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No quiere llover, pero ni modo. Asi es la cosa. No qui ere 
llover y no vale llorar. 

It doesn't want to rain, but that's all right. That's the 
way it is. It doesn't want to rain and its not worth crying 
about. 

--Cucurpe farmer 
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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is an ethnography of resource control in 

the municipio of Cucurpe, Sonora, Mexico. The municipio itself covers 

1,788 square kilometers of rugged, semi-aric terrain bisected by 

the San Miguel river and its tributaries. Less than one percent 

of the land is cultivated, the rest devoted to livestock raising, 

primarily cattle. Most Cucurpe households make their living as both 

ranchers and farmers. The control of land and water therefore becomes 

a vitally important political and economic issue. 

Twenty-one percent of the municipio is controlled by three 

peasant corporate communities--the comunidades of Cucurpe and San 

Javier, and the ejido 6 de Enero. The rest of the land belongs to 

private l'auchel's, many of whom are wealthy and reside outside the 

municipio. The dissertation focuses upon the history, structure 

and functions of the Cucurpe comunidad, the largest and most powerful 

of the three institutions, describing its role in past and present 

politics of resource control. 

Considerable economic inequality exists among Cucurpe house

holds, not only among private ranchers and peasants, but among peasant 

households themselves. The range of economic inequality is ascertained, 

and conclusions about the relationships between inequality and the 

politics of resource control are drawn. It is argued that Cucurpe 

is composed of at least four different classes. These classes conflict 

and compete over two major issues: the control of grazing and arable 
xvi 



land. Most households belonging to the corporate communities unite 

in opposition to private ranchers when their access to corporate 

rangeland is threatened. They battle each other over the status 

of arable land. Those with land consider it a private resource. 

Those without land contend it belongs to the corporate communities 

themselves, a position supported by federal agrarian reform law. 

Such conflict seriously threatens the stability of these peasant 

organizations. 

xvii 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

According to legend, the name Cucurpe means "Where the Dove 

Calls"--Donde Canta La Paloma--in the language of the Opata Indians. 

If you get up early enough on a summer morning, before the tractors 

and pickups and diesel pumps break the ancient riparian spell, you 

realize that the name is not just a forgotten Indian's poetic flight 

of fancy. As you walk along the mesas bordering the R~o San Miguel, 

the sound of the floodplain begins to seep into you: a soft, constant 

murmur of doves. You hear them in the cottonwoods and willows. 

You see them flying across the patchwork fields. Whitewings, mourning 

doves, their riverine plainsong older than the Opatas, older than 

the Spaniards, far older than the farmers and their families lighting 

wood stoves and drinking their strong black coffee below. More than 

three hundred years ago, when the Jesuits first established a mission 

in Cucurpe, the floodplain must have sounded much the same. And 

if the Cucurpenos ever leave, the doves will remain, nesting in remnant 

fencerows, calling from the mesquite bosques (forests) as the trees 

reclaim the abandoned fields. 

This is not a study of doves, however, but of the people 

who hear them and take them for granted as they try to make a living 

from a hard land. To those of us who have grown up in the urban 

centers sprawling across the Greater Southwest, a place like Cucurpe 

1 



offers us a vision of an idyllic past. But if we bother to go beyond 

the vision, if that vision deepens into a good, hard look, we see 

a life predicated on struggle, not pastoral harmony. Struggle to 

raise crops when the rains do not come or the floods wash away your 

topsoil; struggle to keep your cattle from turning into gaunt, emaciat

ed ghosts; struggle to prevent your neighbor from diverting your 

water or fencing your pasture or stealing your land. The struggle 

is rarely violent. It certainly cannot be called revolutionary. 

It is interspersed with laughter and kindness and cooperation. But 

the impressions of rural tranquility fostered by romantics from Rousseau 

to Redfield break down into a series of harder, clearer images: 

a dead-tired farmer slumped in his chair after finding out the govern

ment wells have failed; an angry quarrel over irrigation water on 

a bone-dry April afternoon; a long, hot, bitter meeting to decide 

whether or not to take away the land of a woman whose father fled 

Bolshevik Russia so his daughter could battle "Bolshevikis" of her 

own. 

Research Design 

The following dissertation is an attempt to record some of 

the patterns of that struggle--a struggle for and with the land. 

What I have tried to do is to write an ethnography of resource control, 

to describe what resources are important, and to discuss how they 

are utilized, distributed and regulated. In particular, I wanted 

to examine the role a peasant corporate community plays in an agrarian 

society characterized by economic inequality and political cOI,flict 
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for scarce, necessary resources such as land and water. I chose 

the municipio (county) of Cucurpe because it has a history of agrarian 

conflict, conflict exacerbated in recent years by the reconfirmation 

of two peasant corporations--the comunidades of Cucurpe and San 

Javier--and the establishment of an entirely new one, the EjidJ'L.~ 

de Enero. Cucurpe is not an isolated "little community." On ttle 

contrary, it is a bitterly contested arena where private ranchers, 

peasant rancher-farmers and landless laborers battle the environment 

and each other for the land and water they need. As such, it repre-

sents an excellent area in which to study the relationships between 

economic inequality, agrarian conflict and the peasant corporate 

control of scarce resources. 

Before going any further, however, it is necessary to define 

a few basic terms. "Peasant" is a notoriously difficult word to 

render precise. Anthropologists have made a number of attempts to 

come up with certain universal characteristics of the world's peasantries, 

but most of these efforts have resulted in hopelessly tortured typolo-

gies and terminologies (Dalton 1971). The most reasonable definition 

I have encountered is that of Bennett (1969:317): 

If the term "peasant" means anything, it refers to agricul
turalists who for very long periods of time have had to cope 
with extreme shortages of capital, exploitative practices 
by landlords and governments that inhibit their opportunities, 
and weakly developed national economies. Over time, peasants 
learned that attempts to increase or rationalize production 
will fail, or subject them to additional risks and exploita
tion. Hence they developed customs that used the available 
resources in ways that provided a modest local existence, 
savings to cushion against the recurrent bad times, or devices 
that consumed economically productive resources for social 
rituals. 



The term "corporate community" is more limited in scope, 

and therefore somewhat easier to define. By "corporate community," 

I mean an organization of peasant households who control certain 

basic natural resources in common, in particular, land and water. 

In Mexico, there are two major types of federally chartered corporate 

communities, comunidades and ejidos. Comunidades are corporate com

munities which predate the Mexican Revolution and the Constitution 

4 

of 1917. Ejidos, on the other hand, may be entirely new peasant 

corporations. To receive "recognition and entitlement" as a comunidad, 

an organization of peasant households must be able to prove its tradition

al right to the resources it claims (Federal Law of Agrarian Reform 

1981:134). To become an ejido, a group of Mexican citizens merely 

has to meet certain qualifications established by the Federal Law 

of Agrarian Reform. Once comunidades and ejidos have been legally 

incorporated, they are governed by very similar sets of regulations 

(see Chapters 10 and 11). 

Although ejidos far outnumber comunidades in Mexico, the 

municipio of Cucurpe encompasses two comunidades and only one ejido 

within its boundaries. I focused most of my research on the Comunidad 

of Cucurpe because it is the largest and most powerful peasant oorpo

ration in the region. Nevertheless, my analysis of the comunidad 

is always carried out within the political, economic and demographic 

context of the entire muncipio itself. Every anthropologist has 

to draw boundaries in his field work. I drew mine at the municipal 

level since the municipio embraces a multi-class, agarian society 



with clearly defined legal and political parameters. The municipio 

of Cucurpe has historical continuity; it is possible, for example, 

to study the demographic dynamics of the local population through 

time because municipios are the basic units of the national census. 

Furthermore, the municipio of Cucurpe is also relatively self-con

tained; the majority of its population derjve their livelihoods from 

resources lying within municipal borders. If I were centering my 

attention on the regional elite, I would have to cast a wider net, 

because many members of the elite live outside Cucurpe and have busi

ness interests throughout Sonora. But since I am primarily interested 

in the peasant rancher-farmers of Cucurpe, I can limit my analysis 

somewhat. I can study the exploitation, distribution and regulation 

of resources within the municipio as long as I keep in mind that 

outside forces like the government and the regional elite play a 

vitally important role in that process. 

In order to answer some of the questions I had about the 

nature and functions of the Cucurpe comunidad, I formulated a series 

of five interrelated hypotheses to guide my research. 

1) The first hypothesis contends that the municipio of Cucurpe 
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is composed of three distinct economic classes: a) large, private 

landowners, b) small peasant rancher-farmers, and c) landless laborers. 

As the hypothesis suggests, such class differences, if they exist, 

are based upon differential access to, and control over, strategic 

natural resources in the municipio, primarily arable land, grazing 

land and irrigation ~~ter. Two alternate hypotheses can also be 
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formulated. Alternate Hypothesis 1-A states that there are no distinct 

economic classes or strata in Cucurpe. Alternate Hypothesis 1-B 

argues that the Cucurpe class system is more complex than the three

level model advanced above. 

2) The second hypothesis contends that the Cucurpe comunidad 

is composed of only one class in the regional multi-class system: 

the small rancher-farmers. According to Hypothesis 2, comunidad 

members must own or control a minimum amount of arable land in order 

to belong to the corporation and enjoy access to corporate resources 

such as grazing land. Alternate Hypothesis 2-A argues that comunidad 

members are not restricted to one class, but crosscut them. In partic

ular, landless laborers may belong to the comunidad. 

3) The third hypothesis asserts that the comunidad directly 

or indirectly controls the most important natural resources upon 

which the livelihoods of its members depend. It not only holds corpor

ate title to grazing lands, but also exercises a decisive measure 

of control over arable land and irrigation water. Furthermore, the 

comunidad enjoys jurisdiction over other natural resources such as 

wild plants, timber and mineral deposits located on comunidad land. 

Alternate Hypothesis 3 maintains that comunidad control over natural 

resources, especially arable land, is more limited. Comunidad members 

may own arable plots outright and be able to sell or rent them as 

they choose. Other institutions or individuals may control irrigation 

water, wild plants, timber or minerals. 



4) The fourth hypothesis contends that the comunidad plays an 

active, aggressive role in protecting and expanding the resources 
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of its members. It does so by restricting access to comunidad resources 

to members and members only, and by taking l~gal or extra-legal action 

to prevent non-members from exploiting or encroaching upon those 

resources. It may also attempt to expand its jurisdiction by securing 

government assistance for the intensification or diversification 

of existing corporate resources, or by gaining control over the re

sources of non-members. Alternate Hypothesis 4-A argues that the 

comunidad is strictly a defensive institution which serves to protect, 

but not expand, comunidad resources. Alternate Hypothesis 4-B main

tains that the comunidad is a passive, powerless organization which 

neither effectively protects or expands the resources of its members. 

5) The fifth and final hypothesis asserts that the comunidad 

is engaged in political and economic conflict with other institutions 

or individuals competing for the same resources. If the preceding 

four hypotheses are correct, then the comunidad contends with both 

large, private landowners and landless laborers. Given such a situ

ation, landless laborers may form their own organization in an attempt 

to gain control over resources held by the other two classes. They 

may also ally themselves with large, private landowners through patron

client relationships. Alternate HypotheSis 5-A maintains that the 

comunidad allies itself with landless laborers, either by allowing 

them access to comunidad membership, or by joining with them in politi

cal and economic competition against the large landowners. Alternate 



Hypothesis 5-B contends that there are no political or economic con-

flicts over resources within the municipio, or at least none that 

are class-based. 

Once again, I must define another important term: class. 

Class is one of those words which is used in many different ways, 

perhaps the most common of which is to designate broad levels of 

wealth and income within a society. All of us are familiar with 

the ubiquitous, and ambiguous, "upper-middle-Iower class" distinctions 

so often applied to Western industrial societies like the United 

States. I use the term in a much narrower sense, as it was employed 

by Marx (McClellan 1978; Shaw 1978; Coser 1971; Bendix and Lipset 

1953), and, to a lesser extent, by Weber (1953). Even though Marx 

based his theory of history on class struggle, he devoted little 

effort to defining the concept of class itself. Nevertheless, his 

ideas about class emerge clearly, if somewhat diffusely, from the 

rest of his writing. In Marx' view, classes are composed of those 

members of society who share the same relation to the "productive 

forces" (Shaw 1978). Shaw (1978:10) defines productive forces as: 

• those elements which are both basic and essential to 
the productive process, not in the wide sense of including 
all activities or factors which are necessary for society to 
carryon production, but in the narrower snese of the simple 
factors of the labor process--that is, those elements which 
analysis reveals as part of the immediate production process 
itself. 

In other words, the productive forces include "instruments 

of labor," such as machinery, beasts of burden, canals, and even 

the land itself; "objeots of labor," such as crops, livestock (which 
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can also be instruments of labor when they are used to produce other 

animals or animal products), timber or mineral wealth; and "labor 

power," the human capacity to produce something of value utilizing 

both instruments and objects (Shaw 1978:10-20). Within the municipio 

of Cucurpe, individuals who own large tracts of land are members 

of the same class insofar as they control the same instruments of 

production--arable and grazing land--and also employ the labor power 

of other individuals through wages. Landless laborers, on the other 

hand, constitute a class in the sense that they control only their 

own labor power. As Chapters 10 and 12 make clear, the class identity 

of the members of the peasant corporate communities is more complicat

ed, creating considerable tension within the organizations themselves. 

At this point, it is important to note a further distinction 

in Marx' concept of classes, that between "classes-in-themselves" 

and "classes-for-themselves" (McClellan 1978; Shaw 1978; Coser 1971; 

Bendix and Lipset 1953). Classes-in-themselves may share the same 

relation to important productive forces, but individuals within those 

classes are not conscious of the bonds between them and therefore 

are not organized to act in their own self-interest. Classes-for

themselves, on the other hand, are aware of their shared interests 

and are mobilized to protect and advance those interests. Marx dis

counted the revolutionary potential of the world's peasantries because 

he thought that the conditions of peasant life bred isolation and 

passivity, preventing the development of the class consciousness 

and solidarity necessary to achieve social change. In Cucurpe, 
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however, peasant rancher-farmers play an active role in agrarian 

politics, even though that role is largely limited to local issues 

of immediate concern. 
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Numerous investigators have examined the national class structure 

of the Mexican countryside (Stavenhagen 1969; Reyes Osorio et al. 

1974; Bartra 1976; Esteva 1980). Their analyses are penetrating 

for the national level, just as Wallerstein's (1974) exposition of 

the capitalist world-system with its core, semi-periphery and periphery 

is a provocative framework for studying international political and 

economic developments. However, such broad and general models of 

society need to be adapted or modified when they are applied to local 

social systems. Before ending this brief discussion of class, I 

must emphasize that my use of the term is limited to the municipio 

of Cucurpe. When I speak of classes, I am not talking about national 

or international classes within the world economy, but of groups 

of people struggling to control resources within Cucurpe itself. 

There are classes within classes, and every particular society has 

its own historical dynamics, as Marx himself reiterated again and 

again. If the concept of class is to be of analytical value to anthro

pologists, it must be employed with precision, firmly grounded in 

the political and economic realities of particular times and places. 

I have tried to provide such a ground for my analysis of the politics 

of resource control in Cucurpe. 



Organization of the Dissertation 

The following dissertation is organized into three major 

sections. Chapters 2 through 4 consist of introductory material. 
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The second chapter places the discussion of the peasant corporate 

community in theoretical and cross-cultural context. The third examines 

the municipio of Cucurpe in regional and historical perspective. 

The fourth describes the modern geography and demography of the municipio 

itself. 

The second major section explores how the scarce and necessary 

resources of Cucurpe's agrarian economy are exploited and distributed. 

Chapter 5 focuses upon agriculture and water-control. Chapter 6 

examines livestock raising. Chapter 7 briefly discusses the municipio's 

non-agrarian resources. 

The third section, the real core of the dissertation, analyzes 

the distribution of wealth on the household level among both municipal 

residents and members of the absentee elite. It then investigates 

the relationships between household wealth and the mobilization of 

resource control, particularly within the comunidad of Cucurpe. 

Chapter 8 describes the range of economic inequality within the mun

icipal agrarian society. Chapter 9 explores the perception of inequal

ity among Cucurpenos themselves. Chapters 10 and 11 examine the 

structure and functions of the Cucurpe comunidad. Chapter 12 summarizes 

the major themes of the dissertation~ discussing how local ecological 

constraints and external political and economic forces influence 

resource control within the municipio. 



In the process, there will be tables and statistics and all 

the other necessary trappings of social science. Nevertheless, I 
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hope that I have not completely reduced Cucurpe to a series of anthro

pological abstractions. Ideas are important, but we live in a world 

of real people, real rivers, real soil. Cucurpe is an example of 

a certain type of agrarian society, comparable as such to other similar 

societies across the world. But it is also the home of living, breath

ing, often quarreling individuals. It deserves to be understood 

on that level too. If the dissertation captures a little of the 

unique flavor and texture of Cucurpe as well as its statistical para

meters, it may be of humanistic as well as scientific value. At 

least it will have conveyed some of the sheer, simple, non-acad€~ic 

enjoyment I experienced living down there. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE PEASANT CORPORATE COMMUNITY: A CRITICAL REVIEW 

Throughout their history, peasants have adjusted themselves 

to a bewildering variety of physical, political and economic environ

ments. Devastated by war, decimated by famine, most have survived. 

Neither the whims of kings nor the impersonal workings of the market

place have been able to completely displace them. Hunter-gatherers 

and tribal horticulturalists may be disappearing, but the peasantries 

of the world endure. 

Perhaps their most important collective adaptation, and one 

which has character'ized them from colonial Mesoamerica to 19th century 

Russia, is the corporate control of scarce natural resources such 

as pasture, forest, water and arable land. Peasant corporations 

or communes dominated the rural lanQscape of much of Europe, Latin 

America and Asia prior to the penetration of capitalistic modes of 

production in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries (Bloch 1966; Blum 

1971; Gibson 1964; Rambo 1977; Skinner 1971; Vassberg 1979; Wallerstein 

1976; Wolf 1955, 1956, 1957). As late as the 1890s, village communes 

controlled over 90% of peasant land in Great Russia (Blum 1971). 

Even today, traditional peasant resource-controlling corporations 

survive in isolated areas of Mesoamerica (Reyes Osorio et ale 1974; 

Figueroa 1970; Stavenhagen 1969), Andean South America (Keatinge 

1973; Guillet 1981), Alpine Europe (Netting 1976, 1981) and Spain 
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(Freeman 1970). These corporations have even provided the pattern 

for the modern Mexican ejido, an institution which plays an essential 

role in the rural sector of that nation. 

14 

Despite their historical importance, however, these traditional 

peasant corporations--the Russian mir, the Spanish comun de vecinos 

and the Latin American comunidad, among others--rarely receive the 

historiographic or ethnological attention they deserve (Menegus Bornemann 

1980). Detailed case studies are few, theoretical syntheses even 

fewer. Within the anthropological literature, the most important 

theoretical formulation regarding peasant corporate control of scarce 

resources remains Eric Wolf's concept of the peasant corporate com

munity, elucidated in an influential series of articles published 

in the 1950s. 

In an article concerning types of Latin American peasantry, 

Wolf (1955) delineates ten general characteristics of the corporate 

community. These include psycholog~cal manifestations such as "defensive 

ignorance" and a "cult of poverty" as \1ell as structural variables 

like economic/ecological marginality, wealth redistribution and the 

corporate control of scarce, necessary resources, especially land. 

A later article comparing corporate communities in Mesoamerica and 

Java stresses the characteristic of closure: corporate communities 

not only exercise jurisdiction over important natural resources but 

also restrict access to those resources to members born into the 

community. By controlling these basic resources, by redistributing 

potential forms of wealth and by severely limiting immigration, 
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corporate communities maintain a precarious balance with the natural 

environment and with surrounding political and economic forces. 

Despite his later assertion that peasant society is not a "closed 

system or homeostatic machine" (Cole and Wolf 1974:20), Wolf's model 

is clearly an equilibrium one, predicated on the maintenance of economic 

equality and cultural homogeneity within the corporate community 

itself. According to Wolf (1955:456): 

The distinctive characteristic of the corporate peasant 
community is that it represents a bounded social system with 
clear-cut limits, in relation to both outsiders and insiders. 
It has structural identity over time. Seen from the outside, 
the community as a whole carries on a series of activities 
and upholds certain 'collective representations.' Seen from 
within, it defines the rights and duties of its members 
and prescribes large segments of their behavior. 

Nevertheless, Wolf clearly recognizes that the corporate 

community is a response to particular historical forces, not a uni-

versal stage along the folk-urban continuum. In both Mesoamerica 

and Central Java, Wolf calls the corporate community a "child of 

conquest" brought about by the subjugation of indigenous populations 

by the Spaniards and the Dutch. These communities do not reflect 

a more primitive stage of human communism, nor do they evolve in 

isolation. Instead, they represent the reaction of dominated peoples 

to certain specific types of political and economic pressure originat-

ing outside thei~ communities. 

Such pressures do not necessarily develop out of external 

conquest, as they did in Mesoamerica and Java. In Wolf's (1957:8) 

opinion, the crucial political and economic matrix for their birth 

is the "dualization of society into a dominant entrepreneurial sector 
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and a dominated sector of native peasants." Peasants can be oppressed 

as ruthlessly by their own rulers as by foreign ones. Corporate 

communities, whether they result from domination by domestic or alien 

elites, "respond to forces which lie within the larger society to 

which the community belongs rather than within the boundaries of 

the community itself" (Wolf 1957:7). 

Such a position, ~nunciated at a time when Redfield's notion 

of the "little community" sti11 held sway in anthropological peasant 

studies, focused much-needed attention on the asymmetrical relation-

ships between peasants and the powerful forces which in many respects 

control their lives. Few students of world peasantries today would 

deny that external political and economic factors significantly affect 

the structure of peasant societies. In fact, the post-Wallerstein 

pendulum may have swung too far in the opposite direction. As Taylor's 

(1981:781) trenchant footnote points out: 

Marxist anthropology's recent rediscovery of the political 
economy, though a necessary and indeed fruitful move in the 
disciplinary dialectic, seems to have engendered in some 
minds the belief that acknowledgment of a "world system" 
obviates all necessity for, or interest in, the study of the 
creative character of local social life. Indeed, it was 
implied at a recent maritime studies session of the Northeast 
Anthropological Association meeting that community studies 
were at best hopelessly misguided and at worst blatantly immoral. 

Wolf does not ignore or disdain the "creative character of 

local social life" like many of the modern Marxists. Nevertheless, 

his concept of the peasant corporate community suffers from a number 

of inherent limitations, including an overly centrist and schematic 

approach to peasant society itself. Part of the weakness of his 
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model stems from a confusion over what exactly he means by the term 

"community." His notion of the corporate community contains two 

distinct and not necessarily complementary components: (1) the corporate 

control of scarce resources vested in a community of members, and 

(2) the geographical community itself. Wolf implies that the resource-

controlling corporation is isomorphic with the settlement in which 

it is based. Of the four major research traditions in the sociological 

study of community identified by Effrat (1974), Wolf's approach falls 

under the rubric of the "compleat territorial community." According 

to Effrat (1974:5): 

The main assumption of most of the research of this type 
is that small towns, villages, etc., constitute communities 
that can be considered 'mini' social systems. In these 
places, everyone knows everyone else at least by sight, and 
social relations are informal. In other words, it is assumed 
that residents comprise a community that is a relatively 
self-contained social environment supplying its members with 
a wide range of services. 

In Wolf's view, corporate communities are spatially bounded 

institutions, or complexes of institutions, rather than diffuse net-

works of individual relationships. Economic, political and religious 

spheres are integrated within them; the belief systems and religious 

behavior of their members provide an ideological foundation for the 

corporate nature of the communities themselves. Economic inequality 

is virtually eliminated by means of redistributive mechanisms such 

as the Mesoamerican fiesta cargo system. Cultural homogeneity is 

maintained by restricting the inflow of both immigrants and informa-

tion. Corporate communities are cradle-to-grave arrangements which 

provide the institutional structure within which members make a living, 
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acquire security and prestige, and engage in their most intimate 

and important relationships, including, in many cases, marriage. 

In a mercifully rare descent into sociological doublespeak, Wolf 

calls these corporate communities "polyadic horizontal manystranded 

coalitions" (Wolf 1966:86). 

The tradition of the "compleat territorial community" has 

been sharply criticized by many sociologists. Stacey (1969) argues 

that the concept should be discarded in favor of that of the "local 

social system." According to her, such a notion does not presuppose 

that certain institutions exist in local situations, nor does it 

assume that local social systems encompass the totality of social 

relationships in which local populations engage. Moreover, she be-

lieves that it is important to avoid the ideologically loaded term 

"community," with all its implicit assumptions about the nature of 

human interaction--the Gemeinshaft--of small societies (Tonnies 1963). 

Nevertheless, she still sees great value in locally bounded studies 

of social process. 

Pahl (1968), on the other hand, dismisses the validity of 

the concept of community and the methodology of the community study 

altogether. In his opinion: 

Whether we call the process acting upon the local community 
'urbanization,' 'differentiation,' 'modernization,' 'mass 
SOCiety,' or whatever, it is clear that it is not so much 
communities that are acted upon as groups and individuals 
at particular places in the social structure. Any attempt 
to tie patterns of social relationships to specific 
geographical milieux is a singularly fruitless exercise. 
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Such criticisms are well-taken up to a point. "Community" 

in sociology has developed into a rather vague and amorphous cover 

term somewhat analogous to "culture" in anthropology. Attempts to 

rigorously define it have been almost as numerous and just as frustrat

ing. Hillery (1955:117), for example, uncovered 94 different definitions 

of community in the sociological literature, finally concluding that 

"all definitions deal with people. Beyond this common basis, there 

is no agreement." Critics of the community study are correct when 

they point out that social scientists cannot uncritically assume 

that a spatially bounded aggregate of people depend upon each other 

for the most important relationships of their lives. They may have 

far more vital economic, political and psychological ties with people 

or institutions outside the local area. The importance of local 

relationships must be empirically determined rather than taken for 

granted. Only in this fashion will comparable, quantitative data 

on community dynamics and intercommunity relationships be achieved. 

Nevertheless, Pahl and the other sociologists who have con

centrated their attention on modern industrial societies go too far 

when they completely disregard the notion of the "compleat territorial 

community" or the community study. In many rural areas of the world 

including Mesoamerica, Andean South America, Central Java, Alpine 

Europe and Spain, the local hamlet or village does seem to encompass 

the most important relationships of its inhabitants, or at least 

it did so in the recent past. People in these communities feed their 

families from local resources. Rates of village endogamy are often 



quite high. In some areas, geographical mobility is limited; immi

gration rates are low, and family lines persist in the same villages 

for centuries (Netting 1981). Reasonably "compleat territorial com

munities" clearly have existed for a long time in human history. 

The Swiss village of Torbel, for example, corresponds quite closely 

to Wolf's model of the peasant corporate community (Netting 1981). 
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Not all rural societies in which the peasant corporate control 

of scarce resources plays an important role manifest such a tight 

fit as Torbel, however. In a number of modern Latin American and 

Spanish villages, the resource-controlling corporations encompass 

only a particular segment of the population--the peasant farmers 

who control their own plots of arable land and share access to corpo

rately owned resources such as pasture, forest or irrigation water 

(Keatinge 1973; Lewis 1951; Freeman 1970). Their fellow villagers, 

on the other hand, may not possess the rights to utilize these corporate 

resources. Furthermore, they may belong to different classes or 

strata than the peasants themselves. Many rural communities include 

members of regional or even national elites. They also may support 

relatively large numbers of landless laborers. Within these stratified 

local societies politically significant levels of economic inequality 

exist. Wealth-levelling mechanisms, if they operate at all, may 

be restricted to the landed peasant class. And of course the histor

ical record reveals numerous examples of peasants exploiting each 

other in order to accumulate wealth and power (Flannery 1972; Taylor 

1972; Goldkind 1965; 1966). In some cases, opportunistic peasant 



leaders even manipulate corporate institutions to advance their own 

interests at the expense of others (Halperin 1977). 

For these reasons, it is imperative to analytically separate 

the concept of the peasant corporate control of scarce resources 
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from that of the "compleat territorial community." As it stands, 

Wolf's model is simply too limited to embrace all the peasant societies 

in which people share corporate access to land and water. It could 

be argued that Wolf meant to limit the term "corporate community," 

or at least "closed corporate community," to those villages like 

Torbel where the resource-controlling corporation does include most 

if not all adult members of the geographical community itself. How

ever, I believe such usage to be too restrictive of a very visible 

and valuable term. In my opinion, the term "corporate community" 

should be applied to the traditional resource-controlling corporation, 

regardless of whether or not it encompasses an entire local population. 

Such a definition corresponqs more closely with the term 

comunidad as it is employed in Latin American, and in particular, 

Mexican land tenure law. The comunidad indigena (Keatinge 1973), 

the comun de vecinos in Spain (Freeman 1970) and the comunidad in 

Mexico (Reyes Osorio 1974; Figueroa 1970) are legally defined, resource

controlling organizations, not geographical settlements. Usually 

composed of household heads who own or enjoy usufruct rights to individ

ual parcels of land, these organizations maintain corporate title 

to certain r.esources such as forests, grazing lands and irrigation 

water. They may exist within, and even help support, stratified 



rural societies, defending the interests of their members against 

neighbors as well as outsiders. As Keatinge (1973) -points out, per

ceived threats to a particular corporate community may originate 
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from below as well as above, from landless laborers as well as members 

of the rural oligarchy. The simplistic dichotomy between peasant 

and landlord, or peasant and government dignitary, masks a multitude 

of complex social and economic relationships among peasants themselves. 

Hierarchies exist within as well as outside of peasant societies. 

Definitional wrangles aside, the critical problem now is 

to determine for what reasons and under what conditions individual 

peasant households sacrifice a part of their autonomy to participate 

in these resource-controlling corporations. Corporate communities 

are certainly not "natural" or "primitive" associations of people. 

Instead, they are often highly regulated and formally chartered (Netting 

1976; Gibson 1964). The maintenance of these coroporations requires 

considerable effort and occasionally involves serious conflict. 

Peasants are notoriously individualistic, even when they take part 

in corporate endeavors (Lewis 1951; Foster 1967). As Adams (1962) 

observes, corporate control of resources and corporate work parties 

do not imply communality. Peasants work together and share access 

to scarce resources r.ot because they are committed to a communal 

ideal but because certain environmental, political or economic pres

sures force them to do so. 
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Wolf (1955, 1956, 1957, 1966) believes that peasants developed 

corporate communities as defensive responses to external conquest 

or domination by internal elites. As Adams (1962:428) notes: 

If we look more carefully at corporate communities, as they 
are defined by Wolf, we find that they are characterized by 
a defensive action to protect their members from a threat. 
Insofar as we can tell from ethnohistorical reconstruction, 
the communities come into being when they are in fact 
restricted or excluded from access to resources. This 
restriction usually involves a dominant population •••• 
The defensive posture of the corporate community commonly, 
but not always, concerns the protection of the community
held lands against encroachment. 

Defense against encroachment certainly seems to be one impor-

tant motivation for the creation of corporate communities, especially 

in areas where an indigenous landed population was conquered by an 

aggressive, expansionistic imperial power. Charles Gibson (1964) 

argues convincingly that in the Valley of Mexico, the political and 

economic forces unleashed by the destruction of the Aztec Empire 

at the hands of the Spaniards helped create the isolated Indian corpo-

rate communities which figure so prominently in Wolf's analysis. 

Spanish colonization of the region, especially in the 16th and 17th 

centuries, depended upon the successful reduction of the powers of 

the Aztec nobility. It also involved the formation of the Indian 

population into units of administration from which to extract labor 

and tribute. According to Gibson (1964:222): 

• • • one effect of encomienda and of other types of early 
Spanish control was to decentralize the imperial Aztec 
organization and to place emphasis on the separate town units 
of cabeceras and sujetos. • • • Service to encomenderos and 
corregidores and the construction of ecclesiastical buildings 
were town enterprises. The Spanish recipients of Indian labor 
depended upon town organizations. • • • 



After an initial period of trial and error, the Spaniards 

made the creation of nucleated Indian pueblos a cornerstone of their 

colonial program (Gibson 1964; Stanislawski 1947). In the densely 

settled areas of central and southern Mexico, they established the 
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policy of congregacion, under which Indian grops depopulated by epidemics 

of Old World diseases were amalgamated and settled in organized vil

lages (Gibson 1964). A similar policy called reduccion prevailed 

in many parts of northern Mexico. There, missionaries and civil 

officials attempted to concentrate dispersed and often nomadic groups 

of Indians into mission communities. Once these settlements were 

firmly established, Indian tribute could be collected, Indian labor 

apportioned under the repartimiento system, and Spanish-style civil 

government imposed. 

While these processes were occurring, the Spanish authorities 

also instituted a series of laws to protect the land base of these 

Indian communities from encroachment. In 1532, a royal cedula, or 

decree, from the King of Spain affirmed the rights of Indian commun

ities to arable land and pasturage. In 1573, another cedula stipulated 

that Indian towns were entitled to an ejido, or common grant of land, 

of one square or circular league. Laws promulgated in 1588 and 1598 

forbade all land grarts prejudicial to Indian communities. A 1713 

cedula reaffirmed this legal tradition, stating that, "Indian towns 

shall be given a site with sufficient water, arable lands, woodlands 

and access routes so they can cultivate their lands, plus an ejido 

of one league for the grazing of their cattle" (Taylor 1972:67). 
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By setting up royal safeguards to assure at least the partial autonomy 

of Indian towns, Spanish officials hoped to curb the power of aggres-

sive colonists and maintain economic and political control over her 

New World dominions. 

Despite these royal efforts, however, Indian communities 

in areas of intensive Spanish settlement such as the Valley of Mexico 

steadily lost land to their conquerors. Laws were subverted or ignored. 

Lands left vacant by declining Indian populations passed into the 

hands of Spanish ranchers or wheat farmers. The Spaniards had destroyed 

Indian government above the level of the local community, and local 

communities found themselves fighting a prolonged but losing battle 

against Spanish commercial interets, especially the great haciendas 

that developed in the 17th and 18th centuries (Wolf 1956; Givson 

1964). According to Gibson (1964:408): 

Each community confronted the hacienda as a separate entity. 
Law characteristically abetted the hacendado while it enacted 
meaningless rules concerning 500 and 600 vara measurements. 
Congregaci6n was seriously and sincerely interpreted as a 
program in the Indian interest. Traditional Indian resources 
were insufficient to meet a force of such magnitude and long 
duration. The Indian community could regroup, assign new or 
reduced tlalmilli plots, and continue to function. But not 
all its members made the same decision at the same time. 
Gobernadores sold land to haciendas or usurped them for 
themselves. Caciques might become hacendados. Maceguales 
joined the peones or fled to the city. 

The erosion of corporate communities in other areas of the 

world followed similar patterns. In Europe, corporate land-use patterns 

which had been carefully developed and defended by peasants since medieval 

times came under increasing attack in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries 

(Bloch 1966). As the European marketing structure became more sophisticated 
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and the concept of private property more enshrined in European jurispru-

dence, one corporate practice after another fell before the rise 

of agrarian capitalism. Communal grazing of the stubble fields after 

harvest was gradually abolished in many communities. Owners of meadows 

won exclusive rights to their second cutting of hay. Fields and 

even common grazing lands were enclosed. Concerning the demise of 

corporate communities throughout Europe at this time, Bloch (1966:189) 

wrote: 

The operating causes were everywhere the same: the trend 
towards the reintegration of the large estates; the increasing 
emphasis on production as a private undertaking, with an eye 
always on the market; and the crisis among the rural proletariat, 
painfully adjusting itself to an economic system based on 
money and exchange. The communities were no match for these 
forces; what is more, they were far from possessing that perfect 
inner coherence with which they are credited. 

Nevertheless, in iSulated and marginal areas of Latin America 

and Europe, some communities managed to resist the encroachment of 

the large private estates. In the Valley of Oaxaca, for example, 

William Taylor (1972) has documented that Indian communities retained 

control of much of the best arable and grazing land throughout the 

colonial period. During the first century of Spanish occupation, 

the Indians learned how to manipulate the Spanish legal system to 

their own advantage, winning a reputation for being "notoriously 

litigious" (Taylor 1972:82). Despite significant depopulation due 

to disease, Indians lost very little land due to intestate processes 

because they almost always made out formal wills. They also secured 

title to their lands by successfully claiming primitivo patrimonio, 

that is, ownership at time of conquest. Furthermore, Taylor argues 



that there is considerable evidence of at least the beginnings of 

private ownership among members of Indian communities. In contrast 

to the principle of community eminent domain which figures so promi-

nently in Wolf's model of the corporate community, Taylor (1972:75) 

points out that: 

An individual Indian in colonial Oaxaca had much more 
freedom in disposing his lands than the modern ejido tenure 
allows. Wills from the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries reveal that macehuales and principales distributed 
land at their personal discretion, implying at least an 
incipient form of private ownership. As well as to members 
of the nuclear family, lands were willed to cousins, 
uncles, nephews, in-laws, servants, the Church, and even 
non-relatives living outside the community. 
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Taylor's analysis implies that Indian land tenure in Mesoamerica 

was more complicated than Wolf's model suggests. The power of the 

community to exercise eminent domain over plots of land controlled 

by individual members apparently varied from community to community 

and region to region. Moreover, Taylor also challenges Wolf's con-

tention that Indians were only able·to retain control of marginal 

lands. According to Taylor (1972:197): 

Indian landholding in the Valley of Oaxaca contradicts the 
thesis that Indians retained land only in the isolated and 
mountainous reaches of the viceroyalty. This thesis assumes 
that the Indian was either completely passive or too weak 
to resist any Spaniard who took an active interest in 
ownership. In fact, Valley Indians were quite aggressive 
in defending their lands by litigation and by force, 
though other local studies may show they were not typical in 
this respect. Their aggressiveness helps explain the 
survival of their lands and institutions. 

This aggressiveness was directed not only against encroaching 

Spaniards--one Indian from Mitla mortgaged his belongings and sailed 

all the way to Spain to lay his petition before the King--but also 



against other Indian communities as well. Taylor notes that even 

in the 18th century, when haciendas were beginning to expand in the 

Valley of Oaxaca, most land disputes involved adversary Indian towns. 

Taylor's Oaxaca data clearly modify Wolf's model of the closed and 

defensive Mesoamerican corporate community in many respects. 
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Nevertheless, Taylor admits that Indian aggressiveness alone 

does not explain the survival of their communities. Instead, these 

communities endured in large measure because the nature of the Spanish 

conquest and colonization of Oaxaca differed considerably from areas 

like the Valley of Mexico. In contrast to their crushing defeat 

of the Aztecs, the Spaniards subjugated the Valley of Oaxaca with 

relatively little bloodshed or widespread social disruption. During 

the 1500s, few Spaniards permanently settled in the area, allowing 

the Indians a chance to familiarize themselves with the Spanish legal 

system and establish legal claims to their land. Although much of 

the Valley became part of the vast estate of Cortez and his heirs, 

the various Marqueses del Valle were more interested in Indian tribute 

than in working the land themselves. They therefore did not threaten 

the integrity of Indian communities. 

Furthermore, the early Spanish colonists in Oaxaca engaged 

primarily in mining and ranching rather than agriculture. They de

pended upon the Indians to supply them with food. In fact, the cabildo, 

or city counCil, of Antequera (Oaxaca City) encouraged the Indians 

to expand their holdings in order to meet Spanish demand for food

stuffs. In Taylor's (1972:198) words: 



The Spaniards' indifference to agriculture in sixteenth
century Oaxaca was essential to the special patterns of 
land tenure described in this study. In the Valleys of 
Mexico, Atlixco, and Cuernavaca, where many Spaniards 
settled early in the colonial period, the declining 
Indian population was unable to meet the demand for European 
grains. As a result, Spanish-owned wheat farms and 
sugar-cane fields developed earlier and on a larger scale 
than in Oaxaca. The earlier Spanish interest in land 
ownership near Mexico City inevitably meant a loss of 
first-rate land to Indian communities. 

Oaxacan communities, on the other hand, were able to preserve 

their land base because the Spaniards did not firmly establish them-

selves as agriculturalists in the Valley until later in the colonial 

period. By then, the Indians had had time to secure title to much 

of the area. Even when haciendas developed, they did not evolve 

into the massive, semi-feudal estates that characterized the Valley 

of Mexico or fUrther north. External dynamics still determined the 
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internal configurations of Indian communities in Oaxaca to a consider-

able degree. 

In many respects, then, the· Mesoamerican data seem to support 

Wolf's major thesis that corporate communities must be viewed primarily 

as the products of outside historical forces. In isolated or unattractive 

areas, these corporations may persist in the face of conquest and 

colonization. In areas where the elite settle in large numbers, 

however, peasant corporate land and water are often lost. Corporate 

communities only endure in regions which are marginal to the development 

of feudal or capitalistic large estates. 

Such a conclusion, although important, begs an equally important 

question, however: why cOI'porate communlties evolved in the first 
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place. Most peasants have been oppressed and exploited by their 

elites" Most peasants occupy subordinate positions in dualized soci-

eties. But not all peasants share access to corporate resources 

such as land and water. In late 19th and early 20th century Ireland, 

for example, peasant households controlled all the resources they 

needed to survive (Arensberg and Kimball 1940). Defense against 

exploitation and encroachment alone cannot explain the origin of 

corporate communities across the world. 

The first step towards answering this question lies in studying 

the internal dynamics of the peasant societies themselves, a research 

strategy that forces one to buck many of the prevailing intellectual 

trends. As noted earlier in the chapter, the flurry of scholarly 

activity touched off by Immanuel Wallerstein's analysis of the modern 

world system has tended to give traditional peasant studies a bad 

name. According to Wallerstein (1974:348): 

••• it is contended here that. most entities usually described 
as social systems--' tribes, , communities, nation-states--
are not in fact total systems. Indeed, on the contrary, we are 
arguing that the only real social systems are, on the one 
hand, those relatively small, highly autonomous subsistence 
economies not part of some regular tribute-demanding system 
and, on the other hand, world-systems. These latter are to 
be sure distinguished from the former because they are 
relatively large; that is, they are in common parlance 'worlds.' 
More precisely, however, they are defined by the fact that 
their self-contaj.nment as an economic-material entity is 
based on extensive division of labor and that they contain 
within them a multiplicity of cultures. 

Although Wallerstein, like Marx, is not responsible for the 

excesses of his followers, the bandwagon he set rolling threatens 

to obscure a uniquely anthropological contribution to the social 



sciences: the detailed analysis of small social units. As Nash 

(1981:408) points out: 

The advances made in our understanding of how countryside 
is linked to the city, urban centers and industries related 
to the nation, and sometimes directly to the world market, 
have come about as a result of decades of intensive case 
studies. We should not lose sight of these nor underestimate 
their value in the enthusiasm for a world system approach. 
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Anthropologists have been guilty at times of a certain myopia, 

overstressing the isolation and self-sufficiency of local communities. 

Nevertheless, the uncritical exponents of world system analysis fall 

into an even more dangerous intellectual trap, that of reducing local, 

regional and occasionally even national units to the status of passive 

pawns. Such an approach flies in the face of a century of anthropo10-

gica1 research regarding local systems. Even though these social 

systems may be politically and economically dominated by outside 

forces, they still exercise some measure of creativity in shaping 

their responses to these forces. In the words of Nash (1981:417): 

"The tendency to take the emergence and dominance of the capitalist 

system as a foregone conclusion, to assume passive acceptance by 

peripheral and semiperiphera1 regions to the imposed will of core 

nations can be corrected by methods and findings of ethnographers 

past and present." 

Peasant corporate communities appear to survive only in Wa11er-

stein's peripheral (highland South America and Mesoamerica) or semi-

peripheral (19th century RuSSia, Spain, Alpine Europe) regions of 

the world. Nevertheless, their existence is not determined by the 

division of labor created by the capitalist world system alone. 
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Netting (1976), for example, takes issue with Wolf's basic assumption 

that the corporate community is shaped primarily by external rather 

than local forces. He points out that the longstanding local autonomy 

of the Swiss village of Torbel "suggests that corporate features 

may be less oriented to resisting external domination and more closely 

related to environmental conditions and subsistence requirements" 

(Netting 1976:137). 

Other researchers in both Andean South America (Guillet 1981) 

and Europe, including Wolf himself (Cole and Wolf 1974; Blum 1971) 

note that local ecologj,cal and demographic factors played a determining 

role in the development of corporate communities. Throughout western 

and central Europe during the late middle ages, the ecological neces

sities of a mixed grain farming/pastoral economy, combined with increas

ing population pressure on a relatively fixed land base, led peasants 

to organize themselves into corporate communities. These corporate 

communities regulated the internal use of communal pasture, forest, 

water and even arable land to insure that every household within 

the community had access to the necessary spectrum of resource~ upon 

which their agropastoralist economy depended. The corporations also 

restricted outSiders, including other peasant corporations and landless 

laborers, from exploiting corporate resources in order to maintain 

the fragile man/land ratios which represented the difference between 

sustained yield and environmental degradation. 

By the 16th century, peasant corporate communities were already 

losing many of their ancient privileges and perogatives in western 
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Europe and Spain (Vassberg 1979; Bloch 1966). Feudal and later capi-

talist estates gradually encroached upon the land of these corporations 

and eventually destroyed them. But in highland areas of Europe, 

the ecological limitations of mountain agriculture prevented the 

great estates from taking root. As Wolf and his colleague John Cole 

note: 

The ecology of mountain agriculture in high valleys did 
not favor the establishment of large, manorial estates 
worked by serf labor. Not only was the productivity of 
the land low, but the topography of the valleys is such 
that it is rarely possible to establish a compact mass 
of contiguous parcels of cultivated land. It would 
therefore have been difficult to provide the close 
operational supervision such estates require. • •• More
over, most of the newly settled valleys and plateaus 
did not contain within their confines sufficient land 
to support enough households to make up an adequate 
domain. The total rents to be derived from a single 
high valley were rarely sufficient to. support its own 
nobleman. • • • Low productivity, a dispersed settlement 
pattern, restricted size, and remote location all 
contributed to the erosion of feudal patterns of 
managerial supervision in favor of peasant management 
(Cole and Wolf 1974:71-72). 

The decline of feudalism in Alpine Europe was accompanied by political 

centralization, particularly in the Tyrol, which became an early 

and important part of the Austrian Hapsburgs Empire. The Counts 

of Tyrol and later the Hapsburgs encouraged peasant autonomy in their 

efforts to curtail the power of the nobles. In this sense, they 

functioned in a similar manner as the Spanish central government 

in Mesoamerica, which sporadically tried to preserve the integrity 

of Indian communities against the encroachments of the hacendados 

(Gibson 1964). 



Nevertheless, it is clear that the ecological marginality 

of the mountain valleys provided perhaps the greatest defense against 

either feudal or capitalist domination. Alpine corporate communities 

were allowed to develop and survive because their resources held 

little attraction for the feudal nobility. Later, when other areas 

of Europe were moving from feudal to capitalistic economies, the 

ecological marginality of Alpine Europe was reinforced by economic 

and political marginality as well. Even though the Tyrol experienced 

a mining boom in the 15th and 16th centuries, the boom eventually 

collapsed and the area became once again a backwater of small peasant 

holdings. Major trade routes bypassed most of the mountain valleys, 

so strong markets which might have encouraged capitalist methods 

of production did not develop. Furthermore, the sparse r-esources 
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of these regions did not attract outside capital. Defense against 

external encroachment played a role in the evolution of corporate 

communities in Alpine Europe, but this role seemed to grow increasingly 

minor. Defensiveness alone canot explain the persistence of these 

communities into modern times. 

Netting (1972, 1976, 1981) contends that demographic pressure 

and the limitations of the alpine environment shaped the structure 

of these communities to a greater extent than external political 

or economic forces. In Torbel, the two major ecological factors 

which influenced patterns of land tenure and resource control were 

altitudinal zonation, and, surprisingly enough, aridity. The agro

pastoralist economy of the community required every viable household 
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to have access to a full spectrum of altitudinally determined resources. 

These resources ranged from grain fields and meadows in the 900 to 

1950 meter (m) zone, to forest and alp (high mountain) summer grazing 

lands found at altitudes of 1950 to 2400 m. Irrigation of crops 

was a necessity due to the low rainfall (50-60 centimeters a year) 

resulting from the rain shadow effect of the SWiss alps. Netting 

(1976) argues that the complex but remarkably stable mixture of indi

vidual and communal tenure characterizing Torbel represented the 

most efficient use of the scarce and necessary resources available 

to the community. 

According to Netting (1976), resources which could be effec

tively utilized in small, fixed amounts, and whose use could be inten

sified to produce greater yields, were controlled by individual house

holds. Resources whose value of production per unit area, frequency 

and dependency of use and yield, and possibilities of improvement 

and intensification were low belonged to the corporate community. 

Individual tenure therefore characterized lower altitude meadows, 

grain fields and vineyards. Communal tenure prevailed on alp, forest 

and wasteland. 

Communal tenure and corporate restrictions also helped conserve 

renewable resources by preventing overgrazing of the alp and the 

overcutting and consequent erosion in the forest. Such measures 

served to stabilize the agrarian ecosystem. Moreover, communal tenure 

on the alp provided the most efficient use of alp resources and com

munity labor. Since forage was sparse and dispersed, livestock required 



access to the entire area. Individual alp pastures would not have 

supported household herds year after year. Furthermore, livestock 

owners could hire a herder to look after everyone's animals instead 
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of tying up household members at a time of peak production. In Torbel, 

individual households accepted communal tenure when and only when 

communal tenure represented the most stable and efficient use of 

labor and land. 

The closure of the community to outsiders, formalized in 

a written charter as early as the 15th century, constituted a corporate 

response to population pressure which threatened to upset the intricate 

pattern of mountain husbandry. Viable households required a certain 

amount of acreage in grain fields and meadow as well as access to 

alp and forest to survive. Cole and Wolf (1974) estimate that in 

the two Tyrolean villages they studied, approximately six hectares 

(ha) of cultivated land were needed for food and forage. Increasing 

numbers of households and a progres~ive fragmentation of the land 

base placed great pressure on individual and corporate resources. 

The proximity of other communities and the limited resources 

of the mountain valleys themselves also imposed severe ecological 

constraints on alpine villages. These villages adapted to such con

straints by excluding outsiders from access to corporate resources 

and forbidding community members to sell individually controlled 

land to non-members without the permission of community councils. 

T6rbel apparently reached its demographic limits by the early l500s 

(Netting n.d.), the village of St. Felix in the Tyrol by 1600 at 



the latest (Cole and Wolf 1974). The strategy of closure was adopted 

in Alpine Europe not only to prevent the alienation of community 

resources to noblemen or powerful capitalists, but also to halt the 

immigration of other peasants into the mountain valleys. In fact, 

it appears that population control rather than defensive retrenchment 

was the major motivating force in the decision to become a "closed" 

corporate community (Netting 1972, 1976; Cole and Wolf 1974). 

In summary then, the alpine data indicate that while external 

politi~al and economic variables may be necessary to explain the 

development of corporate communities, they are not sufficient explan

ations of these institutions. The nature and distribution of local 

resources, and the impact of local populations on these resources, 

determine in a more direct way the structure and function of many 

peasant societies, including corporate communities. 
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Where necessary resources are abundant and evenly distributed, 

corporate control over these resources may be absent and settlement 

patterns may be characterized by isolated households rather than 

nucleated villages. Such a pattern prevailed over much of peasant 

Ireland following the introduction of the potato (Arensberg and Kimball 

1940; Woodham-Smith 1962). It also characterized the western Mekong 

Delta of South Vietnam in the 19th century, where Vietnamese pioneers 

from the north encountered virgin lands, sparse populations and rivers 

which rarely flooded (Rambo 1977). 

The ethnic brethren of these pioneers faced for different 

ecological circumstances in the Red River Delta of North Vietnam. 



There, high population densities, a shortage of arable land, the 

ever-present danger of flooding and threats from powerful outsiders 

forced peasants to develop corporate communities. In the Red River 

Delta, unlike the Mekong, peasant survival depended upon the ability 

to restrict access to scarce resources and to raise large communal 

labor parties necessary to construct and maintain flood-control works 

(Rambo 1977). Similar pressures characterized Alpine Europe and 

highland areas of Mesoamerica and Spsin (Netting 1972, 1976; Cole 

and Wolf 1974; Lewis 1951; Brandes 1975; Freeman 1970). 
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Where resources are limited, spatially concentrated and unevenly 

distributed, and where individual households must cooperate with 

each other to efficiently exploit them, corporate communities often 

evolve. External political and economic factors may have provided 

the impetus for the development of these institutions. Nevertheless, 

the particular configurations of peasant subsistence patterns and 

the pressure of peasant populations·on local resources serve as more 

immediate determinants of corporate communities. 

Conclusions 

It is now possible to identify some of the more important 

cross-cultural generalizations concerning peasant corporate communities, 

refining or expanding upon the characteristics noted by Wolf (1955) 

and summarized at the beginning of this chapter. 

1) One of the major functions of the corporate community is 

to protect its members against external encroachment. The corporation 

does so in a variety of ways. It may unite members in a political 



organization which represents their interests and functions as an 

intermediary between them and powerful outsiders such as government 

officials or landlords. It may limit access to strategic resources 

such as water, pasture and woodland to members of the corporation. 

It may limit membership in the corporation itself to individuals 

who are the natural heirs of other members. Finally, it may restrict 

the rights of members of sell, rent or otherwise alienate their own 

land without the formal permission of the corporate community itself. 

(Netting 1972, 1976; Williams 1970; Freeman 1970; Brandes 1975). 

2) The corporate community seeks to protect the resources of 

its members from all challengers, including those poorer than members 

themselves. In many cases, corporate communities may be threatened 

39 

by powerful outsiders such as feudal lords or capitalist entrepreneurs 

(Wolf 1955, 1956, 1957; Gibson 1964; Bloch 1966). In other situations, 

however, the challenge may come from landless non-members of the 

corporation (Lewis 1951; Keatinge 1973), or from other corporate 

communities themselves (Taylor 1972). 

The land disputes between Oaxacan Indian communities during 

the colonial period were noted earlier (Taylor 1972). Keatinge (1973) 

discusses how the political maneuvers of landless sharecroppers mobi

lized the corporate community of Huanchaco, Peru. Prior to the agrarian 

reforms of 1969, the corporate community of Huanchaco, a town composed 

of wealthy entrepreneurs and landless sharecroppers as well as land

holding corporation members, appeared to be defunct. Following agrarian 

reform, the sharecroppers formed their own cooperative and petitioned 



the national government for title to the land they worked, most of 

which belonged to members of the corporate community. Faced with 

this threat from below, members quickly reactivated the corporation 

and moved to block encroachment by the sharecroppers. At the same 

time, they also sought to reclaim land they had previously lost to 

a member of the regional elite. 
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Both Taylor (1972) and Keatinge (1973) point out the limit

ations of Wolf's model of the corporate community. These institutions 

cannot be viewed as merely defensive adaptations to feudal domination 

or capitalist exploitation. Instead, corporate communities function 

as political organizations which defend the interests of their 

members--who often form a particular class or stratum in a multi

class regional society--against all other classes who seek to exploit 

or appropriate the corporation's resources. 

3) Taylor and Keatinge's analyses also suggest that corporate 

communities may act to expand as well as defend their resources when 

opportunities to do so arise. Keatinge (1973) in particular challenges 

Wolf's portrayal of the corporate community as a closed, defensive, 

conservative institution. Based upon her Peruvian data, she argues 

that peasant corporate communities are capable of dynamic, progressive 

action. In some cases, corporate communities may engage in economic 

or political aggression against their neighbors as well (Taylor 1972). 

As demographic, economic and political forces impinging upon corporate 

communities change, their functions may also change. They may move 



from defense and internal regulation dur:i.ng difficult times to expan

sion during favorable periods of their history (Skinner 1971). 

4) Contrary to the impression given by Wolf (1955, 1957, 1966), 

corporate communities are not necessarily egalitarian institutions. 
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As Keatinge (1973), Lewis (1951), Brandes (1975) and Bloch (1966) 

indicate, peasant corporate control of scarce resources may coexist 

with, and even support, socially stratified peasant societies. Access 

to corporate resources among members of corporate communities may 

vary in accordance with the amount of arable land controlled by individ

ual households. Both Bloch (1966) and Netting (1981) note that the 

number of animals a household was allowed to graze on Gommunal pastures 

depended upon the acreage it cultivated. Despite the presence of 

"levelling mechanisms" in some corporate communities, socioeconomic 

differences do exist. Furthermore, peasant landlords, like feudal 

or capitalist ones, exploit landless sharecroppers or migrant laborers 

(Keatinge 1973; Brandes 1975; Bloch. 1966). As Mintz (1973) points 

out, peasant SOCiety is not communistic or egalitarian; peasants 

are among the exploiters as well as the exploited. 

5) Aside from defense against encroachment, the most important 

function of the corporate community is the control of resources which 

can be utilized more efficiently under corporate rather than individual 

tenure. Individuals usually own or retain usufruot rights to culti

vated land. Scattered and unevenly distributed resources such as 

forest and grazing land are more often controlled by the corporation. 

Irrigation water is also usually managed by the community. Spatially 
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concentrated, intensively exploited resources remain in individual 

hands because they can be worked by single households. The corporation 

holds title to resources which cannot be productively divided into 

neat individual parcels, but which all households must have access 

to in order to survive. 

6) In situations of political or demographic pressure, the corpor

ation may also exercise the right of eminent domain over resources 

otherwise under the jurisdiction of individual households. It does 

so by forbidding the alienation of arable land to outsiders without 

formal permission of the corporation itself. If a member does sell 

or rent land to a non-member, the corporation may deny the non-member 

access to corporate resources, thereby seriously limiting the non

member's ability to make a living in an agropastoralist economy. 

7) Corporate control of scarce resources may be reinforced by 

social or religious customs and beliefs, but these ideological cor

relates of the corporate community may vary considerably through 

time and space. If the community is isolated, and is part of a larger 

society which severely restricts the social and geographical mobility 

of its members, then the integration of social, economic and religious 

practices within the community may be relatively tight. The community 

may indeed by characterized by "defensive ignorance," "institution

alized envy," or the "cult of poverty." However, as isolation breaks 

down and mobility increases, conservative values may be replaced 

by entrepreneurial ones. In Erasmus' (1961) terms, "conspicuous 

giving" may be replaced by "conspicuous ownership." However, the 
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corporate control of scarce resources may continue to function as 

an important economic adaptation. Such corporate control is not 

necessarily dependent upon the closure of the community to new members, 

new agricultural practices, new marketing procedures, or new religious 

beliefs. 

8) It must be reiterated that corporate communities are not 

always isomorphic with geographical ones. In some places, such as 

the Swiss vHlage of Torbel, nearly all per'manent inhabitants belonged 

to the peasant corporation (Netting 1981). In other settlements, 

the corporation constituted only a part of the local population (Lewis 

1951; Keatinge 1973; Brandes 1975). Peasant corporate communities 

are first and foremost economic and political organizations, not 

geographical entities. 

9) Corporate communities, as Wolf (1955) pointed out, tend to 

survive in ecologically or economically marginal areas where alternate 

forms of resource control such as feudal estates, plantations or 

large commercial farms are not feasible. Technologies are usually 

labor- rather than capital-intensive, and local peasant markets often 

involve small-scale purchases and locally produced goods. 

Even though Taylor (1972) argues that Indian communities 

retained control over some of the best land in the Valley of Oaxaca 

during the colonial period, Oaxaca itself was a relatively isolated 

and economically unimportant part of New Spain. Corporate communities 

in other areas of Mesoamerica (Gibson 1964) and in Western Europe 

(Bloch 1966) were destroyed by the rise of the great estates. 
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Today, such communities persist only in marginal regions 

or in nations such as Mexico and Peru which have an ideological commit

ment to corporate resource control (Reyes Osorio et ale 1974; Keatinge 

1973; Dobyns 1964). Such commitment is constantly being challenged 

by non-peasant segments of these nations, who argue that private 

ownership would exploit these resources more productively and efficient

ly. In regions such as Alpine Europe or Spain, where the modern 

market economy has penetrated the countryside, the traditional agro

pastoralist way of life--the economic foundation of corporate commun

ities--is being replaced by tourism, dairying, or mechanized, large

scale agriculture (Cole 1972; Berthoud 1972; Perez-Diaz 1976). 

Recent Marxian analysis, known as "functional dualism," argues 

that it is in the best interests of capitalistic commercial agriculture 

to maintain rather than destroy peasant institutions like the corporate 

community in marginal areas. Where commercial agriculture employs 

only a seasonal labor force, peasan~ subsistence agriculture pays 

for a large cost of the reproduction of the labor force. At the 

same time, peasant demand for land is at least partially saUsfied, 

avoiding potentially revolutionary unrest in the countryside (Kearney 

1980; Janvry and Garramon 1977; Esteva 1980). 

Such an approach may avoid the limitations of more traditional 

approaches to the study of peasantry such as classic Marxism, depen

dency theory or capitalist notions of modernization. Peasants, and 

peasant corporate communities, are certainly not disappearing at 

the rate such theories have predicted. Many peasants have become 



neither the landless rural proletarians envisioned by the Marxists 

nor the capitalist entrepreneurs so cherished by non-Marxist rural 

development personnel. Instead, they have remained peasants, and 

usually for very understandable reasons. 

