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ABSTRACT 

 

The irrigation landscape known today as Distrito de Riego 038 (southern Sonora‟s Mayo 

Valley) issues from historical struggles to construct an official order—set forth in maps, 

plans, and in a kaleidoscopic array of programs—out of a highly differentiated world of 

signs, symbols, places and peoples.  This dissertation tracks and analyzes those struggles, 

beginning with nineteenth-century military efforts to map and colonize the valley, and 

ending with recent attempts to “devolve” control over the irrigated landscape to “water 

users.”  The lower Río Mayo basin is the ancestral home of the Yoreme, or Mayos, an 

indigenous group for whom agricultural development—and colonization more broadly—

has brought a loss of autonomy, of control over the Río Mayo floodplain and its 

surroundings. Entwined with this process, particularly since the late nineteenth century, 

was the federalization of the river itself, and, over time, the entire hydrographic basin.     

In part because of the fluvial nature of water—or, rather, the implications of its 

unpredictability for the squest to tame it—even quintessentially modern complexes like 

Distrito 038 develop dependencies on and become deeply reworked in the engagement 

with a less-than-modern world.  The district is, in many respects, quite obviously a space 

of capitalist-state hegemony.  And yet, people have always done what they must to 

simply get by, to access resources any way they can for livelihood and production.  Thus, 

while programs created to centralize/federalize hydraulic governance may have ensured a 

functional hegemony at certain critical moments and in particular places, the everyday 

micro-politics of access and allocation constantly chaffed against this process.  Emergent 

around state-led irrigation, then, have always been counter-territorial projects, struggles 
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to create autonomous spaces of resource access and use, and sites for alternative 

geographical and political imaginaries.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

After precious metals, nothing has weighed more heavily in the history of Sonora than 

fresh water; its availability determined the location of settlements…The interminable 

sunshine, burning-hot climate, [and] arid soil…have pushed humans and animals towards 

more or less constant sources to mitigate their thirst: ponds, pools and tinajas.  Hence, the 

frequency of Mayo toponyms ending with “—bampo,” or “in the water.”  The oldest and 

most violent conflicts have been over lands with access to fresh water or springs.  Here, 

the people know water by way of thirst. 

—Ignacio Almada
1
 

 

What emerged [from the Revolution] was a Leviathan state capable of Controlling 

Society. 

—Donald J. Mabry
2
   

 

 

State-Led Hydraulic Development, Pyramid or Political Fiction? 

  

A crowning achievement of post-revolutionary Mexican statecraft was the durability of 

so-called semi-authoritarian rule.  Corporatism, camarillas (political cliques), and 

presidentialism brought together social, cultural, and, even, kinship networks to enable a 

single party to control government, at all levels, for most of the twentieth century. The 

Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) lost its seventy-plus year stranglehold on the 

presidency in 2000, but by that time many of its tactics and strategies had become deeply 

rooted in the nation‟s institutional firmament.  During the twentieth century, no other 

government in the hemisphere had put more effort into the promotion of a national 

culture (Vaughan 2001). The flexibility of successive regimes to capture, reformulate, 

and benefit from popular cultural practice had, at least in part, issued from official efforts 

to consolidate “the Revolution” as national metonym, and to legitimize the PRI-

controlled state as its legitimate heir.
3
  So, at least, went a narrative of Mexican politics 
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and government that dominated scholarly analysis well into the late twentieth century 

(Camp 1993; Fox 2002; Pansters 1997).       

Yet, to accept as axiomatic the story of a post-revolutionary Leviathan, even in 

the realm of big hydraulics is to swallow a rather mega dose of political fiction.  

Transforming water, land, and people into “resources” was (is) as much a work of 

political affect as of simply utilizing water to influence political outcomes (Mouffe 2005; 

Rap 2007).  This instrumentalist view nonetheless permeates both popular and scholarly 

accounts.  Manipulating hydrology has been likened to “a power exercised by some men 

over other men with Nature as its instrument.”
4
  “Workers,” writes Worster, “serve as 

instruments of environmental manipulation; rivers, in turn, become means of control over 

workers” (1985: 51).  Setting aside the triumphalism and hubris of state-led irrigation and 

agricultural development, in the following pages I argue that non-human nature, 

particularly in the form of hydrological processes, has proved historically resistant to 

human manipulation in the Mayo Valley.
5
  Its diverse cultural valences, fluvial 

properties, centrality in sustaining life, and relationship to multi-scalar social and 

ecological processes make it both a matter of everyday existence and a larger force for 

connecting people and places across the globe (Bakker 2003; Swyngedouw 2004).  It is 

simultaneously “here” and “there,” and constrains as much as enables power‟s 

focalization.  Most important, conjuring and controlling a world of “resources” should be 

understood as the effect of politics as much as something affecting politics.   

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari understood this, arguing that flows—

particularly of people, food, matter, and energy—“torment the representatives of the 
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world economy.”  In a similar (though not identical) fashion they argued that, “power 

centers are defined much more by what escapes them or by their impotence than by their 

zone of power” (1987: 239 & 468).  Mexico‟s impressively large-scale efforts to harness 

hydrology to the frequently divergent ends of bureaucracy and private-accumulation, one 

might argue, introduced a permanent fragility into resource politics.  Or, rather, resource 

politics was born in this fragile circumstance.  

I am not suggesting that hydraulic “federalization” simply failed to take root in 

the Mayo Valley.  On the contrary, interviews and historical documents show that 

hydraulic bureaucracy amassed significant political authority.  This, in many ways, was 

reflected on the land with the Río Mayo‟s impoundment, in the mid-1950s.  But such 

centralization was (remains) a process full of contretemps.  These, in turn, are traceable 

in part to the defiant unpredictability of water itself, and the environmental feedback 

resulting from oftentimes hastily crafted waterworks conceived with little consideration 

for local socio-hydrological dynamics.  The knowledge that experts brought to bear on 

these projects, particularly in the early years of development, was often situated in far-off 

places (but “situated,” nevertheless).  Thus, nothing approximating a “structure” was 

achieved, or achievable, in the realm of political-hydraulic relations, even after the river‟s 

damming.  While space (or, rather, its social-ecological processes) may become a tool of 

capitalist hegemony, “it [also] escapes in part from those who would make use of it” 

(Lefebvre 1991: 26).  I have attempted to situate this tension—the political struggle over 

space—and its unpredictable consequences, at the center of my analysis.  
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This dissertation, then, tracks the historical struggle to construct an official order, 

set forth in maps, plans, and in a kaleidoscopic array of programs, out of a highly 

differentiated world of places and peoples.  The latter, over the course of centuries and at 

various times, have been labeled “barbarous,” “disorderly,” “chaotic,” but also, 

ultimately, redeemable.  The notion of redemption indeed became part of the motive 

force of economic development, both from the public and so-called private sectors. As 

such, the area known today as Distrito de Riego 038 is the ancestral homeland of the 

Yoremem, or ethnic Mayo Indians.  From the Jesuits‟ entrada to the present, the 

“production of sociospatial difference” (Wainwright 2008: 20) has remained a critical 

component of political centralization and the monopolization of valley resources.  

Entwined with this process has been the federalization of the river and, over time, broader 

basin, an ongoing, always unfinished labor of creating a durable spatial hegemony 

spreading outward from the banks of the Río Mayo into the hills, canyons, and arroyos 

that feed into it. 

Nonetheless, even quintessentially modern landscapes—such as Distrito 038, with 

its confusing ganglia of interlocking waterworks—develop dependencies on and become 

deeply reworked in the engagement with a less-than modern world.  Uncleared monte; 

jacal shacks of cactus ribs and mud; backyard subsistence garden plots; humble burnt-

brick shrines to saints of all stripes; Indian bedroom communities for cheap agricultural 

labor: these things of agribusiness‟s marginalized “Other” remain embedded within the 

geometrically rigid material and discursive terrain of irrigation.  Rather than subverting 

the dominant order, as Michel de Certeau argues, the tactics subjects employ allow them 
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to “divert it without leaving it,” to consume the signs, symbols, and representations 

imposed upon them within “the very space that the occupier was organizing” (1984: 32).  

The district is, in many respects, quite obviously a space of capitalist and state hegemony.  

Still, people do what they must to simply get by.  In so doing, they have indelibly marked 

the historical course of that hegemony.  This is not to argue that at work here is an a 

priori intentional resistance (though counter-hegemonic forces have often been in play).  

Instead, I approach “the state” as the work of institutions, and, simultaneously, a critical 

dimension of being.  The Mayo Valley has undergone a process of colonial 

encroachment, wherein “the politics of perception and experience” matter as much as 

“formal governance” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991: 4-5).  Indeed, this separation is 

itself the work of official fiction.   

The process of centralizing hydraulic and agrarian politics pivoted around the 

ability to sustain hope for irrigated land.  More specifically, federal hegemony remained 

viable largely to the extent that bureaucrats and party politicians could both create and 

deliver on their promises.  As development progressed, however, the “hope-producing 

machinery” (Nuijten 2005) of irrigation, began to crash on the rocks of everyday 

hydraulic-social relations (Linton 2008).  Water officials offered irrigation‟s rising tide as 

a way to lift all boats.  Yet, here, too, was a gigantic gravy train, and its wheels would 

soon fall off.  Ignacio Almada writes that “during the 1960s [the federation] injected 

money into [southern Sonora] in quantities so large that it created the monetization of 

daily life, result[ing] in a fabulous commercial boom, and [feeding] into an idyllic vision 

of lands conquered by a „culture of hard work.‟”  Sonorans, so the epic tale went, “lived 
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in „a land of equals‟” made thus by dint of brute force and hard labor (Almada 2000: 

156).  Such rhetoric, of course, simply rationalized a harsher, more complicated history.  

Herein, I analyze the socio-environmental barrier-jumping that Neil Smith (1984) and 

James O‟Connor (1998) would describe as characteristic of “uneven” and/or “combined” 

capitalist development.  But I also attempt to train a brighter light on the shifting 

discursive and material boundary work that irrigating Mexico has always implied.      

 

Agrarian Populism is Too Dry 

 

Working in coastal southern Sonora during the 1970s, anthropologist Thomas McGuire 

(1986) described a scene of economic boom gone bust.  Few signs remained of the 

agricultural prosperity achieved over the previous three decades.  The 1930s and 1940s 

had ushered in the “go-go” years of post-revolutionary hydraulic and agricultural 

development.  Federal engineers had positioned Sonora and the northwest‟s coast more 

broadly as primary target areas for state-led agricultural development.  Waterworks 

serviced 144,000 hectares throughout the region by 1946.  Of those, 118,000 were in 

Sonora, mostly in the southern valleys.  The state‟s agricultural surface area encompassed 

nearly 300,000 hectares by the mid-to-late 1950s, fed by dams on the Altar and Mayo 

rivers, as well as by a complex of reservoirs along the length of the Río Yaqui watershed.  

Its irrigated land-base thus tripled between 1955 and 1970, and in wheat production 

ultimately outstripped the nation‟s historical grain-producing powerhouse, the Bajío 

region.
6
  Following the 1910 revolution, the northwest became known as “Mexico‟s 

granary.”  For a time, at least, it seemed as if irrigation‟s ever-rising tide would lift all 

boats, had created a solid bridgework between capitalist agricultural development and 
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demands for land and social justice.  Yet here were two contradictory logics that would 

ultimately cleave the Mexican state (Hewitt 1978; Sanderson 1981; Gordillo 1988).   

Arguing a revisionist line fashionable in the 1980s, Steven Sanderson (1981) 

portrayed the revolution as a largely bourgeois orchestration.  The exquisitely named 

“institutional revolution,” he suggested, had emerged, at least in part, as the product of an 

unstable cultural hegemony achieved in its wake.  In the 1930s, “the state” had deployed 

a “vague agrarista” tone in several land-reform efforts designed to stir revolutionary 

demands and consolidate a centralized power base.  In doing so, federal authorities 

created several new weapons in the bid to dislodge regional and local caciques (political 

bosses).  Taking their place were the new agents of centralization: rural schoolteachers, 

leaders of official campesino leagues, agrarian and hydraulic authorities, and so on.  

More critically, the Cárdenas reforms dissolved several latifundios in the Mayo Valley.  

Now came the “ejido,” which was originally envisioned as a community-based system of 

tenure and production.  As a spatial corollary of the Cardenista reforms, ejidos became a 

crucible for reformulating older horizontal political loyalties, and for re-orienting them 

toward “the center” (Almada 1993).  This new system of tenure and production relations 

proved deeply transformative, ultimately bringing well over half the valley‟s lands 

(around 60,000 has.) and surface waters in the valley under the nominal control of thirty-

five or so ejido communities.  

According to Sanderson, what evolved was a “civil society” characterized by a 

dual political, social, and economic structure, with the “campesino” sector on one side, 

and large private-elite producers—the “agricultural bourgeoisie”—on the other.  The 
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post-revolutionary state had been too weak to dominate the forces unleashed by the 1910 

revolution; it also lacked the means to “consolidate” and deliver on the demands of a 

nascent bourgeoisie (P. 209).  In the breach emerged a political solution, a “populist pact” 

that, in Gramscian terms, arose as a weak “coalition of antipathetic forces, [balancing] 

„each other in a catastrophic manner [and ensuring…] their mutual destruction.‟”
7
  

Maintaining this balance—between campesino demands for equity, and the agrarian-

capitalist push for expansion—depended upon two factors: first, the ability of official 

political party and labor organizations to “neutralize” and/or “statize” class conflict, and 

second, the capacity of government to create and maintain infrastructure, and to 

otherwise subsidize and sustain export agricultural growth and private accumulation 

(Sanderson 1981).  Tying these together were official labor and campesino organizations, 

and the official party formed in the 1920s and 1930s.  They constituted both the 

machinery of political patronage, and the cultural means by which inequality and 

oppression would become both neutralized and naturalized. But by the 1970s, this 

machinery had broken down, in turn constituting a larger crisis of legitimacy for the post-

revolutionary state.    

I provide a fuller treatment of this narrative of political dissolution in subsequent 

chapters.  But what follows, in broad strokes, are its outlines.  World War II and the 

insatiable demand for foodstuffs and materiel coincided in Mexico with a shift away from 

agrarianism as the primary focus of official policy. Instead, officials began to promote 

irrigation infrastructure, private production, and inputs over land reform. Indeed, more 

than a shift, this was a top-down “contra-reforma” to dismantle the achievements of 
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Cardenismo.   It also upended the populist pact government had brokered between the 

two competing logics set forth above.  With the president, official party apparatchiks, and 

cabinet-ministers now promoting production for war and urban growth over social 

justice, disparities between the ejidal and private sectors grew further entrenched.  

Agricultural development since the late 1800s already had created a dual economic 

geography of fabulous wealth and stultifying poverty.
8
  Conversely, federal irrigation 

districts evinced clear socio-economic disparities within their bounds. Nonetheless, when 

compared to the hinterland, in particular to the now stagnating and peripheral towns of 

the eastern foothills and Sierra Madre (once part of the capitalist-mining core), the 

districts seemed wholly prosperous.  Moreover, the official promise of an irrigated 

parcela had attracted waves of laborers from neglected areas like these across the 

northwest and, even, southern Mexico. The three municipios making up the Mayo—

Navojoa, Etchojoa, and Huatabampo, moving east to west—district thus doubled in 

population, from a total 83,000 in 1950, to nearly 170,000 in 1970. So many people still 

remained without land, a large un- or underemployed proletariat, a reserve army of 

laborers. Whereas in 1950 the average number of days a Sonoran agricultural jornalero 

might work in a year was close to 200, by 1960 it had plummeted to 100.
9
     

During the counter-reform period, ejidos‟ overall share of irrigated lands in 

Sonora declined precipitously.  Ejidatarios were not losing their parcels; rather, aided by 

the explicit and increasingly violent reactionary shift of federal policymakers, new 

waterworks began to favor landholders with 100 or more hectares.
10

  Private-holders 

secured seventy-five percent of the new Sonoran lands opened to irrigation between 1940 
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and 1950 (Guadarrama et al. 1985: 157). The population of landless workers in the state, 

meanwhile, continued to grow, doubling in size between 1970 and 1980 (Almada 2000: 

157; Hewitt 1988: 196).  Two decades of government credit and price guarantees also 

came to a close in the mid-1960s, and the years of free-flowing loans had plunged many 

valley ejidos into a paralyzing debt. According to Hewitt, the losses reported annually by 

the Banco Ejidal (federal ejido bank) amounted to nothing less than the transfer of public 

resources to private producers and large agro-supply interests; the government funds had 

simply passed through ejidatarios‟ hands, while the debt obligation remained theirs alone 

(1988: 71). On top of it all, the Río Mayo‟s waters (as was the case in other northwestern 

districts) had been long over-allocated in the paradigmatic drive to utilize every last drop 

for irrigation and, increasingly, municipal and industrial supply (Dozier 1963; Hewitt 

1988; field notes 2007).  Between 1956 and 1975 Mocúzari dam had filled to capacity 

only once.  Finally, negative environmental feedback in the form of salt intrusion, silt, 

and, the explosive growth of water hyacinth in canals were also stressing the network.   

 By the late mid-to-late 1970s the Mexican Northwest resembled an enormous 

powder keg of political-environmental volatility.
11

 The delicate modus vivendi holding 

together the contradictory logics of agrarian populism and agricultural development 

began to dissolve. Federal irrigation districts had generated widespread hope for land, 

water, credit, and for a decent living, a promise based on the deeply flawed assumption of 

a limitless expansion.  But barriers there were.  To paraphrase Sanderson, the populist 

breakdown was linked to the diminishing ability of government bureaucracies and the 

official party to absorb, capture, and/or take advantage of class conflict through its 
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enormous apparatus of campesino, labor, and other official organizations.  Capital crisis 

during the 1970s, moreover, meant fewer pesos to sustain the delicate connections 

between revolutionary rhetoric and actual populist programs.  Large landowners, 

meanwhile, united in their resistance to the Echeverría regime‟s (1970-1976) neo-

populist program of support for landless movements and expropriation, particularly in 

Sonora and Sinaloa. “The state” thus lost legitimacy in the eyes of both “campesinos” 

and the “agricultural bourgeoisie.”     

Sanderson‟s is one of the few Anglophone accounts of Sonoran agricultural 

development to extend a theoretical framework for understanding agrarian populism.  

Others, whose works are also influential here, have researched these topics in some 

depth, but they employ a narrower lens, focusing largely on ethnic politics (O‟Connor 

1990; McGuire 1986); political economy (Hewitt 1978; Stavenhagen et al. 1976); social 

movements (Gordillo 1988); and historiography (Almada 1993; Bantjes 1998).  To be 

certain, his narrative comes with its own analytical myopia, constrained by structural-

Marxist representations of the peasantry in vogue in the 1980s.  Also a reflection of the 

times, it sheds little if any light on the struggle over the very definition of “class,” 

“landowner,” “campesino,” and other markers of difference and identity shaping federal 

intervention.
12

  Moreover, he consistently takes the Weberian analytical barrier between 

“state” and “civil society” as concrete.  This leads to a tension in Sanderson‟s narrative: 

he consistently reifies the Mexican state as a coherent entity standing outside of society, 

while in his more empirical moments describes a far less intentional dynamic.  Despite 

these shortcomings, however, Sanderson‟s use of a Gramscian framework allowed him to 



 

 

24 

at least begin homing in on questions of dominance and hegemony in cultural as well as 

economic and political terms.  And although this cultural framing is weakly articulated 

with the volume‟s empirics, I believe it offers a solid analytical foothold for revisiting 

and re-theorizing the struggle for land and water in the northwest.   

The following analysis thus departs from yet builds upon this earlier work.  It 

offers a finer-gained exploration of the “techniques and tactics” of power—its polyvalent 

forms and histories (Foucault 2003: 30)—as they evolved within the struggle to centralize 

federal authority in the countryside.  I analyze these tactics over a rather long span of 

time, beginning with the late nineteenth-century and extending to the present.  This long 

durée approach, not without its analytical perils and tradeoffs, allows for a deeper 

assessment of continuity and change, and for a fully-fledged archaeology of power 

relations that, I think, is missing from the extant scholarship.  My argument falls along 

four general axes of inquiry, or claims. First, the so-called post-revolutionary state never 

achieved anything more than a temporary hegemony.  This incompleteness was reflected 

in seemingly endless cycles of mobilization-negotiation-official repression revolving 

around resource control, particularly from the 1940s to 1970s. The Cardenista reforms of 

the 1930s, though deeply transformative, failed to consolidate federal authority—its 

networks of political patronage—so fully as scholars have suggested.
13

  Second, the 

counter reform was therefore much less of a top-down imposition than it was a reaction 

to the ongoing backlash against agrarian populism and the instability of social relations 

built around accessing productive resources.  Third, the reasons for this instability are 

rooted as much in historical conflicts over water and the construction of a federal 
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irrigation territory as they were over cultivable land, as such.  Finally, despite the grand 

scope and scale of irrigation infrastructure projects, the centralization of resource 

governance ebbed and flowed in sync with the rather banal, everyday micro-politics of 

accessing water and land. Such a micro-politics was not simply a clash between already 

formed classes; rather, it was a struggle over the very meaning of “class” and other 

markers of difference that authorized centralized resource management.  My analysis thus 

traces the tensions between an official epistemology of water control, itself constantly 

changing, and the ontological give-and-take required to access this indispensible element 

not only for generating a profit but for sustaining everyday life.  As Ignacio Almada 

suggests, Sonora‟s “oldest and most violent conflicts have been over lands with access to 

fresh water or springs” (2001: 18-19).  Here, I approach land and water as thoroughly 

articulated the social and political processes. 

 

“Water Relations” and Territoriality 

 

Historian Luis Aboites (1998) portrays the “centralization” and/or “federalization” of 

Mexican waters as a process that ramped up during the “Porfiriato,” a period of fast-

paced modernization and disruptive change spurred on by President Porfirio Díaz (1876-

1910).  Díaz‟s advisors, the “científicos,” devised several new legal and administrative 

mechanisms by which to extend federal reach into the countryside.
14

   Among these were 

programs for hydraulic works, land appropriation and distribution, and agricultural 

development.  Post-revolutionary regimes, in turn, picked up where the porfiristas left 

off, in many ways consolidating the spotty progress of hydraulic centralization begun 

during that previous epoch, and creating in irrigation districts places of privilege for 
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latifundistas.  Cynthia Hewitt has argued, similarly, that in the twentieth-century 

northwest, government-financed waterworks became the most efficient “instrument of 

official policy” for serving “the interests of large private landowners” (1979: 126).  I 

believe such claims to be at once insightful and misleading.  They remind us that 

waterworks, the historical modalities of containment more broadly, were both crucial to 

centralizing resource politics and productive of socio-economic and cultural difference.  

Yet, approaching them as merely instrumental to officialdom, I believe, also direct one‟s 

gaze away from the historical instability and unpredictability of this process.     

With this in mind, then, I approach the combined struggles over water, territory, 

and political subjectivity in the Mayo Valley as windows onto the larger, ever incomplete 

project of creating a durable federal hegemony.  “Territory” here refers to sets of ideas, 

practices, and things, or a set of “links between space, power, and knowledge” (Paasi 

2008: 109).   I have thus tried to explain not only what happens to the irrigation-district 

landscape but what that landscape “makes happen” (Wylie 2008: 116).  I argue that the 

processes of water and land, together, produce a destabilizing, “spontaneous structural 

regeneration” (De Landa 2000: 16).  That is, their combined forces constantly render 

evanescent the social mechanisms designed to contain them.  I have also drawn 

inspiration from Stanley Crawford‟s reflections on his experience as an irrigator and 

landowner in a Hispanic irrigation community in northern New Mexico.  Crawford writes 

that, “next to blood relationships, which rule the valley, come water relationships.  The 

arteries of ditches and bloodlines cut across each other in patterns of astounding 

complexity” (1988: 23). While such a traditional acequia system never developed on the 
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Río Mayo, I nonetheless want to advance this idea of a “water relation,” situating it 

within a more expansive literature on social space, critical political geography, and post-

colonial power relations.   

Rainwater rushes through a fragmented geography of canyonlands, filling up the 

Mocúzari dam, feeding irrigation-district canals, or seeping into coastal aquifers, only to 

be pumped out once again onto fields.  Passing through the municipal grid, it flows into 

homes, businesses, and, ultimately, bodies.  It is “metabolized” (Swyngedouw 2004) and 

flushed back out into the system as agricultural and human “waste.”  Water is a primal 

force in the entanglement, or enredo, of spaces, people, practices, and things.
15

  It binds 

together and pulls apart just about everything in this patchwork-quilt of an irrigation 

landscape, both within the official boundaries of the district and on its fringes.  As such, 

it is a force-relation par excellence, bringing into tensile relationship all manner of 

agencies, interest groups, institutions, and organizations, and, not to mention cities, 

towns, and villages.  As in Crawford‟s New Mexico, we have an astoundingly complex 

figurative and material landscape crisscrossed by differently situated subjects; an 

entwined network of old and modern waterworks; competing government projects and 

jurisdictions; and bonds of kinship that have long blurred the lines between landowner 

and bureaucrat, between public and private space.   

 The research moves toward a conception of the “hydraulic State” as the historical 

effect (or historical conjunctures of effects) of governmental practices, strategies, and 

tactics informing and informed by the idea of a higher authority with the power to control 

waters, lands, and peoples.
16

 This higher authority, or “sovereign power,” is popularly 
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understood to be coterminous with a physical territory: “Mexico.”  Mexico, in turn, is 

made up of a great diversity of political-territorial units, or “governable spaces” (Rose 

1999).  The notion of governable spaces is not limited here to the typical scales or units 

of political analysis used for Mexico (municipal, state, federal).  It also includes the 

different modalities for enhancing the spatial reach of government.  Furthermore, in 

defining “the state,” I follow Foucault‟s lead, assuming that it “is nothing more than the 

mobile effect of multiple governmentalities.”
17

  The ability to effectively govern the 

political processes of water and land, I believe, hinges upon people‟s own participation in 

and re-enactment of official ideals.  In Foucauldian terms, this is a “governmentality.” 

Hydraulic bureaucrats managed to successfully insert themselves into relationships 

between people, land, and water.  But by doing so, as both representatives and subjects of 

the state, they were also forced to engage with the “intransigent materiality of the world 

itself” (White 1996: 178).  And here is where “the state”—or centralized water control—

have often broken down.         

I have thus sought to follow the story of Mexican statecraft through its many 

twists and turns as it evolved within struggles to shape the land to capture water to 

control the people.  Toward this end, Deleuze and Guattari‟s approaches to the concept 

and practice of territory have proved insightful.  For them, governance is shaped as much 

by the elements escaping authorities‟ grasp as by the forces, flows, ideas, and politics that 

they successfully contain.  As sets of ideas and practices, the state emerges in the tensions 

generated between the assemblages designed to capture river flow, and the 

countervailing, fluvial tendencies of water that smooth over and/or create new 
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possibilities for complexity and recombination. For instance, from the very beginning of 

federal efforts to re-territorialize the Mayo Valley, landowning elites and government 

officials portrayed smallholder-based agricultural development as the only path toward a 

better life for all valley inhabitants. The specific interests involved in irrigation, of 

course, consistently belied this discourse of concern for the region‟s general welfare.  As 

Marx wrote, “the state…is based on the contradiction between public and private life, 

between universal interest and special interests” (1983: 153).  Water—or, rather, the 

attempt to harness its powers—has consistently and unpredictably exposed this 

contradiction.  

Inspired by Karl Wittfogel, Deleuze and Guattari also suggested that hydraulic 

science and empire fit hand-in glove.  Bureaucratic expansion and the extraction of 

surplus wealth require the subordination of “hydraulic force to conduits, pipes, 

embankments, which prevent turbulence.”  These, in turn, “constrain movement…from 

one point to another [such that] space itself […becomes] striated and measured.”  

Ultimately, as these works expand, the fluid becomes subordinated to the solid (1987: 

363).  Over time, federal agencies, largely made up of professional hydrologists, have 

claimed as their own the various assemblages sustaining this process of solidification 

(e.g. juntas de agua, water modules, user associations, the concrete dam, etc.).  Wittfogel 

would thus seem prescient here.  There is, however, also officialdom‟s necessary 

“Other,” what Deleuze and Guattari call “nomad science.”  They continue, “the State 

itself has always been in relation with an outside and is inconceivable independent of that 

relationship” (360).  Nomad science‟s “hydraulic model…consists in [matter] being 
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distributed by turbulence across smooth space, in producing a movement that holds space 

and simultaneously affects all of its points, instead of being held by space” (362; 

emphasis mine).  Without the intensity of so-called “smooth space,” the ability to identify 

and capture the nomad-scientific practices required to make things run, the administration 

of water could never have become so centralized in Mexico.  Sculpting the land for 

water‟s impoundment is but one dimension of bureaucratic hydrology.  Official 

assemblages of water control also contain fragments of this nomad hydrology, pieces 

over an outer world.  The great paradox of federal water governance is that the more 

centralized it became, the more dispersed and decentered were its mechanisms. 

There are, of course, also limits or thresholds. The process of 

“centralization/„federalization‟” that Aboites (1998) describes was similarly characterized 

by a constant striving merely to “catch up.”  As the modalities of water control grew in 

complexity and reach, they could ultimately overwhelm officials‟ abilities to contain 

them.  Understanding this dynamic and situation it within a longer historical sweep, I 

believe, provides critical insights into the failures of agrarian populism during the 1970s 

and 1980s that Sanderson analyzed.  Drought, land salinization, and decaying 

infrastructure created barriers to presumably endless expansion of the irrigated surface 

area.  However much people may have identified with or desired state-led hydraulics, 

they saw its promise continue to slip through their fingers, as the modalities of control 

grew increasingly difficult to contain.   

I found ample evidence of this in interviews with seasoned federal engineers, who 

remained nostalgic for a paradise lost.  Yet, landed production on large estates, as 
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Aboites (1998), Hewitt (1988), and Sanderson (1981) attest, also continued to progress, 

even expand.  The latter testifies to the flexibility of post-revolutionary rule, and serves as 

a reminder that state formation would be impossible without the ability to also 

successfully contain flows of people, ideas, and matter; these things do not, did not, 

always get away. From the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries, irrigation was 

practiced as a delicate balance of strategies meant to capture and contain water in 

relatively small quantities, on the one hand, and to remain mobile and adaptable enough 

to accommodate its excesses, on the other.  Siphoning rainy-season runoff was critical 

here.  But so, too, was defending against storm-induced surges that, dangerously, gained 

in volume and lost velocity as they moved westward through the emergent canal network.  

The basin‟s periodic floods created a smoothing force, rearranging the topographies of 

irrigation and power.  Early hydraulic bureaucracy nourished itself on the historical 

knowledge and practice surrounding this capture/release dynamic, struggling to 

appropriate (or at least manage) significant elements of the existing the system.  

In 1910, the valley boasted a complex of twenty or so canals and several irrigation 

companies (compañías irrigadoras and compañías agrícolas).  These assemblages 

brought together, often quite clumsily, social practices informed by a modern ideal of 

irrigation, and a much hardened physical landscape of lime and mortar, rock and wood.  

Sonora‟s mining and agricultural elites, fresh from the colonial silver-town of Alamos, to 

the east, had financed and designed these new works, and executed them with indigenous 

labor (Aguilar Camín 1977).  After the revolution, landowners, agricultural laborers, 

agrarian leaders, and government officials pushed for federal waterworks.  Capturing 
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every last drop of runoff became part of the regional zeitgeist, culminating in the 

construction of the Mocúzari dam, in the mid 1950s.  Subsequently, water relations 

shifted towards a dynamic of frequency modulation.  Lateral canals drained main arteries, 

many of which predated the revolution, and which depended on the reservoir, 

representing a radical semiotic shift in hydraulic social relations, a near complete 

reduction of the river to export-crop production, profit, and, of course, party-political 

patronage.  Furthermore, archival documents show that “scarcity” now replaced floods as 

a primary source of socio-environmental volatility.  The Río Mayo‟s impoundment had 

issued from a historical struggle to reframe what the river meant, whom it was to serve, 

and how.  And, by the late 1980s, a mere seventy years after the revolution began critical 

elements of that struggle had been bulldozed over, erased from memory, from the land.  

 This supposedly “undifferentiated” geography is also palimpsest.  Crucial 

elements of pre-dam irrigation knowledge and practice, along with their material effects 

on the landscape, remain embedded in the otherwise modern system.  “The State,” in 

Deleuzioguattarian parlance, strives to appropriate “nomad science,” even if it lacks the 

ability to fully digest it (1987: 358-363).  At the same time, and at cross-purposes, 

hydraulic bureaucracy brought with it a portmanteau of initiatives designed to totalize 

water relations.  This tension supports Luis Aboites‟s (2001) claim that any hard and fast 

distinctions between „old‟ and „new‟ practices and forms in irrigation systems—the “pre-

modern” versus “modern” dichotomy—are usually more academic than real.  Their 

articulations, in many ways a process of mestizaje (hybridization), might be as critical for 

understanding practices like irrigation as it has been for understanding the role of the 
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Catholic Church in Mexico. Indeed, one wonders, how modern is the irrigation 

landscape?
18

  Mestizaje, hybridity, nomadism, or what-have-you became critical 

components of territorial domination on the part of federal officials and landowning 

elites, at one and the same time nourishing and weakening their hegemony.  In the case of 

agriculture, transforming river runoff into high-yield commercial crops has hinged upon 

the cooperation of so many political subjects who often as not have had little choice but 

to accept federal agents‟ sweeping authority over a process that continues to marginalize 

them.  Such authority was the obvious result of a consent manufactured, at times 

cynically, through strategic alliances, programs, and concessions on the part of 

government.  As Warner, et al. (2008: 130) argue, Mexico‟s hydraulic “bureaucracies 

have been particularly resourceful in maintaining their command-and-control orientation 

under the guise of apparently drastic institutional reforms.” Based on my experience, 

Mexican resource bureaucracy is characterized as much by pragmatism and informality 

as by rules, codes, official practice.  

In the pages that follow, I attempt to grapple with this resourcefulness, relating it 

to historical configurations of political power, and to changes in the material landscape. 

Foucault (1980), Mitchell (2002), and Deleuze and Guattari (1987), taken together, are 

particularly useful for understanding hydraulic bureaucracy, something typically viewed 

as a juggernaut among juggernauts.  For them, power is never pre-discursive or a priori 

hierarchical.  Likewise, they make no hard and fast distinctions between the realms of 

state and civil society.  As Mitchell (2002: 74) suggests, such a distinction is the outcome 

of unpredictable historical processes.  These points are easy to forget when caught in the 
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dazzling lights of gargantuan bureaucracies, such as the cabinet-level SRH, the Ministry 

of Hydraulic Resources, which commanded enormous budgets and thousands of 

engineers between 1946-1951.  (The latest iteration of big hydraulic bureaucracy, though 

much smaller by comparison, is the National Water Commission—Conagua.)  Expensive 

infrastructure, bold public architecture, and confident scientific-administrative 

approaches of the SRH‟s go-go years together would seem to have created the mysticism 

of government officials somehow standing outside the material realm of everyday social 

life.  Water officials continue to claim a higher ground from which to make their 

decisions, render their judgments. Theirs is an expertise and decision-making capability 

removed from most people‟s comprehension or grasp. But never have they been able to 

escape from the materiality of water and landed relations, the magical dream world of big 

bureaucracy notwithstanding.  How then, are we to approach the matter of federal 

hegemony in the area of hydraulic resources? 

 

Decentering the State: Power, Hegemony, and the “Hydraulic Subject” 

 

Scott (1998), Swyngedouw (1999), and Worster (1985) explore the history of large-scale 

development elsewhere in the world, arriving at compelling yet sweeping conclusions 

about the social implications of hydro-politics for centralized authority.  Worster, for 

example, has been criticized for exaggerating the sway of federal bureaucrats and 

capitalist financiers in the western United States (Sheridan 1995).  In a similar vein, 

Swyngedouw claims that virtually no dimension of Spanish society may be 

comprehended “without simultaneously addressing…the transformations of and in the 

hydrological process” (1999: 444).  Clearly, hydrological transformations in arid lands 
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deeply affect the societal structures therein; but Swyngedouw‟s evidence—engineers‟ 

reports, hydrological studies, popular press, etc.—hints at but does not directly support 

such an enormous claim.  Neither of these influential studies conveys an adequate sense 

of social process. This oversight is due, in large measure, to the notorious difficulty of 

resuscitating social practices from archival sources.  James Scott‟s (1998) work, Seeing 

Like a State, is equally flawed for its failure to address how so-called grand modernizing 

schemes are themselves shaped in the countless, everyday acts of implementation and 

negotiation, rather than simply and hopelessly radiating out from some imagined hub of 

power.  The knowledge informing such schemes is also quite “situated,” even if the 

geography of this situation is constellated rather than simply singular and localized. 

If indeed there ever existed any literal or figurative levers for controlling the 

social and physical flows of water, people, and land, along with Foucault (1980) I believe 

they are best understood as the effects of power, rather than the reverse.  Closing a valve 

on someone‟s canal or redirecting flow away from a parcel would seem nothing less than 

an outright act of domination.  Still, as highly political enactments of space, they invoke 

and often alter historical patterns of resource allocation (Rap 2007), technology use, and 

institutional calculation.  Even with something so seemingly expansive and powerful as 

Mexican “hydrocracy,” with its “command-and-control orientation” (Warner, et al. 2008: 

130), we must not begin by assuming any unity of domination (Jessop 2007).
19

  Along 

with their formal knowledge, official ideology, and institutional socialization, agents of 

Mexico‟s federal irrigation apparatus
20

 brought with them all manner of reflections, 

desires, mannerisms, habits, and skills that officialdom could never fully claim.  
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Institutions both take on elements of and produce their own geographies. They are at 

once machines in the making of territory, and plastic assemblages of people and things 

with their own histories.  In the course of carrying out their mission, moreover, they 

encountered people and places—an extant territoriality—whose varied responses and 

challenges to federal policy called for adjustment, flexibility, and, of course, also 

entrenchment.  This encounter—between federal agents and ejidatarios, large 

landowners, “campesinos,” indigenous comuneros, radical agraristas, etc.—is at the heart 

of the water relation.  Power is both its effect and its medium.   

