities and the general living conditions of the community (i.e. parks, building and 

7Some communities have initiated MV A sponsored cofradias to provide food for visiting 
pilgrims. A cofradia is a committee of families organized by the local church organization to 
be in charge of the non-secular festive activities. One function is to prepare and serve food for 
visitors. Other villages have opted not to involve the MV A in this activity, because it is a 
potential source of conflict with the village residents who often feel migrants do not leave 
them any activities to perform for the fiestas. Butterworth (1975) notes similar problems in 
Tilantongo about sponsorship of mayordom{as-the care of the patron saint. 
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street repair-especially repair of the church, potable water system, public buildings (kiosks), 

etc.}. Again, these "mejoras" (improvements) are the source of great pride and competition 

among villages. The condition of the church is especially important and almost always 

provokes prompt action among migrants. In fact, at MV A meetings, migrants motivate one 

another by referring to other communities of the region and the "progress" they have made. A 

decision consensus, while not as straight forward as for consumptive spending, is relatively 

easy as everyone benefits equally. (Although debates about prioritizing specific church repairs 

can be quite lengthy.) For example, the social utility of parks and churches is fairly equally 

distributed in the community. That is, everyone may sit in the park to enjoy the evening, or 

they may enter the church to pray. The saint will intercede on behalf of all. 

The final option available to MV As and their home communities is to invest funds in 

activities or projects that generate revenue or employment for the community in some way. This 

would constitute genuine development in a Western sense. These projects improve the economic 

base of the community through facilitating marketing (e.g. better information of prices and 

market windows, ensuring market access, creating marketing cooperatives, etc.), improving 

productivity (e.g. formation of buying cooperatives for purchasing of inputs and providing 

credit, irrigation systems, deep wells, farm machinery), bettering transport (e.g. trucks) or 

increasing skills through some sort of education program (e.g. schools). There are several 

inherent problems in implementing projects such as these. Migrants and residents often lack the 

necessary expertise to coordinate a purchasing or marketing cooperative. Or, technology is 

lacking to efficiently transmit marketing information. Economies of scale are important too. 

MV As in many cases cannot muster sufficient financial support to purchase costly technology. 

For example, the costs of drilling a deep well are prohibitive without government support. 

Nowadays, even tractors and other farm implements are extremely expensive. A final problem, 

and probably the most important, is the potential envy that may stem from an inequitable 
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distribution of benefits: Will the returns of the investment be evenly distributed among 

community members? Decisions on these types of projects are much more difficult. 

Consequently, there seem to be few examples of successful attempts of this type of spending. 

What, then, determines how a MV A decides to "develop" its home community? The previous 

studies of remittance use at the household level suggest some variables that may be important 

at the community level, but other factors intervene as well. 

Factors Affecting Remittance Use 

For the community, then, what are the crucial variables that will influence how 

remittances are utilized? From household studies, it is obvious that many of the same 

variables are important. For example, the resource endowment of a community will define 

the possible investments available. If water for irrigation is not available or too costly to 

obtain, investments in agriculture will be limited, and consequently cash-cropping to any 

substantial degree will likewise be restricted. Additionally, the land tenure system imposes 

similar restrictions by limiting capital investments. As noted before, ejidos, due to the 

controls imposed by the federal government and the "dependent capitalism" strategies it has 

created, seem to have fewer investment possibilities than private property communities. 

Consumption values, as determined by cultural preferences, are also important at the 

community level. How a community values future consumption over immediate gratification 

will influence greatly whether it decides to consume all current income or invest to increase 

future consumption. Unfortunately, this crucial variable may be difficult to measure in the 

field, because it would require detailed studies of cultural preferences, attitudes and values. 

Again, market integration of the community is a vital variable. If a community is isolated 

and inaccessible, or if the market is tightly controlled by large producers or flooded with 

cheap manufactured goods, a community probably will find it difficult to market any 

products produced by a development project. Finally, the knowledge and experience of 



residents will also shape the pattern of remittance spending. Improved education and 

increased experience in specific areas could influence which projects are selected for the 

community. A community with a higher educational base and greater experience in dealing 

with the State would be expected to favor long-term investments rather than consumptive 

spending. Other variables intervene as well. 

Community unity plays a crucial role in determining spending patterns. Unity often 

depends on equal access to land. The distribution of land within a community is usually a 

function of its agrarian history. Community unity can be destroyed by violent land tenure 

struggles and manipulation by outside interests. Consequently, a village's contemporary 

nature (i.e. whether it is peaceful, unified, "progressive" or violent, factionalized, 

"conservative") can be related to its struggle to reclaim its land and water rights and the 

final distribution among residents. For example, if land reform was violent and if the 

hacendado landowner successfully manipulated the reform process by dividing the 

community, then a contemporary village could still reflect these old jealousies and 

animosities. Political consensus would be difficult to attain under these circumstances. 

Mutual distrust among villagers would hinder development projects that may favor one 

interest group over the other. One would expect to find more successful investments in 

communities that have not experienced violent and divisive agrarian histories. 

Total demographic size appears to affect community solidarity as well. Smaller 

communities would tend to be more unified, everything else being equal, than larger, 

fragmented communities that tend to be more economically stratified. Interpersonal 

communication in larger communities is often hindered and consensus for decision-making is 

harder to reach given the greater number of interest groups. Accountability of elected public 

officials by constituents is something harder to demand in larger communities. And though 

corruption is common among all rural villages, leaders of larger villages are often able to 
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isolate themselves from their neighbors much better than leaders living in more intimate 

conditions. Smaller, more unified communities probably will be able to act in accord with the 

migrant village association in a much easier fashion than larger communities. 
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Finally, villages with strong communal traditions would probably have more success 

with development projects than villages not having these traditions. Communal labor, such 

as the tequio or laena, are common in Mixtec communities. Adults males are required to 

provide their labor as community service to work on public projects. The communal labor 

systems can muster the necessary manpower and usually possess the leadership to organize 

and carry out complex projects. Indigenous villages usually share a common ideology of 

community service and improvement. Villagers, therefore, are willing to work for their 

community while their migrated brethren provide the capital. Such cooperation is generally 

lacking in mestizo communities, although there are important exceptions. 

Ethnography from the Mixteca region illustrates the relative importance of these 

variables. Tilantongo is a farming community located in the highland region of the Mixteca. 

Out-migration is great. Migrants have mainly congregated in Mexico City where they 

formed a MVA early on. Butterworth (1975) reports serious disputes between members of the 

MV A of Tilantongo and villager elders about community development projects. A long-seated 

conflict between different factions within the community re-expressed itself in the proposed 

participation of the MV A in the village affairs of Tilantongo. In spite of their strong 

devotion and motivation to aid their homeland, migrants were hindered in their goodwill 

efforts by an encrusted village hierarchy opposed to any change that would threaten its 

control. Contributions to the social welfare of Tilantongo were restricted to activities 

controlled by the village elders, mainly religious events that had no lasting economic 

impact. 



Slate 1.1: Factors Affecting Migrant Village Association Activities 

Point of Origin: 

1. Land tenure, agrarian history, community unity and relations with the state. 

2. Market structure: communication, information, transportation, ease of entry, demand and 
supply, number and size of competitors 

3. Political system: not repressive or overtly corrupt, organizational powers, innovative, 
ideas, flexible, etc. Cordial relations with MV A. 

4. Strong communal traditions: ethnicity. Mixtec communities usually have tradition of 
tequio and faena, mayordom{as, etc. 

5. Investment potential of the community (as related to market structure): irrigated vs. 
dryland farming system. 

6. Cultural preferences: values of immediate consumption versus future consumption, desire 
for community solidarity. 

7. Community size and organization: demographic composition and political organization. 
Increase in complexity leads to decrease in solidarity. 

The above mentioned variables occur mainly in the community of origin. What can be 

said about the migrants in their destination point and the migrant village associations? 

First, as is true at the household level, it is proposed that the volume and timing of 

remittances from the MV A will be crucial. The amount of capital available will definitely 

affect the scale of projects that can be undertaken. Usually this wiII be a function of the 

number of migrants, their economic situation, and degree of motivation. As with the rural 

village, another important question is, "What are the cultural preferences of the migrants for 

spending on their home town?" Does exposure to urban values create differences of opinion 

about priorities for expenditures? What role does formal education and employment 

experience play in project selection? Often, migrants through their jobs and daily activities 

make important contacts with governmental officials who can potentially channel resources 

to their community. Successfully coaxing or pressuring these individuals is an art highly 

developed by many MV As. The Coalici6n de Pueblos Mixtecos Oaxaqueiios is a good example 
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of a MVA that basically functions as a lobbying organization (Butterworth and Chance 1981: 

145). It is proposed that MV As with better educated members and more political connections 

would be expected to initiate more projects designed towards community development than 

MV As not so educated or well connected. A final important variable is the relation between 

the MV A and the village authority. Are they cordial or do the residents resent the 

"impositions" of people no longer living in the community? 

Slate 1.2: Factors Affecting Remittance Utilization 

Destination point: 

1. Volume and timing of remittances from MVA. Affect the scale of projects that can be 
undertaken. 

2. Cultural preferences: How does the MV A identify potential projects? Do these 
preferences contrast with those of the village? 

3. Relations between MV A and community of origin. Are they cordial? 

4. Education and motivation of migrants. Experience and connections with governmental 
agencies. 

Questions to be Addressed 

In general, what can be said about migrant village organizations and community 

40 

development? The general concerns of socially responsible development are clearly applicable 

to cases of indigenous-directed development as well as to outside directed development. Of all 

the variables mentioned, community unity-a function of agrarian history-appears to be the 

most important in determining whether real "development" occurs. Investment to increase the 

economic base of a community may produce increased revenues. How these potential revenues 

are distributed among the residents is a problem faced by all development efforts and are not 

restricted to those of a MV A. 

Close attention must also be paid to the definition of spending patterns. The fiesta 

system in Mexico, found throughout indigenous communities, appears to value immediate 

consumption over uncertain future consumption, since food, beverage, and music is all "consumed" 
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within the space of a few days. Other interpretations, however, are possible and plausible. 

Fiestas, in fact, could be considered investments. Greenberg (1983) has suggested that one of the 

functions of the timing of the fiesta system is to assure food redistribution in the community 

during times of greatest scarcity. Other traditional customs, such as the compadrazgo 8 system, 

could be viewed as social mechanism developed to access and channel resources to deal with 

problems of scarcity and inadequate distribution as well as to achieve social mobility. 

Migration has extended the geographical range and perhaps expanded the functions of these 

social strategies. Since villages can depend very little on governmental aid, the extended 

community through the social network of the migrant village organization provides the needed 

access to resources for community development. Fostering village identity through sponsorship 

of elaborate fiestas may be seen as an investment in social solidarity, a vital element in 

maintaining cohesion in the extended community. 

The choices of expenditures proposed for MV As are not mutually exclusive. A ranking 

of these expenditures, however, is proposed from relatively easy investments to progressively 

more difficult. The grading is based upon greater financial needs and increased coordination 

among participants. It is proposed that Periodic Investment in Community Solidarity is 

relatively the easiest choice a MV A can make, while Investment in Economic Development is 

the most problematic. Slate 3 outlines some of the possible activities a MV A can select as well 

as some of the expected outcomes. True economic development by MV As is expected to be rare. 

BCompadrazgo is a ritual kinship system that spiritually unites two or more persons, usually 
not blood related, through a religious ceremony, usually in the Catholic faith. The interested 
party usually requests another to function as godparents, padrinos, for various life cycle events. 
The most important is Baptism though Confirmation, First Communion, 15 year birthdays, and 
Marriage are also major events. Compadres, or co-parents, are inextricably linked throughout 
their lives as the children grow up as "spiritual" brothers and sisters. 
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Slate 1.3: Possible Choices: Community Level Utilization of Remittances 

1. Periodic Invesbnent in Community Solidarity: collected funds spent on activities related to 
fiestas of village. 
Activities: 

-transportation of migrants to village 
-flowers, MV Ass, clothes for the saints, drinks, food, etc. 
-sports tournaments, dances, etc. 

Consequences: 
-no improvement in community economic base 
-foster community identity and solidarity, a perceived good by migrants 
-distribution of food to more needy households 
-benefits equitably enjoyed 

2. Investment in Social Amenities: public works projects 
Activities: 

-repair of the church and other public buildings 
-street repair, park construction, potable water system, electricity, etc. 
-installation of clock 

Consequences: 
-improvement in social amenities of village and general living conditions 
-no improvement in economic capacity of community 
-increase community pride, social prestige vis a vis other villages 
-benefits equitably distributed 

3. Invesbnent in Economic Development: 
Activities: 

-transportation systems, farm machinery, deep wells, irrigation systems, etc. 
-schools, educational materials, libraries, etc. 
-industry, assembly, businesses 

Consequences: 
-productive capacity of community will improve 
-decrease unemployment, decrease rural out-migration 
-improve household incomes, quality of life 
-can be called "development" in Western sense 
-benefits often accrue to minority, problems with equity 

The research focus for MV A-sponsored community development centers around 

measuring the relative importance of the variables identified above for determining the type 

of projects undertaken. It is proposed that "true" economic development is rare due to problems 

of distribution. However, community solidarity may be a perceived social good, an investment 

in identity, that has greater importance in the migration context than economic development. 

As well, government and international agencies concerned with promoting lasting development 

would benefit greatly by studying the "spontaneous" efforts of MV As in horne communities 
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before attempting to impose a development project from the outside. The type of projects chosen 

by a MV A is thought to be a fairly good predictor of the potential for outside-generated 

projects. Also, for development to be truly participatory, change specialists would do well to 

study case examples of indigenous development efforts. 

Long-distance migration forms an integral aspect of Mixtec village life. Understanding 

the future of these communities and those of other indigenous groups, depends on understanding 

the historical processes that have excluded these groups from access to productive resources and 

that are now integrating them into a national and intemationallabor markets. Mixtec 

communities in Puebla, Oaxaca and Guerrero, like many other indigenous groups, have survived 

the centuries since the conquest on land marginal to the national and world economy. In these 

"regions of refuge" (Aguirre Beltran 1979), Indian communities have developed diverse 

agricultural technologies and social strategies which function to mediate adverse political, 

economic, and ecological conditions. With new pressures facing the Mixteca many of these 

traditional strategies cannot adequately maintain rural households, and, consequently, 

migration emerges as the choice option of many Mixtecs. Traditional social mechanisms, once 

confined to the local community, now extend across Mexico and into the United States and bring 

resources and ideas back to the home community. 

MV A development efforts and migrant remittances to sending households must be 

understood in the context indigenous peoples' determination to survive physically as well as to 

preserve their cultural heritage in the face of overwhelming political, economic and cultural 

odds. Out-migration is the historical result of economic and political pressures. Remittances, 

periodic return migration and MVA activities, however, represent a conscious choice by 

migrants to resist domination and to maintain cultural identity symbolized by their home 

community. Therefore, household and community preferences for remittance utilization can 

only be analyzed in the context of the contemporary political economy that motivates Mixtec 



migrants to maintain linkages to their families and friends in the Mixteca. The following 

section briefly outlines some general considerations concerning motivations to remit. 

Motivations to Remit 
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Mixtec migrants in Mexico City, as in many parts of the world, feel intense nostalgia for 

their homeland. Songs, legends, foods, and dances remind them of the places they chose to 

leave. Their emotional attachment expresses itself vividly at weddings, baptisms, birthdays, 

sports activities or at any other social event where migrants gather. Regardless of the 

ecOllOmiC progress they may have attained through the abandonment of their former home, 

many migrants have fond memories of the place of their childhood and a deep bond of affection 

and attachment-coined topophilia by Tuan (1974)- is often formed. Consequently, migrants 

frequently maintain strong ideologies of return (BretteI1979). Furthermore, many migrants 

willingly send home substantial portions of their income to family and community. These 

contributions often comprise the major source of income for rural families and villages (Deere 

and DeJanvry 1979; Wood 1981). 

Despite the increasing importance of remittances for the rural economy of developing 

nations, no systematic theory of remittance motivation exists and very little statistical 

evidence about remittance behavior has been presented. An essential question arises, "Why 

would a migrant, who is often struggling to survive in his new environment, choose to remit part 

of his hard-earned income to someone else?" Is it for selfless motives such as altruistic concern 

for family and community, or is it more for selfish reasons such as social prestige, potential 

inheritance, and investment for an eventual return? Doubtless, the remittance process is a 

complex phenomenon, but Lucas and Stark (1985) provide a first attempt to operationalize 

these hypotheses of motivations to remit. The model proposes that migrants form social 

contracts with their household of orientation. These informal agreements basically provide 

that the sending household will aid the migrant in times of need and the migrant will help the 

household in periods of stress. The exact nature of these contracts will vary according to the 



social relationship of the migrant with the sending household (Le. whether he is a son, 

brother, father, daughter, in-law, etc.) and the stipulations specific to that relationship. 
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This aspect of the dissertation research will evaluate the concept of social contracts in 

light of ethnographic data from the Mixteca Baja region of south-central Mexico. In particular, 

does observed behavior and cultural reasoning of the Mixtecs correspond to the notion of 

"mutual responsibility" that the contractual model implies? How are such social contracts 

reinforced by culturally derived, altruistic feelings toward the family? Extending the question 

further, can these social obligations be extended to the village-level as well? In other words, 

do culturally derived and psychologically reinforced ideas such as topophilia and nostalgia 

influence remittance behavior at the community level? Finally, how does a migrant's self

interest concerns such as inheritance, return migration, social prestige, and economic 

independence interact with altruism to affect the flow of remittances? The next section presents 

the Lucas and Stark model of remittance motivation. 

A Social Contract to Remit 

A farmer in the Third World leaves his rural village and migrates to a new 

destination, usually an urban center. The work is hard, the hours are long, and wages are 

grossly inadequate. Nevertheless, the migrant often parts with a significant portion of his 

earnings either for his family or for the village. As Lucas and Stark (1985) have asked, what 

motivates a person to give income to someone else when he or she may have many pressing 

demands in the new home? Housing, food, transportation, clothing, and social and ritual 

obligations all compete for the migrant's scarce resources. Nonetheless, many migrants choose 

to forgo immediate satisfaction of those demands in order to aid friends and family at home. 

Does a migrant remit because the welfare of those left behind is as important or more so than 

his own welfare? In other words, is the migrant's utility or satisfaction maximized by giving a 

portion of his income to others (Browning and Browning 1986)? Or, does the migrant's 

motivation stem from more selfish motives, such as the desire to inherit or to increase his social 



prestige in the hometown? That is, does a person remit because he derives some immediate or 

future benefit from doing so? 
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In the first instance, the migrant would be entirely motivated by altruism. Basically, 

migrants remit because they care for those left behind. But for Lucas and Stark (1985) this idea 

has no empirical content, because it does not address the questions of why some migrants remit 

more, why some remit longer, or why some do not remit at all. More importantly, their 

statistical evidence from Botswana does not lend support to expected behavior of the model: 

that remittances in the case of altruism should be greater to lower-income families, all other 

things being equal. In other words, if migrants were acting entirely altruistically, then the 

greater the total poverty of the sending household, the greater the remittance flow would be. 

In the second extreme, the migrant's motivations would be for pure self-interest with an 

absence of altruism. Three possible selfish motives are: 1. an aspiration to inherit; 2. desire to 

invest in assets in the home area; and 3. intent to return home. In the first case, the size of 

remittances would correlate with the size of the inheritance in question: that is, the larger the 

remittances, the larger the potential inheritance. The second and third motives would require 

an implicit trust in someone in the village to make investments on behalf of the migrant and 

later maintain them. Usually, the family is an agent whom the migrant can implicitly trust. 

A possible future return promotes remittances in fixed capital such as land, livestock, housing, 

to advance personal assets as well as in public or social assets (i.e. religious structures or public 

works) to enhance social prestige or political influence. The need to trust someone to maintain 

private investments and choose suitable social investments shows how inextricable the motives 

of altruism and self-interest are. "In the end, one cannot probe whether the true motive is one of 

caring or more selfishly wishing to enhance prestige by being perceived as caring" (Lucas and 

Stark 1985:904). 

The inadequacies of the two extreme models to fuIly explain remittance behavior lead 

Lucas and Stark to propose a third possibility which they term "tempered altruism" or 
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"enlightened self-interest." In this case, remittances form part of a self-enforcing contractual 

arrangement between the migrant and the sending family. As anthropologists have noted, 

migration frequently becomes a strategy by which rural households diversify risk and gain 

access to income not available local for maintenance or possible investment (Arizpe 1981; Weist 

1979). Consequently, remittances may be seen as a mechanism for redistributing gains where the 

relative benefits are determined in an implicit arrangement between the migrant and remaining 

family. Migration acts as insurance for the household to mitigate against rural uncertainties by 

placing members in alternative economies whose fortunes are relatively independent of the 

rural economy. For the urban migrant, remittances perform a similar function by ensuring him a 

safe haven should the industrial economy suffer a recession. "But provided that the vagaries 

of the rural and urban context are not highly positively correlated, it can then be mutually 

beneficial to both migrant and family to enter a co-insurance contract. Remittances as claims 

would then flow to the family at times of crop failure and to the migrant during spells of 

unemployment" (Lucas and Stark 1985:906). The migrant maintains the contract as long as it is 

convenient for him to do so. Remittances may stop if the contract is no longer self-enforcing, or if 

it contains mutual agreement for the cessation of transfer (i.e. marriage of offspring) 

Part of the migration strategy is the education of certain children in the household. 

The contract would implicitly stipulate that the recipients of the education investment would 

repay the initial costs through migrating and remitting. According to the specific culture, some 

members of the household (i.e. children of the household head vs. in-laws or spouses) would be 

"trusted" more to remit once they had been successful in migration and to fully maintain their 

end of the contract. According to the authors, the investment argument would predict that the 

effect of education on raising remittances should be greater among the former group-offspring of 

the household head-- rather than the latter-in-laws or spouses. Also, the model would 

predict that the greater the initial costs of relocation and the greater the initial costs imposed 

on the remaining family, the greater should be the eventual remittances in repayment. The 
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data from Botswana of the Lucas and Stark article support this prediction: there is a tendency 

for male offspring of the household head to remit more and for a longer time than other migrant 

members. 

A section in Chapter Four evaluates the concept of social contracts with ethnographic 

data colIected from migrants from El Rosario MicaJtepec. In particular, does observed behavior 

and cultural reasoning of Mixtecs correspond to the notion of "mutual responsibility" that the 

contractual model implies? How are such social contracts reinforced by culturally derived, 

altruistic feelings toward the family? Extending the question further, can these social 

obligations be extended to the village as well? In other words, do culturally derived and 

psychologically reinforced ideas such as topophilia and nostalgia influence remittance 

behavior at the community level? 

The utilization of remittances involves a complex set of variables. Economic, cultural, 

and emotional variables affect expenditure decisions by both the household and community. 

The economic reality of the Mixteca, as defined by environmental conditions as well as by the 

distribution of productive resources, often places extreme constraints on small-holder 

households and marginal villages. On the other hand, cultural traditions and expectations 

mold preferences for taste, sight, and comfort. Emotional ties to family and village also 

motivate behavior. The complex interaction of the variables definitely influences how 

remittances are utilized. Out-migration and its consequences pose difficult problems for 

developing nations and those in charge of managing scarce economic resources. 

Practical Concerns of Rural-Urban Migration 

Until recently, rural out-migration received very favorable reviews in the economic 

development literature. Internal migration was seen as a natural process where surplus labor 

gradually moved from the rural to the urban sector providing vital manpower for urban 

industrial growth, without negatively affecting agricultural output. In fact, many developing 

countries instigated agricultural policies to encourage such labor transfers. Todaro (1981) has 
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noted that this process was deemed as socially beneficial by some economists, since human 

resources were shifted from a location where their social marginal products were often assumed 

to be approximating zero to places where this marginal product was not only positive but also 

rapidly growing as the result of capital investment and technological progress. This not only 

stimulated industrialization, but the farmers left behind also benefited. The remaining 

farmers would consolidate farmland into larger holdings and, with the subsequent rise in rural 

labor costs due to out-migration, would adopt different forms of mechanized technology to 

produce more efficiently. The marginal product of labor in rural areas would subsequently 

increase. 

Nowadays, migration has been criticized by some as supplying too much labor in the 

urban areas, resulting in MV Assive unemployment or underemployment. Todaro makes the 

following claim, 

" ... it is now abundantly clear from recent LDC experience that rates of 
rural-urban migration continue to exceed rates of urban job creation and to 
surpass greatly the capacity of both industry and urban social services 
effectively to absorb this labor. No longer is migration viewed by 
economists as a beneficent process necessary to solve problems of growing 
urban labor demand. On the contrary, migration today must be seen as the 
major contributing factor to the ubiquitous phenomenon of urban surplus 
labor and a force which continues to exacerbate already serious urban 
unemployment problems caused by growing economic and structural 
imbalances between urban and rural areas." (1981:231) 

While urban overcrowding is a serious problem, the impact on employment is not so clear-cut. 

Peter Gregory (1985), in his book The Myth of Market Failure, presents a detailed study of 

Mexico data which suggests that there is ill! surplus labor problem. The major problems facing 

industrial workers, according to Gregory, are low wages which do not satisfy consumption 

needs. As a result, many household members work several jobs and pool income. Studies 

reviewed, however, show that most migrants to Mexico City easily find employment (Gregory 

1985:241). Such assertions fit with the data collected for this study. 
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A more serious criticism is that rural-urban migration has created expensive 

externalities. On the urban side, migrants swell the advancing "slum" fringes of metropolitan 

areas, creating tremendous pressures on the already stressed budgets of municipal governments 

who are responsible for providing basic services such as adequate transportation systems, 

schools, potable water and sewer systems, electricity, and markets as well as for stimulating 

industry to provide employment. Viewed at the national level, rapid urbanization fueled by 

rural-urban migration presents Mexico's with one of its greatest challenges. Bock and 

Rothenberg (1983:1-2) describe the statistical tendencies of Mexican urbanization: 

The seriousness of the situation in Mexico can be seen from a few simple 
statistics. A very high annual growth rate (3.4 percent between 1960 and 
1970 combines with a steady flow of rural migrants to give the country one 
of the highest rates of urbanization in the world. Between 1940 and 1960, 
Mexico's annual urbanization rate (3.07) was over twice the world 
average (1.37) and was superseded in Latin America only by Venezuela 
(4.46) and Peru (3.41). The national capital accounts for a very large part 
of this growth. That city contained only 2.5 percent of the national 
population at the turn of the century; now it holds 17.1 percent of the 
Mexican people. The population of the capital tripled between 1950 and 
1970, swelling from 2.9 million to 8.6 million; demographers project that 
the metropolitan area easily may become the largest in Latin America, 
housing 13 million in 1980 and a possible 26 million by the end of the 
century." 

On the rural side, the consequences can be just as serious. Rural out-migration is often 

highly selective. Young, better educated, and more productive people are the most prone to 

leave the village, because they have the most to gain. The village is often left without new 

leadership, while the human resource base of community is weaken. Their leaving makes an 

already depressed areas like the Mixteca more depressed. 

Yet, it is hardly rational to suppose that these bright young people with high 

expectations will stay down on the farm when other opportunities beckon them. In fact, rural 

out-migration has increased in recent years due to the downward spiral of the Mexican economy 

in general and the relative decline of the agricultural sector overall. Economic circumstances 

make it harder for many small-scale farmers to make an "adequate" standard of living 
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according to current demands as defined by cultural tastes and preferences. The returns on their 

labor are greater elsewhere even including migration costs. Policy makers and developers, 

concerned with productivity within the small-scale sector, face a double-edged sword. 

On one hand, the downturn in the economy makes profitable farming under small-scale 

conditions difficult at best. Production costs have increased dramatically, especially the cost 

of fertilizers, pesticides, and machinery as well as labor and capital. At the same time, 

product prices, especially for basic grains, have been allowed to rise very little in order to 

provide inexpensive food baskets to the burgeoning urban population (Hewitt de Alcantara 

1976). In addition, due to the financial crisis brought on by the decline in world oil prices in 

1982, the Mexican government has initiated severe cutbacks in government extension services 

which were already meager to begin with for farmers in rainfed areas. Faced with low prices 

and high production costs, it is no wonder that more and more small-scale farmers opt to seek 

their fortunes elsewhere. 

On the other hand, the relative early success of the post-World War II, import 

substitution development model of Mexico has stimulated increased integration and 

communication of a modem market economy. This new market structure is replacing the 

formerly fragmented, colonial-based regional economies of rural Mexico, albeit in a uneven and 

inequitable manner (Alba 1981; Kaplan 1965; Barkin and Suarez 1981). Through an increased 

awareness brought about by improved communication, education, and urban industrial 

employment, small-scale farmers have developed an increasing desire for manufactured goods 

and an "improved" quality of life. This newly created demand is often difficult to satisfy under 

existing rural conditions, because productive resources are inadequate to satisfy expectations. In 

this case, migration occurs not solely as a survival or sustenance strategy. While some 

households may migrate members because they literally cannot provide for themselves, a 

large percentage of rural migrants leave their villages to attain a target level of living 

unavailable in the local situation. Not surprisingly, therefore, rural out-migration in south-



central Mexico has increased dramatically in the last twenty years. Several factors 

contributed to this phenomenon. 

Causes of Rural Out-migration 
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While this thesis does not have as its primary focus the detailed study of the causes of 

rural out-migration, some of the more outstanding problems related to this phenomenon can be 

explored. Village-end considerations seem to be primary. Most farmers leave their village 

because they cannot make a culturally or physically acceptable level of living through 

agriculture or its locally available alternatives. In south-central Mexico, several factors have 

contributed to create these unfavorable circumstances in the rural areas. Low returns to 

agriculture, due to erratic rainfall, emerge as a primary factor. Returns to dryland farming are 

relatively meager compared to irrigated agriculture, but they are totally insufficient because 

they do not provide sufficient food supply for the household's yearly needs. Besides low 

agricultural productivity, demographic changes in recent years have greatly affected rural 

out-migration. Rapid population growth in these rural areas has placed taxing pressures on 

scarce resources. As a result, violent and bloody struggles over land and water punctuate the 

agrarian history of Mexico. 

In spite of numerous government programs, rural areas of south-central Mexico remain 

generally underdeveloped. Besides agriculture, few other employment opportunities exist in 

rural areas of central Mexico. Commerce, service industries, and manufacturing on a limited 

scale in the regional centers provide limited job opportunities at low wages. Unfortunately, 

most industries are unwilling to locate to these areas, due to a general lack of infrastructure in 

the rural sector. As a result, the majority of rural households rely on craft production as their 

principal source of non-farm income. Other development problems abound. Markets and 

marketing require extensive overhauling. Transportation and communication systems are 

rudimentary. Marketing facilities for agricultural production virtually do not exist. 

Additionally, much of the marketing of both agricultural commodities and cottage industry 
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production lies in the hands of middlemen, referred to locally as coyotes. These entrepreneurs 

often purchase directly from producers and then retail or wholesale in the urban centers. While 

they provide important and necessary services to producers and consumers, some scholars view 

them as profiting excessively from the labor of peasant producers (Bartra 1975). Finally, few 

small-scale farmers have access to adequate credit, nor do they receive timely technical 

assistance. The combined result of all these conditions has been the historical decline in 

dryland agricultural productivity in south-central Mexico and the resulting MV Assive out

migration of farmers seeking to improved their specific circumstances. 

The unfavorable conditions for rainfed agriculture in central Mexico are not temporary. 

In fact, the inequitable distribution of labor and capital between urban and rural areas is the 

result of historical processes which have been heavily influenced by governmental policy. 

While it is not the focus of this dissertation to explore in-depth the evolution of Mexican 

agricultural policy, nonetheless a brief review of the development policies enacted by the 

federal government will clarify how rural"push" conditions in central Mexico came to 

stimulate such a degree of out-migration. 

Historical Circumstances of Mexican Agricultural Policy 

According to one viewpoint, the contemporary economic conditions of rural, south

central Mexico result from federal government policy that favored the development of capital

intensive, irrigated agriculture in the north of the country to the virtual exclusive of other 

areas (Wionczek 1983; Esteva 1985; Hewitt de Alcantara 1976; Barkin 1981; Redcliff and 

Goodman 1981). Small-scale, temporal agricultural in the densely populated regions was left 

basically to fend for itself. Regions with better resources and good access to markets 

experienced intensified degrees of development compared to more isolated, resource poor regions 

(Carlos 1983). Relative migration intensity, therefore, varies between regions which have 

experienced different degrees of development. The history of agricultural development of 

south central Mexico in the post-reVOlution period can only be understood in terms of the overall 
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development of Mexico. The tremendous outflux of agricultural labor from rural communities 

coincides with the rapid industrialization of Mexico's urban centers and the development of 

highly capitalized and technical agriculture in the irrigated regions of the north. In fact, 

many Mexican authors with a historical-structuralist orientation, see the expansion of 

industrial capitalism in Mexico due to the conscious maintenance by the State of traditional 

peasant agriculture which not only produced inexpensive food for urban areas but alsO provided 

a cheap labor force which reproduced itself. 

Yates (1981) presents a diametrically opposed point of view. According to his 

interpretation, investment in large-scale irrigation works in the north of Mexico was the only 

rational decision among the limited options facing the post-revolutionary government. Returns 

on infrastructure development in the irrigated north were not only rapid, but the exports of 

commercial crops brought the country badly needed foreign revenues to finance the push to 

industrialization. If the Mexican government would have waited to build the MV Assive dams 

of the north until a later date, the labor costs alone would have been prohibitive. On the other 

hand, any expenditures in the rain-fed areas of central Mexico would have produced 

insignificant increases in output, and therefore could not be considered a rational investment. 

Yates argues in favor of consolidating the fragmented land holdings in central Mexico to 

facilitate technology transfer and to improve farm management. The excess farm population 

should continue to seek employment in other sectors. Such a view has not made him very 

popular with certain Mexican romantics who envision a revitalized small peasantry producing 

the majority of Mexico's food needs on their fragmented holdings. 

In short, except for a short period during the presidential period of Lazaro Cardenas 

(1934-1940), Mexican federal policy has not been supportive of peasant dryland agriculture in 

the populous rural regions of south central Mexico. Efforts have focused, rather, on improved 

educational opportunities and health services. The results of an deteriorating rural economy 

and spiraling population has been increased out-migration. More and more people began to 
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leave agriculture to seek their fortunes in the rapidly expanding industrial centers. One major 

motivation of their migrations was to support sending households hard pressed to survive on 

farming alone. For many farming households of south-central Mexico, migration has become 

the principal income-producing strategy. The ethnographic investigation of how this income is 

utilized by households requires special consideration. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Field research for this dissertation focused on three aspects of remittances: 1) the 

impacts at the household level; 2) the activities of MV A in the sending community; and 3) the 

motivations of migrants to remit. The following paragraphs outline the research objectives and 

specific fieldwork conducted to address these research foci. 

Household Remittance Utilization 

The basic hypothesis to be tested is that remittance utilization varies according to the 

economic circumstances of the household prior to migration. Original resource endowment was 

felt to be the major determining factor affecting "migration success" and subsequent remittance 

utilization. The general strategy for the housel".0Id level analysis has the following goals: 1) 

to identify different patterns of remittance use as a function of the economic status of a 

household; 2) to determine under what specific circumstances do expenditures in agriculture 

occur. Equally important is to distinguish which agricultural expenditures may be considered 

investments, in that they tend to increase agricultural production. Consequently, specific 

strategies have focused on the following objectives: 1) quantify the economic status of 

households as a function of the resources they control, defined in terms of land-both quantity 

and quality, access to water, other sources of income, quality of housing, technology, and other 

capital assets; 2) record migration histories of different household members, frequency and 

amounts of capital remitted as well as their application, especialIy their designation for 

agricultural related pursuits; 3) reconstruct the process of wealth and resource accumulation by 



56 

specific households that has given them an initial advantage in factor endowment at the time 

of MVAssive out-migration. Statistical analysis focused on the predictive value of original 

factor endowment, farming experience, formal education, household labor, 

Detailed household questionnaires were developed to obtain information on a series of 

economic activities that would permit evaluation of the impacts of migrant remittances on the 

household economy. The goal, as stated above, was to collect specific statistical data on the 

variation of remittance use between households. In addition, historical reconstruction of 

resource acquisition by specific households was accomplished through interviews with 

household heads and cross-checked with documents from the Asociaci6n de Peqlleiios 

Propietarios (Small Property Owners Association). The main interest here was to document the 

historical process that had given rise to the distribution of productive resources at the time 

that MVAssive out-migration to Mexico City began. No sampling procedures were utilized, 

because the original intent was to survey all 62 resident households. While this proved 

unattainable due to time constraints, nevertheless, 54 households answered the questionnaire. 

It is believed that these households are representative of the universe of EI Rosario. Data 

collection to analyze the first part of this research, therefore, concentrated on household 

questionnaires in order to analyze households according to economic status, amount of 

remittances received, and their utilization. As well, in-depth interviews were conducted with 

heads of household in order to understand the underlying logic for making decisions regarding 

remittance utilization. 

The central problem facing this research was that it was impossible to obtain time 

series data regarding household or community activities prior to migration. Though oral 

histories provided a sense of the changes that had occurred due to out-migration, it proved 

difficult to obtain the necessary numerical data for statistical analysis. Reconstruction of 

expenditures was possible, however, though household interviews. 
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Migrant Village Association Community Development 

The basic hypothesis to be tested at the community-level is that projects chosen by 

MV As to carry out in their home villages vary according to investment potential-a function of 

resource endowment, community solidarity-often a function of agrarian history, and specific 

socioeconomic aspects of the migrant community. Therefore, the general research strategy for 

the community-level analysis includes the following goals: 1) to understand why some MV As 

of certain migrant communities seem to choose projects that improve the economic conditions of 

the sending village while others seem to "squander" funds on "consumptive" activities; 2) to 

explain how the choice of MV A projects varies according to independent variables identified: 

agrarian history, resource endowment and its distribution, community solidarity, and 

organization and unity of the migrant community. Consequently, specific research strategy had 

as its major objective to compare the MVA activities of two neighboring, Mixtec communities-

EI Rosario Micaltepec and Santa Ana Tepejillo--that have very contrasting agrarian histories 

in terms of violence, greatly varying resource endowments due to access to irrigation water, 

different degrees of community solidarity, and migrant communities that differ in regard to 

their organization, connection with governmental agencies, and geographical proximity to one 

another. 

The community analysis of MV A activities is not as direct as household analysis. By 

looking at the differences between neighboring communities, however, it is possible to identify 

the crucial variables that influence how remittances are utilized at the village-level. The 

comparative perspective-between communities-is the only way to adequately evaluate the 

impact of the independent variables on the selection process for projects chosen by MV As. Case 

studies of a single community will not provide an adequate test of the hypothesis. Data 

collection included interviews with current and previous MV A leaders and village residents. 

Financial records of both MV As from EI Rosario and Tepejillo were examined to determine the 

degree of participation of migrants and the types of projects selected since inception. As well, 
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participant-observation was conducted in both village and MV A assembly meetings to observe 

the decision-making process in project selection. Agrarian histories were reconstructed through 

oral histories and written documents contained in local, regional and national archives. 

Community solidarity was measured through resident commentaries and general observations 

about village life. Finally, ethnographic research in Mexico City revealed the history and 

geography of the migrant community as well as their vertical relations with the State. 

Motivations to Remit 

The basic hypothesis to be tested in this segment of the dissertation is that migrants 

are motivated to remit due to a combination of altruistic and self-interest motives that are 

defined in terms of a "social contract" which specifies the mutually beneficial obligations 

between the migrant and the sending household. Consequently, the general strategy of the 

section includes the following goals: 1) to understand the complex interaction of factors that 

motivate a migrant to remit to the sending household and/or community; 2) to distinguish 

between the interplay of economic and altruistic factors. As a result of these general goals, the 

specific research strategy promotes the following objectives: 1) measure among Mixtec migrant 

households these important variables: current economic status, economic status of sending 

household and other potential economic interests in the village, levels of remittances to the 

sending household and degree of financial participation in MVA activities; 2) construct a 

cultural model of the "social contract" between migrants and the sending household which 

elaborates the specific, mutual obligations and responsibilities as well as the mechanisms to 

abrogate this implicit agreement. 

Data to analyze remittance motivation were necessarily of a qualitative nature: 

verbal interviews, overheard comments, observations of interactions of migrants with non

migrant household members, and notation of specific examples of behavior consistent or 

contrary to cultural expectations. Some statistical information will allow limited testing of 

the importance of the two proposed extremes of remittance behavior. It is expected that 



with more economic interests in the home community to remit more than migrants with fewer 

interests and less desire to return eventually. The terms of a "social contract" are obviously 

culturally defined. Consequently, it will be manifested in both thoughts !!ill! action. 

Expectations of migrant household members are codified linguistically as well as 
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behaviorally. The appropriateness of certain actions by migrants and their households will be 

evaluated according to these cultural expectations. 

DISSERTATION OUTLINE 

The dissertation has been divided into five chapters to deal with the potential of 

agricultural and community development in EI Rosario Micaltepec, Puebla due to migrant 

remittances. 

Chapter One presented the original research design and included a discussion of survey 

techniques and the actual fieldwork, problems encountered, and their resolution. The research 

problem was presented: greater investment in agriculture is expected by household possessing a 

better resource endowment prior to out-migration. An important research question is, "Are these 

expectations met by the data from the Mixteca region?" The circumstances of the potentials fro 

community development through the activities of migrant village associations was also 

discussed. Another important question is, "Do MV As improve the economic conditions of their 

villages or do they only serve to increase consumption during festival period?" Finally, the 

chapter reviewed different theories and empirical studies about the possible motivations of 

migrants to remit. 

Rural out-migration from the Mixteca can only be understood in the context of the 

region's long and rich history. Therefore, Chapter Two provides a basic introduction to the 

Mixteca region. It discusses the few anthropological and historical studies of the region that 

exist. The Mixtecs and their descendants have struggled for centuries with harsh climate, 

uncapitalized agriculture, marginalized economy, and repressive politics. The villages like El 

----.. _ ... ---.-...... . 
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Rosario Micaltepec in the Municipio of Petlalcingo typify the conditions confronting mnny 

farming communities of the region. The chapter explores the economic, political, educational, 

and other conditions in the Municipio of PetIalcingo and the village of El Rosario Micaltepec. 

In Chapter Three, a detailed description of agricultural system and agrarian history of 

the community illustrates the many constraints that limit the income-earning capabilities of 

many rural households. The ethnographic description provides the context for analyzing the 

impacts of out-migration. The chapter goes on to explore the changes that have occurred :n the 

village due to out-migration. By foIIowing the chronological development of out-migration, 

the analysis specificaIIy focuses on the impacts of remittances on agriculture. What are the 

principal factors determining whether a household wiIl invest in farming or not? Which 

households in the viIIage have successfuIIy increased agricultural output due to remittances? 

How do they differ from other households? This chapter presents the statistical analysis and 

summary of the results of the household level surveys. 

Chapter Four details the activities of the migrant community through the formation of 

a Migrant Village Association (MV A) from its first beginnings in Mexico City and early efforts 

at aiding El Rosario through the rough periods of internal divisions, problems, and inactivity 

to its recent rebirth and renewed community awareness. The evolution of the MV A is 

chronologicaIIy documented as weII as the impacts on the sending community. The activities of 

the MV A of El Rosario are compared to those of its neighboring community, Santa Ana 

Tepejillo. Analysis focuses on those variables that have determined the selection of community 

projects by the MV A. Can any of the MV A activities be considered "investment" or 

"development" in the Western economic sense? Or, must criteria be widened to include 

investment in such things as "community solidarity," "ethnic identity," and "social prestige?" 

The chapter continues its analysis begun by examining ethnographicaIIy migrants' motivations 

to remit in an effort to distinguish between altruistic factors and more self-interest concerns. 
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The chapter explores the psychological, symbolic, and cultural attachments the migrant has to 

the land of his birth. 

Chapter Five concludes the dissertation by summarizing the findings and critically 

discussing the analysis. The contributions of the dissertation to migration studies and 

anthropology are discussed. Most importantly, however, the chapter explores the potential 

contributions of this study to the development of appropriate governmental policy toward 

marginal agricultural areas such as the Mixteca region. Rather than advocating a romantic 

notion of stemming out-migration from this impoverished region, the chapter advances a 

position that advocates investment in infrastructure development by the government to 

stimulate increased investment by individual households in profitable farming. The potential 

for rapid development of the Mixteca is hindered, however, by long-standing problems that 

plague the region. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE MIXTECA BAJA REGION, PETLALCINGO, AND 
EL ROSARIO MICALTEPEC 

INTRODUCTION 
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The farming communities of the Mixteca Baja region offer ideal conditions for exploring 

questions about the role of migrant remittances for development. Among rural communities of 

the region resource endowment varies greatly; out-migration rates are high; migrants remit 

substantial amounts of capital home; each community settled its agrarian problems 

differently; and migrant village associations abound. These conditions allow for careful 

analysis of the consequences of rural out-migration on the agricultural economy of the region, 

because they permit controlled socioeconomic comparisons at both the household and 

community level. While cultural and economic variation is great within the Mixteca, rural 

communities have much in common. Or, as Kearney (1985:75) has noted, "The Mixteca is a 

patchwork of socio-cultural, linguistic, and ecological niches which share common features, 

such a peripheral location, very low levels of development, indigenous socio-cultural fonns, 

and high rates of circular and pennanent out-migration." This socio-cultural setting provides 

an unique opportunity to answer the following question: How can remittance use at the 

household and community level be understood in the context of land tenure, agrarian history, 

local ecological conditions, ethnicity, and specific migration patterns? 

While the Mixteca Baja offers unlimited opportunities for evaluation of the impacts of 

migrant remittances on economic development, unfortunately few ethnographic studies have 

been conducted in this area. As Ravicz and Romney noted 20 years ago, 

Published ethnological materials on the Mixtec are few and provide only 
incomplete coverage. In view of the relatively large area and 
population and the high aboriginal cultural development and its 
significance in Middle American anthropology, the lack is striking. Of 
all the high cultures of Middle America, only the Mixtec has not 
received even minimal study. Except for a cursory economic survey, 



information on present-day Mixtec culture is almost nonexistent. 
(1969:371) 
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Despite the lack of comprehensive studies, the first part of this chapter attempts to detail the 

geography and history of the region as well as its climate, demography, economics, and culture 

in order to set the stage for the second section which will be an ethnographic analysis of one 

farming village. 

THE MIXTECA BAJA REGION 

Geography and Climate of the Region 

The overall location of 'The Mixteca" region of south-central Mexico has never been 

questioned. Most historical researchers and others consider it to comprise the western third of 

present-day state of Oaxaca, extending into the eastern section of the state of Guerrero and the 

southern part of the state of PuebJa (Moser 1977; Smith 1973; Spores 1967; Jimenez Moreno 

1962; Dalhgren 1954). (See Maps 1 and 2.) Subdivisions within the greater Mixteca region, 

however, have generated much confusion for the general public. Dominican friar Antonio de los 

Reyes (1890) in his 1593 grammar Arte en Lengua Mixteca made the first attempt to define the 

six major political and geographic sub-divisions of the Mixteca. These are as follows: 

Alta 1. La Mixteca Alta (In Mixtec this region is called: "Nudzaviuzuhu"). 

2. Chuchon Mixteca (In Mixtec this region is called: "tocui jnuhu" or 
"tocuij nudzyui"); the area of the Chocho-Popoloca peoples. 

Valle 3. Goaxaca (In Mixtec this region is called: "tocuisi nuhu"); the Mixtec 
influenced areas in the Valley of Oaxaca. 

Baja 4. La Mixteca Baja (In Mixtec this region is called: "Nuinine" or "Nuine"); 
"Nuii'ie" means ''Hot Lands." 

Costa S. Las Cordilleras (In Mixtec this region is called: "Nunuma"); the high 
mountains south to PuctIa. "Nui'iuma" means "Cloud Land." 

6. La Costa (Mixtec: Nundaa); the area from PuctIa south to the Pacific. 

These six sub-regions span some 25,000 square kilometers and are home to nearly one 

million inhabitants. There are a few pockets within the greater Mixteca occupied by Spanish 



64 

speakers. These are located principally along the Pan-American Highway that divides the 

region diagonally from northwest to southeast, as well as in the tropical river valleys between 

the coastal area and the Mixteca Alta, southeast of Putla (Puctla). There are also a few 

enclaves of other indigenous groups such as the Amuzgos, Triques, Cuicatec, Ixcatec, and Chocho 

Uosserand 1983). 