45 

If "functional dualism" or the agrarian populism of the campe

sinistas of Mexico (Redclift 1979) is going to provide a major theo

retical alternative to the schools of thought mentioned above, it 

must recognize in a more explicit fashion that the origin, survival. 

or disappearance of peasant institutions like the corporate community 

represent a dialectic between internal and external political, eco

nOmic, environmental and demographic forces. This dialectic may 

be asymmetrical at times. External forces may exert more pressure 

than internal ones. Nevertheless, peasant corporate communities 

are neither passive nor merely defensive organizations. Their struc

ture and functions are shaped by adaptations to local microenvironments 

and population pressure as well as to the great sweep of history. 

They are capable under certain circumstances of aggressive, expansion

istic action as well as defensive retrenchment. They seek to manip

ulate the outside forces which attempt to manipulate them. At the 

very least, they filter, distort or passively resist the machinations 

of conqueror or bureaucrat. At the very most, they shape the plans 

and projects of the outside world to their own ends, creating in 

the process an institution or a way of life very different from what 

the conquerors or bureaucrats may have had in mind. 



CHAPTER 3 

DONDE CANTA LA PALOMA: CUCURPE IN HISTORICAL PESPECTIVE 

Stripped down to essentials, Mexico's long and often bloody 

history reduces itself to one basic issue: the struggle for land. 

Silver and gold may have fueled her economy for four hundred years 

(MacLachlan and Rodrfguez 1980), but Mexico for most of her history 

remained a predominantly agrarian nation. The peasants who raised 

their scythes in response to Hidalgo's Grito de Dolores or followed 

Emiliano Zapata into Mexico City were motivated by a hunger for land, 

not precious metals. Mineral wealth flowed out of Mexico to support 

the imperial ambitions of Madrid, London or New York. Agriculture 

and stock-raising sustained Mexico herself. In 1970, after decades 

of rapid industrialization, at least 38% of Mexico's work force con

tinued to labor in the agrarian sector (Yates 1981). 

Social scientists have long recognized the critical importance 

of the Mexican land question. Historians have charted the rise and 

fall of the colonial haciendas and the Porfirian latifundias (Chevalier 

1963; Florescano 1971; Gunder Frank 1969). Anthropologists have 

written numerous ethnographies of Mexican peasant life in the 20th 

century (Cline 1952; Schwartz 1978; Chambers and Young 1979). Evolving 

out of these analyses is a powerful if often implicit model of Mexican 

agrarian history--a model of enduring conflict between an entrenched 

landed oligarchy and a vast class of dispossessed peasants or rural 
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proletarians. It is a model which has kindled revolution as well 

as academic debate, a model incorporated into Mexico's 1917 Constitution 

and encoded in her agrarian reform laws. And like most profoundly 

influential models, it distorts as well as clarifies a very complex 

and changing reality. 

Most of the studies upon which this model is based focus 

on central or southern Mexico--the densely populated Mesoamerica 

which a long line of Pre-Columbian states bequeathed to the Spanish 

conquistadores. The vast majority of the Mesoamerican population 

was subject to priests or nobles before Cortez marched on Tenochtitlan 

in 1519; they remained so after Tenochtitlan fell in 1521. Even 

though indigenous corporate communities fought tenaciously to retain 

control over community land and water, Gibson (1964) points out that 

the assault on Indian lands began as early as the 1530s, culminating 

in the great haciendas of central and north-central New Spain (Chevalier 

1963; Florescano 1971; Gunder Frank·1969). A second massive wave 

of land alienation and concentration began with the Reform Laws of 

1857 and flourished under the dictatorship of Porfirio D{az, when 

less than 1% of the families controlled 85% of the land (Cumberland 

1974; Tannenbaum 1933). For many areas of MexiCO, then, the model 

of landlord-peasant conflict, of the enormously wealthy latifundista 

vs. the ragged campesino, vividly and accurately reflected the reality 

of the countryside at least until the Revolution of 1910. 

Nevertheless, Mexico is a land of tremendous geographical 

and cultural diversity; as the eminent historian Leslie Byrd Simpson 



(1967) notes, there are truly "many Mexicos." The clear-cut dichotomy 

between landlord and peasant did not always develop, or developed 

in a number of different directions. Even within the Mesoamerican 

highlands, Taylor (1972) has demonstrated that colonial land tenure 

in Oaxaca took a different trajectory than in the Valley of Mexico. 

In Oaxaca, Indian communities, and Indian individuals, managed to 
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hold onto their lands for a longer period of time against Spanish 

encroachment. Differences became even more pronounced when the Europeans 

moved northward, beyond Mesoamerica. There the Spaniards, as had 

the Aztecs before them, encountered a different type of Indian, less 

subject to conquest and colonization. Institutions which served 

the Spaniards well in central and southern Mexico did not meet the 

challenge of the northern frontier--the first European frontier in 

continental North America. And so, like the U.S. settlers on the 

Great Plains (Webb 1931), the Spaniards developed new institutions, 

or modified old ones, so they could ,expand their empire into new 

and hostile territory. 

The most enduring Mexican frontier was the northwest--the 

so-called "Greater Southwest" of some U.S. scholars. The state of 

Sonora in particular eluded permanent pacification until the end 

of the 19th century. As part of Sonora, the municipio of Cucurpe 

experienced a pattern of settlement substantially different from 

that of other areas of Mexico. Conflict over land in Cucurpe reflects 

this frontier heritage. In fact the peculiar character of the north

western frontier affected Cucurpe's development as much as the 
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Ibero-American systems of land tenure implanted throughout the Hispanic 

New World. 

After the fall of the Aztec Empire in 1521, adelantados like 

Cortez or Pedro de Alvarado slashed their way across the rest of 

Mesoamerica in the short space of several decades. Most of the Indians 

they subjugated were already organized into states or chiefdoms which 

had long paid tribute to more powerful neighbors. It was a relatively 

easy task for the Spaniards to replace Native American authorities 

with European ones. In many cases, the conquistadors relied on the 

same tribute roles the Aztecs had compiled. Spanish conquest was 

also facilitated by the epidemics of Old World diseases like smallpox, 

measles and influenza which revaged Indian populations (Crosby 1972; 

Dobyns 1966). 

One of the most ruthless of these conquerors was Nuno de 

Guzman, a rival of Cortez who became the second governor of Nueva 

Galicia, the province encompassing western Mexico. Under his command, 

the Spaniards marched to the Pacific, devastating the small chiefdoms 

of coastal Jalisco, Nayarit and southern Sinaloa. In the words of 

Carl Sauer (1932:7): 

By a single entrada, in 1530-31, Nunc de Guzman ruined the 
native scene. The conquest was cheaply won. Mostly he met 
no resistance. Often he was received with open arms. Behind 
he left a trail of smoking ruins and shambles. Survivors 
were driven out in gangs and sold as slaves; in a few years 
the lowlands of Sinaloa and Nayarit became almost a wilderness. 

In 1531, after Guzman had plundered and pillaged his way 

as far north as central Sinaloa, he established the villa of San 

Miguel de Culiacan. There his rapacity stalled, however, and Culiacan 
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remained the northwesternmost outpost of Spanish society for the 

next fifty years. In the deserts to the north the Spaniards encoun-

tered Cahita-speaking Indians who successfully resisted conquest 

until the end of the 16th century (Spicer 1962). The Cahita tribes, 

Uto-Aztecan speakers who were the ancestors of modern Yaquis and 

Mayos, were agriculturalists, but they lived in small, scattered 

rancherias rather than concentrated settlements. Furthermore, they 

were among the most effective fighters in New Spain. The Spaniards 

who followed Guzman to Culiac~n simply did not have the manpower 

or the wil~ to bring these Indians under the encomienda or reparti-

miento systems, the twin pillars of early colonial society in central 

Mexico (Simpson 1929, 1938). During the ensuing decades, the only 

Spaniards who ventured north of Culiacan were explorers like Francisco 

Vasquez de Coronado, cruel, restless men who chased their chimeras 

of wealth and glory as far north as Kansas, searching for the golden 
~ 

cities of Cibola or the mythical Str.aits of Anian leading to the 

Indies. The tiny villages they left behind--Coronado's San Jeronimo 

de los Corazones in central Sonora or Ibarra's San Juan Bautista 

de Carapoa on the B{o Sinaloa--survived a season and then were destroyed 

by Indian attacks (Bannon 1970). 

The quest for souls, not slaves or gold, impelled the first 

permanent Spanish colonization of Sonora. Taking their religious 

responsibilities seriously, the Spanish monarchs hoped to convert 

as well as conquer the Indians. Along the northern frontier, they 

encouraged the great religious orders to undertake this task. Franciscan 
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missionaries accompanied miners and soldiers into the Gran Chichimeca 

of north-central Mexico (Powell 1952, 1977). The Society of Jesus 

advanced into the northwestern frontier. By 1591, the Jesuits were 

as far north as Culiacan. From there they launched the missionization 

and colonization of Sonora (Dunne 1940). 

The early missionaries did their best to adapt Roman Catholicism 

to the cultures of the Indians they encountered. They learned and 

then taught in the native languages. They set hymns and prayers 

to aboriginal music and dance. Perhaps more importantly, they served 

as extension agents for European agrarian technology. Jesuits intro-

duced a wide variety of domesticated plants and animals which revolu-

tionized Indian life in northwestern New Spain. Among the more impor-

tant of these were wheat, orchard fruit and Old World livestock such 
I 

as cattle, sheep, goats, burros and horses (Felger, Nabhan and Sheridan 

1976). According to Sheridan and Nabhan (1978:6): 

Along with their pantheon of saints and strange Christian 
doctrines, the missionaries brought material benefits which 
the Indians could see, touch and eat. Old World grain, 
pulses and vegetables allowed them to cultivate their fields 
during the cooler months when New World crops would have 
failed. Domestic livestock, especially cattle and goats, 
gave them a reliable source of animal protein and expanded 
their exploitation of the uplands, where these animals 
grazed. Metal plows and draft horses, burros and oxen made 
possible regular tillage of the soil and increased produc
tivity per acre. 

It is important to emphasize the fact that missionaries rather 

than secular colonists pioneered the initial settlement of Sonora. 

Along other stretches of the northern frontier, such as New Mexico 

and Chihuahua, soldiers, ranchers and miners dominated the conquest 



and colonization of the Indians. Settlers participating in these 

early ventures were often awarded land grants, called mercedes, or 

grants of encomienda, which gave the encomendero the right to extract 

labor or tribute from Indians living in a certain area. By the time 

the miners and ranchers entered Sonora, however, much of the farming 

and grazing land and nearly all the Indian labor supply was controlled 

by the Society of Jesus. The encomienda system never became wide

spread. A secular mine-ranch complex, characteristic of the north

central mining districts (West 1949), did not develop until silver 

deposits were discovered at Alamos in the southeastern corner of 

the province in 1684. Even then, secular domination of Indian land 

and labor was restricted to a few areas of intense mining activity 

such as Alamos, the Bacanuche Valley or San Juan Bautista. Despite 

increasing challenges from civil authorities during the late 17th 
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and 18th centuries, the Jesuits managed to retain control over mission 

lands and mission Indians until they were expelled from Spanish dominions 

in 1767. Great haciendas, the dominant rural institutions in many 

other areas of New Spain, never had a chance to take root in Sonora 

during the colonial period, largely because of the Jesuit presence. 

Surprisingly, Jesuit hegemony appears to have been founded 

on little more than the fact that the missionaries established them

selves among the Indians before other Spanish settlers arrived. 

Jesuits held no royal title to mission lands (Navarro Garc{a 1967; 

Polzer 1972a). Instead, these lands belonged to the Indian communities 

themselves. This absence of Jesuit ownership makes sense when one 
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realizes that the missions were designed to be transitional institu-

tions. According to Spanish policy, missions were supposed to be 

transformed into parishes run by secular clergy once the Indians 

had been converted and properly civilized. Although such a progression 

rarely took place in northwestern Mexico, the idea remained an impor

tant part of the Spanish philosophy of conquest. 

Nevertheless, the Jesuits jealously guarded their mission 

domains. As Spicer (1962) points out, the missionaries wanted to 

create self-sufficient mission communities isolated from secular 

Spanish settlements. They believed, with reason, that if other Spaniards 

were allowed to settle among the Indians, the Indians would be exploit

ed and corrupted. Since modest royal stipends were not sufficient 

to cover mission expenses, the Jesuits out of necessity as well as 

inclination attempted to transform the missions into economically 

independent units. 

To support the missionary and defray mission expenses, a 

portion of each mission's lands was set aside to be worked communally. 

Mission Indians were required to devote a certain amount of time 

each week to these fields or to mission herds. The rest of the mis

sion's arable land was divided among the Indian households to be 

worked on an individual basis. Often the Indian communities received 

formal grants of both arable and grazing land from the King of Spain. 

The Spanish settlement of the present-day municipio of Cucurpe 

followed the general pattern described above. Ironically, the first 

settler in the San Miguel valley, where Cucurpe is located, was a 



Spanish miner and soldier, not a Jesuit. In 1637, Pedro de Perea, 

second captain-governor of Sinaloa-Sonora, led a group of other miners 

from Chihuahua to Sonora across the Sierra Madre Occidental. He 

established a few mines and his ranch, Nombre de Dios, in the vicinity 

of Tuape, immediately south of Cucurpe. From there he hoped to trans

form himself into another adelantado like Cortez. Realizing his 

power would be challenged by the Jesuits, he attempted to separate 

Sonora from Sinaloa and replace the Society's missionaries with the 

more tractable Franciscans (Polzer 1972b). He died in 1644 before 

he could accomplish his goals. However, his activities spurred the 

Jesuits into speeding up their mission program among the Pima and 

Opata groups who controlled the vital river valleys of central and 

eastern Sonora. The Society founded missions among the Eudeve Indians 

of the San Miguel drainage at Cucurpe in 1642, at Opodepe in 1644 

and at Tuape in 1647 (Eckhart 1960). By the early 1650s most of 

the San Miguel Eudeves, who spoke an Opata dialect, had been reduced 

to mission life. 

At contact the San Miguel was an ethnic frontier. Eudeves 

occupied the middle portions of the watershed from Cucurpe to Opodepe. 

Upper Pimas known as Himeris lived along the Rfo Dolores, which joins 

the R!o Saracachi to form the San Miguel at Cucurpe. Lower Pimas 
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were settled at Nacameri (modern Rayon), where the drainage temporarily 

widens to meet the plains of Ures. West of Nacameri was the eastern

most extension of Seri territory (Felger, Nabhan and Sheridan 1976). 



Spicer ("1962) suggests that Opata speakers were pushing into 

Pima territory from the northeast during late prehistoric times. 

It is possible therefore that the middle portion of the river was 

occupied by Pimans prior to an Eudeve intrusion. Regardless of the 

precise ethnic situation of the valley during aboriginal times, one 

significant fact is clear: the San Miguel was not a self-contained 

sociogeographic unit oriented north-south along the riverbed. Rather, 

various stretches of the watershed were populated by human groups 

culturally and linguistically affiliated with people east or west 
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of them in other Sonoran river valleys. This geographic segmentation 

of the drainage continued throughout the colonial period and still 

exists today, reflected in contemporary political units, transportation 

networks and marketing patterns (Felger, Nabhan and Sheridan 1976). 

Interestingly enough, there is no recorded instance of San 

Miguel Eudeve armed resistance to the Spaniards. Other Opata groups 

initially opposed the missionaries and their soldier escorts (Decorme 

1941), but the San Miguel Indians apparently welcomed the Jesuits 

into their midst. During much of the colonial period, the Eudeve 

missions remained the northwesternmost haven of Spanish control. 

The nomadic Seri were never effectively pacified (Spicer 1962; Sheridan 

1979). The Lower Pima often grew restive, and the Upper Pima launched 

two major revolts against the Spaniards in 1695 and 1751 (Spicer 

1962). However, the Opatas and Eudeves became true allies of the 

Iberian intruders, winning a reputation for docility, fidelity and 

hard work. As the dour Padre Juan Nentvig remarked in 1764, they 



were "the best Christians and the most loyal vassals of Our Lord 

the King" among all the Indians of Sonora (Nentvig 1971:114). Even 

more than the Yaquis, the Opatas and Eudeves constituted the backbone 

of the Sonoran mission system. The Eudeve missions of the San Miguel 

valley in turn served as points of embarcation for the colonization 

of Pimeria Alta in the late 17th and 18th centuries. 

There are a number of possible reasons to explain Opata and 

Eudeve receptiveness to Spanish rule. The first missionaries to 
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enter the San Miguel valley described Eudeve communities as "pueblos" 

(Felger, Nabhan and Sheridan 1976). Upper Pimas to the north of 

Cucurpe, on the other hand, were said to live in "rancherfas," implying 

a looser, more scattered settlement pattern. If the Eudeves were 

in fact occupying relatively compact, organized villages at contact, 

then they may have been following a more sedentary existence with 

a greater dependence on riverine agriculture than the Pimas. Spanish 

agrarian technology and Old World crops and livestock therefore would 

have intensified and improved existing aboriginal adaptations. Mission

ization and reduccion--the policy of concentrating dispersed Indian 

groups into nucleated settlements--may not have conflicted with Eudeve 

settlement patterns and sUbsistence practices as much as it did among 

more mobile groups like the Himeris (Sheridan and Nabhan 1978) or 

the Tarahumara (Sheridan and Naylor 1978). 

The exact nature of land tenure in Cucurpe under the Jesuits 

is not yet known. However, members o~' the Cucurpe comunidad, the 

corporate community legally rechartered by presidential decree in 
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1976, insist that their forefathers possessed an ancient title (t{tulo), 

granting them approximately 36,000 hectares (ha) surrounding the 

pueblo and old mission of Cucurpe. A number of older men in fact 

were shown comunidad boundary markers (mojones) by their fathers 

when they were young boys. Unfortunately this old title, if it existed, 

has either been lost, stolen or destroyed. Some comuneros claim 

it was burned by municipal authorities allied with the ricos who 

wanted to seize comunidad land. Others believe the document was 

taken to Spain or even France. Whatever the situation, this enduring 

oral tradition strongly suggests that the mission pueblo of Cucurpe 

was granted formal title to adjacent lands sometime during the colonial 

period. 

Whether or not a formal grant of ejido was actually made, 

the inhabitants of Cucurpe considered that land along the floodplain 

belonged to the community. Furthermore, this land was for the sole 

use of "los hijos del pueblo", people born and raised in Cucurpe 

itself. An interesting series of colonial documents illustrate the 

enduring strength of this idea. In 1723 Juan Bautista Quique, the 

Indian governor of Cucurpe, sent a petition to the King of Spain. 

The petition sought redress against one Francisco Montes, nicknamed 

El Pintor (El Pintor 1723). El Pintor was a Pima from Ures who married 

a Cucurpe woman and settled about one league north of the pueblo 
.. 

along the Rio Dolores. He thereby controlled much of Cucurpe's ir-

rigation water supply, which he often commandeered for days at a 

time. El Pintor's monopoly natUl~ally caused great damage to downstream 



fields, prompting his Eudeve neighbors to appeal for help from the 

Spanish authorities. 

In one of the many depositions filed in the case, a Cucurpe 

Indian stated that pueblo lands extended as far as "la estancia gue 

llaman del Padre Quino" or "the estate called that of Padre Kino" 

(El Pintor 1723). This estancia must have belonged to Nuestra Senora 

de los Dolores, the mission established by Padre Eusebio Francisco 

Kino among the Himeris in 1687. The Indian also testified that the 

floodplain fields between Cucurpe and this estancia had always been 

sown and cultivated by residents of his pueblo. 

The outcome of the case is unclear, but the indios naturales 
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of Cucurpe managed to survive EI Pintor. They also successfully 

resisted attempts by Spanish settlers in the Dolores valley to encroach 

upon their territory. They were not immune to other colonial pressures 

such as the repartimiento system. In 1684, for example, the Indian 

governor of Cucurpe was ordered to send 8 men to work twenty-day 

shifts in the mines of Bacanuche (Garc1a de Teran 1684). Nevertheless, 

the strength of the Jesuit and later the Franciscan mission system, 

as well as the geographic isolation of the San Miguel drainage itself, 

protected the Cucurpe Indians from being completely overrun by Spanish 

frontier society. 

The region also enjoyed a measure of protection against the 

raids of hostile Indians. From the late 17th century until the 1880s, 

Seri and especially Apache Indians continually harrassed settlements 

in central and northern Sonora. Cucurpe did not entirely escape 
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these attacks. In 1781, Apaches swept into the pueblo, where they 

killed 53 residents and carried away 44 more (Croix 1782). However, 

such massive assaults were comparatively rare along the middle stretches 

of the San Miguel. Cucurpe and its outlying ranchos did not suffer 

as much as the Dolores valley, where smallpox epidemics and Apache 

attacks forced Upper Pimas to abandon mission Dolores in 1744. 

In one sense, Indian hostilities paradoxically helped preserve 

communi~ies like Cucurpe. Until the late 19th century, when Porfirio 

Dfaz established his iron peace over the frontier, ranching, farming 

and mining remained risky ventures in northE!rn Sonora. A landed 

oligarchy simply could not develop, first because of the strength 

of the mission system, secondly because of Apache attacks and the 

rebellions of' mission Pimas, Yaquis and Seris. 

Mexican Independence in 1821 did not improve Sonora's fortunes. 

In fact, separation from Spain set back economic development in the 

new state for at least sixty years (Voss 1982). Prior to the Porfiriato, 

the history of Sonora during the 19th century can best be described 

as one long holding action against a host of internal and external 

enemies. By the 1790s, the Spaniards had virtually pacified the 

Apaches with a policy of bribery and military pressure (Moorhead 

1968). Following Independence, Apache raiding resumed with a vengeance 

as frontier garrisons were weakened and the free meat, liquor and 

defective firearms were withdrawn (Weber 1982). Furthermore, the 

Franciscan mission system collapsed by the 1840s because of lack 

of funds and manpower. With the two most important frontier institutions, 



the mission and the presidio, destroyed or in disarray, Sonora faced 

bleak and uncertain times. 
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The conditions of Cucurpe during this tumultuous period are 

not yet known in any detail. However, a few shreds of documentary 

evidence indicate that Cucurpenos participated in a number of the 

military adventures which characterized the era. In 1882, for example, 

the "Egidos de Cucurpe," which totalled 13,430 ha, were divided into 

92 individual lots (lotes) of 145 ha each. According to modern inhabi

tants of the municipio, this land was awarded to "valiant families" 

of the region in recognition of their service to the Republic in 

various wars and rebellions. Such services included the defense 

of Caborca, where a detachment of Cucurpe militia reputedly helped 

defeat the ill-fated Henry Crabb expedition in 1857 (Fieldnotes 8/24/81). 

Cucurpenos, like other Sonoran frontiersmen, were forced to fight 

not only Apaches but French imperialists and North American filibusteros 

as well in order to protect their homes and their nation. 

The frontier did not come to an end until Porfirio Dfaz became 

president of Mexico in 1876. With only a four-year interruption 

(1880-84), Dfaz ruled Mexico for the next three and one-half decades. 

During this time, he laid the foundations of the modern Mexican econ

omy, pacified hostile Indians and encouraged foreign investors to 

build railroads, irrigation systems and mines. In the process he 

exploited and alienated large segments of the population--peons, 

peasants and intellectuals alike. In 1910 they r-ose up against him 

and ushered in the first major social revolution of the 20th century. 
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Perhaps more than any other state in the Mexican republic, 

Sonora embodied the contradictions of Don Porfirio's time. Mining, 

moribund after Independence, was revitalized and expanded. Agriculture 

and ranching prospered. Railroads were built, linking Sonora to 

the United States and its vast network of markets. At the same time 

much of the state's wealth fell into the hands of foreign capitalists. 

A famous strike in the mining community of Cananea in 1907 was sup

pressed with the help of the Arizona Rangers. A genocidal campaign 

of murder and deportation was carried out against the indomitable 

Yaqui Indians. Under niaz progress and misery walked hand in hand. 

Even isolated areas like Cucurpe were profoundly affected 

by these trends. Although the municipio did not have vast tracts 

of potentially arable land like the Yaqui valley, several large estates 

were established in the region during this period. The largest was 

the hacienda of Agua Fria, the creation of a man who inherited one 

rancho from his father and expanded ,that patrimony into a 28,000 

na estate between 1900 and the 1930s. This enterprising individual 

was part of a triumvirate of families who together controlled nearly 

50,000 ha in Cucurpe and owned sizeable holdings in other parts of 

Sonora as well. Most of his land was range for his large herds of 

cattle. However, he also occupied a considerable stretch of the 

Rio Saracachi, along whose margins he raised feed and forage crops. 

At its height, his hacienda employed up to eleven families and sup

ported a chapel and a school. One Cucurpeno told me his workers 



62 

lived "like slaves," paid in food and clothing rather than cash (Field

notes 9/10/81). 

The fortunes of Agua Fria reflected general municipal pros

perity. During the Porfiriato Cucurpe's economy flourished. As 

in the rest of Sonora, wheat became the most important crop and there 

were numerous waterpowered flour mills along the Dolores, the Saracachi 

and the San Miguel. Much of this flour was consumed locally, but 

some was freighted by mule to Magdalena, the most important economic 

and political center in the region. Farmers also grew large quantities 

of sugar cane processed in small sugar mills (trapiches) to produce 

brown sugar (panocha). Many artisans practiced their crafts at least 

part time. As one man told me, "There were jewelry shops, palm-weaving 

shops, shoe shops, mills" (Fieldnotes 8/26/81). Everything from 

saddles to soap was made within the municipio. 

Mining was an even more important economic activity. Great 

quantities of North American and European capital were attracted 

to Mexico under Dfaz, much of which landed in Sonora. In 1892, for 

example, foreigners invested $95,000,000 pesos in Mexican mines. 

Twenty-nine percent of this total found its way to Sonora alone. 

New technologies in gold, silver and especially copper extraction 

were opening up ore bodies that earlier miners had been unable to 

utilize. In many respects, Sonora spearheaded this revitalization 

of Mexico's most famous industry. 

Foreign, especially North American, mining interests quickly 

moved into the Cucurpe region. The largest operation was the Cerro 



Prieto Mining Company, which began extracting ore on a small scale 

in 1895 and rapidly expanded during the following decade. Located 
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in the mountains northeast of the pueblo of Cucurpe, the Cerro Prieto 

stamp mills processed up to 1500 metric tons of ore a day. The company 

also built an electric plant and pumped water up to the mines from 

the Rio Saracachi. Cerro Prieto became a unique multi-ethnic community 

in Cucurpe, with North American administrators and Mexican and even 

Japanese miners (Ques. #1:239). More than any other factor m~ning 

breached the geographic and cultural isolation of the municipio. 

Large mining concerns like Cerro Prieto and later Tucabe, 

La Calera and Klondyke provided work not only for miners but for 

woodcutters and muleteers as well. Mining also stimulated the local 

ranching and farming industries by increasing the demand for meat, 

cheese, wheat flour, beans, brown sugar and lechuguilla, the bootleg 

mescal distilled in the region. Although mining had previously been 

important during the colonial era, when the Real de Saracachi ranked 

for a time as one of the mining centers of Sonora, mineral extraction 

during the Porfiriato eclipsed these earlier efforts. 

The expansion of mining, the growing demand for wheat and 

the rise of large private ranches such as Agua Fria also transformed 

social and economic relations within the region. For the first time 

since the days of Saracachi, private capital found the resources 

of Cucurpe worth controlling. Ranchers began to fence land which 

had previously been open range. Wealthy farmers absorbed many of 

the milpas (fields) of their less powerful neighbors. The corporate 



resources of comunidades like Cucurpe and San Javier, \ol'hich adjoined 

Cucurpe to the south, were under assault from all sides, with few 

if any allies in the government to assist them. 

A profound change in ethnic relationships was taking place 

as well. Racial mixture had long been a fact of life on the northern 

frontier. San Miguel Eudeves and Himeris formed unions with Spaniards 

and also mated with the black slaves, mUlattoes and members of other 

Indian groups the Spaniards brought them into contact with. Miscegen-

ation proceeded to such an extent that in 1772 the Franciscan reformer 
.. 

Antonio Maria de los Reyes (1772) wrote, "The Indians themselves 

say that they are of the Eudeve and Opata Nations, but the truth 

is that they are a composite and mixture of Spaniards, mulattoes, 

natives and other castes." 

In the late 18th century, it made sense to stay Indian, at 

least in the eyes of the Church. As Reyes (1772) noted: 

Those of mixed blood, who compr~se nearly all those who 
are registered in the village [Opodepe, a San Miguel 
community south of Cucurpe], wish to be Indians for a 
number of purposes: one, that the curacy of the district 
will not exact tithes and dues from them; and another, 
so that the Father Missionary may minister to their needs 
(bracket author's). 

Under D1az, however, Indians were despised and exploited. 

Furthermore, in the early 1900s the Sonoran state government was 

conducting a war of extermination against the Yaquis. In the process 

many Opatas, Pimas and Mayos were also rounded up and shot or deported 

to the Yucatan as virtual slaves. Being Indian no longer entailed 

preferential treatment; instead, it often meant peonage or death. 
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Out of sheer survival, many San Miguel Indians therefore attempted 

to assimilate themselves into the mestizo mainstream of Mexican society. 

Aftervisiting the region during this period the famous physical anthro

pologist Alev Hrdlivka (1904:74) wrote: "Along the San Miguel valley 

the Opatas do not like to be regarded as Indians; they prefer to 

be called 'Mexicans.' Very few under thirty years of age can speak 

their native language; even if they understand it they do not like 

to employ it, and if anyone addresses them in Opata, they answer 

in Spanish." 

Because of these changing currencies of ethnic identity, 

there are no known speakers of Opata or Eudeve in the Cucurpe municipio 

today. A number of families such as the Sinohuis, the Siraitares, 

the Tautimes, the Sacuchis and the Babichis retain Indian surnames 

but are mestizo in speech and custom. The Porfiriato destroyed much 

of the San Miguel's linguistic Indian heritage. 

Nevertheless, the people themselves survived. They also 

managed to preserve the economic base of their communities--the corpor

ate control of scarce resources such as land and water. If Dfaz 

had remained in power, or if he had passed that power on to one of 

his cient1fico advisors, the corporate communities of Cucurpe and 

San Javier may very w~ll have been abolished. But the Mexican Revo

lution put an end to the Porfiriato and ushered in a new era of agrarian 

history. 

The Revolution was fought for many reasons, but land reform 

was the issue that captured the imagination of the peasants and the 
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peons in the countryside. In central Mexico Emiliano Zapata and 

his followers fought primarily to reacquire the land they had lost 

to the hacendados (Womack 1968). Yaqui Indians had been struggling 

since 1825 to retain control of their ancestral territory (Spicer 

1962, 1980). When the dust of the armies settled and most of the 

blood had been spilled, Mexican revolutionaries joined together and 

hammered out the Constitution of 1917, one of the most progressive 

national charters of the 20th century. Reversing a trend encoded 

in constitutional law since 1857, the new document in its famous 

Article 27 guaranteed the right of communities to corporately control 

land, forests and water. It also called for the restitution of lands 

which had been illegally alienated. These constitutional provisions 

set in process a program of agrarian reform which continues today. 

Many comunidad lands were restored. Where previous title could not 

be proved but the need existed, new peasant corporations called ejidos 

were formed. The Mexican government also broke up many great estates 

and distributed the land among local campesinos. Latifundismo, one 

of the cancers of the Porfiriato, was forced into remission in many 

areas of the Republic (Simpson 1937; Tannenbaum 1933). 

This process was not immediate, however. Nor was it universal. 

Land redistribution varied considerably fr'om president to president 

in post-revolutionary Mexico. Only Cardenas, and to a lesser extent, 
~ 

Lopez Mateos and Echeverria, manifested much support for agrarian 

reform. The other chief executives were more committed to the expan-

sion of the private agrarian sector. The Partido Revolutionario 
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Institutional (PRI), or Institutional Revolutionary Party, the dominant 

force in Mexican politics, could never entirely abandon agrarian 

reform, since land reform was one of the ideological pillars of the 

Revolution PRI supposedly represents. Nevertheless, PRI's agrarian 

policies have been characterized by inconsistency, bureaucratic inertia, 

corruption and, in the final analysis, a fundamental commitment to 

capitalist agricultural modernization (Sanderson 1981; Hewitt de 

Alcantara 1978; Stavenhagen 1969; Bartra 1976). 

Cucurpe's post-revolutionary history reflected these inconsis

tencies. During most of this period, agrarian reform did not affect 

the municipio. Large private ranchers like the owner of Agua Fria 

and his first cousin, ~}ho possessed the adjoining Rancho Santo Domingo, 

managed to preserve and even increase their holdings. The comunidades 

of Cucurpe and San Javier on the other hand remained on the defensive, 

unorganized and in disarray. To the east, large landowners began 

fencing comunidad land bordering the Rro Saracachi. To the north, 

ranchers on the large Predio de Torreon, which dated from a land 

grant (merced) issued in 1793, moved their cattle onto traditional 

comunidad territory west of the Rio Dolores. For the most part, 

municipal, state and even federal officials, in league with the ranchers, 

delayed or turned a deaf ear to the petitions of the comunidades 

for protection and legal recognition of their traditional lands. 

The expansion of private ranching was stimulated by the growing 

importance of the Sonoran cattle industry. Ranching of course had 

been an economic mainstay of the state since colonial times; even 



the Jesuits had exported thousands of cattle south to Guadalajara 

from their Sonoran holdings during the late 17th century (Polzer 

1972c). However, frontier hostilities and the isolation of the state 

from major markets for beef seriously impeded the development of 

the livestock industry. Cattle possessed little cash value until 
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the later years of the Porfiriato, when the pacification of the Apaches, 

the opening up of U.S. markets and the increase in domestic demand 

due to population growth and industrial expansion contributed to 

a florescence of the cattle business. The advent of barbed wire 

also augmented this growth by allowing private ranchers to better 

manage their herds, protect their range and practice selective breed

ing. It encouraged them to encroach upon the territory of others 

as well, especially the local corporate communities. 

World War II accelerated the demand for Mexican beef and 

agricultural products (Machado 1981; Yates 1981). Between 1940 and 

1965, the nation's agrarian sector ~xperienced rapid, unprecedented 

growth. Great irrigation projects, several of them in Sonora, brought 

more than 1,895,161 hectares of land into intensive production between 

1930 to 1970 (Yates 1981). Home of irrigated oases of industrial 

agribusiness like the Yaqui and Mayo valleys, the Costa de Hermosillo 

and Caborca, Sonora quickly became the cutting edge of agricultural 

modernization in Mexico. Between 1950 and 1970, crop output in the 

state increased by 484%, harvested area by 211% and cattle numbers 

by 189% (Yates 1981). By 1973, nearly 242,000 hectares were being 



irrigated in Sonora, most of them on the coastal plains (Sanderson 

1981; Dunbier 1968). 

Municipios like Cucurpe on the other hand stagnated. Mining 

in the region, curtailed by the Revolution, experienced a revival 

during the Depres~ion but began a slow decline following the Second 

World War. A devastating epidemic of hoof-and-mouth disease killed 

many cattle and caused the United States to close its borders to 

imports of Mexican livestock during the late 1940s and early 1950s 

(Machado 1981). The rapid expansion of wheat cultivation, which 

became the most important crop of the Sonoran irrigation districts, 

contributed to the demise of many small flour mills in central and 

eastern Sonora. By the end of the 1940s there were no more mills 

in operation in the Cucurpe region. 

Population in the municipio reflected these economic trends. 

Between 1940 and 1950, the population fell by 52% as the gold placer 

mining boom of the Depression and the Second World War disintegrated 

(see Chapter 4, Table 4.IV. The following two decades witnessed 

declines of 16% and 18.4%. Although the official results of the 

1980 census are not yet published, the unofficial total of 1160 resi

dents indicates that the municipio lost nearly 11% of its population 

during the last ten years. Similar trends have been noted in many 

other rural areas of the world during the last thirty years (Sheridan 

1978). 

Despite these economic and demographic setbacks, Cucurpe's 

corporate communities registered a number of significant political 

victories in the past decade. In 1976, after years of struggle, 
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both Cucurpe and San Javier were granted presidential resolutions 

recognizing their rights to at least part of the lands they traditional

ly controlled. Under the jurisdiction of the Bienes Comunales of 

the Department of Agrarian Reform, the comunidades of Cucurpe and 

San Javier became legal, resource-controlling entities. Although 

still engaged in numerous lawsuits with surrounding ranchers and 

even with several land owners within their midst, these corporate 

communities now enjoy the protection of federal law and the assistance 

of various federal departments engaged in Mexican rural development. 

During the same year, 1976, the Cucurpe municipio's only 

ejido was chartered, culminating a long and occasionally violent 

battle by ejidatarios to occupy land in the northeastern corner of 

the district. All three of these organizations--the Comunidades 

of Cucurpe and San Javier and the Ejido £ de Enero--owe their existence 

to the resurgence of agrarian populism which took place during the 

presidency of Luis Echeverria (1970~76) (Sanderson 1981). While 

Echeverria was in office, Sonora, long a bastion of Mexican agribusi

ness, experienced considerable agrarian conflict, the bloodiest of 

which was the massacre of 7 campesinos at San Ignacio Rio Muerto 

in the Yaqui Valley on October 23, 1975 (Sanderson 1981). In response, 

Echeverria reaffirmed his committment to agrarian reform, including 

the "reconfirmation and entitlement" of Cucurpe's corporate communities 

(see Chapter 10). Although the pace of agrarian reform in Sonora 

has slowed considerably under Lopez Portillo, EcheVerria's successor, 

the tensions of the Echeverria years have not been eliminated. The 



struggle for land and water continues, even in isolated, economically 

marginal areas like Cucurpe. In January, 1981, for example, several 

private ranchers who had lost land to the Ejido 6 de Enero were appre

hended at gunpoint by ejidatarios after the ranchers had cut the 

ejido's fences in 42 places. Several shots were fired during the 

ensuing melee, although luckily no one was injured. The potential 
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for agrarian violence clearly exists in Cucurpe, and in the Mexican 

countryside, today. The following chapters will explore in greater 

detail some of the ecological, economic and political factors respon

sible for the deep divisions in one municipio. By extension these 

divisions threaten the stability of rural Mexico from Sonora to Yucatan. 



CHAPTER 4 

LA VIDA CUCURPENA: THE GEOGRAPHY AND DEMOGRAPHY OF THE 
MUNICIPIO OF CUCURPE TODAY 

Geography 

The municipio of Cucurpe lies in the north-central part of 

the state of Sonora, its nothern boundaries less than 100 kilometers 

(km) south of the International Border (see Figure 4.1). The nearest 

commercial center is Magdalena, a town of approximately 15,000 inhabi-

tants located on Highway 15, Mexico's most important west coast artery 

of transportation. The tracks of the government-owned Pacific Railroad 

(Ferrocarriles de Pacifico) parallel the highway and also link Magdalena 

with major marketing networks in Mexico and the United States. Cucurpe, 

on the other hand, is penetrated neither by rail nor paved road. 

Its major connection with the outside world is 49 km of winding, 

frequently rutted dirt road leading northwest to Magdalena, where 

most Cucurpefios go to sell their cattle, purchase supplies and seek 

health care. To the east the road curves to Sinoquipe in the Rio 

Sonora drainage. Access south is along the floodplain of the Rio 

San Miguel, which is often impassable due to heavy flow, especially 

during the late summer rainy season. North of Cucurpe a series of 

irregularly maintained ranch roads eventually find their way to Imuris, 

although that route is rarely travelled. The Mexican government 

is in the process of building a highway from Magdalena to Cucurpe 

which will ultimately reach the paved road traversing the Rio Sonora 

72 



UNITED STATES 

Figure 4.1. Mexican State of Sonora. 
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valley. At present construction has been suspended because funds 

have run out. No telephone or telegraph service links Cucurpe with 

the rest of Mexico. No bus line braves her dirt roads. The municipio 

is therefore relatively isolated from the commercial mainstreams 

of modern Sonora. 

Physiography 
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Physiographically the municipio falls within the Basin and 

Range province of southwestern North America. It covers 1,788.55 

square km of mostly desert terrain and is drained by the upper portion 

of the San Miguel watershed, the westernmost of a series of parallel 

river valleys coursing south-southwest to the Sea of Cortez (Figure 

3.2). The valleys of the San Miguel and its two major tributaries 

--the Dolores and the Saracachi--consist of relatively narrow flood

plains which only occasionally widen enough to support agriculture 

and human settlement. These valleys are edged on both sides by rugged 

but not particularly high mountain ranges. Between these mountains 

lie hilly, dissected interfluves broken by the drainage ways of numer

ous ephemeral streams. 

Relief in the municipio is more gradual than abrupt. The 

ridges of most mountain ranges rarely approach closer than five km 

to the river, and often are more than 10-15 km away. Nevertheless, 

the intervening terrain is often rugged, consisting of bluffs, bajadas, 

hills and a few small mesas. There is very little level land, and 

most of that is restricted to the floodplains and the side canyons 

of the San Miguel and its tributaries. In particular the upper reaches 
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of the Dolores and Saracachi possess broad, extensive valleys. Other 

notable areas of level ground include Caftyadas Ancha, Baisimaco, 
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En Frente, Cuervo and Tren, all of which branch off from the Dolores 

or the San Miguel. Irrigated agriculture takes place along the flood

plains of the rivers. Temporal fields are located in the side canyons. 

The rest of the municipio supports only livestock or non-agrarian 

activities. 

The altitude of the floodplain ranges from nearly 1200 m 

in the upper reaches of the Rfo Dolores to 825 m at the pueblo of 

Cucurpe itself. As would be expected (Leopold, Wolman and Miller 

1964), gradients in the upper portions of the watershed are steeper 

than gradients downstream. For example, the Rio Dolores drops nearly 

200 m in a 25 km stretch, roughly 8 m/km, while between Cucurpe and 

Opodepe, approximately 50 km apart, the floodplain loses only 185 

m in elevation, an average gradient of just .7 m/km. 

Away from the floodplain a number of mountain ranges border 

the river valleys. The highest mountains are the Sierra Azul to 

the north, which lie within the municipio of Imuris. Altitudes there 

range from 1500 m foothills to 2500 m peaks. South of Sierra Azul 

the most prominent range along the eastern margins of the watershed 

is the Sierra San Antonio northeast of the Agua Fria valley, with 

altitudes from 1400 to 2200 m. On the other side of the drainage 

the Sierra de la Madera rises from surrounding 1400 m foothills to 

an altitude of 2060 m northwest of the Rio Dolores. South of this 

range the Sierra el Torreon, whose highest peak, the Cerro Cinta 



de Plata, reaches 1757 m, and the Sierra de la Lamina, approximately 

1500 m above sea level, stand on each side of the dirt road leading 

from Magdalena to Cucurpe. West of Cucurpe the Sierra de Cucurpe 

climbs to an elevation of 1785 m at the Cerro el Encarnado. 

There is no detailed description of the geology of the San 

Miguel watershed. The 1974 "Carta Geologica del Estado de Sonora" 

indicates that the floodplain and surrounding terraces are composed 

primarily of either Quaternary alluvial deposits or residual soils. 

The mountains on the other hand consist of igneous extrusives, prin

cipally andesite and rhyolite, or igneous intrusives such as granite 

of Mesozoic or Cenozoic origin. There are also pockets of older 

Paleozoic material, including some metamorphic rock. 

Perhaps the most unusual geological feature of the drainage 

is the abundance of calcareous tufa, a soft, easily workable rock 

of volcanic origin which occurs in outcrops north and east of the 

pueblo of Cucurpe. These deposits ~ave been economically important 

in the past; the ruins of Cucurpe's mission church rest on large 

blocks quarried from nearby deposits. In late 1981, the comunidad 

of Cucurpe resumed this industry with the financial backing of the 

Mexican government (see Chapters 7 and 11). 

Hydrology 

Hydrologically the San Miguel and its two major tributaries 

are intermittent streams that flow the length of their channel only 

during periods of flooding. The San Miguel proper begins at the 

junction of the two tributaries--the Dolores and the Saracachi--which 
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come together at the pueblo of Cucurpe. The Dolores rises north 

of Cucurpe in the Sierra Azul and courses approximately 50 km in 
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a southwest and then southerly direction. Its sister tributary the 

Saracachi originates in the uplands south and east of Cucurpe and 

travels in a westerly loop for roughly 30 km until it meets the Dolores. 

The floodplain of the Dolores is more than one km wide in places 

and supports extensive agriculture from Bajio San Bruno in the north 

to its confluence with the Saracachi. The Saracachi, on the other 

hand, is quite narrow in its lower stretches and is often paralleled 

by steep canyon walls. It does not widen enough to support more 

than a few scattered farmsteads until it reaches the Agua Fria valley 

northwest of Cucurpe, where the Agua Fria hacienda, discussed in 

the previous chapter, is located. 

The floodplain of the San Miguel itself is about one km wide 

just below the juncture of the Dolores and the Saracachi. However, 

it quickly narrows south of the pueblo of Cucurpe and widens only 

intermittently until the broad Llano Grande wedges into the watershed 

far to the south below the pueblo of Opodepe, outside the municipio. 

Although a number of fields are located along the San Miguel south 

of Cucurpe at EI Molino, EI Tren, EI Potrero and San Javier, most 

irrigated agriculture in the district occurs near the pueblo itself 

or north along the Rio Dolores. Areas of extensive temporal farming 

are found in Canyadas Ancha and Baisimaco, side canyons of the Dolores, 

and in Canyadas En Frente, Los Alisos, EI Cuervo and EI Tren, which 



empty into the San Miguel. The arroyos of these canyons flow with 

water only after heavy rains. 

As noted above, the channel of the San Miguel tends to widen 

and its gradient flatten downstream. However, the shape, slope and 

width of the channel are also affected by hUman impact. This occurs 

directly, by the propagation of living fence rows of cottonwood and 

willow which constrict and stabilize the channel in places (Nabhan 
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and Sheridan 1977), and indirectly, by upland overgrazing which reduces 

the vegetative cover of the watershed, promoting increased runoff. 

In places, there is only a single channel that meanders back and 

forth across the floodplain. In other locations the channel is braided, 

the different branches separated from each other by shoals and islands 

of coarse alluvial material stabilized by riparian vegetation. 

Downcutting does not seem to be an important degradational 

process in the watershed. Although locally significant gullying 

takes place in minor arroyos of the . drainage , the major river channel 

itself has not been substantially incised during the epicycle of 

erosion affecting southwestern North America during the past century 

(Cooke and Reeves 1976), although locally significant arroyo-cutting 

has occurred near Rancho Dolores along the Rio Dolores. Conservative 

floodplain management techniques may partially contribute to this 

stability (Nabhan and Sheridan 1977). However, underlying geological 

factors are a more likely factor. The San Miguel valley, at least 

in its upper and middle stretches, is fairly narrow, and the floodplain 

does not seem to have accumulated deep deposits of fine alluvium. 



Instead, both channel and floodplain appear to be ~elatively close 

to bedrock. Lateral cutting of the floodplain is a far more signif

icant hydrological and geomorphological process--one which has an 

important impact on the agrarian economy of the drainage (Sheridan 

and Nabhan 1976). 

The San Miguel channel and floodplain are formed by frequent 

floods rather than perrenial flow, which is low and geographically 

restricted for most of :.he year. These floods often overflow the 
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river banks, depositing both coarse and fine sediment across the 

floodplain. Because of the semiarid climate of the watershed, sediment 

loads of these floods are quite high. Vegetation cover is naturally 

sparse. Overgrazing has reduced it even further. Runoff is therefore 

rapid and erosive, transporting upland material to the river by both 

overland and channel flow. Local farmers call this sediment-rich 

water agua puerca--"dirty" or "piggish water." However, they do 

not use the term in a pejorative sense. One of the major functions 

of the living fencerows is to slow the velocity of the floodwaters 

so that they spread gently across fields and deposit their loads, 

thereby replenishing the fertility of the soil (Nabhan and Sheridan 

1977) • 

Most floods seem to be of moderate intensity and do not serious

ly degrade the floodplain. Nevertheless, relatively infrequent large 

floods do scour cultivated areas, breaching fencerows and gouging 

gullies across fields (Sheridan and Nabhan 1979). These major floods 

also occasionally eat away the edges of fields of deposit sand and 



gravel on milpas to such a depth that portions of them are rendered 

unusable. Such floods occurred within the memories of farmers in 

Cucurpe in 1905, 1914, 1926, 1940 and 1978-79. 

81 

During the last major floods, a few farmers lost entire fields. 

Many others saw up to several hectares of cropland swept away. It 

is important to note that these hydrological disasters took place 

during the winter rather than the summer rainy season. Winter storms 

are generally more sustained and widespread. River flow at this 

time of year is also fed at times by snowmelt from surrounding mountain 

ranges such as the Sierra Azul. Such floods rearrange local flood

plains, removing alluvium from one side and depositing it downstream 

or on the other side (Leopold, Wolman and Miller 1964). This lateral 

cutting of the floodplain by the river naturally has significant 

social and economic consequences (see Chapter 5). 

In general, discharge in the San Miguel varies greatly in 

magnitude and velocity depending upon both seasonal and annual fluctu

ations in precipitation throughout the watershed. Once runoff has 

been concentrated in the channel of the San Miguel itself, it affects 

the floodplain in a number of different ways. Narrow stretches of 

the valley tend to be scoured by floods of even moderate intensity. 

In wider areas, floods may deposit more alluvium than they remove. 

With floods of greater intensity alluvium eroded from the floodplain 

may be deposited downstream as point bars or transported to the con

fluence of the San Miguel and the Rfo Sonora. 
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Groundwater reserves in the Cucurpe municipio are not well 

known. Subsurface aquifers were not exploited by San Miguel inhabi

tants until the late 1940s or early 1950s (Owen 1959). The preliminary 

data on pumping I have collected suggest that most wells tap the 

saturated alluvium of the floodplains themselves. Floodwater and 

direct precipitaion percolate through permeable river sands until 

they reach bedrock, where they are trapped and retained. Similar 

aquifers undoubtedly exist in the side canyons of the San Miguel, 

even though three government-financed wells drilled into the valley 

floors of Canyadas Ancha, Cuervo and Baisimaco failed to encounter 

extensive groundwater reservoirs. Agricultural intensificaiton and 

expansion, if they occur, will largely take place in these side canyons 

because they contain the only arable land which is at present unculti

vated. Without subsurface water, however, they will remain agricul

turally marginal--Iocked into temporales or not used at all. 

Climate 

The climate of the Cucurpe municipio ranges from semiarid 

to subhumid as one moves from the valleys to the mountains. As Tables 

4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 clearly reveal, both precipitation and temperature 

vary considerably according to season. According to the published 

data, mean annual precipitation in the upper and middle portions 

of the San Miguel watershed ranges from 466.8 mm at Saracachi to 

629.1 mm at San Javier (Durrenberger and Murrieta 1978; Hastings 

and Humphrey 1969; Table 4.1). However, the available precipitation 

information is neither extensive nor particularly reliable. It is 



Table 4.1. Mean Annual Precipitation, Altitude and Length of Record for 
Weather Stations in the Municipio of Cucurpe 

Station Altitude 

Saracachi 930 m 

Cuurpe 825 m 

Mean Annual Precip. 

466.8 mm t 

414.4 * 

Length of Record 

5 yrs (1942-46) 

8 yrs (1972-79) 
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San Javier 810 m 629.1 mm t 35 yrs (1923-41; 1943-) 

t '(From Hastings arid Humphrey ;1.969) 
* From the Magdalena Office of the Secretaria de Agricu1tura y Recursos 

Hidraulicos (SARH) 
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Table 4.2. Nean Monthly Precipitation at Weather Stations within the 
Municipio of Cucurpe 

Month Saracachi (930 m) Cucurpe (825 m) San Javier (810 m) 

J 32.6 40.2 46.1 

F 7.4 5.6 14.8 

M 12.4 17.6 18.2 

A 9.4 0.0 3.8 

M 0.0 15.2 0.8 

J 10.4 12.8 43.1 

J 143.9 209.3 164.5 

A 139.8 124.9 171.3 

S 54.7 45.3 73.4 

0 32.1 23.9 31.3 

N 0.0 11. 5 15.7 

D 24.1 32.4 46.1 

Total 466.8 538.7 * 629.1 

(From Hastings and Humphrey 1969) 
* This figure is higher than the mean annual precipitation figure given 
in Table 1. I believe that the lower, and more recent, figure is 
undoubtedly more accurate. Nevertheless, the monthly distribution of 
rainfall in Table 2 reflects the general trend precisely enough for our 
purposes. 
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Table 4.3. Mean Monthly Temperatures (CO) for Cucut'~e Weather St:ations, 

Month Saracachi (930 m) San Javier (810 m) 

J 8.3 11.1 

F 9.1 12.5 

M 11.8 14.2 

A 16.0 17.1 

M 19.0 21.4 

J 21.1 26.7 

J 25.3 25.1 

A· 25.0 24.9 

S 23.7 25.0 

) 17.5 20.8 

N 12.3 15.4 

D 8.9 12.5 

Annual 16.3 18.9 

(From Hastings and Humphrey 1969) 



unlikely, for example, that Saracachi, 120 m higher than San Javier, 

would receive less rainfall. Nevertheless, a rough average of 400-

450 mm of precipitation most likely falls on the lower elevations 

of the municipio, where most agriculture takes place. 
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Seasonal distribution of this precipitation is remarkably 

consistent throughout the upper San Miguel (Table 4.4). At Saracachi, 

the northernmost weather station, 63% of mean annual rainfall occurs 

during the summer months of June, July and August. Since June is 

usually very dry, while September is the third wettest month of the 

year, convectional showers during the July through September rainy 

seasons account for an even higher percentage of mean annual precipita

tion--72.5%. Rains during these months are locally known as las 

aquas. Spring, by contrast, is the driest time of the year; Saracachi 

figures drop to 4.6% during March, April and May, while San Javier, 

the southernmost station, receives only 3.6% of its moisture at this 

time. The slightly lower proportion of summer precipitation recorded 

by San Javier may be due to its more westerly longitude; in the Sonoran 

Desert, winter rains supply an increasingly larger percentage of 

total annual rainfall as one moves westward (Dunbier 1968; Shreve 

and Wiggins 1964). However, the differences more likely reflect 

the widely varying duration and quality of the records at the different 

stations themselves. 

Perhaps the environmentally most significant precipitation 

pattern is the seasonal and annual variability in rainfall. In the 

Sonoran Desert, as in most other arid and semiarid regions, mean 



Table 4.4. Seasonal Precipitation at Cucurpe Weather Stations, 

Place Winter % Spring % 

Saracachi 63.2 (13.5) 21.8 

Cucurpe 58.5 (10.8) 45.4 

San Javier 110.7 (17.5) 23.0 

Winter: December, January, February 
Spring: March, April, May 
Summer: June, July, August 
Fall: September, October, November 

(From Hastings and Humphrey 1969) 

(4.6) 

(8.4) 

(3.6) 

Summer % Fall 

294.1 (63.0) 82.9 

343.0 (63.6) 80.6 

372.7 (59.2) 120.7 

87 

% 

(17.7) 

(14.9) 

(19.2) 



figures arc often misleading since the standard deviation of mean 

annual rainfall may exceed the mean value (Slatyer and Mabbutt 1964). 

At San Javier, for example, annual precipitation rose from 311 mm 

in 1965 to 729 mm in 1966, an increase of more than 100% (Hastings 

and Humphrey 1969). During these same two consecutive years, rainfall 

in August, the wettest month of the year with a mean of 171.3 mm, 

varied from 100 mm in 1965 to 314.5 mm the following year. December 

precipitation, on the other hand, reached 108 mm in the generally 

dry year of 1965, while dropping to8 mm during the wet year of 1966. 

These figures contrast with a December mean for San Javier of 46.1 

mm (Table 4.2). 

Statistics of variance reveal that such an example is not 

extreme. Although the standard error of yearly summer precipitation 

totals naturally is greatest, since the largest amount of rainfall 

occurs during this season, the coefficient of variance is lowest 

during the summer months (Hastings and Humphrey 1969). Amounts of 

summer preCipitation may vary greatly from year to year, but the 
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total percentage of summer rainfall remains high and does not fluctuate 

as much as rainfall during the spring and fall months (Table 4.5). 

These statistics suggest that despite the often highly localized 

nature of convectional summer storms, they are still more dependable 

sources of moisture than the cyclonic or frontal storms of the winter 

and spring. 

Variations in temperature throughout the municipio are primarily 

influenced by differences in altitude. The mean annual temperature 



Table 4.5. Statistics of Variation (Standard Error of the Mean and 
Coefficient of Variation) for Seasonal Precipitation at 
Cucurpe Weather Stations 

Winter Spring Summer Fall 

. Place SE CV SE CV SE CV SE CV 

Saracachi 12.0 0.38 5.3 0.55 40.4 0.31 14.8 0.36 

Cucurpe 18.7 0.64 7.4 0.23 49.0 ':.15 21.4 0.70 

San Javier 15.6 0.76 5.6 1.41 22.5 0.35 14.8 0.70 

Note: CV is the ratio of the sample standard deviation to the mean. 

(From Hastings and Humphrey 1969) 
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of Saracachi is 16.3 C, while that of San Javier is 18.0 C. As Table 

4.3 illustrates, coolest mean temperatures occur at both stations 

90 

in January, while warmest weather is recorded in July. Unfortunately, 

there are no weather stations in the upland areas of the municipio. 

However, mean annual temperatures in southwestern North America general

ly tend to decrease 2.2 C. (4 F.) with every 305 m (1000 ft) increase 

in elevation, although local air drainage patterns often obscure 

this trend. Therefore, the ridges of surrounding mountain ranges 

probably enjoy mean annual temperatures of approximately 23 C. at 

altitudes of 2000 m. In general the municipio, like other upland 

areas of the Sonoran Desert, experiences cool winters and hot summers, 

with mean monthly temperatures at San Javier rising above 20 C. from 

May though October. 

Unfortunately, systematic data on frosts in the region are 

not available. Nevertheless, the mean monthly temperature data suggest 

that frosts (escarchas) may occur along the floodplain from November 

through March, a supposition corroborated by my own observations. 

During 1981, I first noted frost on November 11, 1980, while the 

last escarcha occurred March 28, 1981. As in most desert areas, 

diurnal temperature ranges are considerable. Nights during the hottest 

summer months are usually cool enough for comfortable sleep. During 

the winter, warm days may follow subfreezing evenings. 

The amount of precipitation alone is not a particularly sensi

tive indication of aridity or the lack of it. A far more accurate 

index of the effect of climate on vegetation is the concept of potential 



evapotranspiration developed by the climatologist C. W. Thornthwaite 

(Strahler and Strahler 1978). The only mOisture available to plants 

is that held in the soil. Some moisture is lost to evaporation as 

air enters the soil; more water is transpired or discharged into 

the atmosphere by the leaf pores of plants themselves. Thornthwaite, 

interested in the practical problems of crop irrigation, coined the 

term "potential evapotranspiration" to specify the amount of water 

in any given microclimate which would be evaporated or transpired 

if the ground were continually supplied with water and completely 

covered by vegetation consisting of fresh green leaves, such as a 

field of alfalfa. 

Utilizing this concept, Thornthwaite Associates (1964) were 

able to estimate the water needs, and the water budgets, for areas 

across the world, including the San Miguel. As Table 4.6 indicates, 

potential evapotranspiration (PE) far exceeds actual precipitation 

(P) at the station of Carbo. Carbo, wh~ch lies at an elevation of 

464 m along a tributary of the lower San Miguel, never experiences 

a water surplus during the year. December, a relatively wet month 

with the coolest mean monthly temperature, is the only period when 

no water deficit (potential evapotranspiration minus actual evapo-

transpiration) normally occurs. 

Carbo is roughly 350 m lower than the lowest elevation in 

the municipio of Cucurpe. Utilizing ThornthwaiteOs moisture index 

(1m) to classify San Miguel climates (Thornthwaite Associates 1964), 
.. 

it is clear that Carbo with an 1m of -75.54 possesses an arid (E) 
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Table 4.6. Water Budgets for Carbo and Hermosillo 
I • _ .. _ • 

J F M A M J J A S 0 N D 

Carbo 

PE 27 29 45 85 136 187 206 189 168 122 59 39 1292 

P 5 3 3 2 3 3 90 91 48 11 10 47 316 

ST 8 7 6 5 3 2 1 1 1 0 0 8 

AE 5 4 4 3 5 4 91 91 48 12 10 39 316 

D 22 25 41 82 131 183 115 98 120 110 49 0 976 

S 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Hermosillo --
PE 25 30 57 92 160 197 207 191 169 122 52 30 1332 

P 11 11 6 3 1 7 83 147 66 32 5 18 390 

ST 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

AE 11 11 6 3 1 7 83 147 66 32 5 18 390 

D 14 19 51 89 159 190 124 44 103 90 47 12 942 

S 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

PE: Potential Evapotranspiration AE: Actual Evapotranspiration 
P: Precipitation D: Water Deficit 
ST: Storage of Moisture in the Soil S: Water Surplus 

1.0 
(From Thornthwaite Associates 1964) N 



climate (Thornthwaite and Mather 1957; Hastings and Humphrey 1969). 