  People‟s subjection to a system of resource extraction that exploits them is “not 

about an ideology produced simply and cynically by some always-elite class.” Instead, it 

is a function of the “production of desire in individuals, or their identification with a 

particular mode of production.”
21

  Viewed thusly, centralized water governance is also a 

production of hope, or the constitution of a “hydraulic subject” who identifies with and 

continues to act on the promise of a better future through federal irrigation programs.  At 

certain moments and in particular places, floods, drought, and other countervailing socio-

environmental forces exposed the yawning gap between hope and reality.  The ensuing 

frustration weakened the ties of political patronage sedimented around the assemblages of 

federal irrigation and land reform.  In the disjuncture, affecting desire, making 

“production a “mode,” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 429), became an increasingly 

troublesome component of the “state effect” (Mitchell 1999).  The violence and 

contingency associated with creating a mode of production continuously “haunts it as the 

threat of its dissolution.” Concealing or containing this dissolution—“desiring-
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production”—requires a constant semiotic recoding through which desire is made to 

articulate with the social reproduction of a particular capitalist mode.  That is, capitalism 

relies on the ongoing “misrecognition” of its historical and, I would add, spatial, relations 

of production.
22

  

The mystification derives from actual social relations of production in which the 

state is called upon to sustain a concordance between subjects‟ desires and the means of 

reproducing capitalism.  In Balibar‟s words, we have here a “radical absence of memory 

which characterizes history.
”23

  In other words, there can be no teleology of rule; instead, 

we are left with subjectivity as a historical conjuncture of social-spatial projects.  “The 

State” emerges within the tension between the need to erase and or render the 

contingencies of development appear uniform, rational, progressive, and the dependence 

upon such contingencies for the functioning of bureaucracy and private accumulation 

(again, smooth and striated space occur in relationship to one another).  Rather than as 

part of a superimposed elite ideology, then, irrigation and other modes of state and 

capitalist production must be made to resonate with people‟s everyday lives if they are to 

remain viable as discourses of human development.  As de Vries (2002: 923) argues, 

power “works through the political use of stories, gossip, desires, spectacular 

imaginations and fantasies by means of which actors can recognize themselves as 

political subjects.”  This recognition, likewise, deeply conditions the possibilities for 

power‟s centralization within government apparatuses.  Scholars have only just begun to 

understand its implications in the context of rural Mexico.
24
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Researchers, furthermore, have only just begun to explore the role of social space 

in the process of constituting subjects.  State territoriality—efforts to produce and control, 

represent and regulate the social space of irrigation districts—is a contingent articulation 

of competing practices based on understandings of the meaning and practice of 

“territory.” This decentered(ing) approach to state-formation is inspired by the recent 

work of anthropologists and historians who have attempted to disrupt longstanding 

analytical constructions of central-federal authority as simply pyramidal in its social 

structure (Fox 2000; Rubin 1996).  These efforts notwithstanding, few Mexicanists 

(historians or otherwise) have studied state hegemony as a spatial project (Vaughan 

1999), leaving the geographical dimensions of rule to be explored between the lines of 

analyses.  As I have written elsewhere, the can be “no pre-spatialized conception of 

power…as its „territory‟ meted out in practice, not merely something created once and for 

all at the „state level‟ and adapted to at the „local level below it” (Banister 2007: 468).  

An analytical focus on the struggle for water as well as land, I believe, decenters 

the concept of “the state” per force.   Federal intervention clearly required the 

objectification and codification of water as a “resource.”  But a more complicated set of 

socio-spatial relations emerged in the give-and-take between “the abstraction of the code 

and the actuality of life” (Mitchell 2002: 79).  So-called smooth and striated space, in 

other words, work in tandem: “[a]lthough nominally opposed to smooth space, striated 

space is in such constant interchange with it, that it is in fact probably better to speak of 

an interchange of „smoothing‟ and „striating‟ forces” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 474-

481).  In the pages that follow, then, I explore the historical-spatial-material production of 
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consent and desire sustaining centralized water authority in the Mayo Valley since the 

late nineteenth century.  I view water as a political force-relation in its own right, and set 

forth a genealogy of shifting tactics and strategies, objects and projects, institutions and 

procedures through which “diverse power mechanisms [have] come to be colonized and 

articulated into more general mechanisms [sustaining] more encompassing forms of 

domination” (Jessop 2007: 3).  Such general mechanisms may have endured for a time, 

but they never functioned on autopilot.  Since the late nineteenth century, federal 

government has radically transformed southern Sonora‟s landscapes through an 

astonishing array of spatial projects.  But it is the struggle to control water—or, rather, to 

remake the landscape towards that end—that has, arguably, produced the most profound 

social and environmental transformation.  While they are obviously related, the struggle 

to control water is at least as influential if not more so than the struggle for land in the 

region‟s social and political history.  The brilliance of previous research on Sonora‟s 

agrarian past notwithstanding, federal irrigation districts have yet to be explicitly 

approached as works of spatial and cultural production.  

In the two classic works cited above (Hewitt and Sanderson), nuance sometimes 

loses out to a near singular emphasis on socio-economic categories, classes and class-

formation.  “Campesinos” and “ejidatarios,” for example, in these earlier volumes appear 

to be rather monolithic categories.  The same may be said about the term “water user.”  

For example, as a socio-cultural category, “water user,” for example has always 

implicated a great diversity actors, institutions, and organizations; it is rarely stable.  This 

instability echoes an earlier critique by Hunt (1989: 81), who argued that,  
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[t]he assumption in much of the literature is that the owner of the land is also the 

owner of the water, the operator of the farm, and the person who physically 

transfers water from the system of canals to his own fields.  To the degree that 

these conditions do not hold, confusion is added to the picture.  

 

Often as not, “the picture” is one of a kind of confusion made to look logical, reasonable.  

 

“Epochs”: On Organization, Narrative Structure, and Method 

 

I have organized the dissertation around a loose socio-spatial chronology, centering on 

shifting assemblages of water-governance, territory, and power.  I have grouped these 

into what I am calling here “epochs,” or épocas, in reference to a commonly used term in 

Mexican historiography.  The transition from one epoch of water relations to the next 

occurs more or less in accordance with interrelated changes in the hydraulic landscape 

and tactics and strategies that become (temporarily) stabilized around attempts to 

command water and people.  Here, I take my cues from Foucault‟s “emphasis on the 

topologically dispersed quality of power relations” (Coleman and Agnew 2007: 320). The 

topology of power relations is not infinitely diverse, however, and requires a firm 

grounding in the empirics of time and place (Allen 2003).  For this grounding, I have 

turned primarily to official (mostly federal) archival sources, which, in Mexico, are 

superabundant, particularly for the post-revolutionary period. I also conducted nearly 

thirty in-depth interviews with water officials, ejidatarios, leaders and ex-leaders of 

campesino organizations, activists, private landowners, and ethnic Yoremes (some of 

whom worked in the 1950s land clearings in anticipation of water from the new dam).
25

  I 

further spent three months sitting in on a river-basin management seminar sponsored by 

the Colegio de Sonora, targeted to officials, engineers, and other assorted técnicos from 
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around the state. In general terms, in both interviews and documents, I endeavored to 

assess official and “unofficial” discourses for a sense of the ways power, knowledge, and 

language have intersected (Foucault 1980) in the history of the valley‟s construction as a 

“federal” hegemonic space.  The term “discourse” here refers to the ways language and 

practice both construct and are “constituted by social and political „realities‟” (Barker and 

Galasinski 2001: 64-65).   It is also considered a locus and object of struggle over 

meaning and practice, a dialectical relationship between "lived" and "intellectual" 

ideologies and practices (Billig et al. 1988).  Discourse, in other words, involves 

struggles over the very boundaries of what is accepted meaningful, true, and morally 

correct.  My approach, finally, is more inductive than deductive, intensive rather than 

extensive (Sayer 2000).   

Readers may perceive a schizophrenia in the writing style, a reflection of two 

opposing impulses that I have tried (though not always successfully) to keep in 

productive tension.  On the one hand, the dissertation offers a composite narrative of the 

intimate historical engagement between water-users and government agents.  On the 

other (and perhaps not quite as consistently), I attempt a critical exploration of the 

processes by which the very contours of hydraulic officialdom emerged: the construction 

of bureaucratic epistemologies, categories, boundaries, and objects that have authorized 

aggressive federal intervention.  I have attempted to balance between writing a coherent 

story, one with a forward progression, and focusing on processes that cannot be explained 

without tacking back and forth in time, and between groupings of people and places.  

This at times lends the narrative a schematic feel, at least in certain places.    
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As the research progressed I was forced to make several adjustments to my 

original proposed strategy.  These, of course, also have had direct implications for the 

narrative.  My original ambition to move between archival material and field interviews 

was tempered in part by the fragmentary nature of the historical documents and their 

often impenetrable and impersonal tone.  This is particularly true of the years following 

the revolution, when bureaucratic processes became more mechanistic and systematized.  

I was often frustrated in my effort to gain a fuller sense of the actors involved in specific 

water conflicts, for example.  And this partly explains the frequent use of terms such as 

“authority,” “official,” “landowner,” and so on.  Where possible, I have tried to avoid 

using passive language, for doing otherwise means that people and processes tend to 

become analytically reified.  But again, given the nature of the material consulted, and 

the difficulty of discerning who the authors of particular actions were, I could not always 

avoid passive language.  Likewise, official documents are always rife with biases and 

rationales.  In my case, these come mostly from Mexico‟s hydraulic and/or economic 

development ministries.  Often they contain a similar structure of meaning, which I have 

attempted to deconstruct throughout the dissertation.  Many of my sources are the paper 

products of a long dialogue between officials, farmers, and assorted técnicos situated 

either in Navojoa, Ciudad Obregón, Hermosillo or Mexico City.  The sense one derives 

from them is that of interaction on a meso-level plain: the outlines of human figures may 

be visible, but their faces, unfortunately, appear blurred.  Thus, while I have tried to flesh 

out the characters in my narrative to the extent possible, the documentary records I 

consulted rendered the task quite difficult.   
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Still, there were clear benefits to researching the archives of hydraulic 

bureaucracy: engineers tend to keep detailed and orderly records.  The wonderfully well-

organized (and centralized) Archivo Histórico del Agua (AHA) in Mexico City thus 

contains forests‟-worth of documents through which one may track the history of 

individual land and water concessions.  Its holdings also include social and technical 

studies, maps, photographs, plans, and contracts, all of which may be identified (though 

not consulted) via an online database.  Conflict over water allocation and access figures 

prominently in these records, for it was largely over the mountains of dispute that the 

federal officials were ultimately able to build their powerbase.  The tenor and tone of 

federal involvement in such disputes shifted according to the ideological persuasions of 

the time. Nevertheless, the many documented cases of water conflict in the valley rarely 

move toward conclusion.  Critically, the latter is a reflection of the endless process of 

tramitación referred to above.  Keeping producers (of diverse positionality) in an endless 

cycle of bureaucratic paperwork and process became an important dimension of political 

patronage, a way to constantly rekindle the desire for, and expectation of, a favorable 

outcome.   

Sonora‟s state archives were also critical to the research, though they presented 

some obstacles.  The Archivo General del Estado de Sonora (AGES) proved especially 

useful for documenting agrarian politics, the formation of ejidos, and for understanding 

the environmental effects of irrigation development.  The AGES also contains documents 

dating into the 1980s (though these are comparatively scarce), which is an unusual find in 

Mexico.  However, for most of my documents the AGES provides no reliable index or 
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guide.  I consulted published works as a baseline, but, in the end, realized that finding 

useful documents was mostly a matter of luck and time.  The Sonoran materials, which I 

draw on heavily for the post-Cárdenas decades, are thus particularly fragmentary.  And 

this, too, has affected narrative and analytical flow, creating a rather schematic feel in 

some chapters.   

Archival sleuth-work took me to Mexico City‟s Biblioteca Miguel Lerdo de 

Tejada, as well, where I found several newspaper clippings on agrarian reform and river 

federalization during the 1930s and 1940s.  Furthermore, in the Archivo General de la 

Nación I came across a wealth of material on the forced relocation of the pueblo of 

Conicárit, following the construction of the Mocúzari dam, in 1955. The University of 

Sonora‟s Biblioteca Fernando Pesquiera, similarly, houses an abundance of material, 

including a well-stocked newspaper archive, which have been critical for tracking the 

larger public discussion on water relations.    

 The amount of material available on land reform, irrigation development, and the 

struggle for productive resources in Sonora is nothing if not an expansive sea.  The 

narrative that follows admittedly only skims its surface.  By taking on the challenges of 

such a long span of time, I have probably left myself vulnerable to criticism from 

historians who are accustomed to greater narrative depth within a more limited temporal 

scope.  Geographers, on the other hand, may object to the dissertations heavy engagement 

with historiography, somewhat at the cost of a fuller treatment of space and territoriality.      

By looking at the water as well as the land, and by bringing Mexicanist historiography 

into conversation with critical human geography, I hope to have created—or at least 
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contributed to—a novel empirical and theoretical approach.  Most importantly, I hope 

that this dissertation, even if modestly, brings a fresh perspective to bear on the historical 

struggle for land, water, and social justice on the coastal plain of southern Sonora. 
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Chapter 1 

 

THE FLOW OF GEOHISTORY ON THE LOWER RIO MAYO 

 

 

The Caminos of Mexico have no beginning and are without end. 

—Howard Scott Gentry (1995:135) 

 

In the 1930s, the American naturalist Howard Scott Gentry made extensive explorations 

of the Río Mayo drainage, recording his thoughts and observations in unusually poetic 

prose.  His book, Río Mayo Plants (1942), likely offended the dispassionate sensibilities 

of his contemporaries (Yetman, et al. 1998).  Today, its nomadic musings seem far less 

worn for wear than the arid accounting that typifies “Royal Science” of the period.
1
  

Writing before construction of the Mocúzari dam, Gentry described the Río Mayo as a 

powerful living organism.  Flowing from the craggy canyonlands of the Sierra Madre 

Occidental, in a robust rainy season the Mayo could float giant boulders as if they were 

small pebbles.  As it dropped elevation, moving through the “tierra caliente” of the 

foothills and then onto the coastal plain, its waters brought with them coarse mountain 

gravels, shaping them into narrow bars that travelled west, with the rushing stream.  As it 

neared the Sea of Cortéz, in some places the river disappeared altogether, moving 

underground, replenishing aquifers.  Along other portions of the journey, bedrock forced 

its waters to the surface, forming narrow pools of clear water stretching for a mile or 

more and reaching thirty feet deep.  In good years, overflow from heavy rains deposited 

pockets of fresh sediment in the low-lying vegas of the coastal plain, making this, in 

Gentry‟s words, “a Nile river, enriching the adjacent agricultural lands” (1942: 2-5).  Río 

Mayo Plants speaks eloquently to a brief moment in time when this Nile‟s waters had not 
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yet succumbed to the twin objectives of “maximum yield and maximum profit” (Kalin 

2006: 13).     

By the time the Europeans began their northward advance from colonial central 

Mexico, in the early seventeenth century, Mayo Indians had been practicing flood-plain 

agriculture for hundreds of years.  For them, cultivation was a tenacious adaptation to a 

volatile, fluid environment, a balancing act between capturing and containing runoff and 

moving in accordance with the river‟s whims (Almada 2000; Pérez de Rivas 1999; Spicer 

1992; West 1993).  With less than 250mm average annual rainfall in the lower basin (and 

most years and in most places far less than that), fixed-canal irrigation proved less 

practical there than in regions with near a perennial flow, such as the Río Sonora 

drainage, or Casas Grandes, both to the north (Álvarez Palma 1985: 232; Doolittle 1988).  

Archaeologists have, nevertheless, uncovered evidence for what they call the 

“Huatabampo” culture, which inhabited the lower drainage roughly between 180 BC and 

900 AD. The archaeological record for the area remains rather thin, but research suggests 

the formation of several town-sites upstream from excavated coastal settlements, an area 

where the ancient river meandered and formed a small cosmos of pools and lagoons. This 

makes sense: the annual recharge of sediment in such places would have kept the 

riverbank plots there extremely fertile and soils humid in such places.  Natural and 

human-made levees, as they had on the nearby Yaqui River, directed runoff into small 

bolsas, or basins, as cultivators shifted their fields in sync with the river‟s changing 

behavior (Spicer 1992; West 1993).  Just as farmers do today, Indians probably hoped for 

(but could not count on) two harvests per year, depending upon the robustness of winter 
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and summer showers.  Fishing, the collection of organ-pipe (pitaya) and other cactus 

fruits, wild-harvest of a broad range of herbs, and the hunting of white-tailed deer 

augmented the regular crop regime of corn, beans, squash, melons, cotton, tobacco, 

amaranth, and edible greens (Álvarez Palma 1985: 246-252; Álvarez Palma 1991: 13).         

Around AD 1000, dramatic floods wiped out several pueblos lining the river, just 

as they had further south along the Pacific coast, and to the north, throughout what is now 

the greater U.S. Southwest.  Entire villages were abandoned.  Researchers speculate that 

most people fled southward, toward present-day Guasave, Sinaloa (Álvarez Palma 1985).  

Because of this truncation in the archaeological record, Mayos‟ historical ties to the 

Huatabampo culture are still poorly understood.  Based on the extant information, 

however, it is safe to assume that seventeenth-century missionaries strode into a territory 

(mental and material) that their training had only partially prepared them for—even 

when, as most accounts suggest, they endeavored to learn Indian dialects (Almada et al. 

2007; Reff 1998).  Robust trade relations had, for hundreds of years, bound together 

places and peoples both within and far outside the river basin.  This was anything but a 

forest of simple apostates or bárbaros in need of development (Reff 1998).  Agricultural 

and maritime production networks linked coastal and upstream villages.  Sinuous 

pathways snaked through thornscrub and cactus forests, connecting scattered outlying 

hamlets to larger villages.
2
  This rhizome-like geography, with its countless hidden 

rincones, many of which doubtless remained outside the missionaries‟ gaze, can still be 

glimpsed, if now only in small patches.  It has always connected with, defied, and shaped 

the contours of “modern” agricultural development.  
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Jesuit missionaries brought with them specific understandings of the role that 

space (e.g. religious architecture, agricultural plots, etc.) should play in a new Christian 

society.  The process of missionization hinged upon reducing dispersed Mayo 

communities to a handful mission towns (“reducción”).  They showed some appreciation 

for indigenous irrigation practices, which one father likened to those of Spain‟s best 

farmers (Pérez de Rivas 1999: 289).
3
  Perhaps in part because of this, and for a general 

reluctance to tamper with what worked, Mayos‟ time-tested approaches to floodplain 

agriculture persisted well beyond the Jesuits‟ stay in northwest New Spain, which ended 

in 1767.  These early moments of European contact, and missionization‟s legacy more 

broadly, deeply affected subsequent agricultural development, including setting down the 

basic structure of the lower basin‟s urban geography.  The priests‟ efforts to transform 

Indians into pious, sedentary cultivators only deepened people‟s dependency on the river.  

It also vastly narrowed the scope of their subsistence activities, a reductionism that 

accelerated with time and with successive waves of colonial encroachment.   

The Jesuits‟ forced departure (at the hands of royal authorities) also created a 

temporary power vacuum in the region, and Mayos, left alone for a brief period, regained 

some of their former village-based territorial autonomy (Almada et al. 2007).  At the 

same time, this opening invited in wealthy non-Indians, mostly from nearby Alamos, a 

silver mining city just thirty miles to the east, and seat of economic and political power in 

northwest Mexico.  A handful of these elites identified with post-independence 

conservatism.  More often, however, their advances came cloaked in a pragmatic 

Mexican liberalism, which called for the disentailment and privatization of corporate (i.e. 
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Indian and Church) lands.
4
  Similarly, in growing numbers they sought to exploit the 

valley‟s surface-water sources. By the mid nineteenth century, a small number of elite 

Alamenses had secured concessions from municipal and state authorities to irrigate crops 

and run their wheat-flour mills. These were some of the earliest irrigation operations, and 

together formed a beachhead for future development.    

By the late nineteenth century, the Mexican state had ratcheted up the pace of this 

settlement process.  Federal cartographers, military troops, and landowners began 

pouring into the valley under the premise of a campaign to parcelized and grant title to 

Indian lands, to privatize, and, thereby, appropriate them.  Shortly thereafter, canalworks 

of stone, burnt brick, and lime mortar began to overtake or intertwine with the more 

evanescent landscapes of wooden dykes, brush weirs, and shallow basins marking an 

earlier, and hardier, territoriality.  The shift came enveloped within a larger strategy on 

the part of the Porfirian state to capture and reroute the flows of power and politics 

towards a centralizing bureaucratic apparatus located in Mexico City.
5
  Military officials, 

development agents, and large landowners (often one and the same) initiated a violent 

and focused campaign to reform, relocate, or remove altogether the valley‟s indigenous 

inhabitants, the more rebellious of whom they saw as obstacles to “progress.”
6
  Novel 

state assemblages dedicated to cartography and exploration—mapping and categorizing 

machines—reconnoitered the drainage, representing it within the new official “principles 

of vision.”
7
  Despite heavy resistance at every turn, several large canals had been built 

(sometimes under armed guard) by the early twentieth century (O‟Connor 1990).  In 

chapter two, I analyze the military-cartographic campaigns of the late 1800s, focusing in 
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particular on officialdom‟s new ways of seeing, and the violent tactics employed to make 

them material.  Possessing a panoptic vision of the valley was an impossible yet ever-

present desire of hydraulic authorities.  Chapter three explores the new modalities of 

water and social control introduced into the valley on the part of federal hydraulic 

authorities and landowners, which articulated clumsily with previous territorial practices 

and materiality.  

To argue that irrigation development buried these ancient epistemologies is rather 

too simplistic.  “Dormant” is perhaps a more useful descriptor: when revived, the “old” 

practices created either nightmares or opportunities for officials and landowners.  To 

them, sometimes it made more sense to simply capture and institutionalize rather than 

attempt to erase them.
8
  Indeed, the institutionalization of inequality is a consistent theme 

in Mexican hydraulic bureaucracy.  Along with the advent of the Sud-Pacífico Railroad, 

the military defeat of Indian resistance by the 1880s helped bring about a regional boom 

in export (garbanzo bean) agriculture.  The aggressive pursuit of garbanzo profitability, 

writes historian Eduardo Ruíz, “gave birth to a complicated agro-industrial complex of 

planters, bankers, shippers, and, significantly, an army of wage workers” (1974: 155). 

The river‟s small pueblos soon began to blossom into dusty large ones.  With railroad and 

telegraph lines as connective tissue, by 1907 the town of Navojoa had become drawn into 

an international constellation of cities in need of the valley‟s agricultural surplus.  The 

new experts, meanwhile, could in theory survey developments via telegrams received at 

their desks in Mexico City, or in Hermosillo, Sonora‟s capital.  Field agents dutifully 

filed their hand-written informes, sometimes revealing puzzlement at the difficulties of 
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their politico-normative task.  The combination of traditional practices and modern 

irrigation works, they discovered, could send the river careening off in dangerous 

directions, imperiling expensive infrastructure as well as human populations.  Great 

floods in 1868, 1907, and 1914, like the one in AD 1000, dramatically rearranged the 

floodplain topography.
9
  Landowners and officials rarely missed an opportunity to blame 

uncooperative Indians for the failures.  Flaws, put differently, seemed to come from an 

exterior realm, from a place of difference.  But many were simply doing what they had 

always done to get by.  Moreover, as workers on valley haciendas, their subsistence 

practices were critical to the social reproduction of labor.   

By 1910, on the eve of Mexico‟s revolution, the lucrative legume had swallowed 

up sixty percent of the valley‟s cultivated surface area, or close to 25,000 hectares, an 

astonishing transformation in the matter of two decades. Following the revolution, the 

federal zone (or federal claims to the entire hydrographic basin) expanded, ultimately 

incorporating many of the smaller arroyos they so depended on, mere subsistence was 

becoming more difficult. Publicly, officials expressed confidence in the power of 

government and technology to tame the river, along with its peoples and environs, and to 

“rationally” allocate its waters according to the hierarchical criteria of modern 

bureaucracy.  Meanwhile, handwritten notes in the margins of archival documents 

sometimes reveal fragments of official doubt.  

By the early 1930s, when Howard Scott Gentry was meticulously wending his 

way through the craggy canyonlands of the upper Mayo drainage, Mexico had emerged 

from two decades of violent revolution and civil war.  Díaz, the dictator, had already been 
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in Parisian exile for twenty years.  The radical new Constitution of 1917 guided 

reconstruction, including provisions for nationalizing lands and waters (Article 27).  

Sonorans, furthermore, had either occupied or controlled the presidency since 1920, 

implementing a modest agrarian reform in the valley and elsewhere in the republic.  Their 

efforts led to the break up of a few large holdings, but mostly in places where labor 

abuses had been undeniable, or where they could open new lines of political patronage, 

dolling out land to veterans of the revolution, whose ranks included hundreds of Mayo 

and Yaqui Indians.  None of these efforts seriously threatened the private basis of 

cultivation, which, by this time, had monopolized the primary means of production: water 

and land.  One of those Sonorans to assume the presidency, Álvaro Obregón Salido, had 

himself been a middling valley garbanzo farmer.  He shared a maternal bond with the 

Salidos, one of the first families to adopt modern irrigation technology and production 

methods.  While in office, Obregón personally oversaw the valley‟s transformation, using 

national treasure as if from his own bank account.  His personal fortunes expanded 

rapidly, along with the scope and scale of his projects, and his would be a lasting imprint 

on the region and nation.
10

  Echoing the Jesuit missionaries, and directly informed by 

post-independence liberalism, Obregonismo constituted a clear approach to rural space.  

At the same time, it was also firmly rooted in local history and politics, in a place that 

epitomized not simply modern developmental ideals, but rather the articulation of those 

ideals with the practices, worldviews, and the physical landscapes that came before.  For 

the Sonorans, as one contemporary put it, “to govern [was] to create small and medium-

sized property-holders.”
11

  To their efforts at national reconstruction they brought a 



 

 

55 

strong liberal-individualist sensibility, and felt compelled to create durable institutions for 

social and economic development.  Men like Obregón rationalized their efforts through a 

Jeffersonian discursive prism, crafting laws and crafting a new institutional landscape 

through which to achieve their ideal of a smallholder yeomanry.  In their less lofty, more 

practical moments, however, they allowed for latifundio‟s slow-but-steady reemergence. 

An assassin‟s bullet cut short Obregón‟s life in 1928.  But by Gentry‟s time, 

government policy and, it seems, popular opinion, accepted the idea of state-controlled 

waterworks and government-financed expansion of the irrigated surface area as critical to 

the nation‟s economic transformation.  Mexico‟s new official religion, “the Revolution,” 

likewise authorized this approach (Aboites 1988).  More profanely, Sonora‟s landowner-

bureaucrats felt that expanding the irrigated surface area would fortify their holdings 

against the rising tide of agrarian radicalism sweeping the nation. The clamor for land 

reform ultimately overwhelmed their strategy for a preemptive, ersatz agrarian reform.  

Obregón and his successors, however, had stumbled upon something that would become 

part of a larger strategy for shoring up political support: cultivating the popular desire for 

a small plot of land irrigated via government-administered waterworks.  Federal 

hydraulic bureaucracy‟s entrenchment forms a critical part of the Sonorans‟ legacy.  Its 

university-trained experts, as Aboites (1998), Hewitt (1979), and Sanderson (1981) have 

argued, often as not facilitated resource monopoly, despite their revolutionary rhetoric.  

The official promise of irrigated land bound together political patronage and riparian 

ecologies more tightly than ever after the Sonorans‟ tenure.  Now, more than ever, life in 

the valley depended upon the unpredictable flows of a dryland arroyo.  As I show in 
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chapter four, the articulation between modern water management and historical 

approaches to floodplain farming would continue to produce chaotic enviro-social 

feedback loops.  The revolutionary techocrats‟ ability to govern water and its social 

relations, in turn, required either institutionalizing or hedging against such effects (or 

some combination of both).   Equally important, the Sonorans‟ push for hydraulic 

development, expansion of the irrigated surface area, and smallholder land tenure 

ultimately constituted a discursive bridgework for future latifundismo.  Elite landowning 

families had responded to early agrarian-reform programs by subdividing properties 

amongst kin.  Many had also taken to calling themselves “pequeños propietarios” 

(smallholders).  For a brief time, at least, this practice of prestanombres, alongside new 

irrigation technologies, offered a temporary “spatial fix” for the growing political 

demands of radical agrarians.
12

  This was about to change, at least for a time.   

The presidency of agrarian-sympathizer Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940) dealt the 

valley‟s landowning elite the most severe blow.  Cardenismo began with an initial wave 

of reform in 1935, followed by another, more expansive redistribution in 1938, which 

broke up several large holdings.  From them, reform officials created several ejidal farms.  

Despite the relatively radical nature of these distributions, they shared one thing in 

common with previous policies: waterworks expansion seemed to offer a spatial-

technological way to reform without deeply upset the region‟s private agricultural land 

base.   In the first wave, for example, authorities broke up 1,058 hectares of irrigated, 

privately-held land.  At the same time, they granted 6,000 hectares of pastureland to 

ejidos, with the proviso that government-funded hydraulic works would soon irrigate 
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them.  Of the nearly 44,000 total hectares distributed during the second wave, only about 

15,000 actually linked up to waterworks; unwatered pastureland accounted for the 

remaining 28,000. Thus, nearly 35,000 hectares of ejidal territory, as of the late 1930s, 

remained outside the area serviced (or even serviceable) by irrigation works.  Mayo 

veterans, at the same time, complained bitterly that officials had ignored their service to 

the revolution, and overlooked them in distributing land.  Most had little interest in the 

new ejido system or in the promises of the revolution; they simply wanted to a parcel and 

the water to make it produce (Almada 1993).    

As Gentry trudged on through the canyons, pressing his plant specimens, “the 

Revolution” was now becoming institutionalized within hydraulic and agrarian 

bureaucracies.  Mexico City turned out more and more técnicos who shared in common a 

heightened sense of revolutionary duty.  It was their mission to render federalization, as 

expressed in the 1917 Constitution, into de facto modalities of control.  Waters, lands, 

and peoples of entire river basins became objects of their interventions, and, they hoped, 

reliable subjects of hydrocracy.
13

  The Cardenista reforms had indeed opened up the 

possibility of an agrarian livelihood to many of Mexico‟s landless.  At the same time, it 

created inroads for political patronage and centralization.  For the valley‟s many new 

ejidatarios, the day-to-day routine of delivering water to crops more and more would 

involve lengthy bureaucratic processes (trámites): long lines, intermediaries, paperwork, 

plans, maps, boundaries, fees, trips to the state and, even, national capital.  Policing also 

became an integral part of hydraulic relations.  By contrast, the irrigation “system” 

remained a mongrel assemblage of old and new, of modern and ancient works and 



 

 

58 

practices.  This, in turn, limited the kind of expansion that would have eased the clamor 

for land.
14

  Even into the 1940s, the irrigated surface area rarely if ever pushed beyond 

the 25,000 hectares it had reached in the 1920s.  Often, it was much lower.  (The National 

Irrigation Commission, to be fair, began construction of a diversion dam near the original 

mission pueblo of Tesia, which would allow for expansion, particularly on the right 

bank.)  The irrigation district seemed like a permeable bubble, the edges of which 

expanded and contracted as a diverse array of territorial practices and political forces 

articulated and/or conflicted. 

On balance, though, federalization was gaining a nearly irresistible forward 

momentum.  As I discuss in chapter five, the quotidian machinations of bureaucrats, the 

processing of paperwork, formal requests for water, and the interminable conflict these 

produced together help create this momentum; they allowed federal agents to situate 

themselves between people and the primary means of production in arid Sonora: irrigable 

land and the water to turn it green.  At the same time, by virtue of Cárdenas‟s ejidal land 

distribution and through other legal means, existing hydraulic works were slowly drawn 

into the federal-technocratic order.  New state-controlled infrastructure, likewise, came 

on line.  By 1940, then, private landowners who had managed to retain at least some 

portion of their original holdings now were forced to interact directly with the valley‟s 

new ejidal sector, and, by extension, authorities.  The latter called for regulation, 

including a request to irrigators to substantiate their water rights, either with paper titles 

and concessions, or by establishing a history of usos y costumbres (rights in practice).  In 

the absence of a dam to capture the broad range of Mayo basin flows, however, 
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regulation proved impossible.  More, the absence of a normative device began to produce 

its own effects: invoking “reglamentación” turned into a kind of a political theater in 

which a diversity of interest groups, from private landowners to ejidal and official labor 

organizations, sought to benefit from or hedge against the idiosyncrasies of allocation and 

unpredictable river flow.  As I discuss in chapter five, on the eve of WWII the Mayo 

Valley was world of shadow and light, a place where people were constantly on the 

lookout for autonomous spaces through which to access resources like water.  These 

spaces (e.g. juntas de agua and, in some cases, ejidos) would later form the basis of an 

autonomous movement for land, water, and livelihood, starting in the 1950s with a Mayo 

millenarian revolt (the focus of chapters six and seven). 

In 1955, on the eve of the Río Mayo‟s impoundment, several large, natural 

depressions along the river‟s edge still gathered water as they had for hundreds of years.  

Soils in and around these lagunas—places with names like Sebampo, Juris, Cohuirimpo, 

and Bayájari—retained sufficient humidity for almost year-round cultivation (Velázquez 

1955: 60).  From the Porfiriato onward, they had been the object of intense struggle; 

landowners had endeavored tirelessly to wrest their control from the Mayos who farmed 

them.  The latter resided in small communities, like Cohuirimpo, which, over the span of 

centuries, had sprung up around the pools.  As with the woodlands and lakes of Mexico‟s 

central plateau (Almada 1993; Tortolero 2008), surface-water features like these had been 

paramount for sustaining human life on the thorny coastal plain, and were always 

coveted.  With the inauguration of the Mocúzari dam (1956), this relatively decentered 

socio-hydraulic topography would truly begin to evaporate.  Now, even the most 
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influential regional oligarchs, those who appropriated and managed to maintain at least 

some control over the lagoons saw their position threatened.  With the river‟s damming, 

hydraulic bureaucracy could “overcode” the diversity of historical social relations 

sedimented around the governance of water.  Technology, it seemed, had finally 

triumphed over the smoothing tendencies of this dryland river.
15

  And yet, as one ejidal 

leader complained to me almost fifty years later, “they built the dam with the objective of 

irrigating the entire valley—almost 95,000 hectares—but it has been for the rich, no one 

else.”  “Here,” he continues, “there is no government.”
16

  To the extent that the Mocúzari 

dam represented the zenith of federal authority to conjure and control a national 

hydrology, the 1990s move to reform the 1917 constitution and national water laws in 

favor of “decentralized” irrigation-district and river basin management was a clear 

official admission of its nadir.  As I argue throughout, however, such authority was 

probably more evanescent than researchers have suggested; federalization always 

required decentralized mechanisms, appropriating them where possible, creating them 

when needed.  For a brief time during and after Cardenismo, the new ejidal system had 

provided a way to superimpose a new network of vertical loyalties—to government 

agencies, to party, and to the president (Almada 1993).  But the horizontality that this 

displaced, particularly in the area of socio-hydraulic organization, never went away.  

Indeed, the technocrats of revolution depended on them.  

 

Can a Bureaucracy Dismantle Itself? 

 

Viewed from the air today, the Mayo irrigation district sprawls patchy and quilt-like over 

the coastal plain of southwestern Sonora.  Its contours of canals and fields certainly 
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appear far more Cartesian than they would have during the early 1920s, just before the 

fast-paced institutional phase of the revolution.  On the other hand, it hardly resembles 

the official vision of nineteenth-century Porfirian cartography.  There is little of the 

homogeneous, small-plot checkerboarding that military mapmakers had hoped to see.  

James Scott (1998) maintains that simplification, standardization, and the production of 

spaces legible from some distant vantage point constitute the raisons d‟êtres of statecraft.  

The failure of grand development schemes to improve the human condition, he goes on, 

stems from this need for abstraction at the expense of a more human-scale organicism.  It 

is a compelling theory.  Yet, as I attempt to show in the pages that follow, at least in the 

case of irrigation development, “the State” is more aptly defined by what emerges in the 

breach between desire and outcome, between abstraction and actuality.
17

  What has often 

mattered most is the tension created when official and unofficial praxis meet, entangle, 

and collide.  At different moments in the valley‟s history, this dynamic has pushed across 

certain political-hydrological thresholds beyond which the social and cultural relations of 

water control have been deeply transformed.  Such transformations are everywhere bound 

up with changes in the hydraulic landscape itself.  Since at least the early 1990s, the 

valley‟s irrigators have been caught up in a phase of dramatic flux, which I document in 

the final chapter (eight).   

The district is sandwiched between the Yaqui Valley, to the north, and a large, 

swath of now fractionated coastal desert thornscrub, to the south (see Appendix B). The 

Arroyo Cocoraque—a traditional territorial boundary between Yaqui and Mayo 

indigenous lands—now officially divides the two districts.  Together, however, they form 
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the largest contiguous swath of irrigated agriculture on Mexico‟s west coast (West 1993: 

108), with anywhere from 300,000 to well over 500,000 hectares under cultivation, 

depending upon seasonal rains.  The Sea of Cortéz hems their western edge.  The Río 

Mayo itself runs northeast to southwest, and stretches nearly 350 kilometers from its 

headwaters on the Moris and Candameña basins, in Chihuahua, down to the broad coastal 

plain.  The Mayo‟s watershed covers just over 11,000 square kilometers, and brings 

together diverse, semi-tropical ecologies: cool pine/oak-forest in the Sierra Madre 

Occidental; tropical deciduous forests and scrubby foothills species in the municipalities 

of Alamos and Quiriego, to the east; and a coastal desert thornscrub of columnar cacti, 

mesquite, palo brea, and ironwood bosques, among other species, to the west. In some 

areas, that latter forms a kind of coastal fog desert vaguely reminiscent of northern Chile.  

Dense thickets of mangrove line estuaries on the Sea of Cortéz.
18

   

Irrigated fields now blanket large portions of these latter two vegetation zones, 

covering over a once critical area of transition from desert to tropics.  In his introduction 

to Río Mayo Plants, Desert Laboratory botanist Forest Shreve situated the region:  

[w]ith little change in vegetational characteristics, this type of low, thin forest 

extends intermittently as far as the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  In the remarkable 

short distance of 70 miles in southern Sonora may be witnessed a transition from 

the continental desert, extending 1500 miles to the north, and the coastal thorn 

forest, extending 1200 miles to the south (p.iii). 

 

Shreve refers here to tropical deciduous forest cover, which indeed extends southward, 

well into Chiapas.  But scientists have since developed a finer-grained interpretation of 

Pacific Mexico‟s vegetation cover, describing a thornscrub forest of shrubby, spiny plants 

and trees that extends from just south of Guaymas, Sonora, to Culiacán, in Sinaloa 
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(Brown and Lowe 1982; Martin et al. 1998).  Irrigated agriculture now severely 

fragments this narrow coastal band, limiting its southern reach to Topolobampo, on the 

northern Sinaloa coast.  Between Sonoran and Nayarit, the many perennial rivers that 

once flowed freely from the Sierra Madre now rarely reach the sea. In part, this reflects 

that nineteenth-century official epistemology made material.  Towering arboreal cactus, 

along with dense thickets of acacia, jatropha, and other short trees, remain only in 

intermittent stands visible from Mexico‟s Pacific Highway Fifteen.
19

  Many of the 

countless tiny pueblitos and ejidos dotting the coastal plain, however, still depend on 

these uncleared areas for firewood, building material, medicine, and fodder, as do many 

residents of nearby cities.   