Geographically, and frequently linguistically, the Mixtec area is well characterized 

by reference to branches of the dendritic drainage systems which penetrate well into the 

central Mixteca area, the Nochixtlan Valley in the Alta which lies astride the continental 

divide between the Atlantic (GuIO and Pacific drainages. The major systems draining the 

Mixteca to the Pacific are the upper Rio Balsas and the Rio Verde. DraiJ'ljng to the Gulf of 

Mexico is the Rio Papaloapan. The Balsas drains the largest area of the Mixteca, including 

most of Guerrero Mixteca and all of the Mixteca Baja Uosserand 1983). 

While the six subregions identified by de los Reyes are of great historical and 

linguistic interest, they have little relevance for the present study. In fact, most authors reduce 

these six sub-regions to only three in their discussions: La Alta, La Baja, and La Costa. The 

distinctions between these subregions are briefly discussed. 

The subregion of La Mixteca Alta comprises the cool, partially-forested, mountainous 

region west of the Valley of Oaxaca and includes the Oaxacan ex-districts of Coixtlahuaca, 

Teposcolula, Nochixtlan, Tlaxiaco and the western part of Sola de Vega. Wheat replaces 

maize as the primary crop in much of the Alta. Much of the area has been seriously deforested 

and severely overgrazed, making it one of the most environmentally devastated regions of 

central Mexico. At one time the Alta was covered with a mixed oak-pine forest rising to "cloud 

forest" above 10,000 feet (West 1964:373). The overwhelming land degradation that so 

impressed Cook and Borah (1968:1; Cook 1949) in their early surveys of the region is the result 

of centuries of intense human interaction. Unfortunately, this landscape is not atypical of the 

Mixteca as a region, though important exceptions of conservation exist Uosserand 1983). 
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The tropical Costa region is bordered on the south by the Pacific Ocean and includes the 

Oaxacan ex-districts of Putla, Jamiltepec, the western part of Juquila, as well as a comer of 

southeastern Guerrero. Some writers have mistaken "La Costa" for "La Baja" because it is a 

low-lying region. The misnomer seems to have originated with Moises de la Pei\a (1950) in his 

monumental economic study of the Mixteca region. Other economists and geographers have 

since replicated this mistake (Le. Roberts 1980; Heijmerink 1966; Garcia Cruz 1946; Bassols 

Batalla 1967a, 1967b), causing some confusion to researchers unfamiliar with the region. 

The real Mixteca Baja region is the semi-arid, lowland region north and west of the 

Alta, comprised of the Oaxacan ex-districts of Huajuapan de Le6n, Silacayoapan, and 

Juxtlahuaca in Oaxaca and a portion of southern Puebla, consisting of the ex-district of Acatlan, 

and northeastern Guerrero, the ex-district of TIapa. Since this dissertation is concerned with 

communities of the Baja region, discussion will concentrate on the particulars of that area. 

The Mixteca Baja 

The semi-arid region of the Mixteca Baja cross-cuts southern Puebla, northern Oaxaca 

and eastern Guerrero (see Map 3) in a series of broken mountain ranges and valley systems with 

intermittently flowing rivers. The boundaries of the Baja are hard to define exactly due to the 

lack of ethnographic research. According to an archaeological study by Moser (1977), the area 

lies roughly between 17 degrees 15' and 18 degrees 30' North Latitudes and between 97 degrees 

25' and 99 degrees 35' West Longitudes. A western limit for the Baja is provided by the Rio 

Atencochayota in Guerrero to separate the Baja region from Guerrero. The north boundary 

reaches to the Ixcaquixtla area and to the Acatlan valley in Puebla. The east boundary is 

based on marked geomorphological distinctions composed mainly of a sharp increase in altitude 

and colder climate. For the purposes of this study it is assumed that these archaeological 

boundaries reflect contemporary cultural variations, although their validation awaits a 

regional ethnographic study. 

------- ------ --------
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Within the Mixteca Baja, altitude ranges from 2000 to 1800 meters (6600-3300 feet) 

above sea level, while the Alta averages from 2000 to 3500 meters (6600-11200 feet). The 

majority of streams and rivers today flow seasonally northward or westward. They drain into 

the Rio Mixteco which in tum flows into the Rio Atoyac in Puebla, eventually into the mighty 

Rio Balsas, which empties in the Pacific Ocean near the Port of Acapulco. The Rio Mixteco 

drainage system includes as principal tributaries the Rio Juxtlahuaca, Rio Mixtepec in the 

south and the Rios Acatlan and Petlalcingo in the north central part of the Mixtec Baja. These 

intermittently flowing rivers and their tributaries provide important sources of water for local 

irrigation by farming communities located nearby1. 

The climate of the Mixteca Baja region has been classified as ranging from "semi-arid 

and hot" to "semi-arid and semi-hot" to "semi-arid and temperate" (Villareal Gutierrez 1972; 

Iepes 1975). While rainfall patterns tend to be somewhat randomly distributed across the 

region, seasonal temperatures depend basically on altitude. Valleys tend to experience hotter 

temperatures than mountainous zones. Temperatures can vary greatly between seasons, 

dropping considerably at night in the winter and placing certain crops such as tomatoes in 

danger of freeze bums. The overall mean temperature averages 27JC, while the minimum is 

lac and the maximum is 381!C Maximum temperatures are reached in May and June, cooling off 

considerably in July with the commencement of the rainy season. Rainfall fluctuates greatly 

from year to year, creating much instability for agriculture. Annual precipitation ranges 

between 400 to 800 mm, but averages around 480 mm. Actual rainfall from year to year may 

vary up to 60% of the average (Villareal Gutierrez 1972; Iepes 1975), making temporal 

1Until recently, many of these streams and tributaries flowed nearly year round. Many of the 
older residents recall an earlier period of time (approximately 50-60 years ago when the 
hacendados still managed the land) that temporal agriculture was much more productive and 
irrigated agriculture much more extensive. Most people attribute the decline in water 
availability to the excessive deforestation that occurred in recent times due to an increase in 
demand for fuelwood. 
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Map 2.2.: Approximate location of the Alta, Baja, and Costa Regions of the Mixteca (from 
Smith 1973:5). 



agriculture a very risky venture. Total droughts are a common occurrence in the Baja region, 

wrecking havoc on the already meager agriculture returns 2. 

At one time the lower valleys of the Mixteca Baja were covered by tropical deciduous 
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forest, but now are characterized by thorny shrubs and cacti (West 1964). Vegetation tends to be 

xerophytic. Plant species range from all types of cactus to mesquites, cottonwoods, sabinos 

<Taxidium mucronatum), and other species of dryland trees. Distribution of species depends on 

the availability and amount of water. The larger variety trees such as the cottonwoods and 

sabinos are found along the rivers, an important source of large timbers for house construction or 

the fabrication farm implements. Mesquites grow on the hills and are a favorite source of 

fuel wood, due to their slow-burning, which has contributed much to their scarcity3. Many 

other varieties of plants are also utilized by local residents for food, fuel, grazing, and 

medicines. All are linguistically coded in an elaborate scheme that quickly indicates to which 

purpose the plant can best be applied4. A in-depth study by a plant ecologist or ethnobotanist 

would be required to identify the multitudes of native species that perform many vital 

2 The dry season tends to be lengthy. Consequently minor tributaries flow intermittently. This 
causes a serious water shortage during half the year (from January to June). Through the region, 
there are several alluvial basins which have long formed the basis for nucleus of population 
concentrations (i.e. Acatlan, Huajuapan, TonaIa). These are mostly mestizo areas today, 
although the associated rural villages of the hinterland are still Mixtec (Josserand 1983). 

3There are still remnants of "mesqlliteras"--mesquite groves planted and maintained by the 
former haciendas for firewood. Often the ranches and haciendas would line the sides of the 
road with mesquites to provide shade for travelers from one production area to another. A few 
sections of these roads still exist and have not been entirely consumed. Most mesquite-lined 
roads and mesquiteras have been cut down for fuelwood or cleared for farming. 

4While research did not focus on this intriguing cultural phenomenon, some general information 
was obtained. Plants, like soils, are classified in a binary fashion: "hot" and "cold" This 
intrinsic nature of the plant can be modified by cooking, especially if other, stronger ingredients 
are added. "Natural" illness, likewise, are conceptualized as being either "ini" (hot) or 
"vishi" (cold). The right combination of foods-hot for hot and cold for cold-along with proper 
herbal remedies are thought to be essential for healing. If these actions do not bring about a 
cure, a specialist is then consulted, because the illness may not be due to "natural" causes but 
rather "spiritual" ones. 
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functions beyond food consumption in the survival of Mixtec households. It should be pointed 

out, however, that much transformation has occurred in the "natural" distribution and 

occurrence of plant species due to human intervention: agriculture, grazing, and deforestation 

have produced significant changes over the years, and it is difficult for the non-specialists to 

ascertain the extent of this disturbance. Equally important, the consumption of many "wild" 

species has declined dramatically in recent years due to the increased ability of many 

households to purchase food with cash remittances. When naturally occurring plants are 

consumed, it is frequently more for pleasure than necessity. 

Ethnohistory of the Mixteca Region 

Much has been written on the history of the Mixtecs of the Alta who rose to form 

extensive city-states which engaged in extensive trading and successful military campaigns. 

Their literary achievements in the development of elaborate codices which recorded their 

genealogies, calendars, trade negotiations, and military successes have been studied in detail 

(Smith 1973; Jimenez Moreno 1962; Jimenez Moreno y Mateos Higuera 1940; DaIhgren 1954; 

Caso 1956, 1960, 1965; Spores 1967; Troike 1970). The Mixtecs achieved a level cultural 

development that rivaled that of any other aboriginal group of Middle American. They were 

"unsurpassed in codice art, ceremonial ceramic ware, and the working of gold and other valued 

materials" (Ravicz and Romney 1966). 

Unfortunately, little is known about the prehispanic development of the Mixteca Baja 

region. Paddock (1970) has identified the remains of a unique early Classic cultural tradition 

which he calls Nuine (from Mixtec, meaning Hot Land) which includes an early glyphic 

system, sophisticated stone carving, and thin orange pottery. The quality of these cultural 

products compete very well with those of other, better known Classical traditions such as 

Teotihuacan even though ecological conditions were more disadvantageousS. Moser's (1977) 

5"But was there, in this now very dry and impoverished region a social apparatus capable of 
producing a Mesoamerican 'Classic' regional style worthy of the name? (There are) ... many 
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regional study shows a widespread distribution of the tradition through the Baja region. 

Garcia Cook and students (personal communications) are conducting a intensive surface survey of 

the region which is already beginning to change archaeologists' view of this area from one of a 

marginalized backwater to an active, production center engaged in long-distance trade with 

other regions. 

According to Caso (1971:22), the name Mixtec comes from the Nahuatl language and 

means "people of the cloud country." Like the Zapotecs to the south, the Mixtecs considered 

themselves to be an autochthonous people of Oaxaca6. Their legends tell how the first 

inhabitants of the area were born from two trees growing on the banks of a river at Achiutla, a 

sacred city. The Mixtecs of neighboring Tilantongo believed that they were descendants from 

an ancient casique called Yacofiooy (monkey) who had been born from a rock on the nearby Green 

Mountain. 

However, according to historical data recorded by the Franciscan friar Benardino de 

SahagUn (1938), the Mixtecos are a branch of an "Olmec" race, which landed on the coast of the 

Gulf of Mexico at the mouth of the Panuco River. These sources also indicate that after 

founding an empire in the area of the modern states of Puebla and Tlaxacala, the Olmecs went 

on to invade the north and west of the state of Oaxaca, precisely the area that comprises the 

Mixteca today. 

The Mixtecs, unlike the Zapotecs who enjoyed the political unity necessary for the 

formation of a state, never achieved a region-wide state formation. Instead, the city-states 

sites in the Mixteca where very large or very numerous constructions exist. ... there are many 
known sites where architecture of relatively moderate scale exists. . .. irrigation probably 
gave the region a vastly different aspect in ancient times" (Paddock 1970:194-195). 

6Recent findings by linguists suggest that as recently as 1500-2000 B.C. the Mixtecs and 
Zapotecs were a single people, or most likely spoke the same language (Josserand 1983; Jimenez 
Moreno 1962) It is also intriguing, as Caso (1971:32) points out, that both groups call themselves 
Cloud People (Mixtec fillsabi; Zapotec ben 'zaa). 
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were constantly engaged in an endless struggle for domination among themselves. Prior to the 

Spanish Conquest, two autonomous Mixtec kingdoms competed for region-wide hegemony: that 

of AchiutIa and Tilantongo, in the heart of the Mixteca Alta; and that of Tututepec, near the 

Pacific Coast (Mixteca de la Costa). At the same time, several smaller, more or less 

independent kingdoms, termed casicazgos, co-existed with them in different alliances 

throughout the Mixteca (Caso 1971:22). 

Although the Mixtecs did not have political unity, they did have a national culture 

which was active and well-defined. The deeply venerated sanctuary of Achiutla received 

visits by pilgrims from every comer of the Mixtec homeland. This national Mixtec unity proved 

crucial in times of crisis to forgo internal disputes, such as to repulse foreign invasion in the case 

of the Aztecs, or to conquer areas outside their own borders (Caso 1971:22)7. In fact, it was 

precisely due to pressures on the north and west of the Mixteca by the Aztecs, that the Mixtecs 

extended their control of the Valley of Oaxaca to the south. The Mixtec came to control much of 

the Valley, to the community of Mitla in the late fifteenth century, even though the Mixtecs 

and Zapotecs latter joined forces to successfully repel the invading Aztecs. Soon afterwards, 

the successful allies turned to fighting among themselves again, which facilitated the final 

reconquest by the Aztecs. This fragmented condition that prevailed until the arrival of the 

Spaniards. 

The prehispanic Mixtec economy was based on farming and hunting along with some 

manufacture and trade. While dryland agriculture in the higher altitudes revolved around 

maize, beans, chiles, gourds, and squash like the rest of Mesoamerica, specialty crops such as 

cotton and cacao were cultivated in the low-lying regions of the Costa. Maguey, an agave plant 

7This sense of "pan-Mixteca" unity survives into the present day and takes on new significance 
in the migration context. Nagengast and Kearney (1990) suggest the hypothesis that while in 
the Mixteca proper, ethnicity is latent, it become active as a means of defense in the migration 
context when Mixtecs as a group are subjected to abuse and exploitation. 



74 

with multiple uses, was extensively cultivated in the Mixteca highlands, serving a vital role 

in soil conservation efforts. Turkeys and dogs were raised for their meat, and the hunting of 

deer and other animals and the gathering of wild plants played important subsidiary roles in 

Mixtec subsistence (Rem 1939: 2; Spores 1967:5). 

In terms of manufacturing and trade, the prehispanic Mixteca excelled in jade sculpting 

and gold-working. Jewelry from the Mixteca was exported to all parts of ancient Mesoamerica 

(Rem 1939:3). Also, the dye-producing cochineal insect was raised in the Mixteca highlands 

and was considered an important item in native industry and trade (Spores 1967:6). Its economic 

importance increased after the conquest in the colonial economy due to the demand for the rich 

purple color the insects produced. 

Agrarian and Political History 

While not as well studied as the prehispanic period, the post-conquest Mixteca is 

nonetheless beginning to be explored in detailed. Innovative new studies (Miranda 1972; 

Romero Frizzi 1979; Pastor 1987; Carmagnami 1988; Fernandez Ortiz 1989) have begun to build 

upon the pioneering efforts of earlier historians (Gay 1881; Cruz 1946; Carriedo 1949; 

Iturribarria 1955). The Spanish conquest of Mexico in general and the Mixteca in particular 

were facilitated by the fragmentation of native alliances that bitterly fought among 

themselves and against the Aztecs for control of natural resources. At the beginning of the 

conquest, between 1520 and 1522, the Aztecs controlled much of the Mixteca and demanded 

tribute payments from the inhabitants. Military garrisons in the larger Mixtec centers enforced 

their demands. The Spaniards quickly took advantage of these political rifts and Mixtec 

hatred of the Aztecs by dividing and conquering. In the Mixteca, the prevailing scarcity of 

quality agricultural resources and their inequitable distribution made the already existing 

competition ever more fierce. This competitive situation prevailed throughout the Colonial 

and Republic periods. It has also spawned violent episodes of agrarian revolution and social 

unrest during the present century. The people of the Mixteca were quite active in Mexico's 
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independence from Spain and in the revolution to overthrow the dictator Porfirio Diaz and the 

landed class (Pastor 1987; Iturribarria 1955). 

At a general level, patterns of resolution of these agrarian conflicts can be identified. 

Particular community histories, however, can be quite distinct from one another. Some villages 

resolved their differences peacefully, while others underwent violent confrontations. The 

nature of these conflicts and their resolution are crucial in determining the distribution of 

resources among and within communities. Equally important, these conflicts also had 

importance influence on community solidarity. Many villages have become fractionalized due 

to land reform struggles, while others successfully united in a common front against the large 

landowners. While few medium-sized haciendas still exist, most communities mainly contend 

for meager resources with neighboring villages. Even steep hillsides that have only meager 

potential for either farming or grazing provoke intervillage conflict for their fuelwood 

potential. 

The economy and political system of the Mixteca Baja follows a similar stratified class 

and ethnic pattern found throughout Mexico. In prehispanic times as noted earlier, the entire 

area was divided up and controlled by large cacicazgos. Moser (1977:12) makes the following 

observations about cacicazgos in the Mixteca, 'When the Spaniards arrived in the 1520's, the 

Mixtec people were organized into many small kingdoms which were governed by powerful 

ruling lineages that controlled the most productive lands. The institution of the Mixtec 

regional or community kingdom (termed 'cacicazgo' by the Spaniards) was firmly established 

long before the Europeans colonized the area." After the conquest, the cacicazgos became 

controlled by Spaniards, given out to individuals as encomiendas who had the "responsibility" 

to bring that area under the control of the Spanish crown. From colonial times until the 1917 

revolution, economic and political power became concentrated in the hands of Spaniards, 

descendants of the original recipients of royal grants from the Crown which started the 

encomienda system. Not only did these new casiques have exclusive rights land and labor, they 



also controlled the local governmental apparatus. Their access to capital to exploit land and 

water resources commercially. Preliminary review of archival documents8 and conversations 
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with casique descendants indicate that many of these casicazgos equaled or exceeded the size of 

modem-day mutlicipios 9, though none reached the size of the haciendas of north-central 

Mexico. Since the revolution of 1917, many of these casicazgos have been broken up 

considerably, though irrigated land has tended to remain concentrated among descendants of 

Spaniards. These former large landowners still retain political and economic power, because 

most of the local commerce and transportation services at the mUtlicipio and regional level are 

owned by casiqueslO. Their participation in the official ruling party (PRI) also ensures their 

hegemony. Consequently, governmental posts tend to be occupied by casiques, family members or 

sympathizers.ll 

Other important post-conquest changes in agriculture included the introduction of 

domestic animals such as sheep, goats, chickens, so that the Mixtecs became herders as well as 

farmers, hunters, and gatherers. Technological efficiency improved vastly when a traditional 

neolithic lifestyle was confronted with Iron Age technology. Traction animals changed farming 

8Archivo General de la Nacion, Ramo de Tierras, Volumes 525,643,760,763, 1089,1209, 1226, 
1425. 

9Mutlicipios in Mexico are a political division sometimes compared to a United States county. 

10Por example, one certain "ex-casique" controls exclusively the importation of palm from 
Juchitan, Oaxaca into the mutlicipio of Petlalcingo. Palm is crucial to the economy of peasant 
household for the weaving of hats. He also imports, along with other merchants, vegetables 
and fruit. The ex-casique, however, refuses to sell palma to anyone who does not purchase 
produce from him on short-term credit. Consequently, a majority of peasants in the mlmicipio 
are in debt to him. 

IlNotable exceptions are communities that belong to the Antorcha Campesina movement that 
started fourteen years ago in the mutlicipio of Tecomatlan, Puebla and has spread throughout 
the Mixteca Baja and other areas of Mexico in recent years (Martinez Sanchez y Badillo 
Rossainz 1988; Cordova Moran y Martinez Roldan 1987; Cederstrom 1988). The movement's 
original purpose was to dislodge the casiques' hold on political and economic power in the 
region. 
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and transportation. The prehispanic core of maize, beans, and squash persists today as the 

economic base, but during the colonial period it expanded to include many fruits, grains, and 

vegetables from Europe. Introduced technology made mining a profitable venture in the region, 

the raising of silkworms, and cochineal production made the Mixteca one of the richest areas of 

New Spain (Spores 1967:28). Cattle and goat raising became an important post-conquest 

activity throughout the general Mixteca. Unfortunately, few indigenous people enjoyed the 

good fortunes of colonial agricultural economy having been mostly reduced to peons or 

sharecroppers. Overgrazing and inequitable distribution of resources continue to prevail 

throughout the region. 

Agriculture, Commerce and Other Employment 

Resource endowment among and within contemporary rural communities can vary 

greatly. Some villages possess very productive irrigated land and cultivate diverse 

commercial crops. Others depend entirely on dryland farming. Subsistence or, as is often the 

case, "sub-subsistence" revolves around whatever meager returns of com and beans the summer 

rains provide. In many cases, production does not suffice for the household's yearly needs. 

Stuart and Kearney (1981) have calculated that in San Jeronimo el Progreso, less than 50 

percent of daily food needs came from local agriculture. Within villages, land and water are 

often unevenly distributed. Some households profit from commercial production on highly 

productive irrigated lands while others subsist on rocky marginal lands. Not surprisingly, 

therefore, many farmers abandon agriculture in this harsh region to seek employment 

elsewhere. Consequently, rates of out-migration have burgeoned in recent years. Migration in 

search of better remunerated employment has increased as an important strategy for many 

Mixtec farmers. According to Aguilar Medina (1979:162), 

The levels of life of the Mixtec peasants are dramatically precarious; 
the real income of the population is very low and generally come from 
the product of work obtained outside the Mixtec region. The average 
annual income oscillates around 350 dollars, while the per capita 
national averages is 2,000 dollars. Sixty-four percent of the Mixtec 



income is earned in other regions and remitted back to the Mixteca, 
usually by agricultural day laborers in other latitudes of the country and 
outside. 
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Out-migration correlates inversely with a general decline in agricultural productivity 

throughout the region during the last 20 years. Not only are average yields very low when 

compared to the national average, but total cultivated area is decreasing. While irrigated 

agriculture does exist, the majority of farmers of the Mixteca depend on the capriciousness of 

the weather for their subsistence. A recent article in the Mexican newspaper, La Iornada, 

describes very graphically the situation facing many of the region's farmers: 

The production of basic grains diminishes. Ukewise, the cultivated 
surface area systematically decreases; it went from 53 thousand hectares 
in 1980 to 36 thousand in 1983. 

Producers in dryland agriculture, who represent 99 percent of the 
cultivated surface area, farm between one and two hectares of maize each 
year and frequently only reach yields of between 300 and 400 tons (sic)12 
per hectare. In years of dry weather, they only succeed in harvesting 20 
percent of the planted area. The yields per hectare turn out to be 
extremely low: 100 to 200 kilograms per hectare. The highest yields 
occasionally reach 1300 kilograms, still much lower than the national 
average (mil 700 kilograms per hectare), itself very low and declining 
(Benejam 1988). 

Other authors concur with this assessment. Aguilar Medina (1979:166) graphically describes 

the situation: 

The average area that each family plants is between a half hectare to a 
hectare and a quarter. When the land is communal or private property, 
the farmer keeps all the harvest, but when he "sharecrops", he must turn 
over half of the harvest as rent to the owner of the land. Due to the low 
productivity of the land, the harvested maize only covers the needs of 
the family for four or six months, which makes it indispensable for the 
family's maintenance to supplement this erratic income with other types 
of work. 

The meager returns of dryland agriculture are consumed mainly by the household, although 

occasional surpluses may be marketed. The Mixteca region, consequently, must import food. 

Farmers with Significant amounts of irrigated land do far better, filling the regional centers 

120bviouslya typographical error. Should read "kilograms" instead of "tons". 
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temporarily with citrus fruits, avocados, tomatoes, fresh coriander, onions, and other 

vegetables. Due to the small size of household irrigated plots, income from these sales is 

supplemental at best. Because of the high demand for fresh produce and the region's inability 

to produce sufficient quantities to satisfy it, the major supply is "imported" from nearby 

temperate and tropical regions, such as the central valley of Puebla to the north and the 

coastal region of Veracruz on the Gulf of Mexico. 

The only other local sources of income for small-scale farmers, besides agriculture, is 

the weaving of palm hats. Household members of all ages and both genders can be found at any 

time of the day with a hat in their hands, furiously weaving. Farmers depend on this cottage 

industry for daily cash needs to a strong degree, because no other economic activities are 

available. People themselves recognize this dependency when they say "Sin la palma, no 

comemos" (Without the palm, we don't eat). Hat production is paid for by piece work. 

Economic analysis show that, excluding labor as a cost, weavers "earn" approximately $1000 

pesos per hat (about $.30 US currently) (Cederstrom, et a1. 1991). The best weaver can only 

finish one hat per day given only minor interruptions by other demands. Since the raw palm is 

not available locally, it must be purchased from intermediaries who often condition their sales 

to weavers on their purchase of other import items such as fresh produce. Weavers also sell the 

finished product to intermediaries who transport the hats to either Puebla or Oaxaca for final 

processing. Even under the best conditions, palm hat weaving is a survival enterprise only, 

undertaken by necessity. 

Economic activity in general lacks development throughout the Mixteca region. Even in 

the regional centers of Acatlan, Puebla and Huajuapan de Leon, Oaxaca, little industry has 

developed. Besides a few cement and block factories and one soccerball assembly plant, little in 

the way of manufacturing exists. The main economic activity in these two cities is commerce. 

They provide the urban populations and that of the surrounding countryside with all their 

basic necessities-from agricultural supplies to building materials--and a few luxuries. 
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At the local level, fewer economic activities exist. At the municipal centers, economic 

development often depends on population size and proximity to the Pan American Highway. 

At best, there is limited employment in commerce and government services such as federal 

schools and health clinics. At the village level, supplemental income may be generated by 

managing small stores or as bilingual teachers. The 1970 census (SPP 1972) illustrates how 

undiversified the economy really is. The agriculture sector engages 71.8% of the population, 

while industry employs only 16.1 %. The service sectors absorbs a meager 2.3%, and commerce 

provides jobs for only 5.0%. As a consequence of limited opportunities, high unemployment 

prevails throughout the region, a primary cause of rural out-migration. As Benejam (1988:7) 

notes, unemployment in the Mixteca region ... 

. . . is much higher that in the rest of the state and the country. The lack 
of opportunities of permanent and sufficiently remunerated work 
provokes strong migratory currents towards the places where are found 
concentrated the sources of work and services. Such flows are manifested 
especially in the Federal District, in the northern cities that count with 
modern agriculture and maquiladora firms, and in the United States and 
Canada. 

Migrant Village Associations 

Another factor that makes the Mixteca Baja region an ideal research site for this 

dissertation is that migrants from many villages of the Mixteca, both mestizo and Mixtec, have 

formed Migrant Village Associations (MV As). In fact, many communities, even those from the 

state of Puebla, are affiliated with the "Coalicion de Pueblos Mixtecos Oaxaquenos (CPMO): 

Coalition of Mixtec Oaxacan Communities" located in Mexico City(Butterworth and Chance 

1983). This regional organization functions as a lobby group and tries to procure govemment-

sponsored projects for the region. The community-level associations are often very active in the 

affairs of their home communities, and in many cases, make worthwhile contributions to their 

betterment. MV A projects vary greatly. While most have concentrated on visual improvements 

in their villages, such as fixing up the church, some have also sought to improve general 

economic conditions. The variations of types of projects undertaken can be contrasted in the 
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Mixteca against a wide array of variables: resource endowment, agrarian history and village 

factionalism, migration history, and land tenure. 

Equally important, migrants that have formed MV As have a strong sense of community 

identification, and many share a common "ideology of return" found among other migrant groups 

(Br<!ttel 1979). In the early internal migration context, village-level solidarity often precluded 

any regional based identification. With massive international migration and difficult working 

conditions in the migration context, there seems to be a nascent regional basis ethnicity 

emerging (Nagengast and Kearney 1990). Regardless of geographical scope, however, many 

migrants remain strongly committed to ''home'', as evidenced in statements, rituals, songs, 

remittances, and periodic return migration. Yet regardless of an obvious preference for the 

village, economic circumstances have forced many to seek employment elsewhere. The complex 

interaction between emotional attachment and economic reality provides opportunity to 

explore the motivational complexities of remittance behavior. 

Government Development Projects and Infrastructure Development 

General infrastructure development and extension of basic governmental services are 

severely lacking in all of the Mixteca. Besides the Pan American Highway that cuts the region 

in two, few feeder highways have been built into the vast hinterland. Telegraph and 

telephone service connects all major cities and several of the municipal centers, although it can 

be erratic at times. All transportation-except the train--lies in private hands, both local and 

regional. In some cases it may be adequate, in others terrible, but most of the time it is bearable 

if time is not of the essence. The sale of agricultural produce follows the pattern established in 

prehispanic times of open air markets, with local governments monitoring only the prompt and 

proper payment of vendor fees. Little exists in way of formal marketing information for 

farmers, who basically find out the price of their produce when they arrive to sell or by word of 

mouth. While much attention has been given to extending health care services from the 



Mexican Institute of Social Security, many areas still do not even approximate the national 

average for coverage. 

While the coverage for assistance services reaches 91 percent of the 
population of the country, only 76 percent of the population of the state of 
Oaxaca is protected and barely 25 percent of the 600 thousand Mixtecs 
receive attention by the Social Security (Benejam 1988:6). 

To counteract the prevailing poverty of the region, the federal government has 

initiated numerous development projects in the region, especially in the state of Oaxaca. In 
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almost every community can be found empty chicken houses, their machinery long since stripped 

away; dried-up communal orchards, irrigation pipes removed or rusted; housing projects 

abandoned or used as storage. Wall (1982) meticulously documents the plethora of projects and 

programs that have been designed and attempted, nominally at least, to improve living 

conditions in the region. She concludes that in the past regional or local-level planning was 

difficult with the federal government'S fixation on national growth and a rising GNP, new 

plans and programs, however, are overabundant. 

Culture, Language, and Ethnicity 

Mixtec comprises one of the major languages of native Mexico today (Spores 1967:18). It 

is a tonal language which can be defined as "a language having lexically significant, 

contrastive, but relative pitch on each syllable" (Pike 1948:18). This means that significant 

pitch distinguishes the meanings of utterances. When pitch is lexical, it distinguishes the 

meanings of words. For example, in the Mixtec dialect of Tepejillo-Iztlan, fiu 'u--means "palm", 

filui-means "tierra", while fiuu-signifies "hot coal." A change in the pitch of the last vowel 

completely changes the meaning of the word. Many jokes in Mixtec are based on puns that make 

a play on words using slight tonal differences. Younger speakers, though, have lost the ability 

to joke in this manner, because many cannot distinguish the subtle tonal differences. 

Many discrepancies exist as far as the total number of speakers of Mixtec. Spores (1967: 

18) calculates the number of Mixtec speakers to be more than 150,000. The 1970 Census 
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(Direccion General de Estadistica 1972) estimates the Mixtec-speaking population at 233,245. 

Josserand (1983), who has probably done the most complete linguistic survey of Mixtec, 

considers this number to be obviously a very conservative figure. Over 90 percent of the Mixtec-

speaking population is found in the states of Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Puebla. Oaxaca has the 

largest proportion, 72 percent or 168, 725 of which 50,578 are monolingual. Guerrero has the 

second largest segment of Mixtecs with 20% of the total or 40,330 of which 27,247 are 

monolingual speakers. Finally, Puebla has a meager 3.5% of the total, or 8,124 of which 906 are 

monolingual. As noted before, these three states comprise the "natural" distribution of Mixtecs, 

but sizable modem concentrations of Mixtecs can be found in the following states: 

Distrito Federal 
Veracruz 
Mexico 
Morelos 
Chiapas 
Sinaloa 
Tabasco 

7,513 
3,641 
2,592 

596 
399 
348 
104 

As Josserand (1983) points out, these figures grossly under-represented out-migration from the 

region. Large populations of Mixtecs associated with urban, industrialized work forces, or 

capitalized agricultural industries, where Mixtecs comprise a crucial component of the seasonal 

work force (i.e. Morelos, Sinaloa), often go uncounted in the censuses. Likewise, there is much 

migration of Mixtecs to the United States for which few figures exist. Many anthropologists, 

who have intimate knowledge of indigenous populations, have severely criticized the Mexican 

government's census procedures that systematically under-count Indians (Nahmad Sitton 1986; 

Warman 1978). Others have indicated that the tremendous social pressures of Mexico, 

especially since the Revolution, discourage strong ethnic identity by contemporary indigenous 

groups (Aguirre Beltran 1979). 

A plethora of linguistic studies on the different variants of Mixtec have been conducted 

over the years. Historical studies have emphasized the reconstruction of proto-Mixtec and 

proto-Mixtecan: Oimenez Moreno 1962; Longacre 1961, 1962; Longacre and Millon 1961; 
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Swadesh 1960). Contemporary studies tend to focus on regional and local dialectical variations 

(Alexander 1986; Bradley and Hollenbach 1988; Coronado Suzan 1987; Pensinger 1974; Stark 

Campbell 1986; Barbosa Cano 1980; Josserand 1983). 

Historically, rural communities tended to be Mixtec speakers who were sharecroppers 

on the mestizo controlled ranches. In the municipal centers Spanish speakers concentrated, 

although the outlying barrios were inhabited by Mixtec speakers. Today, no Mixtec is spoken 

by inhabitants of municipal centers, and Mixtec seems to be dying out quickly in many rural 

communities where it was formerly spoken. In the Mixteca Baja of southern Puebla, some rural 

communities are mestizo, but not as the result of cultural assimilation. Many of these villages 

may be remnants of the Zapatista agrarian movement at the beginning of the century. Landless 

peasants from Morelos and Guerrero followed Zapata into southern Puebla and acquired land at 

the expense of large ranches and indigenous communities. How many mestizo communities 

share this particular history is unknown. This is a question that demands a regional 

investigation. Many inter-village land conflicts are between indigenous communities and these 

mestizo communities. In fact, much of the verbal mudslinging between villages is often couched 

in derogatory ethnic terms. 

The research presented in this dissertation on the Mixteca Baja region of southern 

Puebla would tend to support ideas advanced by Nagengast and Kearney (1990). They propose 

that within the Mixteca region ethnic identity is latent at best, due to historical circumstances 

that did not create the extreme resource control dichotomy between Indians and non-Indians 

that exists in other regions of Mexico. Few cultural markers distinguish between the two 

groups. As well, historical political unity of the region has never existed. However, ethnic 

and even regional identity manifests itself in the migration context due to the exploitative 

nature of work encountered by Mixtec migrants in Sinaloa and Baja California. Ethnicity 

becomes a rallying point for workers from the Mixteca region around which they form their 

defense. This interpretation seems to fit the situation of southern Puebla where in the local 
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context, two villages may be at each others' throats over land disputes, but at the regional 

center dealing with elite businesses members of one village may seek out migrants from the 

other to help them negotiate a good deal. 

Demography 

Cook and Borah (1968) have carefully studied and reconstructed the population of the 

Mixteca Alta from 1520 to 1960. According to their population estimates, the Mixtec population 

suffered severe decimation from 1520 to 1590, due to the introduction of European diseases. A 

steady recovery began around 1670 and continues to the present. Still, they calculate that the 

contemporary population comprises only one-third of the estimated population just before 1520, 

the year of the Spanish conquestl3. 

Less is known about the historical circumstances of demographic change in the Mixteca 

Baja, but it is thought to follow a pattern similar to that of the Alta. Currently, the Mixteca 

Baja experiences high rates of population growth (IMSS archives). Throughout the Mixteca 

region, 
the annual birthrate is over 3 percent; nevertheless, the real growth 
rate of the population is barely 0.75 percent per year, since net out
migration is 1.4 percent. This profile, valid for the state of Oaxaca, 
becomes accentuated in the Mixteca, a expelling region of labor par 
excellence. It is estimated that of 10 Mixtecs, three leave permanently, 
four do it temporarily, and only three stay in the region (Benejam 
1988:7). 

In spite of rampant out-migration, natural population increase has produced land shortages in 

many communities. As a consequence, villages frequently wage long and bloody battles over 

land disputes among themselves. Communities leaders place much importance on securing and 

validating communities boundaries. Land, therefore, is limited in both a relative and absolute 

13These estimates coincide with those of other scholars (Dahlgren de Jordan 1954; Paddock 
1970) who propose for the late 1700s a population about equal to that of today, a decrease of 50 
to 75 percent since the conquest. Total population of the Mixtecas may be estimated at slightly 
over one million inhabitants, including the few urban areas. 
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sense and highly valued. Consequently, even mountainous regions in some communities are 

cultivated and always highly valued for pasture and firewood resources. 

Rates of infant mortality are high throughout the region, due principally to the lack of 

all types of medical resources and the chronic state of malnutrition (Aguilar Medina 1979). The 

majority of Mixtecs barely consume 60 percent of the calories and proteins required for an 

average subsistence. The combination of malnutrition and lack of medical services results in a 

high mortality rate and short life expectancies. According to Benejam's research (1988:6), 

The life expectancy of the inhabitants of the region is 43 years for men 
and 44 years for women, while the average life expectancy for all people 
of Oaxaca is 61 years and that of all Mexicans is 69 years. Of every 1000 
Mexican children, 48 die; of every 1000 Oaxacan infants, 80 die; of every 
1000 Mixtec children, 150 die every year.14 

The combination of limited employment, lack of services, low agricultural productivity, and 

demographic pressures has resulted in increasing rates of out-migration from the Mixteca 

region. 

Migration 

Out-migration from the Mixteca region in the form of new lands colonization and 

conquest dates to prehispanic times Oosserand 1983). During colonial times, migration took on a 

more individualistic tendency (Kicza 1990). In modern times, these migration tendencies in the 

Mixteca have become increasingly accentuated due to land scarcity, limited employment 

possibilities, low agricultural productivity, poor infrastructure development, and restricted 

economic and political opportunities (Aguilar Medina 1974, 1979; Barbosa Cano 1969; Stuart 

and Kearney 1981). In many cases, more than half of the adult population of a community has 

emigrated. The profound impacts that this massive out-migration have had on different 

14In other words, the infant mortality rate for all Mexicans is 4.8%, for the state of Oaxaca it is 
8%, and for Mixtecs the rate is 15%. 
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aspects of village life win be discussed in detail in foIlowing chapters. Agriculture has a 

particularly interactive and dynamic relationship with migration. 

Agriculture, while comprising the principal economic activity, has always been 

difficult in the Mixteca Baja region due to climatic conditions. For years, men from the Mixteca 

have migrated seasonaIly to Veracruz or other rural destinations (Sinaloa) to supplement their 

meager fann production through wage labor. The preferred destinations change quickly 

according to the differential in the wage rate and working conditions. Since the late 1960s with 

the advent of industrialization and corresponding demand for labor, many residents of the 

Mixteca prefer urban locations to seek more pennanent employment. Improved job opportunities 

in Mexican industrial centers and higher wages in the United States, along with a long-term 

downswing in the agricultural economy of Mexico have dramaticaIly increased out-migration 

from the Mixteca in recent years. As mentioned previously, rural population has experienced 

tremendous growth during the last two decades, placing even greater pressure on meager 

farming resources. Younger potential farmers are quick to calculate the higher benefits of 

migration over the frustrating costs of agriculture. 

Most of the national destinations are urban areas: Mexico City, Puebla, Pachuca, San 

Luis Potosi, and Tijuana. Sinaloa and Sonora have replaced Veracruz as the major destinations 

of Mixtec migrants looking for seasonal agricultural employment. International migrants are 

concentrated in southern California, although many have found their way to Washington and 

Oregon. Statistics indicate the amount and targets of migrants: 

Oaxaca is found among the five entities of the Mexican Republic that 
expel more labor toward other regions of the country and beyond. 
According to the State Council on Population, for 1980, 39 percent of 
Oaxacan emigrants went to the Federal District, 22 percent to the State 
of Mexico; 17 percent to Veracruz; and 6 percent to Puebla. The rest (6 
percent emigrated to other places in the country and outside (Benejam 
1988:8). 

Since the late 196Os, migration has become more long-tenn. In earlier times, migration 

tended to be mainly seasonal: farmers would migrate in the off-season to other rural areas in 
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search of work, returning in time for the harvest of the home corn crop. Now migration tends to 

be for longer periods of time, but does not necessarily represent a permanent break with the 

community. As Josserand (1983:56) has indicated, migration is often part of the life cycle: 

"young men and women go off to the city for education and employment, providing necessary 

cash flow into the village. But they continue to return for visits and fiestas, and if 

circumstances permit, they return to renew residence in the village, if only when they retire." 

One community in the municipio of Petlalcingo, EI Rosario Micaltepec, provides an excellent 

opportunity to examine in detail the life cycles of migration for several men and women. 

In spite of the overwhelming predominance of out-migration from the region, few 

migration studies have been conducted there. In the Mixteca Alta, two in-depth research 

projects have been undertaken. The best known is the detailed study of Butterworth (1975) 

which, besides presenting an excellent ethnographic study of the village of Tilantongo, 

analyzes the selectivity of migrants as well as their motives. Butterworth also examines the 

impacts olout-migration on the community such as the'activities of migrants in home 

community through the migrant village association and the conflicts that these projects have 

generated. Mendez y Mercado (1985) complements this earlier study with her research on the 

community of Santo Tomas Ocotepec. Her somewhat deterministic approach is historical and 

demographic, as well as sociocultural, focusing on the causes and impacts of migration on a 

community of the Mixteca Alta. Poor farming conditions account for out-migration, and social 

stratification is the primary result. 

In the Mixteca Baja region, three worthwhile anthropological investigations exist. 

Cano Barbosa (1969), in his thesis for ENAH (Escuela Nacional de Antropologfa e Historia) 

pioneered research on migration from the Baja. His community study of the historical 

circumstances that have "expelled" sharecroppers on Hacienda de Yetla focused on the unequal 

distribution of land, agrarian conflicts with large landowners, and the selectivity of out

migration. He found that much of the out-migration occurred among local bourgeoisie that left 
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in order to increase their "wealth, status, and social prestige." Stuart and Kearney's (1981) 

study of San Jeronimo El Progreso, a village in the Mixteca Baja of Oaxaca, has documented a 

trend that is occurring in many rural Mixteca communities: an increasing dependence on migrant 

wage earnings. The authors see this tendency as increasing as the region's agriculture continues 

to decline. Mora Vasquez (1982) for her ENAH thesis conducted a comparative study of two 

communities in the Mixteca Baja of Oaxaca: Nieves Ixpantepec and San Nicolas Hidalgo. Her 

study concentrated on the phenomena of permanent and temporal migration and selectivity 

based on age, sex, language, education, and civil status. Mora Vasquez compared the differences 

in occupation and earnings between the different types of migrants. She found that while 

temporal migrants tended to be heads of households accompanied occasionally by spouse and an 

elder child, permanent migrants tended to be predominantly young, single males that could best 

take advantage of job offering in the urban, industrialized centers. 

The Municipio of PetIaIcingo, Puebla typifies the general conditions that prevail 

throughout the Mixteca Baja region and'that encourage the consequent large-scale out

migration. 

THE MUNIOPIO OF PETLALCINGO, PUEBLA 

Tucked away in far southern recesses of the State of Puebla, near the border with 

Oaxaca lies the Municipio of PetIalcingo some three hours distance from the capital Puebla and 

five hours from Mexico City. The chief administrative center and the largest town, the 

cabecera, carries the same name-PetIaIcingo. Cabecera PetIalcingo contains all the 

administrative offices of the municipal government as well as the principal retailing 

businesses. Except for the feeder road that connects the community to the Pan-American 

Highway, none of the other streets are paved. The four sides of the town square are cobble-
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stoned. Most of the barrios 15 have electricity, though few houses have the luxury of running 

water. This privilege is reserved for "la gente del centro"-the people of downtown, the former 

large landowners of the area who own large homes. A health clinic near the main church 

downtown serves the needs of the entire cabecera. A clinic in EI Rosario and one in Temascalapa 

serve rural residents. 

If one arrives during the week around noon in cabecera Petlalcingo, it seems as though no 

one lives there. Streets appear abandoned, stores and government offices are closed, and 

churches echo of emptiness. Similar scenes are repeated throughout the rural villages. 

Partially as an adaptation to the intense heat of the summer, most people stay in the 

household compounds during the afternoon hours. This custom plus the general economic 

underdevelopment of the area and the semi-desert environment create a feeling of solitude. All 

changes on Sunday, though, when the town's center comes alive for market day, or fiesta time 

when Petlalcingo or the rural communities suddenly transform themselves into a bustle of 

activities, colors, foods, and people. While the community of Petlalcingo is only one mile from 

the Pan-American highway, its commercial activities have suffered from the decision made by 

certain elite families over 50 years ago to have the international artery bypass the town's 

center. Petlalcingo possesses no gasoline station, no restaurants, or other facilities that have 

benefited other communities near the roadway by attracting travelers and tourists. 

Geographically and culturally, the municipio of Petlalcingo lies well within the 

limits of the Mixteca Baja region. While fairly large in geographical size (155.63 km2 

compared to the urbanized municipio of Puebla which is 56 km2), the total population is only 

8,658 inhabitants (1,741 families), giving a population density of 55.63 per square kilometer 

while the population density of Puebla is close to 30,000 per km2. The Cabecera Municipal 16 

15Barrio could be the equivalent to neighborhood in the United States, except that in Mexico 
barrio often have administrative as well as religious significance. 

16Cabecera Municipal would be the equivalent to county seat in the United States. 
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Petlalcingo is by far the largest community in the municipio. Other communities, in order of 

population size and political importance are: Santa Ana Tepejillo, San Jose Tescalapa, 

Texcapala de Juarez, Santa Cruz de Bravo, EI Rosario Micaltepec, El Mesquital, EI Idolo, Santa 

Gertrudis Salitrillo, and EI Rancho de Guadalupe. The 1980 Census (1982b:8) shows the 

municipio with a total of 14 population concentrations: two have between 1-99 inhabitants; 

nine have between 100-499; 2 have 500-999 residents; and only one, Petlalcingo has over 2,000 

people. Former ranches that contain no significant human populations include EI Tacoyo, EI 

Limon, EI Salado, and San Antonio Tierra Colorada. The municipio of Petlalcingo is bordered 

on the north by the Municipios of Acatlan and San Jeronimo Xayacatlan, on the northeast by 

the Municipio of Tesquistepec in Oaxaca, on the south by the Municipios of San Miguel Ixitlan 

and Chila de las Flores, and on the east by the Municipio of San Pedro Yeloxitlahuacan. (See 

Map 2.4.) 

History 

Residents know little of the history of Petlalcingo and its surrounding communities. 

The few historical documents available provide only meager details. The earliest account 

comes from the "Relaci6n de Acatlan y su Partido," one of the Relaciones Geograficas compiled 

in the 1550s for the Crown of Spain. Clearly, Petlalcingo was not a major commercial center of 

the time, although agriculture appears to have been highly productive. According to the 

Relaci6n, 

This town has no more that thirty seven houses and in them there are one 
hundred and four men with their wives, not counting their children. It is 
two leagues long and two wide, bordered by Acatlan, Chila and 
Tequecistepeque (Tequistepec, Oaxaca). It is mostly flat and is irrigated; 
it has good lands for all types of cattle; much wheat, maize, and cotton 
are harvested; grain is produced (cochineal dye); all the fruits of Spain 
and of this land are grown. It is twenty two leagues from Los Angeles 
(Puebla) (Paso y Troncoso 1905a:175). 

Thirty years later, Juan de Vera, the Chief Magistrate of the entire Jurisdiction of 

Acatlan, writes on January 3, 1581-with the help of native informants--the account of the 
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circumstances of PetIalcingo and other communities of the region (Paso y Troncoso 1905b: 55-74). 

At that time, Petlalcingo had only two estancias or subject communities: Tepexe (most likely 

Tepejillo today) and Temascalapa. Vera describes the natural resources of the area, its 

agriculture, as well as its inhabitants. According to his relation, "PetIalzingo" means in the 

Mexican language (Nahuatl): "the place of the reed mats or petates17." This translation 

agrees with that of other scholars, although other possibilities are not mutually exclusive 

(Franco 1955)18. 