San Javier, on the other hand, ranks as semiarid with an 1m of -36 

(Table 4.7). This figure in fact falls near the corrected divided 

line (-33.3) between C1 (Dry Subhumid) and D (Semiarid) climates 

(Thornthwaite Associates 1964). However, since San Javier's mean 

annual precipitation (629 mm) is suspiciously high, perhaps a truer 

indication of climate conditions in the upper portions of the San 

Miguel watershed might be obtained by using the mean annu~l precipi

tation of Cucurpe (414.4 mm). If Cucurpe temperatures are similar 

to those of San Javier (Cucurpe published data do not at present 

include temperature), a reasonable hypothesis considering their close 

geographical proximity, then Cucurpe would register an 1m of approxi

mately -58, well within the semiarid range (-33.3 to -66.7 according 

to Thornthwaite Associates 1964). 

Throughout the municipio, then, semiarid conditions prevail 

along the floodplain of the San Miguel drainage and most of the inter-

montane basins. MOre humid conditions exist in the northern uplands 

and in the mountains, but little arable land can be found there. 

Semiaridity therefore significantly influences the agricultural pos-

sibilities and range conditions of the drainage. 

Vegetation 

The natural vegetation is also affected by the semiarid cli-

mate. Most of the municipio lies within the eastern edge of the 

Sonoran Desert as defined by Shreve and Wiggins (1964). The area 
, 

east of the Rio San Miguel is classified as a narrow, southern tongue 
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Table 4.~ Calculation of the Index of Moisture (1m) for San Javier 

Month TemE (CO) Heat Index (I) Unadjusted PE Adjusted PE 

J 11.1 3.34 0.8 22 

F 12.5 4.0 1.0 26 

M 14.2 4.86 1.3 40 

A 17.1 6.44 1.85 60 

M 21.4 9.04 2.9 103 

J 26.7 12.63 4.6 161 

J 25.1 11. 50 4.05 146 

A 24.9 11.37 3.99 136 

S 25.0 11.44 4.0 124 

0 20.8 8.66 2.8 82 

N 15.4 5.49 1. 55 64 

D 12.5 4.00 1.0 26 

Total 990 

1m = 100(P/PE - 1) 

1m = 100(629/990 -1) 

1m = -36 

PE: Potential Evapotranspiration 

P: Precipitation 

(See Thornthwaite and Mather 1957 for instructions/correction factors 
for calculating PE.) 



of the Arizona Uplands subregion. The area west of the river falls 

within the Plains of Sonora. However, these rather broad categories 

do not adequately describe the vegetational diversity of the region. 

At least five major vegetation types dependent upon altitude, slope 

exposure and edaphic conditions crosscut the municipio. Each of 
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these five types--the pine-oak woodland, the oak woodland, the mesquite 

grassland, the desertscrub and the riparian woodland--provide important 

food, fiber, beverage, fuel, medicinal and forage plants utilized 

by the local inhabitants (Felger, Nabhan and Sheridan 1976). 

The geographically most restricted vegetation type is the 

pine-oak woodland, which is found only on the peaks of the higher 

mountain ranges like the Sierra San Antonio. In general, this type 

occurs between altitudes of 1800-2400 m. As the name suggests, the 

pine-oak woodland is dominated by the intermingling of both pines 

and oaks. Pines include Apache pine (Pinus engelmanni) and Chihuahua 

pine (Pinus leiophylla). Characteristic oaks are Arizona oak (Quercus 

arizonica), silverleaf oak (Quercus hypoleucoides) and Quercus viminea. 

Other important trees include various species of madrono (Arbutus 

arizonica and Arbutus xalapensis). 

The oak woodland generally occurs at elevations ranging from 

1300-1800 m, intergrading with the pine-oak woodland at higher alti

tudes and with the mesquite grassland along the lower extremes. 

Known as the encinal in Mexico, this association is dominated by 

several species of oaks. It is primarily a Sierra Madrean type of 

woodland similar to oak woodlands in southeastern Arizona and 



northeastern Sonora (Wallmo 1955; White 1948). Highly dependent 

upon slope exposure and edaphic conditions, the encinal is rarely 

as dense as other oak-dominated associations such as chaparral. 

It therefore frequently assumes a savanna-like appearance. Character

istic species include Arizona oak (Quercus arizonica), Mexican blue 

oak (g. oblongifolia), g. chihuahensis and the economically important 

Emory oak (g. emoryi), whose acorn (bellota), low in tannin content, 

is gathered for commercial sale (Felger, Nabhan and Sheidan 1976). 

Associated species of economic value are lechuguilla (Agave palmeri), 

whose caudex is roasted and distilled into a smooth but potent bootleg 

mescal, and sideoats grama (Bouteloua curtipendula), an important 
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range grass. The encinal is also dotted with a number of other caudical 

plants such as Hesperaloe nocturna, virtually endemic to the San 

Miguel, and the more widely distributed Yucca arizonica, known idio

syncratically in the region as sotol, even though the term sotol 

is usually applied to Dasylirion wheeleri. 

Intergrading with the oak woodland at lower elevations is 

the mesquite grassland, or mesguital. As the name suggests, this 

vegetation type is dominated by mesquite (Prosopis velvtina), which 

grows widely spaced in the uplands or in dense forests (bosgues) 

in the side canyons of the drainage. One of the largest bosques 

in the region occurs just south of the hacienda of Agua Fria, extending 

for miles down the valley. Although mesquite pods were once a staple 

food of the Indians of southwestern North America, the people of 

the San Miguel no longer gather them. Livestock, however, consume 



them with gusto. Various other trees, shrubs and grasses of economic 

importance associating with mesquite include beardgrass (Andropogon 
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sp.), threeawn (Aristida sp.), grama (Bouteloua sp.), ocotillo (Fouguieria 

splendens), desert hackberry (Celtis pallida) and the tiny wild chile 

known as chiltepfn (Capsicum annuum var. minimum). The mesquite 

grassland is one of the most extensive and economically significant 

vegetation types in the municipio. Along with the oak woodland, 

it supports most of the regions' livestock. Because of overgrazing, 

herbaceous ground cover is often reduced to a minumum, with the densest 

patches lying beneath the canopy of the mesquite trees themselves 

(Felger, Nabhan and Sheridan 1976; Lowe 1964; Humphrey 1977). 

Below the mesquite grassland on the interfluves bordering 

the San Miguel river lies the desertscrub. This is the vegetation 

type surrounding most human settlements lying along the floodplain 

of the San Miguel itself. The desertscrub is dominated by microphyl

lous trees or shrubs like mesquite, .palo verde (Cercidium sp.), palo 

chino (Pithecellobium mexicanum) and various species of Acacia, especial

ly tesota (Acacia occidentalis). Growing in association with these 

leguminous trees are a number of important columnar cacti including 

saguaro (Carnegiea gigantea) and pitahaya (organ pipe; Stenocereus 

thurberi). Small shrubs such as brittlebush (Encelia farinosa) and 

a number of important range forbs and grasses are also found here. 

Seasonally abundant ephemerals provide fodder for livestock and greens 

for human consumption. During prehistoric and colonial times, the 

desertscrub probably supplied many of the wild foods gathered by 
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San Miguel inhabitants. A number of plants like sahuaro are still 

locally important, although the three most important commercial wild 

harvests--bellota, chiltepines and lechuguilla--are now usually gathered 

at higher elevations (Felger, Nabhan and Sheridan 1976). 

Perhaps the most important vegetation type for human settlement 

in the watershed is the riparian woodland, which forms a canopy of 

winter-deciduous trees along the San Miguel's floodplain. Although 

the species composition of this vegetation association changes with 

altitude, it is the most mesic of the five vegetation types in the 

drainage, and for that matter, in the Sonoran Desert itself (Lowe 

1963). Along the arroyos in the upper reaches of the watershed, 

common riparian trees include sycamore (Platanus racemosa) and Arizona 

elder (Alnus oblongifolia). At lower elevations the most important 

canopy trees are Arizona ash (Fraxinus arizonica), walnut (Juglans 

major), cot tomwod (Populus fremontii) and willow (Salix goodingii). 

These trees constitute the characteris~ic dominants of riparian wood

land throughout the arid and semiarid Greater Southwest (Lowe 1964). 

The unique feature of the riparian woodland- along many stretches 

of the San Miguel floodplain is the man-induced pr'edominance of cotton

woods and willows. These trees are consciously propagated by farmers 

as "living fencerows" which protect, extend and enhance floodplain 

fields (Nabhan and Sheridan 1977). Beneath these trees, which are 

annually pruned to provide seedlings for future fencerows, grow a 

number of riparian shrubs like desert broom (Baccharis sarathroides) 

and seep willow (Bacchal"is salicifolia). Their branches are woven 
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between the cottonwood and willow saplings to act as woof to the 

saplings' warp. Among the shrubs are numerous herbs collected by 

local inhabitants as greens such as bledo (Amaranthus sp.) and chual 

(Chenopodium sp.). This broadleaf open forest, which consists of 

three strata--tree, shrub and herb--supports a concentrated population 

of birds, animals and weedy plants useful to man. Because of the 

supplemental water derived from either surface or subsurface flow 

along drainages, the riparian woodland constitutes oasis vegetation 

in the truest sense of the term. As the desert ecologist J.L. Cloudsley-

Thompson (1967:47-48) points out: 

Perhaps the last place in the world one thinks of in relation 
to oases is the northern part of the American continent. 
However, the New Mexico-Arizona-California region is one of the 
few areas of the world where they exist in a relatively natural 
condition. A number of species of small plants grow in or near 
the water, while shrubs and trees--such as rabbit-bush, scrub 
willOWS, cottonwood, mesquite and California fan palms--may 
also occur. In the foothill canyons of the Sonoran Desert, 
for example, where stream flow is either permanent or semi
permanent, and in both cases periodically torrential, a river 
bank or riparian woodland is fo~nd consisting of cottonwood, 
willow, ash, sycamore and walnut. This deciduous, broad leafed 
association is bordered by a flood plain dominated by a 
mesquite-acacia association which is, in turn, surrounded by 
a non-riparian desert or grassland community. 

Demography 

These riparian oases have acted as magnets attracting human 

settlement for thousands of years. Even today Cucurpe society could 

be characterized as riverine. In the words of Sheridan and Nabhan 

(1978:3), the floodplain of the drainage is the "thread upon which 

centuries of human occupation has hung." Cattle may be grazed and 

wild plants gathered in the uplands, but most human food and 



supplementary livestock forage spring from the irrigated fields along 

the Dolores, the Saracachi and the San Miguel. 

Settlement Patterns 
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Municipal settlement patterns reflect the floodplain's importance. 

Unofficial records of the 1980 federal census indicate a total Cucurpe 

population of 1,160. MY sample of 242 resident households--roughly 

90-95% of the total number of households within the municipio--lists 

1,048 inhabitants. Seventy-two percent of the sample population-

-759 people organized into 177 households--live along the banks of 

Cucurpe's major riVers or on the small mesas above them. Sixty-four 

percent of these riverine dwellers are found along the San Miguel, 

while 17% are located along the R!o Dolores and nearly 19% along 

the Ri"o Sarc;cachL The pueblo of Cucurpe with a sample population 

of 357 inhabitants is the largest of these communities, embracing 

one-third of the people living within the entire municipio. The 

rest of the riparian settlements--El Pintor and Carrizal along the 

Dolores, El Juparo or La Calera along the Saracachi, El Potrero and 

San Javier along the San Miguel--consist of little more than a few 

scattered households. Solitary households are scattered like adobe 

beads along the margins of all three rivers. 

The remaining sample population--313 individuals organized 

into 74 households--occupy the uplands or the side canyons of the 

San Miguel watershed. Except for Agua En Medio, a community of eleven 

households belonging to Ejido 6 de Enero, most of these people live 

in isolated ranchos or mines. Roads lead to all of these places, 
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but they are usually poorly constructed or irregularly maintained. 

Ranchers and miners are frequently cut off from vehicular communication 

with the outside world, especially after heavy rains. Despite the 

technological advances of the 20th century, horses and mules continue 

to provide the most reliable means of transportation in this rugged 

country. In many respects Cucurpe remains a horse culture, rooted 

in an equestrian tradition developed during the colonial period in 

north-central New Spain (Morrissey 1951). 

Household Types 

The basic unit of production and consumption in this isolated 

rural society is the household--the people who share the same roof 

and hearth. Consisting primarily of biological relatives, Cucurpe 

households perform the fundamental functions of an agrarian 

society--the rearing of children, the raising of livestock, the cultiva

tion of the land. Within these mundane but vitally important units 

Cucurpenos live out most of their lives. 

As Table 4.8 demonstrates, the most common household type 

is what the British historian Laslett (1972) terms the "simple family 

household"--a married couple, or its remnant, and biological offspring. 

One hundred fifty-six households, 62% of the total sample, fall within 

this category. One hundred six of these units contain simple nuclear 

families--a husband, a wife and unmarried children. The rest consist 

of widows, widowers or single parents with children, married couples 

with children plus unrelated individuals, or married couples alone. 



Table 4.8. Types of Cucurpe Households 

Type Number . % 

1. Solitaries 
Widowed (widows, widowers alone) 
Single/Unknown marital status 
Married men with families elsewhere 

2. No Family 
Coresident siblings 
Coresident relatives other than siblings 
Persons not evidently related 

3. Simple Family Households (one married 
couple, or remnant, with biological 
children) 

Married couples alone 
Married couples with child(ren) 
Widowers with child(ren) 
Widows with child(ren) 
Married couple with child(ren) 

and unrelated individuals 
Unmarried with child(ren) 
Married woman with child(ren); 

husband elsewhere 
Married man with child(ren); 

wife elsewhere 

44 
10 
16 
18 

10 
2 
5 
3 

156 

23 
106 

1 
6 

8 
2 

4 

6 

17.5 
4.0 
6.4 
7.2 

4.0 
0.8 
2.0 
1.2 

62.2 

9.2 
42.2 
0.4 
2.4 

3.2 
0.8 

1.6 

2.4 

4. Extended Family Households (couple, or -..:3:...;4:...-_-=1:.;:;3..;:. . .;;;.5 
remnant, with relatives other than 
children) 

Extended upwards (ex. single parent wHh 
married children)-- 8 

Extended downwards (ex., married couple 
with children, grandchildren) 6 

Extended laterally (ex., unmarried sibling 
living with married sibling; niece or 
nephew living with married aunt/uncle) 9 

Combinations of above 5 
One spouse, children, parent 1 
Widow(er) with children, grandchildren 3 
Other 2 

3.2 

2.4 

3.6 
2.0 
0.4 
1.2 
0.8 
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Cumulative % 

4 
10.4 
17 .5 

18.3 
20.3 
21.5 

30.7 
72.9 
73.3 
75.7 

78.9 
79.7 

81.3 

83.7 

86.9 

89.2 

92.8 
94.8 
95.2 
96.4 
97.2 



Table 4.8.--Continued. 

Tjrpe 

5. Multiple Family Households (more than 
one nuclear family) 

Secondary unites) down (ex., married 
couple with married child(ren) 

Units all on one level (ex., married 
siblings) --

Number 

7 

5 

2 

Note: Classification system adapted from Laslett 1972) 
Information from author's Questionnaire #1. 
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% Cumulative % 

2.8 

2.0 99.2 

0.8 100.0 



104 

Only 34 households embrace extended families of one sort 

or another (Table 4.8). The extended family is important in Cucurpe, 

but not as a residential unit. Most children establish their own 

household soon after marriage, and few married siblings reside together. 

Small adobe houses are cheap and easy to build. If a young couple 

cannot construct one themselves, they can usually hire a local mason 

(albafiil) to make and lay the bricks for them, often for the price 

of a single cow. Several adult generations rarely dwell under the 

same roof in Cucurpe. 

Forty-four households on the other hand can be characterized 

as "solitaries"--widows or widowers living alone, unmarried males, 

married men whose families reside elsewhere (Table 4.8). The relative

ly large number of households (18) falling within the latter subcategory 

reflect the realities of Cucurpe's rural isolation in a rapidly chang

ing world. A century ago these ranches would have been occupied 

by entire families. Today the men live alone while their wives care 

for their children attending school in Magdalena. More and more 

Cucurpenos are making significant financial and emotional sacrifices 

so that their children can receive both primary and secondary school 

educations. They realize that their agrarian way of life no longer 

absorbs the number of people it once did. As one man told me, "There's 

not much work with pick and shovel anymore." 

Nevertheless, kinship dominates the settlement patterns of 

the municipio, especially outside the pueblo of Cucurpe. Even though 

they may not share the same house with their parents, married children, 



if they remain in the municipio, often settle quite near their house

holds of origin. Most rural areas in fact consist of little enclaves 

of parents, children or married siblings. For example, one clan 

occupies the stretch of San Miguel floodplain known as EI Caporachi, 

where three married brothers and a married sister inhabit all four 

households with their families. To the north, the eighty year-old 

patriarch of another family shares the three households of La Pulsera 

with his two married sons. Family members may not resid~ together, 
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but they frequently live within hailing distance of one another and 

farm contiguous fields. In many respects such a kinship unit resembles 

the "set" of the Appalachian mountain people of the United States 

(Batteau 1982). 

Inheritance 

The reason for such proximity, especially along the floodplain 

of the San Miguel drainage, is the system of partible inheritance 

prevailing in the municipio. According to both local custom and 

Mexican law, the estate of an individual who dies intestate is divided 

equally among male and female heirs. Within the municipio, most 

estates, or at least the arable land pertaining to them, seem to 

be split in an equitable fashion among both sons and daughters. 

I know of only one instance in which males received more than females. 

In that case, the wife of a wealthy landowner received half of his 

estate when he died, a common practice in Mexico. The other half 

was apportioned among his five sons and three daughters. When his 

wife died, however, her half of the estate was divided only among 
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the five sons. At present I do not know if such a custom is relatively 

frequent, or merely the idiosyncrasy of a single family. 

The ramifications of partible inheritance are profound. 

Through luck, ruthlessness or hard work, a man may carve out a sizeable 

estate for himself. But if he has many children, the patrimonies 

he bequeaths to each one of them may be quite modest. Perhaps more 

than any other single factor, partible inheritance has prevented 

the entrenchment of an enduring landed oligarchy in the region. 

The founder of Hacienda Agua Fria amassed a latifundo of nearly 30,000 

ha during his lifetime. After he died, Agua Fria was broken up into 

eight parcels and distributed among his children. His oldest son 

received approximately 7,000 ha because he was manager of the entire 

estate. The seven other children inherited 3,527 ha each. Five 

of these parcels are now being rented by a powerful ranching family 

from the Altar Valley in northwestern Sonora. Only one is actually 

operated by the founder's descendants. One of his sons is letting 

the old hacienda buildings--the manor house with its interior court

yard, the chapel, the school, the homes of the workers--slowly decay 

because he cannot afford to maintain them. His son--the founder's 

grandson--ekes out a meager income from 850 ha--his share of the 

great ranch--and works for wages with a North American mining company 

(Ques. #1:195). Within the space of three generations, members of 

the once-powerful family have either moved away or seen their status 

drop from hacendado to virtual proletarian because the laws and customs 



of inheritance simply do not encourage the preservation of large 

properties. 

Emigration 

Of course not all heirs remain on the land or transmit their 

shares of an estate to outsiders. Cucurpe is plagued by minifundfa, 

or land fragmentation, but the disease is not as advanced as it is 

in many other areas of the peasant world. By the time a man dies 

or retires from active farming, most of his children are usually 

grown. If they have not been able to acquire land of their own, 

they may have emigrated from the municipio in search of other jobs. 

Once they are established outside Cucurpe, a small share of their 

parents' estate rarely lures them back. Instead they may sell, or 

if the piece of land is tiny enough, give their portion of milpa 
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or temporal to the siblings who stay behind. As far as the transmis

sion of land is concerned, emigration is one of the primary centripetal 

forces countering the centrifugal pull of partible inheritance. 

Within my sample, 56% of all childbearing households--121 

of them--indicated that at least one of their children had left Cucurpe. 

Some were going to school in Magualena. Others, the older ones, 

were working outside the municipio. The number of emigrant children 

per household spanned one to 12, with a mean for the entire smaple 

of nearly 1.9 and a mean for donor households of 3.8 (Table 4.9). 

Out of a total number of 1202 children, 467 (38%) were residing away 

from Cucurpe. In the opinion of their parents, at least 355 of these 

emigrants (76%) will never return to live in the municipio. 
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Table 4. 9. Number of Emigrant Children per Cucurpe Household. 

II of Emigrant Number of Cumulative 
Chindren per Households Percent Percent 
Household 

0 130 51.8 51.8 

1 24 9.6 61.4 

2 22 8.8 70.1 

3 16 6.4 76.5 

4 18 7.2 83.7 

5 13 5.2 88.8 

6 10 4.0 92.8 

7 6 2.4 95.2 

8 4 1.6 96.S 

9 4 1.6 98.4 

10 1 .4 98.8 

11 2 .8 99.6 

12 1 .4 100.0 

TOTAL 251 100.0 

Mean 1.861 Median .465 
Mode 0 Variance 6.880 
Kurtosis 1.754 Range 12.000 
Minimum 0 Sum 467.000 
C.V. Pct 140.983 
Std Err .166 
Std Dev 2.623 
Skewness 1.511 
Maximum 12.000 
.95 C.l. 1.534 

Information from author's Questionnaire Ill. 



Municipal households export livestock to sustain themselves. 

They send off their children or move away themselves because the 

resources of Cucurpe cannot support them, at least not at the level 

of livelihood they encounter beyond the municipio's boundaries. 

Slightly more daughters (248) than sons (218) seek their fortunes 

elsewhere, but the female proportion of this emigrant tide (53%) 

is hardly overwhelming. Nevertheless, this sexual differential may 
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be partially responsible for the higher percentage of males in Cucurpe's 

population (Figure 4.3). Other social factors undoubtedly influence 

the sexual ratio as well. As noted earlier in the chapter, a number 

of married men live alone in the municipio while their families reside 

in Magdalena. Miners and vaqueros also may leave their wives and 

children behind while they labor for various periods of time in Cucurpe. 

Although the municipio does not appear to be experiencing the massive 

exodus of young women plaguing the countrysides of Ireland and Spain 

(Sheridan 1978), more males than females remain within Cucurpe's 

borders. 

The children who do leave generally do not travel very far. 

Forty-five percent of the pilgrims in my sample settled in Magadalena, 

a mere 49 km away. An additional 40% resided in other parts of Sonora. 

Cucurpefios may stray from their native land, but most of them remain 

within a day's drive (Table 4.10). Those who do push on beyond Sonora 

tend to emigrate to the United States rather than other areas of 

Mexico. Next to Sonora, Arizona and then California rank as the 

most popular destinations. Nortenos to the bone, the Cucurpe migrants 
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Table 4.10. Destinations of Cucurpe Emigrants (N = 467) 

Location Number % of Total 

Magdalena 212 45.3% 

Other Parts of Sonora 143 30.6% 

Mexico Outside Sonora 20 4.2% 

Arizona 45 9.6% 

California 30 6.4% 

Other Parts of U.S. 5 1.0% 

Unknown 12 2.5% 

467 

(Information from Author's Questionnaire #1.) 



appear to prefer the attractions of el otro lado ('the other side'; 

the United States) to the rest of Mexico south of Sonora. 

Population 

The long range consequences of emigration are unclear. As 
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Table 4.11 points out, Cucurpe has been losing population since the 

1940s. Between 1950 and 1960 the population dropped by 305, a decline 

of 16%. The following decade the municipio lost a total of 295 individ-

uals, a decrease of 18.4%. 

declined by 142, or 10.9%. 

During the last ten years, population 

If the 1940 census, which reflects the 

municipal mining boom of the Depression years, is discounted, then 

Cucurpe has slowly but steadily been experiencing a demographic decline 

since 1910. 

This decline has not been precipitous. Nevertheless, some 

fairly subtle changes in the structure of Cucurpe's population may 

be diminishing the capacity of the Cucurpenos to replace themselves. 

Even though the percentage of those under 15 years of age has not 

fluctuated greatly, this demographic segment of the municipio has 

been decreasing. In 1950, it was 46.8%; by 1981, it had declined 

to 40.6% (Table 4.12). The percentage of the population between 

15 and 29 did not vary greatly: 24.6% in 1950, 22.4% in 1981. Similar 

stability characterized those between ages 30 and 49: 19% in 1950, 

20.2% in 1981. However, the proportion of women during the childbear

ing years of 15 and 49 has undergone a dec~ine; in 1950, women consti

tuted 48.9% of this age bracket, but by 1981, the figure had dropped 

to 42%. Fewer children and fewer women of childbearing age eventually 



Table 4· .. 1i. Population in the Municipio of Cucurpe, 1890-1970 

Year Total 

1980* 1.160 

1970 1,302 

1960 1,597 

1950 1,902 

1940** 3,976 

1930*** 1,690 

1920 1,716 

1910 2,266 

1900 1,640 

1890 1,442 

* Unofficial figures 

Men Women 

659 501 

668 634 

829 768 

951 951 

2,099 1.877 

869 821 

872 844 

1,160 1,106 

828 812 

Area of Municipio 
2 1,778.55 km 

2 1,778.55 km 

2 1,778.55 km 

not given 

not given 

2 2,225.98 km 

not given 

not given 

not given 

not given 

Source 

10th Censo 

9th Censo 

8th Censo 

7th Censo 

6th Censo 

5th Censo 

4th Censo 

3rd Censo 

2nd Censo 

Velasco (1893) 

** This high figure most likely reflects the influx of miners into the municipio. (See 
Chapters 2 and 6). 

*** The municipio was larger in 1930 than it was in 1960 and 1970. 

f-' 
f-' 
VJ 
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Table 4.12. Percent Selected Age Groups in Cucurpe Population, 1950-1980 

Year Under 15 15-29 30-49 Women 15-49 

1950 46.8% 24.6% 19.0% 48.9% 

1960 42.4% 27.9% 18.5% 47.8% 

1970 43.0% 25.5% 18.2% 47.2% 

1980* 40.6% 22.4% 20.2% 42.0% 

* (All figures except 1980 from federal censuses. 1980 figures from 
author's Questionnair #1.) 
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may turn Cucurpe into a land of the old and the male like western 

Ireland or rural Spain (Sheridan 1978). Nonetheless, such a dismaying 

state of affairs seems generations away. 

The present population is a vital one. Within my sample 

of 251 households, 215 household heads (86%) reported at least one 

child. Total number of children, both those at home and those who 

had migrated, ranged from one to 18, with a mean of 4.8 per household 

for the entire municipio and 5.6 for childbearing households (Table 

4.13). Cucurpertos, like other rural Mexicans, clearly favored large 

families. 

As noted earlier in the chapter, males (597) outnumbered 

females (475). This predominance was spread over all the age cate

gories except the youngest (0-4), in which females constituted nearly 

57% of the total, and two of the oldest (75-79, with four members 

of each sex, and 85 or older, with only one individual, a woman; 

see Figure 4.3). Despite this imbalance of sex ratios, Cucurpe couples 

were producing an abundance of children, more than the municipio 

could absorb. 

Like many agrarian SOCieties, Cucurpe's population pyramid 

is relatively broad-based, with many young people and few old ones 

(Figure 4.3). Nearly 41% of the Cucurpenos are under fifteen. An 

additional 54.5% fall within the ages of 15 to 64. Only 47 indi

viduals--4.3%--are 65 or older. As noted earlier in the chapter, 

the structure of Cucurpe's population is changing, but it continues 



Table 4.13. Total Number of Children per Household, Cucurpe Municipio, 
1980. 
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Number of Number of % of Total Cumulative 
Children Households Households % 

Per 
Household 

0 36 14.3 14.3 

1 21 8.4 22.7 

2 25 10.0 32.7 

3 25 10.0 42.6 

4 23 9.2 51.8 

5 20 8.0 59.8 

6 19 7.6 67.3 

7 20 8.0 75.3 

8 20 8.0 83.3 

9 11 4.4 87.6 

10 15 6.0 93.6 

11 9 3.6 97.2 

12 3 1.2 98.4 

15 2 .8 99.2 

18 2 .8 100.0 

Mean 4.789 Maximum 18.000 
Mode 0 Median 4.304 
Kurtosis .184 Variance 13.647 
Minimum 0 Range 18.000 
Std Err .233 Sum 1202.000 
Std Dev 3.695 
Skewness .647 

Information from author's Questionnaire #1. 



to retain the demographic profile of a peasant rather than a modern 

industrial region. 

Occupational Structure 

The occupational structure reflects Cucurpe's land-based 

economy as well. MY sample revealed a total work force of 360, 33.5% 

of the municipal population. Individuals who identified themselves 

as farmers (agricultores) or stockmen (ganaderos) constitute 36.3% 

of the work force (Table 4.14). These men are largely self-employed, 

spending most if not all of their time cultivating their own fields 
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and tending their own animals. The category of laborer (jornalero) 

accounts for 45.2% of the work force and spans a variety of occupations 

including agricultural field hand and cowboy (vaquero). Many household 

heads identifying themselves as jornaleros also own land and livestock 

as well. Their status of jornalero simply means that they perform 

wage work on occasion, usually of an agrarian nature. It is safe 

to say that these two occupational categories, which represent 81.5% 

of the work force, are employed primarily in farming and stockraisi~~. 

Jornaleros may occasionally dig trenches, build roads or lay bricks, 

but they also irrigate other men's fields, harvest their crops, take 

care of their cattle and break their horses. Crops and cattle continue 

to be the twin pillars of the Cucurpe economy. 

Mining used to be an important industry in the municipio, 

but by the early 1950s the North American mining companies had aban

doned the area and the gambucinos had left their placers to work 

in the coastal oases of Sonoran agribusiness. According to my sample, 
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Table 4.14. Occupational Structure of Cucurpe Labor Force (N = 360) 

Occupation Number % of Total Work Force 

Agricultor/Ganadero 131 36.3% 
(Farmer/Rancher) 

Jornaleros 163 45.2% 
(Laborers) 

Mineros 34 9.4% 
(Miners) 

Other 32 8.8% 

(Information from Autho.r' s Questionnaire "ilL) 



miners constitute only 9.4% of the work force (Table 4.14). The 

percentage in the actual population is undoubtedly higher, since 

119 

I was unable to interview many of the miners working on the Sierra 

Caliche, a mountain in the center of the municipio honeycombed with 

small operations. Nevertheless, it is doubtful whether mining employs 

more than 15% of the total labor force. Mining may experience a 

resurgence in the future, but at present its significance to the 

local economy pales in comparison to the agrarian sector. 

All other occupations encompass only 8.8% of the work force. 

Four men own and operate small grocery stores. The primary school 

in the pueblo of Cucurpe is staffed by four teachers, and outlying 

schools in the municipio employ two more maestros (male teachers) 

and two maestras (female teachers). The municipal government consists 

of an elected president and a full-time secretary assisted by a chief 

of police (there were at least three during 1981) and numerous tem

porary deputies. Another man functions as the sind1co, or investigator 

of municipal crimes, and also collects climatic data for the state 

of Sonora. Three men serve as livestock inspectors (inspectores 

de ganado; jueces de campo), handing out transit permits for all 

animals shipped out of the municipio and overseeing the annual fall 

corridas (roundups), where they compile the yearly livestock censuses. 

During 1981, a young doctor was completing his mandatory social service 

in the village, but when he left in August, he was not replaced. 

At present the only health professional in the municipio is a nurse. 

The governmental bureaucracy significantly affects life in Cucurpe, 



but the bureaucrats reside outside the municipio. The local economy 

simply is not diversified enough to support very many people who 

do not live off the land. 

The Agrarian Economy 

As the preceding discussion makes clear, Cucurpe's way of 

life remains overwhelmingly agrarian. Like many of the peasants 

of the Old World (Arensberg 1963), the Cucurpefios have evolved what 

Bloch (1966) terms an agropastoralist tradition. In other words, 

they depend upon both crops and livestock to make a living. Since 

most of their desert terrain cannot be cultivated, they run cattle 

and goats in the uplands. However, the region's semiarid climate 

and overgrazed range rarely allow animals to survive and propagate 

on natural pasture alone. Throughout most of Cucurpe's history, 

households have required access to both rangeland and cropland to 

meet their needs. The range must be extensive because sparse vege

tation and the vagaries of rainfall force livestock to roam over 

large areas in order to feed. The farmland must provide food for 

families and forage for their animals when wild fodder fails. Addi

tional resources such as firewood, building material and wild foods 

must also be gathered from a variety of microenvironments scattered 

across the dry and broken landscape. 
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In the highland areas of the world such as the central Andes, 

Alpine Europe and the Himalayas, Murra (1972) and others (Brush 1976; 

Guillet 1981; Netting 1972) have developed the concept of verticality 

to indicate a peasant household's dependence upon a range of resources 



that are altitudina1ly determined. As Netting (1981:14) notes for 

the Swiss community he studied: 

Torbel had a quite evident territorial integrity, 
combining each of the important environmental zones 
necessary for hay meadows, gardens, orchards, forests 
and summer pastures. • • • Because of the rapid ascent 
of the terrain from the valley bottom to the mountains, 
all the subsistence niches can be reached on foot in at 
most a few hours. 

Cucurpe's agrarian economy on the other hand is not really 

characterized by altitudinal zonation, even though altitude plays 
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an important role in the distribution of natural vegetation. Horizon-

ta1ity might better describe the pattern of ecological opportunities 

and constraints operating upon the region's agroecosystems. In arid 

and semiarid North America, proximity to water rather than elevation 

determines the continuum of necessary resources. For much of Cucurpe's 

largely unmechanized history, this has meant that the sUbsistence 

grid radiates in roughly horizontal rather than vertical lines from 

the 'floodplain of the San Miguel drainage. Irrigated fields (milpas) 

,lie on the floodplain itself. Rainfall-dependent fields (temporales) 

spread across pockets of alluvium trapped in the side canyons which 

twist away at crude right angles from the rivers. Rangeland (agostadero) 

occupies the interfluves and the mountains bordering the watercourses. 

In order to prosper in thp. municipio, most households need to be 

able to utilize all three of these major types of resources. Few 

survive as either farmers or ranchers alone. 

The following two chapters will explore in greater detail 

how croplands and rangelands are exploited within the municipio. 
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The discussion of resource utilization in turn will set the stage 

for an examination of how these resources are distributed at the 

household level. Even though population is gradually declining in 

the municipio, land and water remain scarce--scarce enough to cause 

considerable conflict and to force many households, often reluctantly, 

to band together to protect the resources they have. 



CHAPTER 5 

LA TIERRA NO MUERE: AGRICULTURE AND 
WATER CONTROL IN CUCURPE 

Agriculture has served as the foundation of the Cucurpe economy 

since Pre-Colombian times. For centuries, Cucurpe farmers have cultivat-

ed their crops along the narrow margins of the San Miguel drainage 

and its side canyons. As noted in Chapter 3, these ribbons and pockets 

of alluvium are in short supply. Agriculture requires the beneficent 

conjunction of arable land and available water, neither of which 

is abundant in Cucurpe. Most of the municipio--roughly 99.5% of 

it--is simply too dry, too rocky or too rugged to farm. 

The harsh lay of the land makes the remaining 0.5% of culti-

vable terrain an exceedingly prixed commodity. According to my question-

nair there are at least 1142 ha. being farmed in the municipio. 

Approximately 636 ha (56%) of this land (tier~ de riego) are irrigated 

largely by gravity-flow aceguia (canal) systems fed by springs of 

surface water (nacimientos) seeping from the sands of the San Miguel 

and its tributaries. The rest--at least 506 ha--consists of rainfall-

dependent fields called temporales, located along ephemeral streams 

draining into the main river system. Together these irrigated milpas 

and non-irrigated temporales provide many of the staples of the region's 

human diet and much of its livestock forage. Without them Cucurpe's 

agropastoralist economy would collapse. 
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Milpas 

No other resource in Cucurpe is worked as intensively as 

the irrigated fields lying along the floodplain of the San Miguel, 
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the Dolores and the Saracachi. Milpas are leveled and plowed, planted 

and disked, harrowed, cultivated and harvested two and occasionally 

three times a year without fallowing. They are carefully protected 

from floods and nursed through droughts. When the river does manage 

to breach the battlements of trunk and root provided by the living 

fencerows, farmers patiently scrape away the debris and reclaim the 

soil by building new lines of cottonwood and willow. One Cucurpefio 

eloquently expressed the importance of these fields when he told 

me: "I would not sell one ha of my land for $50,000, nor even $100,000 

pesos. • • • The earth does not die. Never! I had a friend who 

used to say, 'He who sells his land sells his own mother'" (Fieldnotes 

8/26/81) • 

Agricultural Cycle 

It is not entirely correct to state that there are two distinct 

agricultural seasons (temporadas) each year in Cucurpe because a 

number of crops such as beans and potatoes span portions of both 

the winter and summer planting cycles. In general, however, Cucurpe 

cropping patterns are determined by whether or not individual cultigens 

can withstand the frosts of winter or the intense heat of summer. 

Frost-tolerant Old World grains, broad beans and vegetables flourish 

during the cooler months. The ancient American triad of maize, beans 

and squash dominate fields from spring to fall. Alfalfa, a perrenial 



legume, is cultivated year-round, although growth slows considerably 

from November through February. 

A more fine-grained analysis of Cucurpe's agricultural cycle 

can be garnered from the daily records of agrarian activity kept 
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by six municipal households during 1981 (see Appendix A). As Table 

5.1 shows, the amount of irrigated land controlled by these households 

varies from 0.6 ha to 9.0 ha. Like most other households engaged 

in Cucurpe's agropastoralist economy, these families also own live

stock. The crops they plant therefore reflect both their own and 

their animals' consumption needs, as well as, in the case of Household 

4, regional market demand. 

Barley, the most important winter crop, is planted from the 

middle of October until early January (see Figure 5.1). Wheat is 

also sown during this period. Both are broadcast by hand, although 

fields are often plowed and harrowed by tractor. Prior to the postwar 

period, wheat was the most common winter crop. Most of the harvest 

was threshed by horses or mules and winnowed by pitchfork. Then 

the grain was ground by local water- or steam-powered mills or by 

taunas, small, porous grinding stones turned by horses, mules or 

burros. Until recently, Cucurpe households produced most of their 

own wheat flour from which they made the large, paper-thin tortillas 

constituting a staple of the Sonoran diet. Even after all the mills 

along the San Miguel had closed down by the end of the 1930s, farmers 

still transported their grain by mule and later by truck to Magdalena 

to be milled. 



Table 5.1. Wealth in Land and Livestock for Six Cucurpe Households Keeping Daily 
Records of Agrarian Activity. 

Household #4 #5 #8 #44 #45 #68 

Irrigated Land (Ha) 9.0 1.6 2.0 1.6 7.0 2.4 

Temporal (Ha) 4.0 0.0 1.5 0.0 3.0 1.6 

Cattle 12 12 40 30 20 50 

Horses/Mules 5 3 10 5 9 14 

Goats 0 0 0 1 13 0 

Pigs 2 0 0 O. 2 1 

Total Livestock 19 15 50 36 44 65 

Wealth in Land/ 243.00 87.50 287.50 213.20 277 .10 365.50 
Livestock* 

Total Wealth 243.00 87.50 287.50 213.20 277 .10 365.50 

Decile Ranking* 7 5 8 7 8 8 
(Total Wealth) 

*See Chapter 8 
(Information from author's Questionnaire #1.) 

f-I 
"-' 
0\ 
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Jan. 

Oct. 

Jul. 

Figure 5.1. Agricultural Cycle in Cucurpe. 
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Even today, three of the six households in the sample (#s 

44, 45, 68) still threshed and winnowed at least some of their barley 

or wheat. Nevertheless, most of the winter grain crop is now cut 

and baled by tractor for animal feed. Rather than process their 

own flour, Cucurpe farmers purchase most of what they need for tortil

las in 46 kg (quintal) sacks from Magdalena, which cost $200 pesos 

($8 U.S.) in 1981. They save their barley or wheat, gathered either 

in bales or in sheaves (tercios), for their livestock. 

The reason for this shift in cropping pattern is easy to 

uncover. Before World War II, a calf may have brought as little 

as ten dollars in the regional livestock market. In 1980, a male 

feeder calf of 120 kilos sold for an average price of $3500-$4000 

pesos ($140-$160 U.S. dollars). It is simply more economical for 

a Cucurpeno farmer to fatten his animals rather than his family on 

homegro~n grains. 

These changes did not come quickly nor easily in the municipio. 

The president of the Cucurpe comunidad, a man who left Cucurpe as 

a young boy and made his fortune in the construction industry in 

Ciudad Obregon before returning to Cucurpe, told me that 10 or 15 

years ago he encountered a local farmer cutting wheat by hand in 

his field. It was a drought year and many cattle in the area were 

starving, including the farmer's 40 head. The man asked the farmer 

why he didn't save his cattle by turning them into the milpa. The 

farmer replied that his family needed the flour for tortillas. "Listen," 

the man said, "You could buy your family the 20-30 quintales of flour 



you'll harvest from this field with the sale of one male calf." 

The farmer did not respond, but a few days later the man noticed 

the farmer's cattle in the milpa eating the wheat. 
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Because of the rise in cattle prices, varieties of wheat 

(trigo barbon) bred to produce good flour have been displaced by 

barley, alfalfa and even other strains of wheat (trigo flor) better 

suited for forage. Barley (cebada pelona) in particular has become 

the most extensively cultivated winter crop, fOllowed by .the perrenial 

alfalfa. Barley is considered a better forage than wheat. As one 

man said, "It is more commercial. •• nearly as good as alfalfa" 

(Fieldnotes 3/4/81). Furthermore, it is more drought-resistant than 

the other fodder crops. Alfalfa, a notoriously thirsty plant, needs 

to be irrigated at least every two weeks in Cucurpe's semiarid climate. 

Wheat requires supplementary water at least once a month. Barley, 

however, can survive with only two irrigations (riegos) during its 

four to five month growing season if winter rains are relatively 

abundant (Fieldnotes 4/22/81). Since irrigation water is a painfully 

scarce resource in Cucurpe, especially in late spring when the grains 

approach harvest, barley's hardiness makes it the most attractive 

winter forage crop in the municipio. 

Nevertheless, alfalfa is almost as popular, and its acreage 

would probably surpass barley's if farmers were assured of a more 

reliable water supply. One of alfalfa's major advantages is its 

status as a perrenial; a single planting will produce five to seven 

cuttings a year for three to five years. Its disadvantages include 
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its heavy demand for water and its toxicity during certain stages 

of its growth. Local farmers lose cattle every year to alfalfa bloat, 

which may afflict the animals if they eat the legume green or after 

a frost. Recently the government has been promoting the cultivation 

of rye grass, and a few agriculturalists have begun to plant it in 

the region. 

Despite the clearly recognized strengths and weaknesses of 

certain crops, seed availability often determines what a particular 

farmer sows in his fields. In 1981, for example, the head of Household 

45 was forced to plant trigo barbdh, a variety of wheat poorly suited 

for forage because its long grain spikes (espigas) irritate the throats 

of livestock, in his temporal because he could find no barley or 

trigo flor seed in Magdalena. 

Although grains clearly dominate Cucurpe's winter fields, 

a number of other crops are also cultivated during the cooler months. 

Old World broad beans, espeCially lentejas (lentils) and habas (fava 

beans), are grown by many families. Most households also plant vege

tables such as onions (cebolla), garlic (ajo) and peas (alverjones). 

By spring Cucurpe farmers are already to begin raising some 

of the staples of the human diet. In the first or second week of 

March (see Figure 5. 1 ) the eyes of potatoes (papas) which have been 

cut and dried with lime or ash are carefully planted by hand in rows 

(surcos). A week or two later agriculturalists sow their first crop 

of pinto beans (frijol; Phaseolus vulgaris variety), usually in rows 

in the same field. Nearly every household with irrigated land in 



the municipio plants beans of various varieties (garapata, azufrado, 

etc.), and a surprising number cultivate potatoes. For example, 

all six households in my small sample grew beans, and four planted 

potatoes. The first crop of beans is harvested three months later 
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in mid-June. Potatoes with a sightly longer growing season are gathered 

at the same time. Some households also plant summer squash during 

the same spring season. 

The summer season begins in late May after the winter grains 

have been harvested. A number of farmers (three out of six in my 

sample) attempt to grow two crops of corn, planting the first in 

late May (see Figure 5.1). Depending upon the variety, green corn 

is ready in 60-90 days and mature ears in 90-120 days. 

In large measure, the availability of water determines whether 

a farmer plants an early corn crop. April, May and June are the 

driest months of the year in Cucurpe. Very little rain falls (see 

Table 4.2), and the amount of surface flow in the San Miguel drainage 

drops to a trickle. Many farmers simply do not want to gamble that 

water in the communal acequias will be enough to meet their needs, 

so they wait for the onset of the summer thunderstorm season before 

they sow their corn. 

The summer rains also influence when the second crop of beans 

and potatoes is planted. As Figure 5.1 demonstrates, farmers replant 

beans from early July until early August, and resow potatoes the 

first or second week in August. Winter squash is generally in the 

ground by mid-July. Beans are usually harvested in mid-October; 
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corn, depending on whether it is picked green or mature, from October 

through early December; and potatoes in late November. 

Many households raise a variety of summer vegetables such 

as tomatoes, usually in small garden plots. They may also cultivate 

cucumbers and even peanuts, which flourish in sandy soil unfit for 

other crops. Several farmers in the region, including one in my 

sample (Household 4), grew chile on a commercial scale. Seedlings 

purchased from a farm in San Ignacio north of Magdalena were carefully 

transplanted in late April and early May and harvested in late September 

and October. It is important to note, however, that each of the 

farmers who grew substantial quantities of chile either owned their 

own pump or sharecropped the land of someone who did. They therefore 

had access to subsurface irrigation water and were able to supplement 

the often meager flow of the communal acequias. Without such supple

mentary water it is doubtful they could have successfully cultivated 

these thirsty plants. 

Agricultural Technology 

I was unable to elicit any regular pattern of crop rotation 

from any of my informants. Sorghums and milomaize (sorgo, milomaiz, 

ceterita), which are occasionally planted in milpas but usually culti

vated in temporales, are recognized as plants which "exhaust the 

earth" (Household 4: 3/2/81). Alfalfa and fava beans, on the other 

hand, enrich the soil. Acording to one prominent Cucurpe farmer, 

"with these two seeds the soil is improved very much. With these 

two seeds you don't need fertilizers." Nevertheless, such 
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nitrogen-fixing legumes are not necessarily grown in fields where 

the soil has been depleted by other crops. Instead, crop succession 

is determined more by the compatibility of growing seasons, the avail

ability of seeds and regional market demand. If a field is double

cropped, corn almost always follows a winter grain like wheat or 

barley, while successive plantings of beans and potatoes are sown 

in the same plots. The neatness of peasant European cropping patterns 

(Bloch 1966) has not been replicated by the sUbsistence and semi

subsistence farmers of the San Miguel. 

Neither do these farmers renew the fertility of their soil 

by applying chemical fertilizers. Out of a sample of 150 households 

in the municipio who cultivate land, only 5 (3.3%) stated that they 

used commercial fertilizers. Many farmers pasture livestock in the 

stubble (rastrojo) of their fields after crops have been garvested, 

so cow and horse manure undoubtedly enrich the soil to some degree. 

However, livestock manuring is not practiced in a systematic fashion 

as it is in other areas of Mexico such as the Tarahumara country, 

where Indian agriculturalists pen their goats and sheep in movable 

corrals in their fields each night to insure their entire mulpa gets 

fertilized. Since fields are rarely fallowed and usually double

cropped, soil fertility must be maintained in some other fashion. 

Cucurpe farmers are able to cultivate their floodplain fields 

so intensively because over the centuries they have learned how to 

engage in a creative give-and-take with their rivers and arroyos. 

Without lenghty fallowing, manuring or the application of chemical 
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fertilizers, soil fertility would quickly be exhausted were it not 

for the rich agua puerca ("piggish" or "dirty" water) of the San 

Miguel drainage itself. As noted in Chapter 4, floods in the watershed 

generally carry heavy sediment loads because of the sparse natural 

vegetation of the surrounding uplands. Particles of earth as well 

as nutrient-rich detritus--twigs, leaves, etc.--wash in innumerable 

rivulets into the San Miguel and its tributaries. This sediment 

load, locally known as limo del rio ("mud from the river") or abono 

del rio ("fertilizer from the river"), provides the necessary injection 

of nutrients to replenish the soil of the milpas. 

Limo del rio is trapped by an ingenious system of artificially ------
propagated riparian vegetation which Nabhan and Sheridan (1977) term 

"living fencerows". Known locally as cercos de tejido ("woven fences") 

or cercos de rama ("branch fences"), living fencerows consist of 

rows of cottonwoods (alamos) and willows (sauces) with brush fill 

w,)ven between their trunks. According to Cucurpenos, these fencerows 

perform three major functions. First, their trunks and roots protect 

the edges of fields from the erosive action of most floods. Secondly, 

they snare floodwater sediment, causing it to precipitate out behind 

them and to actually add strips of soil to the milpas. Thirdly, 

these cercos de ~ break the force of the floods, enabling the 

waters to spread gently across the fields and deposit their load 

on the soil itself. One Cucurpe farmer described the process by 

saying, "The trees and woven branches accept the floodwater and make 

it tame" (Nabhan and Sheridan 1977:105). Another noted that by 
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utilizing the fencerows, "You can make the river flow where you wish" 

(Fieldnotes 1/4/81). 

Fencerows are not always able to tame the floods. As noted 

in Chapter 4, catastrophic floods have ravaged the drainage on at 

least five different occasions during the past century. The last 

major episode occurred in December, 1978, and early January, 1979, 

when many Cucurpeiio households lost portions of their fields and 

a few unlucky families watched helplessly while entir~ milpas washed 

away. Floods clearly can upset the balance between fencerow and 

river. Many of the hectares eroded during the 1978-79 floods may 

never be reclaimed. Other plots are just beginning to be brought 

back into cultivation. Nevertheless, most years the cercos de ~ 

protect, extend and enhance the productivity of Cucurpe's floodplain 

fields. 

Erosion control and the renewal of soil fertility and carried 

out with nothing more than axes, shovels and an intimate knowledge 

of riparian vegetation. Although the origin of the living fencerows 

is presently unknown, they most likely date to the colonial, perhaps 

even the Pre-Colombian period. Some local farmers attribute the 

fencerows to the famous Jesuit missionary Eusebio Francisco Kino, 

who often assumes the dimensions of a mythical culture hero in northern 

Sonora. Many other agricultural techniques practiced in the municipio 

also reflect Cucurpe's ancient agrarian heritage. Grains such as 

wheat and barley are threshed in circular patches of ground (eras) 

which are cleared of plants, irrigated and then hardened by pounding 
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the soil with large wooden rammers (pisones). A tall wooden pole 

is then erected in the middle of the circle. After grainheads have 

been piled on the era, four to six horses or mules are hitched to 

the pole and driven around it until the grain has been knocked loose 

by their hooves. This ancient Old World technique occasionally receives 

a modern technological twist when Cucurpenos use pickup trucks rather 

than horses to thresh their grain. The seeds are then winnowed (aventar) 

from the chaff by pitchfork. 

Beans are also threshed and winnowed by hand. However, other 

agricultural tasks are now being carried out by the ten tractors 

presently located in the municipio. Although some farmers still 

harvest their wheat or barley with hand-sickles (hos), others cut 

and bale winter grains, alfalfa and even maize stalks by machine. 

Of the 135 households who reported on their methods of cultivation, 

101 of them--74.8% of the total--employed a tractor at some point 

in the 1980 or 1981 agricultural cycles. During peak harvest times, 

such as late April through early June, these tractors are often so 

busy that desperate farmers contract them to bale their grain at 

night. 

Most farmers in the municipio utilize machine, animal and 

manpower to perform a variety of tasks. In general fields are plowed 

and disked by tractor and then cultivated by horse or mule. Forage 

crops are usually baled, but beans, corn, squash, lentils, fava beans 

and potatoes are harvested by hand. Of the 135 households in the 

sample mentioned above, 73 of them--54% of the total--employed both 
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tractors and bestias (draft animals) to work their fields. Twenty

eight households (20.7%) used only tractors, while 34 (25.2%) relied 

solely on animal power to break, harrow and cultivate the soil. 

Water Control 

Like other aspects of Cucurpe's agricultural technology, 

water control reflects the municipio's mixture of the modern and 

the traditional. Of the 105 households who own or rent irrigated 

fields, 97 (92.4%) r.ely at least in part upon the surface water of 

the San Miguel drainage. This water is channeled onto their fields 

via a simple but intricate web of brush and sand diversion weirs 

(represas) and earthen canals (aceguias). The remaining 7.6% irrigate 

their fields from pump-powered wells, nearly all of which are located 

in the floodplain itself. Twenty-six households (24.7%) utilize 

both pumps and acequias. Since these pumps and acequias often tap 

the same aquifers, conflict between the two methods of extraction 

may pose a serious problem of municipal water control in the foresee

able future. 

There are at least 18 different acequias snaking along the 

floodplain of the San Miguel and its tributaries. However, only 

six of them are important enough to be organized into formal water

users' associations (comunes de agua). The rest serve only a handful 

of farmers and are not subject to formal control. Three such comunes 

de aqua--each with jurisdiction over two acequias--exist in the municipio. 

The Comun de Aqua El Pintor/Canyada Ancha encompasses the irrigation 

district from El Pintor to Canyada Baisimaco along the R[o Dolores. 
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Comun de Aqua Saguarito/Hornitos controls irrigation water from Buena

vista at the junction of the Dolores and Saracachi to Los Alisos 

south of the pueblo of Cucurpe. The third association, Comun de 

Aqua EI Molino/Cerro Blanco exercises jurisdiction over surface water 

from Cerro Blanco to EI Molino along the San Miguel below Cucurpe. 

Although all three of these associations are presently within 

the boundaries of the reorganized Comunidad de Cucurpe, water control 

is not a function performed by the corporate community, either in 

Cucurpe or San Javier. Instead these comunes act as autonomous organ

izations responsible only to their members and the president of the 

municipio. Each January, members of these organizations meet to 

elect a water judge or ditch boss (juez de aqua; comisionado de aqua) 

and his substitute (suplente). At this time the local regulations 

governing each comun are reiterated and particular problems facing 

the association discussed. 

No one knows exactly how old these particular associations 

are. One document from the municipal archives notes the presence 

of 14 landowners utilizing the waters of Acequia Saguarito in 1937. 

The acequias and their respective comunes undoubtedly date from a 

much earlier period. Similar systems were introduced by the Spaniards 

throughout the arid and semiarid New World (Simmons 1972; Hutchins 

1928). These associations have probably been an integral part of 

the Cucurpe body politic since colonial times. 

The acequias themselves are relatively simple affairs. Wher

ever a permanent spring (nacimiento) wells up out of the river sand, 
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diversion weirs (represas) of sand, wood and brush channel the water 

into earthen canals approximately 0.5-2 m wide and 1.-1.5 m deep. 

These acequias then wind along the floodplain for up to five km, 

their banks stabilized by riparian vegetation such as burrobush (jecota; 

Hymenoclea monogyra), seep willow (batamote; Baccharis salicifolia), 

desert broom (Baccharis sarathroides) and tree tabacco (Nicotiana 

glauca). In areas where the floodplain narrows, the canals either 

hug canyon walls, where they are occasionally protected by living 

fencerows, or bore through rock outcrops in tunnels (tuneles) chiseled 

or dynamited years before. In particularly constricted stretches 

of the floodplain, masonry sections (tramos) of the acequias cling 

to the cliffs themselves. 

~ 

As mentioned earlier, each comun is responsible for two major 

canals, one on the east bank of the river and one on the west. Never-

theless, water-users on both sides of the floodplain join together 

in one association because the intake areas (tomas de agua) are often 

the same. Furthermore, in times of drought, there is often only 

enough flow for one side or the other. During those critical periods, 

water is shifted from one acequia to the other for a specified number 

of days to enable irrigation to take place. 

Because of Cucurpe's semiarid climate, irrigation water is 

a crucial resource, and the job of juez de agua therefore assumes 

considerable importance. The water judge makes sure that members 

along both acequias under his jurisdiction irrigate according to 

their proper turns (por turno), upstream water-users always preceeding 
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downstream ones. The juez de aqua organizes and supervises the work 

parties which clean and repair the canals. During times of the year 

when flow is decreasing, he decides whether turnos need to be limited, 

or whether water is to be channeled from one acequia to the other. 

When water is scarce he is supposed to institute round-the-clock 

irrigation (por dia ¥ noche), and prevent water-users from sleeping 

on the job or letting water escape from their fields into the river 

channel. As the 1981 comisionado de agua for Saguarito-Hornitos 

told me, "The water judge needs to exercise great vigilance so that 

people irrigate day and night and do not sleep on the job. One cannot 

leave the water alone" (Fie1dnotes 4/22/81). 

These comunes de aqua are not finely tuned, smoothly running 

institutions, however. On the contrary, they are wracked by minor 

but persistent conflict among water-users and threatened by a host 

of environmental hazards, few of which they resolve in any permanent 

fashion. The simple but inescapable problem the comunes face is 

scarcity of water; there is simply not enough surface flow to meet 

the demands of every comunero. Furthermore, the physical systems 

themselves are vulnerable to a number of perturbations, particularly 

the floods which wash out the represas and sections of the acequias 

several times each year. If Rube Goldberg had lived in the Sonoran 

Desert and were playing for keeps instead of just playing, he might 

have designed a system resembling these comunes. 

A more detailed examination of the largest comun--Saguarito

Hornitos--brings some of these conflicts and constraints into sharper 



focus. Saguarito-Hornitos is composed of 36 comuneros who control 

land along its canals. Twenty-one irrigate from Acequia Saguarito 

on the west bank of the Rio San Miguel, while fifteen draw their 

water from Acequia Hornitos on the east bank. During the general 

cleanings (limpiezas generales) of the acequias which take place 
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in February and August, as well as the periodic maintenance and repairs 

which must be carried out throughout the year, each water-user must 

send the number of workers (jornaleros) corresponding to the amount 

of land he or she irrigates. This number is determined by the ancient 

hijuela system. According to custom, an hijuela consists of 12 tareas, 

or roughly 2.4 ha of land. For each hijuela, a water-user must contribute 

a day's work, either going himself or paying someone else to work 

for him. The correlation between number of hijuelas and amount of 

acreage irrigated is not precise. For example, one Cucurpefio (Household 

#7) complained to me that he does not know why he has to contribute 

one day's work (jornal) for his five tareas (1 ha) along Hornitos 

while his brothers give only one for their nine tareas apiece. Neverthe

less, the system functions despite its inconsistencies. 

It also demands considerable labor expenditure. Comuneros 

worked on the acequia system on at least 27 different days during 

1981, cleaning, repairing or readjusting the canals and weirs. The 

total number of man-days, of course, was much higher, since many 

tasks required work forces of ten to twenty men or more. As might 

be expected, the peak period of labor intensity occurred during the 

late summer rainy season, when flooding is most frequent. During 



August alone, parties of comuneros labored on the irrigation network 

for eleven different days, nearly half the month. 
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Much of the labor was expended because of the physical limita

tions of the ramshackle system itself. There are no permanent dams 

or reservoirs along the San Miguel, no way to impound water when 

flow is abundant in order to ration it out when the river begins 

to dry up. During the winter, and after the summer rains, there 

is more than enough water in the San Miguel to meet the needs of 

the farmers along its banks. By April of most years, however, the 

flow starts to decrease; permanent nacimientos trickle rather than 

surge and many springs completely disappear. To compensate Cucurpe 

farmers are forced to adopt a number of survival tactics designed 

to stretch the scarce surface water as far as possible. They extend 

their intake canals farther up the river to increase the amount of 

water diverted into their acequias. They hack away riparian vegetation 

along the canal banks to reduce transpiration loss and scrape off 

(deslamar) the algae which clogs the acequias themselves, choking 

off flow. Time and again they repair the leaky wooden flume (canoa) 

which spans the Rio Dolores and carries water to the Saguarito comuneros 

along the west bank of the San Miguel opposite the pueblo of Cucurpe. 

Finally, after every flo01, they rebuild the sand and brush weirs 

and the sections of acequias destroyed by the heavy flows. If the 

represas were permanent, if the canals were concrete, if the flume 

were replaced with an underground siphon, none of these tasks would 

be necessary. But the comuneros have neither the money nor the time 



to accomplish these modifications of the irrigation system's infra

structure. 

143 

What they have is a system which clearly does not meet their 

needs. Every year, especially in the summer, a number of comuneros 

either lose their entire harvests or suffer considerably reduced 

yields. They do so because the acequia flow has either been disrupted 

or is insufficient to irrigate their crops at critical periods during 

the growth cycle. One such period is late May, when beans planted 

in March are beginning to flower. Without water every six to eight 

days, the beans will not set or the pods themselves will wither. 

As one farmer told me, "The sun is very intense. It burns the entire 

plant including the pods. With such an intense sun the bushes break 

open and the pods are baked" (Fie1dnotes 6/12/81). 