At its southern edge, the Mayo district comes to an abrupt halt, walled in by a just 

such a swath of coastal thornscrub.  Within it are ensconced several small hamlets, 

mostly ejidos whose lands were granted and in some areas cleared under the promise of 

irrigation (i.e. incorporation into the official Mayo district, or into a completely new one, 

to be developed at a later time). Starting in the 1950s, they came from the Yaqui and 

Mayo Valleys, the Sierra Madre, and from up and down the Pacific coast, drawn by 

official promise of more land and water to the south of the over-allocated districts. With 

machetes and burros, they cleared land for town-sites, suffered poisonous insects, 

rattlesnakes, and tremendous heat, and at times were forced to drink the muddy runoff 

captured in nearby cattle tanks.
20

 Some of these pueblitos became bedroom communities 

for waged labor. Without them, the irrigation district, agribusiness, indeed the entire 

urban-agricultural boom complex of the coastal plain likely would cease functioning.  
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These places, supposedly on the outside of development‟s ambit, have coevolved with it.  

“Inside” and “outside” are, in short, mutually constitutive.
21

 And, after fifty years of 

struggle and mobilization, these zones, too, have finally begun to see modest delivery on 

the promise of hydraulic works and water (which comes mostly from the complex of 

dams in northern Sinaloa).  These communities illustrate quite elegantly the ways 

politicians and federal authorities have approached water as a political tool, and how such 

a tool can prove dangerous to those who wield it.                

Within the Mayo district itself, gallery forests of cottonwood and Godding willow 

that once shaded large portions of the lower Mayo basin are, with a few exceptions, now 

groves of brittle skeletons.  The same flood regime that once rejuvenated Indians‟ 

riverbed plots had also nourished the seeds of these giant trees.  Damming the river 

neutered that flow such that few if any saplings have replaced the aging trees.  Veining 

the district and coastal plain are also hundreds of arroyos and riparian niches of varied 

dimensions, “a confused matrix of abraided washes, often surrendering all identity and 

disappearing before reaching the Sea of Cortés” (Yetman 1995: 333).  Some of those 

disappearing waters simply move underground, as they have for millennia, seeping from 

cracks in the “system,” recharging aquifers, or pooling up in small, intermittent charcos.  

When it is released from impoundment behind the Mocúzari (Adolfo Ruíz Cortines) dam, 

the river now feeds into the dendritic canal network of federal District 038.  The irrigated 

surface area ranges anywhere from 95,000 to 114,000 hectares, depending upon whom or 

which sources you consult.  It also fluctuates wildly from year to year, in accordance with 

rainfall levels, and depending upon international market conditions, crop demand, and 
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government policies.  Annual river flow averages about 960 million cubic meters.  The 

vast majority of this water falls during the two or three months of summer rains, from 

July to September.  The valley‟s bimodal rain regime—“las aguas” in summer, “las 

equipatas” in winter—often allows for two major harvests per year, at least in non-

drought years.
22

  Here, flood and drought are two sides of the same coin.  Pacific 

cyclones frequently move into the gulf, making landfall at points in and around the 

valley.  As with vegetation cover, southern Sonora is part of “a region of converging 

currents.”  Here, “warm, moist southerly air in conflict with colder, drier northerly air,” 

creating powerful, unpredictable storms, particularly in early fall (Blake 1935: 348). 

Agrarian capital, meanwhile, is physically concentrated in a manner that blurs any 

hard-and-fast distinctions between rural and urban.  The valley‟s three cities—Navojoa, 

Etchojoa, and Huatabampo—are strung like beads on a necklace, running down the 

length of the river.
23

  Their combined population is around 275,000 (INEGI 2005).  

Navojoa, straddling the international highway and rail line, is home to most of the 

valley‟s prosperous agricultural elites and burghers.  Their stuccoed, high-walled homes 

and manicured gardens contrast sharply with the tenuous colonias of asphalt-impregnated 

cardboard springing up on the city‟s periphery.  Huatabampo‟s urban morphology is 

similarly contoured but smaller in scale. Etchojoa, by contrast, contains the largest 

indigenous population of the three municipal seats, with Mayos occupying positions of 

local authority.  In some areas, housing competes with agriculture for land, as do people 

with crops for water.  Meanwhile, agro-chemical runoff combines with untreated 
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municipal sewage, flowing freely into the districts drain canals and finally to the bays and 

estuaries on the Sea of Cortéz.  

In 1992, a raft of reforms to both the constitution and national water law 

drastically altered the juridical and institutional landscape of federal irrigation 

governance.  Unveiling the laws to much fanfare, environment secretary Alberto 

Cárdenas Jiménez proclaimed, “without a doubt [the laws] will provide [your children] 

the certitude…of water forever.”  An important reform, he went on, set forth the 

“integrated management of hydraulic resources.”
24

  Among other critical provisos, the 

laws devolved irrigation district control to water-user associations, and “regionalized” 

river-basin management (Scott and Banister 2008).  The reforms were highly significant 

for officially acknowledging the crucial role of public participation in water-related 

decisions.  Yet, their implications for a more socially just and ecologically sustainable 

management process remain to be seen.  As Warner et al. (2008) suggest, Mexico‟s 

hydraulic bureaucracies have demonstrated time and again an astonishing ability for 

survival within the context of fast-paced political change, a chameleon-like capacity to 

reform institutional structures.  All the while, they have attempted to retain some 

semblance of centralized control.   

Despite its outmoded irrigation infrastructure and relatively slow progress 

towards diversifying crop production,
25

 District 038 has in many ways been at the 

forefront of the post-1980s transformation.  With the massive Yaqui Valley district just to 

the north, it is easy to forget that the Mayo was one of the earliest areas in the nation to 

develop modern irrigation technologies, modes of social organization, and producers‟ 
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associations.  The nineteenth-century agro-impresario elites who colonized the valley 

largely came from mining, banking, and merchant, as opposed to agrarian, backgrounds, 

and thus saw little of use in the seignorial hacienda model so widespread in Mexico a that 

time.  They were, rather, quintessential Porfiristas, preferring waged-workers to 

sharecroppers, bank credit to barter, professional administration to paternalism, and in 

many ways urbanity to rural rusticity.
26

  In the early 1990s, some eighty years after 

Díaz‟s ouster, the valley was once again at the forefront of hydraulic-political change.  It 

became one of the earliest federal districts in Mexico to officially cede control of its 

canal-works to water-user associations, or módulos de riego, each with a different 

number of hectares in its domain.  Was such devolution yet another institutional 

smokescreen for stabilizing a larger federal-hegemonic project around water-resource 

control?  Or, conversely, did it represent a genuine loosening of control?  As one 

ejidatario revealed to me, in place of government officials, decentralization has opened 

the door to “water mafias.”  Authorities have, he believes “abandoned the countryside!”
27

  

Scholars have spilled significant amounts of ink on these and related questions.
28

 But 

they remain, constricted by a dearth of historical research on the politics of state-led 

irrigation development.  Official efforts to rescale the institutional structure of irrigation 

were (and remain) fundamentally conditioned by the inherited landscapes and power 

geometries within which they emerged (Brenner et al. 2003; Scott and Banister 2008; 

Wilder 2002).  Chapter nine explores the socio-spatial legacies of agrarismo and 

latifundismo in the current, fragmentary dynamics of water-module politics.  
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After 130 years of direct federal intervention, El Valle del Mayo is a tenuous 

knotting-together of water and landed relations, suffused with a byzantine array of 

federal, state, and municipal-bureaucratic interests.
29

   Decentralization policies have left 

canal-works under the control of a sixteen separate water-user “modules,” which in turn 

fall under the broad umbrella of a non-governmental water-user association.  The 

National Water Commission (Conagua) still controls the dam, doles out concessions for 

surface and subterranean waters, and opens the floodgates at politically agreed-upon 

intervals.  Its writ is still quite sweeping despite decentralization and significant budget 

cuts since the 1990s. The valley‟s 100,000 or so hectares, bringing together around 

11,000 “water-users.”  Agrarian-reform ejidos, at least on paper, control roughly 70% of 

this irrigated land-mass; particulares (private holders) own the remaining 30%.  Of those 

11,000 registered water-users, however, only about 3,400 are said to actually farm the 

land.
30

  In practice, large-scale private producers (acaparadores) rent, purchase, or by 

other means monopolize land and water rights held in the name of ejidos (and a few 

private smallholders).  Research conducted in the early 1980s, for example, concluded 

that seventy-five families controlled twenty-six percent of the valley‟s private land, or 

nearly 13,000 hectares—a latifundismo that is perhaps modest by some standards.  Added 

to this, however, another sixty percent of the irrigated surface area had been captured 

through the rental of ejidal lands.
31

   At present, growers with more than 100 hectares 

largely control irrigation and land politics in the valley today, which, similar to other 

export regions of northwest Mexico, represents a significant net transfer of wealth from 

the so-called public to the private sector.
32

  Adding another layer of complexity, some of 
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these acaparadores are themselves government officials and politicos of various stripes.  

Such complexity has been the rule since the early 1930s in this valley “where booming 

haciendas, commercial towns, and Mayo villages formed a unique sociocultural quilt” 

(Bantjes 1993: 32). 

Now, over fifteen years after the Mayo district's transference to water-users, some 

disillusioned local authorities and farmers are nostalgically calling for a return to federal 

control over hydraulic resources.
33

  Many of the valley's sixteen water-user modules have 

become sites of intense conflict.  Moreover, the effects of prolonged drought—with the 

exception of two strong rainy seasons in the last two years—are amplified across many 

miles of decaying canal infrastructure, some of which is rooted in a time long before the 

Porfiriato.  This nostalgia for the golden years of big government hydraulics is 

noteworthy for several reasons.  Federal control over water in the Mayo Valley is 

implicated in the production of extreme economic and social disparities.  And yet we lack 

adequate explanation for why so many Mayos, minifundistas, ejidatarios, landless 

jornaleros, private smallholders, and others submitted to resource management system 

that ran contrary to their own interests.  In other words, the reasons behind the closing off 

of opportunities for autonomous political organization require deeper exploration.  

Such concerns, I believe, must be addressed in the broader quest for socio-

environmental justice in southern Sonora.  In the light of historical analysis, nonetheless, 

I remain dubious that recent promises for a so-called integrated approach to water 

management, along with decentralized basin management, will come close to addressing 

the social inequities and ecological degradation resulting from the state‟s long rein as 
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resource manager.  It is, I believe, much of the same old wine, now in a different bottle.  

More importantly, I believe that the diversity of practices, needs, and approaches to water 

will, as they have in the past, continue to outstrip government‟s ability to control them.  

The question, then, becomes one of capacity: to what extent are federal resource-

management institutions still able to absorb and or contain such diversity?  As Aboites 

suggests, the current, neoliberal-inspired approach is, quite simply, an acknowledgment 

that, “in the twentieth century, the Mexican State in reality never controlled everything, 

as it said it did and as we have believed.”  Now, “the tendency is to privilege efficiency 

above all other criteria [including] for example, justice (2005: 30).  The Instituto 

Nacional de Ecología, in 1994, designated Sonora‟s coast of Hermosillo, along with the 

Mayo and Yaqui Valleys, as three of Mexico‟s twenty-five priority regions with acute 

socio-environmental problems (Sedesol 1994). Yet, little has been done to address these 

concerns in the fourteen years following the institute‟s designation.  If anything, federal 

government‟s ability to address socio-environmental troubles in these coastal areas has 

probably diminished significantly.  Since the late 1800s, the growing inequities of 

capitalist agricultural development in the northwest had accelerated and been exacerbated 

by aquifer-overdraft, soil salinization, desertification, and drought (Moreno 2006; Hewitt 

de Alcántara 1978; Sanderson 1982).  

The struggle for land and water in Sonora continues, as it does elsewhere in 

Mexico.  In some places, people have built a compelling case for, and mobilized around 

the idea of breaching dams.
34

  One-hundred plus years of heavy state involvement in 

agriculture have left peasants without access to the productive resources they need to 
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survive, and many find little choice but to emigrate to Mexico‟s fast-growing border 

cities, or to the United States.  Scholars have highlighted many of the socially deleterious 

effects of state-led capitalist development, but, I suggest, have inadequately explored the 

processes shaping them.  This lacuna has consequences for the types of political activism 

that can bring meaningful social change.  It is my hope that the present research helps to 

fill this void and thus contributes positively, if modestly, to the ongoing struggle for 

justice on the part of Mexico‟s rural poor.  Over thirty years ago anthropologists Robert 

and Eva Hunt argued against becoming mired in the details of “Wittfogel‟s complex 

[hydraulic society] model.”  A small but vibrant group of scholars had spanned the globe, 

studying irrigation‟s relationships to politics and the state, and found little reason to 

accept, a priori, that water control should lead to centralization or, much worse, 

despotism.  A more profitable pursuit, they suggested, would be the actual “organization 

and use of power…the relationships between levels of organization” in irrigation and 

other socio-environmental systems (1976: 392).  They also called for diachronic as 

opposed to (overly presentist) synchronic analyses, paring archival with ethnographic 

sources for broad as well as thick description.  Such arguments may seem rather trite 

today.  But thirty years ago, as Mexico‟s institutionalized revolutionary populism reached 

its zenith, the Hunts‟ comments may have provided a sliver of shade against the 

otherwise dazzling lights of big development bureaucracy.  Indeed, the locked door of 

official hydraulic expertise might have been cracked open ever so slightly to a “minor 

science,” to an exploration of the spaces people have carved out for themselves, even in 

the midst of grand state-led hydraulic development. 
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1
 See Deleuze and Guattari (1987: 101-110), and Bonta and Protevi (2004: 114). 

2
 Also see Almada (2000); Pérez de Rivas (1999); Spicer (1992); West (1993); and Yetman (2002). A more 

robust and critical exposition of Pre-Hispanic culture is, unfortunately, well beyond the scope of this study.     
3
 This is not to argue that the Jesuits‟ agricultural program had little effect on local practices.  

4
 Cf. Manuel Corbalá (1992). 

5
 The “Porfiriato” refers to the three or so decades (1876-1911) that General Porfirio Díaz, either directly or 

indirectly (through political puppetry and other devices), controlled the presidency. 
6
 The Porfirian military captured, “deported,” and enslaved several hundred “rebellious” Yaquis, and a 

handful of Mayos, to work on Henequen plantations in the Yucatán Peninsula and in Oaxaca‟s Valle 

Nacional (Spicer 1992).  “Order and Progress” was the Porfiristas‟ mantra.   
7
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8
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9
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present location.  The original site, to the northeast, close to the riverbed, is today referred to as Pueblo 
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Chapter 2 

EPOCA ONE— 

VIOLENCE, CARTOGRAPHY, AND NEW WAYS OF SEEING  

(1870s TO EARLY 1900s) 

 

Surveying the Mayo irrigation district from one of the few hilltops on the coastal plain 

leaves the impression of a long, unbroken chain of human domination over nature.  

Physical remnants of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—waterworks of 

lime, rock, fired adobe, and cane—in several places form the substrate of the present 

“irrigation system”: strata from a previous technological era.  The crisp green foliage and 

rigid geometry of cultivated fields contrast with the ashen, thorny hinterland surrounding 

them.  From such vantage points, the district‟s “interior” could hardly seem more distinct 

from its “exterior” (see Illustration 2.1).  Yet, among other things, official hubris lends 

itself to the impression that here two worlds have diverged.  “Modernity,” in the form of 

an irrigated landscape, masks a rather more slapdash history of political and ecological 

domination.  The state authorities and landed oligarchs who have overwhelmingly reaped 

the benefits of resource appropriation since the late nineteenth century—indeed, who 

have benefited from the very construction of land and water as “resources” to begin 

with—have never had it easy.  Their struggle to monopolize those resources, either for 

direct monetary gain, or for accumulating political capital, introduced radical changes 

into the everyday lives of the valley‟s inhabitants (mostly the Yoreme, as they call 

themselves), and its landscapes.   Both fought back.   

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, armed forces under 

President Porfirio Díaz formed the cutting edge of national economic development.  With 

rebellious Indians‟ general defeat at the hands of the Porfirian army in the late 1880s, 

military cartographers and engineers had moved in to map and distribute the valley‟s land 

and surface waters to colonists who promised to develop them.  From sword to pen to 

paper, therefore, the Mayo‟s well-worn territoriality faced fragmentation, perhaps 
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outright erasure.  New canals and fields would soon begin to truncate old pathways, 

enclosing ancient sites for hunting game, gleaning firewood, and harvesting wild foods.  

The valley‟s dense entanglement of coastal thorn forest, movable floodplain fields, and 

seasonal pools would slowly cede ground to a complex of commercial crops: garbanzo 

beans, wheat, and, increasingly, cotton.  In some places this process began slowly.  In 

others, it took on a radical swiftness.  While outcomes rarely even approximated the 

cartographers‟ ideals, in practice those ideals left a deep imprint on the future techniques 

and tactics of resource governance—indeed on the layout of towns, fields, and 

waterworks.  Military cartographers and their program for land distribution set in place 

what Pierre Bourdieu might refer to as “durable principles of vision” (1999: 63).  This is 

not to suggest that officials simply dictated the valley‟s fate from their Mexico City 

offices.  Rather, the development epistemology set forth in their plans, maps, and charts 

largely determined the direction of political struggle over land and water.   

This chapter chronicles the early, halting progress of that elite-Porfirian vision, 

starting in the late 1800s, as it congealed into a larger federal project of socio-spatial 

transformation.  Alan Knight (1990, 1: 84) uses the term “developmentalist ideology” to 

describe an ethic of “hard work, hygiene, and „progress‟” that officials and landlords 

largely shared in common.  Developmentalism was, of course, nothing if not a spatial 

epistemology, one whose primary thrust was to rework and harness nature, both in its 

human and non-human forms (in theory, control over the latter should facilitate 

domination of the former).  Bureaucrats, soldiers, engineers, hacendados, and imperial 

cartographers either joined forces or came to loggerheads over the matter of how best to 

render, on paper and on the land, this modern, agrarian-commercial cosmology.
1
  Their 

world was one of “resources,” and the new axiomatic, national development, hinged on 

taming and/or accessing these.  In their attempt to remake the region, however, the region 

also changed them; that is, physical geography exerted political influences of its own.  

Here, I explore some of the crucial moments of this early, transformative period, 

highlighting the connections between the techniques and tactics of government, spatial 
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representation, and landed and water relations when the idea and practice of a federal 

“zone” began to take a tenuous hold.   

 

 
 

Illustration 2.1. The landscape at District 038‟s eastern flank, just before it runs into 

uncleared monte. (Courtesy of Sociedad de Respnsabilidad Limitada del Distrito de 

Riego del Río Mayo)  

 

 

New Ways of Seeing 

 

Southern Sonoran power broker, one-time governor, and vice president under Díaz (1904 

to 1911), Ramón Corral, personified the Porfirian developmentalist ethic.
2
  The 

quintessential científico, he saw the region reconstituted as an orderly grid-work of fields 

with state-of-the-art waterworks, and cultivated by a hardworking yeomanry.
3
  The 

countryside, in turn, would receive orders from the city.  In his memoirs, Corral described 

the Mayo and Yaqui Valleys as populated by many “indios who were always the enemies 

of war [i.e. the pacified ones], and white colonists [colonos blancos]…in search of 

productive work…as a useful population composed of workers ready to develop the 
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riches of the soil.”
4
  The words might have come from the script of an ever-unfolding 

regional drama.  Despite Corral‟s modern vision, however, the valley‟s primary towns 

would continue to sport dirt streets and burro carts for years to come.  Likewise, it would 

be some time before the vast, unbroken tracts of thornscrub and cactus forest surrounding 

them would yield to the patchwork green of fields one sees today.  Harnessing nature—

reducing soils, waters, and the historically sedimented social relations built up around 

these to the status of a “resource” for export profit—was “a deeply contested and fettered 

cultural production” (Henderson 1998: 176).  Together with Porfirian legal reforms, 

agricultural credit mechanisms, and a novel institutional apparatus, came officially 

mediated representations of the water- and landscapes to be.  The latter helped fuel the 

fever for irrigation, development, and lucre.  

  Officials‟ efforts to foment a process of orderly growth and “progress” took on 

several different geographical expressions.  Their modernity was a place—or, better a set 

of places—connected through technology and social relations ordered in a political 

hierarchy extending from the presidential palace downward.  It was to be a command-

and-control development orchestrated by professional men, in offices, interpreting and 

intervening in the outer world through statistics, photography, maps, plans, and 

telegrams, the talismans of modern administration.
5
  Any exploration of the Mayo 

Valley‟s geohistory must ponder the role of the Comisión Geográfico-Exploradora 

(CGE) and its offshoot, the Comisión Científica de Sonora (CCS).  Together these 

military-scientific commissions introduced a new cadre of experts to the region.  Usually, 

these were men with formal (Mexico City) training; rarely did they come from their 
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regions of focus.  Of course, they also brought their own imaginations and skills to bear 

upon the complicated tasks at hand, and out of necessity availed themselves of pre-

existing, “local” knowledge and practice. They could not, with their pencils, compasses 

and blueprints, simply vanquish a genius loci developed over centuries for subsisting in 

this dry land.  Rather, those practices and their physical corollary in the landscape 

became intertwined with the twentieth-century‟s grand, state-led projects, often with 

surprising consequences; it could never be a simple matter of superimposing an abstract 

spatial ideal over situated practices.  This argument echoes Luis Aboites‟s (2001) claim 

that any hard and fast distinctions between so-called old and new ideals and practices—a 

“pre-modern” versus “modern” dichotomy—are more academic than real. This is not to 

suggest that the Mayo today is somehow a level “playing field” where farmers of all 

types enjoy equal access to resources; indeed, the latter is part of the mythology of 

northwest development (Almada 2000).  Rather, the ongoing articulations between 

people‟s spatial practices and the physical geography that sustains them, demands far 

closer scrutiny than it has garnered thus far.  Berming earth, shifting fields, planting 

living fencerows, most of these practices continued long after the advent of modern 

irrigation, continuing to shape the course of federal water governance for years to come.   

 

Violence and Cartography 

 

A primary thrust of the Porfirian order was to “popularize the geography of the country” 

through a national program of cartography and exploration.
6
  For officially targeted areas 

like the Mayo, this mission expanded to include a radical transformation places and 

people.  In short, maps, they believed, laid the basis for a new national order. Federal 
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surveyors, engineers, and mapmakers strove to bring the valley to Mexico City and vice 

versa.  They were not there simply to explore and map, however; theirs was also a 

mission of geographical transformation.  Land was also to be parcelized and 

(re)distributed.  Waterworks, too, commanded their attention.  In the late nineteenth 

century, Mexico was spending lavishly on cultural-geographical tableaux for the world‟s 

fairs, which included maps, plant and animal specimens, and other items the commissions 

had collected to prove to the world that this was a cornucopian national space ripe for the 

taking (García Martínez 1975; Tenorio-Trillo 1996).  Centrally planned places—the 

agricultural hub of Torreón, in the Laguna cotton-producing region, for example—

demonstrated a deepening faith in the transformative capabilities of federal government. 

Official blueprints laid out everything from the tiniest accoutrements of hydraulic 

technology to large-scale waterworks, and from agricultural towns to entire river basins.  

Maps, statistics, and artists‟ renditions of landscapes mediated Mexico‟s natural splendor 

for capitalino elites, potential foreign investors, and for a smattering of provincial cities 

(many of whom had themselves come to the capital). European immigrants and non-

Indian colonos were expected to move in, take charge, and carve a new “civilization” 

from the untamed and unexploited hinterland—the monte (Mange 1933; Tenorio-Trillo 

1996: 31).  The cartographers hoped that their efforts would eventually cover the entire 

national territory.  But by the end of the commissions‟ existence, in 1914, published maps 

focused almost exclusively on the zones President Díaz and his advisors had targeted for 

development: southern Sonora; the northern border at Chihuahua and the Río Bravo; and 
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a long swath of more or less coastal territory, extending from Matamoros to the Isthmus 

of Tehuantepec (García Martínez 1975: 510).    

Raymond Craib (2002; 2004) has written extensively about the CGE‟s work in the 

state of Veracruz, and to a lesser degree the CCS in Sonora.  Inspired by James Scott 

(1998), he argues that the primary function of modern Mexican statecraft has been the 

reduction of complex cultural histories and geographies to sets of knowable or easily 

recognizable objects for official intervention.  Reasons for official planners‟ countless 

failures can be found in the disarticulation between the state‟s demand for fixed and static 

representations of peoples and places, and the plasticity of so-called “local” knowledge 

and practice that is inextricable from the bustling web of cultural life.  Craib portrays 

surveyors as men preoccupied “with spatial order, scientific rigor, and visuality…[ideals] 

basic to…the practice of modern government.” (8).  In Sonora, commission practices 

aimed to distill controllable objects—“governable spaces” and the people within them—

from complex socio-spatial realities.
7
  Military cartographers “found themselves in lands 

with multiple political jurisdictions and use rights, indeterminate borders and inconsistent 

place-names, and highly contextualized systems of tenure and property.”  Craib calls such 

places “fugitive landscapes” (12); their complexities constantly trumped federal 

surveyors (and, by extension, the broader modern Liberal project) to reduce land to fixed, 

individual units of “property.”  Surveyors and hydraulic engineers working in the Mayo 

similarly found that they could take little for granted in their efforts to refashion a 

territory that was nothing like the useless desert empty-quarter they envisioned.  On the 

other hand, as both Craib and Bobrow-Strain (2008) have found in Veracruz and Chiapas, 
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respectively, by virtue of mediating resource conflicts, “the State” began to take shape by 

virtue of officials‟ heretofore unmatched efforts to insinuate themselves between people‟s 

everyday needs and the environments from which they drew sustenance.  

A novelty of the Porfiriato, then, was the federal government‟s role as principal 

agent of socio-spatial transformation, with the military heading the charge.  By the late 

1880s, President Díaz had established military garrisons on the Mayo and Yaqui rivers.  

The CGE/CCS could now initiate the campaign to explore, map, and distribute land in the 

extensive lower basins.  Influential Yoris had been clamoring for Indians‟ pacification 

since well before independence, but Díaz initially resisted sending large numbers of 

federal troops into the region. He soon realized, however, that surveying, land re-

distribution, and, ultimately, canal construction necessitated a show of force (Beene 

1972).
8
  The president thus finally gave in to Sonoran governor Torres‟s oft-repeated call 

for 1,000 regular and 500 auxiliary troops.  In the Torres‟s words, such forces were 

needed to “subject [Indians] to [the rule] of laws.”  This was the only way, he noted, that 

Yaquis and Mayos could be shown the importance of becoming well-behaved subjects 

who would, “by themselves, defend against the [other rebellious] indigenous.”
9
  If Torres 

and others like Ramón Corral had their way, the valleys together would form an enclave 

of agrarian capitalism, a place of ambitious men whose achievements would cast a 

penumbra of civilizing light over the entire northwest.    

  As was the case elsewhere in the colonial world, appropriating valley resources 

revolved around the racialization of places and peoples.  Indians were portrayed as unfit 

to exploit their own landscapes.
10

  They required training, tools, technology, indeed, a 
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new understanding of the world to begin making their own way up the Darwinian social-

evolutionary ladder and assume their position as a homogeneous class of small-farmers.  

All the while, Sonora‟s congressmen lamented the slow pace of progress.  Rebellious or 

simply unambitious, Yaquis and Mayos seemed “content to live under the shade of the 

mesquite and remain obstacles to the progress of the state and nation.”
11

  They were to 

either convert or face displacement, or death.  And for the decade or so leading up to 

Mayo‟s military defeat in the mid-to-late 1880s, there had been atrocities on all sides. 

Aguilar Camín captures the dialectical nature of violence during those years: 

Just as the Indians showed their willingness to fight and defend their rivers, with  

the same intensity the settlers of the „frontiers‟ were steadfast in the defense of 

their towns, homes, and lands against indigenous intransigence; and on both sides 

of the conflict there were enough terrible anecdotes to cement in place a 

justification for mutual hatred and a permanent belligerence. (1978: 27; my 

translation)  

But by 1887 federal forces had finally solidified in the region and, after much 

bloodshed, managed to defeat the resistance‟s primary leader, a Yaqui named José María 

Leyva, or “Cajeme.”  Under Cajeme‟s direction, the lower Mayo and Yaqui watersheds 

together had been forged into a kind of “two-river nation” (Almada 1993: 512).  Both 

groups had struggled since the Jesuits‟ expulsion (1767) to protect the privileges and 

protections they enjoyed under mission rule.  These so-called fueros misionales included 

exemptions from tax and tribute and, more importantly, the right to name their own 

leaders (53).  Not surprisingly, archival work has revealed a marked transformation in the 

ways Indians approached cultivation, land-holding, and village-level politics since the 

1850s and Yoris‟ increasingly aggressive efforts to appropriate those lands (52-53).  Such 

encroachment, even if slow to start, presented a particular challenge for the Mayos, for it 
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was in their valley that capitalist irrigation and agricultural companies first took root. 

Cajeme‟s death had finally cleared the path for non-Indian colonists to accelerate what 

had thus far been a rather slow advance westward, into the valley‟s lower elevations and 

floodplain lands.
12

 Mayos had held a line against settlers for some time, more or less 

containing their advance in the foothills country east of Navojoa.  But the federal army 

finally hemmed in the two river valleys, forcing many of the elderly and young 

inhabitants of the lower watershed to seek refuge outside.  Some moved east, toward the 

Sierra Madre.  Others took up temporary residence in fishing camps on the mangrove-

studded islands of the Sea of Cortéz (Hernández Salomón 2006).  This exodus, in turn, 

left much of the best land open for the taking.  

Not surprisingly surveyors, engineers, and landowners would for many years 

continue to liken their development efforts to military conquest—a sentiment that 

revolutionaries later adopted, particularly in the realm of irrigation.  Capturing every last 

drop of runoff, before it ran its usual course to the Sea of Cortéz, for instance, became an 

epic war against “waste.”  Similarly, controlling water and clearing brush were often 

referred to as so many battles in the ongoing struggle against barbarity, against the 

wildness of the indigenous monte (bush).  Unproductive land and unproductive bodies 

became discursively fused.  In the eyes of Ramón Corral, the monte was “a redoubt for 

rusticity and cruelty…all that was required to make them bloom was to „pacify the tribes‟ 

and apply to the land the industry and intelligence of civilized man.‟”
13

   

Violence had initially discouraged the federal cartographic commissions, as had 

the general in charge of the region, Angel Martínez, who for a time resisted the 



 

 

84 

president‟s call for the CCC‟s deployment.  Land distribution, he countered, was 

impossible in the face of Indian resistance (Craib 2004).  The president prevailed, 

however, and in June 1887, around the time of Cajeme‟s defeat, government mapmakers 

rode into southern Sonora.  The Commission‟s leader, Colonel Agustín Díaz (no relation 

to the president), immediately set a tone of heavy-handed paternalism, reading from a 

script reminiscent of the conquistadores‟ requerimiento to a group of Indians gathered 

before him: 

I come in the name of the President of the Republic, General Porfirio Díaz, to  

reorganize your pueblos and to secure your happiness….The President said to 

me….„Go to the Yaqui and Mayo rivers, and assure the Indians of their full right 

to the lands that you will mark for them, to cultivate them and construct houses 

with the comforts that civilization requires….Direct them in their labors such that 

they might enjoy the benefits of progress and bring them to civilization such that 

they might feel the well-being it produces…Treat all Indians as our brothers, and 

once you know their problems, propose to me the means you believe adequate to 

remedy them.
14

  

 

While Díaz assured the Indians of their land rights, such rights applied only to those areas 

that commission officials would “mark for them.”  Furthermore, not only did entire towns 

face reorganization, now, even the Indians‟ homes were deemed inadequate.   

Upsetting and/or reworking the complex weavings of internecine war and kinship 

that had long-characterized Sonoran resource politics, then, was a hostile, centralizing 

apparatus with a military machine at its core.  The Comisión Científica‟s efforts to striate 

the land and superimpose a system of micro-scale, individual property consolidated an 

epoch of unprecedented violence and upheaval on the coastal plain.  According to 

Buchenau, in less than twenty years Sonorans would see “the virtually anarchic freedom 

of the frontier congeal into the machine politics of the Porfiriato” (Buchenau 2007: 27).   
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The Porfirian “civilized man” was a middle-class farmer with no discernable 

(highly stereotyped) markers of indigeneity.  The landscape, too, was to be stripped clean 

of historical significance.  The earliest official maps show a valley carved into small, 

irrigated plots clustered around new townships surrounded by large holdings.  Docile and 

otherwise repentant Indian rebels were expected to coexist with Yori colonists.  Together 

they would become “farmers” in a new classless agrarian empire.  Building these hive of 

industrious smallholders (pequeños propietarios) also necessitated irrigation-works, for 

dirt farming on this arid coastal plain would hardly sustain the large, liberal-democratic 

yeomanry projected in government maps. Similar to Chiapas, then, in the 1880s Sonorans 

witnessed the “unfolding [of a] Liberal territorial project [grounded in] particular forms 

of capitalist accumulation” (Bobrow-Strain, 2007: 53).  At least in certain parts of the 

nation, the old land-grant hacendado would either convert to the new religion of science, 

administration, and modern capitalist production, or face extinction.   But who were the 

apologists for this project?  And from whence their novel views of geography? 

 

The New Experts 

 

In 1867 Benito Juárez issued a presidential decree establishing federal support for the 

study of civil, topographic, and hydrographic engineering, mostly in the capital‟s 

universities (Guzmán Garduño y Anaya Sorribas 1976: XXIII). Ten years later, Vicente 

Riva Palacio, Mexico‟s Minister of Development (Fomento), formalized the Comisión 

Geográfico-Exploradora, and placed Colonel Agustín Díaz at its head.  For years Díaz 

had urged the ministry to provide sufficient staff and equipment to create a general map 

of the republic and of the country‟s complicated hydrology.  Now, he had the federation‟s 
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military might at his disposal.  His career, in many ways, was typical of an upper-echelon 

científico.  He was a devout positivist, a military man, and a believer in professional 

administration.  If men like Díaz shared anything in common it was their faith in science 

and disdain for politics standing in the way of national development.  He was a capitalino 

by birth, and the events of his youth directly shaped his future outlook and prospects.  In 

1846, he had worked as a topógrafo on one of Mexico City‟s water-control projects, 

cutting his teeth on modern infrastructure.  That same year, the U.S. invaded Mexico, and 

he was among the defenders of Chapultepec Castle (the presidential palace) who were 

taken prisoner.  A sense of patriotic duty and faith in science thus articulated early on in 

the engineers‟ life.  Díaz went on to teach at the capital‟s Colegio Militar, as well as the 

Escuela Especial de Ingenieros.
15

  In some ways, he was the Porfirian forerunner the 

post-revolutionary expert: Mexico City-born técnicos who, in the 1940s and 1950s, 

would take over where the old-guard military men of the revolution left off. 

Díaz believed that “true geography could be realized only when [national] 

cartography had been concluded.”
16

  His notion proved prophetic, for Mexico‟s 

nineteenth-century military-cartographic project expanded to include a broader program 

for transforming—rather than merely interpreting and representing—national territory. 

Using as a prime meridian Mexico City‟s Cathedral, on the northern flank of the Zócalo, 

engineers triangulated their way from small-town church steeple to railroad station to 

windmill to rock outcropping, slowly filling in a national map, one arbitrary polygon at a 

time. Their data included hydrology, roads, and towns, as well as the flora and fauna of 

several states.  In 1887 an earthquake had destroyed towns, villages, and churches 
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throughout northeastern Sonora, prompting CCS researchers to explore and chart the 

region. They published the state‟s first geological map shortly thereafter (Suter 2007).  

By the time of the commission‟s disbanding, in 1914, federal topógrafos had mapped and 

impressive 417,640 of the nation‟s nearly two million square kilometers.
17

  Progress 

required knowledge of the nation‟s treasures.  

These achievements notwithstanding, the expanded mission to actually shape 

geography, not surprisingly, proved far more troublesome.  For the Mayo and Yaqui 

Valleys, the project included land distribution and crafting detailed hydrographic maps 

for future irrigation concessions.  Particularly in terms of the former, CGE and CCS 

efforts met with little success.  The temporal horizons of large-scale, highly technical 

projects for expanding land and surface-water sources at first articulated poorly with the 

erratic ebb and flow of Porfirian politics.  Regional elites (mostly from Alamos, to the 

east) either lobbied aggressively for results, or rejected the government‟s development 

and regulatory efforts altogether.  Either way, Colonel Díaz‟s work was slow, complex, 

and riddled with on-the-ground frustrations (García Martínez 1975).  He complained to 

federal officials, for instance, that neither the military nor local oligarchy backed his 

mission.  This view was at least partly correct: landowners showed little initial interest in 

competing with pequeños propietarios, indigenous or otherwise, for resources (Gracida 

Romo 1985: 47).  Conversely, they were not simply describable as a homogeneous 

“bourgeoisie” working, via enclosure, to free up Indian labor, lands, and waters. 

Certainly, enclosure (land distribution) ultimately facilitated the development of an elite-

agrarian empire.  But the process was never so intentional or teleological.  
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Díaz (and the CGE/CCS more broadly) did manage to leave a critical material 

legacy, however.  This includes the hundreds of maps and irrigation plans that engineers, 

landowners, and water-users would use to justify their claims for many years hence. 

Hundreds of land titles also landed in the hands of Indian and Yori “colonos” 

(smallholder colonists).   Furthermore, some of the politicos, engineers, and assorted 

técnicos moved through the CGE‟s military ranks
18

 (or in one way or another were 

involved in Porfirian land distribution) went on to play critical roles in the establishment 

of agriculture and irrigation companies that dominated the valley‟s resources even into 

the late 1920s and early 1930s (Aguilar Camín 1977).  Díaz and his successor, Colonel 

Ángel García Peña, thus accomplished something that had eluded their predecessors: the 

articulation of a Liberal-smallholder principle of vision in cartography, and the partial 

expression of that vision on the land. The CGE and CCS had introduced the most 

aggressive efforts yet to racialize and reorder the landscape, both on paper and on the 

ground; it left a loose conceptual and material framework upon which the post-

revolutionary governance of water and land would rest.  And its forms are still detectable 

in the present irrigation district landscape, broadly expressed as a bifurcation between 

mini- and latifundio, between the non-Indian, large landowner “interior,” and an 

indigenous Indian “exterior.”  
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The penchant for maps, charts, photography, and highly abstracted, graphically-rendered 

landscapes reflected the Porfiristas‟ desire to uncover, publicize, and exploit the 

“immensely rich…naturally splendorous” national territory.  Tenorio-Trillo sees the 

theatricality of capturing such splendor, and repackaging it for pubic consumption as part 

of a fin-de-siècle state ontology, a process selling the nation, both to its citizens and to the 

rest of the world.  Indeed international fairs and expositions became the most desirable 

marketplaces for such images (1996: 31).  But the relationship between tableau and 

territory remained far more troublesome than científico-boosters would admit.  Like the 

railroads (Matthews 2008), telegraph, and other technological hallmarks of the period, 

irrigated agriculture was understood as productive of a modern Mexican; that is, a 

deracinated middle-class “individual” focused on intensive, private exploitation of the 

landscape.  The prominent científico educator and intellectual, Justo Sierra, like many of 

his liberal contemporaries envisioned a new native subject whose transformation into a 

social asset (rather than a languid seeker of shade) went in tandem with the “intense” 

cultivation of the soil.
19

  The president, his ministers, and Mayo Valley elites tended to 

view irrigation works as “pacification works.”
20

  “We must not rest,” Díaz admonished, 

“until we see each and every indio with a prod in his hand, behind his team of oxen, 

tilling the fields.”
21

  From the dense bosques of mesquite, endless briars of thorn-scrub, 

and broad sweeps of organ-pipe cactus blanketing the coastal plain, surveyors envisioned 

a new geometry of tiny square agricultural plots surrounding small townships.  What 

were otherwise loose scatterings of Mayo dwellings—modest structures with earthen 

floors and woven cactus-rib walls—on federal maps became the new agricultural 
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colonies of Etchojoa, Cohuirimpo, San Pedro, and Santa Cruz de Huatabampo.  Each 

colonia comprised a large polygon of 7,597 hectares, sub-divided into 303-hectare zones 

(twenty-five in each colonia).  Each “zone” contained 100 plots of 3.03 hectares each. 