17 According to the native account, recorded by de Vera, "the reason this name was given ... is 
because in a hill, which nowadays is next to the settlement of said village, dwelt in ancient 
times a serpent ... that was of such incredible grandeur that ... with his body he surrounded 
the entire hill and had much of his body left over that it lapped over itself. And this snake 
had his skin pattern in the form of a reed mat. For this reason, they called it the snake of reeds 
or the woven snake. This snake ... was belligerent and ate so many people that most of the 
region was uninhabited. No one dared pass by the place even though it lay near the Royal 
Highway. According to paintings of the said Indians of Petlalzingo, a great man and warrior, 
who had roamed through several provinces, came with his warriors with a desire to settle the 
site of Petlalzingo. He set up an ambush and waited until the snake came out of his cave. From 
a hill that was opposite the hill of were the snake lived, almost a quarter league away, he 
aimed his bow and arrows and killed it. He settled there with the people he had brought, and 
from the name of the said snake which was petlalcoatl (snake of reed mats) he called his 
village Petlalzingo (69-70). 

180ther sources (Franco 1955: 65) state that ''PETLALCINGO (with a glyph)-comes from 
Nahuatl derivation of PETLAL, 'reed', from which comes the Aztequism, petate; TZINTLI, 
the diminutive expression, and CO, suffix that indicates, in; they comprise the geographical 
name PETLAL-TZIN-CO or Petlalcingo which in the CastilIan language means, ' in the small 
reed mat or in the fine reed mats (petatito ° pelates finos).' There is a community that carries 
this denomination, Cabecera of the Municipio of the same name, which belongs to the old 
political District of Acatlan, toward the south part of the state, where a good number of 
inhabitants have as their principal occupation the manufacture of reed mats or fine petates, 
woven with a special palm (Brahea dulcis), called palma apache, comprised of large leaves in 
the form of a fan, that grows on the nearby hills and is utilized by this industry. 

''They also produce with this same palm, hats, small hand bags, tenates (small baskets for 
fresh tortillas) and other things for domestic use. Another meaning of this name that we have 
found is 'beginning of the rift,' or where this begins; this meaning proceeds from the Aztec 
words PETLALLI, to decline, to precipitate, to throw something from a high and steep place, 
and the declension TZINCO, taken in its acceptance which means, the beginning or start of 
some thing; from which results PETLAL-1ZINCO, which in this cases gives an understanding of 
"where the rift begins or starts," proving the certainty of this translation is the fact that this 
particular town is found near the "Petlalcingo" river, an affluent of the ''Tizaa or Acathin" 
river, whose current flows into a deep canyon, flanked by cliffs and escarpments, whose 
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Little more is known about the post-conquest history of the municipio. Like much of the 

Mixteca, the farm land was divided among Spaniards and their descendants into large 

landholdings called encomiendas (Fernandez 1989; Pastor 1987). The encomendero in 1581 was 

Francisco Hernandez Guerrero, assigned the task of bringing the area under the influence of the 

Spanish Crown (Paso y Troncoso 1905:69). One of his two estancias was Tepexe which is 

probably Tepejillo, a neighboring village of El Rosario. This land tenure system was later 

transformed into the hacienda system at the end of the nineteenth century during the 

dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz. Under the hacienda system, the owner usually cultivated cash 

crops on irrigated land and sharecropped out his temporal land to peasants. These haciendas 

went through a gradual process of fragmentation into Ranchos as they became divided among 

heirs. Many rural communities in PetJalcingo were formed at this time as the peasants divided 

themselves among the newly formed, Spanish-controlled farming units. These relatively 

recent divisions became the basis for land reform distribution during the 193Os, which saw the 

legitimization of these farrning communities as legal entities known as pueblosl9. 

Eoonomy 

Like the rest of the Mixteca, agriculture predominates as the principal economic 

activity. Some commerce, mostly retail business, exists in the cabecera Petlalcingo and a few 

stores in the small community of Salitrillo situated on the Pan American Highway. These 

businesses, which provide essentials from medicines to food staples to clothing, are owned 

mainly by descendants of former large landowners. The economic power these businessmen 

calcareous rooks begin in this said place, giving rise to the etymology which we note in the 
second definition." 

19Santa Ana Tepejillo and San Juan Tescalapa (Temascalapa) are probably the only 
communities that date to prehispanic times based on the dates of their churches, their 
population size, and historical documents. Other villages, such as El Rosario, date to the late 
18th or early 19th centuries and others are even more recent (e.g. post-revolution). 



command correlates closely with their control of the local political apparatus through 

participation in the national ruling party-PRI20. In the rural villages, a few small stores 

selling the basic essentials (i.e. beer and aguardiente21) and a few luxuries (i.e. costume 

jewelry, etc.) struggle to survive. The only industry is the FIDEP AL22 factory, located on the 
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main highway near Petlalcingo, which employs a few people. A few individuals are gainfully 

self-employed in providing local transportation with their pickups and cars. The weekly 

market on Sunday in the main plaza of Petlalcingo offers the opportunity for local residents to 

sell some surplus produce and to obtain items not locally grown. However, the Petlalcingo 

market has undergone a steady decline over the years, with most people preferring to go to 

either Huajuapan de Leon, Oaxaca or Acatlan, Puebla to conduct their business. 

2OpRI, Partido Revolucionario Institucional: The Institutional Revolutionary Party. The only 
serious challenge to this political domination has been mounted by the comuneros··-the 
communal farmers of Petlalcingo proper, who briefly controlled the municipal government for 
one three-year term. 

21 Aguardiente is an alcohol beverage distilled from sugarcane. The variety preferred locally 
is produced in Chiapa del Diaz, Oaxaca (three hours distant) and imported through a limited 
number of distributors into the municipality. Control over its distribution has been bitterly 
fought among individuals and households, with those winning receiving enormous economic 
benefit due to the high demand for the drink. Its popularity is due to its relatively much 
cheaper price than its closest substitute (bottled beer) and its strength, approximately 80 proof. 
Ndute ini or "hot liqUid," as aguardiente is called in Mixtec, is considered to have considerable 
curative properties as well and consequently features prominently in healing practices and 
appeasement of the "spirits" that cause certain illness. For a detailed study and analysis of 
alcohol consumption among Mixtecs and Mixtec migrants to Mexico City see Butterworth (1962). 

22FIDEPAL (Fideicomiso de la Palma) is a trusteeship set up by the federal government of 
Mexico in 1976 to intervene in the palm industry in an effort to make it more competitive and to 
ensure equitable access to raw materials and open markets. It has recently been dissolved and 
its mandate and operation turned over to the CNC (Confederaci6n Nacional de Campesinos), an 
affiliate of the ruling political party PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional). The 
processing facilities were originally built as a cement factory of "Cementos Hercules, A.C." 
which was heavily subsidized by the federal government in hopes of providing significant 
employment to the region. Only after all the infrastructure was in place, did the engineers 
realize that the limestone of this region was not suited for cement. The palm plant currently 
employs approximately SO people. 
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The only other local source income for local residents, especially for farmers-besides 

their erratic farm produce, is the weaving of palm hats. Due to the nature of the industry, the 

actual profits realized by the producers are meager, but because few other employment 

alternatives exist, the people of the municipio of Petlalcingo have little choice but to weave 

for cash23. The overall economic situation of little alternative employment and low 

productivitY in agriculture has resulted in a relatively low standard of living for the majority 

of inhabitants of Petlalcingo and the rest of the Mixteca Baja region. 

The following statistics on housing conditions in the municipio illustrate the difficult 

conditions facing many residents of Petlalcingo. As Figure 2.124 indicates, a majority of people 

live in either adobe or block homes, but a good portion live in dwellings constructed of 

cardboard, palm, wood or metal sheets. Unfortunately, the census statistics do not permit a 

breakdown between the "urban" area of the cabecera and the rural areas of the surrounding 

villages, where housing is much more inadequate. Figure 2.225 shows that the majority of 

households are reliant on wood for fuel with gas a distant second. This demand has placed 

tremendous pressure on already scarce timber resources, resulting in many cases of severe erosion. 

Only 95 homes of the 1282 has running water. Many more have access to potable water, in 

certain communities at least. 

23See Cederstrom, et a!. (1991) for an ethnographic description and economic analysis of the 
palm hat industry in the Mixteca Baja region. The section on "Alternative Employment" later 
in this chapter describes briefly the palm industry in EI Rosario Micaltepec, a rural village in 
Petlalcingo. 

24Source: X Censo General de Poblaci6n y Vivienda, 1980. Secretaria de Programaci6n y 
Presupuesto 1983. 

2SSource: X Censo General de Poblaci6n y Vivienda, 1980. Secretaria de Programaci6n y 
Presupuesto 1983. 



FIGURE 2.1: House Construction Materials in the Municipio of Petlalcingo 
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FIGURE 2.2: Major Sources of Cooking Fuel in the Municipio of PeUalcingo 
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The climate of Petlalcingo Valley is well within the range of variation for the Mixteca 

Baja: semi-arid, hot. In relative terms, however, it is cooler than the Acatlan Valley to the 
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northwest but usually hotter than the Valley of Huajuapan to the southeast, due to differences 

in altitude. Petlalcingo averages 1375 meters above sea level, while Acatlan is less than 1000 

meters and the Valley of Huajuapan passes 1500. In terms of rainfall, the yearly fluctuates 

around 550 mm, but frequent and prolonged droughts are a common occurrence. Winters can be 

fairly cold, especially at night. Low temperatures occur from December through February. 

Then, temperatures gradually increase until reaching their high point during the month of 

May, when most activities are conducted indoors. With the start of the rains in June, 

temperatures break due to decreased solar radiation. Rains last into October. Winter rains can 

come in January for a two week period known locally as the cabinuela. During this time, the 

daily rainfall is interpreted to predict the following twelve months. The morning hours 

forecast the first part of the month, and the afternoon foretells the later half. 

Language and Ethnicity 

According to the 1980 Census, only 496 people in the municipio speak Mixtec. Of those 

362 are bilingual, 66 are monolingual, and 48 did not specify their proficiency. Casual 

observation in rural villages of the municipio would tend to invalidate these statistics, because 

Mixtec is widely spoken. However, few people speak Mixtec in Petlalcingo proper. Those that 

do are migrants who have moved from rural areas. Regarding ethnicity, few cultural markers 

other than language exist. There are no noticeable differences in dress-styles, especially among 

the young people. Rural women do tend to use more the reboso (a wrap-around shawl). Older, 

rural women may still wear embroidered blouses, but they often hide these beautiful pieces of 

artwork under store-bought clothes. 

Few other visual manifestations of ethnicity can be detected. As Nagengast and 

Kearney (1990) have suggested, ethnicity in the Mixteca is often quite latent. In Petlalcingo, 

however, certain land struggles between rural villages have been verbally couched in ethnic 
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terms. Once land disputes had been resolved with former ranch and hacienda owners, resource 

competition turned to border disputes between neighboring communities. In some cases, part of 

the ammunition of more mestizo communities was to attack their enemy through accusations of 

''backwardness,'' inability to speak Spanish, and being "indios." Response by Mixtec 

communities would often be a assertion of ethnicity by staking a claim that their village 

represented the true "legitimate Mexicans.,,26 

Agriculture 

The lack of employment opportunities outside agriculture readily manifests itself in a 

survey of four rural communities of Petlalcingo. Figure 2.327 shows that the predominant 

economic activity in rural areas is agriculture. Farmers are classified by land tenure, either as 

pequefios propietarios--small property owners or ejidatario. Many are part-time workers 

(peones) for their neighbors. These are not mutually exclusive categories as some communities, 

such as Tepejillo, have both private property and ejido land tenure systems, and some farmers 

worker as peones besides working their own small plots. Unfortunately, these statistics tend to 

underestimate the great number of farmers and household members who dedicate a major 

portion of their time to weaving hats. As the last section of this Chapter documents, many 

households depend on earnings from hat weavings to supplement their sometimes meager 

agricultural income. 

26See the section on Agrarian History, Chapter Three, for a detailed discussion of the various 
land conflicts that have plagued EI Rosario MicaJtepec since the Revolution of 1917. Often 
these struggles are couched in ethnic terms between disputing parties. 

27Source: 1988 Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social survey of four rural communities of 
Petlalcingo service area. One community, San Miguel Ixtapan, lies just across the border in 
Oaxaca. 



FIGURE 2.3: Principal Occupation of Residents of Four Rural Villages in PeUalcingo. 
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According to the Relaci6n GeogrMica of 1580, the farmers of Petlalcingo cultivated 

wheat, grapes, anise, cumin, cucumbers, and melons very successfully. Little grana-cochineal 

was said to be cultivated, "porque los indios son pocos"-the Indians are few. The extraction 
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process required labor intensive methods, and therefore cochineal production was probably not 

profitable in this area. Sugarcane became highly profitable during the colonial period, and 

vast amounts of irrigated land were dedicated to its production. Several ranches and haciendas 

had their own trapiches--sugarcane presses-for the extraction of the juice. This was later 

processed into pane1a 28, which could be consumed as such or distilled into aguardiente. On 28 

April 1792, Francisco de Jesus Velasco y Mendoza, "casique y principal de los Pueblos de 

Tepexillo y de Nuestra Senora de el Rosario" solicited the colonial government in Mexico City 

for pennission to construct a trapiche on his property. This processing facility was seen as 

creating numerous benefits for the region, especially for reducing the out-migration of its Indian 

28 Panela is a hardcake of unrefined raw sugar and molasses. 
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inhabitants, a fact to which all but the Indians themselves were willing to testify. Francisco 

de Jesus Velasco makes the following statement: 

... luckily the referred to Trapiche is not only usdul and beneficial for 
On Francisco de Jesus Velasco but all the citizens such as the poor 
Spaniards as well as the Nahlrales, because between one and the other 
there are many who understand this type of work, with which they will 
have the utility of having assured their daily work with which to feed 
themselves. The Indians are those who will also benefit by the help 
that this will provide by being able to pay they obligations and tributes 
in which they manifestly receive great advantage and utility such as 
they have effectively experienced with their day labor on my behalf 
according to the custom during the time that they have cultivated the 
sugarcane fields, avoiding with this the grave damage of having to go 
work on other trapiches far away. 

Witnesses, all of them Spaniards and residents of Cabecera Petlalcingo, wholeheartedly 

agreed with Velasco's assessment. Josef Coronado, the blacksmith, makes the following 

endorsement of the benefits of the sugarpress for the Indian residents of Santa Ana Tepejillo. 

It is of much utility for them because in this way the citizens of that town 
and others of the immediacy, principally the Indians, will be able to be 
successful in having someplace to work comfortably such as in the 
sugarcane fields or in the offices of the trapiche, earning their daily 
stipend for their maintenance and to pay their tributes, and other 
customary things. (emphasis added) 

Today in Cabecera Petlalcingo most of the irrigated areas are still controlled by the 

descendants of the former large landowners. They mostly cultivate sugarcane as well as a few 

othel' commercial crops such as tomatoes. A good portion of these highly valued parcels are 

sharecropped by the many landless or small-holder farmers. These agriculturalists mostly 

grow com. The other good portion of irrigated land in the municipio is controlled by the 

community of Tepejillo, up the river from Petlalcingo. The farmers, former sharecroppers on the 

ex-Hacienda of Tepejillo, are organized as ejidatarios, although a few private property owners 

purchased the little remaining irrigated land from the remnants of the hacienda. Most farmers 

cultivate maize, squash, and a few herbs. Tree crops such as avocado, mpote negro (Diospyros 

ebenaster), bananas, tempesquiztles (Bumelia persimilis), and citrus provide the majority of 

cash income. Other communities in the municipio possess lesser amounts of irrigation. 
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Communities possessing limited irrigation are: EI Rosario Micaltepec, EI Idolo, Tescalapa, 

Salitrillo. Communities with no irrigation are: EI Rancho de Guadalupe and EI Mesquital. 

Migration 

Out-migration from Petlalcingo is high, though few concrete statistics exist. Satellite 

communities of former Cabecera Petlalcingo residents are found in Veracruz, Mexico City, 

Puebla, and southern California. Recently, several youths have established themselves in 

New York City. According to the 1980 census, 301 had immigrated into Petlalcingo. Although 

not specifically stated, it may be assumed that most of these people are returned migrants. 

Consequently, the data may be taken as a possible indicator of predominant migration 

destinations, supposing a greater return migration stream from areas with larger migrant 

communities, or alternatively a less successful migration experience29. Urban areas, such as 

Mexico City and Oaxaca City, emerge as the most popular destination with over 61 % of 

returned migrants coming from there. Morelos and Veracruz are the most important rural 

destinations, attracting almost seventy percent of rural bound migrants. Table 2.1 tabulates the 

assumed return migration movement in 1980. 

TABLE 2.1: Return Mi~tion to PeUalcing!l Accordin~ to Former Place of Residence 

Mexico 90 Hidalgo 2 
Distrito Federal 69 Chiapas 1 
Oaxaca 27 Guanajuato 1 
Morelos 24 Michoacan 1 
Veracruz 19 Tabasco 1 
B. California Sur 5 Outside Mexico 0 
Nuevo Leon 3 Unspecified 53 
Tlaxcala 3 
B. California 2 N=301 

29This data is corroborated by informant confirmations that large colonies in fact do exist in 
these locations. As well, documentary data (individual contributions to community projects) 
from Petlalcingo also confirms the existence of large populations of migrants in Veracruz, 
Mexico City, Oaxaca, and Morelos. 
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While these statistics provide important insight on migration trends, it must be 

pointed out that the time gap of ten years from the present makes them woefully out of date. 

For example, current migration to the United States is very strong not only from rural 

communities but from Cabecera Petlalcingo as well. Internal migration is strong from rural 

villages as well. Tepejillo has important satellite communities in Mexico City and Tijuana. 

Migrants from EI Rosario Micaltepec reside in Mexico City, Puebla, and a few in Tijuana. Many 

residents of Salitrillo and EI Rancho Guadalupe have found their way to southern California. 

Other villages in Petlalcingo show similar patterns and degrees of out-migration. This outflux 

of population is readily evident in demographic statistics. Figure 4.430 documents the 

conspicuous lack of adults over the age of 15, indicating strong out-migration. 

FIGURE 2.4: Demographic Statistics for Petlalcingo by Age and Gender. 
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Population statistics clearly show the selectivity of out-migration. A big drop occurs 

beginning in the fifteen year age group, among both male and female. This trend seems to be 

30Source: X Censo General de Poblacion y Vivienda, 1980. Secretaria de Programacion y 
Presupuesto 1983. 
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more marked in rural communities which lack the few alternative employment opportunities 

that exist in Petlalcingo. Figure 2.531 indicates an even stronger absence of youths in rural 

villages after the age of fifteen. There also seems to be a decline in Age Groups 0-4 and 5-9 

which may indicate decreasing birth rates as the resident population grows older. 

Figure 2.5: Demographic Breakdown in Four Villages according age and gender. 
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Despite the fact that Petlalcingo Municipio has several kindergartens, primary 

schools, a couple of secondary schools, and one preparatory, over half the adult population 

remains illiterate (SFA 1981). INEA, the National Institute for Adult Education, has made 

worthwhile efforts in recent years to extend adult education classes to all rural communities. 

The result has been a significant drop in illiteracy. Most rural youths study only until primary, 

some study secondary school in Petlalcingo. Most youths recognize the need to study at least 

secondary, because many jobs in Mexico City require it for entrance. A few go on to study Normal 

31Source: 1988 Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social survey of four rural communities of 
Petlalcingo service area. One community, San Miguel Ixtapan, lies just across the border in 
Oaxaca. 
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school to become bilingual IN! (National Indigenous Institute) teachers, while others may 

enter a vocational trade school. Elite youths of Cabecera Petlalcingo frequently complete 

preparatory studies in Acatlan, and many go on to finish professional degrees at universities in 

the city of Puebla. Figure 2.632 illustrates the degree of Primary education compared to post-

Primary education in four rural villages in Petlalcingo. What is interesting to note is that of 

educated residents between 30 to 40 percent have studied beyond primary school. 

Figure 2.6: Primary and post-Primary Education in Four Communities of the Mixteca. 
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Looking at the education situation in closer detail, Figure 2.733 breaks down the 

education of total residents. These statistics show that between 20 to 35 percent of village 

inhabitants are illiterate. Thirty to fifty percent can only read and write, while 28 to 33 

percent have completed primary school. As a portion of total residents, only between five and 

twelve percent have studied beyond a primary education. 

32Source: 1988 Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social survey of four rural communities of 
Petlalcingo service area. 

33source: 1988 Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social survey of four rural communities of 
Petlalcingo service area. 



FIGURE 2.7: Education in Four Rural Villages 
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In many ways, Petlalcingo typifies the socioeconomic conditions facing many municipios 

in the Mixteca Baja: low agricultural productivity, few government services, and lack of 

business, services, and industry. All of these conditions combine to offer residents few 

employment opportunities. This plus a harsh climate and an underdeveloped transportation 

and communication system result in high rates of out-migration. The impacts of this large 

movement of people and the subsequent influx of capital through remittances are beginning to be 

felt throughout the municipio. Housing and household appliances are the most noticeable 

changes: large, concrete block homes, which are replacing adobe and palm shacks, are literally 

crammed with kitchen appliances and electronic entertainment equipment such as stereos, 

televisions, and videocassette recorders. Even satellite dishes are beginning to appear. Second 

in importance are changes in personal transport: pickup trucks abound. Household food 

supplies are more stable. Some remittances find their way into agriculture. Cabecera 

Petlalcingo and many rural communities enjoy social amenities such as drinking water, parks, 
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improved lighting, and others thanks to migrants who have contributed actively to community 

affairs. 

The following section documents these many changes in one rural village of the 

Municipio of Petlalcingo. 

EL ROSARIO MICALTEPEC 

Introduction 

Up the river from Cabecera Petlalcingo, the rural community of EI Rosario 

Micaltepec34 borders with state of Oaxaca. A small village of only 62 households, EI Rosario 

would not win a photo competition for any tourist calendar. The patchwork of adobe, block, and 

palm houses follows no coherent pattern of development. Streets are unpaved and the few 

public buildings require serious repair. The church for many years stood ready to collapse from 

years of neglect and heavy damage from frequent earthquakes. Vegetation is sparse 

surrounding the village, the majority having been consumed for fuelwood and grazing years ago. 

34The name of El Rosario comes from name of the patron saint La Virgen de el Rosario of the 
former ranch "El Rancho de el Rosario." According to Francisco Reyes Santos, fonner presidente 
auxiliar of El Rosario and currently residing in the City of Puebla, the name "Micaltepec" was 
invented by him in the late 1930s. In his own words, Mr. Reyes states the following: "Este 
nuevo nombre "Micaltepec" se agreg6 par diferentes motivos y desde 1935 fue estudiada esta 
palabra "Micaltepee" par el C. Francisco Reyes Santos, haciendose trabajar su cerebro, para 
buscar mentalmente y companer un nombre oficial que se Ie agregara al antiguo nombre "El 
Rosario", ultimamente se Ie vino a la cabeza la palabra "Micaltepee" que quiere decir -Mic
lugar de Mica, -Cal -tierra blanca a color de -cal, y -tepee -lugar de Tupetate: que en unio de 
estos significados, Micaltepec." In English, the translation is derived as follows: Mica = mica 
(the stone); cal = caliche; tepe = tepetate (a type of hard clay formation); c = co, Nahuatl for 
"the place of." Therefore, according to Mr. Reyes, Micaltepec means, "where there is much 
mica, caliche, and tepetate." In spite of the general acceptance of this interpretation by 
villagers, it is linguistically wrong. A correct translation for Nahuatl word would be the 
following: Mi comes from mitl = reed; cal derives from calli = house; tepe is short for tepetl = 
mountain or hill; and c stands for co = place. Consequently, a more accurate translation of 
Micaltepee would be "Hill with Houses of Reeds" which coincides with "El Rosario Viejo," an 
abandoned settlement located on the slopes of a nearby hill. 
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All this creates an image of barrenness or desolation for the romantic looking for the perfect, 

idyllic community. 

Such an image overlooks the many positive aspects, however. All residents of El 

Rosario enjoy electricity in their homes and public lighting throughout the village. As well, 

potable drinking water is supplied directly to every household. Children are able to attend 

school from kindergarten to sixth grade. Numerous public work projects, often supported by 

migrants, are attempting to tum around the years of slow decay and revitalize the community. 

Schools have been constructed, the church is being repaired, and recreational facilities have 

been created. So while El Rosario does not compete as the most picturesque village, it does 

portray vividly the typical conditions facing hundreds of communities of the Mixteca: 

overwhelming poverty but highly motivated residents and migrants who work together to 

improve the place they call home. 

Geography 

The village of El Rosario Micaltepec is located on the upper watershed of the Rio 

Petlalcingo. In the state of Puebla it shares borders with Santa Ana Tepejillo, its closest 

neighbor, El Idolo, El Rancho de Guadalupe, and Chila de las Flores, and in the state of Oaxaca 

with San Miguel Ixtapan and Magdalena Tetaltepec. Two principal rivers form the upper 

Petlalcingo basin and border the village on two sides. On the northeast runs the Rio de 

Magdalena35, named so because it passes through Magdalena Tetaltepec, Oaxaca. The Rio de 

Chila on the southwest side flows from Chila to the south. Both rivers, which flow only 

during the rainy season, join together northwest of EI Rosario. There they form the Rio 

Petlalcingo, the river that eventually unites with the Rio Acatlan and finally with the 

mighty Rio Balsas which empties into the Pacific Ocean near Acapulco, Guerrero. 

35Govemment maps name the river "Rio Grande" as the main tributary that feeds into the Rio 
Petlalcingo. 
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The Mixteca region is comprised of a series of mountain ranges and valleys. Several 

significant hills surround EI Rosario. To the northeast, within the territory of Tepejillo, lies 

the large rock outcrop mesa called Yucucahua in Mixtec and El Penasco in Spanish36. On the 

top of Yucucahua lies a large fortified prehispanic site. To the southeast of EI Rosario rises the 

ridge called Yucuyu 'u or Cerro de Piedra. A large archaeological site also covers the top this 

hill. While both geological formations are massive, the mountain that predominates EI 

Rosario both geographically and culturally is Yucundaba-The Hill that Flies, so named 

because it is believed to have flown from Cerro La Mesa in Chila (the municipio just south of 

Petlalcingo) to its present location.37 While Yucundahua is not as massive as the other two 

hills, it figures importantly in local mythology and community identity. Besides, residing 

within the boundaries of the last major land purchase from the ex-landowner of the Rancho de 

el Rosario, the intriguing conical shape of the mountain has lent itself to the creative and 

collective imagination of generations. Yucundaba also possesses abundant evidence of 

prehispanic occupation which includes massive terracing called mesas. From the uppermost 

mesa a large Mixtec style stela was discovered.38 The stone, which is approximately two and 

36yucu in Mixtec signifies Cerro; cahua translates as rock escarpment. Thus, Yucllcahua 
translates very adequately to Spanish as EI Penasco. 

37Yllcllndaba: This hill is often pronounced in two similar, yet distinct ways: Yucllndahua 
"cerro que apaga"-the Hill that Suffocates, or Yucundaba "cerro que vuela 0 brinca"-the Hill 
that Flies or Jumps. According to tradition, Yucllndaba is one of three hills that came from the 
neighboring municipio of Chila de las Flores to the south. At some point in the mythical past, 
a giant kicked a large hill near Chila, leaving only a mesa-type formation in its place. The 
cone-shaped piece "flew" and landed near the Pan American Highway, close to the village of 
SaIitrillo. When the hill of Chila rebuilt itself, the giant again out of dislike sent the new 
hill "flying." This time the hill landed farther north, closer to El Rosario. The third and 
final time, the hill landed to become the current "Yllcundahlla." 

3S"The people of the village saw part of the stone near the beginning of Cllaresma (Lent). The 
first heavy rains uncovered more of the buried statue. Since Yucundaba belonged to the rico -
the landowner-at this time, so they excavated it at night and rolled it to town on trunks of the 
alamo tree (cottonwood: Platanus oaxacana). The stela was so heavy that several men were 
required to roll and pull it. According to the people of EI Rosario, the Devil didn't want to 
release the stone. Consequently, the men could not budge it. To overcome the enchantment cast 
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a half meters tall and half a meter wide, currently stands in the town square and has become an 

important symbol of community identity and pride39. Legends about the supernatural qualities 

of Yucundaba abound: its hollow interiors house a host of dwarf-like demons residing in cities 

on the stela, the men drank liberal amounts of ndute ua (bitter aguardiente) to fortify 
themselves and threw some on the stone to "cleanse" it. All this occurred at night. Only older 
people had gone to recover the engraved stela. As the procession struggled on, some people 
observed a small child running in circles around the group. Later it was realized that the child 
did not belong to anyone, and while they were resting they noticed that he had disappeared. 
When they had the stone located near El Templo (the church), someone would come out at night 
and wander around. The people knew it was simi'a-a devil, a bad spirit. They had the stone 
blessed by the priest, and after that everything was all right. Later, a man arrived from 
Puebla and offered to construct the building for the Presidencia (local government offices) if the 
presidente would give him the stone. When the presidente denied this improper request, the 
man left and never came back. It has been 30 years more or less since the stone was brought from 
Yucundaba, in the year 1952 or 1954." (don Candido Guadalupe, EI Rosario Micaltepec, 1985.) 

39The stone has even greater significance to migrants in Mexico City, as I unfortunately found 
out during the Lent fiesta of EI Senor de la Salud. During the festivities, the regional 
archaeologist from INAH arrived to investigate reports of looting. His arrogant and accusing 
mannerisms irritated the village officials. Being an anthropologist, I was asked to mediate. 
The archaeologist bore a letter indicating occurrences of looting in the area. It quickly became 
apparent that the officials were unwilling to cooperate. "There are many EI Rosario in this 
region," they claimed. They directed him to the neighboring community of Tepejillo where he 
would find all the archaeological sites he could want. I offered to show him the way. Once 
outside I lectured the brazened colleague on appropriate manners when dealing with fellow 
human beings. I also testified that I knew of no looting within the confines of EI Rosario. I 
drew a map on the ground to indicate where the few archaeological sites were located. He 
calmed down a bit, and we went to look at the stela near the basketball court. He examined it 
closely, took a few pictures, and pronounced that it was it a good state of preservation and faced 
little threat of future deterioration. Afterwards, he left. His presence, however, plagued me 
for a long time afterwards. Word of the archaeologist's visit quickly spread throughout the 
village and among the visiting migrants. Rumors mushroomed. Several weeks later, while 
talking with one of the informal leaders of the migrant village association, I was confronted 
directly about the incidence and its significance. Intense discussions among migrants in Mexico 
City had arrived at the conclusion that the government was plotting to take the stone away 
from EI Rosario. Worse yet, the migrants figured that I, being an anthropologist, had made the 
original report of looting to my colleagues in INAH. I protested vigorously, but to little avail it 
seemed. My compadres and even local officials came to my defense. Suspicions lingered, until 
another archaeologist, Dr. Angel Garcia Cook-a personal friend-came to survey the hilltop 
site of Yucucahua in Tepejillo. Dr. Garcia, as a representative of INAH, assured everyone that 
the government had no intention of removing the stone. With time, and the stone remaining 
untouched and undisturbed, the people seemed to forgot the incidence. 
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complete with paved streets and electricallighting.40 The magical residents come out at night 

to cause mischief and to inflict illness upon their human neighbors.41 

As noted above, EI Rosario shares borders with six other communities. These are Santa 

Ana Tepejilio, EI Idolo, EI Rancho de Guadalupe, Estancia Blanca in the municipio of Chila de 

las Flores, and Magdalena Tetaltepec and San Miguel Ixtapan in the state of Oaxaca. (See 

Map 4.) All are farming communities, with maize and beans being the principal crops. Out-

migration, both internal and international, is increasingly frequent in all communities as 

changes in housing and lifestyles readily attest. 

The village of closest proximity and greatest interaction is Tepejillo, an ejido which 

lies on the northeast side of the Rio de Magdalena. Walking distance is a maximum 10 minutes. 

Tepejillo is probably the oldest settlement of all the villages, dating mo:;t likely to 

prehispanic times. The church seems to have been built sometime in the late 1500s by 

Dominican friars, although the exact date is unknown. It is also the largest with 

approximately 850 residents, divided into three barrios: EI Centro, Guadalupe, and Santa 

Cruz. Tepejillo has much more irrigated land than any of the other communities and is highly 

productive. Most of the land is controlled through the ejido, except for a small portion of 

irrigated land which is private property. One family controls the importation of aguardiente 

40 According to popular belief, the interior of the hill is inhabited by little creatures called 
hlpas in Mixtec, or duendes (elves) in Spanish. They live in a complete city which holds 
immense treasures and riches. These creatures are held responsible for perpetuating all sorts of 
mischief upon unsuspecting humans. For example, legend tells of an ancient bell buried deep 
within. On the 23 of June (the day of San Juan) the bell rings at midnight and midday. People 
working in the fields near the mountain hear a sound they describe as "dang, dang." Years 
before, other people from Oaxaca passed by carrying the bell back to their village. They slept 
near the mountain and left the bell on top. When they woke up, the bell was gone. When the 
bell rings on San Juan, the person who wants money, goes there on the eve of the 23 June, if he is 
brave, he escapes, if not he stays with the Devil (simi'a). 

41 Shortly after my arrival for the fieldwork season of 1985-1986, I spend the night alone on 
Yucundaba to the amazement of the entire village. My immunity to tllpa-induced illness was 
acclaimed. 
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into the local area and also manufactures tabiques, building blocks, which are in great demand 

for house construction. Small stores abound in Tepejillo as well as the government CONASUPO 

store that sells basic supplies and raw palm. Large numbers of people from Tepejillo reside in 

Mexico City and Tijuana, Baja California. The majority of migrants to Tijuana are from the 

Barrio of Guadalupe and have been very active in sponsoring fiestas and community projects. 

Mixtec is widely spoken and understood, even by youths. El Rosario has had an uneasy 

existence with Tepejillo over the years due to land and water conflicts, even though the 

majority of its inhabitants are descendants of people who moved out of Tepejillo during the 

19th century. 

El Idolo, a smattering of adobe and palm huts housing approximately 40 families, lies 5 

miles to the northwest of El Rosario. With no travel-worthy road connecting it to the highway 

or the municipal center, El Idolo has been retarded in its economic development. The community 

possesses little irrigated land, which was only recently regained from the hacendada, Angela 

Castillo, after a long, violent struggle. The farmers are organized as an ejido. El Idolo has no 

church, only a small, open-air chapel that houses the patron saint. The village is without 

electricity or potable water. Residents must haul water from the source, a half-hour distant. 

One small store sells staples and refreshments. Migrants from El Idolo are only just beginning to 

become established to the point where remittances are beginning to have an impact on the local 

economy, mostly in terms of improved housing. Written records and oral histories indicate 

little friction between the two neighboring communities, most likely the result of El Idolo's 

preoccupation with its own internal affairs. Only a few older people still understand Mixtec. 

To the southwest of EI Rosario lies the small village of 50 families named EI Rancho de 

Guadalupe. Its distance is approximately 30 minutes by foot, only five by motorized vehicle. 

Currently straddling the feeder road that connects EI Rosario and Tepejillo to the Pan

American Highway, El Rancho at one time consisted only of a few mud and palm huts scattered 
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across the hillsides. After a difficult and violent struggle, residents gained ejido status for the 

land they had worked previously as sharecroppers. Ouring the last twenty years, the 

community has concentrated spatially along the feeder road. Like EI Idolo, the community 

survives without electricity or potable water. In the last five years, however, males from EI 

Rancho have successfully migrated to the United States. This is clearly evidenced by the 

rapid changes in housing. Old palm huts are being replaced by block houses with concrete roofs 

and glass windows. One small private store sells staples, beer, and sodas. The government 

CONASUPO sells staples and palm. 

Violent land conflicts have characterized the agrarian history between EI Rancho de 

Guadalupe and EI Rosario. Since the latest conflict in 1980, however, relations have been 

relatively peaceful with EI Rosario allowing people from Guadalupe to water their animals at 

a stream within its boundaries. No one speaks Mixtec in EI Rancho. In fact, it seems that 

current residents are descendants of mestizos, possibly followers of Zapata, who moved into the 

region from the states of Morelos and Guerrero during the Revolution. This possibility is 

supported by the political militancy of the Guadalupanos and their active membership in the 

Antorcha Campesina peasant movement and previous involvement in a host of other political 

parties42. 

Estancia Blanca is a small ranch ito south of EI Rosario in the municipio of Chila de las 

Flores about a 50 minute walk. The settlement consists of no more than 3 or 4 household 

compounds where no more than 6 families presently reside. All are descendants of different 

42The Antorcha Campesina is a peasant political movement founded in 1974 in the nearby 
municipio of Tecomatlan, Puebla by Aquiles Cordova, a former professor at the Universidad 
Autonoma de Chapingo (the national agricultural university). Organized originally to combat 
the extremes of local casiques and their protection by the different apparatus of the PRI
Partido Revolucionario Institucional, the Antorcha has recently been incorporated into the 
CNC-Confederacion Nacional Campesina, the National Peasant Confederation controlled by 
the PRJ. For more details on the history and activities of the Antorcha Campesina in the 
Mixteca, see CederstrOm (1988) and Martinez Sanchez y Badillo Rossainz (1988). 
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members of the Ramos family which were the original founders of the settlement. Land tenure 

is private property. Farmers possess no irrigated land and most engage in ranching of cattle and 

goats. There is no electricity nor potable water nor commerce. Mixtec is not spoken, nor are 

there any indications that it ever was. Relations between the residents of Estancia Bianca and 

neighboring communities have never been cordial. In fact, armed conflict between EI Rosario 

and Estancia Blanca over boundary disputes has plagued their agrarian histories. To date, 

people from EI Rosario avoid walking through the territory of Estancia Blanca due to memories 

of violent encounters. 

Magdalena Tetaltepec is located up the river to the southeast from EI Rosario and 

Tepejillo on the Rio Grande or Rio de Magdalena, nearly 45 minutes walking distance. A large, 

and fairly old community of around 100 families, Magdalena has a well-developed public 

center with a nicely built town square, well-kept church, and several businesses. Being part of 

the state of Oaxaca, several government agencies have attempted development projects in the 

community. Some have been long-lasting, others not. The most successful government project is 

the health clinic. Others such as communal orchards and chicken coups have met with less 

success. Mixtec is spoken by older residents and understood by some middle-aged people. Most 

farmers in Magdalena are private property owners. Irrigated holdings are not large. Out

migration has been intense for several years, with large numbers of migrants making their way 

to southern California. Migrants are active in community affairs. While Magdalena shares 

only a small common border with EI Rosario, relations between the two have been occasionally 

rocky, especially over the water rights for animals. 

Finally, although not bordering directly on EI Rosario, a community that nonetheless 

interacts with it is San Miguel Ixtapan, Oaxaca. San Miguel, a village of nearly 80 

households, is located on the Rio Grande a little to the east of Tepejillo, approximately 15 

minutes walking distance from EI Rosario. Current residents are descendants of people settled 

there years ago from the Municipio of Tesquistepec, Oaxaca to protect the irrigated lands from 



encroachment by the Hacienda of Tepejillo. Mixtec is still widely spoken among all 

generations, although it is a different dialect from that of Tepejillo and EI Rosario. Land 

tenure is under the ejido system. Ixtapan has a CONASUPO store plus two small private 

businesses that sell similar merchandise43. Migrants, located in Oaxaca City, Mexico City, 

and a few in the United States, are very active in community affairs, as attested by the 
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recently repaired church and newly decorated town square. San Miguel has waged intense land 

tenure and water control battles with Tepejillo. Recently, due to incursions by the Antorcha 

Campesina movement, the village has become internally divided. Confrontations between 

PRIistas and Antorchistas have resulted in several deaths and army intervention. 

Vegetation 

Turning off the Pan-American Highway at Salitrillo for the first time and heading 

southeast on the feeder road that travels seven kilometers to EI Rosario and then two 

kilometers more to Tepejillo, one is overwhelmed by a landscape and vegetation very 

reminiscent of the Serengetti plains of Kenya. The rolling plains of the Petlalcingo Valley are 

occasionally punctuated by large, steep conical hills (like Yucundahua) that are covered with 

crooked mesquite and cazahuate (Ipomoea murucoides) trees. Like the rest of the municipio of 

Petlalcingo and the entire Mixteca region, the area around EI Rosario is severely overgrazed. 

Erosion is serious in many places although not as much as the Alta region. The Petlalcingo 

Valley is approximately 20 kilometers wide at this point from Salitrillo on the northwest to 

the slopes of the mountain Yucucahua on the southeast. The native vegetation that survives in 

the area consists mainly of nopales (prickly pear cactus: Opuntia pilifera), organo (organ pipe 

cactus: Lemaireocereus dumortieri), mesquite trees, and cazahuate trees in drier ecozones. 

43Most households, as in Tepejillo, EI Rosario, and EI Rancho de Guadalupe, make their 
weekly purchases from On Heron Marquez, an enterprising businessman from Petlalcingo, who 
arrives weekly to each community with his three-ton truck to sell produce and palm. 
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Nearer the water courses, alamo (cottonwood: Platanus oaxacana) and sabino (Taxodium 

mucronatum)trees still grow. Many other smaller, native plants abound and are important in 

the local diet and for healing purposes44. 

Soils are generally poor throughout the Mixteca. Many are high in calcium carbonates 

and sodium. Most dryland fields tend to be over-exhausted and severely eroded. Yields, 

consequently, are meager. Irrigated plots, however, can be highly productive due to the build 

up of organic matter and the use of chemical fertilizers. The successful management of both 

dryland and irrigated agricultural systems by Mixtec farmers depends on shared cultural 

knowledge of soil, water, and plant interactions. The Mixtec inhabitants of EI Rosario and 

surrounding communities have developed an elaborate system of plant and soil classification 

over the centuries that permits them to analyze and understand the physical characteristics of 

the farming system. Most linguistic distinctions are based on centuries of observation of soil-

plant interactions. Importance is placed on the soil's inherent hot or cold characteristic, color, 

texture, and water retention capacity4S. 

Demography 

A total of 62 households comprise the community of EI Rosario. Of these households 

only 54 are economically active, the other eight heads of households are retired from farm 

44Many traditional uses of plants both for food and healing are dying out in recent years due to 
increased income from remittances which allows the purchase of com and beans and canned 
goods during periods of normal scarcity. Outside income and the establishment of governmental 
health clinics has also reduced the demand for traditional medicinal plants. Compounding the 
problem, overgrazing and fuelwood gathering has further disturbed and reduced the range of 
distribution of native plants. 

45The indigenous soil classification of the Mixteca is basically bipartite "Nu" means "earth" 
or "soil"; "fiu im~' means ''hot soil" and "fiu vishi" means "cold soil". Specific soils can be a 
gradient of either temperature. While specific linguistic labels are often descriptive (i.e. 
distinguished by color -red, black, white, yellow: fiu ella, fiu cushi, fiu hm or by texture-sandy, 
silty, rocky: fiu sing ji, fill yahua, fiu siyoco), behavioral properties of the soils (i.e. water 
retention capacity, percoiation, fertility) are considered by the farmers to be important 
differences for separating soils into distinct types. Soils are classified by their performance 
under erratic rainfall conditions and affect on the total crop yield. 
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work and community service obligations. They currently sharecrop out their most productive 

lands. Another six heads of households are females, they do not actively farm either but 

sharecrop out their lands. Of a total of 246 inhabitants, 116 are under the age of 15: that is, 

47%. Figure 2.8 illustrates the population distribution. Average age of the resident population 

is a little over 28 years, a fairly young average. The median age of 15 years, however 

demonstrates the current predominance of young people. When non-resident migrants are 

included in the calculation average age drops to just under 27 years. Average age of household 

head, however, is 54 years, indicating a general aging of the child producing residents. This is 

reflected in the numerical decline in the age group 0 - 5 years of age. This probably does not 

represent a decline in fertility, but rather a decrease in the birth rate due to the increasing 

average age of the household heads. The migrant population in Mexico City averages 25.5 

years of age. Average age of household heads in Mexico City is 37 years. 

Figure 2.8: Age Distribution in El Rosario Micaltepec, 1988 
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An interesting change that has occurred over the years is a marked decline in the 

average number of child deaths per household in EI Rosario. (See Figure 2.9.) This probably 

due to a series of factors: improved nutrition, better medical care, and increased affluence due to 



outside income from migration. In fact, the greatest decrease occurs after the 1960s, precisely 

when large scale out-migration to Mexico City began and the local clinic was established46. 

An immediate benefit of increased income (and consequently a better diet) and improved 
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medical care was a decrease in the incidence of childhood epidemics that claimed many lives 

in EI Rosario. Local archives contain numerous death certificates for young children who died 

of tosferina (whooping cough) and calentura (fever) from the 1940s to the late 196Os. These 

deaths drop off markedly after the establishment of the health clinic. 

FIGURE 2.9: Average Child Deaths per Household 
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Out-migration has had a strong impact on community demographics. Historically, EI 

Rosario's population has remained stable at around 235 inhabitants from the year 1898, when 

the first census data is available, to the year 1942. After World War II, the population began 

to increase rapidly47. By 1967, the population had increased two-fold to over 500 inhabitants. 

46It is difficult to distinguish between the effects of an improved lifestyle due to outmigration 
and decreased incidence of disease due to better medical attention. Remittances permitted rural 
households to have a more stable and higher caloric food intake. The health clinic gave 
people access to modem medicine at nominal prices. Both undoubtedly contributed to healthier 
children who are usually most at risk in rural communities. 

47Several factors have contributed to this rapid increase. Of primary importance is improved 
health care. The establishment of rural clinics throughout the Mixteca has dramatically 
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Large-scale, permanent out-migration began in 1969 and continues until the present. Population 

levels in EI Rosario at present have returned to a pre-World War II levels due to out-migration. 

Figure 2.1048 illustrates the historical process of demographic dynamics in EI Rosario from 1898 

to 1988. This demographic dynamic is most likely the same scenario for much of the rest of the 

Mixteca. 

Figure 2.10: Demographics Changes in El Rosario Micaltepec, 1898 to 1988 
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Synchronically, migration from EI Rosario has been highly selective in regards to age. 

As Figure 2.1149 illustrates, out-migration has been heaviest among males and females of the 

ages of between 16 and 40. It is this age cohort that stand to gain the most from migration. 

increased the quality of medical attention. This has resulted in decreased infant mortality 
rates, better survival rates from parasitic and other diseases, and increased longevity. 

48The continuous line graph represents estimated population statistics for those years for 
which census data were unavailable (e.g. 1952,1958, 1962, 1972,1971, 1978, 1982). The bar 
graphs are based on census data archived in the local government offices of EI Rosario 
Micaltepec. The 1988 total is based on fieldwork carried out for this dissertation. 

49This Figure was derived by adding in migrants surveyed in Mexico City to actual residents 
surveyed in EI Rosario. TIle decline in the 0 to 4 age group is most likely due to two factors: 
declining birth rates, an aging population, and lack of data on second generation offspring of 
migrants in Mexico City who have young children. 
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They usually find the best jobs and are able to tolerate better the initial uncomfortable living 

conditions. There exists a second, smaller population divergence of persono; between 45 and 60. 

This group represents some of the first generation pioneers that first moved up to Mexico City in 

the late 1950s and early 196Os. It also contains a significant number of parents who later joined 

their migrated children to live in semi-retirementS0. 

Figure 2.11: Comparison of Actual Residents to Potential Residents 

60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

Demographic Impacts of Outmigration 

Born EI Rosario 

'. 
EIRosari\ 
Residents 

., / . ..----,.---
~.---.~.---. ~.--~~ .. ~~ 

O+---+-~~~---+--~--~--+---~~---+--~--~--+---+-~ 

1 - 6 - 11 - 16 - 21 - 26 - 31 - 36 - 41 - 46 - 51 - 56 - 61 - 66 - 71 - 76-
5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 

Age Categories 

Education 

Historical documents archived in the offices of the Presidencia Auxiliar attest to the 

value placed upon receiving a proper, formal education. While a two-year rural school existed 

since the tum of the century, a full-fledged six year primary school was lacking51 . Petitions 

S~ese parents often provide important services to the migrant households by taking care of 
yowlg grandchildren while the parents work and general housekeeping. There are also many 
cases of split residency of parents where one prefers to live with migrated children in Mexico 
City and the other prefers the tranquillity of the home village. 