Another risky time of year is late summer, when the convection

al thundershowers rage across the sky and send flash floods surging 

down the drainages. Nearly all these floods sweep away the diversion 

weirs and vulnerable stretches of the acequias themselves. Comuneros 

may repair the damage ony to suffer the same consequences a week 

later. Some years many of them just give up and do not plant summer 

crops in their mi1pas. With their own fields lying fallow they have 

little incentive to rebuild the system so the fields of others can 

be irrigated. At least one household lost its corn crop in 1980 

because Los Hornitos acequia was washed out in July and was not re

paired until September (Fie1dnotes 11/30/80). 
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These natural slings and arrows cause conflict and dissension 

among the comuneros as well. As the days get hotter and plants need 

more water, the water itself diminishes. Farmers begin to curse 

the weather and each other and claw for every extra hour of irrigation 

they can beg, borrow or steal. The water judge is besieged with 

requests. One farmer wants the tail-end of an irrigation (la cola 

de agua) to irrigate his beans. Another needs several extra hours 

to finish watering his alfalfa. Occasionally farmers even sneak 

out to the acequia at night to breach the canal with their shovels 

and illegally divert water onto their fields. On two occasions in 

1981, the water judge caught the culprits and reported them to the 

municipal president, who forced them to pay damages to the comunero 

whose water they stole as well as pay a fine. However, I know of 

at least one other farmer who stole water for several nights in a 

row without being apprehended. As farmers try desperately to stretch 

a scarce resource as far as it will go, they sometimes step beyond 

the bounds of custom or the law. Punishment is not always forthcoming. 

The dwindling water supply also may pit water-users along 

one canal against those of another within the same comun. By mid

April of 1981, flow along the Rio Saracachi had subsided to such 

an extent that the water judge was forced to divert all water into 

first one acequia and then the other for eight and eventually five

day periods. By May tempers were flaring. The Hornitos water-users 

demanded that the water be shifted to their acequia. The Saguarito 

comuneros pleaded with the water judge to allow them a little more 



flow. As one Saguarito farmer said, "The others are in a big hurry. 

They don't want to let us have the water five or six hours more. 

But now is the critical time for beans because they're already in 

flower. If you don't irrigate them now, you'll lose your harvest" 

(Fieldnotes 5/13/81). 

The water judge, of course, is caught in the middle, damned 

by one side if he does and by the other if he doesn't. At a velorio 

(vigil) for the Santo Nino de Atocha one late August night, the men 

sat outside a ranch house smoking and talking while the women inside 

prayed. Sooner or later the topic turned to water and the men began 

to complain. They said it had been eleven days since they had fixed 

the wooden flume along the Dolores, yet the same old man was still 

irrigating upstream while their crops withered. "The fucking old 

dog," they called him. "He's very clever, the fucker." They then 

agreed that the water judge was not properly performing his job. 
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He should have forced the old man to irrigate round the clock rather 

than standing by while the old man let the water run out of his fields 

at night. "When there's great necessity, people should irrigate 

night and day as the act says," one of the men stated. "But the 

people have no conscience." He went on to say that beans should 

be irrigated before alfalfa. "Food should be irrigated first. The 

alfalfa can survive three or four more days." However, the men con

cluded that their neighbors were "muy perra" ("real dogs") and so 

the proper course was rarely followed. 
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In return for carrying out his duties and enduring the demands 

and disapprobation of his neighbors, the water judge receives 75 

kilos of wheat flour or the monetary equivalent for every hijuela 

a comunero owes the system. Despite this incentive, the office, 

for the reasons noted above, is not particularly sought after. The 

1980 water judge in fact told me he would never accept the position 

(cargo) again. "I'm very busy," he said. "Besides, the comuneros 

are very devious. They all want their water rights but they 

don't comply with their obligations •• 

notes 12/31/80). 

They're coyotes" (Field-

The same man went on to say that what the comuneros really 

needed was a perforated, pump-powered well to provide groundwater 

for irrigation when surface water runs short. Most other comuneros 

would have agreed with his assessement. The acequia systems allow 

Cucurpe farmers to survive, but sometimes this margin of survival 

is quite thin. Furthermore, the supply of surface water is too limited, 

and the network of canals too vulnerable to hazard, to enable comuneros 

to intensify or expand the cUltivation of arable acreage. We have 

already seen that traditional cropping patterns ~e often disrupted 

by water shortages. Maize, the staple of North American agricultur

alists for thousands of y3ars, occasionally fails during the late 

summer months because the acequia system has temporarily broken down. 

Other potentially lucrative crops such as vegetables cannot even 

be attempted. The same man who expressed the need for groundwater 

complained in August of 1981 that he and others were losing their 
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crops because they did not have the water to irrigate them. "It 

takes away your desire to work," he said. He then talked about the 

beautiful chile and corn crops some of his friends were raising on 

land they sharecropped north of the pueblo of Cucurpe. There, however, 

they had access to a pump-powered well and could \~ter their fields 

on a regular basis. "How it makes me jealous to see those milpas!" 

the man said. 

Pumps are seen as the only viable alternative t~ an antiquated 

system of water control that prevents any real agricultural progress 

in the municipio. One of the major goals of the Cucurpe comunidad 

is to secure government financial and technical assistance for the 

drilling of wells and the purchase of the necessary machinery, a 

topic which will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 11. In 

meetings and on streetcorners men constantly debate the merits of 

deep perforated wells versus the shallower pozos de luz, open, hand

dug wells which seldom reach depths of more than 40-50 feet. They 

argue about where the wells should be placed. They even dream about 

sinking wells in the floodplain and then pumping the water in tubing 

over the surrounding hills so that the rich flatlands of the side 

canyons could be irrigated. Like farmers all over southweste~n North 

America, Cucurpenos Lunger for a technological fix. 

Pump-powered wells are not a recent technological innovation 

in Cucurpe. One Cucurpefio stated that the first well was dug at 

Milpa Grande along the R{o Dolores north of the pueblo of Cucurpe 

in 1939-40. The well failed and was abandoned in 1943. However, 
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several other wealthy farmers, including the man's father, soon after

ward drilled perforated wells at Canyada Ancha and Milpa Grande-

wells still in operation today. In the entire municipio there are 

at least 25 agricultural wells, most of them located in the floodplain 

of the San Miguel drainage itself. Nineteen of these wells are open 

and relatively shallow; water is brought to the surface utilizing 

cetrifuge pumps. They are known locally as pozos de luz. However, 

a few of the wealthier farmers have drilled perforated wells which 

raise water by turbine pumps. In some areas, such as Canyada Ancha, 

agriculturalists with considerable experience state flatly that per

forated wells are the only ones which will work. They claim that 

the alluvium there is so fine it simply clogs up (ensolver) the pozos 

de luz. In other areas pozos de luz are the only ones which supply 

water. During the last several years the government spent hundreds 

of thousands of pesos to sink three deep perforated wells in the 

three major side canyons of the upper San Miguel watershed--Canyadas 

Cuervo, Baisimaco and Ancha. After drilling as deap as 500 ft and 

installing turbine pumps that were supposed to deliver 10-12 inches 

of water, government technicians found to the great dismay of everyone 

involved that only about two inches of flow trickled from the pipes. 

The wells, which were supposed to open up several hundred hectares 

of either temporal or un~leared land for irrigation, turned out to 

be complete failures, suitable only for the filling of cattle tanks. 

In Canyada Ancha the technicians even abandoned their drilling rig 



to the vandalism of both people and time. The massive apparatus 

stands as a monument to expensive technological failure. 
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An official of the Secretar!a de Agricultura ~ Recursos Hid~ul

icos (SARH) in Magdalena told me that Cucurpe was "one of the most 

privileged areas in Sonora" because recharge of groundwater aquifers 

was so much greater than discharge. He also noted that most of this 

water was near the surface of the rivers or side canyons. The perfor

ated wells were simply drilled too deep and missed these alluvial 

aquifers. He said that various government agencies were now gOing 

to help the Cucurpeftos install or repair pozos de luz in order to 

intensify or expand their irrigated acreage (Fieldnotes 2/23/81; 

see Chapter 11). 

The official also discussed how groundwater pumping would 

be regulated in the future. At present all wells have to be registered 

with SARH. If a farmer wishes to dig or drill a new well, he has 

to obtain SARH's permission, which is often a complicated and expensive 

undertaking. However, the amount of water pumped from existing wells 

is not controlled. As long as an agriculturalist can afford the 

fuel, he can keep his pump running constantly. He can also sell 

water to his less fortunate neighbors. Many farmers are forced at 

critical periods in the growing season to purchase hours of flow 

from the small number of well owners with large and dependable pumps. 

These owners were charging $70 pesos ($2.80 U.S.) an hour for water 

in 1981. 



The SARH official recognized the logical inconsistency of 

such a dual system of water control. On the one hand, surface flow 

along the San Miguel and its tributaries is strictly regulated by 

the traditional comunes de aqua. Groundwater, on the other hand, 

is considered a private resource. Since most wells are shallow, 
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they undoubtedly tap the same saturated alluvium which feeds the 

nacimientos upon which the comunes depend. Nevertheless, the comunes 

enjoy absolutely no jurisdication over these wells. 

All this may soon change. The official told me that SARH 

probably will not authorize any new wells in Cucurpe unless they 

benefit a number of water-users rather than just one. Furthermore, 

there are rumblings that well owners may be forced to pay for the 

water they pump. Although no one believes that wells in such an 

isolated and marginal area like Cucurpe are likely to be metered, 

the government may institute some form of water tax based upon the 

amount of irrigable acreage a well-owner possesses. 

Without a doubt, groundwater is the most important unknown 

factor in Cucurpe's agrarian equation. Its exploitation and distri

bution in large measure will determine the future of the municipio. 

If the government places it within the reach and jurisdiction of 

either the traditional comunes de aqua or the larger corporate com

munities themselves, then Cucurpe's peasant agropastoralist economy 

may survive and perhaps even flourish. If, on the other hand, the 

resource remains in private hands, then the days of the comunes--



and of the majority of farmers who depend upon them--may well be 

numbered. 
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In the meantime, Cucurpe farmers do the best they can with 

sticks and shovels and sand. They continue to plant their fencerows 

and repair their acequias and represas. Some of them scrounge and 

save in order to buy small pumps for their own shallow wells so they 

can keep their beans from withering in June or their corn from burning 

up in late August. The battle is endless and full of frustration. 

One man purchased a 4 horse-power pump in Tucson for $7,000 pesos 

($280.00 U.S.), paid a $3,000 peso ($120.00 U.S.) bribe to smuggle 

it across the border and then found that the pump would not work 

in his well. He immediately began to search for another one. Others 

make do with the acequia flow, gambling that the rains will come 

at the right times so that they will be able to glean at least some 

harvest from their milpas. Traditional technologies of water control 

possess great and enduring strengths. They have enabled farmers 

to survive in Cucurpe for centuries. But they also have painful 

limitations--the limitations of low yields or lost harvests, of back

breaking labor and petty conflict over the one resource no farmer 

in the Sonoran Desert can do without. 

Temporales 

Temporal, or rainfall-dependent, agriculture is also practiced 

in the San Miguel wat.ershed, usually in the side canyons of the river. 

Necessary soil moisture comes from precipitation, especially the 

summep rains, rather than from any permanent source of water. 
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Nevertheless, temporal farming does not necessarily imply the absence 

of waterworks. In fact very few temporal fields rely entirely on 

direct rainfall alone. 

Many Cucurpe farmers employ what Ressler (1966) terms the 

channeled floodwater technique. Wide, shallow ditches are dug from 

normally dry arroyos to the fields themselves. When the rain falls, 

runoff collects in the arroyos and flows dot~ the ditches into the 

fields. At least one Cucurpefio introduced a slight elaboration into 

this system by excavating a crude, shallow reservoir (tapon) which 

gathers runoff from several small arroyos as well as holds direct 

rainfall. Other farmers throw brush and earth diversion dams (presas) 

across arroyos so that some of the floodwater is channeled onto their 

fields. One wealthy agriculturalist who lives in Magdalena even 

practices a form of bolsa agriculture, sowing crops in a large, exca

vated depression which retains moisture near EI Pintor (Dobyns 1951). 

Because they rely entirely upon either rainfall or runoff, 

temporales are even riskier ventures than the irrigated milpas. 

Temporal agriculture is aptly described as "a bc;tttle" (~ lucha), 

since farmers are completely at the mercy not only of the amount 

but also of the timing of precipitation. Heavy rains in July, for 

example, may be followed by six weeks of dry weather--enough time 

for corn and squash to wilt in the fields. Just such a situation 

occurred in Cucurpe in 1981. Annual precipitation totals may therefore 

be very deceptive. One man, in fact, lost both his winter and summer 

temporal crops that year. His barley rotted in the fields because 



late spring rains thoroughly dampened the cut forage before it could 

be baled. His corn and ceterita (sorghum) withered in the hot, dry 

August weather (Fieldnotes 9/1/81). Too much water or not enough, 

the results were the same: the loss of a harvest. 

153 

Most years, farmers sow corn, sorghum, squash, melons and 

occasionally beans soon after the onset of the summer rains in late 

June or July. If the winter rains (eguipatas) are abundant, Cucurpenos 

may also plant wheat or barley. Many farmers did so in 1981 following 

heavy rains in early January. Fields are usually plowed by either 

tractors or draft animals and then the seeds are scattered in the 

wet soil. Winter grains are broadcast, summer crops usually sown 

in rows (surcos). The fields are then disked or harrowed to cover 

the seeds so they will not be devoured by birds. Once seeds are 

in the ground, however, temporales receive considerably less attention 

than the milpas. Because of the vagaries of Sonoran Desert precipi

tation patterns, temporal crops simply do not merit the labor devoted 

to irrigated fields. Temporales are rarely cultivated; weeds like 

amaranth (bledo; Amaranthus palmeri) and Johnson grass grow interspersed 

with corn, squash and sorghum. Furthermore, the domesticated plants 

are often intercropped. The broad, mottled leaves of squash (calabasas) 

spread in the shade beneath the dark green stalks of maize. Since 

the ultimate success of the temporales depends more upon God, luck 

or regional climatic patterns than they do upon human effort, most 

farmers simply place the seeds in the soil and hope the rains fall 

at propitious times. 
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Unfortunately, no long-term record of temporal harvests exists 

in Cucurpe, so it is not possible to precisely evaluate their contri

bution to the agrarian economy. Yields certainly do not match those 

of the mi1pas. In some years farmers rarely get little more than 

their seed back. The year 1981 was definitely a poor one. As one 

farmer noted in August, "The plants are pleading for rain," pleas 

which fell on deaf ears that season (Fie1dnotes 8/21/81). Neverthe

less, the often meager harvests are usually worth the minimum amount 

of effort the farmers invest. Even if the crops are too sparse to 

be baled for fodder or threshed for seed, at least they provide "good 

pasture for the animals" (Fie1dnotes 4/22/81). In a region where 

natural forage all but disappears at certain times of the year, "good 

pasture" is a precious commodity indeed. 

Agricultural Labor 

Even though Cucurpe has not been overwhelmed by agricultural 

modernization like other areas of Sonora, mechanization has undoubtedly 

reduced the amount of human labor necessary to work her fields. 

A 1.5 ha plot of wheat which took two men three days to harvest with 

a hand-sickle (hos) can be cut and baled by machinery in several 

hours. Plowing with horse or mule also consumes considerably more 

time than using a tractor. Roughly 75% of Cucurpe's farmers therefore 

pay high prices to rent tractors and their operators to prepare fields 

for planting and to harvest crops. In December of 1980, for example, 

it cost 1,050 pesos ($42 U.S.) to plow, disk and harrow a one ha 

field. During the same period, tractor owners charged 20 pesos ($0.80 



u.s.) a bale (paca) to cut and bale forage selling for 60-70 ($2.40-

$2.80 U.S;) pesos per bale. In other words, one-third of the total 

harvest wound up in the pockets of the tractor owners. 

Despite an increasing dependence upon machinery, however, 
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the Cucurpe agrarian economy still relies heavily on human and animal 

labor. As noted earlier in the chapter, many agricultural tasks 

continue to be performed either by hand or by draft animals. Most 

of Cucurpe's fields are simply too small to permit the efficient 

mechanization of all activities. 

Perhaps the most important decision Cucurpe households must 

make during the course of an agrarian cycle is the allocation of 

labor among the three pillars of the agropastoralist economy: milpa, 

temporal and livestock. In order to better understand the distribution 

of labor at the household level, it is again necessary to consult 

the daily records of agrarian activities recorded by six Cucurpe 

families. Careful analysis of these records reveals many of the 

economic and environmental opportunities and constraints operating 

upon municipal rancher-farmers. 

As might be expected from such a small sample, there is a 

tremendous amount of variation in the labor allocation of the six 

households (Tables 5.2 and 5.3). Furthermore, it must be reiterated 

that the sample is in no way representative of the municipio in any 

strict statistical sense (Appendix A). All six of the households 

belong to the Comunidad of Cucurpe. Their indices of wealth demon

strate a range of economic status (Table 5.1), but that range certainly 



Table 5.2. Labor Days Expended by Six Cucurpe Households, 1981. 

Household # Agriculture Livestock Raising Other Total 
Milpa Temporal 

#4 416 19.5 71 78.5 585 
(71%) (3.3%) (12.13%) (13.4%) 

#5 96.5 0 83.5 101 281 
(34.27%) (0.0%) (29.7%) (35.9%) 

#8 241 2 96 123.5 462.5 
(52.1%) (0.5%) (20.75%) (26.7%) 

#44 198.5 0 104 55 357.5 
(55.52%) (0%) (29.09%) (15.38%) 

#45 157.5 44.5 34.5 53.5 290 
(54.31%) (15.34%) (11.89%) (18.44%) 

#68 459.5 30.5 134 30.5 654.5 
(70.2%) (4.66%) (20.47%) (4.66%) 

Total 1569 96.5 523 442 2630.5 

Mean 261 16.08 87.16 73.66 438.41 

Standard 
Deviation 145.95 18.66 33.47 34.27 156.27 

Average % 59.64% 3.66% 19.88% 16.80% 

..... 
V1 
0\ 



Table 5.3. Labor Days Expended per Hectore of Land and Unit of Livestock by 
Six Cucurpe Households 

Household No. #4 #5 #8 #44 #45 #68 Mean 

Ha Irrigated 46.22 155.83 120.50 124.06 22.50 191.45 110.09 

Ha Temporal 4.87 0.75 14.83 19.06 9.87 

Head Cattle 5.92 6.95 2.40 3.46 1.72 2.68 3.85 

Standard 
Deviation 

64.44 

8.50 

1.91 

I-' 
V1 
....... 
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does not reflect the level of economic inequality found within the 

municipio as a whole (see Chapter 8). Instead, the six households 

fall within what might be termed Cucurpe's middle class. All control 

both arable land and livestock. None own large private ranches. 

Whatever tentative conclusions may be drawn from the sample must 

therefore be confined to the class from which the households spring, 

that of the peasant agropastoralists who constitute approximately 

42% of Cucurpe's population. 

Despite these necessary caveats, however, several general 

trends emerge quite clearly from the daily records. Irrigated agri

culture demands from 50-70% of a household's labor (Table 5.2). 

On the average a household devotes 110 man-days to each ha of irrigated 

land it controls (Table 5.3). Temporal farming on the other hand 

receives only 3-15% of household work time. Cucurpefios expend a 

mean of 9.87 man-days on a corresponding ha of temporal land. As 

noted earlier in the chapter, successful harvests along the San Miguel 

usually require supplementary water. Rainfall alone cannot insure 

a crop. Since the temporales have no guaranteed water supply, they 

simply do not warrant the care lavished upon floodplain milpas. 

Livestock raising, the most remunerative of Cucurpe agrarian 

activities, reaps only 12-30% of the household labor pie (Tables 

5.2 and 5.3). Cucurpe rancher-farmers allocate roughly 20% of their 

time to their animals, averaging 3.85 man-days per head of cattle 

they own. These figures translate into a ratio which neatly encap

sulates the paradoxes of Cucurpe's peasant agrarian economy. Even 
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though most of their cash income derives from cattle sales, Cucurpeno 

agropastoralists devote three times as much labor to their milpas 

as they do to their cattle. At first glance, this seems like a glaring

ly inefficient division of labor. As Chapter 6 makes clear, however, 

the ratio accurately reflects the nature of stockraising on a corpo

rate, and degr'aded, range. When a household's cattle graze communal 

pastures, there is little or no incentive to improve its herd through 

either selective breeding or range management. Sucp practices would 

only benefit an individual household if all of its neighbors using 

the same range adopted similar procedures. Within Cucurpe's comuni

dades, unfortunately, the necessary level of cooperation is rarely 

achieved (see Chapters 10 and 11). About the only effective way 

a household can protect its cattle against drought and add valuable 

kilos to their rangy frames is to cultivate fodder crops on its milpas 

and temporales. Much of the labor invested in agriculture therefore 

becomes an indirect but vitally important investment in stockraising 

as well. 

Distribution of Agricultural Land 

Distribution of agricultural land in the municipio of Cucurpe 

is not quite as skewed as the distribution of livestock (see Chapter 

6). Within my sample of 242 households who actually reside in the 

municipio, no household controlled more than 52 ha of irrigated milpa 

(Table 5.4) or 45 ha of non irrigated temporal (Table 5.5). Even 

among the nonresident elite, holdings remained small. The largest 

single owner of irrigated land in Cucurpe, a wealthy Hermosillo 
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Table 5.4. Amount (Ha) of Irrigated Land Controlled by Resident 
Households in the Municipio of Cucurpe 

Amount (Ha) Number of % of Total Cumulative % 
Households Number of 

Households 

0 141 58.3 58.3 

.10 1 .4 58.7 

.30 1 .4 59.1 

.40 3 1.2 60.3 

.50 3 1.2 61.6 

.60 4 1.7 63.2 

.80 3 1.2 64.5 

1.00 13 5.4 69.8 

1.20 1 .4 70.2 

1.50 2 .8 71.1 

1.60 3 1.2 72 .3 

1.80 1 .4 72.7 

2.00 13 5.4 78.1 

2.20 1 .4 78.5 

2.30 1 .4 78.9 

2.40 2 .8 79.8 

2.50 4 1.7 81.4 

2.60 1 .4 81.8 

2.80 2 .8 82.6 

3.00 11 4.5 87.2 

3.40 2 .8 88.0 

3.50 1 .4 88.4 

3.60 1 .4 88.8 

3.80 1 .4 89.3 

4.00 6 2.5 91. 7 

4.50 1 .4 92.1 

5.00 3 1.2 93.4 

6.00 3 1.2 94.6 



Table 5.4.--Continued 

Amount (Ha) 

6.20 

7.00 

8.00 

9.00 

10.00 

13.00 

20.00 

40.00 

52.00 

TOTAL 

Mean: 
Mode: 
Kurtosis: 
Minimum: 

Number of 
Households 

1 

1 

1 

2 

3 

1 

2 

1 

1 

242 

1. 701 Std Err: 
0 Std Dev: 

61.665 Skewness: 
0 Maximum: 

% of Total 
Number of 
Households 

.4 

.4 

.4 

.8 

1.2 

.4 

.8 

.4 

.4 

100.0 

Median: 

Cumulative % 

95.0 

95.5 

95.9 

96.7 

97.9 

98.3 

9 .2 

9 .6 

100.0 

.315 
4.907 
7.078 

52.000 

Variance: 
.036 

24.079 
52.000 

411.600 
Range 
Sum 

(Information from author's Questionnaire #1.) 
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Table 5.5. Amount (Ha) of Non-Irrigated Land Controlled by Resident 
Households in the Municipio of Cucurpe 

Amount (Ha) Number of % of Total Cumulative % 
Households Number of 

Households 

0 134 55.4 55.4 

.30 1 .4 55.8 

.50 6 2.5 58.3 

.60 3 1.2 59.5 

.80 7 2.9 62.4 

1.00 17 7.0 69.4 

1.40 2 .8 70.2 

1.50 1 .4 70.7 

1.60 4 1.7 72.3 

2.00 20 8.3 80.6 

2.40 2 .8 81.4 

3.00 8 3.3 84.7 

4.00 14 5.8 90.5 

4.80 1 .4 90.9 

5.00 1 .4 91. 3 

6.00 5 2.1 93.4 

7.00 4 1.7 95.0 

8.00 2 .8 95.9 

9.00 1 .4 96.3 

10.00 1 .4 96.7 

13.00 1 .4 97.1 

15.00 1 .4 97.5 

20.00 1 .4 97.9 

25.00 1 .4 98.3 

30.00 3 1.2 99.6 

45.00 1 .4 100.0 

TOTAL 242 100.0 



Table 5.5.--Continued. 

Mean: 
Mode: 
Kurtosis: 
Minimum: 

1.960 
o 

31. 713 
o 

Std Err: 
Std Dev: 
Skewness: 
Maximum: 

.331 
5.147 
5.182 

45.000 

(Information from author's Questionnaire #1.) 

Median: 
Variance: 
Range: 
Sum: 

.040 
26.497 
45.000 

474.400 
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businessman who controls mines and other enterprises throughout 

northern Sonora, cultivates only 70 ha of milpa within the municipio 

itself. There is simply not enough high-quality arable land within 

Cucurpe to attract the agribusinessmen. Farms therefore have not 

been consolidated to the extent that they have been in other areas 

of northwestern Mexico. Cucurpe's major source of wealth at this 

particular point in time lies in cattle, not crops. Because of its 

agricultural marginality, the municipio continues to shelter and 

support a fairly large class of semi-subsistence farmers, a situation 

which characterizes many other areas of Mexico as well (Kearney 1980; 

Janury and Garramon 1977; Esteva 1980; see Chapter 3). 

Nevertheless, significant inequality still exists in the 

distribution of farm land. Among resident households in the municipio, 

58.3% (141 households) control no irrigated land whatsoever. Only 

eight of these domestic units cultivate more than 10 has of milpa 

(Table 5.4). These same eight households occupy 42.57% (175 ha) 

of all irrigated farmland controlled by Cucurpe residents. The remain

ing 38.4% of the resident households (93 ho~seholds) divide 236.6 

ha among themselves. Mean amount of irrigated farmland for resident 

households as a whole is 1.7 ha with a standard deviation of 4.9. 

Mean for only those households which control land (101 households) 

is 4.1 ha. This mean drops to 2.5 ha when the eight households men

tioned above are removed from the sample. 

Nonresident households own at least 222.4 ha of irrigated 

land within the municipio, 34.9% of the 636 ha in cultivation. Since 
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these milpa-owning households number only eight, approximately the 

mean amount of land they possess is 27.8 ha, a considerably higher 

figure than that found among municipal residents. If their total 

landholdings are combined with the landholdings of the eight resident 

households controlling ten or more ha, then these fifteen households 

occupy 62.4% (397.4 ha) of the total irrigated acreage within Cucurpe. 

The distribution of temporal land closely approximates that 

of mil pas among resident households. 55.4% of thes.e households (134 

households) control no rainfall-dependent fields. Nine households 

on the other hand cultivate ten or more ha for a total of 2.8.4 ha, 

46% of the temporal acreage occupied by residents. Mean amount of 

temporal land for all resident households (242 households) is 1.96 

ha with a standard deviation of 5.1. The mean rises to 4.39 if only 

landholding households are included in the sample (Table 5.5). 

However, one significant difference between the distribution 

of milpa and temporal is the amount of nonirrigated land held by 

nonresidents. Only four nonresident households in a total sample 

of 32 bother to cultivate temporales at all. Together these households 

sow only 31.6 ha, a mere 6.2% of the total amount of nonirrigated 

acreage (506 ha) in the municipio. Members of the nonresident elite 

clearly feel no need to invest their labor in such a low-yield venture 

as temporal agriculture. 

The reasons for this difference in distribution are not diffi

cult to uncover. Ten of the 32 nonresident households in my sample 
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own irrigated farmland within the municipio on which they raise fodder 

for their livestock. A number of these families also own fields 

in surrounding municipios, especially in the Magdalena area. These 

milpas provide them with the supplementary forage they need. Further

more, many members of the nonresident elite pasture their livestock 

on much better range than that available to municipal residents, 

especially those belonging to the corporate communities. The amount 

of necessary cultivated fodder is therefore considerably reduced. 

Finally, nonresident households rarely feel the need to engage in 

subsistence farming and so they do not require the spotty harvests 

of corn, beans, squash and winter grains which the nonirrigated plots 

produce. Perhaps more than any other measure, the distribution of 

temporal land reveals the relatively low value placed on this particular 

resource within the Cucurpe agrarian hierarchy. 

Agricultural Land Tenure 

At this point in the narrative, it is necessary to make a 

point that is reiterated at much greater length farther on in the 

dissertation: the distribution of land is not equivalent to the 

distribution of land tenure within the municipio. Households may 

control a certain amount of irrigated, nonirrigated and even pasture 

land without actually owning that land. Landholding and land owner

ship, particularly within the three peasant corporations, are two 

very different factors in the Cucurpe agrarian equation. 

As Chapters 10 and 11 demonstrate, land tenure is the most 

volatile element in the politics of Cucurpe resource control. Even 



within the corporate communities, members are bitterly divided over 

the question of the ownership of land, especially the cultivated 

fields. According to federal agrarian reform laws, all land within 
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a comunidad or ejido, arable or nonarable, belongs to the corporation. 

However, many comuneros refuse to concede that fields their families 

have farmed for generations are owned by the comunidad, not by them. 

To complicate matters even further, several households which refuse 

to join the comunidades still retain control over farmland within 

corporate boundaries, a situation which has generated a number of 

lengthy lawsuits and has brought the conflicting parties to the brink 

of violence on several occasions. Arable land, especially the irrigated 

milpas, are tended with care and defended with an ardor reserved 

for no other municipal resource. Milpas are considered part of a 

man's patrimony to his children as well as a hedge against disease 

a~d disaster. Both milpas and temporales form an integral part of 

a household's total wealth. In modern Mexico, with its exploding 

population, arable land, even tiny plots of one or two ha, often 

mean the difference between survival and flight, between living the 

way your ancestors have done for generations or gambling on an uncer

tain future in Mexico's cities or the United States. People have 

undoubtedly been fighting for farm land in Cucurpe since prehistoric 

times. The battle rages today, and is unlikely to come to an end 

for many years to come. 

A brief analysis of land tenure in the municipio therefore 

helps to reveal where many of the battle lines are drawn. As Table 
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5.6 indicates, the three peasant corporations control 40.1% (255.1 

ha) of the irrigated land and 68.4% (346.4 ha) of the nonirrigated 

land within the municipio. Nearly 60% of the mi1pa acreage and 31.6% 

of the tempora1es, on the other hand, belong to households outside 

the corporate communities. Despite this imbalance, however, arable 

land controlled by the corporate communities supports 68.6% of the 

resident population (719 individuals out of a sample of 1,048 persons) 

within Cucurpe. Nearly 70% of the municipio's people make a living 

on less than 40% of its irrigated land. The inequality, and inadequacy, 

of such a distribution have profound demographic, economic and polit

ical implications which will be discussed in succeeding chapters. 

At the household level itself, the land is held under a variety 

of tenur0 arrangements, the most common of which is either outright 

ownership or entrenched usufruct rights. As Tables 5.7 and 5.8 point 

out, nearly 88% of households farming temporal land and more than 

90% of households cultivating irrigated land in Cucurpe owned that 

land or held it in usufruct. Only three households belonging to 

the peasant corporations rented all or part of the milpas they culti

vated in 1980. Only two private households did so. Renting in any 

of its manifestations is of negligible importance within the municipio 

as a whole. 

This characteristic of Cucurpe land tenure greatly influences 

the politics of resource control within the municipio. Most households 

engaged in agriculture farm land which they regard as their own. 

They decide when and what to plant. They determine whether the harvest 
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Table 5.6. Ownership of Arable Land in the Municipio of Cucurpe 
(n '= tI of households). 

Irrigated % Non-Irrigated % Pop 
(Ha) 

Corporate 

Comunidad of Cucurpe 
(n = 103) 203.3 31.9 266.7 52.7 478 

Suspended from Cucurpe 
Comunidad (n = 5) 5.6 0.9 2.6 0.5 15 

Comunidad of San Javier 
(n = 34) 45.9 7.2 58.1 11.5 131 

Ejido 6 de Enero 
(n = 19) 0.3 0.1 19.0 3.7 95 

Subtotal (n = 161) 255.1 40.1 346.4 68.4 719 
(68.6%) 

Private 

Resident 
(n = 79) 156.5 24.6 128.0 25.3 325 

Non-Resident 
(n = 32) 222.4 34.9 31.6 6.2 

Status Unknown 
(n = 2) 2 0.2 0 0.0 3 

Subtotal (n = 113) 380.9 60.6 159.6 31.6 329 
(31. 3%) 

Total (n = 274) 636 100 506 100 1048 

(Information from author's Questionnaire ill and Absentee Elite 
Questionnaire.) 
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Table 5.7. Irrigated Land Tenure among Farming Households in the 
Municipio of Cucurpe 

Own/ Rent to 
Usufruct Rent Both Others 

Corporate 

Comunidad 
de Cucurpe 64 1 0 1 
(n == 66) 

Comunidad of 
San Javier 15 1 1 0 
(n = 17) 

Ejido 6 de Enero 1 0 0 0 
(n = 1) 

Suspended from 
Cucurpe Comunidad 2 0 0 0 
(n = 2) 

Subtotal 82 2 1 1 
(n = 86) (95.3%) (2.3%) (1.1%) (1.1%) 

Private 

Resident 14 1 1 0 
(n = 16) 

Non-Resident 10 0 0 0 
(n = 10) 

Subtotal 24 1 1 0 
(n = 26) (92.3%) (3.8%) (3.8%) 

Total 106 3 2 1 
(n = 112) (94.6%) (2.7%) (1. 8%) (0.9%) 

(Information from author's Questionnaire #1 and Absentee Elite 
Questionnaire.) 



Table 5.8. Non-Irrigated Land Tenure among Farming Households 
in the Municipio of Cucurpe 

Own/ Rent Both Rent to Status 
Usnfruct Others Unclear 

Corporate 

Comunidad 
of Cucurpe 67 2 0 0 0 
(n = 69) 

Comunidad of 
San Javier 16 0 0 0 0 
(n = 16) (100%) 

Ejido 6 de Enero 3 0 0 0 11 
(n = 14) 

Suspended from 
Cucurpe Comunidad 2 0 0 0 0 

(n = 2) 

Subtotal 88 2 0 0 11 
-(n = 101) (87.1%) (1. 9%) (10.8%) 

Private 

Resident 14 0 0 0 0 
(n = 74) (100%) 

Non-Resident 3 0 0 0 0 
(n = 4) (75%) 

Subtotal 17 0 0 0 0 
(n = 18) (94.4%) 

Total 105 0 0 0 11 
(n = 119) (88.2%) (0.0%) (0.0%) (0.0%) (9.2%) 

(Information from author's Questionnaire #1 and Absentee Elite 
Questionnaire.) 
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Co-
Own 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 
(100%) 

1 
(5.5%) 

1 
(0.8%) 



is to be consumed within the household or sold. In the eyes of the 

law the land may not belong to them. They may not be able to sell 

or rent or otherwise alienate that land without the permission of 

the corporate community holding title to their fields. Nevertheless, 

the difference between what the law says and what the people believe 
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is often immense. As Chapters 10 and 11 make clear, many Cucurpe 

farmers within the corporate communities do not accept the restrictions 

imposed upon them by the Department of Agrarian Reform. The concept 

of the personal ownership of arable land is deeply ingrained in the 

minds of many municipal residents, including members of the corporate 

communities. Government attempts to change that abiding belief have 

only increased the amount of conflict and dissension within the mun

icipio, especially within the peasant organizations. The resolution 

of this conflict may very well determine the success of these organ

izations and the shape of Cucurpe's agrarian economy in the years 

to come. 



CHAPTER 6 

EL GANADO LE DA LA VIDA: LIVESTOCK RAISING IN CUCURPE 

Cucurpe exports two basic commodities--people and cattle. 

While the people may occasionally send remittances back to their 

families, the sale of cattle is the municipio's true economic life

blood. As the inspector for the first of Cucurpe's three livestock 

zones told me, "Stockraising's the only way to make a living here. 

There's nothing else" (Fieldnotes 2/27/81). Cattle plug this isolated 

little section of Sonora into an international web of buyers and 

sellers, government regulations and the fluctuations of an unstable 

market. Cucurpenos exchange their animals for the bounty of the 

outside world--beer, flour, coffee, sugar, clothes, medicine, pickup 

trucks and propane stoves. In the process, they become increasingly 

dependent upon economic decisions and political policies made, never 

by them, on both sides of the International Border. 

The Environment 

As noted in Chapter 5, only approximately 1,142 hectares 

of municipal land are presently being cultivated. The rest of the 

municipio--roughly 188,000 hectares--is utilized primarily as grazing 

land (agostadero). Prior to the Spanish conquest, these rugged stretches 

of desert and mountain provided the region's human inhabitants with 

little more than game and wild plant foods. Then the Spaniards intro

duced domesticated Old World animals, and suddenly natural grasses 
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and forbs could be converted into meat, hides, tallow or the animal 

power to pull a plow or haul a load of wood. The four-footed creatures 

who soon roamed from the floodplains to the crests of the mountains 

greatly intensified the exploitation of non-arable terrain. They 

also allowed the local economy to expand and diversify. Ranching 

became a way of life that rooted itself not only in the pocketbooks 

but also in the psyches of Cucurpe's Indian and mestizo inhabitants. 

The introduction of livestock also initiated a remarkable 

process of symbiosis between agriculture and animal husbandry. At 

present it is impossible to say what the condition of Cucurpe's range 

was three or four hundred years ago when the Spaniards first drove 

their cattle into the area. Most likely there was more natural forage 

for the animals to feed upon and they undoubtedly flourished in the 

region. However, the range today has suffered centuries of overgraz

ing. Because of the semiarid climate and the poor conditions of 

the range land, most ranchers have to give their livestock supplemen

tary feed at certain times of the year. Cattle provide Cucurpenos 

with most of their cash income, but unless they can raise their own 

fodder, they have to spend substantial portions of that income buying 

feed for their animals. As one farmer said, "Here the cattle give 

you your livelihood. But without a milpa you can't raise cattle" 

(Fieldnotes 11/24/80). 

As Chapter 5 pointed out, arable land in the municipio 1s 

severely limited. At best local farmers produce enough fodder to 

help their animals survive critical periods of drought; livestock 



cannot be pastured year round in the fields. The animals therefore 

require large areas of terrain on which to forage for wild grasses 
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and shrubs. Sparse range conditions are aggravated by spotty precipi

tation patterns. Rainfall, especially during the summer months, 

is often extremely localized. One portion of the municipio may be 

drenched by a thundershower while another portion several miles away 

lies dusty and parched. Livestock raising in a semiarid region like 

Cucurpe demands large ranges; it is a land-extensive rather than 

land-intensive agrarian activity. Scientific range management practices 

can improve the land/animal equation to a certain extent, but the 

vagaries of rain and the harsh nature of the terrain impose implacable 

constraints on the number of livestock even the best of ranchers 

can run. 

Nevertheless, there are significant differences in both the 

quality of the range and the way livestock are raised on the private 

anc corporate grazing lands. Some of the private ranchers conserve 

and improve their land and practice modern techniques of livestock 

breeding. Many comuneros and ejidatarios on the other hand simply 

allow their animals to shift for themselves. As one rather jaundiced 

local farmer commented, "Many people here in Cucurpe prefer livestock 

raising to agriculture because they're lazy. They don't take care 

of their animals" (Fieldnotes 11/30/80). Within half an hour's drive 

you can see fat Herefords grazing knee-high grass in the Agua Fria 

valley or skinny, half-starved corrientes (mixed breeds) munching 

on cardboard scavenged from garbage piles along the Cucurpe floodplain. 



The form of land tenure influences differences in animal husbandry 

far more than in agriculture within the municipio. 

Corporate Grazing Lands 
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The Comunidad de Cucurpe, the largest and most powerful corpo

rate community within the municipio, enjoys title to 21,050 ha. 

San Javier exercises jurisdiction over 9,867 ha, while Ejido 6 de 

Enero has rights to 8,000 ha •. Together these three corporate organiza

tions control 38,917 ha, approximately 21% of the municipio's terrain. 

Although many private ranchers complain that Mexico's agrarian policies 

are "communistic", it is clear that most of Cucurpe's land remains 

in private hands. 

Most of these 38,917 ha consist of broken, sparsely vegetated 

terrain. As Table 6.1 makes clear, only 1.6% of this country is 

presently being cultivated, although the percentage of corporate 

farm land is higher than the percentage of arable land throughout 

the municipio as a whole. Comuneros and ejidatarios are stockmen 

and cowboys as much as they are farmers or day-laborers. 

Ranching heritage runs deep in Cucurpe. Whenever men gather 

together--on the trail, in town, while drinking under the shade of 

a cottonwood on a hot summer afternoon--their conversation invariably 

turns to cattle, horses or the condition of the range. Many of them 

call their cows by name, and they know the strength, weaknesses, 

habi ts and ql1,irks of most of their own animals and many of their 

neighbors'. Even though Cucurpefios generally spend much more time 

working their milpas, stockraising and horsemanship capture their 



Table 6.1. Percentage of Arable and Non-Arable Land in the Municipio of Cucurpe, Sonora. 

Arable Total Non- Total 
Milpa Temporal Arable Arable (ha) 

Corporate 

Comunidad 208.9 269.3 478.2 20,571.8 21,050 
de Cucurpe (2.3%) (97.7%) 

Comunidad 45.9 58.1 104.0 9,7,63 9,867 
San Javier (1.1%) (98.9%) 

Ejido 6 0.3 19.0 19.3 7,980.7 8,000 
de Enero (0.3%) (99.7%) 

SUBTOTAL 255.1 346.4 601.5 38,315.5 38,917 
(1.5%) (98.4%) 

Private 392.9 159.6 552.5 149,530.5 150,083 
(0.4%) (99.6%) 

TOTAL 648 506 1,154 187,846 189,000 
(0.6%) (99.4%) 

Information from author's Questionnaire #1 and Absentee Elite Questionnaire. 

I-' 
-...J 
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imagination in a way agriculture never can, a characteristic noted 

for rural inhabitants of the Canadian Great Plains as well (Bennett 

1969). As soon as little boys can walk, they begin fashioning make

shift lariats (reatas) for themselves, roping dogs, cats and each 

other as they learn the skills of adulthood through play. When they 

are old enough to sit a saddle, they perform simple chores under 

the watchful eyes of their fathers or older brothers. Soon they 
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are chasing the rangy corrientes up and down hillsides and through 

thickets of mesquite, acacia, cholla and prickly pear. In the process 

many of them sustain serious injuries while cowboying (campeando). 

One young man lost his upper teeth when his horse stumbled while 

chasing a spooked calf. Another Cucurpeno nearly died after his 

horse pitched him onto a sharp rock; his forehead remains deeply 

dented today. Raising cattle is a risky business, especially on 

Cucurpe's rugged, stony, thorn-slashed terrain. 

Despite their intimate knowledge of this terrain, however, 

the comuneros have seriously degraded their environment, largely 

through overgrazing. Cattle dominate the landscape, even when they 

cannot be seen. Many hillsides have been cut into a series of narrow 

terraces by centuries of hooves. Cattle trails meander everywhere, 

leaving trampled vegetation in their wake. Saddles along ridges 

are often worn and hollowed by the dusty wallows of resting cows. 

Only the steepest crests or the most precipitous canyon walls escape 

the plodding search for forage. And where you don't find cattle 

or their sign you often find goats. 



The vegetation of the corporate ranges reflects the damage 

done by too many trampling hooves and cropping teeth. Grasses have 

virtually disappeared in many areas. About the only plants left 
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to graze are the herbaceous ephemerals that appear in spring or late 

summer following rains (Shreve and Wiggins 1964). Of course ephemeral 

production depends upon adequate precipitation. While summer ephemera Is 

are usually abundant, winter ones are less reliable because winter 

rainfall (las equipatas) fluctuates considerably. In 1981, for example, 

good rains in January, February and March carpeted patches of the 

desert with ephemerals in April and early May. A year later, the 

desert lay dusty and barren, and Cucurpenos worried that many of 

their cattle were going to starve. 

Winter ephemeral production is especially critical to Cucurpe 

stockmen because their arrival coincides with the onset of the driest 

time of the year--a time when surface water is scarce and many winter 

forage crops have not yet been harvested. Following a~drought year 

in 1980, one old woman--mother of one of the largest clans of comuneros 

in Cucurpe--made a manda (promise) to the Santo Nino de Atocha, a 

manifestation of the child Jesus who, according to legend, gave food 

and water to Christian prisoners in the Moorish dungeons of Atocha, 

Spain (Steele 1982). The old woman promised to hold a velorio (all

night vigil) for him if he sent the winter rains. When the rains 

came, her sons celebrated by butchering a young cow (vaguilla) in 

early February. The velorio itself was held the evening of August 

27, 1981. Again, the family slaughtered another vaquilla to feed 



themselves and the friends and neighbors who dropped by to recite 

rosaries, drink lechuguilla and pay homage to the Santo Nino. As 
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the Cucurpetlos say, the winter rains are "puros billetes" (pure money) 

since they insure the survival of their livestock. When the rains 

do not arrive, animals die, cows do not calve and money drains away 

to pay for forage crops. 

During the rest of the year, when ephemerals are not present, 

cattle are forced to browse shrubs and trees. After crops have been 

harvested, animals are turned into the stubble to glean what's left. 

Pregnant or nursing cows may be corraled and fed bales of barley, 

wheat or alfalfa to keep up their strength and also stimulate milk 

production from which to make cheese. If times are particularly 

hard, stockmen chop the pads off prickly pears, single off the thorns 

and feed them to their cattle. But the poor conditions of the range 

and the scarcity of agricultural land combine to make moat cows on 

corporate lands boney, rangy ghosts of the fat Herefords or Charolais 

grazing the better private ranges. 

Range land in the two comunidades is especially poor, reflect

ing the long history of overgrazing these two corporate communities 

have engaged in. The Comunidad de Cucurpe supports at least 3,120 

head of cattle, 740 horses or mules, 194 burros and 759 goats on 

its 21,050 hectares (see Table 6.2). The figure most likely is higher, 

since the annual livestock censuses clearly underenumerate animal 

totals (see Appendix A), and my survey data represent a 90-95% sample 

of stockmen utilizing comunidad terrain. Of course not all of these 



Table 6.2. Revised Livestock Totals for the Municipio of Cucurpe~ 
1981 

Cattle 

Corporate Groups 

Cucurpe 3,120* 

San Javier 2,056-r 

6 de Enero 378t 

TOTAL 5,554 

Private Land 

1st Zone 11,023t 

2nd Zone 1,224t 

3rd Zone 9,951t 

TOTAL 22,198 

TOTAL 27,752 

*Author's questionnaires 
tLivestock Census 

Horses 
Mules 

740* 

274t 

75* 

1,089 

193t 

89t 

365t 

647 

1,736 

Burros Goats 

194* 759* 

30t 89* 

42* 260* 

266 1,108 

7t 

8t 68t 

15 68 

281 1,1'76 

(If the figures from the author's questionnaires were higher, 
they were utilized. Otherwise, the data are from the 1981 
Livestock Census.) 
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cattle represent an animal unit, generally considered to be a 1,000 

lb. cow, or cow with calf. According to the 1981 livestock census, 

22.6% of the total number of cattle were unweaned calves. Many others 

were young cows which had not yet reached their full weight. Neverthe

less, if we calculate as animal units only 75% of the total number 

of cattle, and weight horses and mules as 1.25 animal units, burros 

as 0.5, and goats as 0.1, then we arrive at the figure of 3,438 total 

animal units for the Comunidad of Cucurpe as a whole (Table 6.3). 

Since the Comunidad encompasses 21,050 ha, this means that there 

are only 6.12 ha per animal unit within the corporate community's 

boundaries (Table 6.4). 

The Comunidad of San Javier has an even lower land/animal 

unit ratio. Stockmen run at least 2,056 head of cattle, 274 horses 

or mules, 30 burros and 89 goats on San Javier's 9,867 ha of land 

(see Table 6.2). As Tables 6.3 and 6.4 demonstrate, San Javier's 

range supports 1,909 animal units, yielding a land/animal unit ratio 

of 5.17. 

Both the comunidades of Cucurpe and San Javier are located 

in the lower stretches of the muni.cipio where precipitation is lowest. 

Vegetation is primarily desert-scrub intergrading with mesquite grass

land. Only along the northern exposures of the higher mountain ranges 

do patches of oak woodland occur, and this vegetation type is extremely 

limited. Even under virgin conditions terrain such as that of Cucurpe 

of San Javier could never support such large numbers of animal units 

without becoming seriously degraded. 
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Table 6.3. Estimated Total Number of Animal Units, Municipio 
of Cucurpe 

Type of Comunidad Comunidad Ejido 
Animal Cucurpe San Javier 6 de Enero Private 

Cattle 2,340 1,542 284 16,649 

Horses/ 925 343 94 809 
mules 

Burros 97 15 21 8 

Goats 76 9 26 7 

TOTAL 3,438 1,909 425 17,473 
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Table 6;4. Estimated Land/Animal Unit Ratios, Municipio of Cucurpe 

Comunidad Comunidad Ejido 
Cucurpe San Javier 6' de Enero Private 

Acreage 
(Ha) 21,050 9,867 8,000 150,083 

Animal 
Units 3,438 1,909 425 17,473 

Land/Animal 
Unit Ratio 6.12 5.17 18.82 8.59 



Four centuries of too many cattle, horses, mules, burros 

and goats have taken their tool. Although no comprehensive survey 

of the carrying capacities of these ranges has been conducted yet, 

one official at Bienes Comunales, the branch of the Department of 

Agrarian Reform responsible for comunidades, estimated that 26 ha 

are needed to maintain one cow with calf in Cucurpe or San Javier. 
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If such is the case, the optimal number of animal units in Cucurpe 

would be 810 rather than 3,438, while San Javier should be supporting 

380 animal units instead of 1,909. These two corporate communities 

may be running five times as many animal units as their ranges can 

handle without further deterioration. 

Ejido 6 de Enero is in a much better position, at least tempor

arily. Until 1976, when a presidential resolution created the ejido, 

the land belonged to a number of private ranchers. Since the ejidatarios, 

many of whom rank among the poorest residents of the municipio, have 

only been in possession of their 8,000 ha for six years, they have 

had neither the time nor the money to build up their herds. As Table 

6.2 points out, the ejido maintains a livestock population of approx

imately 378 head of cattle, 75 horses and mules, 42 bUrros and 260 

goats. This distribution of livestock represents roughly 425 animal 

units, giving 6 de Enero a land/animal unit ratio of 18.82 (see Tables 

6.3 and 6.4). Since most of the ejido is oak woodland or mesquite 

grassland with areas of fairly abundant grass cover, 6 de Enero's 

livestock population is well within the carrying capacity of its 

range. Undoubtedly this situation will change as ejidatarios resolve 
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their disputes with surrounding private ranchers and expand livestock 

production. 

At present the two comunidades and the ejido do nothing to 

control the number of livestock their members pasture on corporate 

terrain. Even though there is supposed to be a rule restricting 

the number of animals to 50 per comunero, it is not enforced. Consider

able variation also exists in the number of cattle different comuneros 

and ejidatarios own. In a sample of 103 households belonging to 

the Comunidad of Cucurpe, twenty households possessed no cattle while 

18 households ran more than fifty on the comunal range (see Table 

6.5). Mean number of cattle was 26.23 with a standard deviation 

of 27.57. Interestingly enough, 14 households which did not belong 

to the comunidad also grazed their stock on comunidad land. In fact, 

these 14 households accounted for 398 head of cattle, 12.75% of the 

total. Three of these non-member households owned more than 50 head; 

the group as a whole had a mean of 28.429 with a standard deviation 

of 30.293. Even though the defense of communal pasture was perhaps 

the most important reason comuneros fought to win reconfirmation 

of title to their land, the regulation of grazing clearly was not 

yet a function of the reconstituted corporate community (see Chapters 

10 and 11). 

The distribution of cattle among San Javier comuneros was 

even more skewed. From a sample of 34 households, eight owned no 

cattle while twelve possessed more than fifty. Two of these households 

each pastured 300 head of cattle on comunidad terrain (see Table 
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Table 6.5. Distribution of Cattle at the Household Level in 
Comunidad of Cucurpe 

Number of Number of Percent of Cumulative 
Cattle Households Households Percent 

0 20 19.4 19.4 

1.00 2 1.9 21.4 

2.00 2 1.9 23.3 

4.00 3 2.9 26.2 

5.00 1 1.0 27.2 

6.00 4 3.9 31.1 

8.00 2 1.9 33.0 

9.00 3 2.9 35.9 

10.00 5 4.9 40.8 

11.00 1 1.0 41.7 

12.00 3 2.9 44.7 

14.00 1 1.0 45.6 

15.00 2 1.9 47.6 

16.00 2 1.9 49.5 

18.00 3 2.9 52.4 

20.00 7 6.8 59.2 

25.00 4 3.9 63.1 

30.00 5 4.9 68.0 

32.00 2 1.9 69.9 

35.00 2 1.9 71.8 

36.00 1 1.0 72.8 

40.00 4 3.9 76.7 

50.00 6 5.8 82.5 

60.00 7 6.8 89.3 

69.00 1 1.0 90.3 

70.00 1 1.0 91.3 

80.00 3 2.9 94.2 

86.00 1 1.0 95.1 



Table 6.5.--Continued. 

TOTAL 

Mean 

Mode 

Kurtosis 

Number of 
Cattle 

90.00 

100.00 

26.233 

o 
.357 

Number of 
Households 

2 

3 

103 

Std Err 

Std Dev 

Skewness 

2.717 

27.574 

1.125 

Percent of 
Households 

1.9 

2.9 

100.0 

Median 

Variance 

Range 

188 

Cumulative 
Percent 

97.1 

100.0 

17.667 

760.298 

100.00 

Sum 2702.00 

Information from author's Questionnaire #1. 
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6.6). Mean nuruber of cattle was much higher than Cucurpe--53.59 

with a standard deviation of 73.75. However, only one non-member 

grazed his livestock on San Javier land. This individual, a Magdalena 

hotel owner who was born in San Javier, ran 50 head of cattle. The 

presence of his animals on comunidad land was more than balanced 

by the fact that one comunero owned his own ranch where he and his 

sons pastured their 100 head. In both the Cucurpe and San Javier 

corporate communities,. non-members often had access to comunidad 

land. On the other hand, a small number of comuneros ran their live

stock on private land, either their own or that of their- patron. 

The distribution of cattle in the Ejido 6 de Enero is not 

quite as variable as in the two comunidades. In a sample of 19 house

holds, five owned no cattle while only one possessed more than fifty. 

Mean number of cattle was 14.05 with a standard deviation of 17.65. 

6 de Enero differs from either Cucurpe or San Javier because it is 

an entirely new rather than established resource-controlling entity. 

The ejido is still in the process of being colonized. Many ejidatarios 

continue to reside outside the municipio. Most of those occupying 

ejidal lands dwell in ocotillo jacales (huts) rather than permanent 

adobe houses. As tensions between ejidatarios and private ranchers 

subside, the ejido undoubtedly will become more intensively exploited. 

It will be interesting to see whether levels of economic inequality 

approach those of Cucurpe of San JaVier, or whether the new group 

evolves in a more egalitarian fashion. 
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Table 6.6. Distribution of Cattle at the Household Level in Comunidad 
San Javier 

Number of Number of 
Cattle Households 

0 8 

4.00 1 

8.00 1 

12.00 1 

13.00 1 

14.00 1 

16.00 1 

18.00 1 

21.00 1 

25.00 1 

26.00 1 

30.00 1 

40.00 1 

50.00 2 

60.00 2 

65.00 1 

80.00 2 

100.00 4 

150.00 1 

300.00 2 

TOTAL 34 

Mean 53.588 Std Err 12.648 

Mode 0 Std Dev 73.752 

Kurtosis 6.008 Skewness 2.361 

Minimum 0 

Information from author's Questionnaire 

Percent of 
Total 

Households 

23.5 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

2.9 

5.9 

5.9 

2.9 

5.9 

11.8 

2.9 

5.9 

100.0 

Median 

Variance 

Range 

Sum 

fIl. 

Cumulative 
Percent 

23.5 

26.5 

29.4 

32.4 

35.3 

38.2 

41.2 

44.1 

47.1 

50.0 

52.9 

55.9 

58.8 

64.7 

70.6 

73.5 

79.4 

91.2 

94.1 

100.0 

25.500 

5439.340 

300.000 

1822.000 
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As the preceding discussion makes clear, neither the comuni

dades nor the ejido effectively regulate grazing on the lands entrusted 

to them. There are a number of reasons why this vitally important 

function has not been carried out by Cucurpe's corporate communities. 

First of all, the three organizations are relatively new institutions, 

at least as they are presently constituted. Even though grazing 

lands have been communal in Cucurpe and San Javier for hundreds of 

years, these corporate communities were not formally organized until 

1976, after presidential resolutions had reconfirmed their existence 

as legal, resource-controlling entities. Prior to reconfirmation, 

households occupying corporate territory simply turned their livestock 

loose on the traditional communal range land. The number of animals 

households owned depended upon the fecundity of their herds and the 

amount of supplementary fodder they could provide the animals. 

Now the situation has changed. Both comunidades as well 

as the ejido hold monthly meetings, charge dues, elect leaders and 

conform, at least on paper, to a body of federal regulations. Accord

ing to Article 138 of the Federal Agrarian Reform Law, they are required 

in their general assemblies to determine the number of livestock 

each member is allowed to pasture on the communal range. If a member' 

owns more animals than the law allows, he must pay a tax for each 

animal exceeding the legal limit. However, the regulation of livestock 

on open range is an extremely sensitive and difficult task, especially 

if local inhabitants are accustomed to doing what they please. Neither 

of the comunidades of Cucurpe or San Javier has the experience, the 
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power or the moral authority to compel their members to regulate 

or restrict their livestock numbers. And so far, the various govern

ment agencies overseeing their administration have not pressured 

them to do so. Nevertheless, officials from both the Department 

of Agrarian Reform (SRA) and the Department of Agriculture and Water 

Resources (SARH) informed me that programs of livestock reduction 

may be instituted in the future as they have been on other ejidos 

(Fieldnotes 4/13/81; 7/2181). When and if livestock reduction takes 

place, outside governmental coercion will undoubtedly be required 

to carry it through. Like the Navajos, Cucurpenos are unlikely to 

give up their animals without a fight (Spicer 1962). 

Part of the problem is a perceptual one. Local stockmen 

reject overgrazing as a causal factor in the degradation of their 

range. According to them, declining rainfall is responsible for 

the eroded, denuded aspect of their grazing lands. When asked if 

the poor quality of the range is due to too many animals, comuneros 

dismiss the idea, stating that in the past both more pasture and 

more animals existed on Cucurpe ranges. One Cucurpeno told me, "The 

droughts began about 1943." He went on to say that in the old days, 

the agostadero was much better, even though there were more cattle, 

because it rained more (Fieldnotes 1/4/81). Drought, not the actions 

of men or their animals, is viewed as the reason for the sorry state 

of the range. 

Corporate control of grazing lands, at least in Cucurpe, 

does not encourage conservation. Even if local households perceived 
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overgrazing as a problem, which most of them do not, they would have 

little or no incentive to correct the situation. If households volun

tarily reduced their number of animals in the interests of range 

management, their neighbors would probably run more. Improving a 

resource which is both land and labor extensive, and which is not 

controlled at the household level, simply requires more consensus 

or coercion than either of Cucurpe's two comunidades can muster at 

the present time. Although the situation is not yet critical, the 

"tragedy of the commons" remains a possibility for the municipio's 

corporate communities (Hardin 1968). 

Communal grazing land also does not stimulate other aspects 

of range or livestock management. Selective breeding, for example, 

is difficult if not impossible. Where cattle roam at will and the 

range is not divided into specific pastures, stockmen cannot control 

the bulls impregnating their cows. One man's purebred Charolais 

may mount his neighbors' cows, while someone else's ZebU-Hereford 

cross may sire the man's own calves. Because of thiS, comunidad 

cattle represent a mixure of just about every breed known to northern 

Mexico. The fall roundups (corridas) reveal a kaleidoscope of colors 

and cattle t.ypes. Herded into the rustic wooden Sonoran corrals, 

barsinas (dark speckled browns) jostle hueras (whites), which in 

turn push into amarillas (yellow browns), coloradas (reddish browns), 

canelas (whites flecked with brown) and prietas (blacks). In the 

dust and shoving and excitement, Brahma bulls may suddenly mount 

the Hereford, Angus, Charolais, Brangus or Santa Gertrudis crosses 
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in front of them. The resulting corrientes (mixed breeds) may be 

wonderful to look at, but they do not necessarily represent the optimum 

beef-producing animal for the export market upon which local stockmen 

depend. 

The basic problem is a political one, revolving around the 

level at which most decisions of resource allocation and control 

are reached. Even though members of the comunidades depend upon 

corporate gr'azing lands, oomuneros d.l'e used to making economic deci

sions solely at the household level. Arable land, even though it 

is now considered part of the comunidades, still remain in household 

hands. Household members determine what crops are to be planted, 

how much labor is to be expended at various tasks, and how the harvests 

are to be utilized. Grazing land on the other hand cannot be appor

tioned among individual households. The quality of the range is 

not uniform and there is simply not enough to go around. One hundred 

years ago the federal government tried to divide the traditional 

"Egido de Cucurpe" into 92 individual parcels (see Chapter 10). 

The recipient.s of these 145 ha land grants soon found the situation 

unworkable. No one could make a living as a stockman on such a small 

range. And so the grantees, like their ancestors before them and 

the modern-day descendants who followed them, simply pooled the land 

together. However, no evidence has been uncovered revealing the 

existence of any form of corporate livestock regulation in the past. 

Then as now, Cucurpenos apparently relied on the natural checks of 

drought and starvation to keep their livestock numbers down. Comuneros 
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are paying for such laissez-faire attitudes today with the bitter 

currency of a degraded range and an ever-increasing reliance on fodder 

crops. 