The Commission stipulated that “heads of family” register to receive these plots.  It was 

small sampling of the bureaucracy and paperwork that lay just over the horizon.  

Particularly in this early and rather naive iteration of official cartography, 

“progress” called for the erasure of historical-spatial memory. In practice, this meant 

substituting a new iconography of boundary-markers, and street and place-names.  In 

Colonel Díaz‟s view, old names and markers seemed impolitic, if not dangerous.  For the 

town of “Torin” (Tórim), in Yaqui territory, where the commission had established its 

headquarters, he urged his surveyors to “immediately designate the names…of 

settlements so that they appear in plats, registers, deeds, [and] boundary-markers [without 

sparking] memory of past events.”   Destroying or changing the position of these new 

boundary-markers (mojoneras) could bring severe punishment.  Indians‟ pacification and 

assimilation, then, was seen to derive from “legitimate possession” of land and the 

severing of old spatial imaginaries and practices from the landscape itself. Such a 

program of “civilizing development,” of course, also required several “military 

points…to ensure the tranquility of those tribes and impede the savages from continuing 

their raids in those zones.”
22

   

From the beginning, the envisioned socio-spatial transformation faltered under the 

weight of its contradictions and inconsistencies.  It was one thing to describe one-

dimensional human-agricultural landscape on paper.  It was a different matter altogether 
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to survey landscapes, distribute entire swaths of land already occupied, and, later, to 

regulate water resources in the name of “public” benefit.   These programs quickly 

produced their detractors.  Yaquis and Mayos both contested and sought to take 

advantage of the titling process, attempting to claim lands that they had worked since 

“time immemorial” (Lorenzana 2001: 197-198).  Similarly, they struggled to retain 

access to the small charcos (pools) and lagunas (ponds) of water that, at the time, still 

dotted the lower basin.  Short of digging a well, these were just about the only thing close 

to a perennial water-source to be found.  On the other hand, members of the emergent 

producer oligarchy—and those with land-owning pretensions—quarreled amongst 

themselves to secure strategic lands and canal sites, often brokering fragile alliances with 

groups of Mayos and middle-to-small scale, non-Indian cultivators (this process is 

covered in richer detail in subsequent chapters). 

Perhaps most troublesome at this early juncture was the matter of determining, 

who, exactly, qualified as a “head of family.”  The category‟s instability, like that of 

many others in the regime‟s administro-scientific portmanteau, forced Díaz and his 

underlings into immediate compromise.  If only legally married men were to be 

considered heads of family—which indeed was the case, at least “according to the spirit 

of our institutions”—what was one to do with all of the widowed and otherwise 

unmarried types?  In his expression of puzzlement, the colonel echoed a common refrain 

of colonial authorities many decades before.  Mayos reportedly had little patience for the 

institution and practice of matrimony: along with charges of shamanism, Jesuits had 

constantly lamented Indians‟ purported libertinism (Pérez de Ribas 1999: 290). Marriage 
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and sexuality constituted areas over which Jesuit priests held little sway, much less 

military officials and federal bureaucrats.  The new military cartographers, it seems, were 

no more successful. “Disgraced orphans,” Díaz worried, “would be completely 

excluded,” as would married couples under the age of twenty.
23

  Who, then, would 

qualify for a plot of land?   

Despite the intractability of such questions, the veteran military cartographer 

professed loyalty to the original “intention of the Secretariat,” which was to “attract 

vecinos to establish themselves…and above all support colonization.”
24

  The indigenous 

“farmer” problem would solve itself in a trickle-down sort of way, once a sufficient 

number of civilizer-colonists could be attracted to the region.  Here, Díaz‟s use of the 

term “vecino” came in reference to “gente de razón” (literally, “people of reason”)—non-

Indian Spanish speakers and foreign-born colonos.  There was little room for doubt about 

who, exactly, colonization would benefit, and who it would leave out.
25

  The Mayos—at 

least those who had heard of the Comisión—likely understood early on how they would 

fare under the new territorial schema of individual ownership and production.  Theirs, 

after all, was a much more expansive and complicated spatio-temporal matrix of resource 

use, ranging from a shifting floodplain agriculture, to gathering a wide range of products 

from the soon-to-be-cleared bush.  How was all of this complexity reducible to tiny, 

individual squares?  What, moreover, would be the nature of the relationship amongst the 

people contained within those bounded squares, and with the land beyond?  

The commission offered “all manner of guarantees and securities” for “equality in 

[land] distribution.”  Moreover, Díaz‟s successor, Colonel Angel García Peña, had stated 
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from the outset his intention to ensure a fair process by eliminating names from the land-

distribution roster and, thereby, the chances for payoffs and nepotism.  But the 

científicos‟ faith in the ability of professional administration to remove politics from the 

process was consistently challenged in practice.   Commission authorities often 

contradicted themselves, making it quite clear that there would be separate standards 

corresponding to distinct levels of resource access.  On one side of a growing divide was 

the indigenous subsistence farmer, who was to cultivate a plot of between 3.03 and 4.5 

hectares.  Officials assumed that this pequeño propietario could “obtain two [corn] 

harvests per year, very sufficient for a poor person who cannot help himself by other 

means.”
26

  This lowly subsistence farmer, in turn, stood several notches above the 

“savages who continue their raids in these zones.”
27

  On the other side of the divide stood 

an entirely different “class of colonos.”  These were people in a position to “contribute to 

the civilization of the indigenous race.”
28

  In theory, this was to become a middle class 

yeomanry, a colono upper-crust provided land based on individual need, a vague notion 

of merit, and, in a few cases, pre-existing title.  

Regardless of the outcome, the land re-distribution was more of a superficial 

rationale than an intentional or methodical policy of dispossession.  Mayos were simply 

to relinquish claims to a broader ancestral territory, and territorial social relations.  In 

exchange, they might receive a small plot somewhere within the new, atomized-yet-

anonymous geography of agricultural production.  Irrigated farming thus excluded by 

virtue of partial inclusion.  This relationship between the “inside” and “outside” of 

civilization‟s sphere remained a fundamental feature of the valley‟s cultural-political 



 

 

94 

construction as federal irrigation district after the 1910 revolution.   

The one-size-fits-all land reparto (distribution), represented in commission maps, 

cloaked that practice of granting preferential concessions for veterans of the wars against 

Mayos and Yaquis, as well as for already entrenched regional oligarchs—in many cases, 

there was no distinction between these.
29

  A handful of relatively well-connected 

Yoremes likewise acquired larger concessions than the three to four-hectare plots set 

forth in the commissions‟ plans.  Their exception proved the rule, nonetheless: non-

Indians received lands for “the benefits they produce…the services they provide, [and] 

the industries they establish…”
30

  Maps published in 1888 thus contain several large 

sociedades agrícolas (agricultural societies) bearing the names of regional elites; they are 

islands in a sea of tiny subsistence-plot squares (see Illustration 2.2).  Thus, even before 

the process of registration for parcels was complete, authorities, at least on paper, had 

already cordoned off large swaths of the most accessible floodplain land.  Some of the 

agricultural societies whose names the plots now bore formed the basis for the irrigation 

companies that would come to monopolize land and surface waters.  Similar companies 

began to take root in a variety of places throughout the north and northwest: the Río 

Fuerte, in northern Sinaloa; the Río Nazas, flowing through Durango and Tamaulipas; 

and in Chalco, on the central plateau (Aboites 1998; Kroeber 1994; Tortolero 2008).  
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Illustration 2.2.  Map showing the division of Etchojoa into small-plots and private 

holdings.  At this point, the small parcels have been assigned numbers, but no names.  

Several large squares, by contrast, have already been cordoned off for private individuals 

and agricultural companies in formation.  (Reproduced with permission, Archivo 

Histórico del Agua, fondo: aprovechamientos superficiales; caja: 1032; expediente: 

14521)  

 

 

To Colonel Díaz‟s astonishment, Indians‟ responses to the land titling and distribution 

process were frigid at best.
31

  Since 1887, the CCS had repeatedly issued circulars calling 

on Mayos and Yaquis to “enroll” in the federal land distribution program.  Most Yoremes 

at this time spoke little or no Spanish, much less read it, and the men in charge 

consistently mistook their confusion for apathy.  In a communiqué issued on February 14, 
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1888, CCS officials could hardly veil their frustration at having to extend the registration 

deadline once again.  President Díaz, they noted, was still willing to “impart his 

protection towards the…tribes, making available for their benefit the elements of wealth 

and the future of that region [and] prorogating for the last time the deadline.”   Failure to 

sign up for the program, officials warned, would result in loss of land rights and, 

ultimately, landlessness.  In spite of such threats, the circulars continued to come, each 

with an extended deadline, and each more menacing in tone than the one before 

(Hernández 2006: 33, emphasis mine).  Some Yoremes, likely far more than the archival 

records reflect, attempted to confront authorities directly, claiming that they had in their 

possession “primordiales” and/or “testimonios”—oral and written proof of their holdings. 

In his earliest official reports, Agustín Díaz asserted that Mayos had approached him 

regularly, attempting to reaffirm their titles.  But alas, he countered, the titles referred 

only to areas falling outside of the government‟s development zone.  Furthermore, the 

“primordial” titles would, he argued, still support the government‟s new territorial 

divisions of land into four agricultural colonies.
32

  
 

Even if Mayos chose to resist this new regulatory structure on its own terms, they 

were at a disadvantage relative to many indigenous groups in central and southern 

Mexico.  Like other ethnic groups in the Northwest, Yoreme tradition was largely oral.  

Written documentation and illustrations that would have established, at least to officials‟ 

satisfaction, long-term inhabitation, were less common than in the center and south 

(Radding 1997: 9).  Their own territoriality instead could be glimpsed in more subtle 

ways, in the landscape itself: clearings for hunting and fishing camps; the layout of 
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villages; shrines carved into the trunks of trees or fashioned of rocks piled together.  Díaz 

also claimed to have “conducted all of the searches in [his] power” to locate titles and, 

even, the archives they might have been housed in.
33

  His investigation yielded nothing 

new, in some ways making the Commission‟s efforts seem little more than a cynical 

hoax.  And yet, the cartographers were blinded enough by their faith in the process and 

the importance of their mission to be constantly exasperated by its failures.  The pace of 

titling and parcelization painfully slow, at least from the cartographers‟ standpoint.  The 

first actual distribution of small plots, held for the “new town of Etchojoa,” did not begin 

until March 15, 1891.  San Pedro followed two days later.  Then came Cohuirimpo, on 

the twentieth.  By this time, García Peña had begun taking over operations as a frustrated 

Colonel Díaz returned to Mexico City (García Martínez 1975; Hernández 2006).
34

  Díaz 

died on June 19, 1893, and García Peña assumed full control of the Comisión 

Geográfico-Exploradora.  By most accounts, García Peña remained faithful to his 

predecessor‟s tactics and bureaucratic vision.  Complaints about Indians‟ failure to 

embrace land reform continued, as did talk of an indigenous labor shortage.
35

  War and 

dispossession, nevertheless, had driven Mayos into the eastern foothills and westward, to 

islands in the Sea of Cortéz.   

By the end of the Porfirian reparto, the much-vaunted agrarian middle-class—

vectors of gentility and civilization conjured in government documents—turned out to be 

military men, bureaucrats, and bankers from the silver-mining city of Alamos, east of the 

valley.  An elite few of these men received extremely generous land and water 

concessions.  Among these was José Tiburcio Otero, jefe of the first Zona Militar and 
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veteran of the repression against Yaquis and Mayos (Almada 1990: 479-480).  The 1883 

Vacant Lands Colonization Law had allowed Otero to legally dispossess 7,000 hectares 

on the right bank of the Río Mayo, in Citavaro; these lands were by no means vacant or 

unutilized (Ruíz 1988: 144-5).  With his hacienda Jupateco, which included 1,200 

irrigated hectares, Otero became the valley‟s quintessential politico-cum-landowner. With 

a generous 10,000-liter/second federal irrigation concession, Otero and others like him 

clearly “knew how to respond to the efforts of the Federal Government” (Mange 1933: 

46).  So, too, did colonel Ángel García Peña himself, who, along with associate Jesús 

Morales, landed one of the largest land concessions of all: 13,000 hectares for their 

hacienda Juárez.  García Peña, recall, had been most explicit about discouraging 

nepotism in the distribution process.  

No one, however, could match Carlos Conant Maldonado‟s enormous sweetheart 

deal, which blanketed most of the region‟s three large river valleys: Yaqui, Mayo, and 

Fuerte.  In exchange for agreeing to survey and divide up the arable lands surrounding 

these three rivers, president Díaz granted Conant a gargantuan 500,000-hectare swath. 

This was most of coastal southern Sonora and northern Sinaloa. Conant‟s enterprise, 

registered in New Jersey as the Sonora & Sinaloa Irrigation Co., seemed megalomaniacal 

even by Porfirian standards.
36

  More importantly, such huge concessions suggest the utter 

shallowness of cartographers‟ understanding of the valleys‟ ecological and social 

dynamics.  Particularly on the Río Mayo, where months of drought could follow 

torrential flows, concessions like these made little sense.  Because they served to ignite a 

desire for irrigable land, they also attracted larger and larger numbers of colonists from 
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across the region and beyond, ratcheting up pressure on Mayo villagers.  Article 37 of the 

concession made clear that twenty-five percent of all colonos were to be foreigners, the 

rest Mexican nationals.  Article 36, furthermore, stipulated that Conant grant land to one 

colono for every 1,000 hectares his company purchased (Dabdoub 1995: 272-278).  One 

of the colonization scheme‟s primary backers was Walter S. Logan, who subsequently 

invested in the enormous Cananea Consolidated Mine and Cattle Company, in northern 

Sonora (Sonnichsen 1976).   

A few years after the outbreak of revolution in Mexico and Porfirio Díaz‟s ouster 

(1910), engineers‟ investigating Development Ministry archives found that many Indians‟ 

legal claims had simply gone unheeded.  For instance, in the beginning of his term in 

office President Díaz had upheld an 1873 ruling, rendered by an Alamos prefect, that the 

community of San Pedro was indeed an indigenous “pueblo” with historical claims to 

lands, including the town site (fundo legal).  It was, therefore, technically not an area of 

unclaimed baldíos open to colonization.  In his 1880 communiqué, employing a logic that 

foreshadowed that of the cartographic commissions, the president felt that San Pedro 

should remain in the Indians‟ hands so that they might “dedicate themselves to 

agricultural labors, setting aside that of arms, and there will reign peace in the basin.”  

San Pedro‟s village leaders had also petitioned the CCS for additional parcels in hopes of 

expanding their community‟s agricultural land base and, thereby meeting the needs of a 

growing population.  Nonetheless, by 1903 the newly formed Río Mayo Agricultural 

Company obtained the CCS‟s blessing for the acquisition of 4,554 hectares of San 

Pedro‟s land.  It was some of the best land in the valley, and included rare permanent 
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surface-water features.  The company paid a paltry 1.80 pesos per hectare, far less than 

the already dismally low official price of 6.60.
37

  Where did the yeoman pequeño 

propietario stand in all of this?  

In 1933, Joaquín A. Mange, scion of an influential Sonoran military dynasty, 

published the “Historia del Negocio del Garbanzo.”
38

  Among other things, it was an 

apologia for the paternalism and violence of colonization.  But it also underlines the 

continuity of desire for a certain type of civilizing space—or conjunction of such 

spaces—that CCS engineers had set forth nearly fifty years earlier.  Those spaces had 

their antipode in the small meadows (“pequeñas vegas”) that the purportedly unambitious 

Mayos continued to farm just as they had for hundreds of years.  These flood-plain vegas, 

Mange wrote, had “barely satisfied their most basic needs…obliging them to commit 

frequent acts of raiding…creating points of friction for the peaceful people in 

surrounding areas.”  Small plots of land and state-of-the-art irrigation had indeed 

provided the antidote to Indian ociosidad, to idleness, as hardworking planters and 

government officials took control over a languid people in an empty (yet paradoxically 

peopled) land…so the legend went. Mange could thus trace a line of beneficent planter 

domination from the Porfiriato straight to the 1930s: 

From 1881 and general Bernardo Reyes‟ [regional military commander] report to 

the Ministry he was sent by, the fertile lands of the Río Mayo, then in a state 

of…abandonment, with nearly 14,000 individuals from both rivers vegetating in 

its forests, [people] who were by custom nearly nomads, through the actions of 

the señores Agricultores who have been converted into „Queens‟ of a hive of 

workers, now there are 45,000 inhabitants [in the valleys], none of whom would 

attempt to live in a reed shack; they take advantage of 80,000 liters per minute 

[sic] from the river; they produce an annual harvest whose value is more than two 

million pesos; and they have amply contributed in terms of roadways and civil 
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urbanization in their towns and cities…This is what…the Mayo Valley farmers 

have striven to do.
39

 

 

But survival in this dryland region had always required mobility: the constant 

shifting of fields or, even, entire villages, in response to a mercurial arroyo, to drought, or 

to the seasonal rhythms of flora and fauna.  Indeed, as I argue in the next chapter, it was 

in no small measure their shared disdain for nomadism, and, related to this, the need for 

sedentary labor, that drove landowning and government elites to such lengths in their 

quest for “development.”   

Development also brought with it other, rather immediate costs.  For these, there 

was simply no room in the discourse of regional boosterism.  “From Culiacán to 

Álamos,” wrote one late nineteenth-century observer, “nothing is being eaten but roots 

and trunks of mezcal plants.” Corn and bean production, it seems, had undergone sharp 

declines nationwide, as export crops began to consume more and more of the nation‟s 

most productive landscapes.
40

  By 1890, floods, smallpox, and warfare had severely 

drained populations in the towns and villages of the lower Río Mayo. That autumn, 

prophesies of apocalypse began to draw the Mayos by the hundreds back down to the 

valley from the craggy foothills of the Sierra Madre and the islands and mangrove-lined 

peninsulas on the Sea of Cortéz.  A young Indian prophet, Damian Quijano, had foreseen 

the end of the world.  It would come in the form of an epic flood.  Only repentant Mayos 

would survive, while the materialistic Yoris would surely perish.  Quijano‟s fervor was 

part of a broader mysticism circulating amongst indigenous groups and some non-Indians 

in southern Sonora at the time.  The youthful Teresa de Urrea, known as the Santa de 
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Cabora, had been preaching a message of repentance and famously healing the sick on 

her father‟s ranch, located on the Cocoraque wash, near the northeastern edge of the 

lower Mayo drainage (the traditional dividing line between Yaqui and Mayo territories).  

As Teresa‟s teachings coalesced into a broader social movement, the Díaz government 

began to view her as a serious threat.  She had given public expression to the anxiety and 

suffering of those who had experienced the stick as opposed to the bread of state-led 

colonization and development (Spicer 1992: 75; Vanderwood 1998).  Here was an early 

foreshadowing of events to come in 1910. 

In the midst of this millenarian foment, the cartographic commissions had 

nonetheless set in motion a radical socio-environmental transformation.  By 1902, at least 

eighteen canals carved the banks of the lower Río Mayo.  Operating at full capacity, they 

could siphon off a total of nearly 80,000 liters per second (Mange 1933: 46).  Several 

irrigation companies, flour mills, and, even, a hydroelectric power project had either been 

proposed or were beginning to come on line.  The Yoris had dug in their heels, and done 

so with greater speed and efficiency there than in the Yaqui Valley.  Indeed, the pace of 

encroachment—along with the superficial historicism of regional boosters—at least 

partly explains why Mayos‟ appear passive (indeed, downright cooperative) in scholarly 

and popular accounts when compared to their brethren to the north.  After Cajeme‟s 

defeat and the entrada of the exploratory commissions, they were swiftly overrun with 

colonos dreaming of the lush green fields that would replace the unruly and uncivilized 

coastal thornscrub (Aguilar Camín 1977).  Even if the more grandiose schemes like 

Carlos Conant‟s foundered, in their totality the Alamenses‟ more modest projects would 
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constitute the most aggressive force for landscape change.  Lagoons began to go dry in 

some places, while canals led to the formation of new ones in others.  Rechanneled 

floodwaters either wiped out or began to bypass older fields.  Such was the drama of 

federal hydraulic governance at the opening of the twentieth century. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Díaz‟s experts often required armed federal escort as they surveyed southern Sonora‟s 

hardscrabble landscapes. The entire operation, as Craib (2004) suggests, exemplified 

military violence from start to finish.   Their knowledge—conveyed in official plans, 

maps, and blueprints—forged together the dissonant particularities of place into a 

distinctly modern representation of a centrally controlled national space.  Some of their 

“principles of vision” proved rather more durable than others.  But of course, in the 

moment, it was their implementation that mattered most for the basin‟s landscapes and 

peoples.  The CCS‟s efforts, for example, offered early iterations of the hydrographic 

basin (cuenca hidrográfica) and irrigation “district” (distrito de riego) as objects or 

territories of dramatic federal intervention (Aboites 1998: 73).
41

  These now iconic, 

spaces of officialdom and privilege, therefore, have taproots reaching at least into the late 

nineteenth century and the efforts of the CCS. 

Carlos Conant‟s project ultimately affected the Mayo Valley in far less 

discernible ways than it did the Yaqui, where the Los Angeles-based Richardson 

Construction Company took over operations, selling land to American colonists.  The 

social dynamics of land and water in the Mayo, in addition, took a distinct tack from 

those in Yaqui. There, Mexican nationals from within the region, rather foreigners, 
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became the largest group of colonizers.  But such developments required almost nearly a 

decade to fully congeal.  In the interim, Conant found his project hobbled by its grandiose 

scale, among other things.  Despite a well-financed propaganda campaign in the US, by 

1901 he had sold a mere 800 of the originally granted 500,000 hectares.  Floods and 

Indian resistance also foiled early efforts create hydraulic infrastructure capable of 

servicing a project of the size investors had envisioned (Dabdoub 1995; West 1993: 98-

99).  Yet concessions like his, even if they achieved little initial success, illustrate some 

of the most prominent contradictions in Porfirian land and hydraulic policy.  Officials 

continued to speak in terms of a smallholder yeomanry, subscribing, at least nominally, to 

a liberal vision of a small-farming democracy in vogue at least since independence.  At 

the same time, ostensibly in hopes of jump-starting development they granted vast 

concessions for colonization and irrigation schemes like Conant‟s. It was as if they were 

carving up a Nile River valley when in fact their object was just a dry desert arroyo 

moistened with occasional floods.  Rather than facilitate a class of independent 

smallholder-farmers, federal authority provided the means and rationale for ongoing 

dispossession, a trend that would only accelerate with the introduction of irrigation 

technology (Kroeber 1994: 18-20).   

Porfiristas‟ support for this ideal also prepared the soil for future conflict, 

rendering on paper a socio-spatial bifurcation that today characterizes the Mayo Valley.  

Their talisman, the map, expressed the distinctly modern desire to control the flows of 

land, water, and people far away from the discomforts of the countryside.  Men like 

Sonora‟s favored Porfirian son, Ramón Corral, had rejected “the rough life of the 
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countryside in favor of that of the club.”  They hoped to see a day when, “from the city 

the campo could be reorganized; the orders or decrees emanat[ing] from Mexico City, 

where concessions were granted, and from Hermosillo, where they were executed” 

(Valencia Ortega 1993: 311).  The unpredictability of seasonal floodplain agriculture 

would surely give way to a tightly controlled system of irrigation.  Its levers could be 

pulled from a great distance via concentric networks of authority, expertise, and 

technology.  Ironically, the closest approximation of this ideal would have to await the 

1910 revolution and the changing of this old-guard elite.

                                                        
1
 I use the phrase “imperial cartography” to connote the distinctly socio-spatial expression of 

“Developmentalism” explored in this chapter. 
2
 The terms “Porfirian,” “Porfirista,” and “Porfiriato” are in reference to President Porfirio Díaz, who 

dominated politics, either as president or as puppet-master, from 1876 to 1911.  They also refer to a 

distinctly modern zeitgeist that characterized the dictator‟s years in office. 
3
 “Científico” here is shorthand for the modernizing bureaucrats and técnicos who, though likely not 

identifying with the term, came to dominate national politics during the Porfiriato. Paul Garner writes that 

the positivism of científicos “drew on the theories of Henri de Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte, which had 

enjoyed considerable political currency in Europe after the 1820s, especially in France and Spain.  

Positivist or „scientific‟ politics (whose adherents in Mexico therefore became known as científicos after 

1893) advocated the application of scientific method, not only to the analysis of social, economic and 

political conditions, but also to the formulation of policies which would remedy their deficiencies and thus 
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Chapter 3 

EPOCA TWO— 

THE BOLD AND THE BANAL: SCIENCE, FREEDOM,  

AND SMOOTH SPACE (EARLY 1880s TO REVOLUTION) 

 

 

 

The whistle of the train in the deserts where previously only the shriek of the  

savage was heard, is a sign of peace and prosperity for this noble nation, which aspires 

with justice to participate in the wealth that freedom and science have bestowed on the 

civilized world.  

—Porfirio Díaz
1
 

 

Less land was cultivated then, but there were much fewer people, too.  Besides, it was the 

tyranny that was great—not the size of the farms. 

—Peasant farmer recalling the Porfiriato
2
 

 

 

Beginning with Jesuit occupation and missionization, each successive regime of colonial 

expansion in the Mayo Valley has rationalized its interventions as necessary for the 

moral, social, and economic improvement of indigenous, “indo-campesino,” or non-

Indian “campesino” populations.
3
   Colonialism, in its various institutional guises—the 

Church, the State, the Irrigation Company, etc.—has hinged upon the creation of social 

and cultural difference vis-à-vis stratagems of spatial transformation.  The earliest 

example of this is the Jesuits‟ policy of reducción, or the concentration of what were 

deemed “barbarous,” dispersed ranchería Indian settlements into townships recognizable 

within the cultural frameworks of Hispanic urban tradition.  Just over one hundred years 

after the Jesuits‟ expulsion from northwest New Spain (1767), federal officials were 

employing imperial cartography, military oppression, and bureaucracy to implement their 
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vision of a new agrarian empire. Water was its lubricant; the deracinated middle-class 

farmer-citizen its object (Kroeber 1983: 3-6).  This would be a peaceful man, irrigating a 

four-hectare plot, and bringing liberal democracy, one hectare at a time, to an uncultured 

land.
4
  

In this chapter I explore the new modalities of water control emergent in the 

valley between the late 1880s and 1910 (the beginning of the revolution).  It is a period 

during which the federation truly began to assert its dominance in the realm of 

hydraulics, moving well beyond programs for land distribution and into a series of new 

measures designed to sculpt an entirely novel landscape of production. Mexico‟s 

congress approved the Law of General Communication Routes in 1888, which for the 

first time gave federal government legal authority to regulate use of the nation‟s primary 

surface flows.
5
  Irrigation—or, rather, river control—thus also offered a means of crafting 

a federal territory.  Even in the planning stages waterworks became sites of intense social 

contact between an expanding resource bureaucracy, new irrigation companies, and 

indigenous communities (pueblos) facing the appropriation of their resources. These 

thirty or so years, then, evince continuities in the ways technologies of political power, 

mechanisms of hydraulic control, and the transformation of the waterscape wove 

together, while also representing a period of intensive social and environmental 

transformation.  

Official triumphalism and a near religious faith in the power of science and 

technology deeply colored Porfirian politics of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Ambitious public works, such as Mexico City‟s gigantic drainage system, or 
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gran desagüe, illustrated elites‟ supreme confidence in the ability to tame an 

exterior(ized) natural world.  Modern technology, big bureaucracy, and scientific reason 

provided the means, while the relative comfort and security of Mexico City offices the 

setting.  Such urbane sensibilities formed part of a more widely held elite-official vision 

(Tenorio Trillo 1996).  Engineers and other experts, hoping to manipulate a “menacing 

environment,” saw their interventions as critical for improving the nation (Agostoni 

2003: 115-116).  Moreover, the practical articulation between notions of progress, 

technology, and environmental control, argues Claudia Agostoni, began to penetrate the 

dynamics of everyday life.  The desagüe, she writes, became “a vast-socio-sanitary 

domain,” the construction of which “altered the landscape both above and below ground” 

(P.115). Social interaction within (and with) this domain served to deepen people‟s 

engagement with government, which is perhaps Agostoni‟s most important point:  

remaking the landscape provided a way for the epistemology of bureaucracy to become 

enfolded into an ontology of sanitation and waste control.  

The engineers, large landowners, and federal cartographers working in southern 

Sonora during this time approached the task of modern development with a similar 

paternalistic drive.  Crafting a landscape to contain and redirect the river‟s unpredictable 

flow would improve the region‟s human condition and, of course, please the Alamos 

mercantile-banking elite simultaneously. They thus hastily bent to the task of building an 

administrative and technical apparatus for taming water, shaping lands, and, they 

claimed, for improving people.  After the 1880s attempts at reparto, imperial cartography 

shifted focus to more directly encompass irrigation and waterworks.  These included 
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maps, of course, but now also blueprints, photography, and small bursts of narrative text 

setting forth a vision for the future.  Land distribution remained central, but now the 

mapmakers‟ calculations figured importantly in the resolution of water-related disputes, 

the frequency of which increased dramatically as the new century approached.  Indeed 

such tensions created the very topography of power and water relations, and provided the 

raison d'être for official data gathering.  As was the case elsewhere in the republic 

(Agostoni 2003; Bobrow-Strain 2007), people‟s everyday lives began to mesh more and 

more thoroughly with the hard churning gears of federal government.  

Yet for Porfirians with “developmentalist” inclinations, this new intimacy could 

prove troublesome.  Engineers and cartographers, for instance, constantly ran up against 

sharp-edged particularities of time and place in the execution of their projects.  These, in 

turn, punctured the growing bubble of official hubris enveloping efforts to control the 

world outside from the relative comfort of Mexico City‟s federal bureaus in Colonia 

Tacubaya.
6
  The ongoing need for fresh tactics of governance grew most apparent with 

the advent of federal water concessions, most of which went to the Mayo Valley‟s 

expanding agricultural-capitalist elite.  Through modern approaches to water governance 

“center” and “periphery” became mutually constitutive processes.  By the 1910, 

moreover, main canals and other supplementary waterworks veined out from either side 

of the river, constituting an unruly apparatus of water capture.  Particularly during this 

early period, then, hydraulic instability became both effect and central feature of 

governance.  Hydrocrats both turned a blind eye to elites‟ many abuses, and struggled to 

contain their energies, to harness water to a variety of ends, including that of institutional 
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expansion.  Their early steps, nonetheless, were halting and clumsy. Seasonal floods and 

drought brought opportunity to those quickest to recognize it.  Ruin awaited many others.  

President Díaz‟s expanding land and water bureaucracy sought to both catalyze 

private-sector development as well as extend its own reach from Mexico City into the 

valley.  It did so by creating a new juridical form, the Compañía Irrigadora or Compañía 

Agrícola. Under the best circumstances, this included a federal water concession gauged 

in so many liters- of-flow per second.  Aguilar Camín writes that before Porfirian 

centralization, “political power was the key that opened both irrigation‟s floodgates and 

agriculture‟s success” (1977: 22).   Landowners had viewed municipal government as a 

tool for accessing hydraulic resources, and, as such, each year during the dry months of 

April and June municipal councils became sites of intense infighting.  The relative 

autonomy these councils (cabildos) had enjoyed since the colonial period (Meyer 1996) 

began to wane in negative relationship to the federation‟s increasing political capacities 

(Aboites 1998; Guerra 1988; Lorenzana 2001).  It was a slow and uneven process, 

however, for federal governance would have been impossible without the aid of 

municipal authorities and local strongmen (caciques).  The river‟s unpredictable flows, 

then, from the beginning bedeviled political centralization. Now, the acrimony resulting 

from floods or drought could spread from the valley to Hermosillo and Mexico City. 

Distance between the valley and Mexico City, moreover, often distorted communication, 

even with the aid of new railroads and telegraph systems.
7
  Land titles, hydrological 

maps, and concession contracts, the talismans of the federal experts‟ modern ideals, 

expressed both their arrogance and naïveté.  As time went on, though, the territoriality of 
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federal resource governance solidified in law and legislation.  Díaz‟s Ministry of 

Development (Fomento) used the 1894 federal Ley de 6 de junio (Law of June 6th) to 

grant surface-water concessions to private irrigation companies.  From the standpoint of 

centralized water control, the 1894 law constituted a clear improvement over the largely 

unenforceable 1888 Ley de vías generales de comunicación (Aboites 1998; Meyer 

1995).
8
  Furthermore, after a few years and several bureaucratic procedures, concessions 

could become private property and, thus, more or less tradable assets.  

Irrigation companies did not, however, constitute a step toward creating a 

“healthy nation of self-determining people,” as Alfred Kroeber implied (1984: 3).  

Instead, they created a mechanism for keeping Indian laborers close at hand, working 

their own subsistence plots for survival, and steadily increasing their indebtedness to the 

compañías for water flow.  Just as during the mission period, the rhythm and geography 

of daily life were entering a cycle profound change.  Irrigation companies ultimately 

became a portmanteau of instruments for monopolizing Indians‟ means of subsistence 

cash-crop production.  The companies were also difficult to regulate and monitor, given 

the lack of federal authorities (outside of the military) stationed in the valley.  Again, 

contrary to Kroeber‟s findings, I have little support for the claim of effective water-law 

enforcement in the Mayo Valley.
9
 Rather, regulation typically applied to those whose 

projects or activities jeopardized the valley‟s most powerful interests, its caciques.  And 

for them, Porfirian water law seems to have been more like a string of sandbars in a 

swift-running river, obstacles to maneuver around.  The “traditional” or “backward” 

farmer (mostly Mayo Indians), meanwhile, continued to carve out interstitial spaces of 
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production, which officials viewed as a threat to modern irrigation.  These tendencies, 

combined, could produce surprising effects.       

 

 

Bureaucracy Creeps in: Irrigation Companies,  

Water Concessions, and Peritos Hidráulicos   

 

One of the most influential groupings of the newly emergent agricultural elite came 

together under the banner of the Compañía Agrícola del Río Mayo (CARM).  In 1902, its 

primary shareholder, Ángel Almada, and his lawyers, Lorenzo Elízaga and Alfonso 

Fernández, landed a generous federal water concession.  It came after a somewhat 

protracted period of legal maneuver, with Elízaga and Fernández working from their 

offices on Mexico City‟s Calle San Andrés, Almada handling affairs in the valley, 

communicating with his lawyers via telegraph.
10

  Typical of the valley‟s so-called agro-

empresarios, the Almadas were a prominent Alamos family whose involvement in the 

political and economic life of Sonora continues to shape the state.  Aside wheat and some 

commercial corn production, the world market for garbanzo beans (chickpeas) was just 

beginning to take off (Mange 1933).  Men like Almada, whose family had been in silver 

mining since the colonial period, began to plough their surplus capital into this new form 

of extractive capitalism.  Fomento granted Almada 10,000 cubic liters-per-second of river 

flow, imposing no set time frame, and making no reference to season.  Rather than a use 

right, then, such a concession constituted de facto private ownership of water.
11

   

Echoing the language of some of the earliest federal water claims, Almada and 

company portrayed their project as an effort to bring peace and prosperity to an 

“uncultivated,” indeed dangerous, land.  Having already “acquired” most of pueblo San 
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Pedro‟s best floodplain fields (those between the communities of Cohuirimpo and 

Etchojoa) from their “old owners” (“antiguos poseedores”), mostly Mayos, Almada‟s 

attorneys presented the company as an exemple for Indians to follow.  The latter, after all, 

were “obstacles to progress.” The CARM would show them what they could accomplish 

through hard “work.”
12

  Transforming a purportedly natural object (the floodplain) was 

tantamount to rendering an underdeveloped world into a lush, productive utopia; it was 

for the Yoremes‟ own good.  Here one glimpses a hegemonic worldview in the making: 

irrigation boosters saw southern Sonora as a “region” of unachieved potential.  A new 

way of life, a new prosperity, meant the aggressive pursuit of the valley‟s natural bounty, 

of masculine labor (Almada 2001: 156).
13

  That the floodplain was, in part, a collective 

artifact of human endeavors was simply outside the realm of possibility.               

As I suggested above, the compañía irrigadora frequently proved less than ideal as 

a vehicle to simultaneously increase the Fomento‟s reach and facilitate resource 

appropriation.  Often as not, these two objectives came to loggerheads: waterworks and 

paper concessions tethered together unholy (or at least awkward) alliances between 

differently positioned interests.  To begin with, civilian government had only the most 

skeletal presence in the region and relied heavily upon local authorities for information.  

Communication, furthermore, occurred in the incomplete utterances, broken sentences, 

and misspelled words characteristic of modern telegraphy.  In a somewhat typical case, 

Fomento had asked Ángel Almada and his lawyers to prove that the company had 

initiated surveys for its irrigation works.  With no available federal witnesses in the 

community of Cohuirimpo—not even so much as a postal worker—they solicited the aid 
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of the police commissar (comisariado de policía), Francisco Yocupicio, to verify claims.  

In a document bearing his “legal” signature, Yocupicio testified that he had been present 

when Almada, Alberto Ramos, and Oscar Ocharán, of the CARM‟s administrative 

council, had gathered together with a squad of laborers at a spot on the river named 

Calvario.   They had reconnoitered the site for an irrigation canal, and announced their 

readiness to proceed with construction.
14

  Such tableaux of banal formality were 

becoming commonplace.  Notaries public, local authorities, and the mapmakers of the 

Comisión Científica de Sonora, likewise, received requests for evidence of titles for 

parcels claimed by the Compañía Agrícola‟s shareholders.  And at every step of the way 

between the valley and the capital, at each turn of the hand, the possibilities for 

misinterpretation loomed larger.  Such was the distortion of distance between intent and 

effect, between places and sites wherein power relations were simultaneously intertwined 

and asymmetrical.  The paper fetishes of irrigation development often included allusions 

to ideals of fairness and free competition, while the patently unfair game of land and 

water monopoly progressed, if haltingly.  Instability in the relationship between paper 

representations and reality frustrated the efforts of development bureaucracy and the 

would-be builders of agrarian empire. Federal water concessions required proof of land 

ownership, which meant that those who had failed to participate in the late-1880s 

distribution program risked losing both land and water.  