S1The rural school, sponsored in part by the State government but mostly by local contributions, 
went through a series of closures due to lack of funding. For example, on July 31,1929, Professor 
Othon Olivares wrote a letter protesting the village's decision to close the school for a month. 
Their justified their actions by saying, "that last month (May) is precisely the month that the 
landowners demand the payment of rent for the pasturing of their animals even if they only 
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year after year were filed with the Secretary of Public Education to be granted a public 

primary school where their children could study and become educated beyond the bare basics. 

Their pleas seemingly fell on deaf ears. A four year primary school was established in the 

1950s and a full six-year school was not implemented until the late 196Os. Children wanting to 

complete their primary school had to go AcatIan, Puebla or Huajuapan de LeOn, Oaxaca. Now, 

El Rosario boasts a kindergarten, a Six-year primary school, and a bilingual dormitory52. 

Before, few individuals completed a six grade education. Most people over 50 do not know how 

to read or write. Today, youngsters are encouraged by their parents to finish at least primary 

school and, in many cases, to make the daily trip to Petlalcingo to study secondary school. 

Many other join relatives in Mexico City after primary school and study there~n. 

Equally important in the enculturation and socialization of children is the role of 

informal education. Young boys work along side their fathers in the fields, learning to plow, to 

plant, to irrigate, to cultivate, to fertilize, to harvest. Young girls also work in the fields 

planting and weeding as well as working with their mothers learning to cook, to sew, to wash, 

walk over their land as well as when they have to pay the charge for their own dwellings due 
to the fact that they don't have a legal title even though they are legally a pueblo." Later 
that year the villagers convinced the Senora Josefa Ramirez Viuda de Bazan, widow of the 
late Don Rafael Pioquinto de Jesus Bazan and then current owner of El Rancho de el Rosario, to 
donate a parcel of agricultural land named "Del Palmon" for the maintenance of the primary 
school. 

52The dormitory, run by the Instituto Nacional Indigenista, was originally established to house 
students from rural villages in the hinterland that did not have access to public schools. 
Students would spend the week in El Rosario eating and sleeping at the albergue while 
studying at the federal school They would return home on the weekend. A short time after it 
was constructed, however, most villages in the area had their own schools and only students 
from El Rosario itself used the facility. Most residents consider the albergue useful since it 
provides free meals to their kids and surplus equipment is distributed among villagers. 

53People readily recognize the advantages of "advanced" education: it opens up job 
opportunities in the migration context that would not be available otherwise. Many industrial 
jobs have as minimum entrance criteria a secondary education. Encouragement is selective, 
however. Sons are more likely to be encouraged to study secondary school than daughters, since 
the costs (i.e. transportation, books, clothes, ceremonies, etc.) are more likely to be repaid 
through future remittances. Daughter will marry and any income earned will be controlled by 
the future husband. 
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to heal, to raise children. This intimate interaction with their parents prepares them to a 

certain degree for adulthood, although many of the knowledge and skills obtained will most 

likely have little application for the urban life that awaits them as migrants. 

Ethnicity 

The strongest indicator of ethnicity in the Mixteca is language. Monolingual 

communities occur more frequently in Oaxaca than in Puebla. Only a few rural communities in 

southern Puebla are monolingual in Mixtec. In El Rosario, survey data (See Figure 2.12) show 

that little over a quarter of inhabitants are fluent in Mixtec, speaking and understanding 

completely the language. Ten percent understand Mixtec well, but speak little. Another 

sizable portion-forty percent--comprehend spoken Mixtec, but cannot respond. Almost one

fifth know no Mixtec at all: they do not speak nor understand it. The significance of these 

statistics is that nearly 60% of the population of El Rosario are non-functional in the language. 

FIGURE 2.12: Mixtec Language Ability of EI Rosario 
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Language ability is a function, or consequence, of age. Figure 2.13 shows a strong 

relationship between age of speaking and Mixtec language ability. Older residents are much 

more fluent in Mixtec than younger ones. As noted by Josserand (1983) and other linguists, the 

Mixtec language is slowly dying out. Many of the older generation recall that they did not 
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learn "Castellano" until they were in their teens. Indeed, many of the older females do not 

speak it well even today. Older men speak of the intense discrimination they suffered from 

people in the regional and municipal centers due to their inability to speak Spanish well. Such 

external attitudes have created a long-standing, self-deprecatory attitude among Mixtec 

speakers54. Mixtec is referred to as "dialecto" (dialect) while Spanish is considered "lenglla 

de razon" (language of reason). The attitude probably accounts for their lack of interest in 

perpetuating the language. 

FIGURE 2.13: Relationship of Mixtec Language Ability and Age 
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The other traditional indicator of ethnicity is that of dress style. Clothing use in EI 

Rosario varies according to age group and gender. All males wear store bought clothes. None, 

not even the elderly, wear the traditional cotton-cloth "calzones." Most middle-aged women 

also wear store clothes and the obligatory rebozo. Some older women still dress with the 

traditional, embroidered blouses and the rebozo wrap. Younger women, especially those with 

54This attitude is clearly reflected in a 1929 appeal by the community to the federal 
government for a primary school. Mr. Leonardo Martinez, the presidente auxiliar at the time, 
wrote in his letter of solicitation for the establishment of a federally-funded school to the 
Secretary of Education that the people of community "did not become advanced due to constant 
habit of the mothers to speak to their children in their Mixtec dialect" (Archives of the 
Presidencia Municipal Auxiliar, EI Rosario Micaltepec). 
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siblings in Mexico City or who have lived in Mexico City for some time, dress in very 

contemporary fashions: pants, t-shirts, tennis shoes, and so on are quite common. Traditional 

clothing is often disdained55. Young males, when not out working in the fields, also dress in a 

very urban fashion. 

The final, most important, and yet most elusive aspect of ethnicity is the sense of 

identity that the people themselves feel about themselves as a distinct social entity. It is 

quite evident that the people of EI Rosario do not identify themselves as "mixtecos." Within 

the regional context of the Mixteca Baja, community-level identity predOminates. In the 

migration context, however, many local problems and conflicts are forgone and forgiven, and 

emphasis is placed on being "paisanos"-countrymen from the same general area. At the local 

level, however, agrarian disputes often are couched in ethnic terms. Por example, in the recent 

dispute over land between El Rosario and El Rancho de Guadalupe, the conflict turned 

aggressive and then violent. During the legal confrontation in the Secretary of Agrarian 

Reform, community leaders minimized EI Rosario's claim to the land in dispute by saying, 

"ustedes no merecen la tierra porque son unos indios brutos" (you don't deserve the land because 

you are Indian brutes). El Rosario officials, however, were not intimidated and turned the 

intended ethnic slur to their advantage. They responded, "Sf, somos indios porque somos los 

legftimos mexicanos y por 10 tanto tenemos mas derecho a la tierra que ustedes" (Yes, we are 

Indians because we are the legitimate Mexicans and therefore we have more right to the land 

than you do). 

55Por example, when a young woman was questioned why she did not use a rebozo, she angrily 
replied "iNo soy de Tepejillo!" (I am not from Tepejillo!) Women in Tepejillo, even the younger 
ones, still dress more traditional than those of El Rosario. Young women of El Rosario 
considered certain clothing styles such as the rebozo to be "backward" or "less progressive." 
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Political and Social Organization 

The traditional village organization of the rigid civil-religious hierarchy of the 

Mesoamerican highlands has been lost in El Rosario and other surrounding villages of the 

Mixteca Baja.56 The current political organization was established and is maintained by the 

federal and state government. Actual village government consists of the cabildo: that is one 

presidente and two asistentes, plus 8 regidores and 8 suplentes (assistant regidores). Other 

lesser offices exist such as voceros (messengers) and topiles (police officers). The presidente and 

his Qsistentes are responsible for the daily operation of the village, representing it to higher 

municipal, state, and federal authorities, and for the collection of mandated taxes and 

cooperative fees. Major decisions, however, which involve large quantities of money or will 

affect the community in a major way always require the total participation of all heads of 

households in a village assembly meeting. During these meetings, which can last all day long 

and late into the night, important topics are introduced and discussed. While theoretically 

democratic, a few articulate, informal leaders of the community usually dominate the meetings 

and usually successfully sway others to accept their point of view. 

The other important decision-making body in the community is the Asociaci6n de 

Pequefios Propietarios--the Association of Private Property Owners. This organization has a 

simpler structure, consisting only of a presidente (president), suplente (assistant), and 

secretario-tesorero (secretary-treasurer). This orgaruzation focuses principally on issues 

related to land tenure, production credit, and input purchasing (mostly chemical fertilizers). 

All current residents and a majority of migrants are members of the Pequefios Propietarios. The 

local organization is affiliated with the Asociaci6n Nacional de Pequefios Propietarios, 

56Historical documents from the archives of the presidencia seem to indicate that an earlier 
system of "gobernadores y principales" did exist in El Rosario. For many years since the 1840s, 
the inventories of official equipment passed on to the new officials included "los bastones de 
poder" (the staffs of power) until about 1920 when they no longer appear. 
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(National Association of Small Property Owners) which is mandated to promote the interests 

of small landowners. While the local officials of the Association are charged with the 

implementing of decisions and the daily management of the organization's concerns, the 

decisions themselves are made in similar manner as in the village government-through 

collective assembly. In the meeting, important information is presented, discussed, and courses 

of action decided upon. The later section on Agrarian History of El Rosario describes in greater 

detail the events that gave rise to the formation of the Small Property Owners Association. 

Religion 

Nominally, all residents of the community of EI Rosario belong to the Catholic faith. 

There are no practicing Protestants57, in spite of the rather large congregation that resides in 

the Barrio of Santa Cruz in the neighboring village of Santa Ana Tepejillo. Early efforts at 

proselytizing in EI Rosario were rejected by the majority of residents, a pattern that continues 

today in spite of incessant efforts by their neighbors from Tepejillo58. While defending their 

traditional faith, few Rosarenos celebrate it in a consistent manner. The parochial priest only 

arrives for important festive occasions, such as the periodic fiestas or a family celebrations, 

especially weddings. The major fiestas in El Rosario are the following: the Virgin of EI 

Rosario (7th of October), the Days of the Dead (October 30 - November 3), the Virgin of 

Guadalupe (16th of December), Christmas (December 24-25), and EI Senor de la Salud (fifth 

57Some migrants from El Rosario to Veracruz who have married migrants from Tepejillo have 
converted to different Protestant faiths. In Mexico City due to intermarriage or proximity to 
Protestant neighbors, a handful of El Rosario migrants have also joined different Protestant 
movements. 

58Some residents recount the time some thirty years ago that a evangelical minister came from 
Huajuapan to one neighbor's house to preach and to establish his "sect" there. Angry villagers 
quickly surrounded the house. Armed with rifles and machetes, they shouted obscenities and 
fired shots into the air. The pastor left under darkness of night and never returned. Since that 
time, no Protestants have gained a foothold in the community despite the constant visits by 
well-meaning neighbors from Tepejillo who invite the people of EI Rosario to attend their 
worship services. 
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Friday of Lent). The two most important fiestas are La Virgen de EI Rosario and EI Senor de la 

Salud. Both are celebrated with much fanfare and involve the close participation of migrants 

in Mexico City. 

The organization responsible for coordinating religious events and activities within the 

community is the Comite de Acci6n Cat6lica (Catholic Action Committee). The members of 

this committee are named at the village assembly meeting. The structure is similar to that of 

the Small Property Owners Association and the village government. There is a president, 

suplente, treasurer, and vocales. The activities of the committee focus mainly around 

organizing the events for the major fiestas of the village. This includes working closely with 

the cofradias and the migrant village association in preparing food supplies, paying for the 

masses, and managing the money income from pilgrim offerings. (For a more complete discussion 

of the fiesta system in El Rosario, consult Chapter Four.) 

Transportation 

EI Rosario lies approximately seven kilometers to the southeast of Mexico Federal 

Highway 190, also known as the Pan-American Highway. It is connected to this major artery 

by a dirt feeder road that remains passable during the entire year, although it becomes quite 

bumpy and pocked with potholes during the rainy season. In EI Rosario, three people have 

pickup trucks and two others have cars. One car owner also possesses a three-ton truck. Another 

farmer also has a three-ton truck. The pickup truck owners transport both people and 

agricultural produce for a fee. The car owners mainly transport people to Salitrillo where the 

paved highway is and where they can catch a bus to the regional centers. The two 3-ton trucks 

usually only operate on Sunday or for special occasions, such as transporting manure to the 

fields or hauling harvest back to the village. 

The pickup truck owners are organized with several others from Tepejillo. They run 

daily all the way to Petlalcingo, the principal destination on Saturdays for those with 

agricultural produce. On Sundays, however, the majority of people travel to the regional 
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markets to sell the few handfuls of herbs or a few kilograms of peanuts. Access to a vehicle can 

be a major money making activity for the owner. It is not surprising that when migrant 

remittances are substantial, priority is given to the purchase of a pickup truck. 

Regional transportation from Salitrillo on the Pan-American Highway is by bus. 

Heavy traffic usually occurs Sunday mornings as people from small towns travel to Acatlan, 

Puebla, or Huajuapan de Le6n, Oaxaca to sell whatever produce they may have and to make 

their purchases of their weekly necessities. Late Sunday afternoon and early Monday morning 

the buses are again swamped as thousands of migrants return to their places of employment in 

Puebla or Mexico City. 

Housing 

Changes in housing are one of the most visual manifestation of the impacts of out

migration. As is consistent with the literature, Mixtec migrants and their sending households 

place great importance on the construction of "quality" dwellings. This quality is often defined 

by observations of housing in the migration context, especially in Mexico City. While perhaps 

an outsider would see the new structures being built in EI Rosario as being environmentally 

inappropriate, the homeowners themselves take great pride in their accomplishments. The 

evolution of house styles in EI Rosario follows a path of increasing permanence in construction 

materials. 

The most traditional house of the Mixteca region is the choza. This structure is 

constructed of reeds for the walls and palm thatch for the roof. Chozas typified communities 

throughout the Mixteca and still can be found today in poorer villages. In EI Rosario, only one 

family still lives in a choza, although several families still use them as kitchens due to the 

porous nature of the walls and roof which allows smoke to escape easily. In Tepejillo, 

especially in the poorer barrio of Santa Cruz, some households still live in chozas. EI Rancho 

de Guadalupe, which was previously comprised of only chozas, has undergone a radical change 

in housing in the last four years as more and more residents have successfully migrated to the 
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United States. A variation of the traditional choza has large adobe blocks tied to the sides to 

give the structure added insulation for the cold winter nights. According to local history, the 

landowner would not allow any permanent structures be built in the town, especially the 

irrigated areas. Chozas could be easily moved to accommodate production shifts in agriculture. 

As noted in a previous footnote, even the name of MicaJtepec ("Place of Reed Houses on the 

Hill") denotes the once predominate housing style. 

A second form of housing, and by far the most common, is the adobe house. These 

structures are built with thick walls of dried mud bricks and covered with wooden framed 

rafters and clay tiles. Hoors are either made of soft clay tiles or of more recently poured 

concrete. The thermal properties of these houses keep them fresh in the summer and retain 

warmth in the winter. A major problem of the adobe houses is that the rafters become easily 

infested with all sorts of insects, especially scorpions which seem to enjoy dropping out of the 

ceiling at night on unsuspecting anthropologists below59. Houses that have not been plastered 

inside also have serious dust problems which reportedly cause all sorts of respiratory 

problems60. None of the adobe houses have glass windows. At the most, there will be one 

small window with wooden shutters will may be opened during the day. Two doors, in front and 

in back, provide most of the natural, interior light. Many of these houses were built in the 

1950s and 1960s with earnings repatriated from participation in the U.S. Bracero program. 

The third type of housing is the concrete block home which is rapidly overtaking the 

adobe house as the most frequently occurring type of structure. The first structure of this type 

was constructed in 1971, and now over 37 exist. The houses mirror very closely the type of 

dwe11ings being constructed in the large, sprawling neighborhoods surrounding Mexico City. 

59 Different government programs have attempted to deal with the insect infestation problem. 
The most common technique has been to whitewash the rafters with a DDT-based solution. 

60JMss Clinic doctor, personal communication 1987. 
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Residents in EI Rosario take great pride in this type of housing even though the thermal 

properties are horrible. They are stifling hot in the summer and freezing cold in the summer61. 

The roof of preference is poured concrete which completely seals the house making it rather 

stuffy. Floors are concrete and later tiled. Several glass windows provide ample natural light 

inside. If money is available, both the inside and outside may be stuccoed. Most, however, 

remain dull gray for years like their counterparts in Mexico City. There is no doubt, however, 

that a block house is the true symbol or indicator of a migrant's success. Those who have 

migrated and have not built houses in the community often are considered "not to have made it" 

or "not to have progressed." It is safe to say that certain jealousies exist in regard to house 

construction, even though finishing a house in a community-wide affair. Most people will build 

the frame of the house first. If money is lacking, a temporary roof of metal sheets may be used. 

When he can afford it, the process of "colar el techo" or pouring of the roof with concrete, 

which is very labor intensive, requires the help of friends and neighbors. No money is paid, but 

the recipient household provides food and drink, especially aguardiente, during the usually 

festive occasion. 

Regardless of the type of construction, every solar-the household compound--follows a 

general pattern of organization. Generally, most solares have the main living quarters, some 

sort of storage facility, a stable for animals, a garden area of varying size, a concrete block tank 

for storing water, sometimes a cave for weaving hats, and a latrine. Inside the living quarters, 

there is usually no internal division and family members all sleep together in the same area. If 

the household is better off, there may be beds. If not, they sleep on woven palm mats, called 

petates, on the floor. Since all villagers are Catholics, every living quarter has a shrine of 

61There definitely exists a cultural preference for this type of construction, even though 
villagers recognize how uncomfortable they are. However, they are also considered to be solid 
and long-lasting, a definite cultural value. Many households have built concrete block houses 
but prefer to sleep in chozas at night. The block houses are often used for storage or 
entertaining. 
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varying size to different saints. The storage area contains agricultural implements, extra rolls 

of palm, unused kitchen utensils, and anything else. The corral area stables the animals at 

night after they are brought back from pasture. This area is usually located as far from the 

human living quarter as possible. Latrines are a recent innovation. Until a few years ago, most 

households had "special" areas within the compound where defecation took place. After the 

new doctor at the clinic refused to attend anyone without a latrine, almost all household 

constructed latrines. Many migrants collaborated with the doctor's ideas. The water tanks 

were introduced during the early 1970s when the potable water system was installed. Before, 

various family members would have to go by donkey to the water site called "E1 Toto" about a 

half an hour distance and wait in line up to two hours to fill up containers. 

Food 

Daily diet for most families varies according to economic status and season. Most 

people consume atole, a corn gruel drink, for breakfast, maybe an egg or two, and some fresh 

tortillas. Lunch, usually consumed at the work site, consists of cold tortillas and beans. Dinner, 

depending on the economic status, may consist only of tortillas and salsa or may include chicken, 

rice, and beans. Few are the households, however, that consume meat of any type very 

frequently. Usually animals are only consumed on special festive occasions. Beef is rarely 

eaten, because it must be purchased in the market. Few households butcher their cows or oxen. 

Goats provide meat for large festive occasions such as baptisms and weddings. Chickens are 

consumed for fiestas such as birthdays and santos. Pigs are rarely consumed. Farmers prefer to 

sell them in Petlalcingo because of good prices obtained. The rarity of meat consumption is 

codified culturally by the common saying "seguramente en la ciudad comen came diario" 

(probably in the city they eat meat everyday). 

Fiesta foods center around the highly preferred "mole de yerba buena" (peppermint 

mole), a ground chile and pork lard dish served with chunks of goat meat and seasoned with 

peppermint. This is the required food for village fiestas such as the patron saint or the 
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manifestation of Christ during Lent and for household fiestas such as baptisms and weddings. 

All fiestas, both community and household, are important times of food redistribution among 

villagers and family and friends. When a family celebrates a festive occasion, neighbors may 

remark, "ya estan comiendo mole" (they are already eating mole). 

Seasonal availability of different crops and wild foods affect daily diet as well. For 

example, fresh com on the cob is mostly consumed in the fall before harvest time, although 

irrigated fields produce limited amounts year round. Certain "wild" or non-cultivated species 

are available only at specific times of the year. For example, guajes begin to be available in 

early February62. Quelites (Amaranthus hybridus) and alachis (Iamb's quarter: Anoda 

cristata) sprout in late May after the first rains. These tasty greens are important source of 

vitamin A in the local diet. People eat the new, tender leaves of wild nopales (Opuntia 

pilifera) in early May through August. Other non-cultivated foods, such as cactus sprouts, 

prickly pear fruits, are consumed throughout the year, although the majority become available 

during the rainy season. Prior to significant out-migration in the late 1960s, these wild foods 

played a much more important role in household nutrition. Today, with outside income, many 

people do not make the effort to collect herbs, other plants, or bugs like before, since many daily 

provisions were provided by migrant offspring63. Many villagers proudly showed me pantries 

filled with packages of beans, rice, pasta, soap, and other things that the children living in 

Mexico City regularly brought them. Hunting, however, still remains a favorite activity 

62Cuajes (Leucaena macrophylla), a leguminous tree with edible pods that grow throughout 
the region, are the prime ingredient in the dish call huaximole--ground huajes, chile, and 
chunks of beef. 

63Insects are still consumed by many people, because they are considered a delicacy. Today, 
they are primarily purchased in the regional markets. Before they were collected 
individually by villagers according to availability and need. Popular bugs are Cuetlas 
(caterpillars) and Chinches, (stink bugs) toasted on the carnal, the clay griddle. (These 
gourmet delights were one of the few foods I had difficulty in eating while in the field.) 
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among many adult males64. Rabbits and doves are the principal game and for some households 

are an important source of protein, plus they reduce overall household expenditures for food. 

Household Expenses 

Household expenditures can be grouped into daily, periodic, and occasional 

requirements. Daily requirements center mainly around food needs. If a family had a meager 

harvest, this means the purchase of maize, beans, and other staples will be necessary during 

the course of the year until next harvest. While maize is the largest consumer item in tenns of 

quantity in kilograms, fresh produce (realudo) such as tomatoes, onions, and chiles is the most 

expensive item consumed during a typical week in EI Rosario. Figure 2.14 illustrates the 

distribution of weekly expenditures by households. As noted in the previous section, many 

families when strapped for cash eat only tortillas and salsa for dinner. Cash for daily 

requirements comes mostly from palm weaving activities. People in the Mixteca literally 

weave so they can eat. 

FIGURE 2.14: Relative Weekly Expenditures for Household Expenses 
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64Hunting has probably increased with out-migration, as ammunition and rifles are more 
easily accessible and affordable. Some young men from E1 Rosario are actively involved in the 
importation of arms from the United States into the Mixteca region. 
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Periodic expenditures include taxes, school expenses, fiestas, and tequios (communal 

labor). While tequios involve only the giving of labor, all other periodic expenses require cash 

outlays. Occasional expenses refer to community projects that require a one-time comrnibnent of 

resources from each household. These projects may involve reconstruction of the temple, the 

purchase of a new bell, completion of the new city hall, or some other village improvement. 

Once the village assembly has agreed to a new undertaking, the total cost is divided among all 

actively farming households. ''Retired'' households-households whose head is over 60 years 

old-are usually exempted or assess a fee of only half the regular contribution. These charges 

can be substantial. These periodic and irregular household expenditures, which tend to be 

costly, are financed mostly by the sale of animals and help from relatives living outside the 

community. In fact, some of the most vocal supporters of community projects are widow-headed 

households who count with several sons working in Mexico City. Households with younger 

male-heads and no migrant offspring tend to oppose most community improvement projects, since 

they often impose great financial burdens on them. 

FIGURE 2.15: Primary Sources for Major Household Expenses 
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Alternative Employment 

Besides transport with pickup trucks, few other sources of employment or business are 

available to most people at the village level. Limited alternatives include bilingual school 

teachers and cooks, store owners, the clinic nurse, and palm weaving. These income-generating 

options are discussed below. Due to the importance of palm weaving in the regional economy, 

this activity is presented in detail. 

Bilingual School Teachers 

Some young people (approximately eight> are bilingual school teachers. Most work in 

other communities of the Mixteca Baja. Few are really bilingual and none instruct their classes 

in Mixtec65. The income, while not generous, is stable and represents substantial earnings over 

households without school teachers. Every household with a bilingual teacher has 

substantially improved housing. One young household, a married couple where both husband 

and wife are teachers, has what is considered one of the nicest houses in the village. Due to the 

fact of being fully employed, the village government has exempted households headed by a 

school teacher from participating in the tequio system66. Despite the fact that the household 

heads are residents in the community, it is recognized that their jobs require them to be away 

most of the time, therefore making it difficult to contribute their labor to village projects. The 

bilingual teachers have responded to this generosity by forming a teachers' committee that 

raises money through their own contributions and raffles. The money is then used for fiestas or 

for purchasing something for the village government, such as a typewriter, stationary supplies, 

65 According to the Mixtec regional coordinator, the Secretary of Public Education (SEP) 
considers Mixtec linguistic ability to be a ''backup'' only in cases where some student may not 
understand what is being said in Spanish, then the teacher can explain in Mixtec. Most 
bilingual teachers confess to knowing and speaking very little Mixtec. 

6tYrequio is a prehispanic custom where households provide labor for community projects. The 
custom is still strongly preserved in many indigenous communities today, although in many 
cases of increasing integration into a market economy it seems to be weakening. Changes in the 
tequio system of El Rosario Micaltepec are discussed later in this study. 



136 

or record books. Two households have females, the spouses of the household head, who are 

cooks in bilingual boarding schools. One works in the boarding school in El Rosario and the 

other works in Tecualipan, Puebla about three hours distances. The woman leaves early 

Monday morning and returns on Friday. Their income contributes significantly to the household 

budget. 

At this writing, the number of stores in El Rosario approximates six, the majority of 

which have been established by return migrants or with remittances from migrants. New stores 

seems to spring up all the time. Proprietors punch a window in the wall facing the street and 

convert a comer of a room into their new retailing effort. All stores sell identical items: soda, 

beer, candy, canned and dried chiles, soap, detergents, eggs, candles, and other small items. If 

the owner has made a considerable capital investment, his or her store may sell bolis-bags of 

frozen sugar water with coloring along with ice-cold beers and sodas, something that definitely 

gives them a competitive advantage during the hot summer months. Only one store owner, who 

happens to have the oldest and largest store, is the official distributor of Bimbo snack foods, 

which have high demand among the children. 

The largest volume retail item, however, is aguardiente. Most stores sell this beverage 

which is used as much for medicinal purposes as for its intoxicating qualities. None of the 

stores, however, can buy the liquid wholesale since its importation into the local area is 

controlled by one family in neighboring Tepejillo. All must purchase the product at retail 

prices from the controlling family in Tepejillo and resell it in El Rosario at slightly higher 

prices67. Since Tepejillo is only a 10 minute walk from El Rosario, most villagers walk to 

67The aguardiente of preference comes from Chiapa del Diaz, Oaxaca. The family in Tepejillo 
has cultivated relations with the producers in the community over the years and has been 
granted a concession of sorts that makes it the unofficial distributor for the Tepejillo area. 
Other aguardientes may be purchased in Huajuapan de Lean, Oaxaca but are considered to be of 
inferior quality. One store does buy its agllardiente from an alternate source in Huajuapan, and 
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Tepejillo, fill up their containers, and maintain their private reserves at home. Emergency 

purchases of one cup at a time after a hard day of work in the sun for some people or alcohol-on-

credit for heavy consumers comprise the majority of sales for local stores in El Rosario for 

aguardiente. In conclusion, the volume of income generated by these stores is small, but it does 

represent an important supplement to other sources of income if only to allow store-owning 

households to improve their food consumption. 

Store owners are also one of the major sources for short-term credit. Almost all stores 

cover purchases for one or two weeks and which are paid back later. The owner of one store, the 

oldest and best-stocked store, also lends cash to individuals at approximately 10% interest per 

month (in 1987-1989)68. Due to the fluctuations of the local economy and uncertainties of cash 

income, the ability to purchase food items on short-term credit relieves certain financial 

pressures that many farming household must endure. 

Molinos-corn mills-can be considered along with stores as a similar activity that 

generates income for a few families. There are three electric molinos that grind nixtamal 

(lime-soaked corn) every morning and evening for all the households in El Rosario and some 

households from the neighboring El Rancho de Guadalupe, a village still without electrical 

power. In all three cases, the initial purchase of the molinos was financed by migrants sons 

living in Mexico City. One of the mills, a medium-sized machine, is owned by Don Ruben, the 

proprietor of the largest store in town. The other two are owned by individuals who do not 

have stores. The majority of households go to the molino owned by Don Genaro, since his larger 

mill grinds the fastest. None of the millers make much profit at this economic activity, not due 

people in El Rosario do purchase it in small amounts due to its cheaper price. For large 
quantities, such as required for fiestas, most people buy in Tepejillo. 

68Don Ruben maintains a large, spiral bound notebook with annotations of original loan 
amounts, payments, and current balance. Since he can neither read nor write, his daughter, 
who is the local kindergarten teacher, actually does all the accounting. Approximat~ly twenty 
households in the village owe the store substantial amounts of money. 
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to the competition among them but rather due to the unwillingness of households to pay 

excessive prices to have their com ground into masa. All three owners have noted that if they 

raise the price too much, people will grind the com at home by hand. Consequently, once 

operating costs such as electricity and maintenance costs such as replacement of the grinding 

stones are calculated, millers charge 100 pesos but clear only about fifty pesos per kilogram of 

com. An average family consumes between 3 to 4 kilograms of maize per day, consequently 

spending between 300 to 400 pesos daily for milling. In the case of Don Genaro, who services 

approximately 30 families everyday, his net incomes averages $10,500 (pesos) daily. Such 

income compares somewhat favorably to the income of a jornaiero, a day laborer, who-if work 

is available-earns around $8000 (pesos) a day. 

The Palm Industry 

The main, local source for cash income for a majority of households is the knitting of 

palm hats. It economic importance demands a detailed discussion of this industry. This form of 

artisan production has been an important supplement for farming households in the region since 

prehispanic times. Even the name of Petlalcingo, "Place of the Small Petates," corroborates 

this assertion. (See Footnotes 16 and 17.) Colonial documents also attest to its economic 

importance for farming households. In the year 1820, Pedro Gonzalez, "gobernador de la 

Republica y comun de Naturales del Pueblo de Santiago PetIalcingo" (governor of the Republic 

and COmmon lands of the native people of Santiago PetIalcingo), registered his official 

complaint against the manager of the nearby Hacienda de Chapultepec because he would not 

allow the Indians to cut palm broths within the limits of the Hacienda. Such a prohibition 

went against their ancient rights to this resource (Archivo General de la Nacion, Torno 1425, 

Exp.4). The weaving of palm products continues to be an important and vital source of 

supplemental income for rural residents throughout the region due to the erratic and meager 

returns to agriculture. 



139 

Other authors have noted the importance that the manufacture of palm products has 

for communities of the Mixtec. All recognize that it is the poor remuneration from agriculture 

that obliges fanners to weave palm. As Ravicz (1965:39) notes, 

In places where the agricultural production is scarce-such as happens in 
some parts of Guerrero and in the Oaxacan districts of Huajuapan, 
Nochisthin, Tepozcolula, and CoixtIahuaca--in the village of Jocotipac, 
for example-the weaving of palm into hats and commercial products is 
fundamental, something that is done by all members of the community 
over four years of age. 

Aguilar Medina (1979:166) agrees strongly with Ravicz and indicates the exploitative 

relationship that the producer suffers with those that control the raw materials of production, 

Given the low productivity of agriculture of the region, its inhabitants 
are obligated to search for activities that complement their agricultural 
production, and that is handcrafting of palm, that activity that poorly 
equilibrates the household economy: the basic product is the hat, which 
is made out of "fine" palm called "royal" from the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec or with strips of plastic in imitation of palm. Generally, 
both materials are acquired from the local intermediary to whom the 
finished product is also sold at very low prices. 

Such an inequitable situation have provoked a strong reaction from other, non-academic 

authors who lament the relations of production between indigenous producers and the owners 

and distributors, descendants of Spaniards, of the raw materials. Licenciado Alfonso Francisco 

Ramirez, a native of Teposcolula, Oaxaca, registers his indignation about such circumstances 

with much eloquence, 

Today nowadays, the inhabitants of the Mixteca subsist almost 
exclusively from palm, a industry that constitutes an immense 
embarrassment and shame for Mexico, because it signifies hunger, 
ignorance, and misery for the indigenous people that from it derive their 
existence (1958:62). 

The Raw Material 

In the Mixteca Baja J'egion, the type of palm that is worked is known by weavers and 

others as Palma Real (Royal Palm), known scientifically as Sabal mexicana. Its natural 

distribution is limited principally to the coastal regions of the states of Chiapas, Campeche, 

and Oaxaca where it is cultivated commercially (Martinez 1979:655-656). Since this preferred 



140 

type of palm does not occur naturally in the Mixteca Baja, it must be imported from the Isthmus 

of Tehuantepec, specifically from the community of Union Hidalgo en the state of Oaxaca. It is 

from here that the private intermediaries as well as the government plant in PetIalcingo, 

previously under the auspices of FIDEPAL and now CNC69, purchase palm leaves from the 

producers for distribution to the weavers. 

In the case of the government plant, it obtains palm through the "Organizacion de 

Cortadores and Secadores de Palma" (the Organization of Cutters and Dryers of Palm) known 

today as "La Sociedad de Solidaridad Social" (The Society of Social Solidarity). The plant 

has an agreement with the Society in which the plant is obligated to purchase at least 1000 

"atados" (bundles) of palm every month. These agreements are made through the 

representation of weaving communities in the negotiations with the cutters of the Isthmus. The 

plant makes one trip each week and bring 250 atados (bundles) of palma to be distributed to 

participating communities. Each atado contains 5 "rollos" of palma, and each rollo contains 25 

"palmas" (palm leaves). 

The intermediaries that supply the region also bring the raw material from Union 

Hidalgo. Their form of distribution is in the local markets and direct supply to the villages by 

truck. These entrepreneurs play an important role in the sale and distribution of palm in the 

Mixteca Baja region. One intermediary in particular, Don Heron Marquez, who resides in 

PetIalcingo, exercises his control in the majority of communities of the Mixteca Baja of Puebla 

and almost permits no one else to compete with him. Through family relations through the 

69FIDEPAL, Fideicomiso de la Palma, was created in 1973 to break the oligopolist control of 
certain intermediaries in the palm industry. The basic strategy devised was to make the raw 
material readily available to weavers at lower prices and to buy the finished products at 
higher prices than those offered by casiques-Iocal intermediaries. Regional employment 
would be generated by establishing plants that would process the unfinished products. In 1988 
FIDEPAL was dissolved, and the operations of local processing plants and procurement and 
distributions systems were passed to the CNC, Confederacion Nacional de Campesinos, which 
currently manages the program. 
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marriage of one with a producer in Union Hidalgo, this intermediary has assured his 

provisioning of palm. In terms of distribution strategy, this individual refuses to sell palm to 

anyone who does not buy from him on credit vegetables, fruit, and other necessities that he also 

imports into the region. Consequently, a majority of farmers are in debt with the intermediary 

in some degree. Once past debts are canceled, new debts must be incurred before additional palm 

can be acquired. In the case of EI Rosario Micaltepec, the majority of households purchase from 

Don Heron Marquez. At the time of the survey, no one purchased from FIDEPAL. Figure 2.16 

illustrates the extreme degree of this dependency. 

FIGURE 2.16: Sources of Raw Palm in PeUalcingo, Puebla. 
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In terms of palm cultivation, the young leaves of recent growth, which are called 

locally "cogollos," are the only leaves that are utilized for the manufacture of articles such as 

hats, bags, tenates (tortilla baskets), and baskets. After cutting, raw palm processing includes 

six steps: cutting; hanging; drying; forming the atados (bundles); storage of atadas; and 

distribution, in the case of the FIDEPAL Plant, to regional storage facilities in the Mixteca and 

distribution to village committees. 
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Manufacturing Process of Palm Hats 

The weaving of palm hats is carried out at the household level, where various 

members are the producers and, at the same time, owners of the means of production: that is, 

the little technology that is required (a knife to shred the palm into appropriately sized strips 

and possible a cave) and their own labor. For this work there is no sexual division of labor, and 

it can be done by children from around eight years until advanced age. Weaving is manual and 

individual, it can be conducted in any moment that the hands are free from other activities. For 

example, it is quite common to encounter farmers weaving a hat while they walk to their fields 

or from one area to another, in the local markets when they sell their products, or during 

village assembly meetings. Also, they will dedicate a certain amount of time each evening 

after returning from the fields or from other activities they may be engaged in. In circumstances 

where they may be pressed for cash, some will dedicate most of the day to finish a hat in order 

to sell the same day. 

The time of year that best facilitates weaving is the rainy season, because the 

humidity provides great flexibility to the palm. Unfortunately, however, this is precisely the 

time of year that palm becomes scarce, since in the production areas palm cutting is made 

difficult by the heavy rains that drench the soils of the Isthmus. Also during this season, 

drying of palm is restricted, and the palm takes on a "reddish" tone that to the weavers 

indicates a low quality raw material. Consequently, the "good" palm (that which is not red) 

becomes scarce and increases in price. Due to the scarcity of good quality palm and subsequent 

price increases, fewer weavers produce hats. One would normally expect the prices for finished 

palm products to increase as a result of the decrease in supply. Unfortunately, however, this is 

often not the case in the Mixteca Baja. Many intermediaries that purchase finished hats 

frequently establish other "criteria" to determine the offering price such as "poor quality" of 

weaving to reduce the price paid. This practice of not responding to fluctuations in supply 

would seem to indicate some sort of collusion among buyers in order to assure their profit margin. 
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The producer stays trapped between higher costs of production and outputs prices that are the 

same or even lower. Further complicating the situation, it is precisely during the rainy season 

that a farmer has less time to dedicate to weaving since farming activities demand the 

majority of his time. 

On the other hand, during the dry season, there is an abundance of raw material since 

the conditions are optimal for a good harvest, drying, and transportation of the palm broths. 

For the weavers, however, work conditions become more difficult because the palm dries out 

and becomes brittle and breaks easily. To counteract this tendency, many families construct 

"cuevas"-caves. These structures are excavated into the earth to depths of up to two meters 

and of about one and a half meters wide. (See Figure 2.17 for a cross-section diagram.) The 

caves are splashed with water inside to increase humidity and consequently to improve the 

flexibility of the palm, which permits much easier weaving. The function of these caves is 

principally for weaving activities, although many households store their rolls of palm inside 

to keep them from becoming too brittle. On many occasions, weaving has become a major social 

event. Cave owners invite family, friends and neighbors to weave as a group. The people 

converse or listen to music. In some cases there are competitions among the youth to determine 

who is the fastest weaver. On the negative side, however, Social Security doctors report high 

incidences of respiratory illnesses which they said are due in part to time spent weaving in 

these caves70. 

70It was not possible to ascertain the validity of these statements. Among the older 
generation, there is a cultural preference for sleeping on dirt floors over concrete, brick tile, or 
even on beds. Many of the older people believe that the concrete and brick tiles are "cold" 
while the earth is "warm." Sleeping on a "cold" surface makes the body ache in the morning. 
Beds are just not comfortable. Sleeping on dirt floors can also be a contributing factor to 
respiratory illnesses. 



Figure 2.17: A cave for palm hat weaving in Tepejillo, Petlalcingo, Puebla • 
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1.5 m • 

The steps in producing a hat are the same regardless of the season. These are: 1. strip 

the palm; 2. make the beginning; 3. form the crown; 4. insert the palm for the brim; 5. weave 

the rows for the brim; and 6. close the hat. 

First, the palm is carefully shred into thin strips which form the base material for 

weaving. This step requires only a velY sharp knife, keen eyes, and great patience. With the 

knife, the weaver strips away the two outer edges of the palm and then carefully divides the 

leaf into strips of equal width and length. The skeleton-like remnant of the palm leaf, after 

the removal of the material to be used in weaving, is utilized in a variety of forms. Usually, 

however, these stripped leaves are used in kitchens constructed of reed walls. They are hung on 

the outside in bunches to provide some protection from the cold winds of winter. 
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The second step, the beginning, is perhaps the most difficult, because it requires 

someone with much dexterity and control. The beginning is the first interlocking of palm strips 

in the form of a cross. Some weavers use a small piece of thread to secure the beginning until the 

formation of the hat is well underway. It is later removed. Many younger weavers simply 

cannot accomplished this delicate task of balancing this interlocked strips of palm, and they 

ask other, more experienced family members to do it for them. 

Once the beginning is set firmly, the weaver begins to add palm and weave the crown. 

This is the third step. Palm is added vertically according to the desired size of the finished 

product. Once the size is determined, the producer simply weaves until the crown is finished. 

"Surcando" or "making rows" is the simplest part of weaving a hat. This is the part of the 

process that most children learn first. It is an easy and monotonous process that facilitates the 

coexistence of other activities. Quite consistently, farmers may talk, walk, or participate in 

political meetings while weaving their hats. 

When the crown has been finished according to desired shape and size specifications, 

the next step is to insert palm strips for the weaving of the brim. Once these are placed, the 

crown is turned inside out. Then partitions are made to increase the size of the brim relative to 

that of the crown. The weaver then begins to "make rows again" until the proper dimensions of 

the brim are attained. 

As a last step, the weaver ties a knot in the last two rows of the brim to "close" the hat. 

This ensures that the hat will not become unwoven after it is finished. At one time, weavers 

used to include one more step: drying and shaving, but now the buyer does that. 

In terms of total production, a weaver can "close" one hat per day under normal 

conditions. That is, without demands on his/her time for taking care of animals, giving of 

tequio, participating in social activities of the community, and so on. Nonetheless, with the 

relentless pressures to obtain money for daily expenses of the household, a weaver sometimes 
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can finish up to two hats in one day. In households that are very hard-pressed, weaving is an 

activity in which all members participate. In other households that have other means of 

income, such as a store, a truck for transport, or family members in Mexico, the pressure to weave 

is less. Some claim that they weave out of "custom" and others to get money to drink. In spite of 

these interesting cases, there is no doubt that the majority of weavers do it out of necessity and 

lack of other options for the productive use of their labor. 

Costs of Production for the Weaver71 

The weavers of the Mixteca Baja have two types of hats that they can weave: the 

"campechano fino" (the fine hat) and the "campechano corriente" (the cheap hat). The 

difference in quality depends on the quality of the palm, the fine hat being made of very thin 

strips of palm and the weave much more closed. On the other hand, the cheaper model is made 

with wider strips and the weaving is much more opened. This difference is reflected in the 

price: currently the weaver receives $3500 from FIDEPAL and $3300 from the intermediaries 

for the fino, and for the corriente he receives $1600 from FIDEP AL and $1300 from the other 

buyers. 

The raw material purchased from FIDEPAL costs $5000 a roll. Palm used to cost more 

($6000/roll) if purchased from Dn. Heron Marquez, the intermediary who imports it, but now 

he has lowered his prices to better compete with FIDEP AL. From one roll of palm, if it is of 

good quality, a weaver can get between six and seven fine hats and some 2 or 3 cheap ones. Gross 

income from one roll of palm would be then approximately $29,300. Net income, deducting the 

cost of the raw material, would be around $24,300 without considering fixed costs such as the 

construction of a cave. If labor is considered as a cost and calculating ten hours of work per hat, 

a weaver earns about $243 per hour of effort. That amounts to $2430 per day if there is enough 

71AII prices are given in 1987 Mexican pesos. The exchange rate was approximately $2500 
pesos to $1.00 (U.S.). 



147 

time available to finish the hat. Compared to the salary of a day laborer at $8000 a day, hat 

weaving is very poorly remunerated. 

Another option would be to weave plastic hats, but the expense of the raw material and 

the low buying price of the finished product dissuades most people from the possibility. If the 

production of hats is so poorly paid, then why do so many farmers of this region do it? 

Basically, it is due to the lack of alternatives. Only at harvest time is there a demand for 

jornaleros (day laborers), but usually most farmers are too occupied with their own harvests to 

even consider working for someone else. Opportunity costs to labor are very low, and as noted 

previously, hats are woven in moments of "free time" or when the farmer is engaged in some 

activity that does not require all his/her attention. As well, the demand for cash for requisite 

household expenses is so great that weaving is one of the few local sources available to most 

people. 

Evolution of the Different Types of Hats 

As mentioned before, the weaving of hats and other palm products in the Mixtec region 

has a long history with prehispanic roots. Don Salvador (1987) graphically describes a portion 

of the more recent history of the palm industry in his home community of EI Rosario, focusing on 

the changing relationships of costs, labor inputs, and purchasing power of producers. 

1900-1930: Anicero Hats 

Years before, the people of this village used to weave hats but only those 
called "aniceros," made from green palm, those wide ones that come from 
Zapotitlan Palmas in Oaxaca. The men from there would come to sell 
palm, but they would bring it by burrito, the same way that we haul 
zacate from our fields today. That is the way they would bring the 
bundles of palm that we would use to weave hats or make the roofs of our 
houses. Ouring those times, there were only houses of palm, there 
weren't any houses with walls of adobe, one or two maybe, but the rich 
man was owner of this land and he would not authorize that any 
permanent houses be built, only palm houses that could be changed from 
one place to another. 

These anicero hats, made of the green palm, could be made very rapidly. 



The person who wove quickly could finish about a dozen in one day. The 
weaver would make only four or five rows and they would already finish 
the crown. Then, they would make a partition and with two more rows 
they would finish the band and then close it rapidly. For that type of 
palm, they didn't even have to shred it into strips. They only took off 
the edges. The green palm is like that stuff we saw over there near 
Zapotitlan Palmas. They would take off the edges and that way with 
that wide palm, when--jchingaos!--wouldn't they be able to weave the 
rows, big rows like that, super big ones. Then, that is what these traders 
would corne to sell, but at that time my mother says that the hats sold for 
one centavo, five hats for five centavos at that time (more or less around 
the year 1920). 
Palm Production and Purchasing Power 

My mother says that bread used to cost 20 centavos; that at that time 
everyone used to go to the Plaza in Petlalcingo; that the Plaza used to 
very big, but not now, that is has diminished greatly. No one even knew 
Huajuapan or Acatlan, everyone would go to PetIalcingo. The person that 
had 50 centavos could bring back baskets, those that are market size, full 
of chiles, tomatoes, which used to cost one centavo, and meat also cost one 
centavo. Back then, the chingado goat, a big goat, super big, cost two 
pesos, she says, at most two-fifty, people would ask for one centavo of 
meat. Centavos, she says! 

And then, those who used to buy hats would have to take them to 
Tehuacan to sell them, but by donkey. jHijo de la ... ! Imagine that! To 
make the trip worthwhile .. they would buy eggs. They would buy them 
here for 15 cents each and there in Tehuacan they would sell them for 20. 
They would make a "quinto" for each. That is, if none of them broke of 
course. But if any broke, it was extremely difficult, because they say 
they used to carry them in-between the palm and com. They would walk 
two days there and two days back. They went by Chinango, by 
Huapanapan, arriving to Acatepec, where they make pulque. There 
they arrived and there they rested. The next day they would arrive to 
Tehuacan, there they turned in the hats and sold the other things and 
then back again. The next day they were here. 

1930-1960: Cacalei'io Hats 

The anicero hats weren't worth the effort for the people at only one 
centavo. It was around the time that my mother was 15 years old, or I 
don't know what time, that they began to make the "cacalefios" hats. 
They used to bring the palm that grows over there near the community of 
Cacalo, around Huajuapan de Le6n. These hats were worth between 50 
centavos and one peso. The palm was more expensive; more work was 
required, they had to strip the palm leaves, the work was finer. But it 
was worth a little bit more. The people began to s~op weaving the other 
hats, because it wasn't worth it to them. And so, that is what they did. 
This hat they called it the hat of two leaves because they closed it on one 
side and they closed it on the other side. They would close both sides. 
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And this white palm that we use now it is not so, because we only close it 
on one side. 

1960-Present: White Palm Hats 

Then came the time by way of Chinango, I don't know, that they began to 
bring that palm (the white palm from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec). 
Some people, who had gone to Chinango, noticed that these people there 
were weaving hats with this white palm and they brought some 
samples. And it seems to be worthwhile. Then they began to bring the 
white palm that we now weave. So, people began to work with this 
white palm, but it didn't bring only one peso per hat but rather it was 
worth one fifty when the cacalefio hat had barely gone up to fifty 
centavos and the anicero was only paying around five centavos. As more 
and more people discovered the white palm, they stopped weaving the 
other types of hats. When we started weaving the white palm, everyone 
wove "corrientes," there were no ''finos,'' only "corrientes." Legally, no 
one knew how to weave the ''finos.'' And who knows how they obtained 
the sample, but everyone soon began to weave the "finos." Somewhere 
around the year 1960, more or less. 