Private Grazing Lands 

Private ranchers control 79.4% of the municipio of Cucurpe 

--approximately 150,083 ha. On this acreage they run at least 22,198 

head of cattle, 647 horses or mules, 15 burros, and 68 goats (Table 

6.2). These livestock totals represent roughly 17,473 animal units, 

giving the private range a landJanimal unit ratio of 8.59 (Tables 

6.3 and 6.4). While nine ha per animal unit is still far too low 

for Cucurpe's semiarid landscape, it is better than the ratios of 

either of the two comunidades. 

Most of these private grazing lands are also in considerably 

better shape than the corporate ones, with the aforementioned exception 

of Ejido 6 de Enero. The private ranches generally lie at higher 

elevations than the comunidades, often in mesquite grassland or oak 

woodland. They therefore receive more precipitation. They also 

tend to have much better grass cover. Although many private ranges 

are overgrazed, some areas such as the Mesa de Tacapadepe or the 

Sierra de Caliche appear to be in excellent condition. Since a number 

of these ranches, especially those on the eastern edges of the municipio, 

can support an animal unit on as little as 16 ha without range degrada

tion, overgrazing is not as acute a problem on private lands as it 

is on the comunidades (Absentee Elite Ques. #4). 
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Most of the owners of these ranches reside outside the munic

ipio. A number of them are quite wealthy; one man owns a luxurious 

home in Hermosillo, a condominium in Tucson and extensive mining 

interests in other areas of Sonora. Other private ranchers are poorer 

than some of the wealthier members of the comunidades. Because many 

of these individuals live scattered throughout the state of Sonora, 

I was unable to interview all of them or collect data on their hold

ings. Nevertheless, I did manage to interview 14 private ranchers 

and to gather information on ranches which encompass 58,494 ha--approx

imately 39% of the municipio's private land. The 1981 livestock 

census provides additional data on animal ownership for most ranchers 

in the region. My information and the 1981 census reveal considerable 

variation in both the amount of land and the number of livestock 

owned by the private sector. 

As Table 6.7 demonstrates, the size of these private spreads 

differs greatly. The largest single unit, a portion of the old Agua 

Fria hacienda, covers about 17,500 ha. It is rented, not owned, 

by a ranching family from Altar, Sonora. Other holdings are as low 

as 230 ha. However, it is difficult to determine the mean size of 

a private ranch in Cucurpe because many of the holdings belong to 

a number of heirs who run cattle together on the same range. Compli

cating the situation even further is the fact that 29,248 ha--19.5% 

of the total amount of private land in the municipio--are divided 

into two large sections of open range (tierra mancomunada) where 

many different co-owners (conduenos; coproprietarios) pasture their 



197 

Table 6.7. Size of Some Private Ranches in the Municipio·of·Cucurpe 

Size (ha) Number of Number of 
Owners Renters 

17,500 5 4 

5,000 1 0 

4,874 1 0 

4,000 1 0 

3,500 1 1 

3,500 7 0 

3,400 1 0 

3,000 4 0 

2,741 1 0 

2,300 6 0 

2,271 1 0 

2,250 1 0 

2,250 1 0 

849 1 0 

599 1 0 

230 1 0 

230 1 0 

TOTAL 

58,494 ha 35 5 

Information from author's Questionnaire til and 
Absentee Elite Questionnaire. 
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livestock. None of these co-owners, most of them descendants of 

the original owners of these two parcels, individually control enough 

grazing land to run commercially viable private ranches. Interestingly 

enough, the ecological imperatives of stockraising on semiarid terrain 

have forced these co-owners to pool their individual holdings and 

run their animals together. 

According to the 1981 livestock census, at least 92 individuals 

own cattle on private ranges in Cucurpe. Undoubtedly the figure 

is higher, since at least one ranch with six co-owners was not included 

in the census. If a revised figure of 98 is utilized, then stockmen 

on private range own an average of 226.5 head of cattle, with a standard 

deviation of nearly 386. Such a large standard deviation indicates 

that there is tremendous variation in livestock ownership within 

the private sector (Table 6.8). Eight individuals--four of whom 

are brothers who run their cattle together on rented land--own more 

than 1,000 animals apiece. Together they possess 32.8% of the total 

number of cattle on private range, even though they consitutute only 

8% of the total number of owners. The 52 owners (53% of the total) 

with 190 cattle or more control more than 90% of the private herds. 

The private ranchers are far from being a monolithic class in terms 

of wealth, at least wealth in cattle. 

Much of this variation stems from the fact that many ranches 

are owned by families, not individuals. Although one or two family 

members may oversee the actual operation of the spread, brothers, 

sisters and even parents may own cattle that graze the land, or at 



Table 6.8~ Distribution of Cattle Among Private Ranchers, Municipio 
of Cucurpe 
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Number of Total Number Percentage of Number of Percentage of 
Cattle of Cattle Total Cattle Owners Total Owners 

1,000 or 
more 7,292 32.8 8 8.2 

900-99 956 4.3 1 1.0 

800-99 0 0 0 0 

700-99 0 0 0 0 

600-99 2,567 11.6 4 4.0 

500-99 1,695 7.6 3 3.1 

400-99 1,389 6.2 3 3.1 

300-99 961 4.3 3 3.1 

200-99 2,587 11. 7 II 11.2 

100-99 2,749 12.4 20 20.4 

1-99 2,012 9.1 45 45.9 

TOTAL 22,198 100.0 98 100.0 

Mean: 226.5 
Standard Deviation: 386 

Information from 1981 Livestock Census and 
Author's Absentee Elite Questionnaire. 
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least the cattle run under their brands. An example of this common 

practice occurs on a ranch of some 2,300 ha in the northwestern corner 

of the municipio. The ranch belongs to a widow and her six 

children --three sons and three daughters. One son administers the 

ranch, but as Table 6.9 makes clear, all seven family members own 

cattle. Absentee owners may rarely set foot on their ranches. Some 

live as far away as the United States. Nevertheless, the cattle 

bear the absentee owners' brands, and presumbly these individuals 

share in the profits when their cattle are sold. 

The land/animal unit ratio also differs greatly on private 

ranges. One of the most progressive ranchers in the municipio--a 

mining entrepreneur who considers his ranch little more than "a hobby" 

--owns 5,000 ha of grazing land divided into ten separate pastures 

(potreros). He keeps his bulls in one potrero while running only 

producing cows on the other nine sections, each of which is rested 

a year in rotation. To insure that no non-productive animals remain 

on his range, every January he hires a veterinarian to palpate his 

cows to determine if they are pregnant. Non-pregnant cows (vacas 

horras) are immediately sold. The pregnant ones stay on the ranch, 

where they give birth. As soon as their calves are old enough to 

be weaned, however, the calves are driven to his 70 hectares of irrigat

ed farm land along the Rfo Dolores, where they are fattened on rye 

grass before being marketed. In 1981, his herds included 250 producing 

cows, and his ranch enjoyed a land/animal unit ration of 15.38. 
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Table 6.9. The Distribution of Cattle on One Selected Private Ranch 
in the Municipio of Cucurpe 

Relationship Number of Cattle % of Total 

Mother (widowed) 150 28.3 

Son (administrator) 180 33.9 

Son 70 13.2 

Son 30 5.6 

Daughter 50 9.4 

Daughter 30 5.6 

Daughter 20 3.7 

TOTAL 530 

Information from author's Absentee Elite Questionnaire. 
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A number of other ranches boast land/animal unit ratios even 

higher than the one cited above. However, some private ranches run 

nearly as many animals per ha as the two comunidades. Perhaps the 

most revealing statistics are those regarding the two areas of private 

open range. The Predio of Torreon consists of 19,248 ha along the 

northern boundaries of the municipio. It was awarded as a land grant 

(merced) to Francisco Javier Gil Robles in 1793. On November 25, 

1964, Mexican president Adolfo Lopez Mateos granted joint title (titulo 

de propiedad mancomunada) to Predio Torreon to 40 co-owners (conduenos), 

many of whom were descendants of the original grantee (Aguirre Martinez 

and Gutierrez Araiza 1975). Although each conduefio owned a specified 

amount of land ranging from 197 to 850 ha (Table 6.10), no fences 

separated these relatively small sections of grazing land from each 

other. Instead, co-owners were free to run their livestock across 

the entire range. 

In 1981, the livestock census recorded that 17 of these co

owners were actually pasturing their animals on the Predio of Torreon. 

As Table 6.11 demonstates, livestock numbers varied considerably 

from conduefto to condueno. The largest stockman ran approximately 

956 head of cattle and 30 horses on the open range. At least two 

of the co-owners owned less than fifty. Mean number of cattle was 

189. 

Together, these 17 co-owners ran a total of 3,209 head of 

cattle and 158 horses or mules, representing roughly 2,604 animal 

units. These figures give the Predio of Torreon a land/animal unit 
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Table 6.10. Distribution of Land Within the Predio of Torreon 
According to the 1964 "Titulo de Ptopiedad Mancornunada" 

Amount of Land (Ha) 
Granted Individual 

Co-Owners 

850 

750 

650 

500 

400 

250 

198 

TOTAL 

No. of Co-Owners 

1 

2 

1 

28 

2 

5 

1 

40 

Total (Ha) 

850 

1,500 

650 

14,000 

800 

1,250 

198 

19,248 
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Table 6.1l. The Distribution of Livestock Ownership on Predio 
Torreon in the Municipio of Cucurpe (n = 17) 

Number of Number of 
Cattle Percent Horses Percent 

956 20.5 30 18.9 

273 8.5 11 6.9 

261 8.1 20 12.6 

227 7.1 16 10.1 

216 6.7 9 5.7 

200 6.2 17 10.7 

141 4.4 8 5.1 

140 4.4 13 8.2 

132 4.1 2 1.3 

129 4.0 4 2.5 

122 3.8 3 1.9 

116 3.6 4 2.5 

85 2.6 7 4.4 

69 2.1 10 6.3 

58 1.8 2 1.3 

46 1.4 1 0.6 

38 1.2 1 0.6 

TOTAL 

3,209 158 

Information from 1981 Livestock Census. 



ratio of 7.39, below the average figure for private range of 8.59 

and only 1.27 ratio higher than the Comunidad of Cucurpe's 6.12. 

The land/animal unit ratio for the Predio of San Bruno, the 

municipio's other major area of private open range, is even lower 

than that of the comunidades. Predio San Bruno may also date from 

the colonial period, although I do not have precise information con

cerning its origin. Originally it consisted of about 18,000 ha; 
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in 1981, at least 20 co-owners were pasturing their animals on its 

range. However, 8,000 ha of the original possession had been granted 

to Ejido 6 de Enero in 1976. A number of San Bruno conduenos lost, 

at least on paper, nearly half their total acreage to the new ejido. 

According to the 1981 livestock census, these 20 co-owners 

ran a total of 3,091 cattle and 100 horses or mules on San Bruno's 

open range. These figures represent approximately 2,443 animal units. 

It ejido land is excluded, then the remaining 10,000 ha supported 

an extremely low land/animal unit ratio of 4.09, 4.50 lower than 

the average for private land as a whole and 2.03 lower than that 

of the Cucurpe comunidad. However, access to the ejido's rangeland 

was still being disputed by both legal and extra-legal methods in 

1981. In January of that year, for example, several private ranches, 

accompanied by a Sonoran judge and a policeman, cut the ejido's fence 

in 42 places. Some of the animals of the private ranchers were undoubt

edly still grazing ejidal land, so their actual land/animal unit 

ratio must have been higher. 



Nevertheless, it is significant that land/animal unit ratios 

on private open range are considerably lower than on ranches owned 

by a single individual or a single family. In order to emphasize 

this point even further, let us consider an additional statistic. 
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If the acreage and total animal units for Predios San Bruno and Torreon 

are subtracted from those of the private range as a whole, the remain

ing 120,835 ha of non-corporate private range support roughly 12,426 

animal units. These figures yield a land/animal unit ration of 9.72. 

The combined land/animal unit ratio of the two private open ranges 

on the other hand is 5.79, 3.93 lower. It can therefore be concluded 

that more animals tend to be raised on proportionately lesser amounts 

of land when a range is corporate rather than strictly private. 

The fragmentary data concerning the Predios of San Bruno 

and Torreon also indicate that other aspects of range and livestock 

management are much more difficult to carry out if the range is open. 

At present I cannot say for sure that the co-owners of these two 

ranges do not possess corporate mechanisms regulating livestock numbers. 

However, the distribution of livestock among members strongly suggests 

that co-owners run as many head of livestock as they can individually 

afford to maintain. Even though the largest livestock owner received 

only a 500 ha portion of Predio Torreon in the 1964, he still pastures 

nearly 1,000 animals on the property's open range. The other co-

owners run far fewer numbers of livestock. There does not seem to 

be a corporately enforced correspondence between livestock ownership 

and the percentage of land a condueno legally controls. 
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As on the comunidad ranges, the only real checks on livestock 

numbers appear to be natural ones in the form of climate and range 

conditions, or economic ones, in particular, the amount of supplemen

tary forage individual households can provide their own animals. 

Cultivated fields and even uncultivated floodplain pastures are fenced 

and utilized exclusively by individual co-owners. Those who own 

large milpas or temporales are able to raise much of the forage they 

need to tide their cattle through critical times of the year. Those 

who do not are forced to either buy fodder, decrease their number 

of animals, or suffer the inevitable consequences of drought, star

vation and low calf yield. Again, however, the economic and ecological 

decisions affecting these ranges are made primarily at the household 

rather than corporate level. Conduefios may band together when they 

perceive a threat to their common interests, such as the reconfirmation 

of a comunidad or the creation of a new ejido. Nevertheless, they 

do not appear to exercise much corporate control over the distribution 

of livestock on their ranges, a factor which in the long run affects 

their economic well-being as profoundly as agrarian reform and land 

redistribution. 

Livestock Marketing 

Regardless of tenure, the economic importance of livestock 

raising cannot be denied. Although figures are not available for 

the total number of cattle exported from the municipio, livestock 

sales contribute a lion's share of the revenue which enters the Cucurpe 

economy. It is necessary, therefore, to briefly describe how the 



marketing system works, and what role livestock sales play in the 

domestic economies of Cucurpe households. 

Cattle reign as unchallenged kings and queens of the Cucurpe 

range. As Table 6.2 Shows, households belonging to the comunidades 

and the ejido own more than twice as many cows as they do horses 

208 

or goats. Among private ranchers, the ratio of cattle to other forms 

of livestock is much higher, more than 30:1. Cattle are the primary 

cash product of the Cucurpefios, and nearly all of them are exported 

from the municipio. Most of the goats which are raised within the 

municipio, on the other hand, are consumed locally, either by the 

owner of the herd or by his neighbors. Men on a drinking spree often 

rattle around the municipio in pickups looking for a young goat to 

purchase and butcher. These goats cost 600-900 pesos ($24-$36 U.S.). 

Few drinking parties end with the slaughter of a cow, however. Cattle 

are simply too big and too valuable to be killed unless the occasion 

is a special one, such as a wedding or an all-night vigil (velorio). 

Slaughtering a cow is an important event in the life of a Cucurpe 

household. Although three or four Cucurpe men employing only pen 

knives can butcher a cow in less than an hour, it takes nearly a 

day to process the meat, blood and intestines. And since a cow may 

be worth $6,000-$8,000 pesos ($240-$320 U.S.), most households think 

twice before they consume such a sizeable portion of their potential 

income or working captial. Most beef born in Cucurpe ends up on 

somebody else's table. 
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In a majority of cases, that table is located somewhere in 

the United States. Cucurpefios sell their cattle to two distinct 

markets, one domestic and one located across the border. The U.S. 

market is by far the most important, and most lucrative, of the two. 

Buyers from the United States want calves of 150 kilos or less which 

they can pasture on U.S. ranges and then ship to U.S. feedlots for 

quick and sUbstantial weight gains. As Tables 6.12 and 6.13 demon

strate, more than 50% of the livestock sold by comuneros and approx

imately 74% of the animals marketed by private ranchers consist of 

calves, primarily male ones (becerros). As soon as the calves are 

weaned, usually in late fall or early winter, they are sold to cattle 

buyers who haul them out of the municipio to Magdalena. There the 

bawling, nervous young animals are often purchased by small feedlot 

operators in the town, who in turn sell them to brokers along the 

border. In 1980, most Cucurpeaos relying on the itinerant cattle 

buyers were receiving from 28 to 32 pesos ($1.12-$1.28 U.S.) per 

kilo for their male feeder calves. At least two of these ranchers 

also owned Magdalena feedlots, so they not only trafficked in their 

own cattle, but in those of their less wealthy neighbors as well. 

Among the comuneros, female calves (becerras) are rarely 

sold. Instead, they serve as replacements for barren cows or those 

which grow too old to calve successfully. These unproductive animals 

are shipped to domestic slaughterhouses. Despite feeble attempts 

by the federal government to raise internal beef consumption by limit

ing the export of cattle to the United States, most of the young 



Table 6.12. Livestock Sales Among Households Belonging to the 
Comunidad de Cucurpe* 
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Number Percent 

Male calves (becerros) 394 49.5% 

Female calves (becerras) 29 3.6% 

Cows, 1-2 years (vaqui11as) 8 1.0% 

Steers, 1-2 years (novi1los) 0 0'" 10 

Cows (vacas) 201 25.2% 

CATTLE (gando vacuno) 641 80.5% 

Horses/mules (bestias) 61 7.6% 

Goats (chivos) 73 9.2% 

Pigs (coches) 21 2.6% 

TOTAL 796 

*Information from author's Questionnaire #2.) 



Table 6.13. Livestock Sales Among the Absentee Elite in the Municipio of Cucurpe 

Male Female Cows Steers Cows Bulls Horses/ Goats Pigs Total Calves Calves 1-2 yrs 1-2 yrs Mules 

200 0 0 0 30 10 0 0 0 

110 0 0 0 30 10 0 0 0 

170 100 100 0 60 0 20 0 0 

180 180 0 0 70 15 4 0 0 

140 80 0 0 25 6 0 0 0 

120 0 140 40 60 8 2 0 0 

50 50 0 0 40 0 0 0 0 

32 10 0 0 13 0 1 0 0 

230 230 0 0 70 12 0 0 0 

125 125 0 0 20 0 0 0 0 

100 0 20 0 15 3 5 0 0 

60 0 0 0 20 0 0 0 0 

110 110 0 0 20 10 1 0 0 

1,627 885 260 40 473 74 33 0 0 3,392 
47.9% 26.1% 7.6% 1.2% 13.9% 2.2% 0.9% 0% 0% 

CATTLE 3,359 99% 
HORSES! . 

MULES 33 1% 
GOATS 0 0% 
PIGS 0 0% 

N 

Information from author's Absentee Elite Questionnaire. 
f-I 
f-I 



and tender animals cross the border, while the tough and rangy old 

cows and bulls remain behind. 

The most striking difference between the livestock sales 

of comuneros and private ranchers is the ratio of calves to cows 

marketed. Cows constitute only 13.9% of the sales among private 

stockmen as opposed to 25.2% among the peasant rancher-farmers of 
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the Comunidad of Cucurpe. Private ranchers also market a considerably 

higher proportion of female calves. The reasons for this divergence 

are clear. Private herds graze better forage and receive better 

care. Private stockmen therefore enjoy a much higher calving percentage 

among their cows. More female calves are available to sell, and 

fewer cows need to be replaced. The vicissitudes of livestock raising 

on corporate ranges, on the other hand, cause both lower calving 

percentages and higher mor·tality. To keep their small herds viable, 

comuneros are forced to retain possession of as much breeding stock 

as they can. 

The importance of livestock sales to both comuneros and private 

ranchers cannot be overestimated. Few of the private landowners 

market any of their agricultural produce. Most of their fields are 

devoted to fodder crops which feed their own animals. Cucurpe simply 

does not possess eno~gh arable land to make large-scale, capital

intensive commercial agriculture ecot'iumically feasible. 

Even among the peasant agropastoralists, livestock sales 

dominate household incomes. Within my 75% random sample of resident 

households belonging to the Comunidad of Cucurpe (Questionnaire #2; 
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Appendix A), an average of 71.8% of the total income derived from 

the sale of any household products, be they animals, agricultural 

produce, handicrafts, cheese or even bootleg mescal, came from the 

marketing of livestock (Table 6.14). Nearly 40% (29) of the total 

number of households (74) reaped their entire revenue from this source. 

Only 17 households (23%) received less than 50% of their income from 

livestock sales. 

The figures presented above do not reflect the total incomes 

of Cucurpe households. Unfortunately, it was very difficult to collect 

accurate data on income derived from wage labor. In Cucurpe, the 

opportunity to work for somebody else rarely arises on a regular 

basis. Except for the cowboys (vagueros) employed on the private 

ranches, most Cucurpe jornaleros (day-laborers) toil at irregular 

intervals, perhaps three days one month, and two weeks the next. 

Few Cucurpenos keep records of their employment history, recent or 

otherwise, so it was hard to determine with any certainty what propor

tion of household income derives from wages. Wage labor is important 

in Cucurpe, but it is safe to say that livestock sales contribute 

a majority of the cash revenue for most municipal households. These 

households rely on their animals from much of the money they need 

to purchase clothing, medical care, household goods, luxury items 

and even basic food staples such as flour, sugar, lard and coffee. 

Because of this continuing dependence upon the livestock market, 

Cucurpe households need access to grazing lands in order to survive. 

For that elemental reason, they fight for this access in the courts 
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Table 6.14. Percentage of Household Income Derived from Livestock 
Sales within the Comunidad of Cueurpe. 

% of Household Number of % of Total Cumulative 
Income Households Households Percent 

0 13 17.6 17.6 
.13 1 1.4 18.9 
.19 1 1.4 20.3 
.36 1 1.4 21.6 
.44 1 1.4 23.0 

.55 1 1.4 24.3 

.57 1 1.4 25.7 

.63 1 1.4 27.0 

.66 1 1.4 28.4 

.66 1 1.4 29.7 

.70 1 1.4 31.1 

.73 1 1.4 32.4 

.77 1 1.4 33.8 

.78 1 1.4 35.1 

.80 1 1.4 36.5 

.80 1 1.4 37.8 

.81 1 1.4 39.2 

.83 1 2.7 41.9 

.85 1 1.4 43.2 

.88 1 1.4 44.6 

.88 1 1.4 45.9 

.89 1 1.4 47.3 

.89 1 1.4 48.6 

.92 1 1.4 50.0 

.92 1 1.4 51.4 

.93 1 1.4 52.7 

.94 1 1.4 54.1 

.94 1 1.4 55.4 

.96 1 1.4 56.8 

.96 1 1.4 58.1 

.97 1 1.4 59.5 

.99 1 1.4 60.8 
1.00 1 1.4 62.2 
1.00 1 37.8 100.0 
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Table 6.14. ~~Continued 

Mean .719 
Mode 1.000 
Kurtosis -.361 
Std Err .044 
Std Dev .380 
Skewness -1.141 
Median .917 
Variance .145 

Information from author's Questionnaire #2. 
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and in the corridors of the government bureaucracies. And when legal 

methods fail, they resort to the time-honored tactics of the cut 

fence or the loaded rifle to insure that their access is not denied. 

As Chapters 10 and 11 point out, the control of rangeland is the 

one issue which clearly and concisely polarizes Cucurpefios into two 

bitterly divided classes. The battle for grazing land therefore 

provides the strongest hinge upon which the politics of Cucurpe re

source control revolve. 



CHAPTER 7 

MINEROS Y MESCALEROS: NONAGRARIAN ECONOMIC 
ACTIVITIES IN SONORA 

Cucurpe's economy is overwhelmingly agrarian. As Chapter 

4 points out, over 80% of the total work force toil as farmers, ranch-

ers, cowboys or agricultural laborers. Many of the remaining 18% 

engage in at least some agriculture or stockraising in addition to 

their non-agrarian activities. In a region as isolated and underde-

veloped as Cucurpe, it is very hard to stray too far from the land. 

Nevertheless, a number of people do pursue livelihoods that 

have nothing to do with raising crops or running cattle. Three major 

occupations dominate this non-agrarian sector: mining, quarrying 

and lechuguilla-making. Since the resources upon which these occupa-

tions depend are not necessarily controlled in the same fashion as 

arable or grazing land, their exploitation merits some attention. 

Mining 

Mining has run like a broken thread through Cucurpe's history 

since the colonial period. During the 18th century, the real of 

Saracachi ranked as a mining district of considerable importance 

in Sonora. As Chapter 3 notes, an impressive expansion of the mining 

industry ocurred during the regime of Porfirio Dfaz, when North American 

capital developed sophisticated operations at Cerro Prieto, Tucabe 

and Klondyke. Franklin Roosevelt's raising of the price of gold 
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from $20 to $35 dollars an ounce stimulated a veritable mining boom 

during the Depression years. As gold became more valuable while 

the prices of other commodities like cattle, copper and agricultural 

produce dropped, gambucinos (prospectors) from allover the Republic 

of Mexico flocked to Cucurpe to search for the elusive grains of 
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this precious metal. One wealthy and knowledgeable mining entrepreneur 

told me that the evanesce~c little boom town of El Mesquite boasted 

a population of nearly 5,000 people in 1940. 

Today all that is left of the settlement is a checkerboard 

pattern of abandoned placers bordering the Cucurpe-Magdalena road. 

By the mid-1940s, the boom was over. Zones of intense placer activity 

such as La Higuera, Las Panochas, El Batamote, El Pozo or El Mesquite 

soon became nothing more than honeycombed ruins. Even the largest 

operations like Sonoran Consolidated at Cerro Prieto packed up what 

they could salvage and moved away. Work at mines like Klondyke, 

Tucabe, La Calera, Cerro Prieto and Mercedes virtually ceased. Tunnels 

fell into disrepair, machinery rusted and the adobe homes of the 

workers weathered into unobstrusive mounds. In at least one place 

--La Brisca--angry ranchers brought in soldiers to drive the restless 

gambucinos from their grazing lands. Cucurpe, described by an old 

Cucurpeno as "a very happy and prosperous town in the 1930s," lapsed 

back into agrarian lethargy. Modern irrigated agriculture, partic

ularly on Sonora's coastal plains, replaced mining as the industry 

of expansion. The same mining entrepreneur quoted in the previous 

paragraph said, "All the gold miners emigra ted to those agricultural 



fields ••• Cucurpe's mining tradition was lost. Now there are no 

more miners left" (Ques. 111: 239) • 

His elegy for Cucurpe mining was slightly premature. Mining 

no longer enjoys the importance it did during the first half of the 

century, but it still beckons a small number of men with its lure 

of gold and silver. At present, there are probably 40-50 men making 

their living as miners in the municipio. Since most of the mining 

operations are little more than pick-and-shovel affairs, the number 

fluctuates from month to month. MY questionnaire data reveal of 

total of 34 individuals identifying themselves as mineros. However, 

a number of the more isolated mines, especially those on top of the 

Sierra Caliche, were not visited. In general, mining most likely 

employs 10-15% of the Cucurpe work force. However, employment is 

rarely permanent. Laborers may mine for a few months and then drift 

on to other jobs. 

According to the Mexican constitution, subsurface mineral 

deposits belong to the nation. Individuals may acquire the mineral 

rights to certain sections of land as long as they pay taxes on their 

claims and invest a specified amount of labor and capital in the 

claims each year. If holders of mineral rights fail to comply with 
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the appropriate federal regulations, however, someone else may denounce 

and take possession of their claim. The right to extract minerals 

is essentially a concession granted by the government. Individuals 

can never obtain permanent title to the mineral deposits themselves. 



Claims may be filed on surface land belonging to someone 

else. In fact, most of the mines active today are located on the 

terrain of private ranchers in the central and eastern portions of 

the municipio. As noted above, this disjunction of resource control 

caused, problems at least once in the past. During the 1930s and 

early 1940s, prospectors excavating shallow placer deposits prolifer

ated in the vicinity of La Brisca along the upper Rio Saracachi. 
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So many gambucinos moved into the area that a school and four stores 

were opened to serve them. This invasion of range land enraged a 

number of powerful ranchers including the owner of Rancho Santo Domingo, 

first cousin of the man who created the hacienda Agua Fria. These 

powerful ranchers pressured the government to send troops to remove 

the prospectors. When the soldiers rode away, ony one family remained 

at La Brisca. The ranchers, perceiving a threat to their range and 

cattle, forced the government to take sides in a dispute over very 

different resources to which both miners and ranchers probably had 

legitimate claim. 

Large mining operations were not vulnerable to such pressure. 

Besides, local ranchers occasionally owned substantial interests 

in the mines themselves. The owner of Agua Fria, for example, entered 

into partnership with a group of North Americans to develop Mina 

Klondyke in the mountains bordering the eastern margins of his haci

enda. Other ranchers undoubtedly profited from the presence of the 

mines through increased livestock sales. Nevertheless, the potential 



for conflict between the mining industry and the agrarian economy 

existed in the past, and still exists today. 

With one exception, mining's threat to agriculture or stock

raising in Cucurpe seemed remote in 1981. All the active mines in 
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the municipio were small-scale operations employing from two to eleven 

workers. Although some new shafts and tunnels were being dug, progress 

proceeded slowly, following the rhythms of picks and shovels rather 

than machinery. Forty years ago, electricity powered carts hauling 

ore out of mines like Tucabe. Today miners themselves hoist the 

buckets of ore or lift them from the shafts by pulley. Gold and 

silver are the only minerals extracted in the region. In some places 

miners are working the tailings of older operations rather than discover

ing new veins of ore bearing traces of these precious metals. Yields 

are low, averaging 6-9 grams of gold and 75 grams of silver per ton. 

The biggest impediment to the development of the mining in

dustry in Cucurpe is transportation, not technology, however. During 

the 1930s, at least eight ore-grinding mills labored in the municipio 

(Ques. #1:239). At present ore can only be processed in Cananea, 

Sonora, or Douglas, Arizona, several hundred kilometers away. Local 

miners must transport their raw chunks of ore in large dump trucks 

(dompes) which negotiate Cucurpe's network of perilous, often impas

sable roads to Magdalena, where the ore is loaded onto freight cars 

(gondolas) bound for Cananea or Douglas. One dompe carries nine 

metric tons of ore; if a miner does not own the vehicles himself, 

he must rent them for $2,100 pesos ($108 U.S.) a trip. A freight 



car in Magdalena can haul 100 metric tons; the railroad charges a 

fee of 6,000 pesos ($240 U.S.) to carry the ore to Cananea or the 

border, where an additional 10% of the value of the ore must be paid 

to customs brokers (Ques. #1:180). To make matters worse, the plants 

at Cananea or Douglas are already operating at full capacity and 

therefore have to assign quotas to individual miners. One local 

miner, for example, can ship only 120 metric tons a month to the 

Cananea plant. Since he can extract 120 tons of ore in 15-20 days 

employing only six to eight men, his mines cannot produce at full 

capacity because the processing facilities are so limited. He and 

others believe that Cucurpe could experience another florescence 

of the mining industry if proper facilities were constructed. 

The government seems to agree. Although construction had 

not yet been undertaken, the federal Department of Mineral Resources 

planned to build an ore-processing plant on a mesa just north of 

the pueblo of Cucurpe itself. This proposed plant will supposedly 

be able to handle 200 metric tons of ore a day. If and when it and 

another proposed plant in Santa Ana south of Magdalena are completed, 

mining will undoubtedly increase within the municipio. 

222 

The possible dangers such as resurgence poses for the agrarian 

economy are not well-understood. The plant outside Cucurpe will 

require large quantities of water, most of which can only be drawn 

from the floodplain of the Rro Dolores. Operation of this plant 

may very well lower floodplain aquifers and decrease the amount of 

water available to local farmers. Since the plant is to be located 
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on land belonging to the Comunidad of Cucurpe, it will be interesting 

to see how this dilemma is resolved. 

An even greater threat to the municipal water supply is taking 
, 

shape at La Brisca on the R10 Saracachi. There a consortium of in-

vestors from the United States has entered into partnership with 

a man from Chihuahua who holds claim to 28 square miles of mineral 

rights in the region. These investors plan to construct a mining 

operation with the capacity to extract and process enormous quantities 

of gold and silver-bearing ore. They even ~~nt to dredge the channel 

of the Rio Saracachi itself. Although bureaucratic inertia, legal 

complications and the greed of Mexican customs officials have slowed 

the progress of the La Brisca operation, it is slowly but surely 

importing the machinery needed to put its plans into effect (Fieldnotes 

5/4/81). If those plans become reality, vast quantities of water 

are going to be pumped from the Saracachi to process the ore. Further-

more, one of the most beautiful stretches of riparian habitat in 

the municipio will undoubtedly be devastated. And unless the miners 

are careful, water from the ore-processing works may contaminate 

local aquifers as well. Both corporate and private ranchers and 

farmers will inevitably suffer the consequences. 

Quarrying 

North and east of the pueblo of Cucurpe large banks of volcanic 

tuff line canyons like Canyada Baisimaco or form outcrops and ridges 

along the interfluves bordering the Dolores, Saracachi and San Miguel. 

This tuff, generally white in color, is soft, porous and easily worked. 



It has been utilized as a building material in the region for centur

ies. Known locally as cantera, its blocks compose the foundations 

of Cucurpe's uncompleted mission church as well as numerous houses 

in the pueblo itself. Local artisans carve beautiful ollas (water 

containers) out of the material, and one man, now deceased, even 

fashioned the town's elaborate fountain from different types of the 

stone. When governor of Sonora Samuel Ocana visited the municipio 
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in March of 1981, he received a cantera replica of the Cucu~pe mission. 

The material, locally appreciated, its beginning to acquire some 

renown in other parts of Mexico and the United States. 

Cantera has been quarried on a commercial scale in the past. 

For several years a company in Santa Ana, Sonora, ten kilometers 

south of Magdalena, fashioned the material into small tiles. The 

company folded because of "administrative deficiences" (PIDER Report 

1979:19). In 1977, however, the federal Department of Planning and 

Budget (Secretarfa de Programacion Z Presupuesto) decided to finance 

construction of' a cantera-processing plant in Cucurpe itself and 

place it unde.r the jurisdiction of the Comunidad of Cucurpe. The 

plant, completed in October of 1981, is part of Plan PIDER, a nation

wide program of rural development sponsored by the government of 

Pl'e~ddent Lopez-Portillo. Like the rest of rural Mexico, Cucurpe 

has too many people and too few jobs. The agrarian economy cannot 

absorb the present work force. In order to reduce the flow of rural 

emigrants streaming into her cities or across the border to the United 

States, Mexico is attempting to expand and diversify rural industries. 



Canteras de Cucurpe, as the new organization is formally called, 

represents one example of Plan PIDER in action. 

So far, the results have not been particularly impressive. 

225 

Although the plant's structure was finished by mid-19B1, the comuneros 

waited for more than a year for the machinery to be delivered and 

installed. Many trips by comunidad leaders to Hermosillo and even 

Mexico City failed to speed up the slow machinations of the federal 

bureaucracy. Most Cucurpefios cynically concluded that officials 

somewhere along the line were profitting from the delay; a favorite 

ploy by corrupt bureaucrats is to deposit funds earmarked for certain 

projects in the bank and then pocket the interest for six months 

or a year before utilizing the money for its budgeted purpose. When 

the machinery finally did arrive, the generator, manufactured by 

a Brazilian affiliate of General Electric, proved to be too complicated 

for Cucurpe's diesel-powered electric plant. Several more months 

were wasted waiting for technicians to return and modify the machine. 

The entire wearisome process merely confirmed the suspicion and dis

trust with which most Cucurpefios regard the governmental bureaucracy. 

As one man commented, "Its nothing but a coyotada." Like so many 

other people in North America, Cucurpe residents use the coyote as 

a metaphor for trickery and deception. 

At present, the cantera operation is progressing by fits 

and starts. It currently employs twenty-two individuals, all of 

them comuneros or their sons. Six men quarry the cantera, which 

is then transported by truck to the plant (laminadora). There another 
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six individuals cut the rough-hewn blocks into tiles of various sizes. 

The remaining employees work as drivers, watchmen, administrators 

and office help. The president of the comunidad himself is responsible 

for marketing the finished product. Since he has been a contractor 

throughout the state of Sonora, he has many contacts in the construc

tion industry and is particularly well-suited for the task. 

Nevertheless, problems continue to plague the young enterprise. 

After producing hundreds of tiles, most of which are designed for 

use in the facades of buildings, the comuneros discovered that the 

dimensions were slightly askew; the saws had not been installed pro

perly and were failing to cut perfect squares or rectangles. Before 

the defect was corrected, the plant had to close down for nearly 

a month. In January of 1982, the chief of operations confided to 

me that the machinery was not new; it had only been painted to look 

that way. Once again, corruption or poor planning hampered the nascent 

industry. 

Canteras de Cucurpe represents a new and unchartered frontier 

for the comunidad. With the exception of the president, none of 

the comuneros actively engaged in the operation have much experience 

in either business administration or marketing. They are learning 

as they go along, and as the previous discussion suggests, the govern

ment's assistance is often of dubious value. The comuneros themselves 

have made some serious mistakes. At the end of December, 1981, several 

members of the comunidad rolled the cantera plant's new pickup truck 

outside Magdalena, presumably whi.le drinking. Luckily no one was 
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injured, but the truck was a total loss. Such an action indicates 

a level of irresponsibility hardly conducive to success in the business 

world. Although the corporate community itself is a relatively demo

cratic institution, the cantera operation will have to be run as 

a disciplined, hierarchically organized enterprise if it is going 

to make a profit. It remains to be seen whether or not the comunidad 

possesses the necessary administrative skills to make the operation 

succeed. 

Regardless of its success or failure, however, the enterprise 

exemplifies a fascinating new direction in corporate resource control. 

According to the Federal Law of Agrarian Reform (1981:35(, ejidos 

and comunidades enjoy communal jurisdiction over "pasture, forests 

and woodlands" (pastos, bosgues ~ montes) as well as arable land 

and water. The code says nothing about mineral resources. The bounty 

of the subsuelo (subsurface) belongs to the nation and is apportioned 

under an entirely different system than surface resources. However, 

the government appears to be classifying Cucurpe's banks of cantera 

in the same category as assets like forage, firewood and wild plants 

rather than mineral deposits susceptible to federal mining regulations. 

Corporate communities, whether they have been chartered by traditional 

custom or modern law, have usually been agrarian institutions. Canteras 

de Cucurpe departs from tradition. It is a foray into rural industry, 

an attempt to extend customary notions of resource contpol into new 

domains. The fate of this experiment may determine whether Cucurpe 



228 

continues its slow but steady economic and demographic decline, or 

enters into a period of diversification, revitalization and expansion. 

Lechuguilla-Making 

Man does not live by beans or beef alone. Desert life parches 

the throat and sears the spirit. In order to break the monotony 

of the agrarian round, most Cucurpeno males occasionally indulge 

in a favorite Sonoran pastime--drinking. Recreational facilities 

are few and far between in the municipio, so alcohol and horses take 

up the slack. Every weekend the evenings are punctuated by the shouts 

and screams of inebriated riders galloping up and down the floodplain 

of the San Miguel. Binge drinking is an accepted aberration, and 

few of the local people frown when a hardworking family man or even 

a school principal winds up in the muncipal jail (bote) for a night 

or two to sleep off a particularly boisterous drunk. Nearly every 

adult male engages in social drinking, often in the streets of the 

pueblo or under a shady tree along the river. Nowadays men are likely 

to "echar ~ chevy ..Q ~ Tecatito" (knock back a beer or a little 

Tecate), but the spirit of preference, and of tradition, remains 

lechuguilla, a bootleg mescal distilled from the caudices of Agave 

palmeri, the local century plant. 

Sonora is famous for its agave distillates. Even the dour 

Jesuit Ignacio Pfefferkorn admitted a liking for the local mescal 

when he wrote: 

Pleasant spirits are also distilled from the root. These 
excel the best so-called Rossoli and, besides strengthening 
the stomach, stimulate the appetite and are very good for the 



digestion. Hence, in Sonora, where wine is hardly known and 
water is usually unhealthful, this drink can be considered a 
real healing remedy if it is used moderately and only according 
to the needs of health (Treutlein 1949:60-61). 
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Moderation of course is often an elusive virtue. After prais-

ing its medicinal qualities, Pfefferkorn (Treutlein 1949:176-77) 

went on to decry the abuses of mescal among the Indians of Sonora: 

The Indians formerly had no knowledge of other kinds of 
liquor. However, through intercourse with the Spaniard they 
learned about spirits, which met with their approbation, and 
they now consider this injurious beverage far superior to 
their own. There are even some Opatas and Eudebes who have 
learned from the Spaniards how to distill spirits, but fortunately 
the Sonoran's circumstances do not allow him to make frequent 
use of this knowledge. The preparation of spirits calls for 
ability, apparatus, knowledge, and trouble, and therefo~e it 
is an occupation not suited to the Sonoran. For the same 
reason there are few Spaniards who engage in its preparation. 
How much mischief would result if the making of spirits were 
more common! This wild people has an insatiable desire for 
strong liquors. They drink as long as they can, and they are 
able to drink until they fall to earth just like blocks, 
completely void of reason and out of their heads. When 
the spirits heat their blood and have gone to their heads, 
there follow altercations, fights, blood-spilling, murder 
and death, and even the most horrible revolts. 

Despite Pfefferkorn's rather apocalyptic view of mescal, 

somehow the Sonorans, including the Cucurpenos, have managed to sur-

vive. In the process, more and more of them have also learned how 

to distill the beverage in small stills (trens) hidden across the 

countryside. Anyone who has ever tasted tesguino (corn beer) or 

any of the other fermented concoctions of aboriginal origin will 

be glad the distillation process took such firm hold. Mescal, whether 

the more famous bacanora, made from the hearts of Agave angustifolia, 

or lechuguilla, brewed from Agave palmeri, serves as a powerful social 

currency in rural Sonora. It makes friends of strangers, cements 



the bonds between neighbors and provides a much-needed release from 

the mundane world of crops and cattle. It is hard to imagine 1a 

vida nortefia (northern life) without the smooth but potent liquor. 

Mescal-making also constitutes an important underground in

dustry in the state. During the late 1950s, anthropologist Roger 
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Owen (1959) estimated that 13 of 59 households in the village of 

Meresichic south of Cucurpe made and sold mescal. I know of at least 

24 men in the municipio of Cucurpe who distill 1echuguil1a. A handful 

of these individuals produce only enough for their personal consump

tion, but the rest sell their pisto (liquor) locally. 

Many of them also garner healthy profits. Mesca1eros harvest 

agaves from October to June. During the summer rainy season, the 

water content of the plants is so high that the yield in liquor is 

reduced by as much as three-fourths; it is simply not worth the effort 

to manufacture 1echugui11a at that time. However, the rest of the 

year an average run demands ten to fifteen days of intermittent labor 

and produces fifteen to twenty gallons of vino (wine; mescal is known 

by many names in the region). In 1981 a gallon was selling for five 

hundred pesos ($32 U.S.). If a mescalero completed only one run 

a month eight months a year, he could pocket 60,000 to 80,000 pesos 

($2400-$3200 U.S.). 

One prominent vinatero in Cucurpe rhapsodized about the life 

while we were sitting around his still sampling the freshly distilled 

liquid. He said he used to work all the time, driving a truck in 

Magdalena. But then he returned to Cucurpe and realized he could 



earn as much money and enjoy himself far more making mescal. Aside 

from gathering the agaves (jimando las cabezas), the work was not 

difficult. Besides, life on the ranchos was far superior to city 

ways. Here the firewood and water were free, the air was clean and 

there was no noise. If you were hungry you could poach a deer. 

If you needed money, all you had to do was throw the packs on your 

burros and head into the mountains whre the agaves were found. He 

sounded like a man q1ear1y satisfied with his lot in life (Fie1dnotes 

4/3/81). 

Since mescal-making requires little capital, it is an occupa

tion well-suited to the poorer residents of the municipio, especially 

those with plenty of time on their hands. A still or tren usually 

consists of a rock-lined pit (horno) where the agave caudices are 

roasted, a stout, forked trunk of mesquite (horguil1a) embedded in 

the ground where the roasted plants are shredded, three or four 50 

gallon drums (tambos) where the pieces of agave are fermented, and 

the distilling apparatus itse1f--two fifty gallon drums connected 

by an aluminum pipe (~). The shredded, fermented agave is placed 

in the first drum, called the olla, under which a steady fire is 

lit. As the agave heats up, the liquid in its tissues vaporizes 

and passes through the arco to the second drum, called the enfriador. 

There the vapor descends from the arco into the cu1ebra (snake), 

which is either a copper coil or an old car radiator. Since the 

cu1ebra is immersed in cold water, the vapor turns to liquid again, 

dripping out a spigot at the bottom of the enfriador. The mescal 
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usually has to be run through twice before the proper strength and 

taste is achieved. The finished product is often stored and transport-

ed in gas tanks scavenged from old cars. 

None of the components of the tren are either difficult to 

manufacture or expensive to acquire. Mescal-making therefore consti-

tutes an important economic safety net in a rural area characterized 

by underemployment and an inequitable distribution of agrarian resources 

like land and livestock. When times are hard, men make more lechuguilla. 

When other jobs are available, mescal production declines. Demand 

never seems to be a problem in the equation. No matter how much 

lechuguilla is distilled, there are always enough pesos to pay for 

it and plenty of' thirsty throats to drink it down. 

The basic resource itself is not so elastic. Fourteen to 

twenty individual agave caudices (cabezas) are required to produce 

one gallon of lechuguilla. There is evidence that the plants are 

becoming harder to find in the municipio, even though agaves enjoy 

remarkable powers of propagation. In their study of mescal-making 

in Sonora, Bahre and Bradbury (1980:400) state: 

Only a few local populations of Agave pacifica and Agave 
have suffered greatly because of mescal making. Because 
agaves are capable of reproducing both sexually and vegetatively, 
the wild agave populations have not been affected much by 
the mescaleros who harvest only poling agaves. Nevertheless, 
as demand for mescal increases because of Sonora's skyrocketing 
population, mescal agaves may become endangered. 

Such already seems to be the case in areas of Cucurpe. One 

vinatero told me that lechuguilla agaves "are very scarce within 

the comunidad" (Fieldnotes 6/2/81). His observation was reiterated 
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by other mescal makers. Unfortunately, many mescaleros do not restrict 

themselves to agaves which have begun to send up their inflorescent 

shafts. Instead, they gather most of the heads they can find. Because 

the agaves appear to have been overharvested on comunidad land, many 

vinateros, usually comuneros themselves, travel outside the comunidad 

to collect (jimar) the plants on less-exploited private terrain. 

There they generally ask permission to do so from the ranch's cowboys 

who readily accede in return for "a little gallon for their indulgence" 

(Fieldnotes 6/2/81). 

Since lechuguilla making is illegal, agaves are not gathered 

openly. Nevertheless, the government's campaign against bootleggers 

is not carried out with much energy or enthusiasm. Most municipal 

authorities, when they are not sampling the beverage themselves, 

simply look the other way when mescal is sold in their communities. 

Lechuguilla and the more famous bacanora are state treasures, albeit 

illicit ones, and few officials would care to see the liquor disappear 

from the rural scene. 

In practice if not in law, then, agaves are treated like 

any other resource of the monte (woodland or non-cultivated land) 

such as firewood or the edible products of wild plants. All members 

of a comunidad or ejido enjoy the right to gather what they need 

of these commodities on corporate land. On private land these resources 

belong to the owner. Even though many vinateros sell their mescal, 

they are not required to secure permission from the comunidad or 

ejido to harvest the agaves. Such permission could never be legally 
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granted anyway, since mescal-making is against the law. Agave gather

ing on corporate land is regulated only by the possible but unlikely 

apprehension of the mescalero by state police (judiciales), who rarely 

make an appearance in the municipio. Because of this lack of control, 

the numbers of Agave palmeri seem to be decreasing on comunidad range. 

Other Non-Agrarian Resources 

Cucurpenos exploit a number of other non-agrarian resources 

in the municipio. They gather firewood to fuel their wood stoves, 

cut mesquite, acacia or oak posts to build their fences, excavate 

clay deposits to make adobe bricks and harvest a wide variety of 

wild plants for culinary and medicinal purposes. Most of these activ

ities are for domestic consumption rather than commercial sale. 

According to both local custom and federal agrarian law, 

all members of comunidades and ejidos are entitled to an equal share 

of communal resources. At present the exploitation of resources 

such as firewood and wild plants for household use is not regulated 

by either of the two Cucurpe comunidades or the ejido. However, 

if an individual--member or non-member--wishes to extract any of 

these commodities on a commercial scale, he or she must secure the 

permission of the corporate community before doing so. In 1981, 

for example, an entrepreneur from the Yaqui Valley in southern Sonora 

was cutting mesquite and making charcoal on land belonging to Ejido 

6 de Enero. Since the man provided steady work for a number of ejida

tarios who desperately needed the cash, the ejido allowed him access 



to a valuable resource. However, there was some talk about demanding 

a fee or a share of the woodcutter's profits as well. 
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Comuneros and ejidatarios in general do not cut down live 

trees in order to collect firewood or cut posts. Instead they usually 

remove dead limbs or branches. Nevertheless, good firewood, i.e. 

large branches of mesquite, the preferred fuel of the region--"la 

leila del hombre" ('a man's firewood'), as one Cucurpetlo called it-

-is getting harder to find near centers of population. Although 

a number of poorer residents do gather firewood by burro to sell, 

most residents prefer to journey five to ten kilometers by pickup 

or wagon in order to find firewood of sufficient size and quantity 

to meet their household needs. When they do so, they are usually 

careful not to remove wood within several hundred yards of a rancho. 

That material is considered part of a ranch owner's personal domain. 

Cucurpenos also collect various wild plants for food or medi

cine. In late June they remove the fruit of the mighty saguaro cactus 

(Carnegiea gigantea) with long poles in order to boil it down and 

make sweets (dulces). During July some families travel to the uplands 

to harvest the acorns (bellotas) of Emory oaks (Quercus emoryi, also 

known locally as bellotas). In August and September, the tiny green 

berries of th~ wild chile plant (Capsicum annuum val". minimum; chiltepln) 

are gleaned in order to Dottle them in vinegar as a particularly 

fiery spice. In late October, the mature red fruits of the chiltepines 

are collected to be used as a dry condiment. Residents also gather 

the sweet berries of desert hackberry (Celtis pallida; garambullo) 
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as well as various species of wild greens (guelites) including bledo 

(Amaranthus Ealmeri), berro (Rorippa sp.; watercress), chual (Chenopodium 

sp.), verdolaga (Portulaca oleracea), rapaca (Rumex sp.) and mostasa, 

or (Brassica or Sisymbr'ium; wild mustard). 

The only two wild plant products besides lechuguilla, occasional

ly harvested on a commercial scale are bellotas and chiltepines. 

Neither acorns nor the tiny wild chiles contributed much to the municipal 

economy in 1981. Nevertheless, wild food gathering, while of minor 

economic importance, does add bulk, variety and nutrition to the 

Cucurpe diet. Farmers, particularly well-off ones, often grant poorer 

neighbors the right to glean wild greens from their stubble. As 

one old man, remembering leaner times, told me, "Greens are the meat 

of the poor people" (Ques. 1/1: 148). Although they no longer harvest 

such former staples of arid North America as mesquite beans, Cucurpenos 

still sample the desert's bounty on a fairly regular basis. 



CHAPTER 8 

CAPITALISTAS Y BOLSHEVIKIS: ECONOMIC INEQUALITY AND 
THE ORGANIZATION OF RESOURCE CONTROL 

The previous three chapters have focused on particular resources 

important to the Cucurpe municipal economy: how they are exploited, 

allocated and controlled. The time has come now to put the pieces 

together and discuss how wealth in general is distributed at the 

household level. Once this has been accomplished, it will be possible 

to test the hypotheses concerning the relationship between economic 

inequality and the politics of resource control outlined in the Intro-

duction. 

Wealth vs. Income 

Before proceeding, however, it is necessary to explain why 

wealth, not income, was chosen as the focus of analysis. Two reasons 

determined this choice. In an industrial society, income levels 

do not necessarily reflect levels of wealth, i.e., the ownership 

of the means of production. In fact, industrial societies are character-

ized by large classes of administrators, both in the private and 

public sectors, who rarely own the resources they manage. In an 

agrarian society, wealth determines income to a much greater degree. 

As noted in Chapter 4, an econom~T like that of Cucurpe supports very 

few bureaucrats. Most people live off the land, and those who own 

land or livestock generally receive higher incomes than those who 
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do not. With a few notable exceptions, economic status depends upon 

the means of production--Iand, livestock and machinery--that a parti

cular household possesses. 

Wage labor is important within the municipio, but it is ex

tremely difficult to determine accul'ate income levels for many house

holds involved in the labor market. Most residents do not enjoy 

steady wage work (trabajo corridQ). Out of a sample of 242 resident 

households, only 65 household heads (26.9% of the total) reported 

that they worked on a full-time basis for an employer (Table 8.1). 

Most of these individuals were employed as cowboys (vaqueros) on 

the private ranches, where they received wages of 4,000-6,000 pesos 

a month (48,000-72,000 pesos a year, or approximately $1,920-$2,880 

u.s. dollars per annum in 1981). Few of these cowboys owned any 

land or cattle themselves, so most of their income derived from wages. 

Most Cucurpefios, on the other hand, were related only peripheral

ly, if at all, to the wage labor market. Eighty-two household heads 

(33.9%) stated that they were self-employed, subsisting entirely 

on the products of their own land or their own herds. Thirty household 

heads (12.4%) identified themselves as self-employed with only occasional 

wage work. Thirty-four respondents (14%) claimed that they were 

not steadily employed, either within the household economy or outside. 

Seventy percent of the municipal household heads therefore either 

drew most of their income from the sale of household products such 

as cattle, agricultural produce, cheese or lechuguilla, or else they 

labored for others at highly irregular intervals--perhaps a week 
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Table 8.1. Employment Statuses of Municipal Household Heads in 
Cucurpe, 1981 

Status 

Self-employed full-time 

Self-employed with occasional 
wage work 

Full-time wage work 

No steady wage work 

Retired 

Keeps house (women only) 

Works for parents 

Other 

TOTAL 

Number of 
Households 

82 

30 

65 

34 

24 

2 

2 

242 

Data from author's Questionnaire #1. 

Percent of Total 
Households 

33.9% 

12.4 

26.9 

14.0 

1.2 

9.9 

0.8 

0.8 



here, two weeks there. Since few of these households kept detailed 

records of their income, their estimates of their monthly and yearly 

incomes (Tables 8.3 and 8.3) must be treated with a healthy dose 

of skepticism. Time after time, when I asked household heads how 

much they made each month, or during the entire year of 1980, they 

shrugged and gave me the standard Cucurpeno response to unanswerable 

questions, "Pues, sabe?" ('Well, who knows?'). 

The Distribution of Wealth among Municipal Residents 
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Because of the nature of the Cucurpe economy and the difficulty 

in eliciting accurate income estimates from municipal residents, 

I decided to use household wealth as the primary index of economic 

status. To achieve this index, I measured household ownership or 

usufruct control of three resources basic to Cucurpe's agrarian economy: 

1) land, including irrigated, non-irrigated and grazing land; 2) 

livestock, including cattle, horses, mules, goats and pigs; and 3) 

machinery, including cars, pickups, large trucks and tractors. Each 

one of these resources was weighted according to its approximate 

value in pesos, and then all of these resources possessed by the 

individual households within the sample of 242 resident households 

were cumulated to form an Index of Total Wealth (see Appendix B). 

Table 8.4 reveals the distribution of total wealth in deciles. 

Total wealth is dispersed in a very unequal fashion among resident 

households in Cucurpe. Household wealth ranges from 0 (44 households; 

18.2~ of the sample) to 4,884 (one household), a figure equivalent 

to 4,884 pesos, or $195,360 u.S. dollars. The top 10% of the population 



Table 8.2. 

Amount 

Didn't know 

$1,000-3,800 

4,000-6,000 

6,000-9,983 

10,051-15,000 

TOTAL 

Estimated Monthly Incomes (in Pesos*) of Resident 
Cucurpe Households, 1981 

Number of Percent of 
Households Households 

164 67.8% 

20 8.3 

45 18.6 

7 2.9 

6 2.5 

242 

*25 pesos equivalent to $1.00 u.s. 
Data from author's Questionnaire #1. 
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Table S.3. 

Amount 

Didn't know 

Under $50,000 

$50-100,000 

Over $100,00 

TOTAL 

Estimated Yearly Income (in Pesos*) of Resident 
Cucurpe Households, 1980 

Number of 
Households 

71 

72 

75 

24 

242 

Percent of Total 
Households 

29.3 

29.8 

31.0 

9.9 

*25 Pesos equivalent to $1.00 U.S. 
Data from author's Questionnaire #1. 
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Table 8.4. Distribution of Total Wealth Among Resident Cucurpe Households Broken 
into Deciles 

Range of Amount of Number of Percent Percent Cumulative 
Wealth Wealth Households of Wealth of Households % of Wealth 

0 0 22 0 .091 0 

0-1.5 1.5 23 0 .095 0 

5-30 420.5 25 .006 .103 .006 

35-63 1209.8 26 .017 .107 .023 

67.9-113.3 2164.7 24 .029 .099 .052 

120-175.5 3686.4 25 .051 .103 .103 

177.5-280 5569.5 24 .076 .099 .179 

287.5-444 8609.6 24 .118 .099 .297 

445-685 12,938 24 .177 .099 .474 

704-4884 38,363 25 .526 .103 1.000 

TOTAL 72,963 242 

Mean 301.5 
Standard Deviation 559.8 
Median 120 

Cumulative 
% of Households 

.091 

.186 

.289 

.396 

.495 

.598 

.697 

.796 

.895 

1.000 

tv 
~ 
w 



possesses nearly 53% of the total wealth, while the bottom 20% owns 

virtually no wealth whatsoever. The bottom 50% controls only 5%, 

the bottom 70% only 18%. Although the sample's mean is 301.5, 71.5% 

of the households fall below it, demonstrating that the distribution 

of wealth is extremely skewed. In fact, 50% of the households have 

indices of total wealth equal to or less than 120. Quite clearly, 

wealth in Cucurpe is concentrated in the hands of relatively few 

households. 
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In order to compare the distribution of total wealth in Cucurpe 

with other societies across the world, a Gini coefficient was tabulated. 

Despite a number of drawbacks as a measure of inequality, the Gini 

was chosen because of its widespread use a~ong social scientists 

(Davis 1977; Galt 1980; McGuire and Netting 1982). 

The Gini coefficient of Total Wealth among the sample of 

242 resident Cucurpe households was .687. As Table 8.5 points out, 

the distribution of total wealth among these households yielded a 

higher Gini than most other agrarian societies for which Ginis have 

been obtained. The Swiss community of Torbel, for example, produced 

Ginis ranging from .343 to .495 for the years 1851 to 1915 (McGuire 

and Netting 1982:273). The Italian island of Pantelleria in 1974 

was characterized by a Gini of .43 (Galt 1980). Many of the Ginis 

reported in Table 8.5 reflect less inclusive sources of wealth and 

exclude those households without the particular form of wealth being 

measured. Care therefore must be exercised in contrasting them with 

the Cucurpe figures. Nevertheless, the pattern is clear: the Cucurpe 



Table 8.5. Gini Coefficients for Selected Agrarian Societies across 
the World 

Location Gini Source of 
Reference Wealth 
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Torbel (1851-1915) .343- land/buildings McGuire & Netting 
(Switzerland) .495 1982 

Pantelleria, 
Italy, 1974 .43 land, businesses Galt 1980 

Andra Pradesch, 
India .55 land* Cancian 1979 

Uttar Pradesh, 
India .39 land* Cancian 1979 

Chiapas, Mexico .32 land* Cancian 1979 

Philippines .48 land* Cancian 1979 

Taichung, 
Taiwan .45 land* Cancian 1979 

Missouri, U. S. .45 land* Cancian 1979 

Sarakantsani, 
Macedonia .22 land* Davis 1977 

Orasac, 
Yugoslavia .32 land* Davis 1977 

Al Karak, 
Jordan .58 land* Davis 1977 

Genuardo, 
Sicily .69 land* Davis 1977 

Belmonte, 
Spain .70 land* Davis 1977 

Vila Velha, 
Portugal .75 land* Davis 1977 

Slcala, 
Spain .87 land* Davis 1977 

*Excludes households with no land. 
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municipal population exhibits a considerably higher degree of economic 

inequality than most of the other agrarian societies reported in 

the literature, except for those on the Iberian peninsula. 

The Distribution of Livestock among All 
Livestock Owners in Curcurpe 

Unfortunately, the above figures fail to account for a very 

important segment of the population involved in the Cucurpe economy: 

the absentee landowners who control much of the grazing land within 

the municipio. As noted in Chapter 6, I was only able to gather 

interview data on less than one-third of the individuals who reside 

elsewhere but run their livestock within the municipio's boundaries. 

However, the annual livestock censuses do record the number of animals 

belonging to the absentee ranchers which are rounded up in the corridas 

of October, November and December. By utilizing the census data, 

it is possible to achieve some understanding of the total distribution 

of one of the vital sources of wealth--livestock--among residents 

and non-residents alike. 