Shareholders of the Compañía Agrícola del Río Mayo were not the absentee or 

seigniorial hacendados so frequently associated with the period; rather, particularly in the 

beginning, these were men (mostly men) with a passion for business, administration, and 
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entrepreneurialism.  They shared a paternalistic civic-mindedness (Knight 1990, 2: 510-

511), an impassioned sense of duty to improve their region and its peoples.
15

  At the same 

time, most, like Almada, were from outside the lower basin, and, often as not, had little or 

no agricultural experience. According to its 1901 charter, the CARM‟s shareholders 

brought together about 320 “lots,” or nearly 1,500 hectares of some of the valley‟s 

choicest floodplain land.
16

  Before the arrival of the Porfirian military and its federal 

geographical/scientific commissions, the very concept of a “lote,” a privately owned, 

small plot of land, would have been had been rare indeed.  However, the CARM‟s 

charter, along with several others nearly identical to it, made clear that privatization 

concerned much more than just a diminutive parcela: this culturally and ecologically 

polyvalent landscape was being subjected to a modern process of reduction.  The largely 

non-agricultural backgrounds of the CARM‟s members underscored this point: banking, 

business, retail, and federal government.  Some viewed them as “forasteros,” as outsiders 

(Huerta Gonzálzez 1999). With the exception of Ángel Quiróz from Navojoa, most hailed 

from prominent Alamos families.  This included Alberto Ramos, Oscar Ocharán, and 

Ponciano Castro, José María Quiróz, Ignacio Vidaurreta, Manuel Larraguibel, and chief 

shareholder and financier, Ángel Almada.
17

  They may have had little previous 

experience in irrigated agriculture, but in general they seem to have shared a keen interest 

in the day-to-day operations of production. Critically, as time went on and the patriarchs 

died off, wives, daughters, and sisters frequently inherited company share.  While I found 

little documentation of women‟s involvement in everyday company workings, estate 

papers filed in Alamos testify to their influence.
18
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In a legal procedure traceable to Spanish colonial water law (Meyer 1995), 

officials required assurances that concessions and canals would leave down-river interests 

unharmed.
19

  The procedure called for publishing notice of pending projects in federal 

and state registers, or boletines, and a waiting period for lodging complaints.  Indians and 

others unlikely to even know of the federal register, much less have the ability to read it, 

obviously remained marginal to the process.  A clear indictment of such practical 

insincerity also lies in the scale and scope of Porfirian concessions: with the exception of 

Hacienda Santa Bárbara, on the valley‟s easternmost flank, the category “downriver” 

included nearly everyone.  Just about any maneuver in the upper watershed produced 

discernible effects downstream.  A Fomento section chief in charge of reviewing the 

concession wrote to the minister in support of the CARM‟s petition, despite the fact that 

10,000 went well beyond the ministry‟s regulatory baseline of one-liter, per second, per 

hectare.  The section chief argued that the river‟s erratic flow regime made the larger 

concession necessary: irrigators had to able to take advantage of torrential runoff during 

the rainy months.  And, along with the progress that it would surely bring to the region, 

the project would also “populate [the valley] with elements of order.”
20

   

The final concession contract gave the CARM six months to survey the land and 

situate its waterworks within the complicated coastal topography; twelve months to 

present blueprints to the ministry; twenty-four months to begin construction; and seven 

years to complete the waterworks (which required official sanction).  It also assessed a 

250-peso monthly fee to pay a government-appointed engineer for the waterworks‟ 

design, inspection, and approval. The federal water law of June 6, 1894 stipulated these 
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conditions, which were common to most concessions in the valley and throughout 

northern Mexico (Aboites 1998).
21

  Reflecting the predominant representation of the 

valley as a tabula rasa, contracts came as pre-printed forms with blank spaces to be filled 

with the relevant geographical and social information.  The CARM‟s shareholders swiftly 

came up with nearly 100,000 pesos for the “largest and best-executed [waterworks] in the 

Río Mayo,” finishing them in less than two years (five years faster than anticipated).
22

  It 

was a vast sum for the times, and even more astonishing for the place.   

In spite of such grandness of scale and scope, Fomento authorities commanded 

but the most elementary information about this deeply transformative project.  And this 

created a mad scramble for men with technical expertise who could act as intermediaries 

between the valley and the national capital.  Filling this need was the perito hidráulico, a 

hired-gun irrigation engineer.  The perito would ultimately perform a critical function as 

one of the earliest embodiments of the federal hydrocracy‟s links to the region.  These 

experts, ideally, were men with formal (Mexico City) training and a rootedness in place 

and local practice.  And, as with the geographic-scientific commissions, their expertise 

often carried with it a military pedigree.
23

  Engineer Crispín J. Palomares, for example, 

who designed and built the CARM‟s waterworks (as well as those of other companies in 

the valley) came from an elite Alamense family with strong Liberal and military 

credentials.  General Crispín de S. Palomares Borbón, a prominent Juarista Liberal, had 

risen through the ranks to become second in command of Mexico‟s First Military Zone 

(southern Sonora).  It was a time when Indian resistance to colonization was gasping its 

last breaths (1885 to 1889), and of course when land was becoming readily available, 
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particularly for those with army connections.
24

  General Palomares, who had already in 

1868 received a large concession in return for agreeing to survey and subdivide, thus 

solidified his families place in the emergent garbanzo-bean empire.
25

  Such bonds of 

kinship, business, and government would only thicken with time.  In this manner, 

Porfirian government created several inroads into the valley, spinning a complicated 

connective tissue for transmitting ideas, capital, goods, and personnel.  The irrigation 

company constituted an important part of that tissue.  Yet, it could also threaten the 

regime.   

 

Water and the Disorderly Politics of Progress 

 

The broad sweep of district today, its far-flung network of waterworks, makes it difficult 

to imagine that the earliest struggles over land were limited to the floodplain and a few 

perennial (or near perennial) pools.  Despite the CARM‟S 10,000-liter concession, 

constructing an “agricultural finca…on the largest scale possible,” and doing so in the 

context of erratic river flow, required some capacity to store water.
 26

  As such, Porfirian 

hydraulic development reignited an already smoldering struggle over the valley‟s springs 

and pools.  In and around the pueblo of San Pedro were several natural depressions 

(lagunas) that Mayos depended upon.  They, along with others from nearby Cohuirimpo, 

had long used these as potable water reserves (particularly during periods of prolonged 

drought) and for irrigation during the seasonal dry period.  The CARM also hoped to 

appropriate Choacóray, an elevated spot on the left flank of the river, where buildings 

might be erected. The Compañía‟s claims quickly turned these sites into objects of 

conflict.  Were the lagunas federal territory? Did they pertain to particulares (private 
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smallholders)—a category that did not automatically exclude Mayos but nonetheless 

rarely included them?  Almada and his lawyers built a case for the latter, arguing that 

such commons could, indeed, should, be alienated for private (rather than corporate) 

production.  This was in their view the best use of resources, which would benefit the 

inhabitants of the new agricultural region now occupying their dreams.
27

   

They had the law on their side.  The National Water Law of June 6, 1894 

sanctioned the expropriation of lands in and around canals as part of concessions to 

irrigation companies.  In Almada‟s concession contract, lands falling within the category 

of propiedad nacional (national property) could be acquired (indeed, appropriated) at no 

extra cost.  They could be used for anything from canal rights-of-way to company 

buildings.
28

  In these cases, “public utility” seems to have been the sole criterion for 

acquiring another‟s property.
29

  As one might imagine, disputes arising from this process 

arose with some frequency.  The contracts called for their settlement in state or district 

courts, using federal government information where available.  In the case of San Pedro, 

the aggrieved parties were to hire a perito valuador, a type of expert witness, to provide 

testimony and assist the parties in coming to agreement.
30

  Federal water experts, in turn, 

were also called upon for an opinion, basing their judgments mostly on official 

cartography.  Of course, just as with the federal concession contracts, their maps 

contained many blank spaces, as if a reflection of bureaucracy‟s own black holes.  

Disputes like this, over San Pedro‟s lagoons, thus helped them fill the gaps. 

Laguna Baresuqui, like so many other important features of topography, failed to 

appear on most early works of official cartography.  From his headquarters at Tórim, in 
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the turbulent Yaqui Valley, the chief of the Comisión Científica de Sonora, Señor Torres, 

mounted an exploratory trip into the Río Mayo.
31

  After reconnoitering the lands in 

question and interviewing the opposing parties, Torres ruled in favor of the Mayos and a 

private smallholder from nearby Bácame, Don Teófilo Hurtado.
32

  Torres found that the 

commission had in fact already granted Baresuqui lagoon and several lots surrounding it 

to local Mayos, despite its omission from CCS maps.  Hurtado had also claimed the 

Loma de Choacoray, which the CARM had hoped to use for its buildings.
33

  For the 

moment, however, the rather featureless early commission maps—influenced more by the 

drive to divvy up the land than present it in any topographical detail—seemed to suggest 

that these areas did not even exist as such.  Instead, the lagunas, Choacoray, and the 

Mayos‟ nearby fields were buried beneath a hard geometry of quadrants: VII, XII, and 

XVII (except for the main channel of the Río Mayo, riparian features are largely absent 

from the early maps).
34

  A subsequent communiqué from the CCS to the minister of 

development reveals confusion over the very basin Choacoray fell within, situating it in 

the Yaqui rather than the Mayo valley.
35

  Knowledge of water and a deeper sense of 

place, nonetheless, were becoming a principal focus of development bureaucracy 

(Aboites 1998; Kroeber 1983).  In tandem with development‟s conflicts, emerged an 

increasingly detailed imperial cartography.    

The give-and-take between the CARM‟s shareholders (acting through their 

Mexico City lawyers), official cartographers, and Fomento over time condensed 

particular, often quite narrow, understandings of the Mayo basin‟s geography. Through 

such understandings, what was at once so much more and yet somehow less than a 
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waterway, was to become, for a federal water expert hundreds of miles away, so many 

liters per second.  Federalization, at the same time, itself became a stake in the struggle 

over land and water, at one and the same time desirable and threatening.  Private 

interests, like those of the CARM, might support federal river control, claiming that it 

would help them in their efforts to do what was best for a larger public, for the region.  

After the revolution, the state itself would take up the banner of “public interest” in a way 

that could just as readily threaten as protect private interests.  For now, however, 

irrigation companies like the CARM held sway in the paternalistic bid to “improve” the 

region‟s lands and peoples, for the state lacked the means to carry out the large-scale 

water projects that would characterize the post-revolutionary period.  More specifically, it 

lacked the expertise, knowledge, and local political clout.  Landed elites like the 

shareholders of the Río Mayo Agricultural Company, thus played a crucial yet 

ambiguous role.  They were at once agents of bureaucracy‟s relentless overcoding of the 

valley, and reluctant subjects of hydraulic regulation.  Seen another way, there existed no 

clear line between state and society, or state and subject, except that which was meted out 

in the actual struggle over what constituted “property” and who would master and benefit 

from it.  As 1910 and the revolution drew near, this struggle intensified.   

Ernesto Peláez, the CARM‟s attorney in Mexico City, contested the CCS‟s 

opinion that the lagunas in question had been legally “distributed” years before by the 

cartographic commissions and were thus now in private hands.  Peláez argued that while 

the government had indeed distributed the lands surrounding the water feature, the river 

channel itself was “national property” by virtue of the late-1880s federal legislation.  
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Moreover, the company needed but a small sliver, or horn (cuerna), of the pool to build 

its water storage facility; it did not require the surrounding lands.  Granting this terrain to 

the company, he maintained, would benefit all the landowners surrounding it (including 

the Yoremes), providing them with humid soils even during Sonora‟s “rigorous” dry 

season.
36

   

Then, President Díaz rendered moot such negotiation when, on October 4, 1904, 

he declared the CARM‟s contract obligations with the federal government fulfilled and 

thus terminated.  The Law of June 5, 1894, the president reaffirmed, had given the 

executive branch sweeping authority over the regulation of both public and private water 

use.  CARM‟s compliance with its contractual obligations included having caused no 

damage to third party (i.e. downriver) interests—at least, no damages that inspectors 

would label as such.  All of this together gave the president solid footing to issue a 

solemn decree: “I order the authorities of the State of Sonora and all others in the 

Republic to place no obstacle in the way of said Compañía Agrícola del Río Mayo.”
37

  

By mentioning the company‟s purported respect for its downstream neighbors, the 

president was repeating (indeed, performing) a handful of principles inherited from 

Hispanic water law, ideals enshrined in the Ley de las Siete Partidas (Meyer 1996: 149-

153).  He reasserted the state‟s de jure authority not only to determine the best use of 

public and private resources, and its power to distinguish between the two, to draw a line 

in the sand and call it the border between difference.  But the claim held little truth in 

practice: Porfirian waterworks were sculpting the immediate riparian landscape, and with 

so many canals, siphons, and diversion dams designed to straightjacket the Mayo‟s flow, 
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“order and progress,” the Porfirian regime‟s hallmark slogan, rang hollow, at least for 

most potential irrigators or those generally in need of water.  The new waterworks 

diverted runoff onto fields and deflected its dangers elsewhere, to others across or 

downstream.  And these so-called terceros, or third-party irrigators, were useful to the 

state mostly insofar as they kept quiet.     

The Mayo‟s unpredictability flummoxed Porfirian authorities, particularly those 

stationed in Mexico City and whose formative years likely had been spent in the 

temperate or tropical climes of the center and south.  These engineers also took cues from 

Europe and the United States, though oftentimes lacking basic hydrological data on 

which to base their decisions or ground their lofty ideals (Aboites 1998; Kroeber 1983).  

Their positivist notions of hydrology were, typically, developed in and for wetter 

environments and, therefore, incorporated the biases of distinctive physiographic and 

cultural regions.   As Jamie Linton (2008: 640-641) argues, models of the hydrologic 

cycle over time internalized a “blue-water bias,” a set of assumptions built around 

experiences with water as something stored up in lakes, rolling along in perennial rivers 

and streams, or at least as some kind of surface flow.  Mexican government maps, 

nonetheless, at best constituted snapshots of particular places at specific moments in time. 

In the northwest, such places, during the rainy months, might undergo a drastic 

makeover, changing from one day or week to the next. And the basin‟s floodplain terrain, 

meanwhile, grew increasingly mercurial as the number of canals increased.  With each 

new ditch, the floodplain more and more resembled a gigantic pinball machine, water 

ricocheting wildly like a destructive steel ball. 
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The river‟s unpredictability, coupled with gaps in official knowledge, also played 

into shareholders‟ hands.  Officials tried mightily to accommodate the growing 

complexity in water relations, remaining several steps behind seasonal circumstance.  

Their interventions, combined with those of irrigation companies, amplified the 

unforeseen consequences of hydraulics projects.  These, in turn, required further 

adjustments, and so on it went.  The CARM, largest among many companies, for 

instance, struggled to situate and build its primary siphons just as floods had changed 

riverbed topography.
38

  Yoremes, recall, had for hundreds of years engaged in a similar 

dance with the changing waterscape, adjusting to its changes, subtly shaping its 

topography to their advantage.
39

  Then, it had been as much about using space to control 

water as it was about accommodating the river‟s violent smoothing forces.   Now, 

irrigation companies, together with the federal government, were introducing a new 

technological and social rigidity into the river‟s dynamics with their canals of rock and 

lime mortar, their buttresses, metal hardware, and, of course, bureaucratic procedure 

(Aboites 1998).  Paradoxically, because they lacked the financial means to construct a 

large-scale impoundment system, they also remained dependent upon the flexibility of 

approaches that rather closely resembled those ancient river-control strategies—or, 

rather, on the people who still understood them.  

From its headwaters in the Sierra Madre Occidental, the Mayo River drops around 

9,000 feet by the time it reaches the valley, depositing large sediment loads as its waters 

lose momentum across the coastal plain.  Between 1904 and 1906, widespread flooding 

produced several “upheavals” in the flow regime.  According to Ángel Almada, storms 
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had changed the river‟s course directly in front of his company‟s primary intake canal, 

“leaving a dead river full of sand, and shifting its waters a great distance away…”
40

 

CARM shareholders, faced with the prospect of losing over half their crops for two years 

running, acted swiftly, changing the location of their berms and siphons as conditions, 

rather than laws or contracts, dictated.  Yet, altering a federal waterway now required 

official permission, which invariably came slowly, and after complicated bureaucratic 

procedures involving telegrams, official stamps, inspectors, and, often, visits to 

Hermosillo and the capital.  Thus for the CARM, with its substantial investment at stake, 

a de facto solution remained the only option.  As the Mexican saying goes, it was easier 

to ask authorities for a pardon. 

Acting through his lawyers, Almada had from the beginning pushed for extra 

latitude in the federal concession, particularly since official knowledge of the basin 

remained spotty, as did that of company investors and directors.  The original plans for an 

intake canal, for example, situated it in an area known as Paredón Colorado.  That, 

however, had apparently been a mistake, one immortalized in both the federal and state 

registers. Instead, water might be more accessible from an undisclosed point located as 

far as five kilometers upriver.
41

  Official calculations for the concession‟s volume, he 

argued, should have been based on the Mayo‟s own arid characteristics, a river that might 

“go completely dry for an entire season.”  Almada‟s lawyers complained that the 

originally allotted quantity had been calculated based on “rivers with constant water 

flow.”
42

  The Ministry‟s formulae for volume were, in other words, inappropriate for the 

Mayo‟s erratic dynamics; they were based on the perennial rivers more characteristic of 
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southern and central Mexico.  The hydrocrats‟ knowledge was indeed quite situated; it 

just was not the right situation for this dryland stream.   

Almada and company reminded Fomento that concessions granted in dry regions 

required larger overall volumes; one had to strike swiftly to lock in soil humidity at just 

the right moment.  As important, larger volumes insured that fields received a 

regenerating influx of fresh sediment with each surge in the river, an indispensable 

ecological subsidy.  (A clear contradiction of irrigation development, this practice faced 

elimination by virtue of the increased capacity for storage and impoundment.)  It was, 

nonetheless, a delicate balancing act, for violent, scouring floods could also take out 

pricey waterworks in a matter of minutes.  As important, then, were surge defense-works, 

which also concentrated and sped up flow, threatening the integrity of the entire 

downstream network.  What hopes, then, did the CARM‟s downriver neighbors (the so-

called terceros referred to in Díaz‟s presidential decree) have for seeing their rights 

protected when water was either siphoned off in huge quantities, or shot as if through a 

gigantic hose against their works and fields?  Because federal law required the 

publication of all newly proposed works in official registers, downstream users were also 

given a rather lengthy period in which to lodge complaints.  But in the frenzy to build 

canals, who could predict the river‟s behavior?  The category “tercero,” by default, 

simply excluded most Yoremes, most of whom probably had no knowledge of the official 

register to begin with, and lacked paper titles to land and water.  Usos y costumbres—the 

habitus (Bourdieu 1977) of land and water-relations built over hundreds of years—

seemed to matter only when things went wrong.     
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Almada‟s request for flexibility might seem like a strategic manipulation of 

distance from Mexico City, of federal ignorance.  But whatever his original intent, he and 

his lawyers and fellow shareholders sought a concession that would allow construction of 

a series of berms, swails, and siphons along an entire stretch (rather than at a single point) 

of the lower basin.  This would allow them to accommodate the waterway‟s 

unpredictable behavior, in particular during its moments of high volume.
43

 The CARM, 

in other words, was proposing a multi-dimensional “apparatus of capture,” a series of 

interlinked earthworks.
44

  Mobility had always been the key to survival on this thorny 

desert plain.  And now, such was modernity‟s ode to the Indian practice of 

accommodating the river‟s wildness and shaping space to subtly nudge it toward their 

own ends.  The CARM‟s own plan thus at some levels acknowledged the complexities of 

a dryland river in the context of limited storage capacity.  And still, they clung to the 

quintessentially modern desire of taming the river, of capturing its every drop.  

  

The Politics of Water Monopoly 

 

Others with less financial muscle or political clout than the CARM tried to get in on the 

irrigation game, including some of the Yoremes to whom the scientific commissions 

previously had granted small plots of land.  These projects, not surprisingly, usually 

failed when it came to landing a generous federal water concessions—contrasting starkly 

with the experience of the CARM and its wealthy shareholders, cadre of lawyers, and, 

now, paper titles to floodplain lands.  Modern irrigation was all but off limits to those 

who were not already “modern”—or at least enjoyed some access to modernity‟s 

accoutrements.  Documents recording the valley‟s larger concessions show quite clearly 
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that irrigation companies, often as not, simply monopolized water and sold it for crops 

and cash.
45

  A contemporary booster put it most succinctly: the region‟s businessmen, he 

noted, “own large extensions of land that they rent or make available in diverse ways, all 

of them liberal, so that land is put into cultivation, providing them the necessary water.  

With little money, in this way one can make a relatively large fortune in little time” 

(García Alva 1907: n.p.).     

The looming specter of water monopoly and land appropriation prompted several 

groups to try their hand at the irrigation business, particularly since federal concessions, 

within the matter of a decade, had become the only way to access the river without 

risking government sanction.  Such was the case with the Compañía Agrícola Indígenas 

de Campanechaca.  In 1906, José de la Luz Huerta, from the (mostly) Indian pueblo of 

Etchojoa, petitioned Fomento for 2,000 liters per second.
46

 The term “indígenas” here 

likely contained elements of truth and fiction, for although Mayos most certainly 

participated, elites, for a variety of reasons, often found it useful to portray their practices 

as a matter of deep concern for the valley‟s indigenous inhabitants.  They also learned to 

insinuate their interests into Indian struggles.  Indeed, such practices had been 

commonplace at least since Liberal federal and state governments had promoted 

parcelization.
47

  Huerta‟s reference to Indians in the company name was in keeping with 

the stated objectives of Porfirian development: transforming them into a smallholder 

yeomanry, and promoting regional prosperity through irrigation.  Dissimulation thus 

would have been a clever tactic.  On the other hand, it is also clear that Huerta and 

associates did in fact come from humble, indigenous origins; these were docile, civilized 
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indios whose betterment Porfirian hydrocrats and regional boosters supported, at least in 

theory (Mange 1933).  The geographic and scientific commissions, moreover, had even 

granted them land.   

But practice was another matter entirely, and Huerta failed miserably.  To begin 

with, Huerta‟s self-described “primitive application” to the ministry, as well as all other 

documents in this file, are handwritten, a rarity within the broader dynamics of Porfirian 

irrigation concessions; clearly this was not in concert with the científico professionalism 

of the times.  Huerta requested permission to locate the primary intake siphon at a place 

called Mochipaco, near the Hacienda Jupateco, an enormous 1,000-hectare spread owned 

by José T. Otero.  Otero‟s family included men of political, economic, and, again, 

military privilege.  Indeed, General José Otero, his father, had commanded the First 

Military Zone (Almada 1990: 479-80; García y Alva 1907: n.p.).  Huerta publicized the 

project in the official registers, as required by federal law, and Ignacio Curiel, Fomento‟s 

section-chief in charge of reviewing concession applications, recommended moving 

forward, but with a rather damning stipulation: a check with the CCS and review of 

extant maps had revealed that Campanechaca comprised all of 175 irrigable hectares—a 

flea in the shadow of Otero‟s 1000-hectare elephant.  Ministry policy, again, allowed for 

only one liter per second per hectare.  The concession thus would have to be reduced to a 

meager 175 liters, much less than the original 2,000 Huerta had requested (vastly less 

than the CARM‟s 10,000)—and probably a death sentence to any project other than those 

of a (mostly) subsistence orientation.
48

  While 175 liters per second might suffice on a 

perennial river, they would never do in the southern Sonora‟s arid coastal thornscrub.  I 
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could not discern from the documents whether the Oteros had any influence over 

Fomento‟s decision to suddenly enforce this stipulation, but it is not unlikely. 

Foreshadowing in miniature the disenchantment that ultimately would lead to 

President Díaz‟s overthrow, Huerta‟s appeals speak to some of the antinomies of 

development.  The compañía‟s associates could afford official stamps, the small, 

institutionalized mordidas or bribes required on paperwork to grease the wheels of 

bureaucratic procedure.
49

  Every stamped leaf of paper boosted government revenue and, 

so it would seem, made one more small contribution, among countless others, to the 

political-economic ritual of Porfirian government, to its palpability.  But Huerta and 

company had requested an exemption from the 900-peso deposit required by law to cover 

the costs of waterworks inspection.
50

  Funding for travel to the national capital, 

furthermore, was simply out of the question, as were lawyers to handle the details.  

Huerta‟s pleas continued,  

we are very poor.  All we have are the lots that the Supreme Government gave us  

for free; on whose products our families barely get by; and if we have made the 

above request [for a water concession] it is only to ensure the irrigation of our 

solitary land; in light of the unjust game that the owners of other canals impose 

upon us for the water that we need for irrigation; as nearly our entire harvest goes 

to them [in payment for water].
51

 

 

By the early 1920s, in the wake of revolution, references to water monopoly would grow 

strident.  For now, however, people like Huerta hoped to get into the game. 

Fomento did move forward, though reducing the concession to 175 liters per 

second.  As with the CARM and other companies, Campanechaca‟s contract came pre-

printed, with blank spaces for “details.”  The particularities of place and time were at 

once external to the formal concession process while at the same time critical to its 
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outcome.  And in order to fill company canals and inundate fields, water still had to 

circulate through those stubborn particularities.  In a subsequent communiqué, for 

instance, Huerta made a rather astounding revelation: not only had the canals in question 

already received a federal agent‟s endorsement, they had already been built and were 

conducting flow!  In 1900, Colonel Ángel García Peña, head of the original Geographic-

Exploratory Commission in Sonora, purportedly had given the Indígenas de 

Campanechaca permission to build their waterworks.  Following that, Captain Ismaél E. 

García, acting on superiors‟ orders, had inspected and approved the works, personally 

overseeing the leveling of the canal floor.  Huerta‟s tone then shifted to desperation and, 

then, defiance: “we will not abandon our waterworks, never, as it is our future.”
52

  There 

was an innocence, a naïveté, in Huerta‟s pleas.  On this contested floodplain, territoriality 

now meant creating defensible spaces with immobile objects (as opposed to moving 

objects in accordance with flow).
53

 

The Campanechaca concession exposed yet again the chasm between official 

rhetoric and practice, as well as the clumsiness of attempts to articulate them.  After 

offering the possibility of loaning the company the 900-peso inspection fee, Fomento 

finally just closed the case.  Huerta, they argued, had failed to prove his identity as the 

company‟s true representative.
54

  Poverty, distance, the cognitive dissonance of 

officialdom, these things all conspired against the Indios de Campanechaca.  Modernity, 

after all, was mostly for the modern.  Being irrigator and being a laborer or a smallholder-

farmer were at once mutually exclusive and at the same time mutually constitutive.  Not 

everyone could become a shareholder in an agricultural company: someone had to work, 
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grow the crops, and pay for the water, for the canalworks.  On the other hand, most 

modern irrigators could never claim a domain as vast as that of the CARM, or of Otero‟s 

Hacienda Jupateco.  And those smaller elite interests consistently lost out to larger ones 

in the bid to curry federal favor.     

 Thus, despite a general alignment between the government‟s stated goals and 

those of the valley‟s emergent, if diverse, agricultural elite, modern irrigation frequently 

pitted landowners against the state, as well as against each other.  Socios of canal 

companies at one instance might own the means of production and employ laborers, and 

in the next become waged bodies working for even larger interests.  This shift, often as 

not, turned on access to water and floodplain lands.  Mayos and non-Indians of the 

valley‟s small pueblos, meanwhile, found themselves caught in the middle: as laborers 

for the newly formed irrigation companies; as subsistence farmers and small-parcel 

landowners indebted to agricultural companies for water and other inputs; and as the 

valley‟s earliest farmers, as people with valuable knowledge.  While such knowledge 

brought with it the stigma of backwardness, land-owning elites also relied upon “pre-

modern” practices.
55

  Such tension meant that each new canal created another focal point 

at which ethnic, class, and other markers of difference collided and/or articulated.  And 

the region‟s water and landed relations grew increasingly intense as Porfirian 

modernizers grappled with the disruptions and displacements, the unfulfilled desires, that 

their modern worldview had inspired.  With 1910 approaching, the number of canals and 

companies approached at least twenty (see Appendix C). 
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Hydrocracy and the Clash of Agricultural Titans 

 

Distinguishing the modern irrigators from their Indian predecessors was the zeal born of 

Porfirian ideology, and, of course, along with it, capital and, thereby, access to labor, 

materials, and technologies.  Even before the Porfiriato, the Salido family‟s Hacienda 

Tres Hermanos had become something of a regional benchmark for success in modern 

irrigated agriculture.
56

  It was located upriver, in an area now just a few kilometers west 

of the Mocúzari reservoir.  Water here was plentiful, and, unlike the topography to the 

east, the land is mostly flat and farmable.   The Salidos (or, rather, their Mayo laborers) 

farmed around 200 hectares, mostly in wheat.  The hacienda also boasted one of the few 

hydro-powered mills in the region, as well as a system of primary and lateral canals and 

laterals.  By 1930s, Salido and Company had easily recouped a substantial initial 

investment, and now generated solid and steadily increasing profits (García Y Alva 1907: 

n.p.).  That same year Fomento had finally granted the Salidos proper title to their water 

concession.
57

   

Almost directly across from Tres Hermanos but seprated from it by a narrow islet, 

lay the Goycolea family‟s equally impressive Hacienda Santa Bárbara, another of the 

valley‟s earliest and most profitable projects.
58

  Antonio Goycolea had filed a complaint 

with Fomento against the Salidos for having erected river defense-works and siphons that 

had narrowed the channel and, therefore, dangerously increased the velocity of flow.  

This, Goycolea complained, had altered the Mayo‟s old bed.  Moreover, he went on, the 

Salidos lacked the Ministry of Communications and Public Works‟s approval, which was 

required “of any waterworks, as this is a federal waterway.”
59
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The Ministry sent in engineer Abel Nava to investigate.  After interviews with 

landowners, local officials, and workers, Nava blamed irrigators‟ adoption of the ancient 

practice of asceción, using sticks and tree-trunks, rocks, and sand to create diversion 

weirs (“estacadas”) to channel runoff and trap nutrient-rich sediment.  The estacadas, 

placed upriver near the jutting tip of the islet that split the Río Mayo into two parallel 

channels, had purportedly narrowed the 350-meter wide riverbed by at least 100 meters, 

creating a dangerous hydraulic ricochet during periods of heavy runoff.  This would bring 

catastrophe, Nava warned, if and when another cyclone (such as the one in 1868) hit the 

region.  The engineer called for destroying the estacadas on both sides of the river, and 

for the excavation of canals on the right bank to handle overflow.  Tres Hermanos, rather 

than Santa Bárbara, he went on, was probably in the most precarious position (Huerta 

González 1999: 21-23).
60

 

Goycolea‟s complaint, together with Nava‟s report, illustrates a frustrating 

tendency at the heart of Porfirian development: modern irrigators could never completely 

achieve a clean break with tradition.  Most of them, even those from the region, had little 

floodplain farming experience.  Nor were they privy to “indigenous oral tradition,” which 

might have helped “them understand just how capricious the river could be” (Huerta 

González 1999: 23).
61

  They oscillated between disdaining tradition and secretly 

depending on it, for mobile floodplain irrigation was difficult to improve upon, 

particularly in the absence of impoundment infrastructure.  Seasonal runoff also brought 

with it nutrients from the foothills and Sierra Madre range.  As Huerta González quite 

accurately asserts,  “he who could best manipulate the course of the river would also have 



 

 

137 

the most extensive lands” (1999: 23).  In other words, capturing runoff allowed for both 

irrigating and expanding fields with nutrient-rich, water-retaining soils. Waterworks like 

those of Tres Hermanos and Santa Bárbara were designed to capture high-volume runoff, 

introducing masonry, or the technology of mampostería—rock and lime-plaster (Aboites 

1998: 57; Huerta González 1999: 20). In doing so they drastically increased the scale of 

water-diversion.  The scope likewise shifted away from flexibility toward rigidity.   

Acting on Nava‟s recommendations, Fomento asked the Sonoran Scientific 

Commission to destroy the diversion works.  The CCS‟s engineer, Gonzalo Isunza, 

quickly garnered the hacendados‟ support to do so, which included loaning their laborers 

for the task.  Goycolea, meanwhile, unimpressed with the work, complained that Isunza 

had shown favoritism to the Salidos in his reconstruction of the river bed.  In re-

examining the case, Fomento sided with Goycolea.  Isunza, they argued, had indeed 

played favorites, and they recommended digging even more trenches (zanjas), these 

further upstream to counter the prejudicial effects that the existing trenches would have 

on Santa Bárbara.  Such work required yet another engineer who, failing to win the 

hacendados‟ complete agreement on placement of the new trenches, would just have to 

dig them in the spot that, in his view, safeguarded all property-owners‟ interests.  The 

Goycoleas and the Salidos, in other words, were left to had to hash out an agreement on 

their own, as Fomento‟s agents recused themselves from the case altogether, arguing that 

such matters remained outside of their broader remit (González Huerta 1999: 25).  

Reaching an equitable solution in the context of fluvial uncertainty was just too 

complicated.  The Porfirian-bureaucratic ideal of “less politics, more administration,” at 
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least in this case, thus traduced into no administration at all.    

As González Huerta (1999) correctly points out, politically centralized (or 

effectively nationalized) “water management” was still a long way off.  Nonetheless, it is 

still quite revealing that Goycolea turned to federal hydrocracy at all.  This would not 

have been the case just a few years before.  It also underscores just how conflict-ridden 

subjects‟ relationships to both hydraulic bureaucracy and each other had become, and in a 

relatively short span of time.  One intervention in the landscape necessitated another, and 

so on down the line, with each telegram to Mexico City and each tardy response creating 

a kind of echo-chamber effect between center and periphery. By the early 1900s, what 

from the outside might have seemed like utter chaos had started to become a rather 

permanent feature water relations.  Who could have imagined creating a normative 

instrument (reglamento) capable of stabilizing such material intransigence?  

 

Water and Porfirian Legerdemain 

 

Critically, the geographical and scientific commissions‟ earliest efforts to parcelize and 

redistribute land and water resources in the valley created fertile ground for fraud—

indeed, the project itself was in many ways a gigantic, state-backed fraud of 

dispossession through fictitious paper titles and, of course, by force.  The largest federal 

concessions of so-called baldío (empty) lands—e.g. Carlos Conant‟s half-million 

hectares—constituted outright dispossession, often at gunpoint.  But these larger schemes 

never proved as viable in the Mayo as they did in the Yaqui Valley, where the foreign-

owned Richardson Construction Company had taken root (Evans 1998).
62

  Partly to 

blame were the Río Mayo‟s highly erratic flow regime, and the lack of impoundment 
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capacity (outside of natural ponds in places like San Pedro).  In addition, the number of 

regional elites struggling for a piece of the irrigation action also had a way of leveling 

things out, at least at the level of investment irrigation.  Holdings in the Mayo ranged 

from Hacienda Santa Bárbara‟s 300 hectares to the Río Mayo Company‟s 3,000. 

Irrigation companies‟ paper holdings also were usually much greater than the area of land 

actually cleared and ready for cultivation—here again, water availability (and reliability) 

constituted a looming barrier (García y Alva 1907: n.p.).  The choicest parcels were those 

on or near the ancient floodplain.  They were the most irrigable, and, thus, produced the 

highest yields of chickpeas and wheat, the two export crops that, by this time, were fully 

driving the valley‟s first agricultural boom.  Particularly now, with waterworks quickly 

coming on line and creating the possibility for a larger irrigated surface area, these lands 

became hotly contested ground, the objects of countless competing, fraudulent claims.  

And by 1909, they were largely spoken for and legitimated with fee-simple titles (see 

Illustration 3.1).  

One of the most obvious cases of fraud during this time—at least that I could 

access information on—was at a place known as Tiriscohuasa, between Etchojoa and 

Huatabampo.  Shareholders in the Compañía Irrigadora Tiriscohuasa purported to 

represent the interests of Mayos to whom, years earlier, the CCS had granted small plots 

of land and a small section of riverbank from which to draw water (a toma).  CCS maps 

referred to them as “Los pobres de Etchojoa.”
63

  In 1906, Tiriscohuasa‟s primary 

shareholders, Pedro H. Zurburán, Benjamín Terrazas, and Jesús Ramírez, filed a 

complaint with Fomento, charging that landowners Crispín J. Palomares and Trinidad B. 
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Rosas had blocked Tiriscohuasa‟s main canal with their poorly planned and executed 

Canal Independencia.
64

 Palomares and Rosas, acting through their Mexico City attorney, 

countered that Tiriscohuasa had, in fact, originally belonged to a group of  

indios who have completely disappeared and in reality those who today form… 

“Tiriscohuasa” and who present themselves as champions of the indios who were 

permitted to open a canal by the chief of the Scientific Commission are [among 

others] Clemente Ibarra, a rich mine-owner from Promontorios [near Alamos]…
65

 

In short, Palomares and Rosas accused Tiriscohuasa‟s well-heeled shareholders of having 

appropriated the “Los Pobres” moniker in order to cloak their interests in a veil of 

concern for Indians‟ welfare.  This, they surely hoped, would increase their chances of 

garnering the ministry‟s support, indeed, its protection, against the Canal Independencia 

interests.   