1970 - Present: Plastic Hats 

Now, a short time ago, less than twenty years ago, plastic palm came out. 
Plastic palm is good for hot weather, because it doesn't ruin. With more 
heat, it gets softer. With more cold, it gets stronger. However, it's not 
worth it because one kilo of plastic palm costs around $4000 per kilo. 
From one kilo we can get a maximum of ten hats. Currently, the buyers are 
paying about $400 per hat. We barely make enough to pay for the 
chingada palm! It's not worth it. For this reason, few people weave 
with plastic. It's great to weave while in the field, but it's not worth it 
economically. At $1000 per hat, we could stand it but no one will pay us 
that price. 

Purchasing of Finished Hats 
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Weavers have two options for the sale of their finished hats, similar to those for the 

purchase of the raw palm. One possibility is to purchase raw material from and sell the 

finished product to the Committees of Production and Storage created by FIDEPAL. The other 

option is the direct sale to the intermediaries. In the first case, FIDEPAL has organized in 

some communities Committees of Production and Storage whose function are cyclical: they 

provide the raw material to the weaver and then purchase the finished product in bulk. 

Committees receive an endowment of two million pesos for a revolving fund for the acquisition 
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of palm and hats. The funds are revolved every 8 or 15 days at the most. The administration of 

the committees is carried out by members of the community and are elected by weavers. These 

individuals function as employees or agents but receive no salary. 

In spite of their best efforts, the Comites de Produccion y Abasto do not have the 

financial capacity to absorb one hundred percent of total production due to the lack capital. For 

this reason, a large number-the majority-of weavers opt for the second possibility: they sell 

to intennediaries. As well, many individuals claim that FIDEP AL palma is often of inferior 

quality, that it is "colorada" or red, and that consequently the sale of hats is difficult. 

Nonetheless, the processing plant of FlDEPAL in Petlalcingo guarantees purchase of any hat 

made with the palm it supplies, since it has the technology available to remedy the color of 

the finished product. However, the plant does not have the physical nor fiscal capacity to buy 

and process all the hats that could potentially be affected in this way. 

In many cases, the weaver prefers to purchase the raw material from On Heron 

Marquez, the local intermediary, and sell the finished hats to other intermediaries because 

this entrepreneur guarantees the quality of the palm. The private buyers also authorize short

term credit that can be paid off with finished hats. In this way, these intermediaries assure 

themselves of a constant supply of hats. These are later marketed in Oaxaca, Tehuacan, and 

Puebla to processing plants. It is important to note that there are different scales of hat buyers 

that operate with different levels of capital. For example, the largest intermediary who 

controls the importation of palm from Tehuantepec is not interested in the purchase of finished 

hats due to the amount of labor involved in their proceSSing. He prefers to concentrate on 

bringing the palm from its point of cultivation and allows others to buy and process the finished 

product. 

While there is just one intermediary who supplies the raw material, there are several 

entrepreneurs that purchase woven hats. Basically there exist two levels of buyers that are 
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distinguished by the quantity of hats that they buy. The first level consists of farmers from the 

village itself who dedicate part of their time to the purchase and processing of palm hats. 

Usually they are very limited in capital, they work with very rudimentary technology, and in 

most cases do not own their own means of transportation. They normally do not buy more than 

500 hats per week per person. The second level consists of individuals who come from Puebla or 

Oaxaca or who are residents of PetIalcingo with family connections in these large cities. They 

buy, on average, around 2000 hats each which they transport back to the factories in their own 

vehicles. In spite of being much more capitalized and having much more disposable money, 

there appears to be no conflict between the out of town buyers and the local processors. It seems 

that there exists an overproduction of hats in the region, and consequently all buyers can pick 

and choose according to their criteria of quality. While the larger volume intermediaries take 

their goods to the private presses in the cities to be processed, the local buyers process their 

hats in their own houses. 

Processing of Hats: Small-Volume Intermediaries 

The small-volume intermediaries purchase hats from individual producers. Weavers 

may come to the house to sell during the week or seek them out at the Plaza on Saturday in 

Petlalcingo. All the buyers stand together at the comer of the church facing the town square. 

Once the buyer has collected the volume of hats desired, he begins the processing. In EI 

Rosario, there are two men that dedicate part of their time to the purchasing and processing of 

palm hats. Both have ovens in their backyards for vaporizing finished hats. One owns a truck. 

The other does not. Both are strongly supported by offspring residing in Mexico City. Their sons 

and daughters financed the constructed of their ovens, and in the one case, the purchase of the 

truck. While now their businesses are self-sufficient, both men attribute their success to the 

support provided by their children. 

There are various steps involved in processing palm hats once the weaver has sold 

them to the intermediary. First, the processor places the collected hats in the sun to dry them 
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out completely. Once the palm is brittle, the extra palm that extends beyond the woven brim is 

shaved off. After shaving, the hats are ready to be vaporized in the oven specially constructed 

for this purpose. The vaporizing process includes various steps as follows: 1. The processor gets 

up early in the morning and brings limbs from the cazahuate trees and banana leaves for the 

construction of the platform inside the oven on which to set the hats. 2. He lights the fire in 

the oven with wood he collected the day before. He sets two large, square cans of water inside 

the oven. 3. The processor then places the cazahuate limbs some ten centimeters on top of the 

cans of water and then the banana leaves. This serves not only as a platform to hold the hats 

but as a protection from the sulfur fumes72 which could bum the hats if allow to directly touch 

them. The processor may also throw in some palm straw that comes from the shaving process as 

added protection. 5. Now, he places in the hats. Normally among small-volume 

intermediaries, the maximum capacity of their ovens is 600 hats. These are placed in stacks of 

five, squashed down so that they fit. They are able to withstand this position because they are 

still "blandos"-soft. Once fitted in, more palm straw is added to ensure a tight fit. 7. Finally, 

the buyer covers the top of the oven with several old petates and secures it with several large 

stones. 8. Once the oven is loaded, he then proceeds to light another, smaller fire at the 

entrance of the conduct that carries the sulfur flumes into the oven where they mix with the 

vapor from the water cans. This resultant mixture is what "whitens" the hats. In total, the 

vaporizing process, excluding the bringing of firewood, cazahuate limbs, and bananas leaves, 

takes about three hours. 

72Cazahuate (Ipomoea murucoides) used also in pit barbecues. A desert variety tree, the oily 
resin in wood makes it very unsuitable for firewood because it is slow to bum, but the limbs 
function well as platforms for ovens. 
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Figure 2.18: A rustic oven for evaporating palm hats. 
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Once vaporized, the hats are ready for the press. The small-volume intermediaries 

stack their hats in columns and bind them together into one tight bundle to be transported to the 

hat presses in Oaxaca, Puebla, or Tehuacan. In the case of EI Rosario, the two buyers both go to 

Oaxaca by bus once a week to deliver their goods. The social relations between the owner of the 

hat plants and the buyers vary somewhat, but in many cases the owner only pays part of the 

delivery and taking the other part on short-term consignment. Upon next delivery, the owner 

pays off the previous debt and half of the new delivery, again taking the other half without 

payment. In this way, the owner assures himself of a steady and reliable supply of hats. This 

patron-client relationship is critical for intermediaries since many plants will not accept hats 

from non-client buyers. The pull of such social relations is strong with the majority of small-

scale buyers preferring to take their products to their patrotJes in Oaxaca over potentially 
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better prices in Puebla but without any assurances. 73 In their view, Puebla is dangerous-nhay 

mucha rata aIli" (there are many thieves there), and thus they avoid going there. 

The profit margin for smaIl-volume buyers is not large if one considers the labor, 

production costs (i.e. sulfur), transportation costs, and fixed costs (construction and maintenance 

of the oven). For example, in 1987 buyers were paying $850 per hat to weavers. Plant owners in 

Oaxaca, on the other hand, were paying intermediaries $1000 per hat. If a buyer processed 500 

hats a week, his gross income would have been $500,000. This seems like a lot of money 

especiaIly for that time. But this figure does not reflect the true situation, because the money 

that the buyer brings back from the plant is not disposable for household expenses but rather it 

must be reinvested in the purchase of more hats and processing materials. In 1987 in order to buy 

the same number of hats, the buyer would have to spend $425,000 of the $500,000. That leaves 

the intermediary with around $75,000 before expenses. The round trip to Oaxaca costs $15,000. 

Expenses for processing can be calculated at around $2000 per week. Therefore, total profit 

could be estimated at approximately $58,000. However, if labor is considered as a cost, the 

perspective changes somewhat. Vaporizing takes between 6 and 8 hours, one day to dry and 

shave the hats, another day to cut and haul wood for the oven, and two days travel to Oaxaca 

and back. In this scenario, the buyers earned in 1987 more or less $800 per hour, about four times 

what a weaver earned, or what a day laborer would earn except that the income is much more 

consistent?4 Processing by the FIDEPAL plants includes the vaporization process but includes 

all the steps necessary to produce a finished product ready for retail75. 

73Plant owners also provide sleeping space for buyer arriving to Oaxaca from the hinterland. 
This not only reduces their out-of-pocket expenses but gives them a sense of security in a 
seemingly hostile, urban environment. This situation is not unlike the marketing behavior of 
tomato wholesalers in Brazil (Finan 1989). 

740bviously, only the large-scale buyers benefit from these narrow profit margins. They 
purchase a minimum of 2000 hats which are transported directly to private presses where they 
are vaporized and pressed. While research did not focus on large-volume buyers, it is possible 
to extrapolate that due to lower fixed costs and greater volume that average costs of production 
are also lower. Consequently earnings must be greater. Nonetheless, at a macro level the palm 
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Interventions of the State in the Hat Indusm-: FIDEPAL 

The federal government set up the Fideicomiso de la Palma in order to combat what it 

considered to be distorted input and output markets by certain intermediaries in the industry. 

FIDEPAL established Committees of Production and Storage in communities throughout the 

region which depend to a great on palm production 76. El Rosario had a committee several 

years ago, but due to mismanagement by local representatives it was disbanded. In the last two 

years, the committee has been reestablished77. These committees provide the link between 

hat market in Mexico, and the world for that matter, suffers from over-supply. One of 
FIDEPAL's problem has been finding a market for its hat production. The United States has a 
very weak demand for palm hats. As a result, FIDEPAL managers are striving to diversify 
palm production into other household items that do have a market in the north. Private plants 
in Oaxaca export substantial quantities of hats to EI Salvador. 

75 After removal from the oven, the hats go directly to the presses. The hat is shaped by 
presses heated by gas. The presses have one stationary section where the mold is located and 
another mobile section where the countermold is situated. Once pressed, the hat goes through 
other processes which include: riveting, which fixes the palm and keeps it from going 
unraveled; lacquering, which is applied only to fine hats to make them more resistant and 
attractive; talquing, to keep the lacquer from coming off; spraying, to make the hat 
waterproof; waxing, to give the hat flexibility; attachment of a band around the crown; 
labeling, placement of the name of plant and size of hat inside the crown. 

76According to the Diario Oficial (1973:4), FIDEPAL was founded based on the following 
argument: " ... that among the natural resources that the country has, is found the palm, whose 
adequate industrialization and commercialization, will benefit the sectors of indigenous 
population, particularly those of the states of Oaxaca, Guerrero, and Puebla." The objectives 
were to be as follows: 1. "the cultivation, exploitation, and utilization of the forests of palm, 
the commercialization and exportation of articles woven with natural or synthetic fibers ... " 
2. " ... promote and finance those projects that in a deliberate manner can substitute the 
activities of palm exploitation for other, more profitable activities that contribute to the 
diversification of sources of employment, such as producing the articles of regional consumption 
that elevate the level of living for the population that has traditionally earned its living 
from this activity" (Diario Oficial 1976:23). 

77 According to various sources in El Rosario, the circumstances surrounding the failure of the 
local FIDEPAL committee are as follows. The locally appointed agent for FIDE PAL left EI 
Rosario in search of work as a construction worker in Mexico and left his wife, inexperienced in 
accounting, in charge of the FlDEPAL committee. At that time during the early seventies, a 
price of a hat was ten pesos. For every hat delivered, the agent's wife was to pay ten pesos. 
During the same period, the federal government introduced a new ten peso coin to replace the 
ten peso bill. Mistakenly, the wife paid ten, ten peso coins for every hat delivered, quickly 
depleting the revolving fund advanced by FIDEPAL. When the account did not reconcile with 
the number of hats delivered, FIDEPAL pressed for the village to make up the difference. The 
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FIDEPAL and the producers. Their function is to capture the production of a specified area and 

to distribute the raw material. Toward this purpose, they are endowed with a revolving fund 

of two million pesos minimum that varies according to the productive capacity of the 

community. 

The Role of Palm Hat Production in the Household Economies of EI Rosario 

The need for cash for daily and occasional expenditures is so great that almost all 

families in EI Rosario are engaged in palm hat production. Of 64 resident families, only five do 

not actively weave. Of the 59 households that do weave, almost 70 percent have more than one 

full time weaver. Only 9 percent have only one full time weaver. A full twenty percent have 

between 3 and 4 full time weavers. (See Figure 2.18.) According to survey results, of the 268 

residents in EI Rosario, 114 weave palm hats (43%). The average weekly product per weaver is 

2.78 hats and average weekly product per household is 6.46 hats. (See Figure 2.19). Therefore, 

the average weekly household income from hat weaving is almost $6500 and average farm 

income, excluding animal sales, is approximately $3200, giving a total of $9700. Average 

weekly outlays were calculated to include $1900 production costs for weaving and $19,000 

household expenses, totaling $20,900. The average weekly deficit between farm and palm 

income and expenses is $10,200. In specific cases, the divergence may vary much more. Figure 

2.21 illustrates the relationship between income from palm and farm production and weekly 

expenditures78. Only one household approximates total household expenses for the week with 

earnings from hat weaving. 

rest of the village residents refused, arguing that the representative and his wife were 
responsible for the problem. The wife soon left the village and joined her husband in Mexico 
City where they currently reside today. FIDEPAL disbanded the Committee in EI Rosario and 
refused to supply the village with palm nor buy their hats until the debt was canceled. The 
situation remained stalemated for a decade and a half, until the current director of the 
Petlalcingo processing plant forgave the debt and reestablished a new committee in EI Rosario. 

78Again, these calculations do not include the sale of animals or other agricultural products, but 
only the equivalent value of maize and beans consumed. They also do not include wage earnings 



FIGURE 2.19: Percentage of Active Weavers in EI Rosario Households 
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FIGURE 2.20: Weekly Hat Production in EI Rosario Micaltepec. 
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or migrant remittances. They are important however for illustrating the differences in 
household production and consumption. 
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FIGURE 2.21: Relationship between Income from Hat Production and Weekly Expenditures 
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There is no doubt that the elaboration of palm products plays and will continue to play 

an important role in the domestic economy of farming families in El Rosario and throughout the 

Mixteca Baja region even when this activity is so poorly paid. The restricted access to other 

economic activities that could generate capital, obliges them to participate in the production of 

hats to maintain their families because their daily needs require it, or as the farmers of the 

Mixteca themselves say, "sin la palma, no comemos" (without the palm, we don't eat). While 

FIDEPAL has made a noble effort to improve the conditions within the palm industry, it has 

been severely limited in its possibilities of effecting any permanent changes due to an 

inadequate budget. Nonetheless, its presence in the region has had a positive impact on 

intermediaries in the sense that they have had to become more competitive and offer better 

prices to the weavers. In spite of these important achievements, however, much remains to be 

done. Until the federal government implements a plan of integrated regional development that 



seeks to remedy the infrastructure deficiencies that plague this region, the economic 

opportunities for residents of the Mixteca Baja will not change. Dryland agriculture, as the 

next chapter discusses, offers equally limited possibilities for most Mixteca farmers. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

AGRARIAN HISTORY AND AGRICULTURE: 
THE CONSEQUENCES FOR RURAL OUT-MIGRATION 

INTRODUCTION 

Out-migration from the village of EI Rosario Micaltepec and the Mixteca Baja region is 

closely tied to the agricultural productivity of individual farming households and the ability 

to satisfy physical and cultural demands. Agricultural productivity of households, however, 

can only be understood by looking at the historical processes that have determined the 

distribution of productive resources among users. EI Rosario Micaltepec serves as an excellent 

case study of a community that was once a sharecropper village, with no individual households 

holding property, and that has become a private landowning village, where access to land and 

water is not completely equitable but neither is it highly stratified. With increasing 

demographic pressures, environmental degradation, and few technological innovations, 

average production has begun to decrease over time. As the last chapter clearly documented, 

few alternatives for employment exist outside agriculture. Long-distance migration, therefore, 

has emerged as the preferred option to seek income in order to maintain the village household. 

The next few paragraphs briefly outline the historical events that have shaped the 

distribution of productive resources within EI Rosario and consequently have determin~d the 

potential productivity of household farming. Some households, through maneuvering and 

manipulation or just plain luck, were able to acquire better land and water endowments than 

other households. Over the years, these households have been able to weather crisis 

situations and accumulate more holdings at the expense of less viable households. With out-

migration and the influx of capital, these same better-off households have increased their 

economic security, usually at the expense of their neighbors. These tendencies are prone to 

generate conflict within a community such as EI Rosario. 
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AGRARIAN mSTORY 

Introduction 

Like many communities of south-central Mexico, the specifics of the history of El 

Rosario Micaltepec lie shrouded in the past. Few people know much about the origins of their 

village and the fierce struggles waged to reclaim land and water from the large land owners. In 

fact, oral narrations about the past have more a flavor of mythology rather an accurate 

accounting of historical events. Written documents stuffed in old trunks provide only slightly 

more information. As one approaches the present, however, memories as well as record keeping 

improve greatly, making the writing of history much easier. The following paragraphs 

reconstruct briefly the earliest history of El Rosario as gleamed from the meager historical 

documentation and vague informant recollections. 

El Rosario Viejo 

As all residents well know, the village of EI Rosario-long before Micaltepec was 

added to the name-struggled to exist not in its present location near the River of Magdalena 

but on the rugged slopes of Pena de la Letra near Tepejillo. Around the year 1905, the ancestors 

of present day Rosario moved their village to where it is today. At Rosario Viejo, life was not 

easy for the original inhabitants. According to On Jose Matamoros, people arrived to El Rosario 

Viejo from the nearby site of San Pedro Martir on the Hacienda de Tepejillo where some of 

them worked in the aguardiente factory and others cut sugarcane. Over the years, more and 

more people moved across the river from San Pedro to the slopes where the nascent village was 

beginning to emerge. They became sharecroppers on the Rancho de el Rosario. Some planted 

trees in fertile irrigated lands of Cahuacun, a section of land along the Rio Magdalena 1. For 

1 Although all the land of "EI Rancho de Rosario" belonged to the hacendado, Mixtec 
sharecroppers could plant fruit trees which became individual property as long as permission 
was obtained and rent was paid. The municipal archives of El Rosario contain documents on an 
interesting case of inheritance dispute between sharecroppers over tempesquiztle and aguacate 
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some reason, however, the people did not prosper, neither economically nor demographically. 

In those days, as don Jose recollects, the Canyon of Rio Magdalena contained an idol which in 

some way did not allow the village to grow. People began to eventually leave the area which 

they considered to be "pesado--heavy," because they feared the power of the idol2. 

The earliest written reference to El Rosario occurs in documents filed in the Archivo 

General de la Nacion in Mexico City. In the previously cited case in Chapter 3, Francisco de 

Jesus Velasco y Mendoza in the year 1792 solicited a license from the Real Audiencia to 

construct a sugar cane press on his property. He is identified as "casique y principal de los 

Pueblos de Tepexillo y de Nuestra Senora de el Rosario"3. So by the end of the eighteenth 

century at least El Rosario was already legally considered a pueblo, although no other 

information about the community is given in that particular document. Documents archived 

locally date to 1821 but contain very little information about the village life, population, or 

trees in the year 1874 on the property of Raul Mejia, hacendado of Tepejillo and probably EI 
Rosario. 

2 The concept of "Pesado" is interesting and relatively unexplored in Mixtec cosmology. 
Preliminary research seems to indicate that a geographic area becomes "heavy" due to its 
habitation by underworld, spirit beings. Their presence makes it unsuitable or difficult for 
human habitation. In the case of El Rosario Viejo, local informants state that the village did 
not grow due to the high incidences of still birth caused by tllpas--elf-like creatures--that stole 
the newborns. The occurrence of prehispanic carved stelas is widespread throughout villages of 
the Mixteca, often incorporated into the walls of local churches. Almost always these stones 
are thought to be imbued with supernatural powers, either negative or positive. Communities 
grew and prospered or withered and died according to the power of their stela. In EI Rosario 
Viejo, the people knocked over the stone several times in an effort to thwart its power. Each 
time, the following day the stone would be found re-erected. Finally, one old man, who due to 
his advanced age did not fear the power of the stone, lifted it up and with great effort threw it 
into the Rio de Chila. The flood waters carried off the menace. Even still the site was still 
considered unsafe for human occupation, and the people continued their move to the new 
village. 

3According to oral histories, the sharecroppers, under the direction of the landowner, built a 
dam across the Rio Magdalena in 1851 to raise the water for irrigation. Old timers recollect 
that most of the irrigated land was filled with sugarcane. It was processed in the trapiche at 
the Hacienda, the ruins of which still remain today. Since the revolution and land 
redistribution, many of these waterworks have fallen into disrepair and the amount of 
irrigated land has decreased greatly. 
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farming. Around the mid-eighteen hundreds, documents begin to appear that contain some 

interesting information. For example, a tax list drawn up in 1849 list a total of 17 citizens 

required to paid their civil contributions. By 1874, the election census of EI Rosario put the 

population at "one hundred and forty inhabitants of every sex and age." Most of the other 

documents deal with numerous lists: taxes, labor required for tequios, maize for cofradias, 

school payments, and required church contributions. 

Then, as now, farming families had many cash, in-kind, and labor expenses. Besides 

working their own dryland plots, sharecroppers were required to work the irrigated fields of 

the Rancho. Some historical documents indicate perhaps yields from subsistence plots may not 

have been enough to satisfy household needs. In one particular instance, On Rafael Pioquinto 

de Jesus Bazan, owner of the Rancho de el Rosario accused three youths of stealing com and 

squash from his fields. The three were brought to "justice" in the Pueblo de el Rosario where 

the sharecroppers lived. One young man defended himself in the following manner: ''Yes sir, it 

is true that I went together with Valentin to steal but only because of necessity." They were all 

fined ten pesos which could be paid off through labor for the Rancho. 

After the residents of Rosario Viejo switched to the present location, they constructed 

the new church and topped it with a palm roof. In 1905, they brought all the images from the 

old church along with all the documents and the "cuatro bastones de esta oficina"-the four 

canes of office, which effectively transferred the church and state from the old site to the 

new.4 At Rosario Nuevo, however, families were not allowed to build permanent houses. Since 

the area was irrigated, the owner, Jesus Bazan, only permitted the construction of palm and 

reed shacks which could be moved as the particular year's agricultural production dictated. 

4Canes of power or of office date to prehispanic times and represent the position of authority 
that an individual holds. The practice may be still current among other areas of southern 
Mesoamerica today. 
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The only permanent building was the church which set on a small rocky knoll above the center 

of town. 

From the years 1911 to 1917, the local archives are full of documents pertaining to the 

fortunes of the Mexican Revolution. Certainly the men and women of El Rosario were fairly 

well informed about the progress of the various campaigns of the different factions within the 

revolution. Far from being isolated bystanders, the farmers of the Mixteca were constantly 

being ordered to provide food and provisions for every armed force that passed through the 

area. Communiques first from the Federal Army, then the revolutionary forces of the 

Zapatistas, and later those of the Carranzistas fill the archives during the war period. 

Everyone demanded com and beans for the soldiers and fodder for the animals. Such demands 

surely placed unprecedented stress on farming households which struggled to make ends meet 

even in normal times. One order from the constitutional army, for example, requisitioned fifty 

"manojos"5 (bunches) of zacate (fodder) daily. 

The revolution began to wind down after 1917, although regional struggles between the 

Zapatistas and Carranzistas continued in the regional center of Acatlan, Puebla for several 

years. In El Rosario, however, the most important change for the sharecroppers was the 

revolutionary rhetoric which favored land redistribution. The villagers began to organize 

themselves to purchase part of the Rancho de el Rosario from the Bazan family. The following 

paragraphs discuss briefly this important event that allowed many households to move out of 

servitude to the Rancho and establish their own independent farming systems. 

La Primera Compra 

In the year 1895, Don Rafael Pioquinto de Jesus Bazan sold half of the Rancho de el 

Rosario to his sister, Guadalupe Baldomera Bazan who at that time was single, for $2500 

5 A "manojo" is half a donkey load of corn stalks. In other words, a full donkey load, with both 
sides of the donkey loaded would be two manojos. Most families store approximately 150 
manojos for the dry season when pasture is scarce. 
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(pesos). Jesus Bazan kept the other half of the Ranch for himself. Miss Bazan later married 

Jesus Guerrero from Chila. In the year 1928, the residents of the Pueblo de el Rosario 

approached Jesus Guerrero and Guadalupe Bazan about the possibilities of purchasing their 

part of the Rancho. According to On Bonifacio Morales, a community leader at the time and 

now currently residing in Mexico City, Jesus Guerrero did not want to sell their part of the ranch. 

On Bonifacio and On Jesus Cruz went to talk with Dona Angela Castillo, another large 

landowner of the area who had her residence in Petlalcingo. She promised to help them by 

motivating Guerrero to sell. The next day, as memory has it, Ms. Castillo went to Chila and 

arranged the sale. She also donated $500 toward the purchase price.6 On Bonifacio remarked 

that even though Guerrero did not want to sell, he feared expropriation that was threatening 

many other large landowners in the region and therefore he--"vendi6 por la ley del gobierno"-

sold because of the government law. 

On the first of March 1928, Guadalupe Bazan sold her portion of the Rancho de el 

Rosario to the Pueblo de el Rosario headed by Gorgonio Leal, Jesus Cruz, Marcial Ramirez, Justo 

Guadalupe, Dolores Cruz, Gorgonio Matamoros, Toribio Morales, Casiano Gil, and comprised of 

35 other persons. The total sale price was $4000 (pesos), with $3000 as down payment and 

$1000 to be paid in six months without interest. Theoretically, each household had to 

contribute approximately $83 (pesos) toward the purchase. In reality, however, some 

households contributed more, others less. The amount and quality of land a household received 

as private property depended on the amount it contributed toward the total purchase prices. 

Those that contributed more tended to be the sharecroppers of irrigated land and better 

600n Jesus Cruz looms larger than life in the oral history of El Rosario as the figure who almost 
single-handedly acquired land for the pueblo and later defended its interests against those 
who attempted to establish an ejido within its boundaries. It is widely believed in El Rosario, 
that Angela Castillo supported the sale of the Rancho to the Pueblo because Jesus Cruz was her 
lover. In spite of don Jesus's heroic efforts to secure land titles for the community and the 
rewards of choice land parcels he received, he never had any children of his own to enjoy his 
hard-eamed inheritance. His nephews enjoyed the benefits of his struggles. 



drylands. Their hard work and access to better resources permitted them to accumulate the 

necessary capital to contribute more7. 
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The total area purchased was 355 hectares, of which 324 hectares were cultivated land 

and 31 hectares were pasture land. Upon receipt of the total payment, the former owners turned 

over to the leaders of the Pueblo their original bill of sale from Jesus Bazan from 1895. The 

document, now in fragments, still exists in the offices of the Asociaci6n de Pequefios 

Propietarios. Plots were assigned to the villagers during community meetings and then 

confirmed by site visits to the parcels. Deeds of trust were extended by the local village 

government to the new owners. 

After the sale, the 43 property owners could now work the land they had previously 

sharecropped without having to turn over half the harvest to the large landowners. According 

to statistics, after the purchase each household would have theoretically eight hectares of 

land for farming. More than likely, however, the amount of cultivable land was overestimated 

in the bill of sale to inflate the final price. Consequently, the land available to each 

household if it had been divided equitably was probably closer to five hectares, still a 

favorable figure. In reality, however, documents clearly show that certain households (those 

of the political leaders) received both greater quantities and better quality of land (i.e. 

irrigated). Households headed by widowed woman received the most unsuitable lands. Most 

of the limited irrigated land that was acquired was quickly converted from sugarcane, which 

required large labor inputs, to milpa-maize, beans, and squash--or cumin and anise which 

could be managed with household labor. 

7These families and the individuals who headed them are considered to have been "thrifty 
and hardworking" by informants today. The fact that they did not drink and saved their 
money gave them the needed advantage to purchase the better parts of the Rancho. These 
same households also had advantageous sharecropping arrangements with the Bazans: they 
farmed the best lands. With their earning they were able to purchase these same lands. 
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The first purchase, even though not equitably distributed among households, still 

created a favorable man to land ratio in the village. However not all residents of El Rosario 

had participated in the acquisition. These landless farmers and the new landowners were very 

interested in acquiring the other part of the Rancho which contained some of the most fertile 

lands. 

La Segunda Compra 

Both written and oral history regarding the next segment of El Rosario's existence are 

somewhat confused. This is probably due to the fact that the period was full of countervailing 

actions and reactions. No one knows for sure exactly what happened. Without a doubt, 

however, the decade from 1931 to 1941 was full of violence, animosities, and betrayals. People 

still refer to the events of that time with sorrow, others with shame. The effects of the conflict 

generated over land distribution so long ago still plague contemporary village life today and 

have influenced migration patterns. 

Three years after the first purchase of the Rancho de el Rosario, 56 individuals of the 

community again organized themselves to purchase another major portion of the RanchoS. By 

this time, Don Rafael Pioquinto de Jesus Bazan had died and his heirs were very interested in 

selling the ranch rather than working it. This not only made good economic sense, but given the 

revolutionary climate of the time it made good political sense as well. Rogelio Bazan and his 

sister, Ana Bazan, represented the family with the leaders of El Rosario. On the thirteenth of 

October 1931 both parties concluded their negotiations and settled on a sale price of $4,940 

(pesos). The Bazan family requested $4000 as down payment and the rest was to be paid within 

six months at zero percent interest. Final transactions were carried out on July 25, 1932. 

This part of the ranch totaled 456 hectares of temporal land and 76 hectares of pasture 

land. The only portion of the Rancho that remained within the Bazan family was a significant 

8See Appendix 3.1 for a complete list of smallholders who participated in the second purchase. 
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portion called "La Laguna" and owned by Carlos Bazan, one of the sons of the late Jesus Bazan. 

This section was significant not because of its size, only sixty hectares, but due to the excellent 

fertility of the soil. The newly independent landowners of EI Rosario would continue to 

sharecrop La Laguna until 1980 when they finally convinced the son-in-law of Don Carlos 

Bazan (Raul Mendiola) to sell it to them. The "Segunda Compra" was better quality land than 

that included in the first section. The "centro" or center part of town where the people lived 

was also included. This section was irrigated along with the sections called: EI Corral, La 

Huerta, and Cahuacun. An important part of the original Rancho that was not sold to the 

former sharecroppers was "La Joya de Yodotahui," a section of land along the Rio Magdalena 

bordering with the Hacienda de Tepejillo. Jesus Bazan had sold this highly productive, 

irrigated land to Sostero Gil, owner of the Hacienda de Tepejillo, in repayment of betting losses 

on cockfights in Chila. This small but important piece of land would soon cause serious 

problems in the newly independent farming community of EI Rosario that would last for more 

than a decade. 

The land of the second purchase, like that of the first, was bargained for collectively 

and then divided up among individual households. Again, as with the first purchase, 

households received land according the amount they contributed and the political influence 

they wielded. Consequently, some households received much better land than others. Not 

surprisingly, certain farmers were not satisfied with the quality of land that they received. 

These tended to younger farmers lacking the required capital to purchase quality land. They 

cast their eyes about for additional land to obtain. They came to rest upon La Joya de 

Yodotahui that belonged to the Hacienda de Tepejillo. According to documents from the time 

period, local residents were guided and manipulated by five individuals who were not original 

inhabitants of EI Rosario. Two were from the Pueblo de Tepejillo and three were from the 

municipio of Tequistepec, probably from nearby San Miguel Ixtapan, Oaxaca. These five men 

"convinced" 23 farmers from EI Rosario to file a formal petition to the State Agrarian 
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Commission soliciting that land be expropriated from the Hacienda de Tepejillo for the 

formation of an ejido. The signatories claimed to be landless. 

In response to the formal request, the Agrarian Commission sent a delegation to conduct 

a review of all properties surrounding the specific landholding to be affected. The so-called 

study of "seven kilometers radius" looked at the affectability of all Ranches and Haciendas 

within that area. According to oral histories and written documents, Natalia Mejia, owner of 

the Hacienda de Tepejillo, paid off the Commission not to consider her land. Filogonio Cruz, 

leader of the so-called "Agraristas", the group in EI Rosario that wanted the land to be 

expropriated, was also suspected of having "influenced" the recommendations of the visiting 

team of engineers and investigators to favor the request of his group. Paid off by both sides, the 

Commission was hard pushed to satisfy either one. The resolution, however, created problems 

that were never imagined. 

Ouring the course of "seven kilometers radius" investigations9, the Commission 

investigated the legal status of all surrounding properties. Much to the surprise of the 

smallholders of EI Rosario, the Commission determined that the sale of the second portion of 

the Rancho de el Rosario had never been legalized, that in fact the final title had never been 

transferred. Consequently, the Commission decided that the second portion of the Rancho still 

belonged to the Bazan family and that it was beyond the legal limit set by the Revolutionary 

government. To satisfy the demand of the 28 petitioners, the Commission recommended that an 

ejido be granted them from the land belonging to the Rancho de el Rosario. The Commission 

ignored the arguments of the Asociaci6n de Peqllefios Propietarios that the land had already 

been purchased by them, since the smallholders lacked the "proper" documentation. In the end, 

9-rhe seven kilometer study is a detailed examination of the land tenure documents of all the 
farming units within a seven-kilometer radius of the petitioning group. The purpose is to 
determine both the legal status of the landholding units (whether they are within the 
appropriate limits) and to validate the legitimacy of the requesting group. 



the 28 agraristas were awarded the land held by the 56 small holders. Some of the new 

ejidatarios had their own privately owned land expropriated! Others, who were satisfied 

with the original distribution and who had never joined the ejido movement, also lost their 

land. Few were happy with the new situation. Conflict soon erupted. 
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The local archives of El Rosario are filled with documents directed to more than a 

dozen state and federal agencies protesting the Commission's decision. The documents and oral 

histories attest to growing conflict and armed violence between the two groups that formed: the 

pueblo and ejido. Soon after the decision, however, 15 of the original 28 petitioners realized 

that they were not benefited by the decision, but that they were hurting themselves, their 

neighbors, and kin. They subsequently resigned from the group in a formal declaration. The 

core of the agrarista group was comprised of only eight families from El Rosario and the five 

individuals from outside. This core group became determined to hold on to the land alIocated to 

the new ejido at any cost in spite of the wishes of the majority El Rosario residents. They were 

soon to pay the ultimate price. 

The legal battles for the land seesawed back and forth between the Pueblo--those 

wanting their smallholdings back--and the Agraristas-those who wanted the ejido--for three 

years without any solution. Violent threats and armed intimidations brought no resolution of 

the stalemate either. The situation seemed to be without solution. According to various 

informants, the "final" solution was offered to the Pueblo by a visiting official from some 

"forgotten" government agency. Deprivation for three years of the much needed harvest from 

the contested lands probably made the leaders of the Pueblo de el Rosario agreeable to the 

extreme solution proposed by the official. Events quickly unfolded. 

Late at night in early January 1935, disguised, armed men surrounded the palm house of 

Catarino Cruz, one of the leaders of the Agraristas. Amid much confusion and noise-making, 

the men thrust their Mausser rifles between the reed walls and emptied their cartridges into 

the house. The determined assassins quickly dispersed into the darkness. Miraculously, 
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Catarino Cruz was not killed, only wounded. H5s wife, Candida Cruz, attended his wounds and 

sent him into hiding in the nearby fields. Soon Don Jesus Cruz and other village authorities 

arrived to investigate. Catarino watched as the men interrogated his wife about the shooting. 

Being a very jealous man, he could not remain in hiding while these men questioned his wife. 

As soon as he appeared to defend his wife, he was taken into custody. At the village office, it 

was determined that the local jail was too insecure to hold Catarino and protect him from 

another assault. It was decided to send him to Petlalcingo, an hour walk away, for his own 

safety. According to Dona Candida Cruz, Catarino pleaded with the village president, Don 

Jesus Cruz-his own uncle-not to send him now but wait until mOrning. Don Jesus reportedly 

replied, "You should have thought of this before you got involved in politics." Catarino was 

sent off to Petlalcingo accompanied by two unarmed policemen, Dona Candida, and his mother. 

Catarino, of course, never arrived. Near the southern limits of the Rancho/Pueblo, in a narrow 

canyon, the small party was ambushed by masked men. This time they accomplished their 

goal, and Catarino Cruz lay dead from several bullet wounds in the backlO. 

After the death of Catarino Cruz, the resolve of the other ejidatarios quickly 

dissipated. They were encouraged to leave by threats of similar actions toward them if they 

did not abandon their claims to the land. The non-residents of El Rosario fled the village and 

never returned. The long-time residents of El Rosario who were involved fled to nearby 

villages until tempers cooled. They later returned, but their roles in the political and social 

life of the community were severely curtailed for a long time. Many had their original 

lOWhile Candida Cruz claims to know exactly who the assassins were, prosecution of the 
suspects was dropped at an early stage. She claims Pueblo leaders pressured her not to testify 
in the case. Candida Cruz later married don Leonardo Martinez, one of the leaders of the 
Pueblo who fought against the Agraristas. Descendants of the original Agraristas claim that 
don Leonardo loaned his rifle to the man who killed don Catarino Cruz. Even the son of don 
Leonardo Martinez and dona Candida Cruz admits that his father fancied Candida even when 
she was married to Catarino Cruz and that love and politics may have become inextricably 
mixed in this case. 
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smallholdings expropriated, but these were eventually returned. The real beneficiaries of the 

land struggle were the leaders of the Pueblo who, although they did put their lives on the line 

and sacrificed much of their time and effort, received the choice irrigated land from the 

Segunda Compra. Such events gave them a competitive advantage over fellow farmers. The 

final revocation of the governor's decree that established the original ejido came from the 

President of Mexico's office on August 20, 1941. 

Years 1940 -1980 

After the resolution of the internal conflict over land that plagued El Rosario for 

nearly a decade, farming continued in relative peace for the next forty years. Several border 

squabbles with Tepejillo occurred as well as with the small rancho of La Estancia Blanca. 

While these tended to be heated and sometimes violent, they all were settled through the 

arbitration of the federal government. While successful in land struggles with La Estancia 

Blanca and unsuccessful with Tepejillo, the amounts and quality of land transferred either way 

were insignificant. During this time period, EI Rosario became EI Rosario Micaltepec to 

distinguish it from other communities with the same patron saint. A feeder road was 

constructed in the late 1960s that connected EI Rosario directly to the Pan American Highway, 

passing through EI Rancho de Guadalupe and arriving to the community of Salitrillo. Travel to 

Petlalcingo, Huajuapan, and Acatlan became much easier11. Migrants in Mexico City played a 

11 The old road to Petlalcingo, a dirt road without bridges, was often impassable during the 
rainy season. Most people were forced to walk over an hour to reach the cabecera. Truck travel 
to the communities of EI Rosario, EI Rancho de Guadalupe, Santa Ana Tepejillo, San Miguel 
Ixtapan, and Tultitlan Guadalcazar, Oaxaca has increased greatly due to the new road that 
enters not from Cabecera Petlalcingo, but from the Pan-American highway near the village of 
Santa Gertrudis Salitrillo. There was a subsequent decline in the demand for burros which 
formerly transported goods to and from market in PeUalcingo. In fact, the weekly market in 
Petlalcingo has declined due to increased vehicular travel in the hinterland. It is easier now 
for farmers to travel directly to the regional markets of Acatlan and Huajuapan where prices 
tend to be better and choices of merchandise more varied. The community of Salitrillo has 
benefited greatly by the intersection of the highway and the new road into the hinterland. 
Many households have opened small stores that offer a variety of goods to the people waiting 
for transportation to the regional centers. 
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crucial role in securing that the road pass through their home community. Population continued 

to expand during these years, placing pressures on the land's productive capacity. Having 

sharecropped the final portion of the old Rancho de el Rosario for hundreds of years, the 

Association of Small Property Owners decided to organize its purchase in order to be able to 

keep all the harvest instead of just half. 

La Tercera Compra 

La Laguna is recognized by all farmers of EI Rosario to contain the most fertile lands of 

all the former Rancho de el Rosario. The deep, black soils consistently out-yield the rocky, 

calcareous soils that typify the rest of the Rancho. This due as much to their fertility as well 

as their water retention capacity. (See Map 7 for the location of La Laguna.) By the year 1980, 

large numbers of people from the Pueblo de el Rosario had given up farming and moved to 

Mexico City in search of better returns on their labor. Those farmers who remained decided 

that the time was ripe to approach Don Raul Mendiola, the husband of Eva Bazan and son-in-

law of the late Don Carlos Bazan, about the possible purchase of La Laguna. In fact, Don Raul 

was more than ready to sell, because certain events were forcing him to enter into an agreement 

with the smallholders of El Rosario Micaltepec. 

While the farmers of the Pueblo de el Rosario traditionally held the rights to 

sharecrop the parcels of La Laguna, Dn Raul Mendiola decided in 1978 not to allow them to 

work these fields and gave the rights to farmers from the neighboring village of EI Rancho de 

Guadalupe. The reasons for this decision remain obscure12. Nonetheless, farmers from 

12Parmers from EI Rosario have very definite ideas about the decision. Traditionally at 
harvest time, the sharecroppers would invite Dn Raul Mendiola to come to the "pixca" 
(harvest) to oversee the division of the maize. Some of the wives would prepare a simple meal 
for On Raul and the workers. According to several individuals, On Raul began upset that they 
did not prepare him chicken, mole, and other more delectable fares instead of beans and 
tortillas only. The farmers of EI Rancho de Guadalupe, some of whom were compadres (ritual 
kin) with Don Raul, approached him and offered to feast him at harvest. Supposedly he made 
the switch for this reason. 
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Guadalupe began to work the fields of La Laguna during the summer of 1978 much to the chagrin 

and anger of the former sharecroppers of EI Rosario who were deprived of a significant portion 

of their agricultural production. For the first year, everything went well under the new 

sharecropping arrangement. Don Raul ate very well that December at harvest time. The 

spring of 1979, however, would bring him much indigestion. 

Not content only to sharecrop the land that belonged to On Raul, the farmers of EI 

Rancho de Guadalupe, who were organized into an ejido comprised of lands that formerly 

belonged to the Ajuria family of Petlalcingo, decided to solicit the expropriation of these lands 

to the Secretary of Agrarian Reform. The docile, subservient behavior that sharecroppers had 

shown quickly dissipated as they grew very aggressive and belligerent in their efforts to take 

the land away. This sort of behavior had been learned through serial membership in a series 

of political parties13. Fearful of expropriation, Don Raul approached the leaders of EI 

Rosario Micaltepec about the possible sale of the property to them. The leaders quickly 

agreed, but they noted that the purchase would provoke a long and difficult conflict with their 

neighbors of EI Rancho de Guadalupe. Consequently, they were willing to sign papers and bills 

of sale but would not transfer any money until the case was completely won. Faced with an 

almost no-win situation, On Raul agreed to the terms14. 

As was expected by the leaders of EI Rosario, the ejidatarios of EI Rancho de 

Guadalupe reacted violently to the sale of La Laguna by On Raul Mendiola. For two years the 

interested parties waged intense legal battles in the offices of the different government 

agencies involved and beat each other with sticks and machetes in the fields of La Laguna. 

Don Salvador Martinez, son of former leader Leonardo Martinez and only 23 years old at the 

13 According to EI Rosario residents, the ejidatarios of Guadalupe were coached by elements of 
various political parties with leftist tendencies. 

14In the bill of sale the total sale price for La Laguna was $24,400 pesos without mention of 
timing of payment. 



time, emerged as a leader of the Pueblo de el Rosario at this time. In his words the conflict 

with El Rancho de Guadalupe meant, 

... el futuro para nuestros hijos porque sabiamos que la tierra antes era de 
nosotros, que nuestros abuelitos la habia trabajado desde antes y como la ibamos a 
dejar asi nada mas para que oao pueblo que nunca sufri6 la recogiera. Pues no, por 
eso tuvimos que luchar. Asi 10 hicimos, y asi ganamos. Oaro que nos cost6 y 
sufrimos mucho, pero ahora la tierra es nuestra . 

. . . the future for our children because we knew that before the land was ours, 
that our dear grandfathers had worked it since before and how were we going to 
allow just like that some other village that never suffered just take it. Well no, 
that is why we had to fight. That's how we did it and that's how we won. Of 
course it cost us, but now the land is ours. 

In 1982, the federal government finally decided in favor of the farmers of El Rosario 
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who promptly took possession of the land and divided it up among participating households. 

However, problems over the exact demarcation of the border with El Rancho de Guadalupe 

remained for several years. In 1987, a final agreement is reached between El Rancho, El 

Rosario, and El Idolo (the ejido that borders to the northwest) about the exact boundaries 

between them. 

Once the land was secure, it was now the time to pay the price to Don Raul. After 

payment, the land was divided into two types of parcels: one had dimensions of 60 meters by 50 

meters and the other had 30 meters by 50 meters. Households could purchase up to two parcels 

of land if they so desired. Particular plot choice was supposed to be determined by drawing 

lots. Numbers were assigned to individual plots and then numbers were drawn. As with the 

case of the Segunda Compra, the leaders of the community somehow seemed to acquire the most 

productive parcels, and other households, especially those headed by widows, received more 

marginal fields. Most of the households, regardless of the quality of land they received, 

partially financed their purchases through remittances received from family members residing 

in Mexico City. To make up the difference that relatives could not provide, the small-farmers 

associations entered into an agreement with the Secretary of Agriculture to participate a 

sorghum planting program. The profits from the harvest were used to payoff the final debt 
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with Don Raul. More importantly, however, this was the first time that migration in the form 

of monetary remittances came to play such a major role in expanding the production 

possibilities of farming households in EI Rosario. The other impacts that migration has had on 

agriculture will be explored in the following section. 

AGRICULTURE 

Far from providing the majority of households with adequate subsistence, the 

agriculture of EI Rosario and indeed of much of the Mixteca Baja region can be classified as 

"sub-subsistence" or "infra-subsistence." In other words, agricultural production rarely meets 

the consumption needs of households. Some families run out of maize two to three months after 

harvest. Others are more fortunate. Their production lasts up to eight months before they are 

forced to purchase maize. Whatever the specific circumstances, production deficits must be 

made up through the little alternative employment that is available or through contributions 

by family members employed outside the village. The following section details the farming 

situation in EI Rosario Micaltepec. 

General Conditions of Farming 

Basically there are two agricultural systems in EI Rosario: dryland farming and 

irrigated farming. The productive potential of land in the Mixteca is mostly determined by 

water, although land quality is important in dryland farming. Hence, irrigated agriculture is 

much more productive, especially since the advent of chemical fertilizers. Unfortunately, 

however, dryland farming predominates due to the scarcity of water in the region. Few 

families have access to any significant irrigated parcels, which tend to be smaller in size than 

dry land plots. In fact, in EI Rosario, most irrigated lands are only "medio riego"-half

irrigated, that is water is only available on a limited basis which often disallows double 

cropping within one year. 

In the dryland and irrigated systems, the household is usually the unit of production 

and consumption, though there are important sales of certain crops to the market. Dryland crop 
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production is centered around maize and beans. Cacahuate (peanuts) is a major dryland cash 

crop, although in good years some households do sell maize and beans. Different varieties of 

squash are intercropped in the same fields with the maize and beans. Irrigated agriculture is 

much more diverse. While some irrigated land is dedicated to maize cultivation, much 

irrigated land is planted with tomatoes, anise, cumin. One household, who also owns the best

stocked store in town, grows some sugar cane. All are very labor intensive cultivars. Tree crop 

cultivation is extremely important in irrigated zones. Mangos, oranges, lemons, zapotes, 

avocados, and bananas are important sources of income for many households. Surplus produce is 

marketed either directly or wholesaled in the local market at Petlalcingo, the municipal 

center, or in the regional centers of Acatlan, Puebla or Huajuapan de Leon, Oaxaca. In certain 

cases, wholesale buyers themselves (i.e. fruit crops and animals) arrive in the community and 

purchase directly from producers, though usually at a lower price. 