There are a number of methodological problems with such a 

distribution. First of all, the livestock censuses under-represent 

the total number of livestock in the municipio by perhaps as much 

as 20% (see Appendix A). Indices of wealth drawn from the livestock 

censuses therefore underestimate the amount of wealth in livestock 

for both individuals and the municipio as a whole. Nevertheless, 

it is assumed for the purposes of this analysis that the underesti-

mation is systematic, i.e., that the roundups fail to gather a roughly 



equal percentage of everyone's cattle, whether they be comunero, 

ejidatario or private rancher. 
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Secondly, livestock are not the only important form of wealth 

in the municipio. Land--irrigated, non-irrigated and pasture--ranks 

as an equally indispensable resource, and the ownership of machinery 

constitutes another significant type of capital within the agrarian 

economy. The Index of Total Wealth calculated for resident households 

is a more precise measure than indices based solely on livestock 

ownership. 

UnfOl~tunatElly, the data on land ownership are not as complete 

as those for livestock. Furthermore, any attempt to analyze the 

distribution of land at the household level is complicated by the 

fact that much of the soil, arable as well as non-arable, is controlled 

by corporate groups--the two comunidades, the ejido and the two private 

predios of San Bruno and Torreon. For pasture in particular it would 

be virtually impossible to assign fractions to households who run 

their livestock on corporate land. 

Livestock, then, is the only resource which allows both res

idents and non-residents to be compared. It must also be pOinted 

out that livestock constitute the largest percentage of most house

holds' total wealth·. As Table 8.6 demonstrates, only 40% of the 

resident households obtained less than 50% of their total wealth 

from livestock. For 50% of the sample, livestock comprised 60% or 

more of their total wealth; for 20% nearly 80%; while 14% of the 

sample derive all of their total wealth from the animals they own. 



248 

Table 8.6. Percentage of Total Wealth Derived from Ownership of Live
stock among Resident Cucurpe Households 

Percent of 
Total Wealth 

0% 

1- 9.9 

10-19.9 

20-29.9 

30-30.9 

40-49.9 

50-59.9 

60-69.9 

70-79.9 

80-89.9 

90-99.9 

100 

TOTAL 

Data from author's 

Number of 
Households 

54 

1 

9 

11 

11 

11 

14 

13 

28 

22 

34 

34 

242 

Questionnaire ttl. 

Percent of 
Total 
Households 

22.3% 

0.4 

3.7 

4.6 

4.5 

4.6 

5.8 

5.3 

11.6 

9.1 

14.1 

14.0 

Cumulative 
Percent 

22.3% 

22.7 

26.4 

31.0 

35.5 

40.1 

45.9 

51.2 

62.8 

71.9 

86.0 

100.0 
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Of the three major sources of wealth in Cucurpe, livestock contributes 

the greatest share to the total index, thereby serving as the most 

accurate, and most convenient, indicator of economic status when 

more comprehensive information is not available. 

The 1981 livestock censuses for the three livestock zones 

constituting the municipio of Cucurpe list the number of cattle, 

horses, mules and goats owned by 202 individuals. Animals were weighted 

according to their approximate value in pesos (see Appendix B). 

Mean amount of wealth per individual was 663.3, more than double 

the average of 301.5 for total wealth among resident households. 

This increase reflects the considerably higher levels of wealth enjoyed 

by the non-resident private ranchers, even when their wealth was 

measured by livestock alone. It also to some extent was caused by 

the fact that resident households who did not own livestock were 

not included in the sample. The livestock censuses naturally record 

only individuals who run animals on Cucurpe ranges. According to 

my questionnaire data, 54 resident households (22.3% of the total 

sample of 242) possessed no livestock whatsoever. If those households 

we.re added to the sample, the mean would drop to 523.4. 

As in the distribution of total wealth, wealth in livestock 

is extremely skewed. For comparative purposes, a Gini coefficient 

of .693 was calculated for the sample of livestock owners listed 

in the livestock censuses. That figure was slightly higher than 

the Gini of .687 derived from the Index of Total Wealth for resident 

households. Breaking the sample of livestock owners into deciles 
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reveals that the distribution of livestock was even more inequitable 

than the distribution of total wealth (Table 8.7). The upper ten 

percent of the sample owned approximately 60.5% of the animals grazing 

Cucurpe ranges. The bottom 50% held less than 10% of the livestock. 

Again, it must be kept in mind that the sample was restricted to 

livestock owners. The level of inequality would increase if households 

without animals were included. 

Neither the Index of Total Wealth nor the Index of Wealth 

in Livestock capture the total range of inequality among households 

who made their living, or part of their living, exploiting Cucurpe's 

resources. Many of the private ranchers owned land, livestock, mines 

and other businesses in other municipios of Sonora. Some of them 

even had business interests which extended beyond Sonora's boundaries 

into other parts of Mexico and the United States. It was beyond 

the scope of this study to systematically collect data on the total 

wealth of these individuals. Figures reported in this chapter provide 

estimations of inequality based upon wealth located in the municipio 

of Cucurpe alone. Although those estimations reflect most of the 

range of total wealth for resident households, the wealthiest and 

most powerful individuals involved in resource control within Cucurpe 

possessed wealth and exercised political and economic influence in 

arenas much wider than the municipio itself. In many cases, they 

were able to bring the force of that wealth and influence to bear 

on Cucurpe matters, manipulating regional, state and even national 

governmental bureaucracies to achieve their goals and protect their 



Table 8.7. Distribution of Wealth in Livestock among Cucurpe Livestock Owners, in Deci1es. 

Range of Amount of II of % of % of Cumulative Cunu1ative 
ivea1th Wealth Owners Wealth Owners % Wea1tb :: % 6f Owners 

10-45 '510 18 .004 .089 .004 .089 

50-85 1,355 20 .010 .099 .014 .188 

90-120 2,346 22 .018 .109 .032 .297 

125-150 2,770 20 .02l .099 .053 .396 

155-210 3,615 20 .027 .099 .080 .495 

215-280 4,710 20 .035 .099 .115 .594 

285-430 6,793 20 .051 .09? .166 .693 

435-685 10,989 20 .082 .099 .248 .792 

745-1,220 19,742 20 .147 .099 .395 .891 

1405-14,800 81,150 22 .606 .109 1.000 1.000 

TOTAL 202 

r-.> 
V1 
f-' 



interests. Without the counterbalance of the corporate communities, 

they undoubtedly would have controlled Cucurpe affairs to an even 

greater extent. 

Economic Inequality and the 
Organization of Resource Control 

The preceding analysis has argued that significant economic 

inequality exists in Cucurpe. At this point in the narrative, then, 

it is necessary to examine the range of economic inequality within 

the various organizations of resource control themselves. Utilizing 

the Index of Total Wealth, Gini coefficients were calculated for 

four categories of municipal residents: members of the Comunidad 

of Cucurpe, the Comunidad of San Javier, the Ejido 6 de Enero, and 
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inhabitants of Cucurpe who belonged to neither of the three corporate 

communities. I then plotted the distribution of these individuals 

across the deciles of total wealth for the municipio as a whole. 

Finally, I determined the amount of wealth in livestock controlled 

by various groups, including the absentee elite. The resulting distri-

butions provide many insights into the organization of the politics 

of resource control, a topic discussed at greater length in the final 

three chapters. 

Comunidad of Cucurpe 

As Table 8.8 points out, indices of total wealth among members 

of the Comunidad of Cucurpe ranged from 0 (5 members, approximately 

5% of the sample of 103 households), to 1047.5. The average individual 

index was 259.9, but 50% of the sample had indices of 185.5 or less. 



Table 8. 8. Distribution of Total Wealth among Members of the Comunidad of Cucurpe, in Deci1es. 

Range of Amount of II of % of % of Cumulative % Cumulative % 
Wealth Wealth Households Wealth Households of Wealth of Households 

0-25 77 .8 10 0.3 9.7 0.3 9.7 

35-48.1 393.4 9 1.5 8.7 1.8 18.4 

50-84 662.4 11 2.5 10.7 4.0 29.1 

86.5-133 1,131. 7 11 4.2 10.7 8.2 39.8 

135.5-182.8 1,570.8 10 5.9 9.7 14.1 49.5 

185.5-243 2,257.7 10 8.4 9.7 22.5 59.2 

256.5-325 2,817.0 10 10.5 9.7 33 68.9 

335-435 4,122.6 11 15.4 10.7 48.4 79.6 

444-562 5,075.5 10 19.0 9.7 67.4 89.3 

615-1047.5 8,664.1 11 32.6 10.7 100.0 100.0 

TOTAL 26,773 103 

Mean: 259.9 
Median: 185.5 
Standard Deviation: 241.2 

Data from author's Questionnaire 111. 

N 
VI 
(.oJ 
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The lowest decile controlled only 0.3% of the total wealth distributed 

among comuneros. The highest decile, on the other hand, possessed 

nearly 33% of that wealth. The comunidad certainly was not an econom

ically egalitarian institution. 

Nevertheless, the amount of inequality within the comunidad 

was significantly lower than that of the municipio as a whole. The 

sample from the Cucurpe comunidad yielded a Gini of .492, considerably 

lower than the Gini of .687 for the entire municipio. The corporate 

community of Cucurpe enjoyed roughly the same amount of economic 

inequality as the closed corporate community of Torbel (McGuire and 

Netting 1982). 

Comunidad of San Javier 

The amount of inequality within the much smaller Comunidad of 

San Javier exceeded that of Cucurpe. Individual household indices 

of total wealth ran the gamut from 0 (3 households, nearly 9% of 

the 34 household sample) to 2,466 (Table 8.9). Mean index of total 

wealth was 419.6, much higher than that of Cucurpe. However, 50% 

of the households received indices of 217.3 or less. The lowest 

decile in the sample possessed no wealth whatsoever. The highest 

decile controlled nearly 50%. Clearly the disparity between richer 

and poorer members of San Javier was greater than among Cucurpe comun

eros. 

A Gini coefficient of .607 supports this conclusion. Of 

course, the much smaller smaple for San Javier enforces a certain 

amount of caution in drawing comparisons. Nevertheless, there were 



Table 8.9. Distribution of Total Wealth among Members of the Comunidad San Javier, in 
Deciles. 

Range of Amount of /I of % of % of Cumulative % Cumulative % 
Wealth Wealth Households Wealth "" Households of Wealth of Households 

0 0 3 0 8.8 0 8.8 

5-11. 5 26.5 3 0.2 8.8 0.2 17.6 

50-67.9 215.9 4 1.5 11.8" 1.7 29.4 

100-135 362 3 2.5 8.8 4.2 38.2 

143-214 513.5 3 3.6 8.8 7.8 47 

276.5-295 990 4 7.0 11.8 14.8 58.8 

347.5-445 1,155 3 8.1 8.8 22.9 67.6 

452.5-589.5 2,121. 5 4 14.9 11.8 37.8 79.4 

593-704 1,904 3 13.3 8.8 51.1 88.2 

952-2,466 6,978 4 48.9 11.8 100.0 100.0 

TOTAL 14,266.3 

Mean: 419.6 
Median: 217.3 
Standard Deviation: 565.3 

N 
VI 
VI 



definite differences between the two comunidades. If Tables 8.8 

and 8.9 are contrasted, it is easy to note the greater concentration 

of wealth in San Javier's upper decile. In fact, three San Javier 

households enjoyed indices of total wealth higher than any household 

in the Cucurpe comunidad. These three households ran well over 100 

head of cattle on the corporate range. Two of them owned nearly 
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300 animals. Even though these three households belonged to a corpor

ate community, their level of wealth approximated that of many of 

the private ranchers. 

In 1981, these three wealthy households were not particularly 

active in the comunidad. Instead, leadership of the organization 

had been seized by an aggressive alliance of middle-range rancher

farmers and landless comuneros. Polarization within the corporate 

community was pronounced. During one meeting I attended, the dominant 

faction attempted to extend their control over, or expel, members 

who refused to pay their dues or attend comunidad meetings. One 

such comunero, a tough, weathered old man who had been born in the 

region and run cattle there all his life, finally turned on those 

who were badgering M.o to pay several thousand pesos in back dues 

and fines. He spat out, "No voy .§. pagar ni cinco centavos, ni verga!" 

("I'm not going to pay five cents, or cock!") (Fieldnotes 4/9/81). 

Such volatile exchanges, well-spiced with obscenities, reveal a poten

tially fatal cleavage in organizations like San Javier. On the one 

hand are the rancher-farmers who essentially want to be left alone 

to raise their livestock on corporate land. On the other hand stand 
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the "Bolshevikis," who want change: more land, more jobs, an activist 

insitution which demands conformity of its members and seeks to redistri

bute as well as protect corporate resources. Both groups have dif

ferent political and economic interests. Both have different relation

ships to important means of production. The resolution of such conflict 

is one of the most sensitive issues facing the modern corporate com

munities. 

Ejido 6 de Enero 

Ejido 6 de Enero is the youngest corporate organization in 

the municipio. Unlike the comunidades of Cucurpe and San Javier, 

its roots extend at most back to the 1960s, not the colonial past. 

Members have only enjoyed title to ejido lands since 1976. Many 

still reside elsewhere, especially in Magdalena. Long-standing and 

often brutal agrarian conflict has prevented the ejidatarios from 

fully exploiting their territory. In the late 1960s, they were squat

ters on the land until the state police came. The men were arrested 

and thrown into the Magdalena jail. The women and children were 

forced to follow as their ocotillo jacales (shacks) were burned, 

their crops bulldozed, their herds of goats slaughtered and left 

to rot. With the help of an advocate from La Vieja Guardia Agraria, 

an organization committed to agrarian reform, they endured their 

exile and eventually returned, this time with the force of the federal 

government behind them. Nevertheless, conflict with surrounding 

ranchers continues. In January of 1981, for example, several ranchers, 

accompanied by a judge and a state policeman, cut the ejido's fences 



in 42 places. When the ejidatarios encountered the vandals, a chase 

and a short gun battle ensued. Luckily, no one was injured, but 
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it may be years before disputed boundaries are settled and the existence 

of the ejido accepted by its neighbors. Therefore, any discussion 

of economic inequality within the organization must be tempered by 

the realization that the ejido is just getting started. It is still 

an agrarian colony, a nuevo centro de poblaciOn (new center of popu

lation), not an established entity like the comunidades of Cucurpe 

and San Javier. 

The ejido is also home to some of the poorest residents of 

the municipio. The range of Total Wealth in the simple of 19 house

holds ran from 0 to 468.6. The mean stood at 139.2, considerably 

lower than either of the two comunidades. Fifty percent of the house

holds had indices of Total Wealth equal to or lower than 88.9. A 

Gini coefficient of .514 places Ejido 6 de Enero between the comun

idades of Cucurpe and San Javier in terms of economic inequality. 

However, the sample size is so small that these figures must be treated 

cautiously. My survey of the ejido is the least comprehensive, and 

the least representative, of any of the different groups within the 

municipio. 

Nevertheless, the poverty of the ejido was indisputable. 

There were a few modestly prosperous ejidatarios, but most of the 

members barely subsisted. Ejido 6 de Enero is one of Mexico's desper

ate experiments in rural development, a precarious toehold of proletar

ians attempting to transform themselves into peasants in the 
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semi-arid countryside. The ejidatarios had no irrigated land, and 

very few cattle. They were trying to survive by eking out a living 

from temporales, goats, occasional wage work and their dreams of 

government assistance. Their efforts may be doomed, but the tenacity 

of the ejidatarios dramatically underscores the fact that not all 

rural Mexicans want to migrate to Mexico's cities or to the United 

States. Some still cherish a future on the land, and they are willing 

to risk harrassment, violence and privation to fight for that vision. 

Other Municipal Residents 

Residents of the municipio who did not belong to either the 

comunidades or the ejido were difficult to categorize. They were 

not formally organized. In fact, they consisted of at least three 

different groups with very different levels of wealth and class interests. 

Most of the households lumped in this category were headed by jornal

el~os, men who make their living as cowboys or miners working for 

someone else. Several were profesionistas--the doctor completing 

his year of social serVice, the principal of Cucurpe's grade school, 

several single female teachers in outlying areas of the municipio. 

Finally, there were those households at the higher end of the scale 

which owned small ranches and ran several hundred head of cattle. 

Composed of such a disparate group of people, this category lacked 

either economic or political coherence. The private ranchers generally 

sided with the absentee elite in any conflict with the corporate 

communities. The jor'naleros followed their patrones or stayed out 

of the fray. The profesionistas did their jobs and then most of 
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them moved on to less isolated posts. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that this category was characterized by high levels of inequality 

and little or no political integration. 

As Table 8.10 indicates, the range of total wealth was much 

greater than that of either of the two comunidades or the ejido. 

Thirty-four households (43% of the 79 household sample) possessed 

no wealth whatsoever. The wealthiest household, on the other hand, 

had an index of 4884, highest among municipal residents. The mean 

index was 361.2, reflecting the large amount of wealth controlled 

by some of the private ranchers, yet 81% of the households fell below 

that figure. The median was a miniscule 10. 

A Gini coefficient of .838 reveals just how great the range 

of economic inequality was within this residual category. The upper 

decile controlled an overwhelming 70% of the wealth. The lower five 

deciles held less than 0.1%. If the members of the corporate commun

ities were removed from the municipio, Cucurpe would consist of little 

more than ranchers and mine owners and their employees, with a few 

professionals thrown in to sevice their needs. 

Distribution of Wealth among Cucurpe Households 

Table 8.11 outlines the distribution of different categories 

of households across the deciles of total wealth for the municipio 

as a whole (see Table 8.4). Sixty-two percent of the households 

belonging to the Comunidad of Cucurpe and nearly 68% of those in 

the Comunidad of San Javier ranked in the upper five deciles of total 

wealth. Ony 42% of the ejidatarios made it into the top 50%. Perhaps 



Table 8. 10. Distribution of Total Wealth among Municipal Residents l{ho Did Not Belong to 
Any Corporate Community, in Deciles. 

Range of Amount of II of % of % of Cumulative % Cumulative % 
Wealth Wealth Households Wealth Households of Wealth of Households· 

0 0 8 0 10.1 0 10.1 

0 0 8 0 10.1 0 20.2 

0 0 8 0 10.1 0 30.3 

0 0 8 0 10.1 0 40.4 

0-6 22.5 7 0.08 8.9 0.08 49.3 

10-30 148 8 0.52 10.1 0.6 59.4 

35-125 664 8 2.3 10.1 2.9 69.5 

142-415 1,613.5 8 5.7 10.1 8.6 79.6 

447-1,205 5,984.4 8 21.0 10.1 29.6 89.7 

1,316.5-4,884 20,104 8 70.4 10.1 100.0 99.8 

TOTAL 28,536.4 79 

Mean: 361.2 
Median: 10 
Standard Deviation: 854.9 

Data from author's Questionnaire 111. 

'" C'\ 
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T~b1e 8.11. Distribution of Total Wealth among Different Categories of Municipal 
Resident Households, in Deci1es. 

No. of Households Suspended 

Decile Communidad Comunidad Ejido Other from Unknown 
Cucurpe San Javier 6 de Enero Residents Comunidad Status 

0 5 3 1 34 1 

0--1. 5 0 0 0 1 

5-30 5 4 4 12 1 

35-63 17 2 2 2 1 1 

67.9-113.3 12 2 4 5 1 

120-175.5 9 4 4 7 1 

177.5-280 19 4 0 1 

287.5-444 16 3 3 1 1 

445-685 13 7 1 3 

704-4884 7 5 0 13 

TOTAL 103 34 19 79 

% of Total 
Wealth 36.7 19.6 3.6 39.1 1 

Mean 259.9 419.6 139.2 361.2 138.1 

Median 185.5 217.3 88.9 10 100 

Standard 
Deviation 241.2 565.3 139.5 854.1 , 144.8 

Data from author's Questionnaire #1. 

1....:1 
0\ 
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the most interesting distribution is that of the other residents, 

however. Approximately 68% of those households fell into the bottom 

five deciles. Nevertheless, that same category, which accounted 

for only 32.6% of the resident households, controlled nearly 40% 

of the total wealth. The Comunidad of Cucurpe, on the other hand, 

cpnsisted of 42.6% of the total number of households, yet possessed 

only 36.1% of the total wealth. Such a contrast points out that 

while many households outside the corporate communities held little 

or no wealth, a handful of those households were quite wealthy. 
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Of course, restricting analysis to the Index of Total Wealth 

fails to convey the full range of economic inequality within the 

Cucurpe economy. In order to put the economic positions of the corpo

rate communities in proper perspective, it is necessary to turn to 

the Index of Wealth in Livestock. As Table 8.12 reveals, the two 

comunidades and the ejido hold only 16% of the municipio's wealth 

in livestock. Private ranchers on the other hand possess nearly 

81% of that wealth. Interestingly enough, San Javier comuneros control 

more livestock than comuneros from Cucurpe, even though San Javier 

is a much smaller organization with title to much less land. Again, 

it must be remembered that several members of San Javier own more 

cattle than many of the private ranchers. 

Nevertheless, the distribution of livestock owners across 

the deciles of wealth in livestock clearly demonstrates the concen

tration of wealth in the hands of private ranchers. Only one comunero 

from Cucurpe and three from San Javier climbed into the top two deciles. 



Table 8.12. Distribution of Livestock Owners According to their Wealth in Livestock 
(1981 Livestock Census). 

Deci1es Wealth % Wealth in 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 in Livestock 

Livestock 

Communidad 8 11 8 5 6 6 7 8 1 9,746 7.3 
of 

fu~u!:p~ - - - - - - - - - - - -
Communidad 1 4 9 2 1 6 3 5 2 1 10,565 7.9 

of 
San Javier ------- - - - -
Ejido 
6 de Enero 2 1. 1 1 1,045 0.8 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Private 
Ranchers 1 3 5 4 3 9 11 17 21 !0~,~5Q 0.809 ------ ------
Non Members 

on 2 1 2 1 1 885 0.6 
Corporate 
Land - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Unknown 
Status 7 4 2 4 7 2 1 1 3,854 2.9 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

TOTAL 18 20 23 20 20 19 21 25 20 22 133,980 

N 
0> 
.J:-
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Seventeen private ranchers reached Decile #9, however, while 21 found 

their way into Decile #10, the highest category. By any measure 

of economic position, private ranchers dominated the municipal economy. 

The corporate communities on the other hand held title to only about 

21% of Cucurpe's terrain and less than 15% of the municipio's wealth 

as measured in livestock. In the chapters that follow, the political 

consequences of such an unequal distribution of resources are discus

sed. 



.\ 

CHAPTER 9 

RICOS, POBRES Y LA MEDIA CLASE: FOLK MODELS OF 
ECONOMIC INEQUALITY IN CUCURPE 

The previous chapter presented only objective, or so-called 

"etic," measures of economic inequality in Cucurpe. However, it 

is a sociological truiStm that people's perception of reality, not 

reality itself, conditions their behavior. Marx, among others, empha-

sized this basic social fact when he discussed the differences between 

"classes in themselves" and "classes for themselves" (see Chapter 

1). Class conflict only develops when individuals who share the 

same ~elations to the productive forces become aware of their common 

interests and act upon them. It is not enough to talk about the 

economic structure of society, or about the different segments which 

make up the body politic. These segments only become meaningful 

when people mobilize in response to perceived opportunities or threats. 

It therefore becomes critical to understand how Cucurpenos place 

themselves in their economic universe, and how that process of classifi-

cation influences their participation in the politics of resource 

control. 

In order to elicit Cucurpeno models of economic inequality, 

eleven heads of households were asked to group the names of individuals 

making a living in the municipio according to their economic status 

(segun su nivel de vida). This informant ranking technique was pione

ered by the sociologist August Hollingshead (1949), and has been 
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employed by a number of anthropologists in recent years (Silverman 

1966; DeWalt 1979; McGuire and Netting 1982). All but one of the 

eleven rankers lived in the municipio of Cucurpe. Ranker U5, an 
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old rancher living in Magdalena, was born and raised in Cucurpe and 

ran his cattle there until pressure from the Cucurpe comunidad drove 

him off his land. 

Seven of the rankers belonged to the Comunidad of Cucurpe, 

while two were ~embers of the corporate community of San Javier. 

The other two individuals, including the old rancher, were unaffiliated 

with any organization of resource control within the municipio. 

All of the rankers were men whose ages ranged from their late twenties 

to their mid-seventies. All but one--Ranker U3--were men of property 

who controlled both land and livestock in Cucurpe. Representing 

neither the very rich nor the very poor, they came from the municipio's 

middle strata of peasant rancher-farmers. The eleven men were chosen 

because of their knowledge of municipal affairs and their willingness 

to devote several hours of their time to the ranking process. 

The rankings were conducted in the rankers' homes. They 

were given 164 names to group. These names consisted of a random 

sample composed of 50% of the municipal household heads whom I inter

viewed, and 50% of the 85 members of the absentee elite who owned 

animals ennumerated in the 1981 livestock census. The rankers were 

told to place these names into as many categories of economic status 

as they felt were necessary. If a name happened to be unfamiliar, 



Table 9.1. Folk Models of Economic Inequality in Cucurpe. 

# Individuals in Each Category 
Ranker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

6 1 1 2 7 17 25 12 20 8 

3 8 24 18 2 12 10 4 14 5 

1 15 14 4 5 18 22 4 30 7 

8 9 15 26 32 14 9 4 19 

7 37 19 9 29 38 3 

9 13 23 48 13 11 23 

10 3 7 27 15 28 32 

4 31 4 45 23 40 

11 20 4 20 63 52 

2 38 5 62 61 

5 34 29 55 

Didn't 
10 11 know 

20 30 27 

8 65 

50 

42 

35 

39 

58 

27 

11 

4 

52 

Self-
Ranking 

-7-

8 

6 

4 

4 

3 

5 

3 

4 

3 

2 

N 
(J'\ 
(Xl 



or if the rankers did not feel they knew enough about the pel'son 

to accurately classify him or her, the rankers were instructed to 

set the name aside. 
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As Table 9.1 demonstrates, Cucurpenos clearly recognized 

marked differences in economic status among themselves. Folk models 

of economic inequality ranged from the unbiquitous "upper-middle

lower class" system (Ranker 1/5) to groupings of eleven different 

categories (Ranker #6). Three rankers classified the sample into 

six categories, and the mean number of groupings was in fact 6.64. 

Table 9.1 also indicates that a significant number of individ

uals in the sample were not well-known to the informants. The number 

of such people in the "don't know" category varied from four to sixty

five, suggesting that the municipio of Cucurpe was too large to be 

the sort of intimate, "face-to-face" community so often studied by 

anthropologists. There were clear patterns within this category, 

however. Most of the unknown individuals were either miners, cowboys 

working on private ranches, or relatively unimportant members of 

the absentee elite. Many of the miners and cowboys came from outside 

Cucurpe and had only resided in the municipio for a relatively short 

time. They represent an often transient class of proletarians within 

the Cucurpeno agrarian economy, working for awhile in the municipio 

and then moving on. Because of their generally low economic status 

and isolated social position, these wage laborers playa negligible 

role in the politics of resource control. 



270 

The second set of unknown individuals were members of private 

ranching families who may have owned a few head of cattle pastured 

on the family property but who lived elsewhere and took no active 

part in the management of the ranch. Like the miners and the cowboys, 

their connection with municipal political affairs was tenuous at 

best. By and large, the rankers were familiar with members of the 

absentee elite who involved themselves in Cucurpe matters. 

The third group of unknown names consisted of the memb~rs 

of Ej.ido 6 de Enero. Since most of the rankers resided in or near 

the pueblo of Cucurpe, they had very little contact with the ejidatarios, 

who lived in the far northeastern sector of the municipio. Even 

more to the pOint, many of the ejidatarios had only established them

selves in Cucurpe in the years since 1976, when the ejido was formally 

chartered. The ejidatarios' poverty, and the unrest which character

ized their struggle to win recognition as a legal entity, forced 

many of them to work for long periods of time in other municipios 

such as Magdalena or Imuris. Although the ejidatarios were becoming 

an important force in Cucurpe agrarian politiCS, they were relative 

newecomers to the scene, known collectively, but not individually, 

to most other residents of the municipio. 

As Table 9.1 pOints out, the classificatory systems of the 

eleven rankers varied widely. It was therefore difficult to determine 

the accuracy of the rankers' evaluations in comparison to more objective 

measures of economic status such as the indices of total wealth or 

livestock discussed in Chapter 8. In order to effect such a comparison, 
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the rankings of each individual in the sample were added, and then 

di vided by the number of rankers \--Jli.;) assigned a position to the person. 

Members of the sample who received more than three "don't know" classifi

cations were excluded. Table 9.2 contrasts wealth in livestock with 

cumulative ranking scores. Both the emic and etic measures appear 

to be roughly comparable. Nevertheless, a few discrepancies can 

be noted by a careful perusal of the data. 

In general, rankers tended to place private ranchers in higher 

categories than comuneros with equivalent wealth in livestock. Such 

a tendency may indicate that the rankers viewed the absentee elite 

as a more homogeneous group than it really was, a class of rich ranchers 

contrasted to people of more modest means like themselves. On the 

other hand, the ranker's may have been making more accurate assessments 

than the figures reveal. It must be kept in mind that the Index 

of Wealth in Livestock is an incomplete measure of wealth. Private 

ranchers with the same number of livestock as wealthy comuneros own 

their grazing lands as well. Their generally higher rankings may 

reflect the rankers' understanding of this basic class difference: 

private landowners can sell or mortgage their pasture if they wish 

to, while comuneros, no matter how many cattle they run, cannot alien

ate corporate range. 

While the precision of the ranking technique may have left 

something to be desired, it still elicited a wide range of information 

about the economic strata composing Cucurpe's agrarian society. 

After the rankers had grouped the sample into categories, they were 
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Table 9. 2. A Comparison of Consultant Ranking vs. Wealth in Livestock 
(1981 Census). 

Category of Wealth in Decile Ranking 
Individual Livestock 

Private 14,800 10 1.25 
Private 5,105 10 1.00 
Private 4,930 10 1.67 
Private 3,575 10 1.40 
Private 2,935 10 1.44 
Private 2,820 10 2.11 
Private 2,315 10 1.27 

San Javier (SJ) 1,645 10 2.80 

Private 1,430 10 2.20 
Private 1,405 10 1.89 
Private 1,095 9 2.27 

SJ 1,060 9 2.73 

Private 965 9 2.09 
Private 965 9 1.80 

Cucurpe Comunidad (CC) 770 9 3.09 

Private 765 9 3.45 
Private 670 8 2.73 
Private 665 8 1.67 

SJ 590 8 3.55 
SJ 480 8 3.45 

Private 460 8 2.56 

CC 450 8 3.73 

SJ 430 7 3.36 

Private 425 7 2.36 

SJ 345 7 3.30 

CC 330 7 3.09 

Private 270 6 2.50 

CC 255 6 3.73 
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Table 9.2. Continued. 

Category of Wealth in Decile Ranking 
Individual Livestock 

SJ 235 6 3.45 
SJ 225 6 4.44 

CC 140 4 3.09 
CC 135 4 4.09 
CC 120 3 4.09 
CC 115 3 4.45 
CC 110 3 4.45 
CC 110 3 5.60 
CC 110 3 3.91 

SJ 110 3 3.09 
SJ 105 3 5.10 

CC 96 3 5.09 

SJ 95 3 4.18 

CC 85 2 4.27 
CC 70 2 4.36 
CC 55 2 2.91* 

SJ 55 2 4.90 

CC 50 2 4.55 
CC 35 1 5.77 

SJ 35 1 4.82 

CC 30 1 4.18 
CC 25 1 3.27* 

* 
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asked to describe the differences between groups in order to determine 

whether the differences were great or small. Table 9.3 schematizes 

each ranker's hierarchy of economic status. Although the hierarchies 

do vary considerably, several general trends emerge. 

Perhaps the most striking is the position of the top strata. 

All of the rankers agreed that the first one-to-three categories 

enjoyed a level of livelihood "much higher" than the succeeding ones. 

These top categories consisted entirely of the absentee elite. Cucurpenos 

clearly recognized that a number of the private ranchers were far 

wealthier than the rest of the people making their living in the 

municipio. 

While they were classifying the sample, rankers mentioned 

a number of characteristics which distinguished this absentee elite 

upper class. Members were described as "millionaires" by several 

men. Ranker U8 summed up the group by saying, "They have a ranch 

with many cattle, horses, fields, pump-powered wells, grazing lands. 

They have a house in Magdalena, an elegant place to live." 

Ranker #2 went even fUrther. According to him, the upper strata 

were not only rich in land and livestock, but they had other business 

interests as well. "They have more means of working," he noted, 

"of embarking upon new ventures. • • • They have feed lots, markets • 

• They dedicate themselves to commerce." 

Other rankers stated that these wealthy individuals enjoyed 

access to the credit they needed and also had substantial savings 

in the bank. They had monetary reserves and were plugged into financial 



Table 9.3. Hierarchies of Economic Status within the Cucurpe 
Agrarian Economy (11 Rankers). 

1. 

5. 

9. 

1 (15) 

2 (14) 

3 ( 4) 

4 ( 5) 

5 (18) 

6 (22) 

7 ( 4) 

8 (30) 

9 ( 7) 

1 (34) 

2 (29) 

3 (55) 

1 (13) 

2 (23) 

3 (48) 

4 (13) 

5 (11) 

6 (23) 

2. 1 (38) 

2 ( 5) 

3 (62) 

4 (51) 

6. _1_(_11 

2 ( 1) 

3 ( 2) 

4 ( 7) 

_5_<"P1 
6 (25) 

7 (12) 

8 (20) 

9 ( 8) 

10 (20) 

11 (30) 

10. 1 ( 3) 

_2_(_71 
3 (27) 

4 (15) 

_5_(~81 

6 (32) 

Key: Solid line: big difference 
Dotted line: smaller difference 

3. 1 ( 8) 

_2_(~41 

3 (18) 

4 ( 2) 

5 (12) 

6 (10) 

7 ( 4) 

8 (14) 

9 ( 5) 

10 ( 8) 

7. 1 ( 9) 

2 (19) 

3 ( 9) 

_4_<,~91 

5 (38) 

6 ( 3) 

11. 1 (20) 

2 ( 4) 

3 (20) 

4 (63) 

5 (52) 

4. 1 (31) 

2 ( 4) 

3 (45) 

4 (23) 

5 (40) 

8. 1 ( 9) 

2 (15) 

3 (26) 

4 (32) 

5 (14), 

_ .§. i ~) 

7 ( 4) 

8 (19) 

275 



276 

networks necessary for capital investment and expansion. In addition, 

this upper class employed other people to work for them. As Ranker 

#7 said, "They don't work. They only work with their brains." Ranker 

#9 reiterated this pOint, noting, "They live off their wealth. And 

keep on working to acquire more." Ranker #2 concluded, "Most of 

them are rich because of their papas. because of their ancestry, 

their inheritance. They've been rich for many, many years." 

These observations paint a provocative portrait of Cucurpe's 

absentee elite. First of all, in the eyes of the rankers, these 

rich mean were capitalists rather than peasants, producing entirely 

for the market rather than for domestic consumption. They viewed 

land and livestock as commodities to be bought and sold. Since most 

of them lived elsewhere, they did not have the deep attachment to 

the region that characterized many municipal residents. And as capital

ists, they employed labor to produce their goods, but did little 

or no manual labor themselves. Instead, they lived off the work 

of other men. Furthermore, their wealth may have come to them through 

inheritance rather than their own native ability. In the eyes of 

the rankers, at least, not all of them were self-made men. 

Most of these observations are potential symbols of class 

conflict, rallying p0ints in the struggle for scarce resources in 

Cucurpe. Nevertheless, underlying many of the comments was a grudging 

sense of admiration as well as envy. The rankers respected the ability 

of these men to work with their brains rather than their hands and 

to manipUlate banks and markets to their own advantage. As a poor 



ejidatario told me years ago, "Los capitalistas .!!.2!! muy vivos." 

"Vivo" is one of those "multivocal" words with multiple meanings. 
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It signifies that someone is clever, but also implies a certain amount 

of ruthlessness as well. Similar semantic tension characterizes 

most of the descriptions of the Cucurpe elite. 

This semantic tension is magnified by the fact that many 

of the ricos remain somewhat shadowy figures to the Cucurpenos. 

A case in point is the man who owns a 5,000 hectare ranch and numerous 

small mines bordering the Comunidad of Cucurpe to the northeast. 

Even though the ranch is a model of efficiency and scientific range 

management, its owner describes it as little more than "a hobby." 

His more important business ventures apparently lie elsewhere, outside 

the municipio. The man, who started out as a timekeeper for a North 

American mining company in Cucurpe, owns a large house in Hermosillo 

as well as a condominium in Tucson. Although he takes an active 

interest in his Cucurpe holdings, which are extensive, the circles 

in which he moves are much larger than the municipio. 

The man and others like him rarely come into direct conflict 

with the comuneros or the ejidatarios. If their property becomes 

threatened, they either deflect that threat in the far-away corridors 

of government or else they cut the best deal they can and move on. 

Unlike the poorer private ranchers, they do not curse the "Bolshevikis" 

with a vitriolic intensity borne of desperation. Their resources 

are simply too great for them to worry much about Cucurpe affairs. 



Besides, they seldom suffer expropriation. Their money and their 

contacts appear to protect them from the brunt of agrarian reform. 

278 

The next distinguishable level in the models of stratification 

might be termed Cucurpe's middle class. This level consists of a 

series of categories in which the levels of livelihood are not signifi

cantly different. All but one of the rankers placed themselves some

where within these middle-range strata. Ranker #2 described himself 

and others as follows, "We are workers who possess certain things 

in order to live. • • • We are people of a few resources •• 

We have a little bit of land and a little bit of livestock." 

There were differences of course. Individuals within the 

higher categories lived better than those below because they had 

enough land and livestock to support themselves. Members of the 

lower categories occasionally had to supplement their calf sales 

and harvests with wage work. Informant in elaborated upon these 

differences when he contrasted his Category 3 with Category 4, in 

which he placed himself. In his words, the individuals in the upper 

group, "live well, comfortably. They have a quiet, easy way 

of life." Men like him, on the other hand, "live from blow to blow. 

• • with the ax and the plow. We also work for wages. But 

we have livestock and our own land." 

The man who provided the above description is as good a repre

sentative as any of the peasant rancher-farmers of Cucurpe. The 

man lives in a comfortable house his father built at the south end 

of the pueblo. Like most houses in Cucurpe, it fronts the street 



with a large yard in back where there is a well, tall trees, corrals 

and the carefully tended herb and vegetable gardens of his wife. 

Four of his children, including one son, remain with him in Cucurpe. 

The other four--three daughters and his oldest son--have migrated 

to the United States. His industry and their remittances finance 

home improvements as well as several modest capital investments: 
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a small pump for his irrigation well, a dilapidated pickup from Tucson 

in which he· hauls wood and carries the harvests of his fields back 

to his store house (galera). By Cucurpe standards, he is modestly 

prosperous. He owns seven hectares of irrigated floodplain milpa 

and three hectares of temporal which he and his fourteen-year-old 

son were laboriously clearing of underbrush and mesquite. He runs 

twnety head of cattle and thirteen goats on comunidad range and main

tains nine horses. Twice a year, he butchers a pig raised in his 

back yard. 

Most of his income derives from cattle sales. In 1980, for 

example, he sold five male calves and one cow for a total of 19,600 

pesos (about $784 U.S. dollars). He also provided a rancher friend 

with eighty bales of barley mixed with alfalfa for 70 pesos a bale. 

From his fields he harvested grain and forage for his animals and 

corn, beans, squash, potatoes, melons, lentils and peanuts for his 

family. His small orchard yielded quinces, apples, pears and peaches. 

To supplement these traditional sources of sustenance, he occasionally 

cut the alfalfa of other farmers with his ancient mule-drawn machine, 

making about 3,150 pesos ($126 U.S. dollars) in the process. During 



fiestas, he and his son played guitar and accordion for tips. His 

daughter, a well-educated young woman who worked as secretary to 
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the municipal president, brought additional income into. the household. 

Through a variety of strategies including stockraising, sUbsistence 

agriculture and wage work, he was able to provide a comfortable living 

for himself and his family. 

He and men like him form the backbone of the Cucurpe comunidad 

and help to keep the municipio from falling completely into the hands 

of large private landowners. These peasant agropastoralists enjoy 

access to the basic resources they need to survive in Cucurpe--grazing 

land, arable land and irrigation water. They are not rich, but neither 

are they poor. They produce food for their households and usually 

enough of a surplus to market as well. Occasionally, a moral note 

creeps into their descriptions of themselves. As Ranker #11 noted, 

"We more or less live a moderate life. We don't suffer from much 

necessity because we are orderly people (gente ordenada)." 

Interestingly enough, the poorer private ranchers and the 

wealthier comuneros were classified in some of the same categories 

by a number of rankers. Members of both groups share a somewhat 

ambiguous position within the municipal politics of resource control. 

Although their different relationship to one important means of pro

duction--grazing land--divides them cn certain issues, their lifestyles 

and general economic status provide them with certain bonds to each 

other. In the words of Ranker #10, these people have "the position 

to more or less make a living. They have the means to confront 



their problems. • • • They have a fair amount of livestock." This 

prosperity in turn makes them convenient targets of agrarian unrest. 

They do not have the resources to live like ricos, but they have 

far more to lose than the poor. In a number of respects, they are 

among the most vulnerable individuals within the municipio. They 

therefore tend to be quite conservative, since changes in the status 

quo rarely benefit them. 

The comuneros who fall into these categories are often the 

most vociferous opponents of certain comunidad powers and functions, 

in particular, the corporate control of arable land (see Chapter 
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11). According to the president of the Comunidad of Cucurpe, they. 

are "fearful people" (gente miedosa) with the "vision of jackrabbits" 

(vista de liebres). In the opinion of these prosperous comuneros, 

however, their suspicions about the comunidad are justified by its 

activities. Even though these men depend upon the corporate communi

ties for access to grazing land, they fear that the size of their 

fields and the number of cattle they own make them objects of the 

"envy" (envidia) of poorer comuneros. They bitterly object to the 

fact that they can no longer sell, rent, mortgage or otherwise alienate 

their floodplain fields. They oppose expropriation of the land of 

non-members because they are afraid that their milpas may be next. 

If they had their way, the power of the comunidades would be limited 

to the protection of corporate pastures. 

Poorer private ranchers resist the corporate communities 

for other reasons. Most of them have been born in the municipio 
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and have lived there all their lives. They are as dependent upon 

municipal resources as the comuneros or the ejidatarios. Unfortunately 

for them, however, corporate ranges are occasionally carved out of 

their land. They do not have the pull of the richer ranchers, and 

so a number of them have seen their land cut in half by expropriation. 

A good example of this trend is an old rancher who used to 

own about 1,200 hectares in the northeastern sector of the municipio. 

He ran 100-150 head of cattle on this land and farmed about three 

hectares of temporales. His ranch, located in rolling oak grasslands, 

gave him a good living, but he certainly could never have afforded 

an elegant house in Magdalena or any of the other luxuries of the 

wealthy private ranchers. By 19B1 however, he estimated that he 

had perhaps 500 hectares left. In 1976, the government had declared 

that the rest of his land belonged to Ejido 6 de Enero. He and his 

wife hang on, and his three sons still living at the ranch work for 

wages when they are not helping their father. But the position of 

the family is precarious, both economically and politically. They 

see their livelihood eroding, and feel powerless to do much about 

it. In a generation, they may be driven off the land, their range 

absorbed by one of the corporate comunities or by surrounding ranchers 

stronger than themselves. 

A third general level recognized by the rankers is composed 

of individuals who rely primarily on wage work to make a living. 

According to Ranker #2, "They are persons who live on their salaries 



• a few have four, five, six cows, no more. The wages they make 

are very low. Here there's no steady work." 

Other rankers repreated this rather bleak picture. Ranker 

#4 said, "They don't have anything, the poor people. They 

make mescal, work a little." Ranker #8 noted, "They live on the 

minimum wage. At times they work, other times they don't. They 

live a pretty hard, poor life." Describing one individual within 
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this level, Ranker #11 was even more blunt. "He doesn't have anything 

more than his house," he commented. "He's not worth peanuts." 

These bottom strata form Cucurpe's rural proletariat. Not 

all members are completely dispossessed. A number of them, especially 

those who belong to the corporate communities, own a few head of 

livestock and farm small patches of ground. Such individuals are 

able to provide for at least some of their families' s,ubsistence 

needs. Nevertheless, they do not possess enough land or animals 

to be self-sufficient. To survive in Cucurpe, they have to scrounge 

for wage work or produce some other good, rawhide lariats, perhaps, 

or, more importantly, mescal. Because they control so few of the 

necessary means of production themselves, they constitute the most 

unstable portion of Cucurpe's population. If work is not available 

in the municipio, they may search for it elsewhere, in Magdalena, 

Nogales or the United States. 

Some of these individuals make good wages by Cucurpe standards 

as cowboys on the private ranches. They live rent-free in comfortable 

houses and work steadily. Others labor in the small mines which 



honeycomb the mountains in the central and eastern portions of the 

municipio. Working at the end of tunnels or lowering themselves 

down pulleys into deep shafts, these miners attack veins and pockets 

of gold and silver ore with picks and varas (pointed metal rods). 
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Most of the cowboys live with their families, even if they come from 

other parts of Sonora or Chihuahua. Many of the miners, on the other 

hand, leave their wives and children behind to work fifteen and twenty

day shifts in Cucurpe's rugged uplands. There they share shacks 

of wood or cart6n (corrugated cardboard) with other miners, cooking 

their meals of beans, tortillas and canned food on stoves cut from 

diesel drums. 

The rest of Cucurpe's bottom strata live in the corporate 

communities, where they survived on a mixture of sporadic wage work 

and sUbsistence farming. They may be employed by one of the small 

contractors in the municipio for a few weeks, building a house or 

laboring on some civic project. They may irrigate for one of the 

local farmers, especially at night, since water has to be channeled 

onto thirsty crops twenty-four hours a day. If they are young and 

nimble, they may break horses. If they are old and stiff, they may 

gather loads of wood on the back of a burro. Those with patience 

and experience disappear into the mountains for several weeks to 

gather and distill agaves into lechuguilla. Those with wanderlust 

or loose family ties cross the border and work in the fields of Arizona 

and California or the factories of Los Angeles. Their way of life 

forces them to be jacks-of-all trades. They cannot afford to specialize. 
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One of the households trying to make a go of it on the Ejido 

6 de Enero examplifies the hand-to-mouth existence of these people. 

The family, all ten of them, share two rusty beds or sleep on the 

floor of their ocotillo jacal (shack) on the edge of a clearing called 

Agua en Medio. There is no irrigated land anywhere in the ejido, 

but the family has planted about four hectares of temporal in corn, 

beans and squash. They also own three cows, two goats, a bUrro and 

four chick~ns. The father and one of his sons work for 200 pesos 

a day (8 U.S. dollars) cutting down mesquites and making charcoal 

(carbon) for a man from the Yaqui Valley who has a concession from 

the ejido to exploit its timber resources. The younger sons fashion 

adobe bricks for other ejidatarios. Unlike most of his contemporaries, 

the head of the household, age forty-eight, has never been to the 

United States. He has heard there are many abuses of mojados (wet

backs) there. "A boss (patron) can kill a mojado there without being 

punished," he said. He was one of the few people in Cucurpe who 

expressed an unfavorable opinion about working in the United States 

(Ques. 81:211). 

These individuals within the corporate communities have inter

ests which occasionally conflict with the interests of other comuneros 

who possess enough land and livestock to be self-sufficient. Unlike 

the peasant rancher-farmers, the landless laborers want change, not 

the status quo. They need either land or jobs or both. By manipu

lating government programs of rural development, or by attempting 

to expropriate the land of non-members, comunidad and ejido leaders 
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can create bases of power for themselves by promising these people 

such necessary resources. Nevertheless, their control over the Cucurpe 

proletariat depends upon their ability to get government aid. The 

alliances between the power brokers and the poor are therefore often 

very fragile because government policies change, or certain leaders 

fall from grace. When times are hard, the power base dwindles as 

the landless look elsewhere for the chambita ('little bit of work') 

they need to get by. Because of these structural constraints, the 

landless laborers constitute the politically, economically and demo

graphically most unstable portion of Cucurpe's population. 

In addition to the three general levels of economic status' 

discussed above, Cucurpe also possesses a small group of professionistas 

(professionals). These are the teachers and health-care specialists 

who reside in the municipio. Five of the eleven rankers placed them 

in a separate category because of their special characteristics, 

consistently ranking them just below the upper strata of rich absentee 

ranchers. In contrast to the ricos, however, the professionistas 

"have to work for their money," Ranker #2 pointed out. Nevertheless, 

"They have their steady work, their good salaries, their benefits 

and the services of Seguro ~ocial (the federal health care system)." 

Even though they rarely possess any land or livestock, their profes

sions generally net them more income than most other residents of 

the municipio. 

The professionals form Cucurpe's miniscule intelligensia. 

In 1981 though, they exercised very little economic or political 
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power within the municipio. There were simply too few of them to 

make much of an impact. Besides, they rarely remained in Cucurpe 

long enough to develop much interest in local affairs. Most of the 

teachers were young and determined to find less isolated posts after 

a year or two in the region. The doctor who staffed the health center 

(Centro de Salud) in the pueblo of Cucurpe stayed only a year to 

complete Mexico's mandatory social service for medical graduates. 

In the past, particular teachers have occupied positions of authority 

and power, but the individuals working in the municipio in 1981 lacked 

the drive or inclination to test the political waters. The principal 

of Cucurpe's grade school, a humorous and intelligent man, shook 

his head at the municipio's agrarian turmoil. He preferred to drink 

beer or play baseball than get involved in local feuds and conflicts. 

The preceding discussion contends that the Cucurpe agrarian 

economy is composed of three major levels of economic status--the 

absentee elite, the small rancher-farmers and the landless laborers. 

There are of course gradations within these levels, and at times 

the gradations significantly affect the politics of resource control. 

Nevertheless, the major cleavages of wealth fall along these lines. 

To conclude this chapter, it is necessary to discuss why 

economic status was chosen as the variable by which to classify the 

Cucurpenos. Numerous other researchers, especially those who have 

studied Mediterranean societies (Silverman 1966; Galt 1980) have 

noted that social stratification is expressed in a number of different 

"idioms," among them honor, bureaucracy and class (Davis 1977). 



Silverman, for example, discovered that the most important classifi

catory principle in the prestige system in a community in central 

Italy was the concept of rispetto, a term inadequately glossed by 
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the English word "respect." Rispetto was based on a number of criteria 

including "manners" and town residence as well as occupation, education 

and financial position. Economic status in fact was a relatively 

minor component of this classificatory model. 

In Cucurpe, on the other hand, I encountered no such idiom 

of prestige comparable to rispetto. Discussions of family or individ

ual honor rarely occurred. The marked ostracism of persons without 

"honor" reported by Mediterranean ethnographers simply did not exist. 

Like people everywhere, the Cucurpefios gossiped and drew unfavorable 

comparisons between themselves and others. But those comparisons 

had not become ritualized or rigidified. Cucurpe humor could be 

biting and malicious, but it cut in both directions. It was aimed 

at those above as well as below. 

A few examples reinforce these general observations. Although 

Cucurpe households protect their young women, and hold virginity 

in high esteem, women who stray from the norm are not cast out of 

society or consigned to a permanent position of contempt. One woman 

who had an illegitimate child by a comunero from San Javier lives 

on the main street of Cucurpe next door to two of her brothers. 

She is married to another man and has several children by him. Neither 

the men nor the women of her community treat her any differently 

from other married women. When the subject of her illegitimate child 
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was broached once, one of her brothers shrugged and said, "She had 

an adventure (aventura) when she was younger." Her status in Cucurpe 

apparently had suffered no permanent damage from her youthful indis

cretion. 

The case of another woman is even more dramatic. The woman 

has had children by several different men. In 1981, she was living 

with a man much older than herself, a relatively prosperous stockman 

and cattle buyer whose wife had died several years before. The woman 

is perhaps the most dynamic female in Cucurpe, the only one who regular

ly speaks up at comunidad meetings and other community functions. 

Furthermore, she is one of the handful of women who keep Cucurpe's 

religious traditions alive by leading the services of Holy Week (Semana 

Santa). Her sexual mores clearly do not prevent her from acting 

as a religious leader. Although people gossip about her escapades, 

she is not shunned by anyone. When her name came up in a conversation, 

one man laughed and said, "She likes the happy life (la vida alegre)." 

Amused tolerance rather than moralistic disapproval seems to character

ize the attitudes of most individuals towards her. 

Since notions of proper behavior are usually applied more 

stricly to women rather than men in peasant SOCieties, the latitude 

allowed males in Cuc~rpe SOCiety is even greater. Men are not looked 

do'n'Il upon for having extramarital affairs as long as they are discreet 

and bring no "shame" to their wives and children. Public drinking, 

Cucurpe's primary form of masculine recreation, is also acceptable 

as long as a man does not indulge in it too frequently. Respectable 



individuals may swirl around the floor with imaginary partners at 

public dances when they have had too much to drink. They may even 

be thrown in the small jail (el bote) behind the municipal building 
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if they get too rowdy without suffering any lasting loss of reputation. 

When the school principal himself landed in jail after a particularly 

boisterous binge, no outraged parents demanded his resignation. 

In general, Cucurpefios seem to be remarkably tolerant of human foibles. 

It is beyond the scope of this study to fully explore the 

reasons for the relative openness of Cucurpe society. Nevertheless, 

a number of tentative hypotheses can be advanced, most of which have 

to do with the peculiar historical and economic characteristics of 

the region. 

Even though there is a substantial amount of economic inequal

ity in Cucurpe, much of it is displaced, both symbolically and con

cretely, from the daily life of the municipio. Great differences 

of wealth exist among those who make their living from Cucurpe's 

resources, but the isolation of the area, and the residence patterns 

of the elite, have prevented those differences from becoming too 

deeply encoded in the behavior patterns and status symbols of local 

inhabitants. Quite simply, the elite live elsewhere. They build 

their mansions and drive their new cars in places like Magdalena 

and Hermosillo, not Cucurpe. They export not only the surpluses 

they take from the land but also their most conspicuous displays 

of conspicuous consumption. 



291 

Partible inheritance also acts as a levelling mechanism in 

the municipio. Members of the elite who for one reason or another 

choose to remain in Cucurpe tend to see their economic status slip 

from one generation to another. Sons of wealthy fathers are often 

left with only modest patrimonies. Because of such intergenerational 

fluctuations in wealth, as well as the flight of wealth out of the 

municipio, a social gentry has never become entrenched in Cucurpe. 

Cucurpenos do not confront great disparities of wealth on a daily 

basis, and so those disparities rarely ruffle the flow of ordinary 

human interaction. 

Among municipal residents themselves, the range of economic 

status or occupation is not wide enough to. create lasting social 

barriers. Most households, regardless of their wealth, make their 

living off the land. They all have to cultivate fields and chase 

cattle. Cucurpe's economy is pared too close to the bone to allow 

a "gentleman's complex" despising manual labor to evolve (Freyre 

1964). Cucurpetios share a cultural orientation that values competence 

rather than etiquette, learning or family background. People respect 

men who are good farmers, good horsemen, good neighbors and good 

providers for their families. They respect women who run their house

holds well and take oare of their husbands and children. Nortefio 

humor, rowdy, bawdy and rooted in the land, makes short shrift of 

more genteel pretensions. 

In this respect, Cucurpe bears more similarity to the frontier 

community of Ouro Verde in southern Brazil (Margolis 1973) than to 



the long-established towns of the Mediterranean. In Duro Verde, 

economic position, determined primarily by one's relationships to 
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the land, dominated the rural class structure. According to Margolis 

(1973:204), "Education and 'manners' rarely were identified as impor

tant criteria of upper-class membership, reflecting the fact that 

many wealthy landowners and shopkeepers have had only one or two 

years of schooling and in this respect differ little from their lower

class neighbors." Most prosperous landowners originally got their 

start as small farmers or sharecroppers and continued to work along 

side their employees. 

Cucurpe, too, has been something of a frontier. Until the 

lat 19th century, Apache attacks and internal political turmoil pre

vented the establishment of large, landed estates in northern Sonora. 

And then, soon after frontier conditions began to disappear, the 

Mexican Revolution broke out, leaving in its wake a legacy of land 

redistribution and agrarian reform. Such external developments led 

to a degree of social mobility greater than in many other peasant 

regions of the world. 

Another long-term social process--mestizaje, or racial 

mixture--contributed to this mobility. Even though Cucurpe was origi

nally a mission for the Eudeve Indians, Spaniards, mestizos, mUlattoes 

and other Indians took up residence in the area during the colonial 

period. By 1796, only 49.1% of Cucurpe's population were Eudeve, 

while 43.4% were mestizo or mulatto and 7.5% were Spaniards (Dobyns 

1976; Table 15). Today there are no identifiably Indian segments 
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of the municipal population, and hence, no stratification system 

based upon ethnic affiliation. Differences in race have disappeared. 

Differences in class have not had time to rigidify into exaggerated 

social customs of deference, submission or avoidance. 

This relatively open social structure may partially explain 

why concepts of "honor" have failed to dominate the social arena 

as they do in many Mediterranean societies. Gilmore (1982:191) sug

gests that conflicts over "inmaterial honor" represent cultural dis

placements "for powerful aggressive energies which might otherwise 

explode into open hostility •••• " In a place like Cucurpe, where 

social position is fairly fluid, where direct means of political 

protest are available, and where the frontier, until recently, absorbed 

the energies and the pretensions of most individuals, such displace

ments may not be necessary. Perhaps if the Cucurpe economy ever 

diversifies, different symbols of status, and different idioms of 

prestige, may take root. For the time being, however, the differences 

are down-played. The dualizatioll of the Cucurpe economy into the 

absentee elite and the municipal residents means that competition 

for prestige has also been divided and separated. The elite scramble 

for status in arenas which are removed, both socially and geographical

ly, from those of the Cucurpenos. Such dualization makes the politics 

of resource control more direct. It also may reduce polarization 

to some extent, because the symbols of economic inequality are not 

always on display. 



CHAPTER 10 

LOS COMUNEROS: THE HISTORY AND STRUCTURE 
OF THE COMUNIDAD OF CUCURPE 

The last two chapters have clearly indicated that significant 

levels of economic inequality exist in the municipio of Cucurpe. 

They have also demonstrated that differences in wealth, income and 

land tenure directly affect the organization of resource control 

in the region. Powerful factions of private ranchers and three peasant 

corporations are locked in a continuing battle for Cucurpe's land 

and water. Although bits and pieces of this struggle have emerged 

from the preceding pages, it is time now to assemble the mosaic of 

agrarian conflict and examine it in greater detail. 

The best way to do so is to focus on the Comunidad of Cucurpe 

--the largest and most powerful corporate community in the municipio. 

The Cucurpe comunidad enjoys a membership greater than that of the 

other two peasant corporations--Comunidad San Javier and Ejido 6 

de Enero--combined. Furthermore, it represents approximately 45% 

of the total municipal population itself, making it the most important 

institution of resource control within the region. Even though the 

tribulations of 6 de Enero appeal more dramatically to the imagination, 

the legal battles and internal squabbles of the Comunidad of Cucurpe 

affect the lives of many more people. The comunidad in its cumbersome 

and convoluted fashion is spearheading a drive to maintain and modern-

ize Cucurpe's peasantry. It is fighting to protect corporate grazing 
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lands and struggling, often with itself, to define the status of 

arable land within its boundaries. It is also attempting to expand 

and diversify the municipal economy by undertaking new enterprises 

like Canteras de Cucurpe. In the process it has antagonized many 

of its neighbors and bitterly factionalized its own members. The 

destiny it is hammering out for itself in response to both internal 

conflict and external pressure may very well determine the future 

of the municipio itself. If the comunidad flourishes, Cucurpe may 

reverse a historic trend toward demographic decline and economic 

stagnation. If it fails, however, the dreary juggernaut of rural 

depopulation and marginalization will roll on. 

History 

No one really knows when the corporate community of Cucurpe 

came into being. Comuneros talk about an ancient colonial title 
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to their land, but that title, if it ever existed, has long since 

been lost, stolen or destroyed. Nevertheless, generations of fathers 

have passed down knowledge of comunidad boundaries to their sons. 

At some time in the past, comuneros marked these boundaries with 

piles of stones (mojo~), giving them names like Cabeza de Leon, 

Piedra Blanca, Tio Cheto, Purgatorio, Manzano and Puerto Viejo. 

Even though the markers themselves were occasionally moved or destroyed 

by private ranchers, a small group of comuneros remembered where 

they had been located in the past. These men, labelled "Bolshevikis" 

by their enemies, considered that all the land enclosed by these 

markers belong to the traditional corporate community. For years 



they fought to win reconfirmation of title to that land from the 

federal government. Their struggle in the face of conflicting docu

mentation, bureaucratic inertia, internal dissent, competition, cor

ruption and the occasional threat of violence illuminates many of 

the problems of agrarian reform in Mexico. 
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Leaders of the comunidad believe that traditional corporate 

rights to the land date from the founding of Cucurpe in 1647. Unfortun

ately no colonial description of these rights has yet been unearthed. 

The earliest document in the possession of Bienes Comunales, written 

on October 4, 1878, refers to the need to resurvey the "ejidos de 

Cucurpe" because previous records of these lands "had been destroyed 

in one of the different pillages of the municipio's archive suffered 

during past revolutions." 

The document goes on to describe this resurvey, conducted 

by Colonel Juan Denton Hall that same year. Denton Hall, appointed 

"surveyor of the ejidos of the villa of Cucurpe" (agrimensor de los 

ejidos de la Villa de Cucurpe) by the governor of Sonora, began work 

on.October 21 accompanied by six assistants and witnesses from Cucurpe. 