 

Palomores viewed the ruse as direct threat to his company and made an 

aggressive attempt to expose the lie.
66

   The land and waterworks in question, he 

believed, still belonged to the Indian town of Etchojoa, to a people who “in truth…are 

indeed poor and worthy of consideration.”  What we have here “is a type of game,” 

Palomares continued, one in which Yoremes had become pawns.
67

  It is impossible to say 

with any certainty how widespread this “game” had become.  I found numerous 

references to it in documents from the 1920s and 1930s, however, and Lorenzana (2001) 

uncovered cases of monopoly and latifundio disguised in this manner following 

independence.  Disguised latifundio continued well into the twentieth century as a way to 

circumvent land and water legislation following the revolution (covered in subsequent 

chapters).  Rather than cloaking business interests behind the façade of indigenous 

communities, however, following the revolution latifundistas began to identify 

themselves as “pequeños propietarios” (private smallholders).     
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Illustration 3.1.  Map of Mayo District showing the primary effect of Porfirian reparto: 

latifundio. (Reproduced with permission, Archivo Histórico del Agua, fondo: 

aprovechamientos superficiales, caja: 2765; expediente: 38687) 

 

The process of legitimizing land ownership brought together bureaucratic 

performance and juridical sleight of hand.  Titles and other documents went hand in hand 

with cartography in the production of consent around the new parameters of ownership 

and control: the bureaucratic constellation of acts and utterances, the customs and beliefs 

that breathed life into the paperwork. All of this was, in theory, tantamount to proof, to 

truth.  In the best of cases, the result was a paper simulacrum that effaced the 
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circumstances of resource appropriation.  Still, these circumstances could never be made 

to entirely disappear, sometimes throwing spanners into the machinery. Tiriscohuasa 

continued to wrangle with Palomares and Rosas over the manner in which the two canals 

would cross over one another, even after president Díaz‟s ouster.
68

  Ministry officials, 

meanwhile, consistently sent out ambiguous signals.  They remained steadfast in 

requiring proof of valid land titles, for example.  They also withheld all concession 

contracts until agreement could be reached between the parties in dispute over the 

intersection of canals.  On the other hand, internal memoranda express officials‟ desire 

for the 4,000-liter concession to move forward. Zurburán and company had sent Fomento 

paperwork signed and stamped by a Huatabampo town notary who testified to having 

“seen” valid, signed titles to the 3,357 hectares in question.  But the titles‟ signatures, 

wrote Fomento investigator, had not been “legalized” and thus failed to meet the 

ministry‟s arbitrary standard of proof.
69

  The definition of a legal signature remains 

unclear, but Tiriscohuasa quickly returned with another set of signatures, this time 

including that of the Sonora‟s governor.  For the purposes of the water concession, then, 

Fomento thus quickly validated the titles in question.
70

 

Like other irrigation companies in the valley, Tiriscohuasa‟s raison d‟être was the 

sale of water to small farmers rather than simple ownership and cultivation of land as 

such.  Zurburán and Rosas, in a limited sense, may have represented the interests of the 

so-called Pobres de Etchojoa, as the latter held little of the capital needed to construct 

waterworks.  Los Pobres, moreover, would have found it increasingly difficult to farm 

the floodplain in customary fashion.  Now, one needed a federal water concession, at 
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least in theory.  Tiriscohuasa‟s 4,000-liter concession required proof of legally titled, 

irrigable land to go with it, which during this early phase of infrastructure development 

normally meant plots closest to the river.  Company shareholders in turn depended upon 

Los Pobres for titles in order to meet this obligation.  Lawyers for the company argued 

repeatedly that its shareholders were, for the most part, indigenous small-farmers with 

insufficient economic resources to pay federal concession fees.
71

  Officials continued to 

push for the payment of fees.
 72

  Then, Fomento suddenly reversed course in 1911, 

waiving the 325-peso charge for irrigation-works inspection.
73

   

 

Conclusion 

 

Such was the arbitrary nature of Porfirian hydrocracy.  Confusion, spotty information, 

favoritism, inexperience, scouring floods, all of these combined to create the chaotic 

network of hydraulic politics linking Mexico City and the Mayo Valley.  Distance, 

unbridled ambition, and naïveté on the part of both bureaucrats and landowning elites 

invited all manner of fraud and shady backroom scheming.  Federalization, meanwhile, at 

times became a weapon in an internecine, elite war of position.  However, as 1910 

approached and the number of canals (and canal companies) reached twenty or more 

(García y Alva 1907: n.p.), water and landed-relations grew palpably worse, with 

tensions spreading valley-wide.  In the brief span of twenty or so years, Ángel Almada, 

Trinidad Rosas, the Salido brothers, and the Oteros, among other emergent latifundistas, 

had flexed their financial muscle and used their networks of patronage and kinship to 

appropriate much of the valley‟s land and water-resource base (Aguilar Camín 1977).  

They built impressive waterworks, set up grain mills, and controlled large tracts of 
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floodplain land.  Many more farmers depended upon these operations for milling their 

grain and acquiring irrigation water.   These men had established little agrarian fiefdoms, 

and in so doing radically remade significant portions of the valley (Aguilar Camín 1977).  

At the same time, complete control of water resources still eluded these caciques,
74

 

turning them against one another, or against federal and state officials.  And, rather than 

acting as simple mediators in such disputes, Fomento authorities often fueled conflict, 

continuing to grant concessions with little or no consideration for the river‟s erratic 

nature, for prevailing social and environmental conditions.  

Questions concerning the ecological, economic, and political vulnerability of so 

many irrigation projects based on an erratic dryland “river” simply had no place in the 

agricultural boom sweeping southern Sonora.  As 1909 approached, even in the face of 

mounting criticism, President Díaz showed no signs of slowing the pace.  That year, 

American engineer W.O. Temple landed an enormous concession for hydroelectric power 

in the narrow, granitic canyonlands of the upper Mayo basin.  If completed, the project 

would have severely constrained the river‟s flow for downstream users and given Temple 

and the federal government unprecedented control over irrigation releases.  Temple‟s 

dominion was to extend nearly 250 kilometers downriver, to the west, stopping at the 

Southern Pacific Railroad‟s bridge at Navojoa.  The megalomaniacal plan envisioned 

construction of four or more “haciendas de Fuerza Hidroeléctrica [sic]” over that long 

stretch of river, each with its own dam wedged between the high box-canyon walls (See 

Illustration 3.2).  Temple projected two dams reaching as high as 115 meters, with a third 

at forty-eight.  The “hydroelectric haciendas” together would 30,000 kilowatts of power, 
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largely for the Alamos silver mining district.  It would have constituted an enormous 

transfer wealth out of the Sierra Madre-foothills hinterland of the upper watershed, with 

its humble adobe villages and indigenous peones (Mayos and, further upriver, Guarijios).  

Yoreme communities, like that of Los Pilares, near the genteel ranching town of San 

Bernardo, had for years remained under the thumb of mestizo caciques for agricultural 

lands; they had no choice but to rent out parcels for subsistence and waged production.  

Now, with Los Pilares proposed as a dam site who knew what the future held.  Most 

confusing, if constructed Temple‟s dam would have severely curtailed water flow for 

downstream users.  Nowhere is this threat to “terceros” mentioned in the project report.
75

 

Each new Porfirian concession conjured a history of countervailing social forces.  

These, in turn, spread out rhizome-like into a brambled geography of canals and water 

relations.
76

  This unruliness would form part of the legacy left for post-revolutionary 

hydrocrats to unravel and/or make use of.  For now, that diverting water required a 

federal permit (at least in theory and, increasingly, in practice) meant that hydraulic 

bureaucracy had begun a slow-if-persistent creep into people‟s everyday lives.  But while 

many valley residents may have simply scoffed at such intrusion, a small but influential 

handful of them decided to do more than simply complain.  Once again, water was at the 

heart of the matter.  Between 1904 and 1906, torrential floods rerouted the river, the 

result of the same storm surges that had flummoxed engineers building canals for the Río 

Mayo and other agricultural companies.  They had also nearly erased the original town of 

Navojoa (today called Pueblo Viejo), forcing an exodus into nearby mesquite trees and 

onto higher ground in 1907.  These years had already been made tumultuous by the pace 
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and scale of Porfirian development.  Mayos‟ access to water and land had been truncated 

from the village of Maquipo, in the upper cuenca, to the tidewater town of Moronacárit, 

on the coast (Aguilar Camín 1977; Almada 1993).  Ignacio Almada‟s description adroitly 

captures the period‟s frenzied mood:  

[t]he people of the region know of change, of mines that open and close, and open 

once again, of ranchos that change hands and whose boundaries shift, of crops 

and metals for export…of locomotives that come and go, carrying with them 

humans, animals, minerals, grains, and news.  This is now a „frontier of steel 

whistles.‟ (Almada 1993: 479)     

 

 
Illustration 3.2.  Reconoitering for the W.O. Temple concession.  (Reproduced with 

permission, Archivo Histórico del Agua, fondo: aprovechamientos superficiales; caja: 

1030; expediente: 14505) 

 

Development and the ever-expanding agricultural frontier also amplified the affects of 
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flood and drought along the length of the new connective tissue linking “core” and 

“periphery.”  Navojoa‟s forced relocation loosed a wave of speculation in urban real 

estate on the part of its powerful agricultural and business elites, the caciques most 

intimate with the Porfirian regime (Aguilar Camín 1977).  Meanwhile, the Sierra Madre‟s 

silver mines faced rapid decline.  Along with Navojoa‟s forced relocation, then, people 

were moving in from eastern foothills towns to take part in the garbanzo-bean boom 

(Mange 1933: 205-211).
77

  The naïveté and vulnerability of these forasteros (outsiders) in 

many ways made them fruits ripe for harvest, while also becoming a focus of 

consternation for those who had been farming the lower basin the longest; that is, the 

Yoremes.    

A handful of disenchanted minor elites steeled themselves enough to publically 

voice their objections and mobilize, something quite dangerous, especially toward the 

end of the Porfiriato.  And, suddenly, into the crude and dusty chaos that was Navojoa at 

the time, strode Mexico‟s diminutive revolutionary leader to be, Francisco I. Madero.  

Madero had vehemently opposed President Díaz‟s reelection and was traveling to 

promote his own candidacy.  His arrival by train, in early 1910, earned him the wrath of 

regional authorities close to the president.  It also fanned the flames of “regional 

dissatisfaction,” which in Navojoa would soon become a bonfire tended by (among 

others) a young farmer-entrepreneur named Benjamín Hill.  Hill, like his cousin and 

future president, Álvaro Obregón, owned a middling garbanzo operation and had been 

involved in municipal politics.  He had used his connections with important regional 

players—such as Ángel Quiróz (of the CARM)—to denounce as baldíos around 2,500 
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hectares at a place near the river called Choarca.
78

  He was civic minded and 

entrepreneurial, and in many ways embodied the popular Porfirian desire for modernity 

(Knight 1990a).  Hill‟s understanding of that concept, like Madero‟s, was far less tolerant 

of Díaz‟s authoritarian realpolitik than the regime‟s apologists. More specifically, he 

chafed at the caciques‟ chokehold on local politics, and their unquestioning service at the 

pleasure of the president (Aguilar Camín 1977).  Irrigation development had been 

intensely productive, but one of its most lasting fruits was that of difference, produced 

along a variety of axes, from economic to ethnic.  As such, while “elites” like Hill may 

have enjoyed the privileges of political access, expendable income, and, even, 

connections to important regional players, they could hardly compete with perennial 

politicos like Jesús Morales, or his brother, the municipal treasurer.  Hill had witnessed 

their excesses firsthand, as councilman.  In his view, they were the “mummies that 

materially hinder the march of our progress.”   

Yet Hill, like his contemporaries, did not advocate a radical overhaul of politics, 

but, rather, a more faithful adherence to liberal political ideals: free elections, efficient 

government, etc. (Aguilar Camín 1977: 34-35).  He met Madero at the Navojoa train 

station on a chilly winter day.  From there they traveled to the town plaza, where a crowd 

had gathered.  Madero soon worked onlookers into a frenzy, expressing his sympathy for 

those who had lost land to “the caciques…of the old regime.”  A few Yaquis and Mayos 

attended the rally, watching as Madero, now in tears, denounced “the tyranny of a 

government whose pretext of civilizer had turned barbarous.”  In the words of Madero‟s 

close collaborator, Roque Estrada, the Indians listened “as if in „ecstasy‟ to the words of a 
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„white‟ man who cried for them…”
79

 Foreshadowing the contradictions of Mexico‟s 

revolution, in the crowd, too, were people who, like Hill, had also benefitted from the 

regime‟s policy of dispossession by force and imperial cartography. Such were the 

antinomies of Porfirian progress.  Agricultural development had sparked a popular desire 

for its promise of generalized prosperity.  But the transformation that came with it proved 

so radical and disruptive that it also sewed the seeds of its own demise.  Revolution lay 

just over the horizon.  
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Chapter 4 

EPOCA THREE—“PATRIA FUGAZ”: OLIGARCHS, 

INDIANS, AND THE TROUBLED BIRTH OF  

HYDRAULIC POPULISM (REVOLUTION TO MID-1930s) 

 

Alvaro Obregón, the farmer-turned-general from Huatabampo, and his Indian and mestizo 

warriors, had finally defeated Villa‟s forces at the battle of Celaya, in the Bajío.  It was 

1915, the Constitutionalists had taken the presidency, and entire regions of Mexico lay in 

ruin.  The new revolutionary leaders faced a war-torn economy and a populous weakened 

by disease.  Food production networks had broken down, and starvation wracked city and 

countryside alike (Knight 1990, 2: 321).  In southern Sonora‟s once bustling agricultural 

valleys, fields lay fallow and in some cases people had abandoned entire villages and 

towns (Aguilar Camín 1977: 424).  Worse, torrential rains that winter once again brought 

scouring floods.  Canals became clogged with silt, and parts of the train bridge spanning 

the river at Navojoa simply vanished.  In some places, the raging floods rearranged or 

completely erased waterworks and hydro-social relations cemented in place over the 

previous five decades.
1
  As had been the case since the beginning of irrigation 

development, cyclonic winter rains exposed flaws in the social and physical network.  In 

parallel fashion, fissures opened up in the politics of water allocation.  Such was the 

precarious substrate upon which the Constitutionalists hoped to forjar patria, to create 

the political stability required for a new “fatherland.”
2
   

In this chapter, I explore the tensions between state territoriality, political 

subjectivity, and water relations from the early twentieth century, following the military 
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phase of revolution, to the early 1930s and the eve of President Lázaro Cárdenas‟s 

sweeping agrarian reforms.  The Sonorans‟ control of the presidency, from the 1920s to 

the mid 1930s, brought modest attempts at land distribution.  In the area of hydraulic 

governance, however, their efforts to “institutionalize” the revolution produced more 

durable results.  The Cardenista populism that followed launched two waves of 

distribution in the Mayo Valley, the second of which broke up several large operations, 

replacing them with ejidos.  Cárdenas nonetheless ended his tenure in 1940 with a 

marked shift toward agricultural and technological (versus overtly political) approaches 

to production.  These bore a striking resemblance not only to the strategies previously 

deployed by the Sonorans, but in critical ways, were also similar to those of their 

predecessors, the Porfiristas.  There was one critical difference, however. After the 

1930s, new policies and practices would have to take into account the undeniable new 

reality of a large ejido sector and its ties to federal government. Centralized hydraulic 

politics would, from the late 1930s forward, play a more critical role than ever, with 

irrigation expansion increasingly taken-for-granted as a solution to agrarian troubles.  In 

this manner, elements of the Sonorans‟ worldview (and the means by which they hoped 

to render hem material), endured.   

Here, I wish to highlight a critical distinction between two “periods” of political 

centralization that loosely follow Michel Foucault‟s notion of contrasting technologies of 

political power.  On the one hand were micro-level practices effected through the 

atomization and isolation of political subjects.  In some ways these echoed classical 

notions of liberal citizenship in formation since independence.  On the other were 



 

 

155 

techniques of so-called bio-political power “exercised indirectly through and by means of 

populations and bodies.”
3
  Drawing any hard-and-fast analytical distinctions between pre- 

and post-revolutionary politics is often fruitless.  Likewise, the difference between 

disciplinary and bio-political forms of power is difficult to discern, for they are nearly 

always entwined.  Yet, the most obvious break with past praxis, I think, stems from the 

way in which officials, after the 1920s, struggled to redefine, to re-politicize, ideals of 

Mexicanidad within the fast-expanding realm of resource politics.
4
   With the Sonorans‟ 

assumption of the presidency in the early 1920s, processes of corporate and/or sectoral 

identity-formation began to take on greater emphasis, especially as they had to do with 

accessing land and water for agricultural production.  

Running parallel with this process, socio-technological assemblages put in place 

for manipulating water and the floodplain landscape came to reflect the plasticity of their 

objects. Such plasticity created opportunities for political gain; in others areas the 

uncertainty also closed them off.  Revolutionary governments intensified the Porfirian 

focus on irrigation development, adding a new pillar, agrarian reform, to the official 

policy platform of waterworks and credit. Technicians of the old as well as new hydraulic 

bureaucracies—“hydrocrats”—continued to insinuate themselves into the often tense 

relationship between people and the element of non-human nature they depended upon 

most for day-to-day survival.  Now, however, the ideal citizen, a revolutionary and a 

patriot, would eagerly enlist in the effort to maximize use of surface water, and, thereby, 

identify with the larger bid to remake the national space.  In practice, of course, 

revolutionary patriotism—particularly as it had to do with water and landed relations, 
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taken together—was another matter entirely.  The nationalistic effort to contain, control, 

and/or redirect surface flows continued to destabilize as much as shore up subjects‟ 

loyalties to the revolutionary regime; controlling water rarely functioned as a simple 

matter of opening a valve or closing a floodgate.
5
  The domain of hydraulic governance 

instead might be more aptly described as a kind of patria fugáz, an ephemeral state of 

affairs wherein political loyalty to the so-called center, to the president and official party, 

was always hard won, unpredictable, and in danger of evaporating.
6
 This is particularly 

clear where hydraulics and agrarian reform become most entwined; that is, within large, 

federally funded irrigation districts. From the seemingly unremarkable practice of 

shoveling earth into berms, or the weaving of cottonwood branches into fencerows, to the 

brashness of agrarian activism, gaining and maintaining access to land with a reliable 

water supply became a proxy for the complicated process of political subjectivity.  Just as 

with the construction of monuments to revolutionary heroes, or the ritualized pageantry 

of national holidays (Beezley et al. 1994), it was everywhere heavily laden with semiotic 

import.  As federal government ramped up its investment in irrigation, waterworks 

monumentalized “The Revolution.”  Yet, many were, at the same time, “modernist 

ruins,” mere facades whose transparency was often perfectly clear to the would-be 

subjects of revolutionary government.
7
 

More concretely, the process of subordinating landed and water relations to the 

abstract logic of bureaucracy or the calculus of agribusiness always filtered through a 

tight meshwork of class, ethnicity, gender, and, increasingly, party patronage.
8
  For 

example, in reference to the Partido Nacional Revolucionario (PNR), the official, state-
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run political apparatus created in 1929, President Emilio Portes Gil declared: it “is a party 

of the state.  The PNR is frankly a government party….The revolution-made-government 

needs an organ of agitation and defense.”
9
  Especially during the 1920s and 1930s, as the 

president‟s comment suggests, the political conflict emergent around agrarian reform 

evinced a quality of manipulated chaos.  And here, in southern Sonora, was a truly 

volatile admixture: extant hydro-social relations and their corollary, ethnic and class 

tension; an ad hoc physical geography of works built to harness an unpredictable riparian 

ecosystem to the ends of export agriculture (itself in constant flux); and, finally, novel 

approaches to water governance based on a spatial ideal of centralized decision-making.  

 

Constitutionalists, River Federalization, and the Beginning of the 

End for Private Irrigation 

 

The revolutionary Constitution of 1917 set down a solid legal footing for government 

intervention in the nation‟s agricultural lands and surface waters.  Article 27 both spurred 

the federalization process that had begun during the Porfiriato, and introduced some 

rather radical changes that would, if slowly at first, challenge the old oligarchs‟ 

hegemony.  Ultimately, they would either have to reinvent themselves, or face the 

prospect of genteel poverty.  On paper, things were progressing more swiftly.  The Río 

Mayo became “federalized” in 1918, and one by one Mexico‟s river basins were being 

brought within the federal fold.  At least in theory, this meant that now surface water was 

only accessible via government concession. Already by 1920, 225 rivers had been 

nationalized.
10

   Nonetheless, de facto government control of the Mayo remained 

inchoate, part of a contentious political process.
11

  The idea that this vital source of life 
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and livelihood might be managed from Mexico City would take time to settle in. 

Waterworks, damaged in the 1914 floods, still remained rooted within the several 

irrigation companies formed during the Porfirian period.  As the state‟s reach expanded 

into river basins like the Mayo, intense acrimony often resulted, further politicizing 

access to and governance of water and land (Aboites 1998).  This was particularly true as 

federalization moved from the confines of the floodplain to reach waterworks themselves, 

or into the network of tributaries abrading the broader watershed. 

The dramatic 1914 floods both uncovered longstanding tensions in the 

waterscape, and unleashed a fresh effervescence of social conflict.  Private landowners 

and officials, for instance, had long complained about the Mayos‟ ancient custom of 

mobile floodplain farming.  Since the 1880s, modern irrigation had introduced a cultural 

and physical rigidity into this dynamic with its regulations and private water-works.  Yet 

again, modernity constituted only a messy break with the “rustic,” Indian past.  Yoremes‟ 

knowledge, skills, and, especially, labor remained ever in demand.  The 1914 event laid 

bare both the tensions and interdependencies between these two otherwise distinct 

epistemologies.  More concretely, it revealed the injustices of encroachment and 

privatization.  By this time, much of the large, mostly Yoreme population had been 

stranded, cut off from the rich river bottomlands that historically had sustained them.  

Having fought in general Obregón‟s army against federal forces, these veteranos 

expected to receive irrigable land (Almada 1993).       

The immediate post-revolutionary struggle to assert federal hegemony over the 

basin took on new or reinforced old cultural-normative overtones.  In 1918, with the 
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Constitutionalists in power, landowners and officials charged Mayos with violating the 

1910 national water law by “invading” and altering a “federal zone.”  From Huatabampo, 

near the coast, eastward, to the Mayo pueblo of Camoa, irrigation had fragmented large 

parts of the landscape. In 1918, over twenty canals and canal companies were still in 

operation.  For those whose access had been truncated, then, mere subsistence now often 

meant breaking the law.  The time-tested method known locally as “hacer tierra” 

(“making land”), for example, involved lining the river bottom with fencerows and 

diversion weirs of rock and woven tree branches designed to pool up and raise river flow 

above grade to field level.  It also captured nutrient-rich organic matter.  Cultivable 

surface areas thus were constantly in flux, moving to different parts of the river, and 

changing in size.  The practice likely had always required dense negotiations with 

downstream farmers, for cultivating a dryland river-bed, under almost any circumstance, 

is often political volatile.
12

 Now, landowners (who increasingly were also government 

officials) complained that the Mayos were effecting a “profound disequilibrium” in the 

zone.
13

  These so-called “improvised property-holders,” by simply “making do” under 

swiftly-changing circumstances, were in fact diverting the dominant order from within, 

“without leaving it.”  They had little choice but to seek out strategies for survival, and to 

maneuver within “the very space that the occupier was organizing” (De Certeau 2002: 

32).  They thus risked violating the worldview of those who strove to formalize their own 

improvised control of land and water.  After all, who in this basin was not among the 

class of “improvised property-owners”?
14
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Simultaneously, “reglamentación” (regulation) was fast becoming a popular 

watchword, the mere evocation of which often produced material effects.  During periods 

of extremely heavy runoff the anti-modern fencerows indeed altered the river‟s course, 

generating the chaos that officials and landowners were labeling “disequilibrium.”   Even 

in quieter years, however, equilibrium was impossible.  The climatic pendulum seemed 

always to swing between flood and drought, rarely slowing in between.  The idea of 

equilibrium, therefore, could be at once vapid and rhetorically affective.  By referring to 

certain people and practices as lacking modernity, it effaced the connections between 

irrigation development and negative environmental results.  Likewise, the assumption 

that equilibrium was at all achievable rationalized ongoing shifts in the micro-politics of 

water.  Increasingly, the experts claimed for themselves the exclusive ability to judge the 

difference between improvisation and legitimate practice.  Regulation assumed the 

possibility of harmony through the elimination of the chaos and anarchy that indigenous 

ways supposedly represented.  Yoremes, with their “pernicious custom” of  “invading” a 

federal zone, had to be stopped.
15

  In the words of the Minister of Agriculture and 

Development (SAyF), Pastor Rouaix, the zone did “not belong to them.”
16

   

But if not to them, to whom did it belong?  SAyF‟s agent in Hermosillo, Mayo 

Valley landowner and engineer, Flavio de S. Palomares, charged that little by little not 

only were the Indians altering the river‟s overall pattern, they were also jeopardizing 

irrigation company canals and lands with their “multiplied obstacles.”
17

  The Huichaca 

and General Otero canals, for example, could no longer draw water because the river had 

shifted one hundred meters away from their primary intake gates.
18

  Still less palatable to 
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landed-elite bureaucrats like Palomares, over time and with their profusion of fencerows, 

Indians might increase their floodplain surface area and, thereby, the size of their “little 

estates.”
19

  Put differently, with the totality of their diminutive makeshift farms, they 

might inch their way back into controlling riverbank lands.  

Feeling the pressure to breakup latifundio, landowners and experts grew anxious.  

Here again the concerns reached Minister Rouaix, who called upon President Carranza to 

order the destruction of fencerows throughout the entire lower basin.  Indians who broke 

federal regulations by altering a watercourse without permission would, he stated, suffer 

reprisal.
20

  As post-revolutionary irrigation development and colonization continued, 

however, customs like hacer tierra would continue if not expand in scale.  So, too, did 

the related ethnic and class tensions.
21

   

The Sonorans took an ambivalent approach to agricultural companies and 

irrigation.  For them, the Bureau of Reclamation‟s successes in the US Southwest 

represented a kind of gold standard, notwithstanding the arguments of detractors like 

anthropologist Manuel Gamio, who pointed out that Reclamation‟s projects had mostly 

benefited large landholders.
22

  For the revolutionary landowner-administrator-generals, 

agribusiness and waterworks were a kind of gospel.  Distinctive from the Porfiristas, 

many of them also sought to curb the abuses of the old-guard caciques, while also seizing 

political advantage in breaking with the status quo ante.  Here, though, the approach was 

still rather subtle.  Land distribution, yes, but mostly with “unused” lands now in the 

government‟s possession, and with technical and financial support for “small” operations. 

This included irrigation, credit, seeds, and support for producer associations.  Thus, 
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“expropriation was unleashed against the enemies [of revolution], not against property-

owners” as a class.  The list of enemies included the most notorious patriarchs, men with 

connections to ex-Porfirian governor Torres: Ángel García Peña, whom President Díaz 

had granted vast tracts of land in southern Sonora; an aging veteran of the Yaqui and 

Mayo wars, general José Tiburcio Otero; the perennial cacique, Jesús Morales; the 

earliest valley irrigator (and Obregón‟s kin) the Salidos (Aguilar Camín 1977: 429-445)..   

Restoring lands and waters to dispossessed pueblos was of less concern for the 

Sonoran generals.  Many if not most Indians were still taking their water from company 

canals and/or laboring on large holdings.  While such relations were clearly exploitative, 

they created quotidian ties with valley elites.  The latter had also traditionally left Mayos 

alone to pursue their religious ideals and practices (Almada 1993; Bantjes 1998).  By the 

late 1920s, 497 heads of family in Navojoa had received parcels of less than five hectares 

each.  In San Pedro and Moroncarit, downriver to the west, 278 and 143 family heads, 

respectively, got similarly sized plots.
23

  Some of these early repartos did return land to 

aggrieved Indian communities, while most important for the Sonorans was that land and 

water resources made it into the hands of a new generation of civic-minded leaders, men 

with whom they shared revolutionary ideals and an entrepreneurial ken (Knight 1990, 2: 

510-11).  

The Sonorans‟ ambiguity—both in terms of agrarian reform and water 

concessions—laid the groundwork for future developments.  General Benjamín Hill, 

Obregón‟s cousin and a favored son of the revolution, in many ways personified the new 

the new “self-made man.”  In 1916, Hill purchased around 4,500 hectares of floodplain 
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land near Huatabampo from Pánfilo Santini.  Santini, a prominent Alamense, had 

received the property known as “La Unión” in a federal grant of “empty” or supposedly 

fallow lands (baldios).
24

  He had also sought a 4,500-liter-second concession to irrigate it.  

The request elicited a quick response from terceros who worried that their rights would 

be jeopardized.  Oscar Ocharán complained that water would be taken away from the 

“poor folk” served by his company‟s downstream works.
25

  Of course, at stake, too, was 

Ocharán‟s ability to profit from the sale of national waters to “los pobres.”  Despite this 

potential for conflict, the SAyF granted Hill rights to the Mayo‟s “torrential waters.”  

Here was a loyal militant of the Constitutionalist army, exactly the kind of revolutionary 

farmer the new regime promised to support.
26

    

At first blush, Hill‟s scheme seems scarcely different from many of those 

predating the revolution.  It was quite similar, in fact, to the now vilified Richardson 

Construction Company‟s project on the Río Yaqui, only much smaller in scale.  “Today,” 

gushed a brochure for the Compañía Agrícola Sonorense—La Unión, “you have the 

opportunity to invest in one of the richest regions in the Mexican Republic.” The 

promotional literature promised colonos an astonishing twenty percent return on their 

investment, for irrigated land in Sonora was purportedly worth 500 pesos per hectare.  In 

other words, waterworks increased land value by 300 pesos per unit.  More, a proposed 

all-weather railroad would soon connect the port of Yavaros, on the Sea of Cortéz, to 

Navojoa, which was connected to the national Sud-Pacífico line.   

Hill and his contemporaries resuscitated pre-revolutionary rhetoric of a middle-

class agrarian empire.  And its main cultivar, the garbanzo bean, would ostensibly 
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generate 750,000 pesos per year (for 50,000 sacks) in export earnings.  Irrigation, 

meanwhile, was “the…„sine qua non‟ for being able to develop this agricultural 

business.”
27

  The plan thus included a ten-kilometer canal and a firm government 

concession.  Here, though, is where Hill‟s experience diverged from that of his pre-

revolutionary predecessors.  Competing concessionaires immediately went to work in an 

attempt to mire his application in bureaucratic procedure, forcing the general to joined 

forces with others based in Mexico City.
28

  In 1919, when Minister Rouaix finally 

granted the last of several provisional contracts, the enterprise had significantly expanded 

in scope and scale, bringing in the well-connected Álvarez brothers.  Together they 

landed probably the largest concession in the history of the lower basin, a whopping 

21,000 liters per second!  Taken together, the contracts illustrate how an older socio-

spatial ideal for agricultural development and land reform cross-pollinated with a new 

policy approach, resulting in the so-called agricultural colony.
29

   

Ignacio Valderrain and other shareholders of the Río Mayo Agricultural Company 

(CARM) also opposed the concession. Ministry officials responded with terse a telegram, 

stating that there were “important interests in pro.”  They then issued a veiled threat, 

demanding that Valderrain and company inform them of any plans for further objection.
30

  

Crispín J. Palomares, with the Etchojoa Irrigation Company, responded with an 

uncharacteristically frank (for the times) criticism.  The Río Mayo was essentially a 

“torrential” waterway.  Rather than navigable or “flotable”—conditions required for 

federalization under previous water laws—it was little more than a large desert arroyo.  
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Flow was too unpredictable for a seasonal concession of the size the Ministry had 

granted.  Why not simply give Hill the river‟s overflow, Palomares wondered?
31

  

The Ministry had larger goals in mind.  In a shift reflective of the revolutionary 

zeitgeist, Hill‟s original contract called for the construction of “rudimentary secular 

schools” to be built on and paid for by the company itself.  Furthermore, mistreatment of 

children, association with foreigners, and debt peonage—now considered hallmarks of 

the Porfiriato—constituted grounds for revocation.  The families of injured workers, 

finally, were to receive food and full indemnity in the case of work-related death and 

other, more profane concerns.  A subsequent (1919) contract called for the formation of a 

water-users society made up of those who had purchased property from the company.  

These would act as intermediary connections between the ministry and irrigation 

companies, and, crucially, could be taken over by officials when “difficulties” arose.     

Contracts like Hill‟s, formulated in the context of revolution, claimed a broader 

social mandate for irrigated agriculture and a more well-defined territory for the state. 

Water rights, for instance, had to accompany the sale of property rather than remain 

bundled together and in the hands of company shareholders.  While this was clearly a 

response to previous abuses, the concession‟s final outcome reflected officials‟ 

ambivalence vis-à-vis land reform.  Earlier water law had encouraged the organization of 

irrigation companies and created the expectation that concessions, once awarded, simply 

turned into private goods.  Companies had built waterworks for a variety of reasons, but 

many provided irrigation in exchange for a portion of farmers‟ harvests, often regardless 

of whether or not those producers rented company-held land.  It was an early form of 



 

 

166 

vertical integration and contract farming, with water, rather than credit, as its lever. The 

better-capitalized and politically connected companies could thereby ensure a fairly 

steady surplus and, thereby, avert direct payment of wages.  At the same time, they 

benefitted, both directly and indirectly, from the labor subsidy of subsistence production.   

The conditions for the sale of water all but guaranteed a portion of the harvest before 

farmers met any other needs or expenses.   

Porfirian officials‟ reluctance (or, often as not, inability) to enforce federal law 

had left ample room for abuse, as did the very wording of the laws themselves.  And 

indeed, such abuses were partly what revolutionaries like Obregón had so objected to.  

(Many of these companies remained intact even into the Cárdenas presidency.
32

)  

Referring to the Alvarez/Hill project, SAyF‟s engineer in Sonora put the matter thus: it 

“will be good but in other ways giving concessions to those Irrigation Companies [sic] 

threatens the region, for these play a role in exploiting producers.”  The proof of this, he 

went on, could be found in the Richardson Construction Company, in the Yaqui Valley.
33

  

Richardson, once considered a regional exemplar, was now targeted for fragmentation.  

Exploitative practices were, however, even more visible and widespread in the Mayo, 

where several companies had emerged.
34

  Illustrating the complexities of the new 

political topography, therefore, Rouaix approved Hill‟s concession, even against the 

protestations of once powerful local interests.  

 

The New Revolutionary Order? 

 

With the Constitutionalists now in power, a few members of the old guard found their 

position within the still unstable but nonetheless fortifying zone of federal privilege no 
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longer secure.  Some companies‟ abuses had been so egregious, their victims so 

numerous, that officials felt compelled to act. In these cases, expropriation and new 

ejidos resulted. The CARM fit squarely within this category.  The battle over the 

company‟s dismantling turned into a proxy for the larger struggle between the Sonoran 

generals and the more conservative President Carranza, whom they would finally 

overthrow (in 1920).  CARM represented the vanguard of Porfirian economic 

development.  Taming the river‟s waters and the wilds of the underutilized coastal 

thornscrub would, its supporters had argued, convince the rebellious Indians to lay down 

their arms and, once and for all, partake in the benefits of hard work (Garcia y Alva 

1907).  But these older modes of socio-spatial distinction were changing.  Many 

Mayos—veteranos—felt emboldened by their close relationship to the Sonorans in 

power, with ties just as likely forged on the battlefield as in the campo.  They began to 

complain that the CARM‟s founder, Ángel Almada, had committed “infinite abuses,” 

including withholding water.  The “colonos” of San Pedro had witnessed the crops on 

their “small parcels” wither and die.  They resented having been bilked for as much as 

twenty-five percent of their harvest in payment for what little water they did receive.
35

  

At five pesos per 1,000 liters, “usurious” water rates they paid were five times higher 

than those charged by the now much-maligned Richardson Company, in the Yaqui 

Valley.
36

 

SAyF officials as well as the CARM‟s lawyer, Alberto Ramos, consistently 

represented the claimants as colonos, but in reality they were mostly Yoremes whose 

lands the company had appropriated through various means, starting of course with the 
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1880s federal land distribution carried out by the geographic-exploratory commissions.
37

  

Yet, the pueblo of San Pedro‟s title was traceable to an even earlier wave if 

disincorporation and privatization. Sonora had undergone a territorial reformulation in 

1873, during which the prefect of the Alamos district (which included the lower Mayo 

drainage) had confirmed San Pedro‟s existence as a native pueblo, comprised of both an 

ejido commons and a legal town-site (fundo legal).  In 1880, Díaz issued a decree 

verifying the earlier title, adding that, with private parcels of their own, the Indians would 

now set aside their arms and “dedicate themselves to agricultural labors [thereby ushering 

in] a reign of peace in the region.”
38

  Of course, paper titles and water concessions alone 

were insufficient for creating a peaceful, farming yeomanry, as such idealism was 

promptly swept away in the storm of practical problems that privatization stirred.   

By 1903, the CARM had managed to capture over 4,500 hectares of San Pedro‟s 

floodplain lands.  Facilitating this process was the Sonoran Scientific Commission‟s 

divergence away from the earlier designation in 1888, which referred to San Pedro as a 

“colonia” rather than a “pueblo” in its maps and other documents. As deracinated colonos 

(settlers) rather than “naturales”— Indians with longstanding claims to the area—their 

lands were now just so many individual parcels on an official map.  At a stroke, then, pre-

existing socio-spatial relations—networks of pueblos, villages, hunting grounds, water 

sources, and fields—had been banished from the federalizing landscape.  Paralleling this 

erasure was a more concrete reality. Díaz‟s military cartographers constantly expressed 

anxiety over what they perceived to be Indians‟ lack of interest in securing titles for their 

small plots during the 1880s (Hernández 2006).  Later investigation, however, uncovered 
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many of the Mayos‟ petitions for the three to four-hectare lots that the commissions 

previously had offered to each “head of family.”  The claims had either been overlooked, 

or, more likely, dismissed outright.
 
 But the CARM did not stop there.  It had also gone 

after the very town site of San Pedro.  Its lawyers tried to convince SAyF officials that 

the fundo legal was necessary to protect company interests from floods.  In exchange, the 

CARM‟s attorneys offered a small portion of the lagoon at Choacoray, which they had 

previously appropriated.
39

   The abuses were manifold and, it seems, fairly well 

documented.  Clearly, the company had expanded at the expense of San Pedro.   

The Sonorans in power publicly railed against this sort of aggressive resource 

monopoly, while oftentimes privately tolerating and/or participating in it.  Interim 

President Adolfo De La Huerta would finally order the CARM‟s definitive breakup in 

1920, technically restoring lands, waters, and canals to San Pedro, creating one of 

Mexico‟s oldest ejidos.  The decree came only after significant legal wrangling wherein 

state-level officials found themselves in conflict with the federal government, then under 

President Carranza.  The company‟s associates and lawyers fought like caged animals, 

“putting up every kind of resistance” available to them, and their struggle speaks volumes 

about the ways Porfirian oligarchy had for reproduced itself.
40

  The threat to cut off water 

to any “colonos” who openly supported restitution had long proved a useful tactic.  The 

company also allegedly committed acts of “terror” to get its way.
41

  Lawyers, meanwhile, 

argued that the original contract included no legal obligation to provide water to those not 

formally part of the enterprise.  Indeed, that they had done so, even if in times of 

“excess,” was they argued a sign of generosity.   
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Even before de la Huerta‟s decree, governor (and revolutionary general) Plutarco 

Elías Calles, in 1918 had moved against the CARM, using his new state agrarian-reform 

law as a wedge. The Local Agrarian Commission ruled in favor of San Pedro, and 

Calles‟s government, against the wishes of Carranza, began taking over canals.  Two 

irrigation “gatekeepers” came on duty day and night to ensure water made its way to San 

Pedro‟s fields, which Calles declared as being in the interest of “public utility.”
42

  He also 

installed a new juez de aguas (water judge).  The CARM swiftly incarcerated the judge 

for diverting water away from company fields.
43

  Worse, heavy runoff from the previous 

season had parked a large bank of sand directly in front of San Pedro‟s intake canal.  