Technology is traditional: oxen, single bottom plow, and hand tools-all worked by 

family labor. In cases of labor bottlenecks, peons may be hired if reciprocal labor exchanges are 

not possible. Transportation of produce to local storage is by animal power. Transport to local 

markets is by pickup truck or bus. The agricultural calendar is as follows. In May, the fields 

are plowed. With first good rains, usually in June, the planting of maize begins. Depending on 

the rains, the first cultivation occurs anywhere from two weeks to a month later. The second 

cultivation again depends of the frequency and quantity of rains but usually occurs two months 

after the planting. Harvest begins in late November with the full moon (luna maciza) and 

lasts into December. Most farmers finish before Christmas, though some work into the new 

year. Labor bottlenecks usually occur at harvest time, since most households are pressed to 

harvest all the crop. It is usually the major time for hiring additional labor. In irrigated 

agriculture, the labor requirements for anise, cumin and tomato production are often ten times as 

great as for dryland crops. Hired labor is frequently necessary to prepare fields, to plant, to 
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cultivate and to harvest the crop on time. For tree crops as well as tomatoes, chemical controls 

are often necessary to control infestations thereby ensuring profits. 

Irrigated Agriculture 

There are three irrigated areas in EI Rosario respectively called: Cahuacun, La 

Huerta, and EI Corral. Cahuacun contains 6 hectares divided among 18 smallholders, La 

Huerta has 10 hectares divided among 15, and EI Corral has 15 hectares shared by 32 farmers. 

Only Cahuacun is "riego completo"--full irrigation, while La Huerta and EI Corral are half

irrigated (medio riego)15. In all three areas, farmers are organized into water users 

associations. These groups elect commissioners who are responsible for the timely distribution 

of water among users. The procedure is relatively simple. All users are placed on a list. Water 

distribution begins with the first on the list. When he is done, he returns the water to the 

river. The next person on the list is usually there to receive the water and turns it on to his 

field. When he is finished, the next one takes the water and so on. When rains are plentiful 

and the river flows, few contentions exist among water users. However, in mid-February to late 

May before the rains come, water frequently becomes scarce and may provoke aggressive 

confrontations between farmers. The commissioner has the uncomfortable position of trying to 

satisfy everyone's demands. Add in the fact that Cahuacun and La Huerta must share water 

with farmers from Tepejillo and the situation gets especially complicated. All users are 

responsible for the maintenance of the canals and water uptakes on the river. 

Due to the greater availability of water, fruit trees abound in Cahuacun and La Huerta. 

Bananas, mangos, oranges, lemons, black zapotes, avocados, tempesquiztles, guavas, and other 

trees line the small, fragmented plots of these two irrigated areas. La Huerta had many 

15Full irrigation means water is available year-round for irrigation. Half irrigation means 
water is available only part of the year. For medio riego, landowners take turns planting year 
to year. Those with parcels in other irrigated zones often only plant corn and beans on their 
half irrigated plots to avoid conflict and criticism with their neighbors. 
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avocado trees which require less water, but a severe plague in the mid-1980s wiped most of 

them out. Many farmers plant the traditional milpa on their irrigated plots to ensure their 

families sufficient basic staples for the year. Due to the shade produced by the fruit trees 

lining the fields, however, milpa does not grow very well. Others, consequently, actively use 

the scarce water to grow crops that not only thrive in the sun but are more profitable. Cumin 

and anise, in spite of the large labor requirement, are the most popular cash crops 

cultivated 16. Tomatoes, although they often need expensive chemical controls, are a second 

crop preferred by farmers who need cash. Others have grown watermelons, lomalillo (green 

tomatoes), and even sugarcane to a limited degree. 

A fourth area of irrigation existed previously. El Centro, the center of town, was until 

recently an area of medio riego (half-irrigation). More than 13 hectares received water from 

the Rio de Chila to irrigate 26 households. The water was shared with the irrigated area of 

El Corral. Not all households in the village received water, because many were above the area 

where the water could flow. Those who were fortunate grew radishes, milpa, chiles, fruit 

trees-especially avocado and some oranges and lemons, and a wide variety of herbs for eating 

and healing. Some even experimented with alfalfa at one time to feed to their animals. These 

backyard gardens were important sources of nutrition for the participating families. The year 

1982 was the last time water arrived to EI Centro. As water became scarce, the owners of 

parcels in EI Corral, which included many more associates than those living in El Centro, won 

16For example, in a small plot of 50 meters by 50 meters, anise requires at least 60 man days of 
labor. The field must be completely level. Small seed beds are constructed to enable flood 
irrigation. After seeding and once germination has occurred, careful weeding by hand must be 
done on two separate occasions. Harvest requires that the entire plant be pulled up by the roots. 
Plants must then be dried. Then, the dried seeds are knocked loose in a threshing process and 
are passed through a sieve to separate them from the chaff. Finally, the plant residuals are 
ground up for sale as a secondary product of lesser value. When questioned, producers realize 
that they do not cover the costs of their own labor with the cash income they receive upon sale 
of the final products. They point out, however, that they require cash for purchases necessary 
for the "Days of the Dead" and they have no other means besides weaving hats to acquire it. 
Hats, they say, are only for daily consumption. 
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exclusive control of the irrigation source of the Rio de Chila17. The stone-lined irrigation 

canals lie idle and are beginning to fill up with dirt and trash. The orchards and small gardens 

have begun to dry up. Most of the avocado trees have already died. Some households have 

managed to preserve a few citrus trees through careful hand irrigation with waste water. 

Herbs and chile plants still survive in pots and containers close to the living quarters. 

Older farmers remember when the irrigated areas were much larger. When the Rancho 

still functioned as a production unit, calicantos (small dams) were constructed with peon labor 

across the two rivers to raise water for irrigated in lower level fields down river. The old 

timers claim that most of the area was planted in sugarcane which they used to cut for 20 

centavos a day. Since 1932, when the two purchases were finalized, the smallholders for 

reasons of a lack organizational ability or technological know-how have not been able to 

maintain the calicantos. Erosion has undercut the dams, making it impossible to raise water at 

those sites. Any effort to raise the water from the river in order to irrigate the same areas 

would require the construction of a dam much farther upstream, outside the territory of EI 

Rosario. Besides, according to residents, the flow of water has greatly diminished since the 

times of EI Rancho as attested by the lack of water in EI Centro. 

Dryland Agriculture 

Farming without supplemental water for irrigation is much simpler, though more risky. 

Traditional milpa agriculture predominates in over 90 percent of dryland fields. A few farmers 

crop peanuts but not to any significant extent. Peanuts are a low-value cash crop that do 

provide some cash income to growers and fodder for animals. Nowadays, the corn, beans, and 

squash produced are consumed entirely by the producing households. In the past, when climatic 

17Most households in El Centro owned irrigated plots in EI Corral anyway. These plots tend to 
be larger and more productive, so it was to their advantage to switch all remaining water to EI 
Corral. 
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conditions were better, the farmers say, there used to be an overabundance of com and beans. 

The surplus was marketed at Petlaldngo and purchased by people from communities in Oaxaca, 

like Santa Gertrudis Cosoltepec, who often traveled long distances to find food. Today instead 

of surpluses, the majority of households in EI Rosario experience production shortages. That is, 

food production does not meet household consumption requirements. This due in part to 

declining yields from decreasing average rainfall, but total area under cultivation is declining 

as well. In 1953, for example, the 72 farmers of EI Rosario owned and cultivated a total area of 

377.54 hectares. Average holding per household was a little under a hectare (0.81), while the 

largest holding weighed in at 17.5 hectares and the smallest registered at 0.25 hectares. In-

1988, landholdings reflected a very different situation. The largest farm size was 12.41 

hectares, while the smallest was only 0.12 hectares. Average farm size increased to 3.74. 

Figure 3.1 illustrates the differences in farm sizes. Resident farmers owned a total of 202 

hectares, however, they actively farmed only 98. Equally important, only 42 heads of 

households actively farmed in 1988, down from 72 in 1953. Active holdings for farming 

households in 1988 averaged around 2.33, more than two-fold increase over 25 years earlier. 

Consequently, in 1988 houSeholds were farming less total acreage but in larger sized farms on 

the average18. Unfortunately, production figures do not exist from 1955 which would be helpful 

to determine whether 1988 farmers are getting better yields on the average19. Land ownership 

18In the course of household surveys it became very evident that much marginal land has gone 
out of production. Most households concentrate their scarce labor on their most productive 
fields. In 1953, total number of parcels equaled 431, while by 1988 the total number decreased to 
290. Average size of a parcel increased from 0.14 ha. (1953) to 0.7 ha. (1988). 

19 An intuitive guess would be that average yields per land unit have not increased, based on 
interviews with older farmers. They claim that rains were much more regular in years past and 
consequently yields were much better than they are today. Even with chemical fertilizers 
current yields do not approximate those of twenty years ago. There seems to be some 
climatological evidence to support these assertions. Pollen analysis research conducted by the 
German Foundation for Scientific Research (1979) suggests a general drying trend has been 
occurring throughout central Mexico since prehispanic times to the present. 
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seems to have become more concentrated over time. In 1953, thirty-five households (49%) 

possessed less than 5 hectares of land and thirty-seven households (51 %) controlled more than 

5 hectares. In 1988, thirty-seven resident households (70%) had less than 3.49 hectares of land, 

and only 17 resident households (30%) owned more than 3.5 hectares20. 

FIGURE 3.1: Disbibution of Farm Sizes in 1953 and 1988 

12-

1 0 

8 

6 

4 -

2 

0 II I I . D. 

<12- 4- 6- 8-10-12-14-16-
2.94.96.98.910.12.14.16. 

9 9 9 9 

Agricultural Calendar 

.1988 

01953 

As elsewhere around the world, the agricultural calendar of EI Rosario is detennined 

by the changes of the season. Since water is the crucial element for plant growth, it is logical 

that agricultural activities follow the natural cycle of precipitation. Consequently, the 

following description of the agricultural calendar begins with the preparations for planting 

that occur before the first rains in June. The description follows the farmer through the year's 

activities until he is ready again to begin the cycle over again. 

20Some of this concentration can be explained either by the out-migration of farmers with more 
than five hectares or by the division of these holdings through the death of the farmer and 
subsequent inheritance by offspring. In the case of out-migration, household heads with less 
land may have waited until their offspring were old enough to migrate themselves. 
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1. Preparation of the Fields: In early May, farmers begin to prepare their fields for the 

planting that will soon follow. Farmers usually wait until at least two good rains have fallen 

before they start to plow. By then, the dormant weed seeds germinate and by plowing after 

germination much of the difficult weed problem is controlled. If weeds are not controlled at 

this time, the problem is almost possible to eradicate later in the season. Weeds will grow 

much faster than the com and beans and quickly choke them out. The rnilpa will grow, farmers 

say, but the roots are weak. The corn tassels very quickly, gets top heavy, and strong winds 

blow them over very easily. For fields left fallow for one year, the main physical task is to

"tirar cahual"-knock down the eight to ten foot weeds that have grown up21. If a field is left 

fallow longer than one year, additional work is required, because more permanent plants like 

mesquite trees take root and must be cleared before plowing can be done. 

If a farmer has the time, the preferable next step is to "barbechar"--a plowing 

technique that cuts crosswise the furrows left from last year. Once the field has been plowed in 

this manner the rows are made ready for planting by making the furrows in the same direction 

as last year. If a farmer is short on time, he may only "rayar" a field. Rayar is a plowing 

technique that follows the tops of the furrows from last year. The new furrow is created where 

the peak was the previous year. It is much faster, since the farmer plows less area. Everyone 

realizes that barbechar is a better technique, since the soils becomes mixed better and maize 

puts down better roots. However, time constraints often force farming families to forgo the 

preferred method and opt for the second alternative just to get the crops in the ground before the 

planting window closes. 

21This difficult and dusty task requires a set of oxen and several large limbs from a mesquite 
tree tied together. The oxen pass through the tall weeds, knock over, and crush the tall, brittle 
weeds. A farmer may try to bum the crushed stubble if possible. If not, he may just plow it 
under. 
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2. Planting and Replanting: In the traditional mitpa, maize, beans, and squash fonn 

the universal triad that prevails throughout the cultural area of what was once Mesoamerica. 

These three crops are planted together at the same time. Maize comprises the principal crop 

placed in the bottom of the furrows at one pace of the fanner; frijol enrededor (winding bean) is 

planted every third or fourth pace along with the maize; and squash, due to its tendency to 

require more space, is located every ten or twelve paces and every other row. Fanners use a 

short-handled, flat-headed shovel to plant. One hand holds the shovel to open the earth, the 

other hand reaches into a small shoulder bag and tosses the corn seed into the ground. Once a 

field is planted, the farmer returns after germination to replant any spots where the corn 

planting may not have been successful. 

Fanners may either plant "early" or "late." Early planting occurs in late Mayor 

early June. A specific variety of com is used that will mature and be ready for harvest in 

December. The danger of planting early is that the first rains of the season may not last, and 

the freshly sprouted seeds wither very quickly without adequate moisture. Planting late, with 

a variety of maize called Tehuacanera, usually ensures that the crop will survive once the 

rains have stabilized. Most fanners plant both early and late to ensure that at least part of 

the crop has good chances of producing. They follow this split strategy due to constraints on 

their time and on the availability of labor. Fields cannot be prepared in time for all be planted 

at the same time. Rather, planting and replanting is a continual process after the first rains 

begin. 

3. First Cultivation and First Fertilization: About one month after germination, when 

the maize plants are approximately one foot tall, the fanner cultivates his field. The process 

involves passing the plow very carefully between the rows of tender plants and mounding the 

dirt around the plants on both sides. This airs the soil and eliminates competing weeds. The 

wife and children follow behind the fanner and uncover and prop up any plants that may have 

been knocked over by the plowing action or trampled by the oxen. The process also changes the 
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microclimate environment of the milpa: the com plants are no longer at the bottom of the rows 

but rather at the top. This has the effect of structurally supporting the growing plant and 

making moisture more readily available to the roots. 

If rains continue normally, many farmers will use chemical fertilizer at this point. For 

non-irrigated fields, this decision represents considerable risk. If the rainy season proceeds as 

expected, harvest can be increased significantly by the application of chemical fertilizer. 

However, if the weather drys out, as often happens, the chemicals can quickly suck the 

remaining moisture out of the tender plants. Many farmers consequently will fertilize only 

certain fields, usually the most productive ones in La Laguna, even though they could afford to 

fertilize all of them. This way they are assured of at least a partial harvest should the rains 

prove to be erratic. Chemical fertilizers are purchased in bulk through the smallholders 

association. Farmers also used natural fertilizers which come from the cleaning of goat and 

oxen stables in the village. These manures are usually hauled by rented truck to the fields 

sometime in April. Most of these fertilizers go to irrigated fields or the most productive fields 

in La Laguna. 

4. Second Cultivation: If rain is plentiful, within a month of the first cultivation, a 

farmer will again cultivate his field in order to control weeds, to loosen up the soil for adequate 

moisture absorption, and to further strengthen the supporting base of the larger plants. If 

rainfall has been inadequate and weeds are not a problem, a farmer may dispense with this 

activity since it requires labor that may not be worth the effort. Again this activity requires 

much care, because the oxen walking between the rows can easily trample and crush the now 

shoulder-high plants. 

5. Harvest: Farmers begin to harvest the beans and squash in late October. Maize, 

however, remains on the stalk until before Christmas to ensure that adequate drying has 

occurred. The picking of beans and squash is usually carried out with family labor only, since 

the volume of these items is not very great. Maize harvest may require hired labor, since many 
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households are pressed to finish before the New Year deadline. This harvest date has cultural 

as well as climatological significance. First, residents consider it important to finish before the 

year changes, because that which was planted in one year must be harvested during the same 

time period. Equally important, though, is that short winter rains usually occur immediately 

after January 1. The light but steady rains can not only make work in the fields difficult and 

uncomfortable, but the moisture can rapidly cause the maize grains to spoil while still on the 

stalk or once in storage. Peones are hired locally, either from EI Rosario or other neighboring 

villages. Out-migration has had significant impacts on the availability of hired labor. Fewer 

and fewer individuals are interested in the long hours, hard work, and low pay of the maize 

harvest. Traditionally, young men were the most willing to do this work. Nowadays, they 

prefer to migrate temporarily to Mexico City and work in the large open-air markets as 

diableros--freelance dolly pushers that transport crates of produce. 

After the rush to pick the com is over, farmers begin to cut the zacate-com stalks left in 

the fields. This process, called lila rozada", can take up to two months, usually January and 

February, depending on the number and size of fields a farmer has. The cutting of the stalks 

takes place early in the morning while the temperature is still cool. If done during the middle 

of the day, the stalks are dry and brittle, and much forage is lost due to breakage during 

transportation. The bundles of com stalks, called manojos, are loaded on donkeys and hauled 

back to town. They are usually stored in large mesquite trees near the household compound, 

beyond the reach of cattle and goats. The forage is fed out to animals during the dry winter 

months when natural pasture becomes very scarce. In fact, stored forage can become quite 

expensive if spring rains are delayed and households are hard pressed to feed their animals. 

Once the zacate has been cleared from a field, anyone's animals are free to graze there. 

Usually, within a month all the fields have been completely gleaned of any remaining corn 

stubble. 
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6. Storage and Processin&: Once the beans, squash, and maize are harvested, they are 

hauled by donkey to the village and stored in the household compound. Unlike other parts of 

central Mexico where farmers have specific structures, such as cuexcomates,22 for the storing of 

grains, the farmers of EI Rosario store their harvest in a variety of manners. Beans, which are 

usually meager, are stored in plastic fertilizer bags. A tablet of xenogas is place inside with 

the beans to kill potential bean-eating bugs, and then the bag is sewed shut. The bags are then 

stored inside the house or a nearby storage building. Squashes are usually stored outside under 

a ramada. They generally have a "shelf-life" of several months if not exposed to moisture. 

Maize is stored on the cob in the living quarters of the house or in a storage building. As can be 

imagined, post-harvest losses of maize and beans to insects and rodents are high. Some 

households loose up to 50% of the harvest due to pests. 

Squashes are eaten as soon as possible to avoid losses due to natural spoilage. Beans 

usually get consumed rapidly since the harvest is fairly small. Maize is shelled from the cob as 

needed for the daily supply of tortillas or other types of food for special occasions. All of the 

family may participate in this activity. Only one household has an electric corn sheller23 . 

Depending on the harvest, households may have a sufficient supply of corn for a few months. 

Those that have irrigated land try to time the planting and harvest of those fields to coincide 

with the termination of the maize supplied from the dryland fields. If they plan well, they 

may be assured of sufficient maize for another few months. According to the 1988 survey, 

however, most families ran out of maize by June. Consequently they were forced to buy the 

22A cuexcomate is a structure that has a conical wooden frame plastered over with dry mud. 
Only one farmer in EI Rosario has a specifically constructed building for maize storage. He 
learned to build his cuexcomate while a migrant farm worker in the Cuautla, Morelos region. 

23The head of household in this case is a returned migrant. He worked for several years as a 
government employee in the postal service. At the time he left he was one of the few that had 
a primary school education. Upon his return he took over his father's farm, one of the largest in 
the village. His father was a member of the original Guadalupe family that acquired 
significant portions of the original Rancho de Guadalupe. 
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culturally inferior "yeUow maize" imported by CONASUPO from the United States or buy 

white com from storeowners in PetIalcingo for much higher prices. In 1982, it did not rain at alI, 

and households were forced to find other means other than farming in order to survive. This 

usually meant increased dependence on palm weaving and support by migrated members. 

Sharecropping Arrangements 

Land use arrangements are fairly informal in the region in general. A person who no 

longer wishes to work his or her field looks for a relative, compadre, or friend to take over. 

Many migrants have established such relations. Usually, when a brother or son migrates, the 

remaining brother or father takes over the management of the farm. If a close relative is not 

resident in the village, then a compadre or friend may be chosen. Work agreements stipulate 

that the owner provide the land and the seed. The sharecropper provides the labor for 

planting, cultivating, and fertilizing. Harvest involves both the owner and sharecropper. 

Many migrants return to the village at harvest time to help out and to stay for the festive 

activities of Christmas and the New Year. The harvest is then split between the owner and 

the sharecropper. If the owner is absent, he may sell his portion to the sharecropper. If the 

sharecropper is a brother or another close relative, the owner's portion is often given as a 

donation to that household in recognition of the relative caring for a parent and looking after 

his other "interests." Of the six female-headed households in EI Rosario, alI of them 

sharecrop their land out to brothers or compadres. 

The rental of land for cash is infrequent. When the first incidence occurred, residents of 

EI Rosario were surprised. The male head of one well-off household paid $50,000 pesos in 1988 

to a migrant living in Mexico City for cultivation rights to his irrigated plot located in La 

Huerta. The agreement gave the renter full rights to crop proceeds as welI as all fruit produced. 

People were surprised by the amount of the rent as well as the terms. It seemed very expensive 

(approximately $27.00 U.S. dollars) and very risky. While irrigated plots are almost always 

assured a favorable harvest, the risk of problems always exists. Since the irrigated zones are 
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located along the river, strong floods are a common occurrence that either wash out tender 

plants or bury them in deep silt. Plagues frequently attack the fruit trees. So while the renter 

could come out all right for the price he had paid, he could also lose a lot. Most observers 

commented, however, that the particular individual who rented the land was secure enough 

with his other properties and sons in Mexico City to afford to enter into such an arrangement. 

Marketing of Agriculturcil Products 

Few households market squash, beans or maize. Most of this scant harvest is consumed 

entirely within the household. Agricultural production from irrigated fields, however, can 

provide significant income for many farming households. Many grow a variety of herbs, such as 

cilantro (coriander), and vegetables that they take to the weekly markets of Petlalcingo, 

Acatlan, and Huajuapan. The relatively small income is used to purchase certain necessities. 

Often produce is traded directly with sellers from other parts of the Mixteca that have brought 

oranges, mangos, and other products. Sometimes, wholesale buyers arrive directly at the 

village and purchase animals and fruits directly from the producers. They park their truck in 

the square and announce their presence by means of a portable loud speakers. People then bring 

them the things they want to sell. The biggest money-making items are fruits, such as avocado, 

mango, and zapotes that grow in the irrigated zones. Many migrants involved in fresh produce 

marketing in Mexico City make special trips to the region to buy from family members. Almost 

everyone takes back whatever fresh produce is available at normal visitation times such as 

fiestas for household consumption back in Mexico City. 

Trees 

The types of trees grown by EI Rosario farmers can be roughly divided into two types: 

dryland species and irrigated species. Irrigated species, due to market demand and cultural 

preferences, bring much more income to households. Drylands species are mainly for household 

consumption. 
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Dryland species are comprised entirely of native plants: these are guamuchil 

(Pithecollobium dulce), nopal de Castilla (Opuntia negacantha), cerezo (Prunus brachyboh:ya), 

and guaje (Leucaena esculenta). Guamuchils are tall trees, growing near the river beds and 

reaching heights of 50 to 60 feet, that produce greenbean-Iike pods that contain hard, black 

seeds surrounded by a white, fleshy material that is slightly sweet. These pods are consumed 

by children and adults alike during the summer months that they are producing. They have no 

commercial value. Nopales are a somewhat domesticated variety of cactus that are grown in 

the household compounds. The fresh, tender leaves that appear in the spring are consumed in a 

variety of different dishes. They are also sold in the local markets, albeit at modest prices due 

to the high production volume in the region. Cerezos are a type of native "cherry" tree that 

produces a red-colored fruit about the size of a small plum with a large seed inside. The 

slightly sweet-slightly bitter fruit has little market outside the village. It is largely eaten by 

young children, often unripe which is a cause of many intestinal problems. Guajes are modest

sized trees of 15 to 20 feet in height that produce a red-pod with tender green beans inside. 

They also occur mainly in household compounds. These beans are prepared in many different 

ways, such as huaximoli, or are eaten directly from the pod. Guajes sometimes have a 

commercial value. During times of fiestas, demand normally increases. If production has been 

low due to rainfall, prices may rise. Otherwise, they are free for the picking. 

Irrigated trees are much more commercially viable. For discussion purposes, irrigated 

trees may be divided into two types: native varieties and introduced varieties. Native 

varieties include zapote negro (Diospyros ebenaster), tempizquitli (Bumelia laetevirens), and 

aguacate <Nectandra salicifolia}. Introduced varieties center mainly around oranges, lemons, 

and bananas. Avocados are by far the most frequently occurring type of tree. For a long time 

they were also the most important income-generating trees in the region. (See Figure 3.2) 

However, during the mid-1980s a severe plague infested the trees. The infection has persisted 

until the present despite serious attempts to eradicate it. The avocado fruit becomes invested 
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with worms making them unacceptable in the market when compared with fruit from other 

regions. As a result of the avocado decline, citrus has increased in local importance even though 

varieties produced in the Mixteca cannot compete with those from tropical regions such as 

Veracruz. Many households in EI Centro had several types of irrigated trees, mostly avocado 

and oranges, in their solares. When the scarce water was diverted totally to EI Corral most of 

these trees died. Some enterprising individuals tried to keep a few alive by using potable 

water, but other households who had never received irrigation water complained loudly in 

village assembly meetings that such use is unauthorized and should not be permitted. Still, 

some households manage to preserve their citrus trees, which require less water than avocados, 

with waste water applications. 

FIGURE 3.2: Total Number of Different Types of Trees in EI Rosario 
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FIGURE 3.3: Relative Flequency of Trees by Type 
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FIGURE 3.4: Importance ofTlees by Economic Production Value 
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Animals 

Animals form a vital element within the farming system of EI Rosario Micaltepec. 

They provide not only important protein in the local diet, but they serve as a vital source of 

192 



193 

cash. As total crop production in the region declines due to decreasing acreage planted, the 

average age of farmers increases, and more and more farmers retire from active farming, the 

importance of livestock will most likely increase. Goats and sheep are relatively easy to 

maintain. They also require few purchased inputs, since they acquire most of their nutritional 

requirements through grazing. With cash more readily available in the local economy due to 

remittances, the demand for the animals has increased. Before, many households would 

purchase or slaughter one or two goats at the most for a major festive occasion. Now it is not 

uncommon to butcher seven or eight animals for a major event like a wedding and even one or two 

for a lesser event like a birthday. With outside economic support, many formerly simple 

celebrations have evolved into major community-wide events. Meat is an obvious status symbol 

that indicates to guests the economic success of the family's migrants. Animals are an easy way 

to invest remittances, since they are one of the few purchases that actually appreciate in value. 

Farmers keep three type of animals: traction, transport, and edible. Oxen comprise the 

first group, burros the second (there are no horses), and goats, sheep, chickens, and pigs comprise 

the final category24. Figure 3.5 demonstrates the relative frequency of the different animals. 

Goats predominate as the most frequently occurring animal. Some families have a few 

beehives in the backyard areas. The honey provides important cash income. While both oxen 

and burros are used primarily for production, the edible animals are often considered as a 

savings account. Sales of these animals, especially goats, are used to pay for emergencies and 

special occasions such as baptisms, graduations, weddings, school expenses, or community 

obligations. Consequently, the correct care of these animals is strongly valued, but only a small 

investment of labor is required. Usually young children or elderly adults take the animals to 

pasture early in the morning and return them at night, allowing working adults to do other 

activities. 

240xen and cows are also eaten or sold for meat once they outlive their usefulness. 



FIGURE 3.5: Relative Frequency of Animals in EI Rosario 
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FIGURE 3.6: Percentage of Animals in EI Rosario 
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FIGURE 3.7: Large Animals according to Value 
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Like many communities throughout the Mixteca Baja region, EI Rosario has been the 

recipient of sporadic and diverse government "assistance" programs, the majority of which 
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have been categorically qualified as failures by local residents. The following project typifies 

state intervention in agricultural development. In the rnid-1970s, one agency of the federal 

government decided to initiate a tree crop project. According to the national development plan 

philosophy, however, the trees had to be planted in an communal orchard. Trees would be 

private property, though, of specific households who were in charge of caring for the trees. In 

spite of the community's hesitation at such a scheme25, the project planners went ahead and set 

up the orchard on the outskirts of the village. Water was diverted from the potable water 

holding tank on a hill high above the village to irrigate the trees. Problems plagued the 

25While village leadership supported the government's ideas and proposals, the majority of 
residents argued that the trees should be distributed directly to households to be planted in the 
solar or in the irrigated zones. The project personnel refused to do this, insisting on the need for 
a "cooperative" approach to orchard agriculture. 
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project from the beginning. The main constraint was lack of water. Few people were willing to 

divert scarce water destined for domestic consumption to trees that would not produce for 

several years. Secondly, almost no one wanted to take the time out of their busy schedules to 

walk to the orchard sites to attend to their trees. Consequently, army ants attacked the trees 

and quickly stripped them of their leaves. Unwatered and unprotected the orchard dried up. 

Federal policy and focus changed with the new administration and no follow-up was provided. 

As a result of this poorly planned intervention, subsequent projects initiated by different state 

and federal agencies have been met with much skepticism by villagers. While top-down 

attempts to develop the Mixteca region have met with relatively little success, individual 

efforts of migrants to improve the living conditions of their respective households have 

produced very interesting results. 

MIGRATION, REMITIANCES AND THE IMPACTS ON AGRICULTURE 

Out-migration of Household Heads 

Five overlapping periods of out-migration of household heads from El Rosario can be 

identified. If one counts the number of times a household head visited a particular migration 

destination, these periods are clearly identifiable. Figure 3.8 illustrates the relative shift in 

migration destinations for household heads. These destinations, listed in chronological order, 

are as follows: Veracruz, CuautIa, the United States Bracero Program, Mexico City, and the 

United States as undocumented workers. For example, in the time period 1941 to 1945 all 

household heads who migrated went to Veracruz. Migration to Mexico City began in 1946, but 

increased steeply after the time period of 1966 to 1970. In recent years, the total number of 

household heads migrating and returning has decreased, most likely due to their increasing 

age. The few that do migrate go either to Mexico City or to the United States. 
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FIGURE 3.8: Changes in Migration Destinations of Household Heads 
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This distributional relationship is further clarified by Figure 3.9 which shows the 

migration destinations of all household heads, whether they have returned or not to EI 

Rosario. Veracruz was the most frequented site, followed by Mexico City, Cuautla, and the 

United States. This again represents the age cohort of the household heads, since the average 

age of resident household heads is 54 years. Migration destinations reflect the option 

available to them during their youth. Today, younger household heads are heading for Mexico 

City or the United States. Figure 3.10 illustrates the peak in out-migration by current, resident 

household heads that occurred from the mid-1950s to the early 1970s. As they age, fewer are 

willing to migrate in search of work. They came to rely on the efforts of their offspring. 
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FIGURE 3.9: Destination Preferences by Resident Household Heads 

60 56 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

o 
Veracru Cuautla Mexico United Puebla Sonora Oaxaca Petlalci Other Tijuana 

z ~~ • 

FIGURE 3.10: Frequency of Seasonal Migration by Resident Household Heads. 
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The majority of household heads who migrated and returned worked in agriculture 

(61.62%). The second major activity was in construction work, mostly in Mexico City (21.21%). 

Others found employment as unskilled labor in factories in Mexico City (7.07%). Some studied 

----- ---- - _ .. _- .... ---
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either in Acatlan, Puebla or Huajuapan de LeOn, Oaxaca. Others were involved in either 

commerce or short-term visits of other family members. 

FIGURE 3.11: Economic Activity of Resident Household Heads in Migration Context 
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The principal migration destination of offspring currently is Mexico City (84%). Some 

young people are beginning to travel to Tijuana, Baja California del Norte to work in the 

maquiladora industry, while others are crossing into the United States in search of work. It is 

expected that the trend to the United States will continue to expand as more migrants become 

settled there. The attraction to "El Norte" due to the difference in wage earnings potential. 

Men usually find factory, restaurant, or gardening work. Women are employed as domestics. 

Figure 3.12 illustrates the distribution of migration choices of household offspring. In recent 

years, many older household heads and spouses are beginning to join their children in Mexico 

City as they retire from farming in El Rosario. There are several cases of split residency where 

one spouse prefers to live in Mexico City with the children while the other chooses to live back 

in the village. This phenomenon is due to the dislike by one of the spouses of the living 



200 

conditions in Mexico City. The remaining spouses usually cares for the livestock and "urban" 

properties. 
FIGURE 3.12: Principal Destinations of Offspring 
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While it was only possible to survey 30 of the 80 families from EI Rosario currently 

residing in Mexico, the statistics clearly show predominance of young people from ages five to 

24. This is due to the relative large families that the migrants have, although these tend to be 

smaller than the household sizes in EI Rosario. Household heads tend to be younger in Mexico 

City as well. On the average, migrant households are better educated than their counterparts 

in EI Rosario, most likely due to the availability of higher education in Mexico City. There 

are also beginning to be cases of return migration as migrants from the late sixties retire from 

work, cash in their savings, and return to EI Rosario26. 

260ne case in particular is interesting. Don Felipe Morales finished twenty years of work at 
his factory, and with his savings and liquidation he returned to EI Rosario. He purchased a 
pickup truck and a 3-ton truck with which he began to haul produce and people. Since two of 
his sons who returned with him were uninterested in working his land, he has sold this land to 
other villagers. His sons drive the trucks. (Felipe Morales is the son of Don Bonifacio Morales, 
leader of the Pueblo de el Rosario for the first purchase of land from the Rancho de el Rosario.) 
His irrigated land was purchased by Don Salvador Martinez, a citizen of EI Rosario currently 
working in the United States. 



FIGURE 3.13: Demographics of EI Rosario Residents in Mexico City. 
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Comparative Demographic Data 

Mexico City El Rosario 

A verage Age HHH 41 53 

Average HH Educ. 5.9 5.09 

A ver Tot Offspring 4.2 5.8 

Total Residents 3.84 4.85 

Total HH Size 7.22 8.77 

Economic Activities of Offspring 
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• Male 

o Female 

The majority of male offspring residing in Mexico City work either in factories (44%) or 

as construction workers (38%). Younger, unmarried males usually reside with an older sibling 

while they continue their education. Married females usually do not work outside the home but 
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care for their families. Unmarried women either work in factories, mostly as seamstresses, or 

as domestics. A few work in restaurants. Many younger, unmarried women study professional 

careers such as nursing. A few migrants from EI Rosario are successful in commerce. Two have 

their own stores and others have stalls in the rotating markets. One successful migrant with a 

large family has several sons and daughters that operate rotating stalls in different markets 

throughout Mexico Oty. He supplies them with his 3-ton truck27. Some males work two jobs in 

the formal sector, many also sell things (candy, shoes, clothes, etc.) in the informal sector 

(neighborhood markets) on the weekends. Basically, offspring have been able to diversify 

much more than their fathers could. Figure 3.14 compares the economic activities of offspring to 

those of resident household heads in EI Rosario in th~ migration context. 

Figure 3.14: Economic Activities of Offspring and Households Heads. 
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27This individual from EI Rosario, Maximino Te6filo, married a woman from the nearby town 
of Salitrillo, a community with many migrants in California. Due to family connections, he 
now has three children working in the United States who regularly sent him money. Don 
Maximino is the only migrant who still actively farms in EI Rosario rather than sharecropping 
out. His business in the informal sector allows him this flexibility. He also buy agricultural 
produce in Petlalcingo area during his visits for resale in Mexico City. As an additional note, 
his father, Jose Te6filo, was a major figure in the first and second land purchases from the 
Rancho. 
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The Impacts of Remittances on Agriculture 

The importance of remittances for agricultural development varies during these five 

periods of out-migration. As Figure 3.15 illustrates, the majority of seasonal migrant earnings 

by currently resident household heads were expended on living expenses while in the migration 

context or for maintenance of the sending household. Several (eight) were are to buy animals, a 

few (3) built their homes, a couple (2) purchased land, and only one started a business. Three 

unfortunate souls actually went into debt due to unsuccessful migration attempts. It is with the 

more permanent out-migration of offspring that remittances began to have an significant impact 

on the household and village economy. The following section details the migratory labor flows 

during these different periods and attempts to document the impacts that migrant earnings and 

remittances have had on the local village economy of EI Rosario, especially in the area of 

agriculture. 

FIGURE 3.15: Expenditures of Household Head Earnings during Migration 
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1. veracruz. From the early 1920s through the early 196Os, men from El Rosario began 

to migrate seasonally to rural areas of Veracruz to plantations and packing plants. After the 

harvest in December or after the second cultivation in the summer, groups of several men would 

take the train to Xalapa, Veracruz, and then from there make their way to Tierra Blanca, 

Robles, and other sugarcane and pineapple producing areas. The long hours of backbreaking 

work as day laborers brought few earnings to the men who made the difficult journey to the 

coastal region. Older men recount their personal histories of sleeping in the fields, eating only 

once a day, and working 12 hours in the hot tropical sun in order to earn just enough to pay for 

their trip home and maybe buy a few clothes and a little food. Some men would go several 

times a year as dictated by the need at home and as permitted by the agricultural calendar. 

Wages often paid more than twice those received locally, but considering the travel costs and 

difficult living conditions few workers brought back any substantial earnings28. 

Other men went to work on the consbuction of the Miguel Aleman dam in Veracruz 

during the 1950s. While wages were somewhat better than those paid to plantation workers, 

the work was exceptionally brutal. Unskilled laborers, like those from the Mixteca, were 

subjected to long work days and dangerous work conditions. Men recount how much they 

disliked working beyond the light of the sun in the large, underground caverns being excavated. 

Accidental death was a common recurrence. In spite of the favorable wage conditions, few men 

from El Rosario stayed longer than a week working on this project. Most returned without any 

worthwhile capital to be invested at home. 

As can be expected, remittances had little impact on agriculture in El Rosario at this 

time. Money earned was quickly absorbed by other needs. Remittances were destined for 

28Men from the neighboring village of Tepejillo also migrated seasonally to Veracruz to work 
in the plantations. Eventually a number of them bought parcels in the Tierra Blanca region and 
settled there. Some took their wives from Tepejillo, others married locally. Some married 
women from El Rosario. Large numbers of migrants from Cabecera Petlalcingo are also settled in 
Tierra Blanca, Veracruz. 
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family maintenance, ritual obligations, and debt cancellation. Some farmers did buy animals. 

For many, however, earnings only covered living expenses while in Veracruz and the return 

home. Obviously, the volume of outside income was insufficient for any significant investment 

in agriculture at home. Most migrants remember their experience in Veracruz as necessary but 

unpleasant, with back-breaking work, hot weather, and difficult living conditions. 

2. United States Bracero Prowam. Ouring the late 1950s to mid 1960s, many men from 

EI Rosario participated in the bracero program. Most went to California, Arizona and Texas. 

One went as far as Michigan. Expenditures of earnings varied according to the number of times a 

man participated in the program and the type of work he encountered in the United States. 

Some men went as many as five times to "EI Norte". Forty five days was the maximum time 

period per trip. Some braceros, however, got selected twice in one year providing the fortunate 

household with additional benefits29. Piece work invariably produced little gains to braceros, 

while hourly wages allowed some migrants to save money to bring back to the community. 

Those with successful experiences did invest earnings in land purchases, vehicles, oxen, and 

housing. Others had to spend earnings on the care of sick relatives. Some, less fortunate, were 

able only to cover the costs of their travels. A few incurred debts from unsuccessful attempts to 

be selected. Farmers would travel from the Mixteca region to Empalme, Sonora near the Port of 

Guaymas on the coast of California to be processed for selection. Three men from EI Rosario 

relate their experiences of spending the entire summer there without being chosen. Their 

money depleted, they hitchhiked back home. Others were victims of scams perpetrated by 

unscrupulous individuals who posed as labor recruiters in the region. One farmer sold his team 

of oxen in order to give the "coyote" the required down payment for the trip north which never 

materialized. 

2900n Paulino Guadalupe was one of these lucky individuals who was selected twice one year 
for entry in the United States. He was able to earn enough to purchase a parcel of land as well 
as construct his house back in EI Rosario. 
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3. Cuautla. Ouring the bracero program and after it ended, men from EI Rosario began 

to migrate seasonally to work as day laborers in the tomato fields in Cuautla, Morelos during 

the early 1960s. Since Cuautla was much closer geographically, transportation cost less than to 

Veracruz. As well, the work was easier, the climate more agreeable, and living expenses were 

lower. Again, men would go several times a year in response to the relatively higher wage 

rate. Men could earn three times what day labor received back home. Like Veracruz migration, 

earnings were earmarked for household maintenance, ritual obligation, and civil obligations. 

Ouring this time period, the village government constructed an office and introduced public 

electricity. To finance these projects, quotas were assessed each family. Few had access to the 

needed money locally, and consequently they traveled to Cuautla to work for it. During this 

period, little investment in any aspect of agriculture or housing occurred. Monies earned were 

channeled mostly into village obligations and household maintenance. Men stopped going to 

Cuautla in the early 1970s, although four families permanently settled in the area. 

4. Mexico City. In the late 196Os, people from EI Rosario began to migrate permanently 

to Mexico City, a pattern well-established today. Many of these were resident offspring of 

households whose heads had previously migrated seasonally to the destinations discussed 

previously. Currently, as soon as young people finish secondary school in the Mixteca, they 

leave to go to Mexico City. In contrast to earlier migration experiences, both men and women 

participate. In the early days--the late 196Os--migrants tended to concentrate in the informal 

sector of the economy: men worked as construction workers and women worked as domestic 

servants. Today, many male migrants have successfully penetrated the lower levels 

governmental institutions where they work as janitors, security personnel, and other unskilled 

laborers. Others work in factory jobs. Some wholesale produce in the market or manage their 

own rotating retail stalls. A good number are self-employed in the construction field. 

Currently, only five young women work as domestic servants. Most females work in factories or 

as waitresses in restaurants. Most of the factory jobs are in the garment industry where 
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employees are paid by the piece and not by time. By the time of this fieldwork (1988-1989), 

many young people (15-21 years old) were residing in Mexico City with relatives while they 

completed their advanced education. They study careers to become nurses, secretaries, clerks, 

accountants, teachers, and mechanics. 

The majority of the migrants live in the same neighborhood, Ampliacion de Santiago, 

located on the western-facing slopes of the volcanic ridge that rings Mexico City. A few of the 

pioneer migrants settled in this area back in the late 1960s and the migrant colony quickly 

grew. This physical proximity facilitates social interaction and maintenance of community 

identity. El Rosario migrants meet together often for social events such as baptisms, birthdays, 

15 year birthdays, and weddings. The events are very boisterous, where vast amounts of 

traditional food (goat meat and mole de hierba buena) and aguardiente are consumed. Most 

migrants return to EI Rosario at least twice a year, usually during some religious holiday. At 

present, approximately 80 families from EI Rosario reside in Mexico City. 

Mexico City migration has readily affected El Rosario in many ways. The most obvious 

consequence is population depletion. In 1969, the "General List of Citizens" document listed 81 

active households that were required to give "fatigas"-communal labor-in community 

service30. By 1988-1989, only 62 households remain active and 8 older heads of households 

were soon to retire. Demographic analysis reveals a conspicuous lack of adults males between 

the ages of 20 and 40 years. (See Figure 2.11.) Many positions within the community social and 

political system remain unfilled due to the lack of suitable candidates. Also during this stage 

of Mexico City migration, agricultural day labor became hard to find at affordable wages. As 

noted earlier, many young men simply refuse to do hard agricultural labor, preferring seasonal 

migration to Mexico City until they find permanent jobs. 

30Document found in archives of the Presidencia Municipal Auxiliar, EI Rosario. 
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While labor started to leave during this period, large remittance flows also began at 

this time. At the community level, migrants in Mexico City organized the "AsociaciOn 

Micaltepec para Asuntos Benejicos" (The Micaltepec Association for Beneficent Matters) in 

1969 to help the village. Members organize fiestas and other projects for the village. Fiestas 

have become very spectacular events with basketball tournaments, dances with expensive 

musical groups, decorations for the temple, and elaborate fireworks shows. Millions of pesos 

are expended. Migrants have cooperated in the construction of the kiosk, repair of the temple, 

and other community projects (see Chapter 4; also see Cederstrom 1989). At the household 

level, migration has had equally important consequences. Figure 3.16 graphically illustrates 

the expenditures of this outside income. House construction has boomed. Concrete block homes 

cram village lots, all built with money sent by relatives living in Mexico City. For other 

households, remittances provide income needed for food purchases. Also, consumer goods such 

as stereos, televisions, refrigerators, stoves, blenders, and com mills begin to appear in 

villagers' homes. More importantly, however, remittances begin to affect agriculture in a 

serious way. Remittances have been spent in agriculture in five areas: land, technology, 

mechanized equipment, non-family labor, and animals. 

FIGURE 3.16: Household Expenditures of Remittances Received from Offspring. 
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Land Purchases. When Mexico City migration began in the late 1960s, some households 

were able to purchase land from other households financed by migrant remittances. The 

general scarcity of land, however, limited such transactions. As discussed earlier in the 

chapter, in 1980 EI Rosario negotiated the purchase of the last and the most productive section 

of the old Rancho de Rosario-La Laguna. The community made a collective bargain but 

divided the area into individual plots which were purchased by households. Due to the 

economic support of migrants in Mexico City, most households increased their productive base 

at this time. However, not all the land was of the same quality. The more politically and 

economically powerful households in EI Rosario, especially those who had taken an active role 

in the struggle against the farmers of EI Rancho de Guadalupe, received the more choice plots 

and were given the option of buying more than the two parcel limit. Other households, such as 

those headed by widowed women or older childless couples found themselves choosing among 

the leftovers on the rocky slopes of the mountain Yucudaba 31. 

Even while the agricultural land market is not brisk, there are other opportunities to 

transfer land between households in EI Rosario. The most usual circumstance is when an older, 

childless couples retires from farming and decides to begin to sell off their land. The demand 

for good quality land such as in La Laguna is high and those able to pay the best price are 

households already well-endowed, possessing a local source of income (usually a store, a school 

teacher, a vehicle, or all) and substantial remittances. Other opportunities to purchase land 

may occur when older migrants in Mexico City decide to liquidate their holdings back in the 

village32. Or when a farming household suffers a debilitating crisis, such as a major illness of 

31Many migrants in Mexico City were in strong disagreement with the distribution process, 
especially the offspring of widows. The migrant village association proposed that the land be 
held and farmed communally. The association would provide funds for the purchase of a 
tractor and the drilling of a deep well for irrigation. While the proposal received support from 
the more economically marginal households, the more successful ones, headed by Don Paulino 
Guadalupe and supported by others, vehemently opposed it. See Chapter Four for a more 
detailed discussion of the events. 
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one of its members, which requires large amounts of capital it may decide to sell some land to 

cover expenses. In all circumstances, the better-off households are usually in better economic 

situations to take advantage of the sale and add to their already advantageous position. 

Agricultural Technology. Due to the access to outside income from migration, several 

village households acquired oxen, water pumps, fumigators, and agricultural chemicals. 

Technology purchased with remittances permitted them to cultivate cash crops, especially 

tomatoes, avocados, and citrus fruits. These households, encouraged to invest by their access to 

irrigated land, had previous experience in producing the traditional cash crops of anise and 

cumin. In several cases, the purchase of a water pump permitted expansion of irrigated area. 

These household possessed dryland parcels adjacent to an irrigated area. They would damn up 

the water in a ravine in a holding pond and then pump the water up to their fields33. With an 

assured supply of water, the commercial cultivation of tomatoes, watermelons, or other 

commercial crops was greatly facilitated. Additionally, the purchase of agrochemicals to 

control pests greatly reduced risk. The steady remittances also acted as crop insurance. Should 

the results had been unfavorable, the survival of the household would not be at risk34. 

32This has only occurred once, since most people from EI Rosario plan to retire back there. The 
case in question was a man whose children did not want to return to the village and his 
problems with alcohol precluded him from working regularly. The money from the land sales 
would supply his habit for many years without working. 