Distances were measured from "the door of the old church" (la puerta 

de la yglesia vieja) using "a cord of fifty Castilian varas" (la 

cordel de Cincuenta varas castellanas; a ~ equals 32.909 inches). 

The surveying party first struck out in a northwesterly direction 

towards EI Pintor. One hundred and one cordeles later, the surveyors 

encountered Rafael Fernandez, the owner of EI Pintor, who showed 

Denton Hall a bill of sale (escritura de venta) for the land executed 
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by none other than Francisco Montes, the famous Piman interloper 

who had given his nickname to the place itself (see Chapter 3). 

Unfortunately, Fernandez did not know where the boundary markers 

(mojones) of his property lay, so Denton Hall had to appeal to Ursulo 

Ramos, president of the municipio of Cucurpe, for help. Ramos told 

the surveyor that all the land north of a large white rock outcrop 

belonged to the former pueblo of Dolores. The inhabitants of El 

Pintor, including Fern~ndez, received legal grants to this terrain 

after the old mission lands of Dolores had been redistributed in 

1852. However, the people of El Pintor had been in actual possession 

of this ground, including "water rights to arable land with the use 

of pasture, woodland, firewood, etc." (hijuelas de tierra de pan 

llevar, con el uso de los past os 1. maderas, lenas &a) from "time 

immemorial" (tiempos immemoriales). The president resolved to place 

a boundary marker dividing the ejidos of Cucurpe from the Dolores 

lands at the very same rock outcrop (penasco) in order to avoid future 

disputes. 

During the next weeks, Denton Hall and his party proceeded 

east to the Rancho of Sarachachi, which later became part of the 

hacienda of Agua Fria, and south to Rancho El Bajio, measuring the 

"ejido" boundaries at, they went. They then headed west to the settle

ment of El Tren de Guadalupe, which marked the boundary between Cucurpe 

and San Javier. Apparently they encountered no more boundary disputes 

such as the one at El Pintor, finishing their survey in late November. 



Denton Hall's report was then sent to the state treasury in Ures, 

which at that time was the capital of Sonora. 

The survey is important because it served as the instrument 

upon ~hich the federal land grants of 1882 were based. In that year 

the president of Mexico, Manuel Gonzalez, awarded parcels of 145 

ha to 92 "vecinos de la Villa de Cucurpe," presumably as a reward 
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for service against enemies of the Republic (see Chapter 3). A crude 

map, entitled "Plano de los Egidos de Cucurpe," delineated these 

individual lots as well as the boundaries of the "ejido lands" (ter

renos de los egidos) themselves. It shows the "egidos de Cucurpe" 

bordered by El Torreon and El Pintor on the northwest, by unoccupied 

lands (bald!os) on the northeast, by Rancho Saracachi and Rancho 

Bajio on the east, by San Javier on the south and by more unoccupied 

land on the west. Boundary landmarks (mojoneras) include Puerto 

de Cucurpe to the northwest, Corralitos de Piedra to the north, Cosmos 

to the northeast, Mesa Blanca to the southeast and Purgatorio to 

the southwest. According to the "Plano", the entire area encompassed 

16,234 ha, of which 25 ha fell within the fundo legal, or land set 

aside for the villa (town) of Cucurpe itself. Private owners remained 

in control of 2,799 ha. The remaining 13,430 ha were divided among 

the 92 grantees. 

This "Plano" is t.he only documentary basis upon which the 

modern Comunidad of Cucurpe is founded. Comuneros and officials 

from the Department of Agrarian Reform searched archives in Sonora, 

Guadalajara and Mexico City for earlier corporate titles to this 



land, but discovered nothing. From the very beginning the claims 

of the comuneros rested upon fragmentary and ambiguous documentary 

found a tions. 

The exact nature of these "ejidos de Cucurpe" is not known. 

Throughout the centuries the term "ejido" itself has changed meaning 

several different times. Vassberg (1980:391) states that in 16th 

century Castile: 

The exido was a multipurpose piece of land that could be used 
as pasture. The exido (derived from the Latin exitus, meaning 
exit) was an area of land situated just outside the town, or 
at its exit. It was not planted or cultivated because it 
was reserved for use as a threshing floor, as a garbage dump, 
for loafing, and as a keeping place for stray animals. 
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Castilian communities of that time controlled a number of other types 

of corporate land which could be used for pasture, including the 

dehesa (enclosed land), the monte (land covered with trees and brush) 

and the coto (enclosed, cultivated field) (Vassberg 1980). During 

the first century of Spanish conquest and colonization of the Americas, 

then, the term ejido possessed a limited and quite specific meaning. 

It certainly did not encompass all, or even the most important types 

of communal terrain. 

Somehow it lost that specificity while acquiring greater 

generality in the New World. The jurist Escriche (quoted in Orozco 

1975:49) defined the ejido as "the open country or land on the out-

skirts of a village, which is neither planted nor tilled and is common 

to all the inhabitants •• •• " As terms like dehesa fell out of 

frequent usage, ejido came to signify all common lands of a settlement 

which were neither cultivated nor apportioned among individuals (Figueroa 



1970). The phrase "ejidos de Cucurpe" may very well have applied 

to just such lands surrounding the settlement of Cucurpe itself. 
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Unfortunately, ejido was never defined in any strict legal 

sense~ The Recopilaci6n de leyes de los Reynos de las Indias (Ley 

8a, Tit. 3, Libro 60), the massive compendium of colonial legislation 

first published in 1682, stipulated that every Indian community was 

to received a minimum concession of one sitio de ganado major--5000 

square varas or 1,746.82 ha (Barnes, Naylor and Polzer 1981)--for 

the communal use of its inhabitants. Exido was the term used to 

describe such a grant. However, as Orozco (1975) points out, neither 

the Recopilacion nor any other source delineates the dimensions and 

organization of these ejidos or the manner in which their boundaries 

were established. The term therefore remains somewhat ambiguous. 

It is not clear, for example, whether the "egidos de Cucurpe" included 

only pasture and wasteland, or arable land and irrigation water as 

well. 

Whatever the situation in the 19th century, two related infer

ences can be drawn. In the first place, the inhabitants of Cucurpe 

undoubtedly enjoyed corporate control of at least the surrounding 

grazing lands which dated from sometime during the colonial period. 

Secondly, such control did not seem to be vested in or exercised 

by a formally chartered body of communeros. In contrast to such 

highly regulated corporate communities as the Swiss village of Torbel, 

which was acting as a legal entity as early as the 13th century and 

actually drew up a written code of internal order in 1531 (Netting 
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1981), the Cucurpe "egidos" appeal' somewhat amorphous, governed by 

unwritten custom and little else. Of course, additional documentary 

evidence may flesh out this shadowy picture in the future. Neverthe

less, the corporate community of Cucurpe a century ago bears little 

resemblance to the federally chartered, highly organized comunidad 

of today. 

Its transformation was a long and arduous one, fraught with 

many setbacks and frustrations. As early as 1918, residents of Cucurpe 

were appealing to outside authorities to prevent surrounding ranchers 

from invading traditionally communal lands (Alegrla 5/20/63). In 

that year, a number of Cucurpenos petitioned the state governor to 

remedy the situation. Since the "titulos de propriedad" or property 

titles to the corporate land had already disappeared from municipal 

archives, however, the Cucurpe residents were unable to present any 

documentary evidence supporting their claims. The governor apparently 

did nothing about their request. 

Meanwhile, the owner of the hacienda of Agua Fria was busily 

extending his estate, occasionally at the expense of the Cucurpe 

"egidos." The ranchers of Predio TorreOn were also encroaching upon 

comunidad lands to the north. One older comunero told me that during 

this time, the "capitalistas" controlled the municipal government 

of Cucurpe and were easily able to subvert any attempts to prevent 

the alienation of corporate land. By 1935, "capital was fencing 

off" (el capital estaba cercando) many portions of the comunidad. 

The man's parents and others tried to fight the private ranchers, 



but they simply did not have the money or the knowledge to offer 

effective resistance (Fieldnotes 1/3/81). 

The first documented evidence of organized action taken by 

Cucurpe residents in defense of their corporate lands occurred on 

March 27, 1955. At that time a majority of the local inhabitants 

(vecinos) elected a representative (representante propietario) and 
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his substitute (suplente) to "intervene" in the boundary conflict: 

"which the communal lands (terrenos comunales) sustain with the owners 

of the properties known, to the north, as the lands of Torreon, to 

the south, as the lands of San Javier, to the east, as the lands 

of Saracachi and El Bajio, and to the west, as the lands of El Otate 

and Torreon" (Cano Miranda and Leon Ru!z 3/27/55). In response to 

this petition to reconfirm "the communal property of the campesinos 

residing in the previously mentioned ancient Ejido of the Pueblo," 

a formal request for "recognition and entitlement" (reconocimiento 

~ titulacion) was instituted on July 4, 1955. The chief of the federal 

Agrarian Department, as it was then called, appointed an engineer 

to survey and mark the boundaries of these corporate lands (Sinohui 

2/11/59). According to Cucurpe's municipal president in 1959, this 

engineer, "only effected some estimations, repeatedly abandoning 

all activities without leaving a trace of his wOl."k" (Sinohui 2/11/59). 

That same year, the residents of Cucurpe marshalled their 

forces once more. Alarmed because the co-owners of Torreon were 

once again threatening to invade and fence off communal lands, the 

Cucurpe "campesinos" offered to pay an engineer themselves to survey 
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and delineate their boundaries. In fact the municipal president 

told the head of the Agrarian Department in Mexico City that they 

already had contracted with a surveyor to conduct the work "in con

formity with the official blueprint (plano) carried out in 1908 by 

the engineer William Iloppher" (Sinohui 2/11/59). This 1908 map may 

have been based on Denton Hall's survey of 1878. It indicated that 

the "Antiguo Ejido de Cucurpe" consisted of 16,254 ha. nearly the 

same figur~ as reported in the "Plano de los Egidos de Cucurpe" drawn 

up in 1882. 

Apparently nothing substantial came of this petition either. 

However, the next decade witnessed an increase in both organization 

and militancy on the part of the Cucurpe inhabitants. In 1960 more 

than 200 of them formed the Agrarian Committee of the Ancient Ejidos 

of Cucurpe, Sonora (Comite Agrario de los ~ntiguos ~jidos de Cucurpe, 

Sonora). They did so because some of their neighbors were trying 

to solicit title to portions of the "ancient ejidos of Cucurpe" by 

claiming that these lands were "national lands" (terrenos nacionales) 

susceptible to alienation. 

The first order of business was to search the National Archives 

in Mexico City as well as archives in Guadalajara and Sonora in order 

to locate the "primordial title" (titulo primordial) to Cucurpe's 

corporate lands. This search proved fruitless. Nevertheless, the 

committee under new and more dynamic leadership pressed on. Despite 

the lack of documentation, the municipal president of Cucurpe in 



304 

1963 wrote to the president of Mexico himself stating that the bound-

aries of the Comunidad could easily be established. In his words: 

Knowledge of these boundaries was obtained from accounts 
transmitted from the fathers to the sons of people who 
populated the area in the past. Today one can locate 
vestiges of the ancient boundary markers that used to 
exist and that the actions of time as well as interested 
parties have destroyed. In the same fashion it is possible 
to locate natural landmarks along these boundaries. Through 
such means it is easy to identify the ancient perimeter 
forming the land in question (Alegria 5/20/63). 

During this period of increasing tension, the surrounding 

ranchers were also amassing documentation and hiring legal counsel 

to defend their own claims. Their precautions paid off for some 

of them on November 25, 1964, when president Adolfo Lopez Mateos 

awarded 40 co-owners (condueftos) of Predio Torre6n joint title (trtulo 

de propiedad mancomunada) to 19,247 ha of grazing land. According 

to this presidential resolution, these forty conduenos and their 

ancestors had enjoyed possession of this terrain "in a peaceful, 

public and uninterrupted manner" since 1793, when Viceroy Conde de 

Revillagigedo had conferred a grant of merced upon their "progenitor", 

Francisco Javier Gil Robles. The resolution then listed the number 

of hectares each co-owner was entitled to, even though the area was 

open range. 

The corporate community of Cucurpe reacted by forming a new 

Committee for the Defense of the Ancient Lands of the Comunidad of 

the Pueblo of Cucurpe, Sonora (Comite Pro-Defensa de los Antiguos 

Terrenos de la Comunidad del Pueblo de Cucurpe, Sonora), on March 

7, 1965. The same day the Comite once again solicited the Department 
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of Agrarian Affairs and Colonization, an earlier incarnation of the 

Department of Agrarian Reform, to confirm the comunidad's title to 

lands awarded it when the pueblo of Cucurpe was founded in 1647. 

According to this document, these lands were delineated by four bound

ary markers--Babiroch6n to the northeast, Tierra Blanca to the south

east, Puerto Viejo de Cucurpe to the northwest, and Otate or Purgatorio 

to the southwest. 

These two documents are interesting because they refer to 

Cucurpe as a comunidad, not an ejido, for the first time. Furthermore, 

they clearly distinguish between the Comunidad of Cucurpe and the 

actual pueblo itself, indicating that the corporate community was 

not coterminous with the village of the same name. The new terminology 

probably evidenced a growing political sophistication among comuneros. 

In a paragraph of the letter addressed to the head of Agrarian Affairs, 

the Comunidad of Cucurpe authorizes the National Confederation of 

Campesinos (Confederacion Nacional de Campesinos), the largest and 

most influential national peasant organization in Mexico, to transfer 

the comunidad's title from one branch of Agrarian Affairs to another. 

This reference to CNC strongly suggests that the Comunidad of Cucurpe 

had become affiliated with the organization by 1965 and was receiving 

guidance and support from it. 

The official process of "recognition and entitlement" creaked 

into action after 1965. In 1967, the Bienes Communales branch of 

Agrarian Affairs took a census of all male comuneros and all unmarried 

or widowed female comuneros 16 yars or older, and discovered that 



there were 336 of them. The census included their age, sex, number 

of livestock and amount of land owned, whether they were born in 

the municipio and if not, how long they had resided there. Sometime 

during this period, Bienes Comunales also dispatched an engineer 

to survey and demarcate comunidad lands. According to the president 
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of the committee at that time, he and the engineer and eleven other 

workers spent nearly two weeks in June "battling the hills, surveying, 

with axes, with machetes" (Interview 4/14/81). As soon as the engineer 

finished measuring the boundaries of the Comunidad of Cucurpe, he 

carried out the same task at San Javier. The president of the commit

tee was quite pleased with his efforts, describing him as "very well 

prepared and competent." Unfortunately for the comunidad, however, 

the engineer had one major weakness--a strong taste for alcohol and 

an inability to stop drinking once he started. When he left Cucurpe 

with his measurements and recommendations in hand, he stopped at 

a hotel in Magdalena where "all the little rich men" (todos los riguitos) 

were waiting for him. They got him drunk, and then drove him to 

Nogales, where they bought him clothes and gave him money. By the 

time he sobered up, he had lost all of his documentation concerning 

the comunidad, so he returned to his home in San Luis Potosi rather 

than reporting to Agrarian Affairs officials in Mexico City. Once 

again the surrounding ranchers--"the whole gang who had invaded our 

land"--managed to thwart the attempts of the comunidad to legitimize 

itself in the eyes of the government (Interview 4/14/81). 
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This setback only stimulated the president of the committee 

to greater efforts. A little bulldog of a man, described by another 

comunero as "very frank, very obstinate" (Fieldnotes 9/1/81), the 

president made at least five trips to Mexico City to plead the comun

idad's case with agrarian officials. On his first trip in January 

of 1970, he and several representatives from the Comunidad of San 

Javier discovered to their dismay that none of their documentation 

had reached Agrarian Affairs. They returned to Sonora, where they 

organized a deliegation of fourteen men from Cucurpe, SOan Javier 

and 6 de Enero. This delegation spent a month in Mexico City, where 

at one point the Cucurpenos sat in the offices of Agrarian Affairs 

from eight in the morning until two o'clock at night for five straight 

days waiting for an audience with the head of the department. The 

president told me they were afraid to leave their seats even for 

a little while because they would have lost their place in line. 

Finally, on the evening of the fifth day, the head of Agrarian Affairs 

received them for fifteen minutes. Following this brief discussion, 

"things began to change a little" (Interview 4/14/81). 

The next year, in 1971, Agrarian Affairs sent another engineer 

to survey the comunidad boundaries. Utilizing aerial photos, he 

was able to complete his task and send the results to Mexico City 

without suffering the misfortunes of his predecessor. First, he 

measured the total amount of terrain falling within the traditional 

boundary markers (mojoneras) of the comunidad: Puerto Viejo to the 

north, Bellota or Manzana to the northwest, Purgatorio to the southwest, 



Piedra Blanca to the southeast and Babirochon or Cabeza de Leon to 

the northeast. Then he gathered information concerning land held 

within thesp. boundaries by private ranchers. His conclusions were 

startling. The entire area encompassed 32,638 ha, of which 11,438 
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ha were in private hands. Boundary disputes existed along the northern, 

western and eastern margins of the comunidad. According to the engineer, 

III am obliged to declare that a conformity of boundaries only exists 

between the Comunidad of Cucurpe and that of San Javier" (Cuerpo 

Consultivo Agrario 8/15/75). 

With this information in hand, the president of the committee 

launched an attack on the claims of the private ranchers. After 

three meetings before the Technical Board of Agrarian Conciliators 

(Cuerpo Tecnico de Conciliadores Agrarios), the disputants still 

were unable to resolve their differences. The president of the commit

tee, now known as the IIRepresentative of the Communal Lands of Cucurpe" 

(Representante Propietario de Bienes Comunales de Cucurpe), then 

wrote a long letter to the head of Agrarian Affairs denouncing the 

invasion of comunidad lands. He devoted particular attention to 

the claims of the co-owners of Predio Torreon, who in his opinion 

occupied 6,120 ha of comunidad land. The co-owners of Torreon argued 

that this land was part of the 19,247 ha granted them by presidential 

decree in 1964. According to the comunidad's representative, however, 

that title was lIapocryphal and totally void of effectll (apocrifo 

~ totalmente nulo). Citing Article 27 of the Mexican constitution, 

the representative pointed out that all alienations of ejidal or 



communal lands carried out by "political officials, state governors 

or any other official authorities" from 1876 until the present were 

null and void. The presidential decree of 1964 therefore was uncon

stitutional because it failed to take into account the comunidad's 

petition of "recognition and entitlement" filed on July 4, 1955, 

a petition which laid claim to nearly 32% of the 1964 grant. 
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By this time, the official machinery of agrarian reform was 

rolling. Following completion of the survey, the same engineer carried 

out a census of comunidad members in October of 1971. According 

to his figures, the comunidad consisted of 116 male heads of house

holds, 103 single males sixteen or older and twenty-one widows. 

These 240 comuneros supported 662 additional family members, giving 

the colunidad a total population of 902 individuals (Cuerpo Consultivo 

Agrario 8/15/75). 

On February 2, 1972, the National Indian Institute (Instituto 

Nacional Indigenista; INI) wrote the Department of Agrarian Affairs 

and Colonization in support of the comunidad's solicitation (Aguirre 

Beltran 1972). The general director of INI argued that since the 

surrounding ranchers could not meet the criteria of Article 27 of 

the consitution, which declared all alienations of comunidad land 

null and void except those in accordance with a law passed in 1856, 

the comunidad was entitled to the 32,852 ha it claimed. This higher 

figure resulted from a revision of the 1971 survey which added 214 

ha to the terrain claimed by the comunidad. Interestingly enough, 
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ha" to the Cucurpe ejido. He concluded that the Department of Agrarian 

Affairs: 

should resolve to negate and declare contrary to law the 
Procedure of Recognition and Entitlement of Communal Land 
solicted by the inhabitants of the supposed Comunidad of Cucurpe, 
of the municipio of the same name, of the state of Sonora. 
Such action should be taken in virtue of the fact that no title 
of any sort has ever been provided which proves that the supposedly 
communal lands of Cucurpe belonged to an Indian Community. 
Furthermore, one is not dealing with an Indian group which 
has always and without a property title retained possession 
of its lands in accordance with the stipulated conditions of 
Articles 199 and 359 of the Federal Law of Agrarian Reform. 
Rather, one is dealing with the nucleus of an ejido whose 
lands were located in accordance with the measurement and 
survey of Surveyor Juan Denton Hall on the 20th of October, 
1878 (Cano Can01/19/73). 

In the middle of these murky waters of claim and counterclaim, 

of challenge and reaction, the Hermosillo branch of Bienes Comunales 

slowly began to pl'ocess the information and make its recommendations. 

According to the comunidad's representative, two agrarian officials-

-one in Hermosillo and another in Mexico City--were related to families 

fighting the comunidad. They therefore sought to delay or sabotage 

the comunidad's solicitation. Nevertheless, the process of "recog-

nition and entitlement" had been set in motion and could not be stop-

pede 

According to Book 5, Title 4, Chapter 1 of the Federal Law 

of Agrarian Reform (1981), this process proceeds in the following 

manner. First, the comunidad in question presents its solicitation, 

an acti0n undertaken by the Cucurpenos in 1955. The solicitation 

is then published in the "Official Record" (Diario Official) of the 

Republic. After these initial steps have been completed, the group 



petitioning for the land elects a representative and his second to 

organize and present the necessary documentation to support their 

claim. The comuneros carried out this requirement in 1965. 
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At this pOint, the agrarian authorities begin to take a more 

active role in the proceedings. They carry out a census of all members 

of the proposed organization. After the first attempt ended in drunken 

failure, the Comunidad of Cucurpe was surveyed and a census taken 

in 1971. The results of these activities are then published. From 

the date of their printing, other parties laying claim to the same 

lands have 30 days to present their documentation and bring their 

cases to the at'~ention of the agrarian officials. Because the over

whelming number of the approximately 1900 comunidades in Mexico are 

Indian (Reyes Osorio et ale 1974), the National Indian Institute 

examines the case and issues an opinion. All of these steps had 

been taken in Cucurpe by the beginning of 1973. 

Once these procedures have been followed, Bienes Comunales 

weighs the often conflicting, fragmentary and ambiguous evidence 

and presents its own official opinion (dictamen). The report on 

Cucurpe was a masterful example of political compromise. It declared 

that the "nucleus of population known as Cucurpe" enjoyed the "legal 

capacity" for the "entitlement and confirmation of its communal lands" 

(Jim~nez Arreola n.d.). However, Bienes Comunales also recognized 

the validity of all private claims to disputed territory. According 

to the report, the 40 co-owners of Predio Torreion possessed "legitimate 

title" to 6,120 ha of terrain lying within the supposedly traditional 



boundaries of the comunidad. The titles of the eight other parties 

were also respected, removing an additional 5,318 ha from comunidad 

jurisdiction. In short, Bienes Comunales stated that the Comunidad 

of Cucurpe was entitled to only 21,050 ha, 64% of the territory it 

claimed. Of the entire 32,638 ha, 11,438 ha belonged to private 

individuals and 150 ha constituted the "Urban Zone" of the pueblo 

of Cucurpe. 

The recommendations of Bienes Comunales were accepted in 

their entirety by the Cuerpo Consultivo Agrario (Consulting Agrarina 

Body), the highest tribunal within the Department of Agrarian Reform 

dealing with such affairs. This body proclaimed that "recognition 

and entitlement" be granted to 21,050 ha of' land which the "nucleus 

of population" of Cucurpe "had possessed in a continuous, public 

and peaceful manner since time immemorial." It went on to state 

that within that terrain "no properties or possessions of private 

individuals existed," a point that would become a bitter bone of 

contention in the future. Following the legal formulas of agrarian 

reform, the report concluded: 

Be it declared that the communal lands so recognized and 
entitled are inalienable, imprescriptible and not able to be 
embargoed. They will be subject to the provisions and 
regulations of the Federal Law of Agrarian Reform only in order 
to guarantee their possession and enjoyment of those who belong 
to the Comunidad (Cuerpo Consultivo Agrario 8/15/75). 

The final stage of a process that began at least as early as 

1918 occurred on December 15, 1975, when President Lu1s Echeverria 
~ 
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Alvarez issued the presidential resolution of "recognition and entitle-

ment" granting the comunidad legal status in the eyes of the federal 
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government. Published in the Official Journal of the Republic, the 

resolution listed the names of the 240 comuneros ennumerated in the 

census of 1971. It also described the comunidad's boundaries, stating 

that there were no conflicts over these dimensions with surrounding 

groups. After at least sixty years of bureaucratic infighting, the 

"Bolshevikis" had finally won a victory guaranteeing them at least 

part of their patrimony. 

The struggle for the actual control of this land and water 

was far from over, as the next chapter attests. Nevertheless, the 

Comunidad of Cucurpe now enjoyed the imprimatur of the highest execu-

tive authority in the nation. Despite the fact that its claim to 

corporate terrain rested upon little more than custom and an 1878 

survey that agrarian officials themselves admitted may not have been 

legally binding, Cucurpe was recognized as a full-fledged "Indian 

community." In the eyes of the government, it was heir and protector 

of an ancient heritage of communal land tenure. Even more important, 

it was bound by the multitude of rules and regulations spawned by 

Mexico's post-revolutionary process of agrarian reform. 

Organization and Membership 

Most of those rules and regulations dealt specifically with 

ejidos rather than comunidades. The ejido, an old term for a new 

entity, is the cornerstone of agrarian reform in Mexico. In 1970 

there were more than 21,000 ejidos in the nation compared to 1,231 

comunidades. Ejidos controlled approximately 149,577,000 acres while 

comunidades enjoyed jurisdiction to 22,712,000 acres. Between 1930 
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and 1970 the total amount of ejida1 acreage increased by 130,000,000 

acres, while comunidades gained only 8,000,000 acres (Yates 1981). 

The Federal Law of Agrarian Reform even allows comunidades to transform 

themselves into ejidos if they so desire. According to an official 

of Bienes Comuna1es in Hermosillo, roughly 25% of the comunidades 

in the northwestern district (Sonora and Baja California) choose 

'':,0 do so. Members equate being a comunero with being poor and Indian 

(Fieldnotes 7/2/81). The status of ejidatario, on the other hand, 

possesses a more modern, mestizo connotation. As Figueroa (1970:159) 

raher tartly points out: 

The Agrarian Code has merited with surpassing reason the 
title of Ejidal Code, because it treats almost exclusively 
themes relating to the ejidos. • • • The prejudice of the 
law in favor of the ejido could not be more infamous, because 
it ignores the historic preeminence of the comunidades and 
substitutes the ejido as the original organization. 

The ejido, it must be noted, is an entirely post-Revolutionary 

development. A modern ejido does not necessarily enjoy jurisdiction 

over resources which were corporately controlled prior to the Revolution. 

Instead, the ejido is a creation of agrarian reform designed to give 

campesinos access to land and water they may never have possessed 

in the past. Would-be ejidatarios do not have to prove title to 

the lands they claim. All they have to do is organize a group of 

20 or more Mexican citizens 16 years or older who do not already 

possess property exceeding the legal limits imposed on ejidatarios. 

This group then forms a "new center of population" (nuevo centro 
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de poblacion) which has the right to lay claim to any lands within 

a seven kilometer radius which are not legally held as "small private 

proper'ties" (pegue£'i.as propiedades) (Fieldnotes 4/13/81). 

A comunidad must demonstrate ownership of land and water 

predating the Revolution. Because of this condition, must groups, 

even if they enjoyed a pre-Revolutionary existence, solicit lands 

as "new centers of population" rather than going through the lengthy 

process -of "recognition and entitlement" necessary for comunidad 

status. Aside from this difference or origin, however, the dissimilar

ities between ejidos and comunidades are somewhat ambiguous and hard 

to define. The resources controlled by both institutions are "inalien

able, imprescriptible, unable to be embargoed or transferred." Accord

ing to the Federal Law of Agrarian Reform's Article 52, the rights 

to these resources cannot be "alienated, ceded, transferred, rented, 

mortgaged or encumbered." 

Furthermore, the organization of ejidos and comunidades is 

exactly the same. Both must elect a president, secretary, treasurer 

and substitute as well as a council of vigilance (consejo de vigilancia), 

which monitors the activities of the other officials. Both must 

hold a general assembly open to all members on the last Sunday of 

each month. Members have an obligation to attend these meetings, 

and may be fined if they do not. All major decisions affecting the 

ejido or comunidad must be decided by majority vote, either in the 

monthly general assemblies or in specially scheduled extraordinary 

sessions. The intent of agrarian reform law is clearly to organize 



both comunidades and ejidos as democratic insitutions in which "the 

general assembly is the principal internal authority, integrating 

all ejidatarios or comuneros in full possession of their rights" 

(Federal Law of Agrarian Reform, Article 23). 

Nevertheless, one potentially major difference between the 
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two types of organizations concerns the status of lands held in usufruct 

by individual members. Article 52 of the Federal Law of Agrarian 

Reform states, "In accordance with the law cultivated lands can be 

the object of individual adjudication among members of the ejido; 

at no time will these lands stop being the property of the nucleus 

of the ejido's population." The article does not specifically declare 

that individual allotment can also be carried out in comunidades. 

Article 267, the only article referring to comunidades alone, notes, 

"The nuclei of population that by act or by right (de hecho ~ por 

derecho) observe the communal estate will have the capacity to enjoy 

in common the lands, forests and waters that belong to them or that 

have been or will be restored to them." Neither of these statements 

definitely prohibit the allocation of comunidad lands to individual 

members, but at the same time they do not unequivocally declare that 

such a practice is permitted. In this case the law regarding comuni

dades is remarkably ambiguous. 

Despite the ambiguity of the law, however, a lawyer working 

for the branch office of Bienes Communales in Hermosillo told me 

that comunidades cannot be divided into individual parcels which 

can be transmitted to heirs (Fieldnotes 6/30/81). Apparently such 
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a restriction is designed to protect comunidades that cultivate their 

land in common or allocate it in a traditional fashion different 

from the regulations governing modern ejidos. , According to Reyes 

Osorio, et a1. (1974:539) the cultivated lands of comunidades, "in 

practice, in the majority of cases, function as private property; 

the parcels possessed individually by comuneros are treated and respect

ed as such by all the members of the comunidad. These 'properties' 

are frequently the objects of sale, partnership or lease. 

The authors go on to say that, "The Agrarian Code cited above 

and those which followed it do not devote much space to communal 

property. Aspects of their functioning as well as the identification 

of their members, the distribution of property, etc. also are not 

treated" (Reyes Osorio, et a1. 1974:539). Several pages later, the 

authors conclude, "The preceding brief analysis demonstrates that 

the legislation relating to the communal properties of the pueblos 

is not clear, and that various of its dispositions have permitted 

the appearance of confusing and even conflicting situations" (Reyes 

Osorio, et a1. 1974:540). 

As the following chapter proves, the ambiguities of the law 

do indeed cause conflict and confusion, especially in regard to the 

status of arable land. Members do not agree with each other about 

where the jurisdiction of the Comunidad of Cucurpe begins and ends. 

These disagreements have caused deep and potentially violent faction

alism within the organization and have also exacerbated relations 

with the state and federal governments. 



A certain amount of uncertainty also surrounds the necessary 

qualifications to become a comunero. According to Article 267 of 

the Federal Agrarian Reform law, members have to be campesinos who 

meet the requirements of Article 200. In other words, they have 
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to be Mexicans by birth, 16 years or older, who do not already possess 

more than the legal limit of land allowed ejidatarios. Furthermore, 

they must have resided within the comunidad boundaries for at least 

five years before the census of membership is taken. 

As noted earlier in the chapter, the census upon which the 

original comunidad membership was based was taken in 1971. Two hundred 

and forty individuals--219 men and 21 women--made the rolls. However, 

by the time the presidential resolution granted the comunidad legal 

status at the end of 1975, the roster no longer reflected the reality 

of the comunidad's population. The Department of Agrarian Reform 

therefore conducted a new census on February 23, 1979. Only 110 

comuneros listed in the original document were still making their 

living from comunidad land. This much-reduced figure casts doubt 

on the accuracy or reliability of the 1971 ennumeration. Despite 

high rates of emigration, it is hard to believe that 54~ of the origi

nal membership died or moved away in the space of eight years. Most 

likely the engineer in charge of the earlier census simply granted 

comunero status more freely than the officials who followed. 

Different political priorities may also have shaped the cri

teria by which members were chosen. In 1971, the Cucurpenos were 

struggling with an indifferent bureaucracy and hostile neighbors 



to win "recognition and entitlement" to their land. Greater numbers, 

even on paper, undoubtedly gave them more pull with the officials 
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in Hermosillo and Mexico City. Relatives living in Magdalena, Nogales 

or the United States may have padded the 1971 rolls. By 1979, though, 

the situation had changed. The comunidad was firmly established 

as a legal entity in the eyes of the law. Comuneros who were actually 

farming and ranching the land may have wanted to limit rights to 

the corporate resources by purging non-residents, or at least non

residents without any pull. Such action would have been easy to 

take because the secretary of the comunidad calls roll at each monthly 

general assembly. If a comunero is not present, he is fined 100 

pesos in addition to his 25 peso monthly dues. Comuneros with more 

than ten absences are suspended from the organization. Unless they 

pay the rather substantial fines they have accumulated, they can 

lose their membership status whenever the next census is conducted. 

In 1981, 35 comuneros had been suspended by the comunidad. Since 

many of them had missed up to 20 meetings and therefore owed several 

thousand pesos to the comunidad, it is quite possible they will be 

stricken from the role completely the next time a census is taken. 

The 1979 census may also have been used as a political weapon 

to evict comuneros who opposed certain comunidad policies. At least 

three men listed as comuneros by the presidential resolution were 

denied membership when the new census was taken, even though they 

continued to reside or work land within the comunidad. One man who 

lives just south of the pueblo of Cucurpe and bears one of the 
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identifiably Opata surnames in the municipio doesn't like the comunidad 

because of the dues and fines comuneros have to pay. He claims that 

the comunidad leaders collect this money only to drink beer with 

it. According to the president of the comunidad, the man was tricked 

by the wealthy enemies of the organization into opposing it. When 

it was clear that the comunidad was not going to fall apart, he tried 

to gain readmittance, but by that time it was too late. He lost 

his rights and is now fighting a series of notices to remove (desalojar') 

his livestock from comunidad lands (Ques. 01:149). 

Another man was actually a member of the "board of vigilance" 

(directiva de vigilancia) of the comunidad before he was purged. 

Even though his family lives in Magdalena, he cultivates a floodplain 

field just north of Cucurpe and also runs the pueblo's diesel-powered 

electric plant. He clashed with other local leaders as well as the 

official from Agrarian Reform charged with reorganizing the institution 

because he strongly disagreed with the basic orientation of the comun

idad. In his own words, "I was disgusted with the executive engineer. 

I wasn't in accord with the way the engineer operated." 

Like so many other comuneros, he believed that "the agricultural 

lands were not communal. they were the property of everyone who 

already possessed them.tI He also opposed spending comunidad money 

to engage in lawsuits with surrounding ranchers over grazing lands 

claimed by the corporate community. In is opinion, the comunidad 

only included corporate grazing lands, and these lands were only 

to be exploited by "authentic comuneros. There are many authentic 
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comuneros who are not mentioned in the presidential resolution.' 

On the other hand, he pointed out that many actual comuneros should 

never have been granted membership in the first place. To illustrate 

his point, he cited the president of the comunidad himself, stating: 

"First of all, he has a brand-new car. Second, he has a tractor 

with all the machinery. He has his land; he has a well with a pump. 

He has his house of residence in Magdalena without paying five centavos. 

How can he be an authentic comunero?" (Ques. 81:243). 

Political housecleaning was not the only purpose of the 1979 

census, however. At that time, the general assembly of the comunidad 

also petitioned Agrarian Reform to admit 78 new members to the organiza

tion. Most of these individuals were either sons of current comuneros 

or widows of members who had died. Unlike the transmission of ejido 

membership, the heirs of comuneros do not automatically become members 

themselves. Instead, they have to be approved by a majority of comuneros 

in a general assembly. Even then they cannot formally enter the 

comunidad until a new census is taken. 

An example of this restriction occurred in 1981. In May 

of that year a man who had returned to Cucurpe after working for 

the railroads for more than twenty years petitioned for membership, 

a status all of his brothers enjoyed. The president told him that 

although the comunidad sympathized with his plight, he could not 

join the corporate community until vacancies arose and Agrarian Reform 

conducted a new ennumeration. At that point, another comunero arose 

and argued that vacancies should first be filled by the sons of comuneros. 
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The petitioner protested that he was a native son of Cucurpe (hijo 

del pueblo), but to no avail. As his petition was shelved, he quickly 

learned that simply being born in the region was not enough (Junta 

Ordinaria 5/31/81; 8/30/81). From a sample of 103 comuneros who 

were heads of households, 83--nearly 81%-- were natives of the muni

cipio. Nevertheless, place of birth was not the only, nor even the 

most important criterion of comunidad membership. The corporate 

community no longer was open to anyone from Cucurpe. Instead it 

was bound by a complex body of rules--rules made by outsiders and 

manipulated by factions within the comunidad itself to further their 

own interests and weaken the power of their enemies. 

Leadership 

On paper the comunidad is a democracy in which every member 

has the right to voice his opinion and vote on matters of importance. 

In practice, a handful of comuneros--perhaps ten to twelve of them 

--actively shape comunidad policy. During the monthly meetings these 

are the men who dominate the interminable discussions. Most of the 

other comuneros keep silent, too shy, bored or afraid to express 

their own thoughts. Even though deep and bitter divisions characterize 

the organization, these divisions rarely ruffle the surface of public 

debate. Instead, dissidents savage the comunidad and its leaders 

in private while keeping their own council during the general assem

blies. As several of the most disaffected comuner'os told me, it 

was better to say nothing than to be labelled as an enemy of the 



comunidad. One man's advice was, "Pay your quotas and don't get 

involved" (Ques. 11:28). 
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With few exceptions, the only verbal fireworks occur when 

previous, present or potential leaders of the comunidad tangle with 

one another. These are the men who, along with the ubiquitous repre

sentatives of the government, determine what directions the comunidad 

will take. The other comuneros feel very uncomfortable with the 

legalistic and bureaucratic trappings of their organization. They 

are farmers and ranchers, not lawyers. The rules and the rhetoric 

confuse or bore them. When a truly important issue surfaces such 

as the expropriation of cultivated land, they may make their stand. 

The rest of the time they let their leaders or the government officials 

do the talking while they smoke and exchange jokes and jibes with 

their friends. The meetings are long, the parliamentary procedures 

foreign to men attuned to the cycles of the earth and its animals, 

not the mazes of the law. Every assembly the comuneros elect a sergeant

at-arms (presidente de batis) and every assembly this hapless official 

shouts at his companions to quiet down, to pay attention to the debate, 

to stop drifting away before the meeting is over and dues are paid. 

The corporate community never enjoyed a particularly active 

membership, even in the days when it was battling for its life. 

According to the man who led the comunidad through these fights, 

only a small nucleus of eight or ten men offered him the support 

he needed to successfully slog through the bureaucratic swamps. 
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During the fourteen years of petition and solicitation, of attack 

and counterattack, the former representative of the comunidad stated: 

These men never abandoned me. They never got dis-
couraged. • •• Many times I had to go to Nogales, Hermo,sillo, 
Mexico City alone because the people did not want to go. 
On many occasions I had to pay for these trips with money 
out of my own pocket. • • • When I asked these men to lend 
me money for these trips, they would lend me a 1,000 pesos or 
more. When our commission had to go to Mexico I asked 
these friends for the money (Interview 4/14/81). 

All of these staunch supporters of the comunidad owned both 

land and livestock. By Cucurpe standards they were men of substance, 

prosperous peasant rancher-farmers who viewed with alarm the steady 

encroachment upon the corporate domain. They were among the wealthier 

members of the comunidad, fighting to protect the resources, especially 

the grazing lands, upon which their livelihoods depended. 

The former representative of the comunidad came from a dif-

ferent background. When he was a young man, his family moved from 

Cucurpe to Hermosillo. There he learned carpentry and the construction 

trade. He did not return to Cucurpe until the late 1950s. By 1961, 

however, he had been elected municipal president, an office he held 

for three years, the standard term. During those years he began 

to take an active interest in the struggle of the comunidad, assisting 

the cause in whatever way he could with the powers of his position. 

When his term was over, he became the elected leader of the Cucurpenos 

fighting to win "recognition and entitlement" of their corporate 

lands. Throughout the ensuing decade he continued to make his living 

as a mason (albanil) kand carpenter rather than farmer. 
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It is interesting to note that the comunidad really began 

to achieve some organization and success under the leadership of 

a man who spent nearly half his adult life away from Cucurpe. The 

former representative only completed the third grade, but his residence 

in the state capital of Sonora undoubtedly exposed him to new ideas 

and methods of organization. It also gave him a familiarity with 

the workings of the state and federal bureaucracy. Unlike many Cucur

penos who remained in the municipio, he didn't feel a countryman's 

inadequacy or inferiority in the presence of government officials. 

As another comunero commented, "He's never afraid to stick his nose 

in anywhere." 

Nevertheless, his obstinacy and single-minded devotion to 

the causes of the comunidad made him many enemies both in and out 

of Cucurpe. One resident of the pueblo--a man whose fields lie within 

the boundaries of Comunidad San Javier--expressed the sentiments 

of many municipal inhabitants when he told me there was no conflict 

over land until this individual returned to Cucurpe and "began to 

divide the people" (Ques. 111:43). Another man--one of those comuneros 

who disagrees violently, but in private, with the course the comunidad 

is following--used .even stronger terms to describe the former represen

tative, "He was a bad leader. He is very jealous. He wants every-

thing, everything, even the women. • • very jealous. 

a red. A red, a communist" (Fieldnotes 1/7/81). 

He was 

Despite his long service to the corporate community, this 

man was not chosen as the first president of the organization following 



the presidential resolution in 1975. Instead, that office went to 

another man who had left Cucurpe as a young boy and spent most of 

his adulthood elsewhere in Sonora. Coming from a poor family and 

realizing there were no opportunities for him in the municipio, the 

man who was elected president emigrated to Hermosillo in the early 

1940s, where he went to work as a laborer for the minimum wage of 

4 pesos a day. But although he also had never completed primary 

school, he was smart, aggressive and ambitious. Furthermore, he 

was, as they say in Mexico, "sin verguenza", or "without shame." 

Quickly tiring of the backbreaking labor, he told his boss he was 

an ironworker and asked for a more skilled job with better pay. 
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The boss soon found out that the young man was bluffing. Nevertheless, 

he liked his personality and his drive, and he agreed to teach him 

ironworking and carpentry. 

With the support of his employer the young man quickly advanced 

up the ladder of the construction industry. He was sent to Guaymas 

as the foreman on a big job. From there he moved on to Cuidad Obresron, 

.the bustling center of a postwar agricultural boom in the fertile 

Yaqui Valley. In Obregon he met and married his wife and formed 

a partnership with another man. For many years their construction 

business flourished. Contracting jobs allover the state, the man 

made numerous influential contacts among private individuals and 

public officials alike. He learned how to administer a company and 

oversee large numbers of employees. Even more important, he moved 

at ease in important circles. He knew how to entertain government 



officials, how to manipulate the bureaucracy and gets things done. 

These skills proved invaluable when he took over the helm of the 

comunidad. 
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He might never have left Obreg6n if his construction business 

had not folded in the late 1960s. Broke, his future as a contractor 

shattered, he returned to Cucurpe where he worked as a tpaveling 

peddler (falluguero) for a time. With the help of the corporate 

community he established a ranch and began to raise goats. He pur

chased some land in a side canyon of the San Miguel and began farming. 

After living away from Cucurpe for so long, his destiny was suddenly 

intertwined with that of the comunidad. 

In the 1970s his fortunes took a turn for the better. Using 

his old contacts he landed a series of contracts with the state Depart

ment of Public Works. He built schools and restored the Franciscan

built mission of Tubutama. By 19B1 he was renovating a late 19th 

century building in the pueblo of Arispe and rehabilitating the famous 

mission of Caborca where embattled Sonorans defended themselves and 

eventually killed the North American filibusterers led by Henry Crabb. 

Even though the man maintained a residence in Magdalena, however, 

he remained deeply involved in municipal affairs. He served a three

year term as president of the comunidad and then was easily reelected. 

He also headed the municipal chapter of PRI, Mexico's dominant polit

ical party, and chaired the local Committee of Progress and Well

Being (Comit~ de Progresar Z Bienestar). Because of his diplomacy, 

his sophistication and his many contacts within industry and the 



government, he had become the principal node in a political network 

extending throughout the municipio ann beyond. 

Like his earlier counterpart, he antagonized many people 
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along the way. People complained about his frequent absences from 

Cucurpe, about his obvious wealth, about his contracts with the govern

ment. One woman--the descendant of a White RUssian who fled with 

Bolsheviks in the Soviet Union--fulminated about the "Bolshevikis" 

who were trying to expropriate her land along the floodplain between 

El Pintor and Cucurpe. She reserved most of her venom for the two 

leaders, both of whom had left Cucurpe for "more than thirty years" 

before returning to "cause trouble." In the past, she said: "They 

had no land. They were bootleggers, scoundrels, cattle thieves (come

vacas), wretches. Before they rode on burros and now they ride in 

cars" (Fieldnotes 8/24/81). 

Nevertheless, the president enjoyed the enthusiastic support 

of the comunidad's most powerful faction--an alliance of established 

comuneros with their own land and livestock and poorer members of 

the corporate community waiting to see what benefits the comunidad 

would bring. One old man confided to me that no one could really 

take the president's place. According to him, the man had "many 

friendships among all types of people, little ones and big ones. 

He's very meddlesome. He has no shame. He's fought much for the 

comunidad" (Fieldnotes 8/31/81). This old man clearly realized that 

the comuneros needed a man like their president to lead them, a man 

with the contacts and experience to pull strings, to play the 
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government bureaucracy, a man sophisticated enough to beat the wealthy 

enemies of the comunidad at their own game. 

Interestingly enough, then, the comunidad seemed to acquire 

the leaders it needed at different stages of its recent history. 

In the 1960s, when the corporate community was fighting to defend 

its traditional rights, the first representative with his dogged 

determination and his unbending committment to those traditions led 

the charge. However, once the comunidad was recognized as a legal 

entity ruld reorganized according to the regulations of agrarian reform, 

the institution required more sophisticated and flexible leadership. 

The man elected president provided those qualities, working closely 

with government officials to broaden to comunidad's scope as well 

as safeguard its jurisdiction over the land. Ironically, both of 

these leaders developed their skills far from Cucurpe in arenas that 

helped them bridge the gulf between the agrarian world of the municipio 

and the world of credit, capital, law and bureaucracy outside. 



CHAPTER 11 

LOS COMUNEROS: THE FUNCTIONS OF THE CUCURPE COMUNIDAD 

As the previous chapter suggests, the Comunidad of Cucurpe 

does not conform in many respects to the traditional model of the 

peasant corporate community. It possesses no civil-religious hierarchy 

like the corporate communities of Mesoamerica or Andean South America. 

It enjoys no stable pattern of resource distribution and control 

similar to that of the Swiss village of Torbel (Netting 1981). Even 

though it claims a colonial heritage, it certainly is not a time

honored, tradition-bound institution. Instead, the comunidad is 

a contradictory mixture of the old and the new, busily and often 

messily defining itself in response to a multitude of modern problems. 

With one foot enmeshed in the web of federal agrarian reform and 

the other in three centruies of unwritten frontier custom, the organi

zation occasionally suffers from idealogical schizophrenia. Its 

members entertain radically different notions of its fundamental 

purposes and goals. These ideas in turn frequently collide with 

the blueprints of the state and federal officials overseeing various 

aspects of comunidad administration. Such differences spawn consider

able conflict and confusion, factionalizing the comunidad itself 

and engendering cynicism and distrust between comuneros and bureau

crats. Nevertheless, the differences also imbue the comunidad with 

a dynamism that vibrates through every aspect of Cucurpe resource 
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control. What the comunidad is dOing is important, and everyone, 

even its enemies, realizes that. The debate over its proper scope 

and functions, carried out in meetings, on streetcorners, and in 

331 

the offices of the dependencias (branch offices of government agencies) 

rages with a fervor fueled by the knowledge that the future of the 

comunidad may very well determine the future of the municipio itself. 

The Control of Comunidad Grazing Lands 

The greatest amount of consensus within the comunidad concerns 

the corporate grazing lands. Nearly all comuneros believe that this 

land should remain open range, accessible to all members of the organi

zation. In fact, defense of the communal rangeland was the major 

motivating force in the comunidad's long struggle to win "recognition 

and entitlement" from the federal government. Wealthy comuneros 

who villify their neighbors for attempting to expropriate farm land 

agree that the corporate grazing lands need to be protected against 

the encroachment of surrounding private ranchers. In their opinion, 

such protection is the only legitimate function of the corporate 

community. As one comunero stated, "I am in the comunidad for my 

cattle. • •• I fought for the grazing lands so that no one would 

bother me" (Ques. :fJ2:27). 

Despite this apparent unity of purpose, however, the comunidad 

is divided over the question of whether to forcibly seize corporate 

grazing lands in private hands. A number of comuneros still do not 

accept the boundaries of the comunidad established by the presidential 

resolution of 1976. They argue that collusion between rich ranchers 



332 

and government officials cheated them of more than one-third of the 

land traditionally controlled by the corporate community. At a comun

idad meeting on February 22, 1982, the former representative of the 

comunidad exhorted his fellow comuneros to "put on their pants" and 

tear the fences down. He said they could no longer rely on the govern

ment to fight their battles for them, and argued that the comuneros 

should follow the example of the ejidatarios from 6 de Enero, who 

were actively defending themselves against their enemies. At that 

pOint, to everyone's amusement, one wag yelled, "Bring on those from 

6 de Enerol" 

The current president of the comunidad surprisingly agreed 

with his predecessor. Nevertheless, he pointed out that many comun

eros, not just "ten or twenty sacrifical lambs," had to participate 

if the action were to be effective. Earlier, the president confided 

to me that friends of his at Bienes Comunales had told him that while 

their office could not officially advise the comuneros to remove 

the fences, they would support the action once it had been accomplished. 

The president claimed that 120 "united comuneros" were ready to carry 

out the task (Fieldnotes 12/6/80). 

As of May, 1982, the fences remained in place. Despite their 

fiery rhetoric, the "Bolshevikis" had not yet committed such a potential

ly serious act of defiance. One of the main reasons the fences con

tinued to stand was the opposition of many other comuneros to such 

a risky and illegal venture. Most members seemed content with the 

land granted by the presidential resolution. Even if they felt that 
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the government had deprived them of part of their corporate patrimony, 

their prudence far outweighed their ideological fervor. After the 

meeting in which the former representative issued his call to arms, 

another sharp-tongued comunero commented privately that he "spoke 

nonsense ••• he is very foolish" (Fieldnotes 2/23/81). Without 

legal authority to do so, comuneros could be shot, jailed or heavily 

fined if they tried to remove the fences. The president of the comun

idad himself consistently counseled caution despite his flirtation 

with the idea of unilateral action. His figure of "120 united comuneros' 

clearly seemed like an exaggeration. Out of a sample of 14 comuneros 

who were heads of households, only three mentioned the 11,438 ha 

of corporate grazing lands remaining in private hands as a point 

of grievance (Ques. #2). 

The president also admitted that another and perhaps better 

way to increase the amount of rangeland the comunidad controlled 

was to petition the government to grant more land to the sons of 

comuneros. During 1981 and early 1982, however, the comunidad was 

not actively seeking to expand beyond its 1916 boundaries. The organi

zation no longer felt that its very survival was at stake. After 

all, 21,050 ha had already been placed under the jurisdiction of 

the corporate commuIlity, and a number of lawsuits by private ranchers 

seeking to reclaim portions of this land had been defeated in Mexican 

courts. For the moment, anyway, most comuneros seemed to be reasonably 

satisfied, or at least resigned, to the present situation. 
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The comunidad did make an effort to evict the livestock of 

nonmembers, or at least nonmembers who opposed and antagonized the 

corporate community. In November of 1979, at least eleven individuals 

received Notifications of Eviction (Notificacion de Desalojo). These 

documents, backed by the authority of the municipal government, ordered 

them to remove their livestock from comunidad land by January 15, 

1980. If they failed to comply, municipal officials were empowered 

to round up their animals and intern them. Six of these individuals 

lived outside the municipio, but five were life-long residents of 

Cucurpe who had always run their animals on the open range. For 

a variety of reasons, they had either refused to join the Cucurpe 

comunidad or belonged to the comunidad of San Javier. The corporate 

community therefore decided to deny them access to resources they 

had exploited throughout their lives. 

Like so many of the comunidad's other endeavors, the eviction 

notices were not carried out. By mid-1982, at least seven of the 

individuals were still raising livestock on comunidad land. Neverthe

less, the notices further embittered local relationships in Cucurpe. 

One man, a comunero from San Javier who lives in the pueblo of Cucurpe, 

complained about the injustice of the whole affair. Rhetorically 

he demanded, "How can they say I have no rights. I have never left 

here. But the head of the comunidad comes here only to visit. He 

lived for more than forty years in Obregon. • • • The comunidad 

does nothing but cause harm and screw things up" (Ques. #1:43). 
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The preceding discussion suggests that the comunidad has 

little power to interfere in the day-to-day bUsiness of raising live

stock. Since it apparently does not have either the moral authority 

or the political clout to evict the livestock of nonmembers, it certain

ly enjoys li1~tle influence among comuneros in good standing. As 

Chapter 6 poj.nts out, the comunidad does not regulate the amount 

or type of livestock its members graze on corporate land. With an 

animal unit for every 6.12 ha, comunidad range is severely overgrazed. 

Despite a rule stipulating only 50 head of livestock per comunero, 

members are free to run as many animals as they can afford to maintain. 

Furthermore, at least 14 households who do not belong to the comunidad 

pasture their livestock on comunidad land. The comunidad provides 

a legal umbrella granting comuneros access to corporate agostadero, 

but exercises little control over the actual exploitation of this 

vitally important resource itself. 

Efforts to improve the corporate grazing lands originate 

almost entirely from individual comuneros. A number of cattle tanks 

have been excavated on communal range, but in all cases these capital 

improvements have been funded and effectuated by cattlemen who utilize 

the areas served by those tanks. The federal Department of Agriculture 

and Water Resources (Secretaria de Agricultura ~ Recursos Hidraulicos) 

did drill three perforated wells which provide water for cattle. 

However, the wells were originally intended to irrigate temporal 

fields in the side canyons of the San Miguel drainage. Only by default, 



through their failure to yield sufficient quantities of water for 

farming, have they become a source of water for livestock. 
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The only venture designed to stimulate the livestock industry 

in which the comunidad was involved was a government-financed plan 

to build corrals and install a scale for weighing cattle just outside 

the pueblo of Cucurpe. This plan was a project of the local cattle

man's association (Asociaci6n Ganadera Local de Cucurpe), but the 

comunidad did agree to allow the facilities to be built on comunidad 

land. Since cattle lose weight and therefore value in transit, weigh

ing animals in Cucurpe rather than after the long and bumpy journey 

to Magdalena would undoubtedly increase income from livestock sales. 

Therefore, construction of the operation would benefit private ranchers 

and comuneros alike. In this instance, the comunidad finds itself 

allied with men it often battles on other fronts. Again, though, 

impetus originated outside of the comunidad. The comunidad is only 

following the initiative of an organization--the Asociacion Ganadera

-with which it shares certain members but not necessarily the same 

goals. 

The reasons for the comunidad's rather laissez-faire attitude 

toward grazing land can only be inferred. Nevertheless, a number 

of explanations readily suggest themselves. First of all, the organi

zation, despite its colonial roots, is relatively young. Since it 

has possessed legal recognition and formal authority for only five 

years (in 1981), it has not had the time to consolidate its power 

or extend its control over a resource notoriously resistant to effective 
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corporate management (Bennett 1969). In time, the federal government 

may force the comunidad to take a more active role in the regulation 

of livestock on its corporate range. A number of officials from 

the Department of Agriculture and Water Resources were already discus

sing that possibility when I interviewed them in 1981. But as of 

early 1982, such policies had not even been officially broached on 

the local level. 

A second reason for comunidad inaction may be the high rates 

of emigration, which provide something of an ecological safety-valve 

within Cucurpe's agrarian economy. The municipio is not a closed 

system, and the number of people making their living as livestock 

raisers is declining rather than increasing. Since the hUman popula

tion has not arrived at any sort of demographic equilibrium, the 

perceived need to maintain a careful balance between domestic animals 

and their environment has not yet become a part of the Cucurpeftos' 

conceptual universe. As Chapter 6 points out, Cucurpe stockmen in 

fact refuse to acknowledge their own role in the degradation of Cucurpe's 

range. According to them, climate, not the acts of man, determines 

the condition of the agostadero. At present, it is doubtful whether 

the comuneros will begin to control the amount or distribution of 

livestock unless pressured to do so by the government. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, any sort of ecologically sound 

range management would result in pervasive dislocations of the regional 

agrarian economy. The total number of animals on comunidad land 

would have to be reduced, perhaps by as much as 80%. Since livestock 
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sales account for a median 92% of comunero yearly income other than 

wage work (Table 11.1), such a reduction would destroy many household 

livelihoods unless other sources of income were provided. The care

fully adjusted homeostatic mechanisms of a community like Torbel 

in the Swiss Alps were the result of centuries of demographic stabil

ity, economic self-sufficiency and local political independence (Net

ting 1981). Cucurpe, on the other hand, has experienced fluctuations 

in both its human population and its political and economic relation

ships with the outside world. Furthermore, it has been a frontier 

for most of its recorded history. Like so many other frontiers, 

its resources, especially those which are not controlled at the house

hold level, have often been squandered rather than hoarded. Until 

the advent of barbed Wire, there was always more open range.· Besides, 

if one ccw died from malnutrition, there were plenty more to take 

its place. The frontier has disappeared now, but the mentality it 

forged over three centuries still lives on. So far, the comunidad 

has been neither willing nor able to substitute an ethic of conserva

tion and range management for that of excess and individual freedom. 

Until it does so, Cucurpe's corporate range will continue to deteri

orate. 

The Control of Comunidad Arable Land 

Most of the real.ly serious conflict within the comunidad 

can be traced to one issue--the control of arable land. When officials 

from Agrarian Reform were surveying the comunidad in the early 1970s, 

Cucurpe landowners by law were given a chance to present their titles 



Table 111. Livestock Sales as a Percentage of Total Sales among 
Households Belonging to the Comunidad of Cucurpe. 
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Percent of Number of Percent of Total Cumulative Percent 
Total Sales Households Households of Households 

0 13 17.6 17.6 

1-9 0 0 17.6 

10-19 2 2.8 20.4 

20-29 0 0 20.4 

30-39 1 1.4 21.8 

40-49 1 1.4 23.2 

50-59 2 2.8 26.0 

60-69 3 4.2 30.4 

70-79 4 5.6 36.0 

80-89 10 14.0 50.0 

90-99 9 12.6 62.6 

100 29 40.6 100.0 

TOTAL 74 

Data from author's Questionnaire 1/2. 
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to fields or pasture. After examining these documents, the bureaucrats 

ruled that none of them met the standards established by the Federal 

Law of Agrarian Reform to protect authentic "small private properties" 

(pequenas propiedades). Several years later, when the presidential 

resolution of 1975 transformed the traditional comunidad de hecho 

(de facto comunidad) into a comunidad de derecho (de jure comunidad), 

all milpas and temporales within its 21,050 ha were recognized as 

property of the corporate community. Comuneros retained control 

of the land they farmed, but they no longer could legally sell, rent, 

mortgage or otherwise alienate their fields. Individuals not granted 

comunero status were threatened with expropriation. To keep from 

losing their farms, they instituted a series of amparos (injunctions) 

which allowed them to argue their cases before the judicial authorities 

of Sonora and the Republic. 

No other conflict revealed the historical schizophrenia of 

the comunidad with greater clarity. Prior to the presidential resolu

tion, agricultural land was treated as private property by everyone 

in the municipio. Fields were bought, sold and rented at will. 

Milpas formed the very heart of a man's "patrimony" (patrimonio) 

to his children. As a disaffected comunero exclaimed one night over 

a beer, "We're worth nothing without our patrimony!" (Fieldnotes 

6/7/81). With the stroke of a pen, however, Cucurpenos suddenly 

found that the fields they had purchased or cleared or inherited 

no longer belonged to them. Their confusion and bitterness concerning 
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this sudden change in the status of arable land poison the political 

climate of Cucurpe in a profound and potentially violent way. 

Another comunero, a prominent merchant in the pueblo of Cucurpe 

who was elected administrator of the comunidad's quarry operations, 

eloquently expressed the outrage many residents felt at this turn 

of events. He talked at length about how hard a man had to work 

to make his land produce, how he had to sacrifice for it and improve 

it so that he had something to sustain him in his old age, to cushion 

him if he became seriously ill, or to pass on to his children. He 

said that in the past, "Rights to arable land (terrenos de pan llevar) 

were always respected." During t.he long struggle to reconfirm title 

to the comunidad, "Arable land W<3.S never mentioned" as a part of 

the corporate community. Instead, most Cucurpeftos were only fighting 

to defend its boundaries against "neighbors invading the grazing 

lands of the comunidad." 

Now, however, the comuneros could not sell their land to 

pay for medical expenses. They could not use their milpas as collat-

eral to borrow money from a bank. The government with its arcane 

rules and regulations had taken away the patrimonies of the Cucurpenos 

and substituted a foreign body of agrarian reform laws in their place. 