Calles gave the CARM thirteen days to remove the sandbar.  In the case of inaction, the 

governor had ordered that a group of volunteers from nearby Chúcarit simply destroy the 

embankment, and subtract the expenses from debts they owed to the company.
44

  

Lawyers for the company ultimately took their case to the Supreme Court, which failed to 

issue a judgment.  Still, the company continued to pay taxes on and use its concession 

well into the mid-1920s, ignoring the decree.  The valley had seen real military action 

during the revolution (Hernández Salomon 2006).  But here, in this give-and-take, 

perhaps emerged the most important struggle.   

San Pedro, meanwhile, was not given definitive possession until 1929.
45

  Federal 

hegemony over the watershed thus first became entrenched at the level of state 

government.  By January 1920, Sonoran government apparatchiks had taken over 

operation of the Rosales and Orrantia canal systems, which irrigated fields in and around 

Navojoa, the Otero canal, which provided water to the pueblo of Citavaro, and the Santa 
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Bárbara canal, one of the valley‟s oldest.  Acts like these of open defiance against 

President Carranza‟s Constitutionalist government ultimately would, in their totality, 

overload the administration‟s makeshift political circuitry, and lead to his assassination in 

May 1920 (starting with Guaymense Adolfo de la Huerta the Sonorans assumed the 

presidency that June).  In a last ditch effort to control such defiance, however, the 

Carrancista Ministry of Agriculture and Development demanded precise information on 

the “intervened” canals, presumably to launch a counter offensive.
46

  There existed no 

true vantage point: the Mayo district was a confusing layer cake of interventions in the 

waterscape, each scoured over by floods whose velocity seemed to increase with each 

new addition to the network of canals.   Such a fragmented physical geography more 

often than not failed to accord with information on file in Mexico City.  Nor did it jibe 

with the technocrats‟ principles of vision.  Countless actions in and on the “federal” 

landscape, it turns out, had simply gone without authorization.  In a way, though, the 

SAyF‟s request for information was prophetic, for the new technocrats of revolution were 

on their way.  The first wave would come in the form of impresario-bureaucrats, many 

with intimate ties to the Sonoran generals.  Indeed, as Aguilar Camín has written, 

“oligarchies, like cats, have many lives….”  At least some of those Porfirian landowners 

now stripped of their holdings perceived advantage in the struggle against Carranza.  And 

they would form partnerships with the incoming experts (1977: 435).  
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Under a broiling summer sun in 1932 a Sud-Pacífico “special convoy” pulled into the 

Navojoa railroad station carrying the Minister of Agriculture and Development, 

Francisco Elías, and of Communication, General Miguel Acosta.  Queued up to receive 

them were the crème de la crème of Sonora‟s political establishment, including governor 

(and now the president‟s son) Rodolfo Elías Calles.  State and federal legislators, justices 

of Sonora‟s Supreme Court, businessmen of the Río Mayo Agricultural Chamber of 

Commerce, and scores of agrarian activists were also there to greet the important men 

from the capital.
47

  They had come to inaugurate new waterworks and celebrate a new era 

of peace and cooperation.  Everyone, from the most enterprising man of “effort and 

initiative” down to the humblest day laborer, would together shoulder the burden of 

regional development. Revolutionary government was to act as a point of convergence 

for this egalitarian vision.  In the self-congratulatory air of the moment, civic leaders 

marveled at the “solution” they had devised for the so-called Agrarian Problem.  This 

included a self-imposed three-percent tax on harvests that, along with state-government 

support, paid for initiation of irrigation works and clearing of the monte for ejidos.
48

  

They hoped to boost irrigated ejidal land to 15,000 hectares, and in this moment of high 

hubris were certain that their initiative would thwart future agrarian activism.  The 

scheme called for dividing ejidatarios into individual “groups of consideration,” each 

with its own set of canals and network of roads.  With the “decided cooperation” of 

government and property-holders, the “campesinos” integrated into these groups would 

soon be farming four-hectare plots.  The plan rather elegantly synthesized the Sonorans‟ 

“neo-Porfirian” vision; these were people for whom ejidos constituted a mere first step in 
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a longer endeavor to build an “agricultural emporium” of both campesino smallholders 

and terratenientes, distinct groups that were to labor “on equal terms.”
49

  The official 

ideal of a nation of smallholder-farmers proved durable as ever, though elites now 

rationalized their own privileged circumstances by effacing the historical and spatial 

production of difference: latifundio and minifundio, they claimed, could peacefully 

coexist in the new revolutionary context. By this time the district included a total twenty 

canals, of which twelve (those of the largest companies) the lion‟s share of fields planted 

to garbanzo—anywhere from 15 to 20,000 hectares, depending on water supply (Bond 

1928: 6).
50

 Official cartography from the period captures this duality (see Illustration 

4.1).  
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Illustration 4.1.  1925 map of holdings in the Mayo District, drawn by Francisco Salido 

and Flavio de S. Palomares.  (Reproduced with permission, Archivo Histórico del Agua, 

aprovechamientos superficiales., c. 3129, e.43152) 

 

Preemptive agrarianism, however, vastly underestimated the breadth of the desire 

for irrigated land.  Like a prairie fire, since the revolution it had spread well beyond the 

government‟s capacity for containment—or, at least, for containment without disturbing 

status-quo production relations.  The stratagem, however, illustrates two trends, both of 

which altered the political horizons of subsequent Sonoran regimes.  First, it reflected the 

deep level of intimacy achieved between government, agribusiness, and technocracy, 

particularly in the northwest. It was no mere coincidence that the Sonorans, with their 

strong ties to US banking and business, eagerly embraced the technological 
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accoutrements of modernity: improved seed varieties, new credit mechanisms, novel 

forms of business organization, hydraulic works, and measured steps toward centralized 

mechanisms of socio-spatial re-organization.
51

  In addition, modernizing elites had 

increasingly allied themselves with officialdom, particularly at the federal level.  From 

the 1920s to mid-1930s, if state agents were not also landowners, odds were good that 

they counted latifundistas among their kin (Almada 2000).  Second, hydraulic works 

came wrapped in the illusion that valley elites had discovered a way around the 

complicated political thickets of latifundio and ethnic and class tensions it generated.  

The notion of a spatial and technological fix to address the growing demand for 

land and water, and, thereby, avoid deep structural transformation, maintained currency 

throughout the twentieth century.  The strategy nonetheless took some time to crystallize.  

Between 1902 and 1916, the Mayo‟s average yearly surface area under irrigation hovered 

around 30,000 hectares.  Typically, garbanzo claimed about 25,000 of these.  Between 

1917 and 1930, the figure for chickpeas had dropped to 20,000, with the overall yearly 

irrigated average still at around 30,000.
52

  Considering the river‟s wild fluctuations, these 

high yearly averages disguised a chaotic political-hydraulic force that technocrats and 

irrigators could hardly deny, much less regulate.  The American engineering firm, 

Quentin, Code, and Hill, contracted in 1926 by the National Water Commission (CNI) to 

study the feasibility of a dam, found that the river had gone from a flow of 15,600 

hectare/meters in 1917, to an astonishing torrent of 298,000, in 1919!  As a response to 

such unpredictability, farmers had shaped the landscape such that nineteen of a total 

twenty-eight intake gates sat well above grade level at the riverbed.  This allowed for 



 

 

176 

capturing flow, while providing a hedge against floods.
53

  (It also meant forgoing some of 

the nutrient-laden silt that less volatile floods brought with them, however; impoundment 

would further reduce this ecological subsidy.)  Engineers continued on with their studies, 

exploring the possibilities of dam construction on the Mayo and, in the late 1920s, all 

across the republic (Aboites 1998).  The Mayo‟s average annual flow of 115,900 hectare-

meters would, they claimed, irrigate at least 100,000 hectares, even if complete 

impoundment of the basin‟s runoff was infeasible. The capillary-like topography of 

arroyos criss-crossing river‟s channel made it thus (Bond 1928: 27).  Although the dam 

was still thirty years off, the idea of impoundment increasingly articulated with a 

sharpening meta-narrative of revolutionary nationalism and river control.  And the 

numbers certainly seemed magical: 100,000 hectares represented a threefold increase in 

cultivable surface area, which in turn meant that any demands for irrigated lands could be 

met.  The river‟s “basically torrential” nature, as Crispín Palomares had stated so pithily, 

would continue to drive hydraulic politics.  But big changes were in the making. 

Much like the way oligarchs had blocked access to and enclosed the waters and 

lush forests of Mexico‟s Central Plateau, irrigation development in the Mayo had 

severely curtailed access to floodplain lands, and either eliminated or blocked off large 

portions of the coastal thornscrub and arroyos, critical sources of subsistence goods.
54

  

With Obregón in the presidency, the pace of planning and, to a lesser degree, actual 

transformation, sped up.  A new boom in construction, spearheaded by the president and 

federal government, rekindled the age-old lust for agrarian empire.  Engineers Flavio de 

S. Palomares and Francisco Salido, for example, produced a Comisión Científica map 
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claiming that the proposed new dam would provide sufficient water for 500,000 acres, 

and an “enormous” store of hydroelectric power.  They also describe the valley as a 

national “granary,” an idea that quickly gained traction within the dominant regional 

imaginary.  Obregón went on to approve five million pesos for construction of a port at 

Yavaros, while the all-weather rail system linking Navojoa to the agricultural hinterland 

came on line.
55

  Such dynamism and national-level interest began to turn the valley into a 

pole of attraction for investment, but also increasingly for those who hoped to receive an 

irrigated parcel of land.    

Mayo troops who had fought for Obregón during the revolution (the veteranos) 

likewise initially held high hopes for recuperating village lands, or gaining access to 

some of the newer parcels beginning to open up.  This was, after all, a primary reason for 

joining the revolution to begin with (Figueroa 1994: 118).  Their petitions, however, went 

largely unanswered.  More frustrating, the 1920s collapse of mining in the Sierra Madre 

pushed laborers westward, toward the booming coastal plains.  While bracero laborers 

returned to Mexico from the agricultural fields of the US Southwest, swelling the ranks 

of would-be smallholders.  Navojoa‟s 1921 population, at around 5,500, mushroomed to 

13,000 by 1933.
56

  Equally significant for resource politics was the process of 

“ruralization.”  The number of Navojoenses living outside of the municipal seat in 1921 

outnumbered those living inside the city limits by 2.5 to 1, a complete demographic 

reversal from the late nineteenth century. Non-Indians were thus beginning to either 

infiltrate or surround what were formerly Mayo communities (Almada 1993: 123).  

Meanwhile, Obregón‟s schemes strengthened and created new ties between villages, 
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towns and the three municipal seats.  As the American consul in Guaymas put it, Navojoa 

went from “drowsy Mexican farm town to a center of no little consequence.”  While the 

consul attributed most of this growth to the general‟s “prestige” and “political influence,” 

he also worried about the caudillo‟s “sometimes arbitrary mastery.”  Toward this end, 

conflict involving the river and its waterworks could facilitate as well as frustrate 

authoritarian intervention.
57

  Obregón‟s role as honorary president of the Agricultural 

Chamber of Commerce provided a direct pipeline into resource politics, which continued 

to serve him during his post-presidential hiatus from Mexico City politics.  From his 

headquarters at the hacienda El Nainari (Yaqui Valley), wrote a local chronicler, 

Obregón “is considered…an irreplaceable mediator in negotiations between men of 

capital, federal government, and terratenientes.”
58

    

In April 1928, members of the chamber telegrammed Obregón and SAyF to 

complain about the perennial problem of living fencerows planted in the riverbed.  Once 

merely a subsistence practice, this was now considered an act of open defiance.  The 

telegram‟s tone was urgent.  Summer rains drew near, and past experience showed that 

the planted willows could dangerously alter flow, destroying pricey waterworks and 

fields, even risking lives.  The introduction of modern irrigation had long since 

politicized the fencerows, as I have argued throughout.  In this instance, however, the 

typical fault-lines of conflict included the dissonance between the Sonorans‟ public 

preference for independent smallholding, and practical preference for a rather more 

specific ideal-type.  The fence-builders were, of course, mostly Mayos who were losing 

ground on the floodplain and, more and more, in the tributary arroyos.  Their subsistence, 
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as well as production for profit, meant the de facto re-territorialization of what 

landowners and government officials had claimed for themselves.   

The language of the conflict drew critical distinctions between types of 

landholding and different activities in and around the river.  Obregón had previously 

ordered construction of defense-works to protect towns and canals, and the makeshift 

works of “riverbank small-farmers” threatened these as well.  In some places, the 

“pequeños agricultures” had allegedly reduced the river channel to a third of its normal 

size.
59

  The Sonorans‟ professed love for the independent smallholder clearly came bound 

in a twine of caste and class.  Elites often lauded Mayos for their “uncommon 

intelligence…for manual labor and mechanics.”
60

  But these would-be small-farmers, 

with their primitive technologies, were forced into a war of position for basic access to 

water and land, the most basic inputs necessary for reproducing the labor power that 

agricultural companies so required.
61

   

On paper, therefore, the “zona federal” looked more and more like an exclusive 

preserve of the privileged, even though its borders remained in flux.
62

  Members of the 

agricultural chamber called for the complete clearing of the offensive willows.  In a hand-

written note scrawled over the original telegraph, however, a SAyF official expressed 

doubt over whether the Río Mayo enjoyed federal status in the first place.
63

  Obregón, 

who had just been reelected but had not yet taken office, decided to intervene, 

telegramming the SAyF with direct orders.  The willows were a “transcendental 

problem,” which he knew all too well, and he ordered the ministry reassert the 
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federation‟s authority over the river, because farmers on the left bank needed immediate 

protection.
64

   

Finally, the SAyF sent in an engineer from Mazatlán to study the problem, and the 

CARM‟s Angel Almada led him on a tour of the area in question, where they spoke with 

fellow landowner, Francisco Terminel, about the difficulty of finding “peones” to clear 

the riverbed.  The cotton harvest was then in full swing, employing laborers and paying 

comparatively high wages.
65

  The engineer oversaw the clearing of a small stretch of 

river, but members of the chamber requested federal permission for a river-wide 

campaign to eradicate, once and for all, the pernicious fencerows.
66

  

In mid-July, before the ministry could render a final decision, José de León Toral 

shot Obregón dead at a banquet in the capital‟s tony San Ángel section.  Not surprisingly, 

then, 1929 was utterly tumultuous.  The principal bond between region and center had 

been severed. Worse still, floodwaters once again washed out the Sud-Pacífico‟s bridges 

and tracks, leaving US-bound winter vegetables to rot in fields and packinghouses.  

Estimates placed economic losses for southern Sonora at an astonishing (for the period) 

four million pesos.  Now, with more canals and the expansion of monoculture, the effects 

of social-environmental feedback simply amplified.  Added to the floods, too, were salt 

penetration, plagues of insects, and crop disease.
67

  Obregón‟s death also created a 

political vacuum within which the already overcharged electrons of national politics 

buzzed wildly.  Plutarco Elías Calles seized upon the confusion to secure his role as “Jefe 

Máximo” of the revolution, including control over the newly formed National 

Revolutionary Party (PNR).  In Sonora, Calles‟s kin stepped into the political fray, first 
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with Francisco Elías in 1930, then with Calles‟s own son, Rodolfo, in 1932.  The US 

stock market had collapsed.  Garbanzo sales were way down, and migrants and 

braceros—faced with economic downturn in the U.S.—poured into the valley, “seeking 

bread, a roof, and work” (Almada 1993: 276-277).  The latter, of course, generally 

presupposed land and the water to make it produce.   

Obregón‟s assumption of the presidency had marked the end of “violent 

revolution” and the beginning of its “institutionalization” (Knight 1990, 2: 517-527).  But 

it was during Calles‟s reign (1928-1934) that the Sonorans‟ neo-Porfirian ideals truly 

took institutional form.  Calles‟s federal irrigation law of 1926 set forth the creation of 

the National Irrigation Commission (CNI), and reinforced the centrality of federal 

institutions in water governance.  Now, officials would play an even greater management 

role, but, in theory, mostly in support of private efforts.  The state‟s most critical role was 

as arbiter of conflict, ensuring that the benefits of waterworks reached well beyond 

irrigation companies.  Toward this end, Calles understood the idea of “public benefit,” set 

forth in Article 27, to mean that national lands and waters should go toward the 

“formation of a new agricultural class” of colonos.  The CNI and SAyF could thus count 

on a loyal sector of smallholders to help check the influence of latifundistas (Aboites 

1998: 110).   

Here again, the divide between policy and practice loomed large.  Landowners 

still had good reason to celebrate their future.  With the government‟s help, wrote 

engineer Domingo Diez in 1932, “there will be no doubt…of our well being.”
68

  Such 

assistance was most forthcoming in the area of hydraulic works, which they now viewed 
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as a detour around expropriation.  For a broader rationale they began to speak in official 

terms of a de-Indianized “campesino.”  The intimacy of their relationships with the 

Yoremes was clearly incompatible with the homogeneity implied by this latter category, 

but this mattered little.  They also drew from a deep cultural wellspring of paternalism, 

which, though distinctly Porfirian in flavor, nonetheless articulated with the new 

paternalism of revolution.  Joaquín Mange, founding member of the Mayo Valley 

Agricultural Chamber, for example, was fond of quoting Porfirian General Bernardo 

Reyes:  

“I have believed that the majority of those people [Yoremes] is susceptible to 

civilization…making them taste the benefits of social life, they would participate 

in it, and that more than a war of extermination […we] should simply occupy the 

lands that they inhabit…giving the rest of them possession of some part of the 

lands distributed…”
69

   

 

The contemporary iteration of Reyes‟ ideas took the form of the commission to “solve” 

the “Agrarian Problem,” which brings us back to the beginning of this section.  In the 

early 1930s, recall, elites had pooled profits from their harvests to purchase land and, 

with help from the Sonoran government, built works like the La Unión canal, just outside 

Huatabampo.  With it they hoped to irrigate the 4,000-hectares purchased and set aside 

for “campesinos,” who had petitioned for but not yet received irrigable parcels.  A 

Commission of Engineers also studied the feasibility of incorporating other pueblos into 

the scheme, such as Tesia, east of Navojoa, whose residents had grown impatient with 

government‟s unresponsiveness to their petitions for land.
70

  In a 1932 letter to the SAyF, 

Tomás Robinson Bours, Jr., Ángel Almada, Trinidad Rosas and other valley patriarchs 

expressed their view of the state‟s proper role in helping avert a larger agrarian challenge.  
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The construction of a diversion dam and large-capacity, sixteen-kilometer canal at Tesia, 

they believed, would allow for the colonization of 20,000 hectares on the river‟s right 

bank, and another 10,000 on the left.  This would bring a true “regional transformation” 

and solve the overall “problem of colonization” for the valley‟s smallholders.  The latter, 

they noted quite accurately, were caught between hacendados and their “large properties 

on the one side,” and campesinos, with their tiny ejidal parcels, on the other.  The true 

smallholders were beholden to irrigation companies for land and water, while ejidatarios, 

whose numbers and demands were growing by the day, had other means of support.
71

  

Some of these smallholders, including many in Tesia, hoped that the SAyF and Agrarian 

Commission would consider them as ejidatarios in matters of water allocation.  That way, 

they could secure water at the lower, government-guaranteed ejido price.
72

  

This largely indigenous class of smallholders, including many obregonista 

veterans, was caught between what they perceived to be a carpet-bagging ejidal sector 

and latifundistas.  But, even if it made better sense to throw their support behind the 

ejidos, the veteranos often enjoyed better (or, at least, longstanding) relations with 

landowners, who in some instances might even be godparents to their children. The latter, 

meanwhile, sometimes supported them, if not on ideological grounds as part of the 

middleclass Yeomanry, then at least as a bulwark against creeping agrarianism.  Private 

landowners benefitted significantly from government-financed waterworks built during 

the Sonorans‟ reign.  With these works, they enjoyed greater access to water and saved 

on labor costs for canal construction.  The state-financed lengthening of the Santa Rosa 
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Canal, built with private monies, allowed its original owner to sell water to ejidatarios 

and smallholders “without conditions.”
73

  

Nonetheless, that auspicious day in 1932, when cabinet ministers toured the 

valley to inspect new works, marked the beginning of the end for the Sonorans‟ 

optimism.  At the Compuerta del Once, they “baptized” the new works with a bottle of 

champagne, drank cold beer, and ate sandwiches while water “trickled” down the new 

sluiceway.  Stopping to rest under the shade of Jupateco‟s gallery forest of cottonwood 

trees, they spoke in reverential tones about the Caterpillar tractors now moving earth for 

canals.  (Photos and documents in the AHA show quite clearly that the bulldozer was the 

exception to the rule of human-animal labor in waterworks construction and clearing.)  

“Here,” the ministers noted, “they are solving the Agrarian Problem on the basis of work 

and cooperation, without the malefic influence of the…politicos.” For Robinson Bours, 

Jr., La Unión illustrated how he and his contemporaries had managed to “erase the hated 

inequality… that in so many other places breaks [the unity] between the campesinos and 

the terrateniente…here we are sincerely feeling like brothers.” On the return, the party 

paid its respects at Obregón‟s tomb in Huatabampo then proceeded to inaugurate a new 

canal for the ejido San Ignacio Cohuirimpo. The day ended with a feast of barbacoa, 

followed by a “sumptuous dance” in Huatabampo that lasted until dawn. As one of the 

attendees pontificated, “The Revolution” had instilled in its “men…talent, patriotism, and 

civic virtue,” all on display for the nation to observe in the Río Mayo.
74

  The so-called 

Agrarian Problem, they firmly believed, called for an agricultural (as opposed to an 

overtly political or social) solution, and that is precisely what these “men of effort and 
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work” had devised.  The US consul in Guaymas agreed: “the agrarian problem in the 

Mayo Valley…has been terminated.”
75

  

By 1934, a few ejidos had won definitive presidential decrees.  Navojoa received 

1,117 hectares of irrigated lands, along with San Pedro (2,500), San Ignacio Cohuirimpo 

(1,198), Moroncarit (250), and El Padre (5,065).  Yoremes were among the beneficiaries 

of some of these decisions.  The distribution also came with 22,496 hectares of 

pasturelands that, ejidatarios hoped, new hydraulic works would ultimately reach.
76

  The 

vast majority of land distributed during the Sonorans‟ tenure derived from areas still 

uncultivable for lack of irrigation (i.e. pasture or agostadero). With the exception of the 

CARM at San Pedro and a handful of other compañías, hacendados‟ core holdings 

remained unaffected (Almada 1993; Lorenzana 2006).  The veterans, meanwhile, 

continued on in their recalcitrance.  Residents of Mochipaco, describing themselves as 

landless Indians in their petitions to federal authorities, berated the Calles government for 

its “systematic negation” of Indian demands.  These once proud revolutionaries now felt 

spurned, left to molder in the “shadows of oblivion.”  Some trained their sites directly on 

the terratenientes.  A group in Huatabampo charged, quite correctly, that ersatz 

agrarianism was nothing other than protectionism.  Rodolfo Calles responded 

aggressively, threatening to suspend all irrigation works if the Indians failed to recant 

(Lorenzana 2006: 33-34).  Making matters worse, the Callistas had been engaged in a 

nationwide “defanaticization” campaign, stripping priests of their clerical privileges 

(even their vestments), and in the northwest deporting Asian merchants and business 

owners and closing down cantinas and gambling facilities.
77

  But for Yoremes, the 
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Callista government‟s most unpardonable transgression was its burning of their tiny 

village churches and destruction of religious icons (Crumrine 1977:21).  By the early 

1930s, anthropologist Ralph Beals made the dismal assessment that the Mayo‟s 

governing structure, still fairly in tact at the beginning of the Porfiriato, had by then 

altogether collapsed.  While Indian authorities continued to oversee religious processions, 

they enjoyed little or no say in matters of village politics (1932: 34-35).  With the 

appropriation of floodplain lands and channelization of waters, the fabric of their daily 

lives had been torn to shreds.  

Then, in December 1932, another dramatic flood scoured the valley, re-opening 

old wounds of ethnic and class tension.  An engineer from the Agrarian Department 

wasted no time in blaming the Mayos at Tesia for damages to the Rosales canal.  

Accusations of this nature were hardly novel.  Now, though, officials understood their 

authority to extend well beyond the riverbed itself, claiming not only prominent water 

features, but their tributaries.  In this case, gleaning firewood in the arroyo Yorentamegua 

was taken as a direct threat to the river‟s modern raison d'être.  In their “accustomed 

form,” he charged, “year after year the natives of the place destroy it for firewood.”  The 

deforestation had purportedly led to the washing out of a defense-works, in this case a 

conduit for water to travel over or under the main artery.  This, in turn, led to the canal‟s 

clogging.  At least five other arroyos bisected Rosales, each a narrow ribbon of green in 

the otherwise Spartan thornscrub.  Yorentamegua was one of the few sources of sizeable 

logs in the area, and the Tesia Mayos had likely harvested it since before the Spaniards‟ 

arrival.  Making use of these arroyos was, in short, a well-established pattern of everyday 
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life.
78

  Now, these practices of territory fell within the domain of federal normativity.  

They were not merely quaint; now they were dangerous.  The irrigation-cum-contact 

zone was becoming a Juggernaut for many, even for those who lived east of Navojoa and 

outside of the primary locus of garbanzo production.  Thus by 1936, tired of assaults on 

their religious beliefs and subsistence practices, many Yoremes would be shouting, “long 

live religion,” and “down with agrarianism!” (Almada 1993: 373).  

The irrigation “system,” nevertheless, remained a mongrel assemblage of old and 

new, of modern and ancient works and practices, and this limited the kind of expansion 

that would, at least temporarily, assuage demands for land.
79

  In so many cases of water 

conflict, federal territory seems a permeable bubble the edges of which continuously 

expanded and contracted, articulating with or hedging against other practices of territory.  

On balance, though, it also expanded, pushing outward by virtue of the quotidian 

machinations of bureaucrats, the trámites involving paperwork, formal requests for water, 

and the interminable conflict these produced.  Less abstractly, waterworks themselves 

came slowly into the federal-bureaucratic fold.  This meant that, in the wake of reparto, 

private landowners—at least those able to retain some of their holdings—would have to 

interact with the valley‟s ejidal sector.  Federal hydraulic works thus grew increasingly 

necessary as a kind of bridge into an uncertain future, both for ejidatarios and private 

landowners.  Such were the dynamics around which the new battle lines of struggle were 

being drawn. 

 In 1934, General Lázaro Cárdenas stepped onto this tumultuous stage with an 

uncommon appreciation for the depth of Mexico‟s economic and social troubles, and a 
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keen sense of the nation‟s political mood after years of heavy-handed Callismo.
80

  His 

political ties to high-profile agrarian radicals helped shore up support among workers and 

“campesinos,” and allowed for an abrupt turn away from the policies of El Jefe Máximo, 

his mentor.  Any new political strategy would have to restart the stalled engines of 

economic growth, and, toward this end, Cárdenas went to work strengthening programs 

for inputs, credit, and waterworks.  But he also aimed to weaken landowners‟ position 

through agrarian reform and land distribution.  This involved imbuing the superficial 

socialism of previous revolutionary regimes with a new vibrancy, and the reforms were 

thus represented more directly through the prism of social struggle and class conflict.  

Like his predecessors, Cárdenas hoped to strengthen central government‟s role as “arbiter 

of class conflict in civil society,” which meant reacting to as well as inciting tension 

(Sanderson 1981:104).  The chief novelty the new regime, however, would be the 

emergence of a broad array of organizations and institutions installed over Sonoran 

caudillos‟ terrain of more locally rooted social and political relations.  This terrain never 

completely vanished, even as the new technocrats of revolution and official party 

replaced the old-guard men of the military. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Sonorans who took the presidency, starting in 1920, and who played a seminal role 

in developing the new institutions of resource governance, drew from a deep wellspring 

of genius loci. Their experiences included both personal victories and large-scale failures 

(Buchenau 2007).  Farm-fields, municipal palaces, smoky backroom offices and, 

ultimately, the battlefield were their classrooms.  The men of the so-called Sonoran 
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triangle—Adolfo de la Huerta, Alvaro Obregón, and Plutarco Elías Calles—managed to 

control the presidency from 1920 to 1934.  Firmly rooted in the political space called 

“Sonora,” therefore, the knowledge that they brought to the presidency left an indelible 

mark on the political and institutional development of the nation.  Their approach to 

national reconstruction combined a strong liberal-individualist sensibility with a 

predilection for formal institutions and private enterprise.  Most providentially, they had 

at their disposal Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution, which effectively nationalized lands 

and waters. It was a sweeping de jure re-territorialization of Porfirian production and the 

cultural relations sustaining them.
81

  These “expert manipulators of men and movements” 

(Carr 1973: 346), then, brought with them to Mexico City two, seemingly contradictory 

impulses: on the one hand, they shared an aptitude for de facto problem solving, specific 

sets of skills honed in places like the Mayo Valley, where local bossism (caciquismo), 

and landed and hydraulic politics went hand in hand (Almada 1993; Aguilar Camín 

1977).  On the other, they understood social order and progress in distinctively Porfirian 

terms as matters of professional administration, civil service, and a strong central 

government (Knight 1986; Tenorio-Trillo 1996). Together, the two impulses helped 

create a footing for the political cult of presidentialism and one-party rule, which called 

for flexibility in capturing (institutionalizing) the flow of regional resource politics.   

But unlike their agrarista contemporaries from central and southern Mexico who 

would soon have direct influence on the presidency, the Sonorans tended to disdain the 

ejido as an approach to agrarian reform.  Small-scale private production and a nation of 

middle-class property-owners, this was their ideal-type, just as it had been for the 
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engineers of the Porfirian scientific-exploratory commissions.
82

 A contemporary of the 

Sonorans stated elegantly the popular connection drawn between the state and private 

land holding: “to govern is to create small and medium-sized property-holders.”
83

  

Obregón also held a deep contempt for the absentee latifundistas who had run large 

portions of the Mayo Valley as their personal fiefdoms, blocking the economic and social 

mobility of an entire generation.  Still, he knew many of these men intimately (indeed, 

some were kin), and perceived political pitfalls in breaking up their holdings for ejidos—

which was precisely what the new agrarista-inspired constitution called for.  All of these 

countervailing tendencies combined to produce a larger tension within land and water 

relations.  While many of the agrarian radicals who had fought for the ejido system 

eventually received land and irrigable plots, theirs was a Faustian bargain whose tradeoff 

was “burgeoning bureaucracy” (Knight 1990, 2: 527).  This bureaucracy, moreover, was 

directly implicated in the creation of what looked more and more like a zone of 

latifundista privilege as the twentieth century wore on (Aboites 1998).  

By the mid-to-late 1930s and the Cárdenas presidency, federal government was 

already heavily invested irrigation infrastructure.  Its inherited institutional framework 

was largely of the Sonorans‟ creation (which was, in turn, partly rooted in Porfirian 

hydraulic bureaucracy).  The Ministry of Agriculture and Development (SAyF), 

successor to Fomento, had retained direct control over concession and allocation.  But 

now, bureaucratic turf overlapped in some areas with the National Irrigation Commission 

(CNI), President Calles‟s brainchild, which was formalized in the 1926 national irrigation 

law.  The decisions of the National Ejidal Bank (BNCE) and the Agrarian Department, 
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likewise, directly impacted water relations, as all of these institutions together became 

forges upon which new political loyalties would get hammered out, as vertical alliances 

increasingly replaced the more horizontally networked ones of an earlier period.  

Scholars have explored the continuities between Mexico‟s pre- and post-revolutionary 

bourgeoisie in some detail, underscoring the social reproduction of landholdings, capital, 

and political relationships.
84

  Here, the Mayo valley proves rather unexceptional: some 

holdings that endured through the revolution traced roots as far back as the seventeenth-

century Bourbon Reforms.  The Otero, Salido, Rosas, and Almada families are the 

primary examples here.
85

  Within some accounts, however, the large-scale land 

redistribution during Cárdenas‟s presidency marks a critical divergence at which federal 

officials, emboldened by their alliances with radical agraristas, loosened if not broke the 

ironclad grip of the old oligarchs.  Revisionists, like Sanderson (1981), for example, take 

the analysis a step further, arguing that Cardenist politics put in place populist 

mechanisms (e.g. institutionalized agrarismo) for mediating class conflict.  Cárdenas‟s 

true legacy, therefore, was to consolidate “state power against the potential threat of local 

autonomy...” (1981: 54-5).        

However, cultural historians have since taken such revisionism to task.  Notions 

of class conflict, they show, were as much constructions of official discourse as a true 

reflection of postrevolutionary politics (Boyer 2003; Palacios 1999). Put differently, 

blurring the divide between analytical and official uses of a class-based framework was, 

at least in part, a legacy of official discourse following the revolution.  Mexicanist 

cultural historians have also exposed a frailty at the heart of political centralization, 
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which Cárdenas‟s sweeping land reform, in conflict with the Sonoran generals, 

introduced into this process.
86

  Indeed, Sonora proved especially troublesome as a 

“laboratory” of revolutionary political practice.
87

  Research has therefore tended to 

exaggerate Cardenismo‟s consolidation of bureaucratic and official party influence in the 

countryside, conflating the durability of the president‟s legacy with actual political 

stability.  By adding water into the otherwise dry mixture of agrarian political analysis, 

the historical relationships between resource monopoly, bureaucracy, and expertise begin 

to appear even more evanescent and politically contingent than so-called post-revisionists 

have conceded.  And this is not simply a matter of degree.  If Sonoran agrarismo was 

from the beginning as rife with factionalism as Almada (1993) and Bantjes (1998) 

suggest, then adding into the analysis a look at the micro-politics of water can only serve 

to increase the sense of (semi-manipulated) chaos by an order of magnitude.  On the other 

hand, agrarismo failed to significantly alter the structure of rural Sonora; what changed, I 

believe, is the way in which landowners created and sustained their monopolies, and the 

role of the state in this. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1
 Before the dam, studies showed that the Mayo river normally overtopped its banks when flow reached 

somewhere around 900 cubic meters/second.  The worst flooding occurred at around 1,200 cubic 

meters/second.  During the downpours of December 1914, workers for the Sud-Pacífico railroad at Navojoa 

recorded a flow of 3,800 cubic meters/second, while gauges placed thirty and thirty-five kilometers upriver 

recorded a raging 6,800 (Bond 1928: 22). 
2
 The term “forjar patria,” to forge the fatherland, comes from Manuel Gamio (1916).  The 

Constitutionalists took power in 1916, under the leadership of President Carranza.  Like Obregón and 

Plutarco Elías Calles, the Sonorans who assumed the presidency beginning with Adolfo de la Huerta (after 
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overthrowing Carranza) in 1920, were generally of the middle class, relatively well educated, espoused 

classical Liberal values, and saw entrepreneurialism, bureaucracy, and individualism as civic virtues 

(Knight 1990, 2: 500-527). 
3
 In Coleman and Agnew (2007: 322). 

4
 Literally, “Mexicannesss.” 

5
 The difference in the political effects of surface versus groundwater control are often rather striking.  The 

latter, taken from a point source, is generally more manageable than water running across a broad surface 

area.  Nonetheless, groundwater exploitation has always been relatively small scale in the Mayo Valley.  
6
 The term “Patria Fugáz” is taking from the title of the song “A Patria Fugáz,” by Miguel Bosé. 

7
 The term “modernist ruins” is from Beatriz Jauribe, cited in Lomitz (2001: 213). 

8
 Actual gender relations, despite this assertion, are largely absent in the records I consulted. Where they do 

appear, it is often in reference to property relations, including water concessions, which required spousal 

consent for transfer and sale, among other things.  Widows, likewise, often inherited land and water 

concessions, and as such appear as “socios” in irrigation-company records and as claimants in water and 

land disputes.  In any case, patriarchy is a primary lever of landed and water relations, even if its actual 

relations are difficult to trace in practice.  Of course, references to “man,” and masculinist discourses of 

controlling landscapes and nature, permeate the documentary record, particularly when it comes to 

engineering and technical matters.    
9
 Cited in Sanderson (1981: 90).  The PNR arose largely through the efforts of Plutarco Calles, el Jefe 

Máximo, who, in one of his last speeches in office, called for the end of charismatic leadership and the 

concentration of regional political relations within one large political institution.  The PNR never truly 

achieved this goal, but it nonetheless began an astonishing seventy-plus-year run of one-party rule See 

Buchenau (2007, chapter six).  
10

 President Carranza nationalized the Río Sonora in 1919 as part of a maneuver to weaken Obregón‟s 

political strength in his home state (Knight 1990, 2: 492). 
11

 Letter to the Gobernador de Sonora from Ing. Jorge Escalona, Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento 

(hereafter, SAyF) agent in Hermosillo, September 29, 1939, Archivo General del Estado de Sonora 

(hereafter, AGES), Ramo: Irrigación, expediente 412.8“39”/35. 
12
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significant detail on the Río Sonora and the Río San Miguel, respectively.  Doolittle (2003) suggests that 

such practices, despite the claims of researchers, environmentalists, and farmers, often produce problems 

for downstream water-users by increasing river velocity and, thereby, exacerbating the effects of flooding 

and causing erosion.  This was also true for the Río Mayo, even before the advent of waterworks during the 

mid-to-late nineteenth century. 
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 Flavio de S. Palomares, Agente General de la SAyF in Hermosillo, to Dirección de Aguas, April 29, 

1918, AHA, c. 665, exp. 9668, f. 4.  
14

 Ibid.  
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 Ibid. 
16

 “Acuerdo” from SAyF Minister Pastor Rouaix, reproduced in a letter from Ignacio López Bancalari, 
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 Ibid. 
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ejidos, which together controlled 188,055 mostly agriculturally marginal hectares, and on which toiled 

4,071 ejidatarios.  Meanwhile, 919 latifundistas held nearly ninety percent of the state‟s properties, 

generally in plots greater than 1,000 hectares.  A 1937 article published in “El Pueblo” claimed that four 

people controlled 60,000 hectares in the Mayo Valley alone, a figure that, in the abstract, exaggerated 

actual conditions but still hinted at the disparities.  A day‟s pay in the countryside had also dropped from 

2.33 pesos in 1929 to 1.56 in 1935. However, even the modest reforms achieved under Obregón and Calles 

had hoisted the horizon of people‟s expectations, which now included a desire for irrigated land in the north 

and northwest (data from Sanderson 1981: chapter five).      
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Chapter 5 

 

EPOCA FOUR—REACHING THE APEX OF HYDRAULIC POPULISM 

 

The struggle against nature is a matter of life in Mexico, and it is precisely for that reason 

that it is absolutely necessary that we count on capable men to dominate nature….The 

development of this country is in the hands of engineers. 

 —César Jiménez, National Irrigation Commission
1
  

 

Locals have long referred to the dam capping the Río Mayo (and the site surrounding it) 

as “El Mocúzari.”  In Yoreme, the word means “place where the owl hoots,” a toponym 

from a time when people drew their geographical cues from things close to home.  