33Don Ruben Paz is a prime example of this. His two sons in Mexico City migrated from EI 
Rosario in the early sixties, some of the first to leave. Both have successful stores there. Don 
Ruben owns the largest and best stocked store in town. He also lends money. With support from 
his sons in Mexico City, he purchased a water pump which he uses to pump water to two 
irrigated fields above the natural, gravity fed system. On these two fields he cultivates a 
variety of cash crops from sugar cane to chile peppers to tomatillos (green tomatoes). Clearly, 
remittances have permitted him to expand his production possibilities. 

34parmers of EI Rosario readily recognize the insurance characteristic of remittances. When 
one farmer without supporting migrants was asked why he did not grow tomatoes on his highly 
productive irrigated land, the reply was: "It's too risky!" That same farmer, however, 
successfully migrated to the United States. His plans upon return include sharecrop out his 
dryland parcels, acquiring more irrigated land, and growing tomatoes. 
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Mechanized Equipment. Equally important, the purchase or rental of farm equipment, 

such as tractors, has allowed certain households to farm more productively. The Mantilla 

family of Tepejillo owns one tractor, and another family in Petlalcingo has one35. Rent is 

charged by the hour. In general, these households have greater total agricultural income than 

households that have not invested in agriculture36. While other households may own 

irrigated plots, without substantial support from migrants they may not risk growing 

vulnerable cash crops due to the risk. They prefer to grow maize. Even though the commercial 

value is low, at least they can eat it. The return on these investments for Better-Off households 

is reflected in the household consumption level. House construction is a good example. One 

successful farmer has constructed a house of concrete block, glass windows, tile floors, and 

cement roof. Villagers call it "the house that tomatoes built", because of the owner's success in 

growing tomatoes. His three brothers in Mexico City, employees of telephone company, 

provide the money for tractor rental, seed, fertilizer, pesticides and laborers. They come back 

to the village during vacation to help harvest. Other material goods such as restrooms, gas 

stoves, beds, televisions and stereos attest the relative affluence of these households. This is a 

case that supports Griffin's contention that should a household invest remittances in productive 

activities, the household budget line will shift further to the right, allowing a still larger 

combination of goods. 

35Ricardo Mantilla was the Presidente Auxiliar of Tepejillo for a number of years during the 
1940s. Through his resourcefulness and intimidation, his wrested control of the aguardiente 
distribution for the area from other competitors. Today his sons run the largest store in 
Tepejillo which not only sells aguardiente and other consumption items but construction 
materials which are in high demand. 

36Statistics show that the families of Don Ruben Paz, Don Paulino Guadalupe, Don Samuel 
Guadalupe, Don Eduardo Asunci6n, and Don Felipe Morales to be significantly better-off in 
terms of landholdings, total capital assets, and total agricultural income. These five families 
are actively engaged in the production of tomatoes for which there is a strong local and 
regional demand. 
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Hired Labor. Households with access to substantial outside income tend to hire more 

outside, non-family labor than households without regularly contributing migrants. In dryland 

farming, however, day laborers may be hired at harvest time by any household pressed to 

finish on time. Households with irrigated plots dedicated to commercial cultivation tend to 

hire workers for a variety of tasks depending on the crop. Anise and cumin production, for 

example, requires careful bed preparation, seeding, selective weeding, and then harvest. By 

far the most difficult and tedious task is weeding the seed beds while the anise and cumin 

plants are young and tender. Hired labor is usually employed for this task. Extra-familial 

hiring also depends on the domestic cycle of the household and how much family labor is 

available as well as the market wages for non-family labor. As noted before, many youths 

prefer temporary jobs in Mexico City rather than hard agricultural day labor at low pay. 

Animals. Animals have traditionally been a source of savings in peasant economies. 

Farmers purchase young, slaughter animals to raise on food scraps. At maturity, they are sold 

to pay for daily expenses or for ritual obligations. Draft animals are considered investments 

rather than savings because their labor contributes to agricultural production. In Rosario, both 

types of animals are purchased with migrant remittances. Households possessing significant 

amounts of irrigated lands dedicated to commercial crops have been able to acquire more 

traction and transport animals than dryland farmers. The same five households on the average 

have more comestible animals as well as traction-transport animals. 

5. Undocumented Migration to the United States. Although migration to the United 

States prevails throughout the Mixteca region, few people from El Rosario have gone there. 

Recently four youths have migrated to the Los Angeles area and three are in New York. In one 

case, one young man, Mago Te6fi1o, sent his father $2,300.00 (U.S. dollars). The father is 

considering perforating a deep well for irrigation on his dryland property. The influx of U.S. 

dollars on a substantial scale will have major impacts on the local economy and has great 

potential for agricultural development. 
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One particular case offers insights as to the potential impacts of U.S. migration for the 

agricultural economy of EI Rosario. Don Salvador Martinez, 38 years old, was an above average 

farmer who had inherited a good quantity of quality land from his father, Leonardo Martinez, 

an original political leader of the community. Don Salvador, however, had no children old 

enough to migrate, nor did he receive any significant support from his brother or half-brother in 

Mexico City. As well, his ailing mother required constant attention and care which was costly 

and prevented Salvador himself from migrating in search of better opportunities. While 

Salvador produced enough corn to feed his expanding family and earned a little from the sale 

of zapotes and other fruit, the precariousness of his situation from year to year deeply 

concerned him and the seemingly rapid progress of his neighbors with migrant offsl'ring 

frustrated him. When the opportunity presented itself to go work in the United States, he 

quickly seized it. 

Upon arrival in the Southwest United States, Salvador found profitable employment 

in the informal sector doing yard work. While the work was hard under the hot sun, earnings 

were much greater than anything he could have earned in Mexico City and many times more 

than he would have ever made farming in the Mixteca. Besides sending money home to 

maintain his family during his absence, Salvador also began to save money to build his dream 

house. Others plans include the purchase of more irrigated land that surrounds his plot in the 

irrigated section of La Huerta. He has already purchased one plot from his uncle, Don Felipe 

Morales, and is currently negotiating for another, larger parcel with its owner who resides in 

Mexico City. Salvador plans to sharecrop out his dryland fields and dedicate his efforts to 

growing tomatoes on the irrigated fields. He had previously resisted growing tomatoes before 

due to the risk involved. The pickup truck to be purchased in Sonora on his way back to the 

Mixteca will facilitate marketing to the regional centers. The truck will also generate income 

by hauling other people and their agricultural products and reduce the costs of building his own 
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home. There is talk of other investments, such as welding and other equipment, to start some 

micro-enterprises. 

Salvador Martinez appears to be an example of a farmer who chooses to invest a 

significant proportion of his migration earnings into agriculture with the expressed purpose of 

expanding his production possibilities back in EI Rosario. In fact, during his absence from the 

household he directed farming activities by long distance telephone. Originally, he tried 

sharecropping out his fields and leaving his animals with an acquaintance in the neighboring 

village of EI Rancho de Guadalupe. He decided to do this, because his oldest son was only 11 

years old, his wife burdened with a newborn infant, and his aging mother with ill health. 

When the individual charged with caring for his animals proved to be irresponsible due to his 

problems with alcohol, Salvador's wife, Melesia, took over the operations of the farm. 

Salvador, nonetheless, directed farrning operations by monthly telephone calls to Tepejillo. 

He also sent money for the most labor-intensive tasks such as plowing (tractor rental) and 

harvest (hiring of peons). The animals were taken care of by the children, the mother, or Dona 

Melesia. At critical junctures, however, remittances were used for the purchase of zacate 

(forage) to ensure the health of the animals when they could not be taken out to pasture. 

Prior to his migration to the United States, Salvador Martinez barely broke even in 

spite of his favorable resource endowment (thanks to his father, Leonardo Martinez) and hard 

work. With the influx of capital from his earnings in the north, however, Salvador has been 

able to increase his production possibilities at home. The interesting question is whether he is 

an isolated case of a particularly motivated and entrepreneurial individual, or whether he is 

representative of the circumstances of an entire sector of farmers. The following section tests 

the hypothesis presented in Chapter One regarding the variables that influence how a 

household choose to expend remittances. 
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Statistical Analysis of Household Survey Data 

Chapter One suggested that market conditions, good farming skills, and a favorable 

resource endowment were key variables influencing how remittances from migrants would be 

spent. It was suggested that households with an initially better-off resource base and prior 

experience in commercial agriculture would be prone to invest remittances in agriculture over 

those households lacking these conditions. Market conditions were considered important in 

offering a significant return on labor compared to other local opportunities. Considering, 

however, that the only other source of income for most farmers of the Mixteca is the weaving of 

palm hats, almost any type of commercial agriculture may be worth the labor costs. Therefore, 

the important variables seem to be resource endowment and farming experience. An additional 

consideration appears to be the volume of remittances. Only with significant remittances 

would farming households feel secure enough to forego other vital concerns, such as adequate 

housing or health care, to invest in risky agriculture. The following sections utilizes data from 

the socioeconomic survey of 52 households in EI Rosario Micaltepec to test different aspects of 

the proposed relationship. 

Statistical analysis was straightforward. To test for the effects of original resource 

endowments, the farmers of EI Rosario were divided into two groups based on the amount of 

land they held before the first out-migration occurred in their household37. ANOV A was 

conducted on several variables such as amount of land owned currently, total capital assets, 

total agricultural production, average labor productivity, average land productivity, total 

household size, etc. It was hypothesized that "amount of landholdings at time of first 

migration" would be an adequate measure of original resource endowment of a household. 

Statistical analysis, however, showed no significant differences between the means of any of 

the independent variables of these two groupings. Upon reflection, it was realized that land in 

37Because the population size totaled only 52 households, the two groups were divided at the 
median. Median equaled = 3.45 hectares. Each group contained data on 26 households. 
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EI Rosario varies greatly in quality. Black, irrigated soil is much more productive than 

calcareous, dryland soil. Consequently, irrigated land is worth much more. Therefore, it was 

decided that the quantity of land was not as good an indicator of resource endowment as is the 

quality of land. 

As a second step, land was assigned a weight factor depending on its quality and 

productive capacity. Weights were assigned from One (poorest quality dryland) to Five 

(highest quality irrigated land: i.e. full-irrigated)38. This multiplier was applied to the 

quantity of each type of land possessed by a household. Then, the population of EI Rosario was 

divided (at the median) into two groups of 26 farmers each, according to the weighted value of 

land possessed at migration. This time, ANOV A produced important and significant 

differences between the two groups. These two groups were subsequently assigned the names of 

Less Well-Off and Better-Off to reflex the differences in the quality of landholdings. As well, 

these groupings more accurately reflect the current wealth differences among households in EI 

Rosario. The results of ANOVA are present below. 

Household Composition 

There are few differences among the two groups in terms of education, total household 

size, and farming experience. None were significantly different. However, Better-Off 

households tend to have more members of the households present in EI Rosario, even though 

the total size of households is not significantly different between the two groups. They also 

have more dependents. Consequently, Better-Off households have more labor available39. 

Labor plays an important role in agricultural production, as shall be seen below. 

38These weights were calculated by a migrant from EI Rosario Micaltepec currently residing in 
Tucson, Arizona. 

39 Age of Household Head = age of HHH at time of survey; Education of HHH = years of 
formal education; Average Education of Household = total years of formal education of all 
members of household/ total household size; Number of Residents = household members 
currently residing in household; Number of Migrants = household members currently residing 
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Table 3.2: Statistical Analysis of Household Composition 

Less Well- Better- t- Prob. Sign. 
Off Off Statistic (P=0.05) 

Age of Household Head (HHH) 54.5 51.36 1.016 0.314 No 
Education of HHH 2.9 3.36 0.458 0.649 No 
Average Education of 4.85 5.36 1.223 0.227 No 
Household 
Number of Residents 4 5.76 2.658 0.011 Yes 
Number of Migrants 4.1 3.68 0.583 0.563 No 
Total Household Size 8.1 9.44 1.522 0.134 No 
Full Time Workers 2.3 2.8 1.761 0.084 No 
Number of Dependents 1.67 2.76 2.12 0.039 Yes 
Dependency Ratio 0.803 1.083 1.039 0.304 No 
Labor Available 3.09 4.18 2.685 0.011 Yes 
Years Farming Experience 33.815 49 1.209 0.232 No 

R~urce EndQwment 

Better-Off households outdo Less Well-Off households in almost every measure of 

resource endowment. On average, they own and farm more than twice the land of the other 

grouping of their neighbors. Of irrigated land, they control almost three times as much as Less 

Well-Off households. There is no significant difference in the total number of animals owned 

by the two groups; however, when the value of the animals is calculated the Better-Off 

households have animals that are worth more than twice those owned by the other group. 

This most likely means they possess larger traction animals important for agricultural 

production. Better-Off households also possess more trees in total and trees of much greater 

value. The two groups also did not vary significantly in the percent of land inherited. At the 

time of out-migration, Less Well-Off households held only one-half the land that other 

outside of EI Rosario; Total Household Size = household members resident or migrated; Full 
Time Workers = adults (15 - 65 years) in household; Number of Dependents = number of children 
« 15 years) and adults (>65 years) in household; Dependency Ratio = number of 
dependents/number of adults; Labor Available = number of adults + number of dependents x 0.5; 
Years Farming Experience = number of years HHH has been farming. 
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farmers had. The value of that land, however, was only one-sixth of that owned by Better-Off 

households. Not surprisingly, the current value of total capital assessments of Less Well-Off 

households is a little more than one-half of that of the other group. This disparity is 

obviously due to the original distribution of resources at the time of out-migration, but the 

opportunities in the migration context have brought about greater imbalances40. 

Table 3.3: Statistical Analysis of Resource Endowment 

Less Well- Better- t- Prob. Sign. 
Off Off Statistic (P=0.05) 

Total Land (in Hectares) 2.798 5.997 -5.112 0.001 Yes 
Total Irrigated Land (m2) 1057.33 2796.36 -2.125 0.039 Yes 
Total Dryland (in Hectares) 2.362 5.59 -5.112 0.001 Yes 
Number of Parcels 4.926 7.44 2.986 0.004 Yes 
Total Value of Land (1000 pesos) 22208 45797 6.103 0.001 Yes 
Total Land Farmed (in 1.223 2.48 2.332 0.024 Yes 
Hectares) 
Percent Inherited 49.923 57.385 -1.367 0.178 No 
Number of Animals 12.885 20.115 -1.918 0.061 No 
Value of Animals (million 1.986 4.331 -3.347 0.002 Yes 
pesos) 
Number of Trees 8.423 32.385 -2.535 0.014 Yes 
Value of Trees (pesos) 85634 2513465 -2.165 0.035 Yes 
Tot Land at Out-migration (ha.) 2.015 4.015 3.439 0.001 Yes 
Value of Land at Out-migration 10076 58144 10.3416 0.001 Yes 
Total Capital Assets (m pesos) 32.0742 56.8519 5.826 0.001 Yes 

4~otal Land = number of hectares household owns; Total Irrigated Land = number of squared 
meters of irrigated land household owns; Total Dryland = number of hectares of dryland that a 
household owns; Number of Parcels = number of farm parcel household owns; Total Value of 
Land = current price equivalent of total of land owned in thousands of pesos; Total Land Farmed 
= amount of land in hectares currently farmed by the household; Percent Inherited = percent of 
total land owned inherited from a parent; Number of Animals = total number of all types of 
animals; Value of Animals = current price equivalent of all animals owned by households; 
Number of Trees = total number of all types of trees owned by household; Value of Trees = 
current price equivalent of trees; Total Land at Out-migration = amount of land held by 
household at the time of first out-migration by a member; Value of Land at Out-migration = 
weighted value of land held by household at the time of first out-migration by a member; 
Total Capital Assets = sum total of land, housing, animals, trees, capital equipment, etc. 
currently possessed by household. 
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Out-Migration 

The migration experience of members of the two groups seems to vary greatly: on 

average, the heads of Better-Off households have migrated many more times than the heads 

of Less Well-Off households (almost 18 times compared to only 4 times). Total migration time 

of all household migrants is also much greater among Better-Off households (an average of 33 

years to 83 years). However, there is great variation within each of the groups, and 

consequently the differences between the two groups are not significant. One important 

difference, however, is very significant: the total value of remittances. Migrants from Better-

Off households have remitted more than twice that of Less Well-Off households. These 

remittances prove to be a strong predictor of current socio-economic status of households in EI 

Rosario. In conclusion, it seems that time migrated is not as important as how much a migrant 

was able to earn in the migration context and remit it back to the sending household41. 

Table 3.4: Statistical Analysis of Out-
migration 

Less Well- Better- t- Prob. Sign. 
Off Off Statistic (P=0.05) 

Total HH Migration Time (yrs) 33.465 83.15 -0.588 0.559 No 
Total HHH Time Migrated 3.038 7.038 -1.087 0.282 No 
No. Times HHH Migrated 4.039 17.75 -0.817 0.418 No 
Tot Offspring Time of Migration 29.462 35.923 -0.729 0.47 No 
Total Remittance Value 172.198 372.808 2.229 0.03 Yes 

Agricultural Production 

As previously discussed, Better-Off households possess more total land and more land 

of better quality than Less Well-Off households. The crucial point for this study is whether 

41Total HH Migration Time = total time (in years) of all migrated household members in the 
migration context; Total HHH Time Migrated = total time (in years) of household head in the 
migration context; No. Times HHH Migrated = number of times household head migrated; 
Total Offspring Time of Migration = total time (in years) of all offspring in the migration 
context; Total Remittance Value = current value of remittances from all migration experiences. 
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households with a better initial resource endowment and, as have been shown in the previous 

section, which have received more support from migrants have greater productivity than their 

less fortunate neighbors. On the surface, the data collected would suggest not. While Better-

Off households out-produced the other group of farming families in total maize production (2 to 

1 in 1988 and 40 to 1 in years of optimal rainfall), income from agricultural production is triple 

that of the poorer farmers. Total inputs are significantly different as well. Yet when the 

figures for the average product of labor and the average product of land are compared, there are 

no significant differences42. This would seem to go against the model presented in Chapter One 

that predicted that households with a favorable resource endowment prior to out-migration 

and receiving substantial remittances would most likely be more productive than households 

without these circumstances. The problem, however, appears to be with the data. Figures 

presented are for dryland corn production. Productivity seems to be mostly a function of land 

quality and rainfall. Labor inputs are a function of land size. Total prodUction, consequently, 

depends on the total amount of land that a household farms43. Chemical fertilizers may 

increase dryland production in a year of adequate rainfall, but they may have the opposite 

effect in a year of drought. Irrigated land is mostly dedicated to commercial crops which do not 

enter in these calculations. Since the majority of irrigated lands lies in the hands of the Better-

Off households and different types of crops are cultivated, it is difficult to make comparisons of 

42Although the figures for average product of labor show a large difference in favor of Better
Off households, there exists great variation within the group which renders the intergroup 
variation not significant. 

43Regression analysis of "Total Com in Good Year" (dependent variable) and "Total Land 
Farmed" produced a Multiple R of 0.758 and a Squared Multiple R of 0.575 (P = 0.001). "Total 
Labor" produced a Multiple R of 0.746, Squared Multiple R of 0.557 (P = 0.000). Formal or 
informal education appears to have no role in determining productivity in com production: 
"Age of HHH" gave a Multiple R of 0.067, Squared Multiple R of 0.005 (P = 0.635); "Education 
of HHH" gave a Multiple R of 0.020, Squared Multiple R of 0.000 (P = 0.889); and "Experience" 
gave a Multiple R of 0.046, Squared Multiple R of 0.002 (P= 0.744). Basically, the data suggests 
that the growing of maize requires no specialized knowledge. Remittances appear to affect com 
production very little. 'Total Remittance Value" against 'Total Corn Production in Good Year" 
gave a Multiple R of only 0.172, Squared Multiple R of 0.030 (P = 0.221). 
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productivity. There is no doubt, however, that irrigated fields generate much more income 

than dryland fields. This is evident in the comparison of agricultural income of the two groups. 

Ethnographic data shows that almost no one invests scarce capital in dryland agriculture. The 

returns are few and the risks are great. The people say, "we might as well throw our money 

away." As discussed earlier in this chapter, many households (the six mentioned previously) 

in the Better-Off group grow tomatoes which require chemical fertilizers and pest controls. 

These are often purchased with the financial support of migrated household members. They 

also tend to purchase technology that allows them to increase yields or expand their production 

possibilities. Water pumps are a prime example because they permit expansion of irrigated 

areas. So while Better-Off households are no more productive in farming dryland maize than 

are Less Well-Off households, there is no doubt that they are actively dedicating their 

irrigated fields to commercial crops and directing financial resources from relatives to the 

purchase of necessary inputs44. 

Table 3.5: Statistical Analysis of Production 

Less Well- Better- t- Prob. (P = Sign. 
Off Off Statistic 0.05) 

Total Com in 1988 502.19 1194.28 -3.177 0.003 Yes 
Total Com in Good Year 1078.14 39054.56 -2.345 0.023 Yes 
Total Labor Invested 23.22 57.2 -3.458 0.001 Yes 
Average Product of Labor 394.727 982.86 -1.652 0.105 No 
Average Product of Land 185.13 195.44 -1.073 0.288 No 
Total Ag Income in 1988 150655.55 658284 -3.177 0.003 Yes 
Total Ag Income in Good Year 356888.89 1184268 -2.303 0.025 Yes 
Total Fertilizer Applied 102.407 330.4 2.241 0.03 Yes 
Total Seed Planted 16.813 47.62 3.347 0.002 Yes 

44Total Corn in 1988 = total com harvested in 1988; Total Corn in Good Year = total corn 
expected in a year of good rainfall; Total Labor Invested = total number of days dedicated to 
com production; Average Product of Labor = Total Com/Total Labor; Average Product of Land = 
Total Com/Total Land Farmed; Total Ag Income in 1988 = total value of agricultural production 
in 1988; Total Ag Income in Good Year = total value of agricultural production in a year of good 
rainfall; Total Fertilizer Applied = total number of kilograms of fertilizer used; Total Seed 
Plants = total number of liters of corn seed planted. 
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Griffin (1976) suggests that out-migration increases the sending household's budget line 

by reducing the number of consumers. Remittances, if positive, further shift the budget line to 

the right: more combinations of goods are possible. If remittances are invested, the household's 

budget line again increases. It has been suggested that households with better resource 

endowments prior to migration would most likely choose agricultural investment opportunities 

over less advantaged households. Consequently, it would be expected that these households 

would increase their capital assets more than the other households lacking these 

circumstances. The data from this study suggests that this is what has happened in El Rosario. 

In terms of the historical-structuralists, there has been an increase in social stratification. If 

the current economic circumstances of households are considered (as measured by Total Capital 

Assets), how have such factors as original resource endowment, farming experience, and value 

of remittances contributed to their attainmentri5 

The variable "Experience" proves not to be a predictor of current economic status as 

measured by the variable "total capital assets." As Figure 3.17 shows, the distribution is very 

scattered and the regression line is almost horizontal. As noted in Table 3.5, the Multiple R for 

"Experience" is only 0.034 and the Squared Multiple R is 0.001. Therefore, it would.seems that 

years of farming experience have contributed little to current overall economic status of 

households. Ethnographic data indicates that a number of middle-aged farmers are much 

better off than most of the older aged farmers in the community. 

45Stepwise regression analysis of all independent variables from the household surveys 
revealed only three significant predictors: Value of Land at Migration, Total Household Size, 
and Total Value of Remittances. 
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Figure 3.17: "Experience" and 'Total Capital Assets" 
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The value of land at migration emerged from stepwise regression analysis as the 

strongest predictor of current economic status of households. This is not surprising since a major 

component of total capital assets is the current value of landholdings. Not only were these 

Table 3.6: 

Step = 1 

Step = 2 

Step = 3 

Stepwise Regression of Independent Variables 

Land R=0.682 RSquare= 
0.465 

Tot HH Size R=0.717 RSquare= 
0.514 

Tot R Value R=0.737 RSquare= 
0.542 

households better-off before migration occurred but remittances have aided them in the 

acquisition of additional properties. According to the regression analysis, "Value of Land at 

Migration" explains 0.682 of the variation in "Total Capital Assets." Figure 3.18 graphs the 

relationship and shows a fairly tight distribution. The second and third predictors identified 
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by stepwise regression analysis are "Total Remittance Value" and ''Total Household Size." 

Together all three explain 0.737 of the variation in the current economic circumstances of 

households. In other words, if a household was originally well-off at the time of first out-

migration, if it received remittances of greater value, and if its size (number of members) tended 

to be larger, then it probably would be in better economic shape today. 

Figure 3.18: ''Value of Land at Migration" and 'Total Capital Assets" 
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Table 3.7: Regression Analysis of Total Capital Assets 

Indep Variables Multiple R Sq Multiple R P (2 Tail) 

Experience 0.034 0.001 0.812 
Total Remittance Value 0.334 0.118 0.013 
Total Household Size 0.394 0.155 0.004 
Value of Land at Migration 0.682 0.465 0.001 
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Overview 

The analysis supports the contention that migration and remittances do not occur in an 

unifonn environment. That is, rural villages are comprised of a variety of households of very 

different economic circumstances. Consequently, out-migration and remittances affect these 

households in very different ways. The data presented in this chapter suggests that Less Well

Off households tend to prioritize spending of remittances on basic needs first, then housing, 

then consumer goods, as well as education of other household members. Later if possible, some 

funds may go into agriculture. Better-Off households, with their better resource endowments, 

most likely have already satisfied a majority of these basic needs through local production. 

Consequently, it is relatively easier for them to convert monetary capital into productive 

capital, because they can expect a greater potential return from their investment due to their 

better initial economic position. 

While the expenditures of remittances at the household level appears to be pretty 

much a function of the economic circumstances of the sending household, remittance utilization 

at the community level is much more complicated. Chapter Four explores the issues surrounding 

the potential for community development from migrant remittances. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

MIGRANT vnLAGE ASSOCIATIONS, COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, AND 
MOTIVATIONS TO REMIT 

INTRODUCTION 

Migrants from EI Rosario not only support their households but donate considerable 

funds to the migrant village association. The MV A is charged with organizing events and 
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activities that aim to benefit the home community. Uke household level remittances, the impact 

of these activities on development has been strongly debated by researchers. As Chapter Two 

indicated, many of the same variables that affect a household's decision of a new combination of 

invesbnent and consumption also influence a community's choice of new options. Other factors, 

however are equally important. Resource endowment and invesbnent opportunity, community 

unity, ethnic identity, size and organization of migrant community, and volume and timing of 

remittances clearly influence the choice of options for community development. This chapter 

details the history of the migrant village association of EI Rosario Micaltepec and its efforts to 

improve their home town. Comparisons are also made with the activities of MY A's of 

neighboring villages in order to discern the relative importance of the identified variables for 

selection of community project and their potential for fostering community development. 

MIGRANT vnLAGE ASSOCIATIONS AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

Santa Ana Tepejillo, Puebla lies a mere ten minutes to walk from EI Rosario. The two 

villages share a common border that more or less follows the course of the Rio Magdalena. 

Chapter Three alludes to the many conflicts that have arisen between the two neighbors over the 

exact limits dividing them and, more importantly, the distribution of irrigation water. In spite of 

there past differences, the inhabitants descend from common ancestors and still maintain similar 

languages and traditions. At the same time, however, there are important contrasts between the 



two communities that are crucial for understanding the activities of their respective migrant 

village organizations. 
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The procedure for this chapter will be to employ the comparative method by contrasting 

the two communities in terms of their agrarian histories, resource base and distribution, size and 

sociopolitical organization, migrant communities, and community solidarity. Then attention will 

focus on the activities of the migrant village association of each respective community. Analysis 

and discussion center around what consequences these activities have had in the villages. The 

chapter concludes by distilling the crucial variables that wi)) determine the selection of a new 

combination of investment or consumption on the new community budget line created by 

migrant contributions to the MV A. 

Agrarian Histories and Resource Base of El Rosario Micaltepec and Santa Ana Tepejillo 

Chapter 3 detailed the agrarian history of EI Rosario Micaltepec. The situation in 

Tepejillo is somewhat similar yet different. Most importantly, Tepejillo's agrarian history is much 

more violent. The owner of the Hacienda de Tepejillo, a widow who mistreated her 

sharecroppers, did not want to sell the highly productive lands used for sugar cane production to 

her sharecroppers and peons. She vehemently resisted the reform process. A long difficult 

struggle ensued which resulted in the deaths of many peasants. Finally in 1921, an ejido was 

granted to the peasants of Tepejillo. Much of the irrigated land, however, remained in the hands 

of the lila rica"-the rich woman-and placed under protection of a "Certificado de lnafectabilidad" 

(certificate of inaffectabiJity). Several attempts were made to legally expropriate these lands and 

have them annexed to the ejido. The most recent attempt started in 1977 and continues to the 

present. The latest agrarian struggle has factionalized the community, because the current owner 

has sold some of the most productive lands to merchants from Tepejillo, creating small private 

landholders. In 1980, some militant ejidatarios from Tepejillo invaded the ex-hacienda, took the 

lands over by force, and have been farming them ever since. The hacienda owner retaliated 

legally through the courts and otherwise through bribes and threats. Outside power groups, 
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especially political parties, intervened to take advantage of the confused situation. The 

leadership of the militant group became divided over strategy: one favored purchasing the land 

while the other favored continued occupation and armed confrontation. The differences of 

opinion resulted in a split. Since that time, the two groups have been actively murdering each 

other. 

As a result of their continuing agrarian struggle, Tepejillo today has a total of 1395 

hectares, 895 taken from the Hacienda de Tepejillo and 500 from the Hacienda de Mesquital. The 

irrigated zone is much larger than in neighboring E1 Rosario, totally approximately 80 hectares 

including the land still in contention. Despite greater land holdings, many residents of Tepejillo 

are landless. The original ejido distribution to households were based on sharecropping 

arrangements with the landowner before expropriation. Since this feudal system was very 

arbitrary and capricious, many peasants received little land, and others received none at all. As a 

result, many adult males work in local construction, commerce, and day labor. Also, unequal 

access to land and water has created much more social stratification in Tepejillo than in EI 

Rosariol. Better endowed households have been able to invest in vehicles, stores, importation of 

aguardiente, and private purchases of irrigated land from the Hacienda. The quality and size of 

structures on the household compound testify to the better standard of living enjoyed by these 

families. Access to productive resources has divided households in Tepejillo. The community is 

divided in other ways as well. 

Socio-Political Organization, Religion, and Demography 

EI Rosario Micaltepec is divided into three barrios (neighborhoods) which are el Centro, 

Guadalupe and San Isidro, but the divisions no longer have any functional purpose except for the 

celebration of now infrequent masses. All residents share equally in fulfilling village-level ritual 

lIt will be interesting to observe how this original resource distribution will affect social relations 
during the current process of the privatization of the ejido. 
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and civil responsibilities. With only 62 families, it is sometimes difficult to find enough adult 

males to fill the posts. Outrnigration has aggravated the situation. All the people of EI Rosario 

are Catholic despite attempts by Protestant missionaries to proselytize them. Despite a weaken 

demographic base due to migration, all major religious dates are dutifully celebrated by the 

religious authorities and the philharmonic band.2 

Tepejillo is also divided in to three barrios: EI Centro, Guadalupe and Santa Cruz. In this 

case, however, the divisions are very important politically. EI Centro has traditionally controlled 

the leadership in community politics, even though Guadalupe has grown much larger and 

migrants seem to have been much more successful. Many villagers resent the "impositions" 

placed on them by the authority of el Centro. For example, residents of the Barrio of Guadalupe 

are required to participate and give service for the fiesta of Santa Ana the patron saint of Tepejillo 

which is organized by the Barrio de el Centro. However, when the Guadalupanos celebrate the 

Virgen of Guadalupe they receive no aid from el Centro. Thus, the people of Guadalupe 

participate in the Centro's activities, but only grudgingly. The situation is further complicated by 

the Barrio of Santa Cruz, whose residents are mostly Protestant. Living in what is by far the 

poorest barrio, the residents of Santa Cruz have categorically refused to participate in any 

Catholic religious activities, especially the celebration of the patron saint. This has generated 

much conflict within the community, even to the arresting of Protestant leaders. Consequently, 

the community is not only factionalized by land tenure conflicts but by political and religious 

divisions as well. Ethnic identity presents different circumstances. 

2 Migration is adversely affecting the band in EI Rosario and bands in other villages in the 
Mixteca, because few youths are interested in learning to play the traditional instruments. An 
exception seems to be communities along the Rio Mixteco in Oaxaca (i.e. San Jorge Nuchita and 
San Jeronimo Nuchita). These villages are actively striving to revive their bands by recruiting 
young people and supplying them with new instruments brought by migrants from the United 
States. 
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Ethnicity 

Tepejillo is similar to EI Rosario in terms of ethnicity. Both communities may be 

considered indigenous to a certain degree, since the majority of adults over 40 speak Mixtec as 

their primary language. For those between 2S to 40, however, Spanish replaces Mixtec as the first 

language, although many know how to speak Mixtec fairly well. For those younger than 25, 

especially young children, very few are fluent in Mixtec and most do not know any at all. There 

are slight dialectal differences between the two communities, but not enough to impede accurate 

communication. All residents recognize their common ancestry. Ethnic identity, consequently, is 

not a divisive factor. Communal labor traditions are still maintained in both villages, although 

there is a tendency by better-off households to avoid tequio labor by either sending a ''jornalero'' (a 

day laborer paid by the person required to give service) or not showing up at all and paying a 

fine. This action appears to be stronger in Tepejillo, due to the greater social and economic 

stratification there. Better-off households tend to participate less in communal labor projects. 

They prefer to dedicate their scarce time to money-making activities such as business or 

commercial farming. 

Farming Systems 

Agriculture in Tepejillo is very similar to that practiced in EI Rosario. The important 

difference is that Tepejillo has much more irrigated land. Many Tepejillo farmers dedicate this 

land to the cultivation of commercial crops such as sugar cane, tomatoes, anise, and cumin. 

Tomatoes are the crop of preference to the high demand regionally. Many successful farmers 

grow tomatoes and transport them in their own trucks to the regional markets of Huajuapan and 

Acatlan. Tree crop cultivation is extremely important in irrigated zones. Mangos, oranges, 

lemons, zapotes, avocados, and bananas are important sources of income for many households. 

As in EI Rosario, dryland crop production centers around maize and beans. Cacahuate (peanut) is 

the major dryland cash crop. In good years, however some households do sell surplus maize and 

beans. In many years, however, many households do not even harvest enough to feed the family 
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for half the year. Different varieties of squash are intercropped in the same fields with the maize 

and beans. 

Farmers in Tepejillo use the identical technology as their counterparts in EI Rosario

oxen, single bottom plow, hand tools. Most utilize only family labor. In some cases of labor 

bottlenecks, peons may be hired if reciprocal labor exchanges are not possible. Transportation of 

produce from the fields is by animal power. One merchant family in Tepejillo (the Mantilla 

family) owns a tractor, which they rent out on a per hour basis. Crop budgets and farming 

calendar are nearly identical with those of EI Rosario. 

In summary, Tepejillo and EI Rosario contrast in important ways. Tepejillo has a much 

richer resource base that is unevenly divided among its inhabitants. Due to its better factor 

endowment and greater cultivation of cash crops, Tepejillo is much more integrated into the 

regional market. Farmers are sensitive to market prices for their products and to the costs of 

chemical inputs. Agrarian history in Tepejillo has been much more conflictive and violent. Its 

fight for land still remains unresolved today. EI Rosario's latest land purchase of the remaining 

lands of the old hacienda in 1980 pitted it against a mestizo community, which served to unite the 

community rather than divide it. (See Chapter Three.) Ethnic identity, in fact, played a major 

role in both the attacks by the opposing community and the defense by EI Rosario. In terms of 

social organization, EI Rosario functions entirely at the community level while Tepejillo is 

divided by differences among the barrios. The important question, however, is whether these 

differences have influenced the spending patterns of MV As of each village. 

Migrant Village Organizations and Community Development in EI Rosario and Tepejillo. 

Massive migration from Tepejillo, like that from EI Rosario, began in the late 1960s. 

Seasonal migration to either Veracruz, Cuautla or to the U.S. in the bracero program were earlier 

options. Permanent migration, however, is a recent phenomenon. Mexico City is the principal 

destination for both villages, though a large community of migrants from the Barrio of 

Guadalupe of Tepejillo now resides in Tijuana and works in the maqlliladora industry. There are 
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five to ten individuals from each village in the United States (New York and California). This 

flow is expected to increase in the near future once networks are established. In Mexico City, the 

majority of migrants of El Rosario live in the neighborhood of Ampliacion de Santiago in the 

Delegaci6n de Ixtapalapa. Some migrants from Tepejillo also live there, but the majority are 

scattered throughout the Federal District. While most migrants from both communities are 

concentrated in unskilled industrial employment and self-employed marketing, a handfu! of 

Tepejillo migrants have finished professional degrees and work as doctors and lawyers. 

Approximately 80 families from El Rosario and 150 families from Tepejillo live in Mexico City. 

"LA Asociaci6n Micaltepecana para Asuntos Beneficos," El Rosario's migrant village 

association, was founded in 1971 by a few concerned migrants who wanted to organize their 

fellow migrants in order to help their village. The first activities of the MV A in EI Rosario were 

mainly "periodic invesbnents in community identity" or consumptive. They centered around 

taking flowers, gifts, and offerings to the ''Virgen de el Rosario" for the yearly fiesta. Later, the 

MV A began to charter buses to transport the growing migrant community to the village and to 

sponsor sports events. Even today, many of the committees of the MV A are focused on sports 

events, music groups for the dance, fireworks, and transportation. The first major non-

consumptive activity or "investment in social amenities" by the MV A was the purchase of a clock 

for the church tower and the construction of a concrete basketball court in the village center. 

These projects produced much admiration and envy in neighboring communities including 

Tepejillo, which in the following year carried out the same projects. Next, the MV A of El Rosario 

sponsored the construction of a kiosk in the main plaza, an unused building which nonetheless is 

the source of great pride in the community3. Other investments in social amenities or non-

productive activities have included construction of the central park, a paved entryway leading 

3 A large metal plaque adorns the side of the kiosk. It lists all the names of the migrants who 
participated, amounts of contributions, and those individuals that provided leadership in 
fund raising and construction. 
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into the church, and repair of the earthquake-damaged church. The current project being 

undertaken by the MV A is oriented toward the church: either the construction of a new altar or 

repair of the damaged tower. Also, the MV A has been influential in acquiring government 

sponsored projects such as the installation of the potable water system and the construction of the 

feeder highway into the village. Productive investments by the MVA have been attempted but 

without much success but not for lack of motivation of the migrants. Internal constraints and 

other external factors have stifled development efforts. 

The major productive investment attempted by the MV A of EI Rosario revolved around 

the latest purchase of land (La Tercera Compra) by the community in 1980. Residents of EI 

Rosario contributed funds to the collective purchase of the land and, after the conflict was 

sufficiently resolved with the neighboring mestizo community (EI Rancho de Guadalupe), 

individual parcels were distributed. The land was of varying quality. As pointed out in Chapter 

Three, some people, usually the political leaders, got better land, and others, usually widows or 

older people, got poorer land. Many members of the MV A in Mexico City were not in agreement 

with the distribution results. They approached the village with an alternative plan. They 

suggested that the villagers farm the land communally, with the MV A providing the inputs and 

possibly a deep well, and later divide the profits among all the residents. The proposal provoked 

much controversy. While some tentatively accepted the idea, many of the community's better off 

farmers refused to even consider it. They accused the MV A of interfering with the community's 

affairs, something they had no right to do since they no longer resided there. The previous 

cordial relations that the MV A had enjoyed with the village were ruptured and much time passed 

before they were healed. In the latest project for repair of the church, the MV A leaders were very 

cautious in the presentation of the proposed project for the church, insisting that they did not 

want to impose their ideas on the village nor bring them unnecessary or unwanted work. 

Tepejillo's MV A began several years after the MV A of El Rosario and was basically 

formed in response to the successful activities of the AsociaciOn Micaltepecana. Initial formation 
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was restricted due to the scattered settlement pattern of migrants in Mexico City. Migrants have 

to make a special effort to attend organizational meetings. Since its inception, "La Asociaci6n de 

Paisanos de Tepejillo Radicados en Mexico" has been mainly engaged in periodic investments in 

community identity or consumptive activities. Relatively large sums are spent on the celebration 

of the patron saint, Santa Ana. Fireworks, large metal trophies, and expensive music groups 

typify a party in TepejiIIo. Improvements in social amenities, in the el Centro barrio at least, are 

few. The MV A did build a basketball court and a kiosk, but the 16th century church of Santa Ana 

which was heavily damaged in a 1980 earthquake has never been repaired. In fact, no organized 

efforts by the MV A have even been attempted. The church of the barrio of Guadalupe is in much 

better condition. In fact, the migrants from Guadalupe-many of whom are in Tijuana where they 

have formed their own MV A-are very active in the affairs of their barrio. They prefer to direct 

their efforts toward their barrio where they are assured of the benefits than toward the village as 

a whole, because they feel the benefits will mainly be enjoyed by the Barrio del Centro. This 

generalized fragmenntion of the community is also reflected in the migrant village organization 

which makes it difficult to realize any development project that may benefit one interest group 

over another. Hence, no significant productive investments in the community have been 

attempted. Even expenditures in fiestas can be controversial, since Protestant migrants from the 

Barrio de Santa Cruz are uninterested in committing funds for the celebration of Catholic saints. 

Observations from other communities in the municipio of PetIalcingo are interesting. El 

Rancho de Guadalupe and Santa Gertrudis Salitrillo are two mestizo farming communities. 

Neither one has formal migrant village organizations even though out-migration is high from 

both. Salitrillo, in fact, has a large migrant community in Santa Ana, California which has been 

very successful economically. Most of the migrants are now legal residents of the United States. 

While there has been much improvement in specific individual households due to migration, the 

communities themselves have not "developed" through the collective efforts of the migrants. 

There have been some informal attempts at consumptive activities. Fiestas are a good example. 

--------- - ------- --~--
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Salitrillo began to formally celebrate the fiesta of Santa Gertrudis in 1988. Migrants played a key 

role in providing resources and organizing sports activities. While no formal research has been 

conducted in these communities, it is worthwhile to note that both have had very violent agrarian 

histories; they have been manipulated by various political parties (currently one belongs to the 

Antorcha Campesina movement and the other is a member of the Cardenista party); and they are 

internally divided. Other rural mestizo communities of the area seem to follow similar patterns 

(i.e. El Idolo and El MesquitaI). An interesting contrast is provided by the municipal center of 

PetIalcingo itself. 

PetIalcingo, the Cabecera Municipal, is a mestizo community of approximately 2,800 

residents with a very inequitable distribution of resources (see Chapter Two). The rich irrigated 

lands are held by the "gente del centro", descendants of the Spanish casiques, which is a cause for 

much discontent and conflict. Commerce, both formal and informal, is the main economic 

activity. There is no industry or manufacturing, except for the FIDEPAL plant described in 

Chapter Two. Migration, both seasonal and permanent, began in the late 193Os, mostly to Rio 

Blanco, Veracruz. This early migration occurred among the elite of the community: sons and 

daughters going off to the cities for education and staying to find employment. Poorer neighbors 

went to find land in the tropics. PetIalcingo's migrant village association formed soon afterwards 

in the early 1940s to help purchase a clock for the church tower. Later projects included fixing up 

the central park and town plaza. The most recent project has been the installation of a potable 

water system that brings water to a central distribution point at the town's center. Only the elite 

households have water directly supplied to their houses. Others fill up cans and jugs at centrally 

located spigots. The tequio system does not exist. Laborers are hired and paid from tax revenues. 

PetIalcingo's history is complex, and it is hard to characterize it in a few sentences. The 

community is definitely not united. Land tenure struggles have been long, bloody affairs. 

Political power has shifted back and forth between opposing factions. It comes as no surprise, 

therefore, that the projects selected by the MY A are those nonproductive types (periodic 
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investment in community identity) that do not favor one interest group over another. Investment 

for the development of the economic base of Petlalcingo has not occurred. 

In summary, migrants seem to be highly motivated to "improve" their home 

communities. Their participation in migrant village associations is clear evidence of this. The 

impacts of their activities, however, depend on several factors. The cases examined here seem to 

suggest that true economic development rarely occurs due to the host of problems associated 

with it. First, benefits are almost never equitably distributed within the community. Secondly, as 

is obviously the case in the Mixteca region, local ecological and regional economic conditions do 

not lend themselves to small-scale efforts. The amount of capital needed for financing projects 

and the degree of physical transformation of the natural environment required are beyond the 

means of the most active migrant village associations. Quite possibly, leaders of MY As implicitly 

recognize these constraints. Consequently, they choose projects that evoke little conflict, improve 

social amenities, and create opportunities for prestige for the participants. As decision makers, 

they are quite rational. What is interesting, however, is why migrants persist in aiding their 

home communities in spite of few hopes for true development. 

To truly understand the impacts of household and community-level remittances, it is 

important to understand the motivations of the people that finance these activities-the migrants 

themselves. Chapter One explored the idea of a "social contract" where the sending household 

and migrant implicitly and explicitly establish terms of mutual assistance. The following section 

reviews ethnographic data from EI Rosario that tends to support this idea as well as indicating 

which factors motivate certain migrants to remit more than others. 

THE SOCIAL CONTRACT OF MIGRATION 

As the previous section clearly demonstrates, migrants from EI Rosario Micaltepec 

participate actively in community affairs as well as financially supporting the sending household. 

These former residents part with significant portions of their hard-eamed income in the 

migration context in order to help those at home. Motivations to remit may be classified as either 
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being "altruistic" or "selfish." Merely classifying motives, however, is not a suffident explanation 

of remittance behavior. Mutual assistance between migrants, their sending households, and 

community may be conceptualized in terms of a sodal contract that specifies the nature of a 

continued relationship. In these terms, evaluation of motives becomes much more productive. 

Several self-interest motives of the migrant may be considered. These are: the potential to 

inherit; the economic interests in the rural community; and the eventual return home. 

Inheritance 

The desire to inherit seems to be the most pressing self-interest motivation of migrants to 

remit. Yet inheritance patterns in EI Rosario follow no concrete rules. Usually, though, the male 

offspring tend to inherit the productive resources of the household head (i.e. agricultural lands). 

In some cases the youngest male stands to inherit the most, since he usually stays in the home 

longer and ends up caring for the parents when they old and unable to work. All males, 

however, stand to inherit some portion of their fathers' land, and they consequently strive to 

maintain good relations with him. In situations where the father is still alive and agriculturally 

active, most migrant sons, whether they are married or not, will economically aid their parents. 

Daughters may also send money if they are single or if only one parent survives (usually the 

mother). If the father survives, remarries, and has male offspring from the new marriage, then 

remittances by sons from the first marriage may be disrupted, since the newer, younger sons 

stand a greater chance to inherit. Two particular cases serve as examples. 

In the first situation, Don Mario's first wife died years ago. He remarried and had a 

daughter with his new wife. His son Othon from his first marriage maintained very cordial 

relations with his father and stepmother and even helped them financially from his earnings as a 

school teacher. However, when a new son was born to On Mario, Othon broke completely with 

his father and treated his stepmother and half-brother very coldly. With the birth of his half

brother, Othon felt that his chances for full inheritances had diminished significantly. 

Consequently, the original contract with his father no longer merited maintenance. Don Mario 
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lamented the rupture and noted, "Mi hijo ya no me habla, ya se perdi6 el respeto" (My son 

doesn't speak to me anymore, respect has been lost). Respect is an important concept in Mixtec 

society which conveys a meaning of explicit trust in family, ritual kin, and "paisanos" 

(countrymen). Othon had purchased his own lot in the village with earnings from teaching and 

had constructed his own house, one of the better ones. By verbally not recognizing his father, 

Othon terminated the contract and thereby abrogated his duty to remit as well as eliminating his 

father's obligation to leave him an inheritance. 

The other case involves two brothers whose father has already died. The older brother, 

Francisco, left for Mexico City before the father died. During his absence, he never sent anything 

significant back to the younger brother and widowed mother. Nonetheless, his father left him a 

house and several agricultural fields. These Francisco gave to his younger brother Chava to 

sharecrop, with his share to be used for the maintenance of their mother. Still the older brother 

did not help out with cash remittances, a behavior that soon became a sore point with the 

younger brother who had to take care of the mother's increasing medical expenses. The younger 

brother obviously expected more substantial economic aid than just the meager corn yields and 

felt that his brother was not living up to his end of the "contract." Tensions ran high between the 

two siblings. This became painfully clear in an interview with the younger brother. Don Chava 

had photographs of his father's funeral in his home. Local custom requires that the dead be 

interred in crypt-like tombs built of bricks and covered with cement. The tomb was expensive to 

construct. On Chava had paid for all the funeral expenses through the sale of several animals. 