The injustice of this situation deeply rankled this ordinarily ph leg-

matic man. According to him, the government had no right to impose 

its authority over the comunidad. In his words: 

Here the government granted nothing. Even though we were 
disorganized, we were an old comunidad. The government 
merely reconfirmed what we already had. • • • This is a very, 
very old comunidad. • • • All my life this right {private 



ownership of milpas] has been respected. To consider these 
milpas as communal lands was a most absurd determination 
(Fieldnotes 8/26/81; brackets author's). 
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This man and others also told me that at the time the presi-

dential resolution was promulgated, most comuneros did not understand 

the full legal implications of becoming a comunidad de derecho (legal 

comunidad). Unfamiliar with the intricacies of agrarian reform, 

Cucurpenos assumed that things would continue as they always had, 

and so they failed to bring forth their land titles, bills of sale, 

tax receipts and other documentation. Furthermore, the man in charge 

of defending private property within the comunidad failed to carry 

out his appointed task. According to the comunero quoted above, 

"He should have defended the cause at that time. He made a list 

of all the private property owners living on comunidad land. 

but he never went to the offices of National Lands (Terrenos Nacionales) 

nor to Mexico City." Such "errors" were committed "because of the 

ignorance of the people." The comunidad leaders on the other hand 

comprehended the situation and exploited the ignorance of their fol-

lowers. The comunero warned that, "Peace will be restored here when 

these private property owners are respected" (Fieldnotes 8/26/81). 

Needless to say, this man controlled considerable irrigated land 

in one of the most fertile areas of the comunidad. 

His position had plenty of support within the organization. 

In a 75% random sample of comuneros who resided in Cucurpe and were 

heads of households (74 of 99 individuals), 44.6%--33 persons--stated 

that they thought the mil pas should be considered private property. 



Only 20 felt that arable land should be vested in the comunidad, 

while 21 did not express an opinion. A large number of comuneros 

strongly disagree with one of the most important functions of their 

corporate community--the distribution and control of farm land. 

Ironically enough, the president of the communidad as well as its 

treasurer concur with this attitude, even though they are obliged 

to uphold the corporate ownership of these fields. 

The belief that arable land belongs to the households who 
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work it cuts across economic strata within the comunidad. Neverthe

less, differences in wealth do appear to influence attitudes toward 

this vital means of production. As Table 11.2 reveals, the chi-square 

test of the relationship between wealth and attitudes toward the 

status of arable land is significant at the .05 level. Furthermore, 

a much larger percentage of individuals in the upper decile of total 

wealth within the organization contend that milpas are private prop

erty. Comuneros with substantial quantities of land and livestock 

do not want to lose control of that land to the bureaucrats or the 

comunidad administration. In the words of the comunidad's president, 

a man reviled by many of the organization's wealthier members as 

"el Bolsheviki mayor" ('the biggest Bolshevik'), "For my sake, I 

wish the milpas were small private properties (peguefias propiedades). 

Then you could work without any disturbance, with complete liberty" 

(Ques. U2:22). Nowhere is the ideological disjunction between national 

charter and local opinion wider or more volatile. 



Table 11.2. Chi-Square Test of Relationship between Household Wealth 
and Attitude toward the Status of Arable Land among 
Comunerios of the Comunidad of Cucurpe. 

Quartile Milpas as Milpa as 
of Total Comunidad Private 
Wealth Resource Property Total 

1 4 (2.82) 4 (5.18) 8 

2 5 (4.24) 7 (7.76) 12 

3 7 (4.94) 7 (9.06) 14 

4 2 (6.00) 15 (11. 00) 17 

TOTAL 18 33 51 
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There is no relationship between household wealth and attitudes 
toward the status of arable land. 

There is a relationship between household wealth and attitude 
toward the status of arable land. 

Level of significance .05 

HO rejected because 6.42 exceeds critical value of 6.25 at the .05 
level. 

NOTE: Use of the Chi-Square on such a small sample is not entirely 
appropriate. Three of the cells have expected frequencies 
less than 5. 

Data from author's Questionnaires #1 and #2. 
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Much of this sentiment spills over into the debate about 

whether or not the comunidad should expropriate the arable land of 

non-members within its boundaries. As late as 1981, four individuals 

who had fought the comunidad since its inception remained in control 

of more than 100 hectares of prime floodplain land. When the comunidad 

was instituted, these landowners were told they had to give up their 

fields. They therefore instituted a series of injunctions (amparos) 

and lawsuits to protect their property. Their struggle factionalized 

the comunidad along much the same lines as the debate over the question 

of arable land. 

Thirty-one comuneros--41.9 of the 74-member sample--stated 

that the comunidad should not try to expropriate these people's land. 

Thirty individuals (40.5%) felt that expropriation was justified. 

Thirteen respondents voiced no opinion. 

Again, wealth differences seem to influence attitudes toward 

expropriation. As Table 11.3 indicates, the chi-square test of the 

relationship between wealth and opinions about expropriation is signifi

cant at the .05 level. Comuneros who rank in the highest quartile 

overwhelmingly oppose taking away the land of others. In the two 

middle quartiles, a small majority favor expropriation, while those 

in the lowest quartile strongly support the comunidad's efforts to 

separate non-members from their milpas. Economic status clearly 

affects how comuneros line up on important issues. Those with land 

reject the notion that floodplain fields belong to the corporate 

community. They also fear that if the land of non-members is 
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Table 11.3. Chi-Square Test of Relationship between Household Wealth 
and Attitude Toward Expropriation of Land Among Comuneros 
of the Comunidad of Cucurpe. 

Quartile 
of Total 

Wealth 

1 

2 

3 

4 

TOTAL 

df = 3 

2 
X = 6.55 

Favor 
Expropriation 

7 (4.75) 

8 (7.59) 

8 (6.64) 

5 (9.02) 

28 

Opposed Total 

3 (5.25) 10 

8 (8.41) 16 

6 (7.36) 14 

14 (9.98) 19 

31 59 

There is no relationship between household wealth and attitudes 
toward expropriation. 

There is a relationship between household wealth and attitudes 
toward expropriation. 

is rejected because 6.55 exceeds the critical value of 6.25 
at the .05 level. 

Data from author's Questionnaires #1 and #2. 
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expropriated, then their property may be vulnerable as well. Comuneros 

with little or no land, on the other hand, agree with the official 

position of the comunidad, no doubt hoping that expropriation will 

lead to redistribution among those most in need, i.e. themselves. 

Subtle differences of class trigger major differences regarding the 

internal politics of resource control. 

Insight into just how deeply these differences cut may be 

gleaned from the word of the people themselves. One comunero, a 

man whose livelihood in large measure depends upon his nine hectares 

of floodplain land, scathingly indicted his fellow members who favored 

expropriation. Spitting out his words with great relish and contempt, 

he said, "The bad people (gente mala) here want to kick them [the 

non-members] out. They want to take what they don't have. They 

want to screw things up. • • • All the pueblos have those who create 

turmoil. • They're Bolshevikis." Continuing with his diatribe, 

he went on to condemn the comunidad itself. "The comunidad is not 

a good system. • • • 

(Que pinche comunidad. 

author's) • 

What a fucking comunidad I Its not worth cock" 

Vale verga" (Fieldnotes 11/25/80; brackets 

Members of the faction who oppose expropriation offered a 

number of arguments to support their position. Noting that none 

of the owners in question possessed more than the 100 hectares of 

irrigated land permitted "small property owners" (peguenos propietar

ios) by the laws of Agrarian Reform, one disgruntled comunero asked, 

"And why are they going to take away the land from someone who is 



working it?" He pointed out that one of his neighbors battling the 

comunidad owned 40 hectares "of poor land. The land produces only 

because he fertilizes it." If this land were seized and divided 

among ten families, "They couldn't make a living off it." Besides, 

the comunero added contemptuously, "how are they going to work it 

with nothing more than a burro?" (Ques. #1:17). 
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Other comuneros who object to expropriation argued that three 

of the foul' individuals were native sons or daughters of Cucurpe. 

Describing one man who owned eight hectares of choice land across 

from the village, a comunero said, "He was born here, he grew up 

here, he's a son of the pueblo. All the years he works the land. 

All the years he pays taxes on the land. He has children. The comun

idad can't remove him" (Fieldnotes 11/15/80). 

The Bolshevikis, on the other hand, take issue with these 

contentions. First of all, they claim that the non-members do not 

really need their floodplain land. Speaking of the same man discussed 

in the preceding paragraph, the president of the municipio, a comunero 

elected by the Bolshevikis of Cucurpe, San Javier and Ejido 6 de 

Enero, said, "The man is an industrialist. He has millions 

of pesos. The assembly Iof the comunidad] won't let him be an ejidatario" 

(Fieldnotes 11/25/80; brackets author's). 

Another comunero who strongly supports expropriation reiterated 

this theme, calling the landowners "capitalists," and noting that 

only one of them actually lived in Cucurpe. He then went on to say 

that the woman who did reside in the municipio cultivated only two 
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of her fifty-two hectares herself. The rest she rented out to other 

private landowners or "capitalists" from Magdalena (Fieldnotes 1/3/81). 

The Bolshevikis' characterization of the private landowners 

as "capitalists" and "millionaires" who do not really need their 

Cucurpe milpas is substantially correct in at least two of the four 

cases. One of the individuals owns the largest hardware store in 

Magdalena as well as land and cattle on the outskirts of that regional 

center. Less than 25% of his total income derives from his Cucurpe 

estate. His brother is more involved in the local economy, but even 

he has considerable business interests outside the municipio, owning 

rental property and lending money in Magdalena. In his words, he 

has problems with the comunidad because, "They're all sons of bitches. 

a gang of' lazy bums" (Todos son hijos de la chingada. una 

bola de flojeros) (Ques. #1:114). 

The third person fighting expropriation was born in Cananea, 

not Cucurpe, and resides in Magdalena like the other two men. Unlike 

them, however, he has never been "a son of the pueblo." Instead, 

he purchased rather than inherited the floodplain land in his posses

sion. A number of comuneros feel that he and the other two men ob

tained at least some of their land in ways that were unethical if 

not illegal, paying practically nothing to former owners desperate 

for money, and then renting the land back to them until they were 

too old to work it. In the words of one active Bolsheviki, a man 

elected as substitute (suplente) to the president of the comunidad, 

the actions of these men were "criminal." Old renters were turned 
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out "without reimbursement, without anything" and the land was rented 

to someone else (Fieldnotes 6/6/81). Needless to say, this man vehement

ly favored expropriation. In his opinion, the land should be distributed 

to comuneros who will work it themselves. If they fail to cultivate 

it, it should be passed on to someone who will. Without the comunidad 

to regulate such affairs, he believed that most of the grazing as 

well as arable land would wind up in the hands of "three or four 

rich men" (Fieldnotes 6/6/81). 

The fourth person fighting the comunidad, a woman whose father 

fled Bolshevik RUssia for the United States and eventually Sonora, 

represents a slightly different case. She and her husband have no 

other means of livelihood besides their land and cattle, all of which 

are located within the boundaries of the corporate community, and 

a small grocery store nestled along the Rio Dolores. In her opinion, 

she is entitled to run her cattle and farm her land by right of birth. 

"We were born here," she said, "We're part of the comunidad." Of 

course the Bolshevikis disagreed. Nevertheless, a number of them 

- were wHang to allow her to keep four or five hectares of land and 

"rights to pasture" (derecho del campo) if she accepted the jurisdic

tion of the comunidad (Fieldnotes 4/14/82). 

When I was conducting my fieldwork in 1981, the situation 

was at a stalemate. During the previous five years, a number of 

lower courts had ruled in favor of the comunidad, but the "quejosos" 

(complainers), as the embattled landowners were locally known, con

tinued their fight to the Mexican Supreme Court. Since the quejosos 



had plenty of money and powerful friends, many Cucurpenos firmly 

believed that they would eventually win. 
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In the spring of 1982, however, the situation came to a head. 

Comunidad leaders were notified by a longtime ally in the Department 

of Agrarian Reform that the Supreme Court had finally handed down 

a decision supporting the corpor'ate community's position. Without 

waiting for governmental approval, 42 comuneros siezed the land of 

the fo.ur plaintiffs and began planting spring crops. After years 

of bureaucratic delay and indecision, the comunidad suddenly leaped 

into action. 

The landowners and the government immediately protested this 

unilateral occupation of disputed territory. Representatives of 

the state governor as well as the federal Department of Agrarian 

Reform were dispatched to seek a solution to the problem. During 

the last special meeting (junta extraordinaria) of the comunidad 

which I attended, bureaucrats, landowners and comuneros squared off 

at each other. The results were dramatic, revealing the deep ideolog

ical cleavages existing among the three parties. 

The meeting opened with a long and flowery appeal for a "just 

and hUmane solution to the problem" from the various government repre

sentatives. The officials talked about restoring "equilibrium and 

tranquility" to the municipio and pleaded for a peaceful resolution 

in the "common interest." They then expressed "certain doubts" about 

the comunidad's "seizure of land," stating that the authorities might 

not support such an action (Fieldnotes 4/14/82). 
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The comuneros listened to the rhetoric and then the president's 

substitute bluntly told the bureaucrats that the public authorities 

had not done anything. After waiting for 20 years to occupy the 

land,' the comuneros had finally taken matters into their own hands. 

From then on, the debate ricocheted back and forth between the three 

groups. 

One comunero suggested that the quejosos be allowed access 

to comunidad resources. Another disagreed, stating that the four 

individuals in question had been invited to join the corporate communit 

but had refused. The woman fighting expropriation countered that 

the offer to join had been "shameless" (vergoenzosa), since the comun

idad leaders had proffered a mere 25,000 pesos (about $1,000 U.S. 

dollars) for her land. 

The government officials kept tr'ying to calm flaring tempers 

and reach an accord acceptable to both sides. Like bureaucrats every

where, they finally proposed that a commission be formed to r'esolve 

the dispute. The comuneros then elected six of their most radical 

members to fill the slots. 

At that point, the officials tried to get tough. Arguing 

that the occupation of disputed lands was an "illegal act," they 

demanded that the COMuneros remove themselves until the commission 

had made a decision. The comuneros adamantly refused. The son of 

the comunidad president, a young man studying veterinary medicine 

in central MexiCO, pointed out that at a previous meeting, the comun

idad had agreed to abide by the opinion of a lawyer appointed to 



review the case. Since the lawyer had determined that the land in 

question belonged to the corporate community, the issue had already 

been settled. Everyone at the meeting understood the implication 

of the young man's argument. In the eyes of many comuneros, the 

government offiCials were trying to delay the just reclamation of 

comunidad resources. 
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The young man's comment triggered a lengthy exchange between 

the comuneros and the landowners. The woman plaintiff angrily denounced 

the young man, asking how he could say what he did when neither he 

nor his mother had been born in Cucurpe. A comunero then once again 

offered to let the woman keep one of her many fields and the right 

to run livestock on corporate land. The former representative of 

the comunidad, perhaps the most hard-nosed of the Bolshevikis, said 

he would agree to this arrangement only if the woman were not declared 

a comunera. He added that if she behaved herself and quit causing 

trouble, she might be admitted to the corporate community at a later 

date. As for the other quejosos, the two men who had been born in 

Cucurpe would be allowed to keep their homes and a small portion 

of their lands, but the other man, the one from Cananea, was not 

from the area and therefore enjoyed no right to comunidad resources. 

The man under fire then climbed to his feet and passionately declared 

that he had paid for his land, buying it from a woman who had belonged 

to the comunidad, and that the land was registered as private property 

in the Public Register (Registro Publico). Furthermore, he thundered, 
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"I'm not a foreigner! I'm a Mexican! I also have the right to pro

duce! Don't rob me of my land!" 

The debate dragged on and on, the quejosos defending their 

right to the land and the Bolshevikis arguing that it was not just 

that foul" individuals possessed so much land while many comuneros 

went landless. The government officials repeatedly tried to arrange 

a peaceable if temporary solution, talking about the need to seek 

a "just and humane" resolution on the one hand and threatening the 

comuneros with jail on the other. Finally, in desperation, one harried 

bureaucrat proposed to put the matter to a vote. He asked those 

who agreed to obey the law and leave the disputed land to remain 

seated. Those who wanted to continue to defy the legal authorities 

were to stand up and line themselves against the wall. 

In the most dramatic show of unanimity I observed in a year 

and a half of comunidad meetings, the great majority of the comuneros, 

led by the president's substitute and the former representative, 

headed for the wall. Only a handful of members kept their seats. 

Although a number of comuneros undoubtedly were swayed by the determin

ation of their neighbors, the comunidad clearly and unequivocally 

stood its ground. The defiant members even signed a statement expres

sing their resolve to remain on the land. 

To keep the meeting from ending in a complete standoff, the 

comuneros did agree to send a representative to meet personally with 

the governor of Sonora. There was also some talk about leaving the 

land if the governor so demanded. By occupying the fields, however, 
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the comuneros had taken a giant step toward making those fields their 

own. Given the Mexican government's fear of conflict and rural unrest, 

it seemed unlikely that the government would risk possible bloodshed 

and certain agrarian protest for the sake of a few relatively insignifi

cant private landowners. 

The confrontation outlined above reveals a number of interest

ing insights into the function of the Cucurpe comunidad and the role 

of the Mexican government in the politics of resource control. First 

of all, it demonstrated that a determined minority could sway the 

opinions of a less committed majority, at least in the public arena. 

Even though 31 comuneros claimed to be opposed to expropriation a 

few months before the land seizures took place, few of those individ

uals were willing to buck the Bolsheviki tide. The only ones who 

did had strong ties to the landowners fighting the comunidad. As 

long as the more radical comuneros were willing to take forceful 

action, most of the other members seemed willing to follow, at least 

when pressured to do so by their peers. The potential for both cre

ative mobilization and destructive demagoguery within the comunidad 

remained great. 

The occupation of the disputed fields also suggests that 

the comunidad was most likely to commit itself to a course of action 

which promised immediate and tangible results, results, moreover, 

that benefited individual comuneros. The families which moved onto 

the expropriated land instantly had a stake in the organization. 

It was in their best interests to maintain a strong, aggressive 
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corporate community. Long-term benefits such as range management, 

on the other hand, promise no such prompt rewards. QUite the contrary, 

a program of livestock regulation and reduction would involve great 

financial and psychological hardship. The comunidad was capable 

of the dramatic gesture. Whether it possessed the leadership to 

make the hard decisions remained to be seen. 

The actions of the bureaucrats were equally illuminating, 

suggesting several tentative generalizations about the murky waters 

of agrarian reform. The basic fUnction of the government officials 

in the case above was to keep the conflict contained and controlled. 

Even though the comunidad seemed to have a legal right to the land, 

the officials still tried to seek a solution that included the land-

owners. Cynics might be tempted to search for evidence of bribery 

or collusion. Those inclined to give the government the benefit 

of the doubt might insist that the bureaucrats were genuinely trying 

to keep the peace. The result was the same, however: more delay, 

more debate, more irresolution. By breaking the pattern and refusing 

to back down, the comuneros forced the issue. Given the stakes in

volved, the government may take the easy way out and tacitly concede 

the land to the corporate community. 

In Cucurpe at least, agrarian reform must be viewed as a 

long, involved balancing act in which various departments of the 

government attempt to juggle and control all the parties interested 

in resource control. The government seems to thrive on keeping situa

tions up in the air and unresolved, because it does the absolute 
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minimum necessary to placate conflicting groups. Peasant organizations 

such as the two comunidades and the ejido are given land, but the 

land more often than not is either marginal or carved from the estates 

of small private landowners rather than wealthy or powerful ones. 

Whoever has the most pull at the moment wins the immediate battle. 

The war is more complicated, an exhausting struggle of give and take, 

provocation and response, dogged determination and delay. It may 

not satisfy the ideologues of the left or right, but it seems to 

work. The Mexican countryside is riven with conflict, but that con

flict rarely erupts into violence. With its fine-tuned sense of 

how far people can be pushed before they push back, the government 

avoids confrontation if at all possible, preferring instead consensus, 

compromise and cooptation. 

The Comunidad as Rural Development Agency 

The previous two sections have discussed traditional functions 

of peasant corporate communities everywhere in the world: the control 

of scarce and necessary natural resources. However, the activities 

tha t df,,:uina ted the comunidad agenda in 19B1 revolved around a contem

porary concern: the need to modernize and diversify Mexico's rural 

economy. In particular, the comunidad functioned as the local agency 

through which various branches of the Mexican government funneled 

money, credit and technological assistance to Cucurpefios. The struggle 

for land was an important preoccupation, but so too was the need 

for agricultural expansion, the modernization of water control and 

the creation of more local jobs. Although comuneros disagreed 



violently with one another about the comunidad's jurisdiction over 

land, the great majority of them concurred that a proper function 

of the organization was, in the words of one poor comunero, "to put 

people to work" (Ques. #2:8). 

Diversification of the Cucurpe Economy 
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Chapter 7 briefly details the nascent development of a cantera 

quarrying operation within the comunidad. The Mexican federal govern

ment granted the corporate community several million pesos to build 

a plant to cut and shape great blocks of volcanic tuff into building 

material, especially tiles for facades. Plagued with problems, this 

enterprise represents the most ambitious effort to provide more jobs 

for local inhabitants. It was conceived and funded during the Lopez 

Portillo administration (1976-82) when the government embarked upon 

a massive program of rural development which was supposed to be funded 

by the revenue from Mexico's newly discovered oil reserves. By late 

1981, the plant was just beginning to operate on an irregular basis. 

It remains to be seen whether the government will continue to provide 

financial support and technical asistance as Mexico suffers her severest 

economic crisis since the 1930s. 

Other projects to create non-agrarian avenues of employment 

were more amorphous, topics of discussion but little else. There 

was talk that the Mexican government planned to build an ore-proces

sing plant on comunidad land north of the pueblo of Cucurpe, yet 

that project was still in the planning stages by the spring of 1982. 

Comunidad leaders also discussed the possibility of launching a cantera 
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crafts program under the guidance of several comunidad artisans who 

were already hewing ollas and ashtrays out of the soft volcanic mate

rial. Plans remained nebulous, however. Young men who could not 

find work growing crops or raising cattle continued to leave the 

muncipio. Young women who did not marry local boys did the same. 

Nevertheless, comuneros still clung to the hope that somehow, 

in some way, the comunidad would be able to harness the finances 

of the Mexican government and reverse the trend toward emigration 

and underemployment. When asked what the functions of the comunidad 

were, 33 of 14 members of the corporate community responded that 

it was to create more jobs. The treasurer of the comunidad voiced 

the opinion of many when he said, "The comunidad should open up more 

sources of work so that the comuneros can make a living. so that 

they don't have to leave for lack of work" (Ques. :/12:9). 

Modernization/Expansion of Cucurpe's Irrigation Facilities 

A second important theme expressed by comuneros was the over

riding need to provide comunidad farmers with more water for irriga

tion. As one spry eighty-two year old man said, "The first thing 

is to get more water, to produce. Without water one can't produce 

anything" (Ques. :/12: 11) • 

During 1981, a number of solutions to Cucurpe's water problems 

were discussed. As Chapter 5 makes clear, there is simply not enough 

surface water available to meet present needs, so most of these pro

posed solutions revolved around the drilling of pump-powered wells. 

Comuneros discussed a series of schemes to tap floodplain aquifers, 
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since wells in the side canyons of the San Miguel drainage had already 

failed. One plan involved drilling the wells along the San Miguel 

and then pumping the water up and over the mesas to irrigate side 

canyon temporales. Another called for the construction of subsurface 

concrete plugs or dams (cortinas) to intercept groundwater and force 

it to the surface. Needless to say, both of these projects were 

beyond the financial capabilities of the comuneros themselves. 

In order to come up with the necessary funding, several meet

ings were held with representatives of the state and federal govern

ments. No agencies seemed willing to capitalize the entire venture. 

However, an official from the governor's office finally promised 

that the state would furnish comuneros with eqUipment such as pumps 

and tubing if the comunidad drilled the wells at is own expense. 

By late 1981, drilling rigs were probing for water in several locations. 

Activity was most pronounced in the side canyon of Baisimaco, a tribu

tary of the Rio Dolores where a number of comuneros including the 

president, the former representative and the brother of the municipal 

president cultivated temporales. 

Agricultural Intensification and Expansion 

These wells were not financed by the comunidad as a whole. 

Instead, they were part of a larger plan to divide comuneros into 

"collective groups" (grupos collectivos) which would receive government 

credit and assistance. 

These collective groups were first proposed by the federal 

government in February of 1981. A special meeting was held on the 
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19th of that month to discuss this far-reaching project. Representa

tives from PIDER, Banco Rural, the Secretaria de Agricultura ~ Recursos 

Hidraulicos and Bienes Comunales attended the gathering. PIDER is 

an agency of the Department of Planning and the Budget (Secretaria 

de Programaci6n y Presupuesto) charged with coordinating rural develop

ment. The Rural Bank is a semi-public financial institution which 

advances credit for such development. The Department of Agriculture 

and Water Resources extends agricultural assistance and regulates 

both groundwater and subsurface water. Bienes Comunales of course 

oversees the comunidades themselves. 

According to the government officials, low-interest credit 

and technical assistance was to be given to groups of ten or more 

comuneros with adjacent land who would remove their fences and farm 

that land in common. Only members of an individual group were to 

receive loans, and only they were responsible for repaying those 

loans. Moreover, their personal property--homes, livestock, etc. 

--could not be embargoed if they failed to meet their debts. Groups 

were to elect leaders and draw up an internal charter with government 

asistance. Once these organizational tasks had been accomplished 

and the fences torn down, group members could receive loans to drill 

wells, purchase agricultural equipment, buy seeds and fertilizer 

and obtain insurance in the case of crop failure. 

The plan must have seemed like a good one in Mexico City. 

One of the major problems of the Mexican countryside is minifundia, 

the division of ar'able land into parcels too small to be cultivated 
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economically and efficiently by modern methods. By consolidating 

small fields into much larger ones, the government could help farmers 

reduce their labor expenditures, improve their yields and grow crops 

which the Mexican market demanded. The collective groups were an 

attempt to modernize and mechanize Mexican agriculture within the 

framework of comunidades and ejidos. They may also have been an 

attempt by leftist intellectuals in the Mexican government to strike 

a blow against private property. 

Unfortunately, the bureaucrats fa:lled to anticipate the depth 

of attachment individuals felt for their fields. Furthermore, most 

comuneros recoiled at the very thought of collective agriculture. 

Although they did not express their doubts during the meeting itself, 

most comuneros were adamantly opposed to the idea of tearing down 

their fences and farming in common. Several weeks after the government 

officials spoke about the groups, a young comunero talked at length 

about his reservations concerning the system. First of all, he pointed 

out that since natural forage is so bad, most stockraisers have to 

tUrn their animals into their fields at one time or another. If 

fences were removed and everyone was growing the same crops, individual 

comuneros would no longer have the option of letting their animals 

into the milpas. 

Secondly, he expressed concern over the role of the government 

in the administration of these groups. He believed that if Banco 

Rural lent considerable sums of money to the groups, the bank would 

want to protect its investment by telling comuneros what to raise, 
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when to plant and when to irrigate. "We are going to become workers 

for the bank," he concluded. Comuneros would lose their autonomy 

and flexibility. In the past eight years, he said that he had not 

had to buy "one kilo of beans" for his family because he grows what 

he needs in his milpa. However, if the group decided to raise only 

alfalfa, for example, he would no longer be ale to maintain his self

sufficiency. Administrators from the bank would supervise everything 

( Ques o. 111: 100) • 

His sentiments were reiterated in one form or another by 

most of the other ocmuneros. Time and again, Cucurpenos repeated 

a phrase that captured their idea of the good life, "I want to lie 

happily with my field and my animals" (Quiero vivir muy agusto .£2.!! 

mi milpa y mis animales). That vision definitely did not include 

collective agriculture. Even the most committed Bolshevikis wanted 

no part of the government's scheme. Above all, Cucurpe farmers valued 

their independence. They were not about to surrender that independence 

to some bureaucratic blueprint for the future. 

Nevertheless, many of them were intrigued by the possiblity 

of obtaining credit to drill wells, expand their acreage, improve 

their crops or develop pig-raising or bee-keeping cooperatives. 

Through the course of the year, government representatives gradually 

abandoned their demand that comuneros tear down their fences. The 

officials were realistic enough to recognize that such a move would 

never be voluntarily accepted. Instead, they began to encourage 

comuneros to join together to accomplish more limited objectives. 
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Once the specter of collectivity was banished, many comuneros 

responded to the government program. Three groups in fact were formed

-one composed of farmers in the side canyon of Baisimaco, one in 

Canyada Cuervo south of the pueblo of Cucurpe, and one in Canyada 

Ancha northwest of town. The overriding concern of the comuneros 

who did organize was water--how to get more of it if they had some 

already, how to bring it to their land if they had none. The bureau

crats at times muttered about the obstinacy of the Cucurpenos in 

refusing to accept government-sponsored innovations like collective 

agriculture. But the comuneros were quite willing to modernize as 

long as they retained their independence. They were by no means 

blind traditionalists. Most wanted the bounty of mechanization and 

pump-powered wells. 

Nevertheless, they trusted neither the government nor their 

neighbors to make important economic decisions for them. What to 

plant, and when, how to balance the needs of their crops with those 

of their livestock--all of these choices they were determined to 

keep within the household. Their ideal of cooperation had definite 

limits. Resources like grazing land fell within the proper province 

of the comunidad since no one household could acquire enough of it 

to survive. Arable Jand was another matter. In 1981, anyway, they 

took what they wanted from government programs and rejected, by active 

protest or passive resistance, that which they did not like. The 

government may have shaped the structure of their corporate community, 

but the comuneros certainly influenced the direction and dimensions 



365 

of imposed change. They were neither passive pawns to outside forces 

nor isolated conservatives resisting innovation. Instead, they engaged 

in a creative give-and-take with the government in order to determine, 

at least in part, their own destinies. 

Of course it can be argued that the government, if it so 

desired, could force collectivization, livestock reduction or any 

other master plan on the Cucurpenos. It could even abolish the cor

porate community altogether and turn cOillunidadresources over to 

private individuals. But the price would be high. Peasants like 

the comuneros get pushed around, but they have their own ways of 

fighting back. In maJ."ginal areas like Cucurpe, where the agribusines

ses have not taken root and the great ranching haciendas never had 

a chance to get entr(lnched, corporate communities still survive. 

And unless Mexican politics change and the nation turns its back 

on the campesinos, there will always be organized national groups 

and elements in the government itself dedicated, at least on paper', 

to protecting peasaJJt interests. The support may be more apparent 

then real. Nonetheless, people like the comuneros of Cucurpe can, 

wi th courage and pel'sis tence, manipulate those forces to achieve 

at least some of thelir goals. 



CHAPTER 12 

CLASS CONFLICT AND THE CORPORATE COMMUNITY: 
THE POLITICS OF RESOURCE CONTROL IN CURCURPE 

The preceding chapters have discussed at length how people 

struggle with the land and each other to make a living in Cucurpe. 

Two major conclusions emerge from this analysis: 1) important natural 

resources such as grazing land, arable land and irrigation ~reter 

are in short supply, and 2) the distribution of these resources is 

highly inequitable. These two basic socio-political facts determine 

in large measure the functioning of Cucurpe's agrarian economy. 

To understand why Cucurpe is the way it is today, it is necessary 

to understand how the constraints of semi-aridity shaped the political, 

economic and demographic currents sweeping over the municipio. Failure 

to comprehend both sides of the equation results in one of two dis-

torted images of Cucurpe. If we focus solely on the ecological adap-

tations of the Cucurpenos, then we are in danger of believing in 

the myth of the "little community," isolated and unaffected by external 

change, the neat, self-regulating system in timeless equilibrium 

with its physical environment. If, on the other hand, we devote 

all our attention to external dynamics, we suffer from another form 

of academic myopia, that of dismissing local developments altogether 

in favor of the much-vaunted workings of the "world system." Both 

images seriously misrepresent Cucurpe society. 
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Let us start with the agrarian ecology first, because even 

though the relevant environment changes through time, certain basic 

ecological parameters remain relatively stable. In Chapters 5 and 
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6, the three most important natural resources in Cucurpe--grazing 

land, arable land and irrigation water--were described. These three 

resources constitute the basic means of production in the Cucurpe 

agrarian economy, since they are utilized to produce both subsistence 

and surplus for the households which control them. Each of these 

resources also imposes a different set of constraints on those house

holds, plaCing limits on the number of ways a particular resource 

can be distributed and controlled, and on the number of people who 

can make their living exploiting them. 

Cucurpe's semi-arid climate is simply too dry to allow true 

dry farming to take place. Farmers are therefore forced to provide 

their crops with supplementary sources of water in addition to direct 

rainfall. Although Cucurpefios do engage in rainfall-dependent (tem

poral) agriculture, irrigation is a much more dependable solution 

to the problem. However, irrigation water is found in only two places

-along the surface of the Rio San Miguel and its two major tributaries, 

or underneath the ground. Pumping groundwater requires a certain 

level of capital investment, one which only a relatively few households 

can afford. Diverting the surface flow does not demand much money 

or technological sophistication, but it does call for cooperation 

among water-users. If a household does not have the means to drill 

a well, it is compelled to join with its neighbors to obtain the 



water it needs. At present, there are two strategies for doing so: 

belonging to one of the traditional comunes de agua, or organizing 

new cooperative ventures to sink wells in common. Both strategies 

oblige households to surrender a certain amount of political and 

economic autonomy in order to survive. 
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The exploitation of grazing land involves similar structural. 

constraints. Again, the semi-arid climate sets definite limits on 

the organization of resource control. Livestock in Cucurpe require 

large areas of rangeland upon which to forage. Wealthy private ranchers 

can purchase the acreage they need. Most other municipal households 

must rely upon corporate grazing lands. They cannot afford to secure 

enough pasture for themselves alone. Even a sizeable number of private 

ranchers on the predios of San Bruno and Torreon run their cattle 

on open range. 

The need for both grazing land and irrigation water has forced 

the majority of Cucurpe households to develop institutions for the 

corporate control of scarce resources. The primary function of the 

-Comunidades of Cucurpe and San Javier and the Ejido 6 de Enero is 

to provide members with access to pasture. The comunes de agua, 

separate and independent from the corporate communities, regulate 

the distribution of surface water. Both types of organizations are 

long-term responses to the environmental and economic constraints 

outlined above. 

Arable land is a different matter. Great quantities of wealth 

are not required to cultivate five to ten hectares of floodplain 
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milpa or side canyon temporal. Furthermore, households do not depend 

upon each other to clear, plant or harvest their fields. The necessary 

capital investment and labor expenditure to be successful farmers 

can be allocated within the households themselves. There are no 

compelling ecological reasons for arable land to be corporately control

led. 

The different environmental constraints of these three major 

resourc~s have led to that peculiar mix of household autonomy and 

corporate interdependence characterizing the Cucurpe economy. Those 

constraints have also influenced its dualization into two 

sectors --wealthy private ranchers and peasant rancher-farmers, with 

a landless proletariat on the margins. In Cucurpe, there are those 

households with the means to control the necessary resources themselves, 

and those without such means. This dualization of the economy repre

sents the first of the major political cleavages within the municipio. 

Particular historical forces have created and maintained 

that dualization through time. During the colonial period, the Jesuit 

and Franciscan mission systems protected Indian lands and established 

charters and precedents for the corporate control of scarce resources. 

The missions prevented all such resources from winding up in private 

hands. From the late 17th century until the final decades of the 

19th, Apache raiding ravaged northern Sonora and postponed the evolu

tion of great landed estates. Under the regime of Porfirio Diaz, 

those estates began to flourish, but then the Mexican Revolution 

disrupted the countryside and bequeathed a legacy of land 



redistribution and agrarian reform. Because of these historical 

pressures and counter-pressures, the ranchers and the peasants have 

not been able to drive each other off the land. 
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As noted earlier, the main response of the small rancher

farmers to the constraints of their desert environment and the dualiza

tion of their economy has been the organization of Cucurpe's three 

peasant corporations. In the Introduction, five hypotheses were 

formulated concerning the role of these corporate communities, in 

particular, the Comunidad of Cucurpe, in the municipio. It is time 

now to examine these hypotheses in light of the data presented in 

the intervening chapters. 

The first hypothesis, and the most crucial one, contends 

that Cucurpe is composed of three distinct classes: 1) large, private 

land-owners, 2) small peasant rancher-farmers, and 3) landless laborers. 

As Chapter 9 suggests, there are in fact three major levels of economic 

status within the municipio. Nevertheless, it will be argu(~d here 

that this tripartite division is too gross a model of actual class 

relationships. In Cucurpe, at least, the concept of class needs 

to be refined if it is to have satisfactory explanatory power. 

Class, as it is employed in this analysis, is defined as 

that group of individuals who stand in the same relation to the produc

tive forces--Iabor and the means of production. The three most impor

tant means of production in the municipio are grazing land, arable 

land, and irrigation water. Because of their particular ecological 

characteristics, each of these resources implies different relations 
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of production, different ways in which the resources are exploited, 

distributed and controlled. The most obvious class distinction in 

Cucurpe is between those who individually control the means of produc

tion,and those who do not. However, as we shall soon see, this 

neat and simple little division quickly becomes complicated by the 

different forms of tenure and resource control existing in the muni

cipio. 

That the wealthy private ranchers constitute a separate class 

seems fairly clear. These individuals own the resources they need, 

including grazing land and irrigation water as well as arable land. 

The deCisions about how to exploit these means of production are 

made entirely within the household. Furthermore, these ranchers 

have access to other sources of income and credit which they can 

utilize to intensify or expand their exploitation of Cucurpe resources. 

The class identities of members of the corporate communities 

are not so clear. On paper, at least, all comuneros and ejidatarios 

share access to corporate resources such as grazing land. However, 

some members control arable land, and others do not. As Chapters 

10 and 11 point out, this difference in relation to one important 

means of production, arable land, is a source of tremendous conflict 

within the peasant corporations. Two distinct classes exist within 

the framework of the corporate communities, and these two classes 

do not necessarily share the same interests and goals. They unite 

when their access to corporate grazing land is threatened, but they 

quarrel with one another over the status of floodplain and temporal 
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fields. The potential for class conflict within the corporate commun

ities at times appears to be as great as that between comuneros or 

ejidatarios and private ranchers. 

The realization that the corporate communities, and in partic

ular, the Comunidad of Cucurpe, contain two different classes disproves 

Hypothesis #2, which argued that only one class--small rancher-farmers

-make up that organization. It also calls into question the formula

tion of Hypothesis #3, which asserted that the comunidad controls 

the most important resources upon which its members depend. Chapter 

5 demonstrates that the comunidad has no direct jurisdiction over 

irrigation water, either surface or subsurfatce. Traditional associations 

of water-users, called comunes de agua, regulate surface flow and 

allocate labor to repair and maintain the system of gravity-flow 

aceguias. Subsurface aquifers are at present unregulated; anyone 

who can afford to drill a well can do so, and then pump as much water 

as he or she desires. In the near future, the Department of Agriculture 

and Water Resources (Secretarfa de Agricultura X Recursos Hidraulicos) 

may restrict drilling and levy a pumping fee. However, this would 

be a function and a power of the federal government, not of the local 

corporate community. 

The comunidad's control of arable land is more ambiguous. 

Up until 1976, when the comunidad won "recognition and entitlement" 

from Mexico City, arable land was considered a private resource, 

owned by the households that worked the land. Today the agrarian 

reform laws stipulate that all land within comunidad boundaries, 
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including floodplain and side canyon fields, are under the jurisdiction 

of the corporate community. Most comuneros with arable land dispute 

that jurisdiction, but land transfers outside of the household are 

now rare, so it remains to be seen how effective comunero resistance 

will be. If the government continues to closely supervise comunida',d 

affairs, it seems likely that a new generation of comunel'OS will 

come to accept the fact that they enjoy only usufruct rights to their 

fields. 

When and if that day comes, the comunidad will indirectly 

control surface irrigation water as well. Since only comuneros in 

good standing will be cultivating floodplain fields, only comuneros 

will receive water from the comunes de agua. In that case, Hypothesis 

D3 will be vindicated. The comunidad truly will exercise some measure 

of control over the resources most important to its members. 

Chapters 10 and 11 clearly support Hypothesis D4, which con

tended that the comunidad plays an active and aggressive role in 

protecting and expanding its resources. Although non-members still 

run cattle on corporate range, the organization did seize the flood

plain fields of individuals battling the comunidad. Furthermore, 

it is actively pursuing government resources to intensify the exploita

tion of existing corporate resources and to diversify that resource 

base. The best example is the Canteras de Cucurpe quarrying operation, 

discussed in Chapter 7. However, the corporate community is also 

attempting to secure government assistance to drill wells, clear 

land for agriculture in the side canyons and perhaps even to form 
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a number of other cooperative ventures, such as bee-keeping or pig

raising. The government recognizes the comunidad as the most conven

ient agency of rural development in the municipio, and funnels money 

and techniL""·~. assistance through it to accomplish certain develop

ment goals. For their part, the comuneros overwhelmingly support 

such development as a proper and necessary function of their organiza

tion. 

The final hypothesis, that the comunidad is ,engaged in political 

and economic conflict with other institutions or individuals competing 

for the same . .resources, leads us back to Hypothesis iU1. Conflict 

over scarce resources in Cucurpe is class conflict, pure and simple. 

No other analytical concept explains the political situation so well. 

Groups which oppose each other in the municipio do so because they 

stand in different relations to the means of production. However, 

the comunidad, since it is composed of two distinct classes, plays 

a somewhat complex role in the class struggle. Like the segmentary 

lineages of the Tiv or Nuer (Sahlins 1961), the peasant rancher-farmers 

and the landless laborers within the comunidad unite when their control 

of corporate resources like grazing land is challenged. They square 

off against each other when arable land within the corporate community 

is in question. The type of class conflict going on depends upon 

what means of production is being competed for. Class in this case 

must be viewed as a sort of nested hierarchy. The class below battles 

the class above unless both adjacent classes are threatened from 



either above or below. When such a threat occurs, they join forces 

to combat the challenge to both their interests. 
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At this pOint, the role of the landless laborers, and the 

semiproletarianized subsistence farmers, must be clarified. Landless 

households which belong to any of the three peasant organizations 

have different class interests than those outside the corporate commun

ities. Landless members theoretically enjoy access to other corporate 

resQurces, and also have a chance to obtain some arable land if acreage 

is expropriated or expanded. Landless non-members do not possess 

such opportunities. They are denied the right to exploit corporate 

property, and therefore do not stand in the same relation to those 

means of production as do landless comuneros or ejidatarios. In 

order to pursue their interests in the municipio, landless non-members 

may adopt one of two strategies. They may lobby for the creation 

of corporate communities of their own, as campesinos in the vicinity 

of Torreon and Agua Fria are doing, or they may support the political 

goals of their' patrones if they have steady wage work. The rural 

proletariat, or semi-proletariat, cannot be viewed as a unitary class. 

The existence of the peasant corporations has created a class distinc

tion between members and non-members with potentially serious political 

ramifications. 

The Cucurpe class system, then, is composed of at least four, 

not three, distinct classes: 1) the wealthy private rancher-farmers, 

2) the comuneros and ejidatarios with arable land, 3) the comuneros 

and ejidatarios without arable land, and 4) the landless non-members. 



If there were more profesionistas (professional and men and women) 

in the municipio, they might constitute a separate class as well, 

but their numbers are too small at present to make them a force in 

municipal politics. It could also be argued that another class is 
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in the process of emerging, that of the small private rancher-farmers. 

At present, their interests are substantially the same as those of 

their wealthier counterparts. However, if they continue to get squeezed 

between the large ranchers and the corporate communities, they may 

begin to seek new alliances and follow different political paths. 

There have been a number of general discussions of class 

in the Mexican countryside, including those of Stavenhagen (1969, 

1979), Bartra (1976), and Esteva (1980) •. Since all of these authors 

are talking about class on the national level, they recognize certain 

class distinctions which do not exist in Cucurpe, while compressing 

other distinctions that do. What the preceding discussion has tried 

to accomplish is to show the divisions of class which affect one 

economically marginal municipio in Sonora. While general models 

are necessary starting points of analysis, they cannot be applied 

uncritically to local situations. The class struggle in a place 

like Cucurpe is not necessarily a mirror image of the nation as a 

whole. The actual processes of conflict and exploitation must be 

determined empirically, on a case by case basis, in order to refine, 

or reject, larger schemes. 

Before concluding this argument, it is necessary to mention 

the role of the Mexican government in the politics of resource control 
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in Cucurpe. As the preceding chapters have suggested, the government 

influences every major decision that takes place in the municipio. 

In the last years of the Echeverrfa administration, when agrarian 

populism was enjoying a short surge in popularity, the government 

granted legal recognition to both comunidades and the ejido, ending 

years of struggle. During Lopez-Portillo's term in officEl, large 

quantities of pesos were invested in the Comunidad of Cucurpe in 

order to finance several projects of rural development. Government 

courts heard a series of lawsuits brought by several individuals 

whose land was threatened with expropriation by the comunidad, finally 

ruling in favor of the corporate community. As the final arbiter 

of legitimacy, the government holds the balance of power in any major 

decision affecting Cucurpe resource control. Time and again, govern

ment decisions have determined the course of Cucurpe's political 

and economic life. 

Nevertheless, as Chapters 10 and 11 indicate, the Cucurpenos 

also have a voice in what happens to them. Comuneros endured years 

of official disinterest and neglect in their struggle to win "recog

nition and entitlement" for their comunidad. Despite these setbacks, 

however, they perservered, gradually accumulating enough political 

weight to be heard. Today, municipal residents selectively pick 

and choose from what the government has to offer, rejecting ideas 

like collective farming while accepting credit to expand and modernize 

their economic pursuits. The Cucurpenos do not have the power to 

influence great national and international trends, but they do shape 



how those trends affect their lives. Hopefully, this study will 

serve as a testimony to their courage, humor and endurance. They 

have a hard way of life 9 but a good one, and they are doing their 

damndest to survive. 
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APPENDIX A 

SOURCES OF DATA 

The information contained in this dissertation comes from 

a number of different sources, including my fieldnotes, questionnaires, 

taped interviews, recordings of comunidad meetings, and documentary 

material made available by municipal and federal authorities. Wherever 

possible, I have identified the source of a particular quote or figure 

in the text, while at the same time preserving the anonymity of my 

informants. The following descriptions briefly explain my more struc

tured methods of collecting data in Cucurpe. 

Daily Records of Agrarian Activities 

In late December of 1980, after living in Cucurpe a month 

and a half, I asked the heads of six households to keep a short daily 

record of their agrarian activities during the coming year. I gave 

each of these men calendars with space for three to four lines of 

information under each date. The men were asked to note down the 

tasks performed by members of the household each day. They were 

also requested to specify the number of individuals involved, and 

the length of time devoted to each task. 

The six households were not chosen randomly. Instead, I 

selected men whom I knew and whom I thought would diligently complete 

the daily records. None of the households were paid for their efforts, 

although I did occasionally give them small gifts or bring them 
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merchandise from the United States. In Cucurpe, however, my wife 

and I found that whenever we gave a household something, the household 

quickly reciprocated, leaving us with dozens of jars of canned fruit 

and an overwhelming appreciation for Sonoran hospitality. 

The six households do not represent the range of total wealth 

in Cucurpe. All six controlled some land and cattle, and all belonged 

to the Comunidad of Cucurpe. As Table 5.1 demonstrates, none of 

the households were either very wealthy or very poor. Five households 

fell into the seventh and eighth deciles of the Index of Total Wealth 

within the municipio (see Appendix B). The one household in the 

fifth decile was composed of a childless married couple in their 

fifties who ran a few head of cattle and farmed a small plot of ir

rigated land. The man frequently worked for others, although rarely 

on a sustained or regular basis. 

In general, the households faithfully kept the daily records. 

Every two to three weeks, I would visit the households to copy the 

information on the calendars. By checking with the household heads 

on a regular basis, I was able to fill in gaps when daily activities 

failed to be noted. I was also able to ask household members for 

more information on the tasks they carried out. 

The resulting information yields a fairly accurate picture 

of the agarian round in Cucurpe. It also provides a rough estimate 

of the distribution of labor among various agrarian activities such 

as livestock raising and farming. It is by no means a precise, quanti

fiable input/output analysis of household economies in Cucurpe. 
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A number of daily routines, such as milking the cows or caring for 

the horses, pigs and chickens, wer'e rarely noted. Instead, the house

hold heads wrote down what they considered to be the most important 

tasks performed that day--whether household members planted, cultivated 

or harvested their fields, or rode out into the countryside to care 

for their cattle. As such, the records are underestimations of total 

household labor. Furthermore, the re(lords rarely mention the household 

chores carried out by female members, since girls and women do not 

often labor in the fields or ride the range. 

Despite these limitations, I felt that the daily records 

were important sources of information. Through them I was able to 

obtain precise dates for the planting and harvesting of all ma,jor 

Cucurpe crops. The records also elicited a wide range of agrarian 

terminology, since the household heads described in their own words 

what tasks they carried out. If an ethnographer were interested 

primarily in the domestic economies of households and were willing 

to devote more time to the daily records, much more extensive data 

could no doubt be obtained through them. Since my major areas of 

concern lay elsewhere, I was content with the information I received. 

In fact, I view the records as testimonies to the remarkable patience 

of Cucurpenos, as well aa tokens of friendship with some very special 

people. 

Questionnaire #1 

Questionnaire #1 is a household survey I developed for my 

fieldwork in Cucurpe. It requests a wide range of economic and 
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demographic information at the household level. Major topics include: 

1) the names, ages, sex, occupation and relationships to the household 

head of all individuals currently residing in the household; 2) the' 

birthplaces of the household head and spouse; 3) the total number 

of children of the household head; 4) the names, ages, sex, relation

ships and locations of all emigrant children of the household head; 

5) the amount of irrigated land cultivated, its ownership status, 

and how it is irrigated; 6) the amount of non-irrigated (temporal) 

land cultivated and its ownership status; 7) the use or non-use of 

agricultural machinery, chemical fertilizers and insecticides; 8) 

the total number of cattle, horses, mules, burros, goats, pigs, sheep 

and chickens owned; 9) the amount of range land owned; 10) the amount 

of monthly and yearly household income; 11) the presence or absence 

of electricity, running water, a gas stove, a refrigerator, an indoor 

bathroom and a cement floor within the household; 12) the source 

of potable water; 13) the ownership of vehicles or agricultural machinery; 

and 14) household membership in any of the local institutions of 

resource control such as the comunidades, the ejido or the cattlemen's 

association. 

During the course of my fieldwork, I administered 251 of 

these questionnaires, which represented 90-95% of the total number 

of households in Cucurpe in 1981. Two hundred forty-two of these 

households resided on a permanent basis within the municipio. The 

rest were either households which divided their time between Cucurpe 

and other municipios, or else households whose residential status 



was unclear. Of the total sample, 103 households belonged to the 

Comunidad of Cucurpe; 34 to Comunidad San Javier; and 19 to Ejido 
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6 de Enero. Eighty-six households resided in the municipio but did 

not belong to either of the corporate communities, or were suspended 

from them. 

The questionnaire proved to be a flexible and comprehensive 

instrument with which to elicit a large amount of information in 

a relatively short space of time. Whenever possible, I interviewed 

the household head. When that was not feasible, I questioned the 

spouse of the household head. Interview time ranged from twenty 

minutes to several hours, depending upon the economic and demographic 

complexity of the household and the receptivity of household members. 

Since the municipio of Cucurpe covers roughly 1,788 square kilometers 

of rough, broken terrain, I visited a number of the more isolated 

ranches and mines only once, to administer the questionnaire. Never

theless, only one household refused to be interviewed. Before begin

ning the questionnaire, I explained who I was and the purpose of 

my study. I also informed all respondents that the information they 

gave me would be kept confidential. Usually, I carried out the inter

views alone. Municipal and federal authorities were aware of and 

approved my research activities, but they neither requested nor were 

given copies of any of the questionnaires. 

Questionnaire #2 

Questionnaire #2 was developed in order to elicit more detailed 

social, economic and political information from households belonging 
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to the Comunidad of Cucurpe. I administered the questionnaire to 

74 households, which represented a random sample of nearly 72% of 

the 103 households within the comunidad which responded to Question-

naire #1. Questionnaire #2 therefore builds upon the first question-

naire. 

Major topics of Questionnaire #2 include: 1) the name, age, 

sex, birthplace and residence of all siblings of the household head; 

2) the godparents of the household head; 3) the godparents of the 

children of the household head; 4) sources of financial aid and per-

sonal assistance to household members; 5) ways in which irrigated 

and non-irrigated land was obtained (inheritance, purchase, renting, 

etc.); 6) sales of livestock, agricultural produce and other items 
- ., 

during 1980, including the amount sold, prices received and the identi-

ties of the buyers; 7) loans from banks or other credit institutions 

during the last several years; 8) remittances from household members 

living outside Cucurpe; 9) wage work performed by household members 

during 1980; 10) wages paid to individuals outside the household 

during 1980; and 11) a series of open-ended questions which attempted 

to elicit opinions concerning the proper nature and functions of 

the Cucurpe comunidad. 

The second questionnaire was not as well-designed as the 

first. It tried to cover too broad a range of topics. Furthermore, 

the open-ended questions were not particularly successful. A number 

of respondents were uncomfortable with the wording or the format 

of these questions. If I were to redesign the questionnaire, I would 



replace most of the open-ended questions with questions eliciting 

definite responses. 
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Nevertheless, Questionnaire 82 did provide detailed information 

on the household economies of the respondents, in particular, the 

scope and importance of income derived from the sales of livestock 

and agricultural produce. It also yielded useful data on the transfer 

of arable land from household to household through inheritance or 

purchase. Although the open-ended responses to questions concerning 

the comunidad were not easily quantifiable, they still offered consider

able insight into the politics of resource control within the municipio. 

Absentee Elite Questionnaires 

Toward the end of my fieldwork, I developed a questionnaire 

designed to obtain economic data concerning the amount of land and 

livestock in Cucurpe controlled by private ranchers living outside 

the municipio. The questionnaire also solicited opinions regarding 

the comunidades and the ejido. I administered the questionnaire 

to fourteen individuals, most of whom resided in the regional center 

of Magdalena. Their answers yielded information on the holdings 

of approximately 28 land and livestock owners. I also asked respon

dents to estimate what percentage of their total annual income derived 

from their enterprises in Cucurpe. 

My small sample was not random and therefore is not representa

tive of the absentee elite in any strict statistical sense. Absentee 

landowners in Cucurpe are scattered across Sonora, and it would be 

extremely time-consuming, difficult and expensive to track many of 
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them down. Nevertheless, the questionnaire did provide considerable 

information on the range and scope of the absentee elite's business 

interests in the municipio. It also elicited some interesting per

ceptions, usually negative, of the municipio's corporate communities. 

Official Livestock Censuses 

Municipios in Sonora are divided into livestock zones. Each 

zone is the responsibility of an appointed livestock inspector, whose 

major task is to make sure that all livestock leaving the municipio 

receive transit permits, for which the owners or cattle buyers pay 

a small fee. Such a system is designed to prevent rustling as well 

as to collect what amounts to a livestock tax. The livestock inspectors 

also organize the annual fall roundups, or corridas, specifying when 

and where such roundups are to take place. Once the livetock have 

been gathered into a central location, the livestock inspector is 

supposed to count the number and types of animals running under differ

ent brands. 

In Cucurpe, there are three livestock zones administered 

by three different livestock inspectors. The diligence of these 

inspectors varies somewhat. One man who has held the job for nearly 

twenty years rarely counts the livestock in the corridas himself. 

Instead, he relies upon individual owners to provide him with the 

figures. Since there is no tax involved in the roundups, these figures 

seem to be relatively accurate representations of the number of animals 

gathered during the corridas. 
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Nevertheless, the livestock censuses do not reflect the total 

number of animals on Cucurpe ranges. Municipal terrain is extremely 

rugged, and individual roundups in a given area rarely last for more 

than a day. There simply is neither the time nor the manpower to 

ferret out all the cattle or horses loose on the open range. Although 

I have not yet systematically analyzed the discrepancies between 

the livestock censuses and responses to my questionnaires, spot checks 

suggest that the livestock censuses may under-represent the total 

number of Cucurpe livestock by as much as 20% in some cases. 



APPENDIX B 

INDICES OF TOTAL WEALTH AND WEALTH IN LIVESTOCK 

In order to compile the Indices of Total Wealth and Wealth 

in Livestock, I needed to weigh the most important forms of wealth 

in the Cucurpe agrarian economy--land, livestock and machinery--aocord-

ing to their' approximate value in 1980-81 pesos. I based this weighing 

on the information concerning prices given to me during the course~ 

of my fieldwork. The comparative accuracy of such weighing varies 

from category to category. In general, land is probably underV'alUl~d 

compared to livestock and machinery. 

I collected considerable data on the prices of animals Bold 

by Cucurpe os. As expected, prices varied considerably depending 

upon the age and weight of the animal, the time of year it was siold, 

and who it was sold to. Mature cows and bulls, for example, often 

brought their sellers more than three times the amount of pesos t.hian 

calves, despite the fact that calves sold for a higher price per 

kilo. The figures presented below therefore represent rough averages 

of prices per animal unit: 

Type of Livestock 

cattle 
horses 
pigs 
goats 

Average Price (Pesos) 

5,000 
5,000 
1,500 

700 

Weight 

5 
5 
1.5 
0.7 

It was extremely difficult to assess the true market value 

of arable land, because so little of it is sold in Cucurpe. Most 
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farmers I asked estimated that a hectare of floodplain field was 

worth about $15,000 pesos, while one ha of temporal land was worth 

about $5,000 pesos. Since rangeland was selling for $2,000 pesos/ha 

during 1980-81, Cucurpe farmers were clearly underestimating the 

value of their cultivated land. One of the more commercially sophis-

ticated Cucurpefios told me that he would not sell a ha of irrigated 

land for $50,000 or $100,000 pesos. Nevertheless, I chose to accept 

the figures given me despite their low values. Land may be under-

valued, but at least the underevaluation is systematic. 

Type of Land 

irrigated arable 
non-irrigated arable 
rangeland 

Average Price (Pesos) 

15,000 
5,000 
2,000 

Weight 

15 
5 
2 

Although some Cucurpefios own relatively new vehicles or farm 

machinery, most purchase used machines which range from old cars 

and trucks which can barely run to solid, well-maintained tractors. 

The following figures again are rough estimates. The range of variation 

within anyone category is considerable: 

Type of Maohinery 

car 
pickup 
ton truck (tonelada) 
tractor/farm equipment 

Average Price (Pesos) 

75,000 
100,000 
200,000 
350,000 

Weight 

75 
100 
200 
350 

Utilizing the above weighted values, indices of total wealth 

were calculated for every household surveyed with Questionnaire #1. 

Indices of wealth in livestock were calculated for all livestock 

owners surveyed with Questionnaire #1 or listed in the 1981 livestock 
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censuses. The resulting indices provide a fairly accurate, systematic 

basis for comparing household wealth within the municipio of Cucurpe. 



GLOSSARY 

aceguia: irrigation canal 

adelantado: individual responsible for the conquest or opening 

of a new area. 

cabecera: community which served as administrative headquarters 

of a district or municipio. 

calpulli: territorial unit or the group of families occupying 

it (Nahuatl). 

campesinista: suporter of the campesino movement. Agrarian 

populist. 

cientifico: advisors, government officials under President Porfirio 

Diaz who believed in the doctrines of logical positivism. 

comunidad: organization of peasants holding certain basic resources 

such as land and water in common. In Mexico, comunidades differ 

from ejidos in that they trace their origins to a pre-revolutionary 

past. 

comun de agua: organization of water-users. 

corregidor: chief executive officer of a community or district 

comprising several communities (colonial period). 

ejido: in modern Mexico, an organization of peasants who hold 

certain resources in common, such as land and water. An ejido differs 

from a comunidad in that ejidos may be entirely new organizations, 

founded after the Mexican Revolution. 

encomendero: one who received a grant of encomienda. 
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encomienda: a colonial Spanish institution in which individuals 

were granted Indians and land for use as labor and as a source of 

tribute. The economendero in return was to provide for the welfare 

of the Indians and their instruction in Catholicism. 

estancia: landed estate devoted to raising livestock. 

hacendado: owner of a hacienda. 

hacienda: large landed estate. 
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indigenista: Latin American intellectuals who supported, studied 

and often romanticized Indian culture. 

latifundla: large landed estate. 

macegual: Indian commoner (Nahuatl). 

peso: basic unit of Mexican currency. During 1980-81, when 

this fieldwork was conducted, one U.S. dollar was worth about 25 

pesos. 

rancher{a: Native American settlement characterized by scattered 

households, in contrast to more concentrated and nucleated pueblos. 

real: mining community. 

reduccion: program of concentrating scattered Indian groups 

into a centralized location where they could be missionized and controlled. 

repartimiento: labor system whereby Indians were required to 

work for a certain individual for a specified period of time. 

represa: diversion weir. 

sujeto: community subject to the jurisdiction of a cabecera. 

tauna: horse- or burro-powered milling stones. 

teguitlato: calpulli or town officer (Nahuatl). 



tlatoani: Indian ruler of a community (Nahuatl). 

vara: measure of length equal to approximately 2.74 feet. 

velorio: religious vigil. 
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