When questioned about his brother's help with the funeral, On Chava exploded into a half hour 

attack on his brother: he was stingy, uncaring, and irresponsible with his father and mother. 

Despite differences in expectations and strained relations, both brothers maintain the contract at a 

superficial level through the symbolic interchange of goods during visits. In effect, however, the 

relationship is nonfunctional. Chava maintains Francisco's interests in the village, but only when 

it was convenient for him to do so. He does not go out of his way to protect his brother when it 
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required additional effort. As well, requests by Francisco for Chava to care for new, additional 

investments were politely begged off. Heated discussions would often break out between the 

two during village visits by Francisco, facilitated by ample amounts of alcohol. 

Economic Interests in the Home Community 

Another pressing concern of Mixtec migrants is investment and maintenance of interests 

in the home community. Given few investment possibilities in the urban environment, migrants 

find acquiring capital assets in the home community very inviting, especially if they plan to 

return someday. Consequently, migrants want a trusty agent to make sure wise investments are 

made and later cared for. This requires an explicit relation of trust between the migrant and his 

agent. Usually the sending household fulfills this function. In this situation the element of 

altruism combines with self-interest to affect remittances. In the case of EI Rosario, there exists a 

thriving market for house plots within the village proper due to the high priority of migrants to 

build solid houses there. Taxes, utilities, and house care is the task of family members, usually 

the father, residing in the village. There much resistance by current owners of house plots to sell 

their land, because they want to conserve them for their own descendants. Fathers of migrant 

sons without land in the village lobby their neighbors strongly in order to obtain construction 

sites for their sons. 

The market demand for agricultural land is equally high. However, the sale of farm land 

is limited due to the scarcity of productive fields. Few people want to sell. They prefer to 

conserve all their land for their sons. When agricultural land is sold, it often generates much 

conflict. Such was the case when Don Loyola, a old man with no children, sold a parcel of highly 

productive land in La Laguna to a young man of the village from another family. He choose to 

sell to non-family rather than to his brother-in-law, Don Ruben Paz, successful farmer and local 

storeowner. Immediately, Don Loyola's nephews in Mexico City launched a law suit against 

their uncle and the buyer, accusing them of an illegal transaction. The nephews were angry 

about the sale of their "expected" inheritance and felt that if their uncle wanted to sell his land he 
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should have offered it to them first. However, Don Loyola felt that since his brother-in-law or 

nephews never cared for him or his wife, he was under no obligation to pass on his land to them. 

He and his wife were among the poorest in the village and depended a great deal for daily 

sustenance upon their weaving earnings. As a result of the sale, relations deteriorated even 

further. To date, the nephews no longer respect Don Loyola as their uncle4. 

Chapter Three has indicated that besides land purchases, there are cases where 

remittances do go into agriculture. These capital flows, if sufficient, have permitted certain 

households with adequate resource endowments to expand their production capabilities through 

the purchase of irrigation pumps, improved seed varieties, and chemical inputs. This 

technological advantage has allowed these households to engage in more risky production 

strategies than households without such capital backing are unwilling to take. In some cases, the 

difference in production potential has led to social stratification. A particularly good example is 

Dn Lalo Asuncion, a young widower. His three younger brothers migrated to Mexico City in the 

early 1970s where they successfully acquired jobs in Telefonos de Mexico-the government 

telephone monopoly. Their success was due mainly to their educational preparation which had 

been initially financed by their older brother who had remained on the farm. Soon after their 

migration, however, the brothers began to remit substantial capital which was used to buy an 

irrigation pump and tubing, a new team of oxen, tomato seed, and chemical pesticides and 

fertilizers. The brothers returned periodically to assist in weeding and harvest. Dn Lalo's 

attempt at irrigated commercial agriculture was successful and his income rose quickly relative to 

his neighbors. He soon constructed a "concrete" house with his earnings, supplemented by 

4The father of the young man who purchased the parcel in La Laguna is the owner of one of the 
local stores. As other stores, he sells aguardiente. Don Loyola was a regular customer, often 
buying on credit. The nephews accused the family of intoxicating their uncle in an effort to 
induce him to sell. Don Loyola, however, would also consume vast quantities of aguardiente at 
his brother-in-Iaw's store as well. In fact, he would drink wherever and whenever the 
opportunity presented itself. The local judge ruled out the charge. 
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additional remittances from his brothers and unmarried sister. The brothers trust their brother 

fully, because of the sacrifices he made for their education. The youngest one feels particularly 

attached to his older brother and respects him as the father he never knew. While altruistic 

motives are at play, self-interest factors clearly influence the migrated brothers' behavior. Don 

Lalo had been a widower during all this time with two daughters but no sons to inherit his 

holdings. Recently, however, he remarried to a woman from EI Rancho de Guadalupe. The 

couple had a newborn son, a potential heir. The infant took sick and suffered for a long time with 

no cure. The medical expenses spiraled. Don Lalo turned to his brothers for support. This time, 

however, they chose not to assist him, citing personal problems and expenses of their own. Don 

Lalo was forced to sell one of his prized parcels in La Laguna to payoff his debt. 

Eventual Return to Home Community 

A final self-interest factor for many migrants is the right to return to the village with their 

membership intact and their social prestige hopefully enhanced. Among the Mixtecs, social 

prestige is measured by how and how much an individual has contributed to the well-being of 

the "pueblo." In village assemblies, when important decisions affecting the village need to be 

made, political leaders engage in very ritualized speechmaking. Their political opinions are 

invariably prefaced by a long monologues that detail what the speaker has done for the 

community. The presentation of what is basically his curriculum vitae validates the point he 

wants to make or the opinion he gives. A man's claim to political influence in the community 

depends on the "service" he has given which implies personal self-sacrifice, since the civic and 

religious posts take time away from farming. In migrant village association meetings in Mexico 

City, similar ritual speech occurs. The value of a migrant's opinion is measured by his 

contributions to the village. Since migrants are not present in the village to serve their 
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community in the proper roles, they must compensate from afar by remitting money through the 

migrant village association to sponsor the yearly fiesta or finance public works projects5. 

Discussion 

The motivations to remit at the village level are complex and difficult to extricate. 

During interviews, migrants first cited altruistic reasons for aiding their village. Many cited that 

El Rosario was the place where they were born and grew up, and consequently they were 

emotionally very attached to it. They had suffered poverty while there and recognized it as the 

main reason for their migration. They wished to help those who remained, even if it was just 

with a "grain of sand." Even though they had many pressing demands in their new homes, they 

acknowledged that they were much better off than before and that the needs of the community 

were greater. But when pressed about the matter, less altruistic motives appeared. Many wanted 

to be able to return, either permanently or on visits, and not have the people make negative 

comments about them. Non-contributing migrants are not well received and do not participate in 

making decisions. These people are often referred to as having been born in El Rosario but no 

longer "belong" to the pueblo. They are no longer ''hijos del pueblo" (sons of the pueblo). Many 

migrants wish to eventually retire to El Rosario and pick up their lives where they had left off, 

and consequently the price of being outcast is too high. Even those who have no plans to return 

permanently are still concerned about public opinion about them. They want to be able to make 

short-terms without negative comments by neighbors. 

Education is definitively a strategy selectively employed by households in El Rosario. All 

recognize the importance of at least secondary school education in improving one's chances for a 

5Males usually predominate in leadership roles in the migrant village association. Contributing 
members, however, can be both males-married and unmarried-and unmarried females. Once a 
female marries, she ceases to participate politically or economically in the MV A. When 
questioned about their possible desire to have a more active role in the MV A, the married women 
respondoo, "Certainly not! We have enough to do raising our kids and taking care of our homes. 
What do we want with more work and headaches?" 
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good job in the migration context. Male offspring are especially encouraged to study through 

secondary school and beyond. Industry and government in Mexico City usually require a 

minimum of secondary school for many entry level jobs. After finishing their education in the 

Mixteca, almost all young males head for Mexico City. Though there exists a bias favoring the 

education of males, females are not openly discouraged. Household heads, however, do 

recognize the risk that their daughters will marry eventually and potential remittances from them 

may be cut off. One particular anecdote that Micaltepecanos find especially amusing is the case 

of the father that supported the cost of his daughter's education through the long years to become 

a bilingual school teacher in the state normal school. The day after graduation, the young woman 

married, her new husband forbade her to work, and her father saw no return on his costly 

investment. The incident became a case example for the village. 

While the tendency is to support male education, there are many cases of unmarried 

women-school teachers and nurses-who have significantly and substantially aided their parents' 

efforts to get ahead. They have assisted their parents in the construction of houses, financing 

businesses, paying medical expenses, and supplying daily living needs. Marriage, however, 

usually modifies in serious ways the contract with parents. Males, who stand to inherit the most, 

usually continue to remit after marriage. Still, married daughters will remit to widowed mothers 

if no they have no brothers. In any case, increased education definitely leads to greater income 

for the sponsoring family, because it increases the migrant's chances of obtaining a higher paying 

job. 

Altruistic Motives: Migrant Topophilia 

While economic self-interest motives definitely form a major part of the framework that 

guides remittance behavior, perhaps it can be said that altruism is the glue that holds the 

framework together. The emotional bond created in youth through the process of growing up, 

tending goats, working the fields, playing with friends, and receiving religious instruction ties the 

migrant to his village of birth in a myriad of emotional and psychological ways. These are not all 
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necessarily positive bonds. Tuan (1974) has coined the neologism "topophilia" to include all of 

the human being's affective ties with the material environment. These emotional attachments 

vary greatly in intensity, subtlety, and mode of expression. While topophilia is important, it is 

not the strongest of human emotions. Still, feelings for the homeland can be intense. According 

to Tuan (1974:96-97), 

The small farmer's or peasant's attachment to land is deep. Nature is known 
through the need to gain a living .... The farmer's topophilia is compounded of 
this physical intimacy, of material dependence and the fact that the land is a 
repository of memory and sustains hope. Aesthetic appreciation is present but 
seldom articulated.6 

A villager usually knows his home territory inch-by-inch from having worked on it all 

his or her life. Hills, streams, fields, and even trees have specific names, they acquire histories, 

and take on special meaning through a mythizicing process. Mixtecs speak a shorthand code. By 

simply referring to a specific place name, villagers automatically understand the deep meanings 

and histories associated with it7. People become personally attached to "their" landscape. It may 

be considered sacred and profane at the same time. It is profane because it is a landscape that 

sometimes provides them with sustenance and other times withholds everything. It is sacred 

because it is inhabited by supernatural beings (tupas-dwarfs) who can bring poverty and 

sickness or bestow wealth and wholeness. 

As noted in Chapter Two, in EI Rosario one hill stands out predominantly from the rest. 

The people call it Yucudahua (The Hill that Flies). All sorts of legends surround the hill. It is 

considered "powerful" and "dangerous", the home of "hlpas" (elf-like creatures). Within its 

bowels all sorts of wonderful treasures and even entire communities are concealed. After 

60nce when the author had taken a group of farmers from EI Rosario to visit another village of 
the Mixteca Baja for a fiesta, one of them remarked, ''No es para nada, pero como que nuestra 
tierra tiene mas vista." (It's not toexagerate' but surely our land is much more picturesque.) 

7This is frustrating for outsiders, especially anthropologists, who may be unfamiliar with the 
cultural specifics of local geography. 



245 

harvest, a mass is held on the summit to give thanks to the Almighty. From that very peak was 

removed the ancient Mixtec stela that now stands in the center of town, the symbol of the 

village's power and source of community pride. As noted in Chapter Two, the stone is very 

important to both local residents and migrants and recognized as a source of power and a symbol 

of community identity. Only the rumor of its possible forced removal was enough to cause an 

uproar among the migrant community in Mexico City. Even though the hill has marginal value 

in economic terms, the village made sure that the 1980 purchase of La Laguna from Don Raul 

Mendiola included the hill Yucudaba in La Tercera Compra. Local residents and migrants firmly 

believe that Yucudaba and the stone provide a certain "protection" to the community ensuring its 

progress and well-being. 

The attachment of the people of El Rosario to the stela is intricately intertwined with the 

folk Catholicism that they practice. Tuan (1977) has made an important distinction between 

universal religions and local religions. While universal religions free people to roam the globe 

taking their faith with them, local religions bind them to a specific place on the earth. 

Specifically, Tuan states, 

"In religions that bind people firmly to place the gods appear to have the 
following characteristics in common. They have no power beyond the vicinity of 
their particular abodes; they reward and protect their own people but are 
harmful to strangers; they belong to a hierarchy of beings that extends from the 
living members of a family, with their graded authority, to ancestors and the 
spirits of dead heroes. Religions of this local type encourage in their devotees a 
strong sense of the past, of lineage and continuity in place. Ancestor worship lies 
at the core of the practice. Security is gained through this historical sense of 
continuity rather than by the light of eternal and timeless values as propounded 
in transcendental and universal religions." (1977:153) 

Micaltepecanos' faith in and devotion to the Virgen del Rosario reveal that their religion is a 

private experience, one that is nurtured tenderly by the interventions of their own personal god. 

Migrants flood back at fiesta time, coming as fervent pilgrims to adore the Virgen and to implore 

her for favors. They swell the ranks of the ritual processions and compete for the honor of 

dressing the Saint or sponsoring masses in her honor. A direct connection exists between the 
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migrants and the power of the divine images that reside in the temple. Consequently, a majority 

of community projects not only in EI Rosario but throughout the Mixteca center around repairing 

and adorning the church. Migrants are concerned about providing a worthy abode for their 

"santo" who has been so merciful to them as she has been to their ancestors. 

The cult of the dead also brings migrants back to the village. Their parents and other 

relatives lie buried in the "Campo Santo"-holy ground. Often some of their children will be buried 

there also. The remains of migrants who have suffered an untimely death are also returned for 

their final resting in the community of their birth. During the Days of the Dead, migrants return 

to attend to their ancestors by cleaning their graves, offering them food, and bringing them up to 

date on current events. The belief in the return of the dead brings about a return of the living and 

adds another added dimension to the emotional attachment of migrants to their homeland. The 

social contract that binds a migrant to his family may change with death, but it certainly does not 

end. In fact, many legends relate the dismal fate of villagers who have migrated and left their 

ancestors unattended. 

Other legends vividly depict the Mixtecs' perception and appreciation of the security of 

the home village over the perils of other regions. Dating to the times when men migrated to 

tropical regions in search of work, stories abound of men who, once working in these areas, have 

"joined up" with local women even though they have wives and families in their home village. 

These women often tum out to be bntjas (witches) with amazing powers. One of their powers is 

the control over men. When nostalgia strikes hard reminding the migrants of their families at 

home, the men attempt to leave. Once on the road home, they discover to their horror that the 

bnlja has magically removed their penis and testicles. The men return home emasculated. Only 

the curanderos (healers) of the home community can restore them to wholeness and therefore 

allow them to fully rejoin their families. In more recent times, Mexico City is often perceived as 

an ill place to live, unhealthy because of the environmental conditions, and physically dangerous 

due to crime. When illness overtakes a migrant, he or she invariably returns to El Rosario to seek 
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the aid of local curanderos rather than trusting medical doctors of Mexico City. These sentiments 

about the Mixteca are frequently culturally encoded in artistic forms of expression. 

Songs and verse also attest to the strong emotional attachment that migrants feel for the 

Mixtec homeland. La CanciOn Mixteca or the Song of the Mixteca, which has also become the song 

of sorrow for all Mexican migrants regardless of where they come from, expresses very 

poignantly the feelings that displaced Mixtecs have for the "Land of the Sun" during their long 

history of outmigration. The song is sung, sometimes in Mixtec, at different festive occasions in 

Mexico City and in the rural villages. The words describe their longing to return to the 

homeland: 

How far away I am from the 
land where I was born. 

Immense nostalgia invades 
my thoughts. 

To see me so alone and sad 
like a leaf in the wind. 

I feel like crying, 
I feel like dying, 
from sadness. 

Oh land of sun, 
I sigh to see you! 

And now how far away I feel 
without light and without love. 

In Mexico City, hardly a dry eye will remain after the song has been sung, for the song expresses 

the longing migrants have for ''belonging'' to their village. 

life histories graphically reflect a tragic history of economic and political exploitation as 

well as personal suffering. They describe the poverty the L"Ommunity has suffered and the heroic 

efforts of its people to overcome it. Individual migration stories overflow with intense accounts 

of adversities, afflictions, and loneliness which are triumphantly overcome through the successful 

and exuberant return home. While work at home is difficult, to migrate away from family and 

friends is "to suffer" even more. One person's history illustrates very clearly the favored 

perception of "home." 



Don Felix left MicaJtepec in 1962 with $1000.00 pesos and 
traveled to Empalme, Sonora to try his luck in the bracero 
lottery. The "coyote" (trafficker) cost him $370.00. Once in 
Empalme, however, don Felix did not make the first "cut" of 
braceros to enter the United States. He waited another six weeks 
hoping to make the list of braceros to get work permits. Luck 
was against him. Almost broke, don Felix headed for home. 
With only $20.00 pesos in his pocket, don Felix traveled over 
2,000 kilometers with virtually nothing to eat. The last 200 
kilometers he walked all the way. Some 25 years later, don Felix 
reflected on the final leg of his journey, "Pense que me iba a 
morir, pero cuando vi a mi pueblo desde el Cerro Verde sabIa 
que todo iba a estar bien. jNada mas de ver a mi pueblo, me dlo 
animo a caminar el resto!" (I thought I was going to die, but 
when I saw my pueblo from Cerro Verde I knew that everything 
was going to be all right. Just to see my pueblo gave me the 
strength to walk the rest of the way.) 

Migrants are very vocal in their expressions of commitment to El Rosario. At migrant 

village association meetings in Mexico, vast quantities of time are consumed by the zealous 

speeches of members. Often these speeches function to instill a similar motivation in younger, 
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more recently arrived migrants who may not share the older migrants conviction. How much of 

this social drama is true altruism for the community and how much is a concern for enhancing 

social prestige is difficult to assess, but the impression given is one of sincere devotion. A speech 

given by the founder of the migrant village association of El Rosario exemplifies this devotion: 

"Cuando yo estuve, 10 hice por mi pueblo, yo 10 hice-mas bien
por la religion que nos une a todos. Que bonito seria. Yo me 
acuerdo una vez cuando todavfa iban cuarto especiales. Se ve la 
union, se ve la fuerza, no, se ve la convidencia mas que nada, la 
camaraderia. no, companeros? Garo, ultimamente se fue 
decayendo poco a poco, pero eso envase a los representantes 
digo. yo 10, como dice mi compadre, los exhorto, no, yo los 
invito, no, de que tan bonito que se ve, no, este, de estar en 
alguna mesa de hablar que al rato nos digan ''Pues, cararnbas, 
que de donde vienes?" 

'When I WaS (in office), I did it for my pueblo, I did it-rather
for the religion that unites us all. How nice it would be. I 
remember once when four chartered buses used to go (to the 
village). You can see the union, you can see the strength, no, you 
can see the sharing more than anything, the camaraderie, no 
comrades? Of course, lately it has been decaying little by little. 
I, like my compadre says, I exhort you, no, I invite you, no?, that 



so nice it looks, that to serve on this board that soon others (from 
other villages) will say to us 'Where do you come from?'" 

Such displays of sentiment also occur at other social events such as weddings, baptisms, 
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confirmations, and any where else migrants gather together. The situation of El Rosario and its 

"progress" are invariably compared to other villages in the region. Great pride is taken in the 

accomplishments of the residents and migrants of El Rosario. 

Without a doubt, the behavior of people from El Rosario is complex. On one hand, it is 

constrained and limited by economic realities, but on the other hand it is stimulated and 

motivated by the dreams of the people. The historical and ecological circumstances of economic 

development have made a "self-sufficient"life based entirely in the Mixteca a "non-option." In 

spite of their massive displacement from the Mixtec homeland, however, these emigrants 

maintain close social and economic ties with family and friends as this dissertation has 

documented. As the previous section indicates, this is done out of a combination of self-interest 

and altruism that is best defined as a social contract binding the migration to home and family in 

implicit and explicit ways. The migrant fulfills his or her contract by contributing to the sending 

household or through participation in the migrant village association. The impacts of these 

individual and collective actions are generally positive, producing economic benefits to the rural 

household and village. 

The study of these self-determined "development" projects are of great interest for 

students of agricultural and community development for they indicate a process of collective 

ranking of household and community needs. The last chapter, Chapter Five, concludes the 

dissertation by reviewing the research findings and offering suggestions on how to incorporate 

them into development efforts of national and international development agencies. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

INTRODUCTION 

Farming communities of the Mixteca region are facing conditions similar to those 

confronting other rural villages throughout the developing world. Degraded environments, 

unfavorable governmental policies, declining agricultural prices, increasing costs of production, 

and spiraling population growth have placed small-scale farmers at a competitive disadvantage 

relative to capital intensive farmers who operate with greater economies of scale and optimal 

resources. Given these conditions, some small-scale farmers opt to diversify their economic 

activities into some sort of craft production to supplement their meager farm incomes (Cook 

1984). Another common response by many resource-limited farmers is to migrate in search of 

better returns on their labor. Consequently, many countries like Mexico are experiencing high 

rates of internal and international labor migration. The literature is replete with numerous 

srudies that strive to understand the process of labor mobility as well as return flows of capital. 

In spite of important advances in migration studies, serious deficiencies remain. 

One deficiency of previous studies of rural outmigration and the consequences of 

monetary remittances is the lack of historical depth. Most studies are based on synchronic rather 

than time series data. Therefore, little information is provided on the original economic 

conditions of the sending households. As a result, it is hard to measure the impacts of variable 

flows of remittances on households of different socioeconomic status. This dissertation has 

shown that the original resource endowment of the sending household is by far the strongest 

predictor how remittances will be utilized. In terms of agricultural development, better-off 

households prior to migration have been shown to be in a much better position to invest 

remittances in improving farming. Other households, in less advantageous positions, find 

themselves expending scarce income for more immediate needs such as daily consumption or 
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improved housing. This strong relationship between the socioeconomic status of a household 

and the spending pattern of remittances has important implications for governmental and 

international development policies that strive to stimulate increased agricultural production in 

the traditional sector. This chapter reviews the findings from the dissertation and makes 

recommendations on their policy implications. 

FACTORS AFFECTING HOUSEHOLD REMI'IT ANCE EXPENDITURES 

The image that seems to emerge from the study of the impacts of remittances on the local 

agricultural economy is the following: in general, the economic conditions of rural villages 

improve, that is the economic pie expands due to the influx of capital remitted by migrants. As 

the economic pie expands, a majority of households receive a larger piece of the pie (i.e. more 

economic goods) than what they had before. In other words, their individual household 

economies expand. However, relative to better-off households, some households may receive 

proportionally less. (See Figure 5.1 for an illustration of this concept.) That is, most households 

are better off when compared to their original condition prior to the outrnigration of some 

member, but originally better-off households tend to improve their conditions much more 

rapidly than-and at the partial expense of-initially less well-off households. They do this by 

their financial ability to buy up land and other resources from households, usually headed by 

single females or childless couples, who for whatever crisis are obliged to sell. The result is an 

increase in the concentration of productive resources among fewer households. These 

consequences are very consistent with the predictions of the Griffin (1976) model as well as those 

of some historical-structuralist models (Goodman and Redcliff 1981; Kearney 1986). 

While the two contrasting models utilize different terminology and theoretical 

constructions, the phenomenon that they are striving to explain is the same. Certain moral 

judgments are implicit in both models. Griffin's model predicts greater productivity resulting 

from land consolidation (good). The historical-structural model predicts increased social 

stratification (bad). Utilizing concepts of the competing firm, Griffin predicts that less 
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competitive farming households will move out of the sector. Historical structuralists criticize this 

tendency as causing an inequitable distribution of resources among farmers. Finally, neoclassical 

models such as Griffin's almost seem to imply that rural out-migration, the result of individual 

choices, is the most appropriate form of redistributing labor within the economy. Historical-

structuralists, on the other hand, almost universally condemn rural out-migration as an 

orchestrated phenomenon, manipulated by coercive powers that control both the political and 

economic apparatus of a country. The evidence from El Rosario does not resolve the moral issues 

involved, but it does indicate suggest that the impacts of out-migration and remittances need to 

be evaluated on a case-by-case or region-by-region basis to determine their true nature. 

Figure 5.1: Expansion of Local Agricultural Economy due to RemiHances. 

Time 
2 

The main impact of out-migration from EI Rosario is that there fewer active farmers 

today than twenty years ago when people began leaving in search of jobs in Mexico City. Much 

land, mostly marginal hilly plots, have gone out of production. Remaining farmers have 

rationally preferred to concentrate their efforts on the most productive dryland fields and the few 

irrigated plots. Consistent with the predictions of the Griffin model, there has been a gradual 

process of land consolidation. Farmers migrated to Mexico City or elsewhere have left there 
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good land sharecropped out to family members, compadres, or friends. While this is not legally 

permanent, there are indications of an incipient transfer of land from migrants to resident 

farmers. As the first generation of migrated farmers ages and if there are no sons interested in 

taking over the homestead back in the village, the owner may be interested in selling off his 

holdings to establish a type of a retirement fund. There are at least two cases of this in EI Rosario 

and more are anticipated. The process is slow, however, due to the strong cultural value placed 

on land ownership as well as the economic security it provides. The strong ideology of return 

also makes migrants hesitate before considering to "cash in" their rural properties. 

The data from EI Rosario show no increase in the average productivity of land or labor as 

predicted in the Griffin model. This is most likely due, however, to the physical limitations of 

dryland agriculture. Had it been possible to extract out the productivity of agriculture on 

irrigated fields only, most likely there would have been evidence of out-migration and the 

investment of remittances as having a positive impact. Further consideration indicates that 

besides the purchase of some agrochemicals, few technological innovations have occurred. 

Mechanized equipment is still expensive relative to potential returns and in reality ill suited to 

the small irrigated fields. As more farmers move out and migrants begin to sell their land, there 

is a possibility of consolidation of the productive irrigated fields. Under these drcumstances, 

tractors or other sorts of equipment might be suitable and profitable. The major investment of 

remittances in equipment is the purchase of trucks that have multi-use functions. Not only do 

they serve for agriculture, but they can produce income by hauling other people and their 

produce. Other elements of the Griffin model can be evaluated as well. 

With rural out-migration, according to Griffin, the budget line of households does shift 

outward. In other words, the economic conditions improve for all households with migrants. 

The household data from EI Rosario Micaltepec clearly supports this contention. All households, 

regardless of original socioeconomic status, have definitely bettered themselves through the 

departure of some member who has sought employment outside the local economy. The 
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important question for this dissertation is, however, what are the impacts of remittances on the 

farming activities of the households. BOhning (1975) had argued that remittances would have 

uniformly "negative" consequences for farming, because farmers would become dependent on 

outside income and would prefer such welfare to hard work. Griffin (1976) counterargues that it 

is an empirical question of household preferences to define the conditions that will affect whether 

a fanning household will increase or decrease "agricultural production. This dissertation had as 

its prindpal objective to identify the variables that influence most strongly a household's 

preference for expenditure of remittances in agriculture. 

As noted briefly in the introduction to this chapter, the household survey data analyzed 

in this dissertation indicate that the most important variable affecting the investment of 

remittances in agriculture is the original resource endowment of the sending household. 

Households possessing better agricultural lands prior to migration were in a better position to 

invest monies received from migrated members in improved technology and additional 

purchases of productive resources. Less well-off households prior to migration tended to spend 

the majority of remittances on immediate consumptive needs or for improving living conditions, 

such as housing. Even with a high volume of remittance flows, basic needs among resource

limited households were so outstanding that little was left for the acquisition of additional 

productive resources in agriculture. 

On the other hand, remittances to households of all socio-economic statuses did flow into 

other income generating activities such as the establishment of small stores. These seem to have 

little income generating potential, however, since the village could become quickly saturated with 

one-room enterprises all selling the same merchandise. The first store established, owned by Don 

Ruben paz and financed through contributions of his sons in Mexico City, has a competitive 

advantage by having established an indebted clientele and having secured distributor rights to 

certain basic and highly desired consumer goods. Stores established later are left to sell generic 

goods at slightly higher prices since they must buy retail in the regional centers. 
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As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, low-income households without 

migrants, or without coni:ributing migrants, are at the greatest economic risk, especially at times 

of crisis. These households are typically elderly headed households without offspring or young

headed households without migrants yet. They are often obligated to sell off land and animals to 

cover unexpected expenses, such as illness of a family member. Those households in the best 

position to acquire these resources are the better-off households with significant remittance flows, 

since they have more disposable income and can offer better prices. The long-term result since 

the beginning of permanent out-migration has been an increase in socio-economic stratification in 

the community as predicted by the historical-structuralist model, even though a majority of the 

households ru:g better off now than ever before. The original distribution of productive resources 

that gave a competitive advantage to certain households was shown to be the result certain 

historical processes that shaped the agrarian reform process. 

The agrarian reform process in EI Rosario Micaltepec was not equitable. As Chapter 

Three documents, political leaders of the small community consistently acquired the most 

productive lands during the course of the three major land purchases from the former 

landowners. Even though the descendants of these fortunate few defend their circumstances by 

stating that their ancestors "suffered" on behalf of the village and therefore they deserved 

compensation, a majority of villagers express dissatisfaction with the distribution process in an 

emotional mixture of condemnation and envy. In fact, inequitable land distribution has been a 

source of conflict throughout the years. This inequality has increased because these six or seven 

households that were able to acquire better resources during the original land distribution 

process are precisely those that have been able to take optimal advantage of migrant remittances 

to increase their production possibilities. Consequently, these better-off households have been 

able to increase their holdings at the expense of less fortunate neighbors. While original resource 

endowment is the primary causal variable, other factors are also important in determining 

expenditures of remittances. 
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The second most important factor for remittance use is total household size. This affects 

both the agricultural potential of the farming enterprise but also may determine the flow of 

remittances, the third important variable. The statistical analysis showed significant difference in 

total household size and labor available between the two groups of households that were 

compared. There also was a significant relationship between total household size and current 

economic status. Intuitively, it is possible to propose that larger families with initially better 

resource endowments will have more labor to work in farming and more migrants to send into 

the outside work force. Either way, the household will be able to maximize income flows much 

better than households with poorer resources, smaller labor pools, and fewer potential migrants. 

Culturally, there is still a strong desire among Mexican farmers to have large families precisely 

for the reasons stated above. Some offspring can work on the farm and others can migrate 

(Arizpe 1981a). 

The third and final significant variable affecting remittance use is the total amount of 

remittances. The flow of remittances to the sending households is both a function of the relative 

success of the migration experience and the social contract that exists between the sending 

household and the migrant. Migration success depends on education, employment 

opportunities, and personal contacts. Migrants from El Rosario who have acquired "successful" 

jobs are those who are well-educated, who migrated at a time the economy of Mexico City was 

rapidly expanding, and who, though their life experiences, had personal contacts that introduced 

and recommended them to people responsible for hiring. Many migrants got their jobs through 

the support of padrinos who had friends or relatives in different governmental agencies. Once in 

place, many were able to ''bring on board" brothers and sisters which also increased the flow of 

money to the same or closely related household. Other migrants, lacking formal education and 

the necessary contacts, usually found menial jobs at minimum wage. As a result, remittance 

flows tended to be less from them to their families at home which, in tum, restricted the ability 
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for agricultural invesbnent. Equally important in determining remittance flows, however, is the 

social relation of expectations that exists between the migrant and the sending households. 

Migrants remit to the sending household primarily based on the amount of their 

earnings, but other factors such as a culturally-defined "social contract" can strongly influence 

remittance behavior. Chapter Three distinguished between altruistic and self-interest motives 

that can define the terms of the contract. Obviously, those migrants that stand the chance to 

in..'lerit the most or who have invesbnents in the home community will be most active in the 

monetary support of their sending household. In the case of EI Rosario, these tend to be male 

offspring. Culturally-defined social contracts also contain the terms for their abrogation. In the 

Mixteca, marriage usually terminates the female offspring's obligation to support the household 

of orientation. Males may continue to remit. Consequently, invesbnents (such as education) in 

female offspring tend to be minimal, since remittances are expected to end upon marriage. 

However, there are important exceptions, especially in the case of widowed parents without local 

support. Both sons and daughters, whether married or not, will contribute to the welfare of the 

parent. The altruistic components of the contract include those emotional elements such as 

affection, nostalgia, and trust. These interact with self-interest motives to create a complex set of 

factors that ultimately determine the timing and volume of contributions of migrants to their 

sending household. Such motivations are also crucial in defining the behavior of migrants' 

participation in the activities of the migrant village association. 

FACTORS AFFECTING COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES 

While the literature is replete with studies of migrant village associations, few address 

the important process of how villages arrive at a consensus to utilize migrant contributions. In 

general, decisions regarding the expenditures of remittances collected through migrant village 

associations are much harder to make than at the household level. In the household context, a 

few individuals decide how to spend the money received from a migrated member. These are 

usually the household heads and the migrant him or herself. At the community level, however, 
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the situation is much more complex and decision-making more complicated. Several factors can 

be identified from the data presented in this dissertation as contributing to the difficulties 

surrounding community projects-sponsored by migrant village associations-that would truly 

constitute economic development. These factors are: lack of trust, scale of undertaking and lack 

of adequate technology, and unequal distribution of benefits. 

Within farming households, the decision to invest in agriculture or some other business 

ventures can readily be made because it rather easy to estimate costs and potential profits. 

Migrants "invest" in their relatives' ability to manage a common venture and "trust" that an 

accurate accounting of the results will be given. Even in rural villages with the strongest feelings 

of community identity and solidarity, there is often lacking the same degree of confianza- (trust) 

that exists among family members. This is due in part to interfamilial discord over land 

distribution in the past, personal disagreements over any number of issues (including religion, 

politics, women, etc.), as well as long-standing efforts by the state or other political entities to 

divide the rural population against itself. The absence of mutual trust makes it difficult to decide 

upon projects that may be considered as truly fostering economic development. Few leaders are 

willing to risk the negative exposure that would result from the (mis)direction of a development 

project that could potentially fail or that would favor one particular interest group over another. 

Accusations of corruption are common throughout the Mixteca, even in the smallest villages. As 

well, migrants-who are usually younger and better educated-may not agree with the 

community priorities determined by the traditional village authority (Butterworth 1975; 

Butterworth and Chance 1981). Desires to help the home community may be stifled by 

uncompromising individuals who feel threatened by the new-found economic power of people 

who have left. The bottom line is that without implicit confidence in the village authority to 

properly administer contributed funds, few migrants would want to contribute their hard-earned 

income to a project with a dubious outcome. Likewise, villagers who have competing uses for 
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economically benefit their rivals. 
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Other factors affecting the hesitancy of communities to utilize MV A funds for economic 

development are the scale of operations and the level of technology required to implement a 

project. As this dissertation documents, the Mixteca region is beset with problems of rural 

poverty. Besides the manifest symptoms of poverty-malnutrition, inadequate education, poor 

housing, and lack of human services, there are a host of causes such as severe erosion, poor soils, 

widespread deforestation, scarce water supplies, inequitable access to resources, and insufficient 

governmental support. To combat successfully both the symptoms and the causes of their 

community's poverty, a MV A and the cooperating village authority need to have not only a 

strong unity of purpose and vision but must possess a level of capitalization and technology that 

usually is not available to such small groups. The scale of the problems is often so large that 

solutions of commensurate size are required to have any noticeable impact. For example, the lack 

of water for irrigation is a serious constraint facing many small-scale farmers in the Mixteca. If 

sufficient surface water is not available for all competing users, then either all farmers must suffer 

the shortage equally or some must be eliminated all together. Subsurface water may be the only 

source of additional water. Accessing it, however, is most likely beyond the financial and 

technological abilities of most communities and their MV As. Partnerships with governmental or 

international agencies may be a potential solution to this constraint. 

Finally, the factor that probably disrupts most efforts at community-directed economic 

development is the question of the final distribution of potential benefits of a project. In most 

rural villages in south central Mexico, and probably much of the developing world, productive 

resources are not equitably distributed to begin with. That is, farming households have unequal 

access to land and water resources usually due to the original distribution process as well as the 

management success of certain household heads. Regardless of the historical reasons for unequal 

access, any expansion of irrigation systems or attempts at erosion control or improvements in the 



260 

agricultural systems usually will not benefit everyone equally. True economic development 

projects, meaning those focused on increasing agricultural productivity, can be a source of 

conflict. In El Rosario, a small, fairly unified community, simple solutions to distribution have 

already caused problems. For example, when the Instituto Nacional Indigenista decided to 

replace the beds in the local boarding school, the old beds were given to the village. When the 

committee in charge of the boarding school distributed the beds among villagers, they tended to 

favor close friends, family, and compadres. Even though the beds were old and worn, the 

slighted households were very upset at being excluded and many have refused to give tequio for 

the maintenance of the school. A lack of common trust, unavailable technology and capital, and 

the problematic nature of benefits distribution, have led most MV As in the Mixteca region to 

focus on the two other type of community projects: Periodic Investment in Social Solidarity and 

Investments in Social Amenities. 

Periodic Investments in Social Solidarity and Investments in Social Amenities are closely 

related activities. The first "invests" funds in social events, such as fiestas, that may serve to 

reinforce community identity and social solidarity-a good valued by both villagers and migrants. 

The second activity invests funds in social amenities, such as parks, street lighting, and public 

buildings, that improve the living conditions in the home village and at the same time bring pride 

to all involved. Neither one, however, contributes to the development or reconstruction of the 

local agricultural economy. These investments do not generate economic growth beyond a 

certain stimulus to local merchants and possible employment of skilled laborers hired for a 

construction project. Their importance, however, cannot be measured in solely material terms. 

The need by migrants for a place to belong to, to be able to return to, and to contribute to, may be 

a basic human need that transcends all cultures (Tuan 1974, 1977). 

For the ethnic Mixtecs, at least, the homeland is culturally represented in song and legend 

as a sanctuary from the rigors of migration, a haven of refuge guaranteed to them by their 

birthright (Butterworth 1983; Cederstrom 1992). The physical absence of Mixtecs due to out-
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migration restricts their ability to contribute to the community through the traditional 

mechanisms of social service. It is no wonder that migrants participate so actively in MV A 

sponsored events and projects. Migrant village activities, such as fiesta sponsorship or 

reconstruction of the village church, offer migrants the opportunity to maintain their membership 

in the home community through financial contributions. Migrants can visit their home village 

periodically and feel a surge of pride at what their donations have accomplished, or when they 

finally return to retire after years of sojourn in exile they can pick up where they left off with their 

social position intact or even enhanced and their "social credit rating" with a positive balance 

(Pike 1985). The emotional attachment that Mixtecs feel for their home community and their 

willingness to part with significant portions of their hard-eamed income in order to "better" their 

villages requires academicians to reconsider conventional development models. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY 

Mexico, like many countries, faces an overwhelming need to increase agricultural 

production. Spiraling population growth and high rates of concurrent urbanization have created 

increased demands for foodstuffs. Mexico has not been able to keep pace. The country, in fact, 

has gone from a basic grain exporting country to a basic grain importing country in the last ten 

years, causing great concern among government planners and strategists (Barkin and Suarez 

1985). Part of this deficit is due to a switch from basic grain to industrial and vegetable export 

crop production in the commercial agricultural sector, but a major portion of the decline in 

output is due to the mass exodus of small-scale farmers from the rainfed agricultural areas of 

south central Mexico to the urban centers (Goodman and Redcliff 1981). The perceived role of the 

"traditional" sector in supplying foodstuffs to the expanding urban sector has changed from one 

government administration to the next and so, consequently, have farm support programs. The 

result has been much uncertainty among farmers. Some administrations have placed great 

importance on "peasant" agriculture, while otherS-including the current administration-have 
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tended to discount its actual and potential output as inconsequential. Development programs, 

consequently, tend to vary every six years with the philosophical orientation of the 

administration in power. Given this dissertation's findings on the role of migrant remittances in 

the agriculture of the Mixteca region, it is possible to address certain aspects of the important 

debate of "developing" or intensifying agricultural production in the small fann sector. 

As discussed in Chapter One, the debate surrounding Mexico's ability to feed itself 

centers on the nature of the small fann sector. Many developers (Yates 1981; COMMIT 1974) 

have assumed that the inadequacy of Mexico's overall agricultural system is due to the outmoded 

technology and land fragmentation of small-scale farming systems. According to this view, the 

"traditional" agriculture sector, under pressure from a rapidly expanding population and with its 

small fields and archaic technology cannot adapt efficiently to meet rising food demands. 

Consequently, many development programs have emphasized the extension of "new, advanced" 

agricultural technology (hybrid seeds, pesticides, fertilizers, machinery, etc.) with the hope of 

"modernizing" the traditional systems (Biggs 1972; Goodman and Redcliff 1981). In fact, the 

national program for rural development of the current Salinas government is based on such goals 

of technological modernization (Salinas de Gortari 1987). Others have argued that Mexico's 

agricultural dilemma results from a governmental policy that has invested scarce funds in the 

large-scale irrigated agriculture specializing in commercial export crops at the expense of the 

small fann sector (Toledo, et aI. 1981; Wionczek 1982). According to this view, instead of 

increasing Mexico's capacity to be self-sufficient in basic foodstuffs, these agricultural extension 

programs often have the reverse effect: the energy-intensive fanning systems that produce 

export crops make the country more dependent on the world economy for the purchase of inputs 

and the marketing of output (Miller 1982; Barkin and Suarez 1985). A few authors recommend 

the critical evaluation of the development potential of small farms in rainfed regions (Brush 1983; 

Toledo, et a!. 1981). 
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Fanning systems in the Mixteca region provide an excellent case study of the potential 

for intensifying the production of small-scale agriculture, because they typify the circumstances 

of facing resource-limited farmers throughout the developing world. For example, 

environmental conditions are harsh, water for irrigation is limited, productive resources are 

unequally distributed, and marketing is difficult. In spite of these constraints, farmers in the 

Mixteca region, like those in other rainfed regions of south-central Mexico, have developed 

technology and management strategies that tend to maximize the productive capacities of local 

resources while attempting to minimize risk. This evolutionary process of dy.1amic selection has 

tended to produce farming systems that contain a complex set of strategies to cope with natural 

hazards which place agriculture at risk. Specifically, elements of these fanning systems are: a) 

highly diverse collections of native and introduced crops and animals; b) extensive 

polycropping within single fields; c) indigenous and colonial tools, tillage practices, and 

technical knowledge; ~) use of several agroclimatic zones; 0 systems of reciprocal and non

market distribution of goods and services; g) varying mixes of individual and communal control 

of resources; and h) reciprocal exchange systems of labor and resources (Brush 1983; 

Frankenberger and Goldstein 1991). While these farming systems have endured the centuries, 

new pressures are challenging their sustainability. 

The durability of small-scale farming systems throughout the Mixteca attests to their 

adaptive success over the centuries. As Brush (1983) points out, however, the twentieth century 

is fundamentally different from the colonial environment under which these agricultural systems 

evolved. Three interrelated changes can be identified that are undermining the sustainability and 

productivity of the small farm sector in the Mixteca region. The major factor, as noted in Chapter 

Two, is rapid population growth which is resulting in serious land scarcities and placing strain 

on the agricultural system's productive capacity to produce for its own residents. Another factor 

is that the government, albeit latently, is expanding infrastructure development in the region. 

Roads, schools, health clinics, and improved marketing systems integrate the farmers of the 
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region with the fortunes of the national and international economy. Finally, with increased 

education and knowledge of the "outside" world, there are rising expectations of living standards. 

As this dissertation documents, manufactured goods, government services, and better housing 

are all high on the Mixteca farmer's hierarchy of needs. The responses to these pressures have 

important consequences for the long-term viability of small-scale farming systems. 

The overwhelming response to demographic pressures in the Mixteca has been massive 

outrnigration. Faced with declining yields due to attempts at intensified production without the 

means to replenish the soil, many farmers prefer to seek a better return on their labor in other 

economies whose fortunes are not directly correlated with those of the sending region. The 

consequences of labor outmigration are well documented. Less well understood are the impacts 

of remittances on the local agricultural economy. This dissertation has shown, however, that 

under certain conditions the influx of outside income to a farming household can have positive 

outcomes in terms of increased income. As Griffin (1976) has noted, a potential impact of 

remittances is the removal of capital constraints in the rural sector. For households with 

favorable resource endowments-good irrigated land, the flow of capital from a migrated 

member often results in a switch from traditional milpa cultivation to a more commercial crop 

such as tomatoes which has a strong regional demand. Not only do the remittances allow the 

households to have access to the required technology to grow tomatoes, but they act as crop 

insurance should the venture fail for whatever reason. The monies also permit the household to 

circumvent the labor bottlenecks that occur in most households at harvest time by timing 

maturation dates to not coincide with the milpa harvest and therefore hiring non-household labor 

at reduced wages. Households without such financial backing usually are not willing to accept 

the risk and lack the management expertise required for non-traditional crops. 

What, then, are the potentials for agricultural development in the Mixteca Baja region? 

Frankly speaking, there are relatively few possibilities in the dryland areas. Oimatic conditions 

make the rainfed production of traditional milpa crops uncertain at best, and weak market prices 

------ ---- --- ---- --- -
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act a further disincentive to small-scale farmers. Mexico's eventual entry into the North 

American Free Trade Agreement can only further depress prices. The long-term consequences of 

these unfavorable conditions is that dry land agriculture will eventually go out of business. There 

is already occurring an significant shrinkage since the late 1960s when "permanent" outmigration 

began from the region. The few remaining active farmers will most likely concentrate their 

efforts on the irrigated sector. 

Irrigated agriculture, if properly developed, does has the potential for meeting some of 

the local and regional demand for fresh vegetables. Many farmers are already adept at 

producing tomatoes, radishes, jicama, chiles, and other produce. Given market conditions, some 

households have been able to realize important profits. Some sophistication in targeting regional 

market windows is required to maximize profit margins. In addition, farmers engaging in cash

cropping need adequate transportation to get their product cheaply and quickly to market. 

Finally, effective pest control is a must if farmers are to reduce the risks of growing non-native 

cultivars in monocropping patterns. All requirements for successful cash-cropping necessitate 

access to capital. The potential role of remittances for those households in the right circumstances 

is great. Unfortunately in the Mixteca, few farm households are so fortunate. Other households 

will have to make a living in other activities. 

Another change in farming due to out-migration is an increase in animal holdings. 

Almost all households have increased their herd size due to the migration of a some member. 

Remittances are often invested in the purchase of young animals which then are raised to 

maturity at relatively no cost to the household. Goats can forage and are relatively easy to care 

for. They appreciate in value not only due to an increase in local demand, but migrants in Mexico 

City also purchase them for transport back to Mexico City. With cash remittances, there is a 

greater demand for animals to be butchered for festive occasions both in the village and in 

Mexico City. While all households have increased their total number animals, better-off 

households tend to purchase more higher-value animals such as oxen for traction. They then rent 
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out their services to their neighbors. A potential negative consequence of an increase in total herd 

sizes is the impact on the grazing system which is already overstressed and in many cased 

severely degraded. Additional erosion problems can be anticipated. 

The combined result of all these different tendencies is the potential for the creation of a 

retirement community-type of existence. A few successful fanners will be concentrated on the 

irrigated lands and the best of the dryland plots. The other residents will be either hobby or part

time fanners who grow a few subsistence crops but mainly are supported with remittances. 

What can or should the federal government do in these circumstances? Setting aside political 

considerations for a moment, should the government encourage this "inevitable" process of 

transformation, or try to stop it all together, or simply try to ease the pain for the unlucky ones? 

In terms of pure efficiency, the data from this dissertation suggest that scarce government 

funds would be best invested in those fanners optimally suited to utilize them most effectively. 

These would be the households with better initial resource endowments. In tenns of equity, 

however, such a policy would exclude the majority of residents of the Mixteca region. As the 

data from EI Rosario documents, few farming families have access to adequate amounts of 

irrigated land. Even with credit programs, new technologies, and extension support, the 

possibilities for intensifying production on their rainfed plots are almost non-existent. With so 

many pressing demands on the national coffers, the federal government must seriously weigh the 

costs and benefits of each potential investments of their funds. Unfortunately, dryland 

agriculture in the Mixteca does not currently offer a good opportunity in the short-run. Like so 

many complex problems facing the development world, there are no simple answers or solutions 

only concerns about efficient yet equitable development. 
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