Mocúzari is officially known as the Presa Adolfo Ruiz Cortines, named after the 

president who authorized its construction, in the mid-1950s.  Today, the valley is full of 

such monuments to important men in the “revolutionary family,” a transplanted world of 

signs that now bears the patina of decades.  The masculinist nationalism of engineers like 

Jiménez, cited above, stands in stark contrast to the supple territoriality of those who 

would supposedly benefit from impoundment, for things, as always, failed to go exactly 

as planned.  Yet the planners left their mark, nonetheless.   

The engineers contracted by the Ministry of Hydraulic Resources (SRH) were 

well on their way to finishing the Ruiz Cortines dam when a heavy storm struck the 

region. The villagers of Conicárit, a town soon to be under water, had been battling the 

Ministry over the question of indemnity; they had even contracted a Navojoa lawyer to 

secure reimbursement for land and income lost if and when the reservoir were to fill.  

That moment had come sooner than expected.  With heavy cyclonic rains, water began to 

lap at the adobe-brick and thatch homes lining the floodplain.  Soon, the cemetery went 

under.  Next the church.  An old man made for the religious statuary, but all, including a 
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seven-foot wooden Jesus, floated unceremoniously away.
2
 People began to lose their 

faith in God.  This, at least, was the story recounted to me by an elderly man, Pedro 

Amaro, from Conicárit, a retired SRH engineer who now lives in the resettlement village 

of Mocúzarit, in the shadow of the dam. When asked if capturing the river had paid off, 

he replied, “well…it‟s for the benefit of the nation.”  But, then again, he added, “the 

generals made themselves rich.”
3
  How, I wondered, could one manage the contradictions 

expressed in such views?  

The antagonisms must be understood as part of the interconnected processes by 

which political subjects were constituted and territory reconfigured in rural Mexico 

following the revolution.  The conditions that gave rise to agrarian, and, what I am calling 

here hydraulic populism—as these finally crystallized during and immediately following 

the six-year term of President Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940)—are critical to 

understanding the contradictions at the heart of federal policy and practice. From 1934 to 

the mid-1950s, the now seemingly electric flows of bureaucratic decision-making and 

official labor organization pulsed through an ejido network in its infancy, and through 

various modalities of water control, old and new.  But again, without a dam, lacking a 

singular physical pressure point for centralizing water governance, this circulation was 

difficult to sustain.  Only now, the unpredictability of socio-hydrological relations tended 

to produce effects that ranged wider than ever, for more and more people were pouring 

into the district, stirred by a hope for ejidal parcels.   

Leading up to and following Cárdenas‟s election, agrarian radicals grew strident 

in their demands for land reform and a system of communal tenure; they wanted a 
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government-run ejido system.  The Sonorans‟ push for an independent, free-holding 

yeomanry had, in their eyes, yielded too little fruit; indeed, to many it seemed more a 

subterfuge for enduring resource monopoly, for latifundio.  Thus, in place of the old 

charismatic leaders—the generals with deep local roots—now came bureaucrats, official 

labor and agrarian leaders, and ultimately, revolutionary experts.
4
  With their social ties 

and thick networks of kinship, the Sonoran generals had effaced the very discursive 

boundaries between state and civil society that they themselves had set forth—both 

philosophically and in policy (Almada 1993; Carr 1972).  The new bureaucrats, by 

contrast, tended to be agents for and products of novel technologies of power whose 

mechanisms, now more than ever, worked through vertical integration and allegiance to 

“the Center.”  Verticality, though, depended on the reconfiguration as much as outright 

banishment of older social relations and political loyalties.  Simply put, there was no 

escaping them.  More traditional forms of human organization cemented around water 

control (e.g. juntas de agua, and, even, municipal councils) rooted the new verticality in 

place.  

Under Cárdenas‟s tenure, bureaucrats and agraristas joined forces with teachers 

and other vectors of official revolution to proselytize for the new government and official 

party (Palacios 1999).  Indigenous peoples, small-farmers, day laborers, and, even, 

fisherman—the diverse peoples of Mexico‟s countryside—became targets of federal 

intervention like never before.  This, in turn, pivoted around a political subjectivity based 

on agrarian activism, a sense of class conflict, and other forms of reductionism and 

difference now being churned out on official presses and in popular media. Technologies 
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such as radio, for example, lent themselves to the massification of new forms of “rural” 

identity (Hayes 2000). Terms like “campesino,” “ejidatario,” and, even, “water-user,” 

described objects of official revolution and intervention; “smallholder” (pequeño 

propietario) too, was drawn into revolutionary parlance (though in practice, as I discuss 

below, as an antonym of “ejidatario”). Campesinos‟ spatial corollary, “el campo,” was 

something other than urban, while understood in official circles as a place that would 

serve the city.  The new ejidos and official juntas de agua formed crucibles of a 

revolution made institutional, for they amalgamated diverse facets rural life into official 

networks—labor, agrarian, hydraulic, etc.
5
  In typically problematic ways, these fed back 

into Mexico City‟s dense warrens of federal and political party (Partido Nacional 

Revolucionario—PNR) offices, and, ultimately, the presidential palace (Almada 1993: 

387-401).
6
 As members of various national agrarian and labor leagues—the 

Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM), the National Campesino Confederation 

(CNC), etc.—rural Mexicans of all stripes now formed a critical arm of the 

“Revolutionary Family” (Huizer 1968).  Acting trustees of the nation‟s soils and waters, 

meanwhile, federal experts pursued their multi-faceted development agenda through the 

expanding circuitry of these organizations. For a time, steadily, and often as not through 

conflict itself, their reach expanded. The Porfirians, with their zest for urbanity and 

professional administration would have been envious (Tenorio-Trillo 1996). 

In the previous chapter I noted how, beginning with the Sonorans‟ assumption of 

the presidency in the early 1920s, processes of corporate and/or sectoral identity-

formation began to take on greater emphasis in rural Mexico.  The shift, I believe, marks 
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a distinction between two “periods” of political centralization that, loosely and in 

overlapping ways follow Michel Foucault‟s contrasting technologies of power.  

Previously, micro-level practices, effected through the atomization and isolation of 

political subjects, characterized state-led development efforts. These can be glimpsed, for 

example, in the Geographic Commission maps and land-reform programs predating but 

consolidated during the Porfiriato.  Here one picks up echoes of classical notions of 

liberal-bourgeois citizenship.  By contrast, with the Sonoran generals‟ assumption of the 

presidency one sees the early deployment of the techniques of so-called bio-political 

power, which is “exercised indirectly through and by means of [both] populations and 

bodies.”
7
  Disciplinary and bio-political forms of power are, I believe, nearly always 

entwined, but the move to bio-political and sectoral modalities of centralized authority 

took precedence during the Cárdenas years. The contemporary drive to “decentralize” 

management in everything from irrigation to river-basin control throughout Mexico 

forms part of a much deeper history of mechanisms deployed in the name of centralized 

authority, and the disparate and difficult pathways by which these became localized and, 

to greater and lesser degrees, internalized.  Particularly since the Cárdenas years, as I 

argue here, populism‟s double edge of land and water governance brought the refinement 

of such mechanisms.   

Yet, to the extent one may at all speak in terms of “hydraulic subjects,” I hasten to 

add that the regulation of water and of the people who used it rarely conformed to 

officials‟ wishes—indeed, state agents rarely conformed to their own ideals.  It is within 

this tension—between a vaguely defined “public good,” and a realpolitik of access and 
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“unofficial” practice—that one must situate “the State.”  This was most apparent from the 

beginning of Cardenismo through the completion of the dam.  Landowners and members 

of official (sectoral) campesino organizations touted regulation as a way to level the field 

of play, and as a lever to tilt it in their direction.  Both groups ultimately engaged in the 

monopoly of water and its illegal sale.  Faced with the fluidity of relationships between 

humans and water, then, authorities could scarcely hold true to their own managerial 

mandates.
8
  Not rendered until 1952, a provisional, district-wide reglamento codified 

historical disparities, and simultaneously often proved rather useless in the context of the 

diverse, everyday practices characterizing water-users‟ worlds.  The struggle over 

regulation indelibly shaped the boundaries of official territory and the subjects who now 

found themselves both within and outside of it. Federal “injerencia,” or “interference” 

(Aboites 1998), built around the encoding of rural life-ways and production socio-spatial 

difference, at one and the same time gained momentum and expanded the impacts, the 

geographic breadth, of its own contradictions.   

In 1936, a revolutionary veteran and Mayo Indian, Román Yocupicio, became 

Sonora‟s first indigenous governor.  Suddenly, on the front lines of Cardenista politics 

stood an old Obregón loyalist, and, paradoxically, a latifundista sympathizer.  Cárdenas 

desperately needed a caudillo with sufficient local bona fides to reign in the recalcitrant 

Sonorans, as they continued to resist agrarian reform.  Their struggle drew together Mayo 

veterans of the revolution (also Obregonista loyalists), a few actual smallholder-farmers, 

and, as always, powerful, dynastic landowners, a combination that Cárdenas found 

difficult to challenge, particularly from faraway Mexico City.  Yocupicio thus provided a 
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fusible link between region and capital (Almada 1993).
9
  But creating a modus vivendi 

between the antithetical forces of agrarianism and latifundismo came with heavy costs for 

the president and his loyalists: latifundismo‟s slow-but-steady retrenchment (especially 

just after the president‟s term in office).   

By then, however, much had changed.  The new context pivoted around the 

installment of a government-backed ejidal sector.  Landowners were thereafter compelled 

to develop cultural and political means to re-capitalize and/or maintain portions of their 

operations (Bantjes 1998).
10

  This meant accessing ejido lands and waters now enmeshed 

within the networks of bureaucracy and official labor and agrarian leagues.  A kind of 

political-economic schizophrenia resulted, with a private sector struggling to recapture its 

past hegemony but also now forced to negotiate with a sizable “sector social” (ejidos).  

Federal irrigation formed a bridgework between the two.  

Throughout the 1930s, with Mayos continuing to push for the restoration of their 

village lands (rather than for ejidal grants, per se), matters became more complex still. 

And only in rare instances was restoration forthcoming.  Instead, the best (perhaps worst) 

they could hope for was to receive lands as ejidatarios, which they were to share with 

non-Indians—hence the ejido-as-crucible metaphor (Almada 1993).  Just like other 

ejidatarios, they became tied to the Banco Nacional de Crédito Ejidal (BNCE, later 

Banrural), whose apparatchiks often wielded capital, inputs, and water concessions (still 

granted through the SAyF) as political weapons (Figueroa 1994). The Yoreme veterans 

continued to resist, at times taking up the banner of religious freedom and 

millenarianism, which they had done in the past (Bantjes 1998).  At the same time, the 
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cleaving ethnic and class tensions—within and among ejidos as part of the larger contest 

for irrigated land—meant that the strength of agrarian populism, as political praxis, began 

to fade in the valley well before the end of the Cárdenas‟s term. Indeed, the cultural and 

political resources ultimately amassed against it, in one way or another, were rooted in 

the long history of landed and water, and ethnic and class relations there (Almada 1993).    

 

Cardenista Reforms and the Antinomies of Irrigation Development 

 

At the beginning of Cárdenas‟s tenure, several holdings still showed up as “hacienda” in 

municipal registers.  Mochibampo, Rosales, and Santa Bárbara, for instance, continued 

their operations in Navojoa, while Citavaro, Las Parras, and others remained functional in 

Huatabampo.  Etchojoa was home to the sizable hacienda Zaragoza (Lorenzana 2006: 

17). Then, the valley underwent two separate waves of expropriation, the first from 1934 

to 1936, and the second between 1938 and 1939.  The initial wave resulted in the 

distribution of some 1,058 irrigated hectares, and 5,860 of pastureland, leaving most 

large, pre-revolutionary operations relatively intact.  By the time of the second wave, 

both the comparatively radical Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM), under labor 

leader Vicente Lombardo Toledano, and Yocupicio‟s conservative Sonoran Workers 

Confederation (CTS), had become fully fledged; expressed in organizational form, then, 

were tensions between a growing regional resistance to collectivism, and the federal push 

for its expansion.  The CTS constituted a moderate if fairly effective counterforce to the 

CTM, a wrench in agrarian reform machinery. It included small businessmen, office-

workers, marble quarrymen, and others not directly associated with (and typically hostile 

to) land distribution. On top of the local government-supported agrarian militias 
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(guardias blancas), CTM affiliates and others thus had to maneuver around an 

entrenched state-level resistance.  This was sufficient to significantly alter the desired 

outcomes of reform.
11

   

Despite the much broader sweep of second-wave distributions (including the 

breakup of many of the old agricultural and irrigation companies), the clash of 

countervailing forces cleaved resource politics thereafter; socio-spatial implications of 

this cleavage remain in place today.   New ejidos finally began to emerge from the 

breakup of large haciendas (rather than as concessions of federal and/or “unused” lands).  

These incorporated some of the most developed garbanzo fields in the district, those in 

and around the communities of Buaysiocobe, Júpare, Huatabampo, Etchojoa, and 

Bacobampo on the western flank (Lorenzana 2006: 37).  Cardenista policy promoted 

collective ejidal organization, which, as Eckstein (1966:1) argues, were cooperative 

production structures rather than true collectives.  “The nation” owned the land. 

Yocupista-inspired resistance to this process, at the same time, had focused on the 

promotion of individual over collective production within the ejido structure.  And this, 

along with the expansion of federal waterworks, critically shaped the future geography of 

water conflict.   

Many Mayos, still reeling from government anti-clericalism, berated authorities 

for favoring outsiders and non-veterans in the agrarian reform process.  Several 

ejidatarios from Bacobampo, for example, felt that both the CTM and the national ejido 

bank had pushed too aggressively for collective production.  Bacobampo‟s commissar 

also charged that Mayo veterans had been systematically ignored in favor of a “few 
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communists [Ctemistas] who are dedicated only to sacking crops that they have not 

themselves harvested.”  Indians, he went on, had been rendered mere “spectators” of the 

process by which their ancestral lands and waters were now changing hands. They 

wished to continue farming their parcels individually, purchasing water as they had 

before from irrigation companies.  They thus praised Yocupicio for his support on this 

issue.  Indeed, an “overwhelming majority” of people in the valley was rumored to 

oppose collective production (or, rather, those who had lived in the area before the 

reforms).
12

  Tensions like these (between private and collective/ejidal production) only 

increased as more and more agrarian hopefuls poured into the southern valleys (Almada 

1993; Bantjes 1998).    

As Yoremes continued to express frustration at federal agents‟ support for 

colectivistas, the tone grew increasingly xenophobic.  This was illustrated by the 

widespread use of the term “acaparador,” a kind of carpetbagger who appropriates 

others‟ lands and productive resources.
13

  At fault purportedly were ejidal and agrarian 

“leaders.”  Significantly, Indians‟ ire generally failed to include the original acaparadores, 

the valley‟s dynastic terra- and aguatenientes (monopolizers of land and water). Instead 

they focused their protest on the expanding federal “system”—i.e. ejidos and waterworks.  

Their grief is certainly understandable.  In 1938, for instance, Manuel Quintana, Alfredo 

Quijano, and Procopio Yocupicio—all Yoremes and office-holders in the Regional 

Committee of the Sonoran League of Agrarian Communities—requested the aid of the 

CNC to secure their lands, and counter the machinations of the CTM.  In doing so, they 

hoped to enlist Cárdenas‟s aid.  The Agrarian Department had “ceded” to them lands at 
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some point in the past (probably before Cárdenas‟s tenure).  But then, despite their pleas, 

officials suddenly granted many of the parcels to Ctemistas.   

League members countered that the Ctemistas possessed “lesser rights.”  The 

“majority” were “not indígenas [but instead] a group that forms an immense minority 

compared to us.”  Here, processes of class-formation and racialization—the production of 

difference, as it related to hydraulic development—illustrate the pitfalls of revisionist 

historiography.
14

  These Yoremes accused agrarian reformers of breaking up what was a 

functional system of “latifundios.”  The dissolution, in turn, threatened their own 

subsistence base: “we have [ever since] remained in economic conditions that make it 

almost impossible to support ourselves for lack of work.”  They reminded the CNC 

official that the president had often favored Indians in such matters Indians (perhaps his 

recent decision to return ancestral lands and waters to the Yaquis had encouraged them).  

Indeed, landowners and regional elites had been telling them since the Porfiriato that 

ownership of a small plot irrigated land would bring them into civilization‟s fold.  Now, 

doing so was “an act of Justice [sic].”
15

   

Landowners were in a mad scramble to keep their remaining interests close at 

hand, within the family, and to maintain a foundation for later expansion.  In many cases, 

those Yoremes who had long since become dependent on them became allies in this 

struggle (at least outwardly).
16

  What many—in particular the veteranos—clamored for 

most was restitution of ancestral lands.  Others came to the realization that ejidal parcels 

might be their only possibility.  Mayos living in and around Etchojoa held some of the 

longest-standing claims for restitution, some dating to 1922, though like many of the 
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area‟s Indian pueblos, they received no definitive resolution until 1939.  Agrarian 

officials had dragged their feet in part because of the aggressive interference run by 

members of the Mayo Valley Agricultural Chamber, as well as the maneuverings of 

governor Yocupicio. These were the same latifundistas who had devised preemptive 

agrarian reform and commissioned construction of La Unión canal, and had even donated 

property and funds to the ejidal cause, hoping that their previous generosity would 

somehow inoculate them.  Now, they looked for ways to slow the reforms process by 

placing paper obstacles in its way.  More significantly, they turned to the concept of 

“pequeña propiedad” (smallholdings) as a juridico-discursive refuge.  This, in turn, 

emerged as a critical site for the (re)production of landowner identity.  According to the 

Agrarian Code of 1934, holdings under the 150 hectares were considered small-

holdings.
17

  Technically, many private producers fit into this category: after President De 

La Huerta‟s breakup of the Río Mayo Agricultural Company, they had responded by 

divvying up their estates among offspring and kin (Lorenzana 2006: 51).  Whereas 

Porfirian elites had once rationalized their company interests and privileges as necessary 

for Indians‟ welfare and improvement, this new dissimulation responded to the threat of 

legal expropriation, taking advantage of loopholes in agrarian law.  Landowners also 

came to identify with the smallholder label.  (This can be glimpsed in their protestations 

to the neo-populist reforms of the Echeverría regime during the 1970s—which I cover in 

subsequent chapters.)  

For the time being, disguised latifundismo failed to impress the more loyal of the 

Cardenista agrarian officials.  In its final disposition on Etchojoa, Bacobampo, and other 
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areas in and around La Unión (some of the choicest garbanzo fields in the valley), the 

state Agrarian Commission declared that said lands remained illegally under the control 

of single families.  These “smallholders‟” requests for protection against expropriation 

held no validity. Another strike against them was that some of the most important 

waterworks—those praised as examples of successful public/private partnership—

remained unfinished.  To illustrate, of the 4,000 new hectares of land originally projected 

for ejido La Unión, only 700 had ever received water from these works.  The commission 

ruled that the earlier presidential declaration of an end to the agrarian problem could “in 

no way be taken as a basis for arguing that…the Agrarian Problem of 4,300 campesinos 

existing in the region” had been solved.
18

   

Perhaps the boldest move came in 1938, when agrarian authorities pushed to 

break up one of the largest and oldest estates in the valley.  Petitioners in and around the 

Salido family‟s hacienda Bacobampo, as well in as the pueblos of Etchojoa and 

Huatabampo, in the end received a total 6,585 irrigated hectares.
19

  The decision included 

a temporary grant of water rights, “so that the lands…do not loose their [current] 

quality.”  Under constitutional Article 27 ejido land was originally pubic property, held 

only in usufruct.
20

  Ejidatarios thus could possess no title and, therefore, enjoyed no firm 

basis for accessing water.  Under the 1934 national water law, they could only petition 

the SAyF for temporary concessions.  The Agrarian Department had also instructed 

ejidatarios in Bacobampo and elsewhere to use the water “in the accustomed form” until 

the “authorized department” could formulate a “reglamento” (a regulatory instrument).
21

  

Here, matters became more complicated.  The practice of granting temporary permits 
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might be seen to have strengthened authorities‟ hand in shaping basic parameters of 

allocation.  But in other ways it further politicized the process of concession, which, in 

turn, directly affected how subjects viewed and approached their relationship to agrarian 

and hydraulic bureaucracy. 

For the valley‟s many new ejidatarios the day-to-day routine of delivering water 

to crops more and more involved bureaucratic processes, or trámites): long lines, 

intermediaries, paperwork, plans, maps, boundaries, fees, and trips to the state and 

national capitals.  Policing likewise also became integral to the way hydraulic subjects 

were interpellated (archival documents show increased police/military intervention from 

1930s onward).  The requirement that ejidatarios obtain temporary concessions meant an 

even deeper dependence, even further integration, into the expanding cosmos of 

hydrocracy.  And here, in the messy, inconclusive habitus of everyday water relations, 

federal territoriality and centralized hydraulic authority would finally, truly, begin to take 

form.
22

  This would, of course, take some time; the political thickets of water allocation 

and rights remained largely untrammeled during Cárdenas‟s term.  Of the nearly 44,000 

total hectares distributed in the Mayo during the second wave of reform, only about 

15,000 actually linked to waterworks.  Without the infrastructure for river impoundment, 

most of these, too, would remain out of production.  Un-irrigated pastureland accounted 

for the remaining 28,000.  The first wave of reform wave had included 1,058 irrigated 

hectares, with an additional 5,800 of uncleared agostadero (pasture lands).  Thus, nearly 

35,000 hectares of ejidal territory, as of the late 1930s, remained outside the area serviced 

(or even serviceable) by irrigation works.
23

 What is more, the total irrigated surface area 



 

 

212 

rarely pushed beyond 25,000 hectares.
24

  The hope and desire for irrigated production ran 

strong, and everywhere people were clearing land with the expectation that water would 

soon arrive.  Fueling this hope, National Irrigation Commission engineers were on the 

scene, developing programs and projects to expand the capacity of the network (see 

Illustrations 5.1, 5.2, and 6.3). Still, there was only so much they could do for producers 

short of building a dam.  

 

 

 

Illustration 5.1.  Clearing the monte in preparation for irrigation.  (Reproduced 

with permission, Archivo General del Estado de Sonora, Ramo Irrigación, 

412.6“38”/20) 

 

Constitutional reforms following the revolution laid the groundwork for a vastly 

more interventionist central government.  Subsequent legislation created the means by 

which such powers could be instantiated locally.  Nevertheless, in the area of water 

governance, this local connection remained rather weak during the Cárdenas years.  

Federal laws issued in 1934 reasserted national sovereignty over territorial waters, which 
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was originally set forth in the 1917 constitution (Article 27). They also perpetuated a 

critical duality: since ejidos possessed neither land nor titles, provisional permits gave the 

SAyF substantive sway over an expanding sector of rural subjects.  Any organization 

created to build or administer works for utilizing national waters was to be deemed a 

“user association.”  Ejidal water-users were to form water juntas, whose decisions 

required direct SAyF approval.
25

  Private irrigators, on the other hand, could still access 

water through direct concession, though now they were encouraged to do so through a 

voluntary “water-user association.”  These associations thus ostensibly brought together 

representatives from each “sector,” or user group: ejidos, systems run by the CNI, 

smallholders (less than fifty hectares), private holders, and public utilities (Lorenzana 

2006: 21-22).   

 

 

 
 

Illustration 5.2.  Clearing the monte in preparation for irrigation. (Reproduced with 

permission, Archivo General del Estado de Sonora, Ramo Irrigación, 412.6“38”/20) 
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The Ministry was also tasked with developing regulatory instrument for water 

allocation to be applied through these juntas and associations.  The 1934 agrarian 

legislation granted the SAyF sweeping regulatory powers, though making little provision 

for how to go about this task.  More troublesome still, the very process by which water 

bureaucracy asserted its control over the ejido sector—precarious (temporary) 

permitting—could turn officials against one another, and certainly placed water users in a 

state of perpetual contest and uncertainty.  From 1938 to 1944, for instance, SAyF 

continued to issue circulars calling on users to supply information necessary for 

developing a regulatory instrument—titles, deeds, evidence of historical “usos y 

costumbres.”
26

  Nearly each time, officials were forced to extend the deadline.  Gustavo 

Lorenzana (2006: 59), a historian who has studies the Mayo district in detail, is emphatic 

that regulatory setbacks in no way call into question the pervasiveness and strength 

federal hegemony during this time.  He shows that its “injerencia” had become a taken-

for-granted dimension of political subjectivity and resource allocation.  However, even if 

Lorenzana‟s assertion is accurate, federal dominion over such a wide spatial expanse was 

constantly challenged and reshaped within the day-to-day relations of water-control itself.  

Water‟s mobility and unpredictability could still trump any stabilization of categories 

and, thereby, intervention (federal injerencia).  The government‟s inability 

(unwillingness?) to regulate the river time and again showed just how difficult it was to 

superimpose a rigid geometry upon the rhizomatic realm of hydro-sociality.  Here too of 

course power relations played a critical role.  
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Illustration 5.3.  Digging new canals in the Mayo Valley, 1930s. Reproduced with 

permission, Archivo General del Estado de Sonora, Ramo Irrigación, 412.6“38”/20) 

 

In January 1940, Cárdenas‟s last year in office, SAyF‟s representative in the 

valley, Jorge Escalona, authored a revealing report for his superiors in Mexico City.
27

   

Regulatory efforts had failed because powerful interests, some entrenched, some new, 

had formed around its illegal sale and transfer. Keeping water unregulated served a broad 

array of interests, many of which tied straight back into the agrarian reform 

bureaucracy.
28

 According to Escalona, people were profiting handsomely from the (now 

illegal) sale of water, which the lack of regulation facilitated, at least in part.  Indeed, 

agents of the ejidal bank even encouraged their constituents to take such illegal action. 

Regulation threatened their interests, and their “muchachos” (ejidatarios) should continue 

to take water whenever and wherever they found it.
29

  Many ejidatarios (or, mainly, ejidal 

“leaders”), who now controlled nearly sixty percent of the valley‟s irrigable land, took 

part in the sale of water.
30

  The valley had undergone an astonishing transformation in 
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land tenure since the revolution, while the illegal speculation in water—a shadow 

market—represented a continuation of the cultural politics of resource monopoly.  Now, 

however, there were new sets of ideals and powerful new allies—some with federal-

bureaucratic connections (e.g. the national ejidal bank, CTM, and CNC).  Conversely, the 

conservative-elite Committee for the Solution of the Agrarian Problem, a holdover from 

the era of the Sonoran generals, opposed regulations that failed to account for the needs 

of  “small-holders.”  Their protest, of course, rang hypocritical, for many of the 

committee‟s members had simply divided up their holdings amongst their kin to subvert 

reforms. Worse, organized groups of actual smallholders were calling for regulation to 

end the “illegal and immoral sale of water” once and for all.  CNI‟s engineers continued 

to lament that they lacked the “elements” (funds and personnel) necessary to create a 

reglamento.  Escalona went on to say that all he could do was work to “convince” people 

of the need for regulation, and for an “equitable distribution.”
31

  

Although the Cárdenas reforms would deeply alter landed relations, then, the arguably 

more complicated questions of water rights and distribution, even if amply legislated, 

often were left for later administrations.
32

  Technical solutions, by contrast, gained 

greater currency, but these, too, created their fetters. The political contest over productive 

resources like water often exposed the shortcomings of official categories and 

reductionism—e.g. “campesino,” “usuario,” etc..  Water rights (both temporary and 

fixed) continued to change hands at a dizzying rate, thus rendering the terms of federal 

concessions, and the normative categorization they required, difficult to stabilize.  In 

many ways, the black market was becoming the primary means for accessing irrigation.    
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By the late 1930s, moreover, contamination, professional politicking, soil 

salinization, and, even, anarchy in distribution were terms used to describe hydraulic 

relations across the valley.
33

  Who could even entertain the idea of regulating the river?  

And in the midst of such confusion, traditional irrigation practices once again came under 

fire for creating chaos.  The problems emerged, as always, with the onset of heavy rains.  

The so-called “tapones” (weirs), as usual, were to blame.  These temporary earthen and 

brushwork structures caused the pooling of river flow, directing it laterally, onto 

floodplain fields.  Decades worth of irrigation development and modern waterworks had 

failed to obviate the need for them.  However, whereas previously these structures 

fulfilled a mostly subsistence need, now they had become part of a broader tactic for 

accessing water without government and/or landowner interference.  In short, the tapones 

had become an instrument for creating autonomous spaces of resource access. 

With agrarian reform the scale of the practice had expanded, as had its threat to 

now quite populous basin towns.  Jorge Escalona had spoken to ejido leaders in 

Bacobampo, San Pedro, Cohuirimpo, and Navojoa, “with the objective of making them 

see the convenience of not totally intercepting the course of the river.”
34

  The worst area 

was from the pueblo of Júpare west, to the tidal flats near the river‟s ancient delta (the 

last thirty or so kilometers).  There, ejidatarios had built the weirs in stair-stepped series, 

which in some places reached nearly six meters high, and four meters wide at the top.  

During heavy summer rains, these makeshift dams often caused the river to jump its 

banks entirely, flooding everything from roads to towns, and, even, cemeteries.  One 

local resident recalled seeing a casket, apparently set loose by floods, float away.  This 
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lowland stretch of the valley also encompassed the poorest and most malaria-prone areas.  

Engineer Escalona had himself contracted the disease.  He complained that while CNI 

engineers enjoyed full healthcare benefits and access to clinics, SAyF officials, by 

contrast, were simply left to fend for themselves.
35

  It was a prescient complaint, for the 

CNI‟s technological mandate was beginning to subsume agrarianism‟s political focus on 

land.  Escalona also perceived the early stages of negative social-environmental feedback 

that was soon to plague the district‟s western flank.  

Because they were charged with allocating and regulating water, SAyF officials 

had no choice but to adapt to the on-the-ground uncertainties of water governance.  

These, as we have seen above, necessitated a “provisional” approach.  In theory, it meant 

creating a regulatory agreement for each and every canal (now at nearly thirty), rather 

than devising an overarching code for the district.  As SAyF Minister, Felipe Parres, 

warned his engineers, the provisional regulations did not obviate the need for careful 

study and control of water valley wide.  At the same time, circumstances called for a 

“transitory” framework.  Regulation, of course, had never been anything but a transitory 

affair, though now things pivoted around establishing more juntas de agua and user 

associations (as set forth in the 1934 national water law). The juntas could set fees and 

make other important decisions, though only with the SAyF‟s approval, at least in 

theory.
36

  In some cases, such provisional regulation included contracts between ejidos 

and private canal owners, as in the case of the ejidos of Etchojoa, Basconcobe, Las 

Guayabas, and Mochipaco, and members of the well-heeled Terminel family.  The 

Terminels had maintained portions of their once large holdings by dividing them into 
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plots of 100 to 150 hectares, and, thereby, becoming “pequeños propietarios.”  They thus 

maintained a semblance of their former spatial reach.
37

   

Given the disparities inherent in such relations, the provisional reglamentos fueled 

as much as contained conflict.  The canal Guayparín, whose 1938 inauguration drew a 

crowd of 2,000 “campesinos,” illustrates rather elegantly the primary fault lines of 

dispute.
38

  Yoremes had originally dug the canal, which drained onto the ejidal lands of 

San Pedro and Bacobampo, on the river‟s right bank.  Officials subsequently moved to 

lengthen it by five kilometers, level its uneven floor, and, thereby, offer the Indians an 

additional 1,700 irrigated hectares.
39

  According to testimony from agrarian leader Rafael 

“El Seco” Duarte, however, many saw Guayparín‟s expansion as something that would 

only increase their dependency on large landowners.  The endless “trips to Hermosillo 

and Mexico City…[which] proliferated during that time…” did little to aid the Indians in 

securing water for their tiny plots of three to five hectares, according to Duarte.
40

  Mayos 

veterans, recall, had generally rejected the reparto.  Only this time, some of them hoped 

to use the colonial cartographer‟s tools against him.  A group of them acquired sets of 

plans from the original cartographic commissions.  With these in hand they approached a 

federal mapmaker and pressed their case.  The plans, they believed, clearly showed that 

their plots would remain above the expanded canal‟s reach.  If the new waterwork was 

intended to aid the Indians, as officials claimed, it had been poorly designed and executed 

for its stated purpose.  Rather, Guayparín‟s elongation would service newly opened lands 

of private-holders from whom these Mayos had already been purchasing water.   
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After three acrimonious meetings with Etchojoa‟s municipal president, agreement 

still remained elusive.  Frustration mounted.  Downstream, meanwhile, indigenous 

smallholders in the community of El Sahuaral likewise chafed at federal demands that 

they form a water-user association.  There simply existed no typical “water-user,” and 

officials had no choice but to acknowledge this; the contempt of these “utterly distrusting 

Indians” illustrates the instability not only of bureaucratic categories, but of federal 

normativity. And the instability was proving contagious.  These Sahuaral Mayos refused 

to nominate representatives for the juntas de agua, and would only do so at the request of 

either (Mayo) governor Román Yocupicio, or a sympathetic local legislator, Francisco 

Ceballos.
41

  Perhaps at the urging of Cárdenas, therefore, the SAyF‟s agent in Hermosillo 

requested Yocupicio‟s aid.  Finally, on June 6, 1938, after tense negotiations with 

Sonoran (rather than federal) officials, the Mayos finally elected representatives for the 

canal Guayparín “water-user society,” filling out a formal request for 3,000 liters per 

second.
42

 The direct intervention of Román Yocupicio—the fusible link between 

agrarianism and the intransigent Sonorans—once again proved indispensable.   

But the Mayos of Guayparín were simply not ready to become patriotic ejidal 

farmers.  Less than one year later, in the winter of 1939/1940, an indigenous uprising 

swiftly spread across the valley.  It ended in gunfire and death near the salt flats at the 

edge of the sea, in the pueblito of Moroncárit.  A Navojoa judge subsequently found 

Sóstenes Campoy, Francisco Verdugo, Luciano Leyva, and José Juan Lugo guilty of 

leading the movement against the federal government (Almada 1993: 388-389).  Verdugo 

had just been elected president of the Guayparín water-user association.
43

  Among other 
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reasons given for the rebellion, the insurgents were fed up with “religious discipline,” 

which since the Calles years had included attacks against their beliefs and practices as 

well as against shrines and churches.  They also strongly disagreed with agrarian reform, 

including the intrusive government-run juntas de agua (Almada 1993: 389).  With Mayo 

governor Yocupicio about to leave office, this was one of the last moments of open 

rebellion against federalization, but the resistance, argues Almada, would now move in 

more subtle ways (389).
44

  Tapones, juntas de agua, and fields were being enlisted in the 

production of new political identities, identities that would lead to a larger counter-

hegemonic thrust.  

 

Counter Revolution and the Dam Experts 

 

While SAyF‟s experts, like Escalona, battled malaria and haggled over regulation and 

temporary concessions, the CNI‟s engineers drew plans, carried out studies, and generally 

hued to the technological dimensions of their work.  Arguably, theirs was a more vertical 

approach, in part because for a time at least, CNI técnicos remained comparatively 

insulated from the day-to-day hydraulic governance, unlike the SAyF.  Near the Ejido 

Tesia, the CNI urged consolidation of a hybrid, slapdash irrigation assemblage—built of 

many different parts during different moments in time—into a singular “system.” It was 

part of a larger project to build the Tesia diversion dam.  Eliminating most of the 

“independent intake canals” (tomas), they claimed, would reduce conflict between 

“users.”
45

  The engineers assumed that government takeover would simply eliminate 

conflict.  What they failed to grasp was that few if any of these so-called users were 

likely to give up their independent intake points without a fight, and that centralized 
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control would not automatically equate to a reduction in conflict down the road.  As far 

as these engineers were concerned, irrigation, as their letterhead proclaimed, was “For the 

Greatness of Mexico.”  Theirs was a clear revolutionary mandate.  

In the CNI‟s official propaganda bulletin, Irrigación en México, experts 

editorialized that the primary function of “the State” was to expand and protect national 

territory.  Doing so, they argued, required science and efficiency.  For one expert, this 

meant “„maintenance and security of [all] the soil susceptible to cultivation‟” throughout 

the republic, including protection against “floods, droughts, [and] impoverishment of 

lands.‟”
46

  They berated older ways of relating to water, favoring new, more “efficient” 

methods.  Of course, the question was, efficiency for whom, for what ends?  The new 

official abstractions (e.g. “campesino” and “water-user”) had rendered such questions at 

once obvious and extremely difficult to answer.  The engineers, as always, found a clean 

break with historical practices beyond their reach.  Particularly in smaller districts like the 

Mayo, where large concrete dams were still in the planning phases, they continued to 

compromise.  Federal diversion dams “tipo Indio” (literally, “Indian style”), like the one 

under construction at Tesia, sprang up across the northwest.
47

  Celebrated engineer Jorge 

Tamayo, a top CNI official, meanwhile, urged the national forestry police to monitor tree 

cutting in watersheds as a way to tackle erosion and sedimentation, which already were 

major concerns in the Mayo.  He also suggested that propaganda be crafted for 

“convincing” people to change their ways and stop cutting down the monte (1942: 49).  

Mayos, however, had been gleaning firewood and farming small plots throughout the 

watershed for hundreds of years, refusing to constrict their world to the floodplain. With 
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new waterworks and the hopeful immigrants they had attracted, existence was becoming 

ever more dependent on rainfall cum liters-per-second.  Wire fencing and brushworks, 

Tamayo went on, might be erected to slow the river and check against erosion.  Such 

methods he had seen in France, Germany, and the US.  Río Mayo farmers, of course, had 

always utilized variations of such tactics.  Some officials promoted carrizo and other tall 

grasses to stabilize riverbanks. Tamayo, by contrast, agreed with the CNI‟s American 

contract engineer, Andrew Weiss, who felt that the grasses acted as a screen, making it 

hard for irrigators and officials to monitor and control waterworks (53).  Legibility was 

indeed a concern here.
48

   

In the panorama of the late 1930s and early 1940s—one of a landscape and 

hydraulic relations in tremendous flux—the official vision of agricultural production 

anchored in technology, credit, and federal waterworks steadily gained traction.  In a 

broad semiotic shift, a technocratically oriented hydraulic populism began to supplant the 

more overtly political agrarianism.  Yet another Agrarian Code, this one in 1942, 

cemented in place a new approach to the countryside, one favoring technology over 

social reforms, and the dismantling of Cardenismo.  It was subsequently labeled the 

“counter-revolution,” and, in the eyes of President Miguel Alemán, was a time for “order 

in the campo…which can only be achieved by stopping the excessive and unconscionable 

ejidalist policy and by guaranteeing to private individuals the proprietorship of their 

lands.”
49

  Many landless Mexicans may have received plots during reform period.  Yet, 

along with it they also got a “burgeoning bureaucracy” (Knight 1990, 2: 527).  More and 

more, they would just have bureaucracy.  This was quite clear in the realm of state-led 
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hydraulics.  CNI field engineers began to comb the valley, driving around in Jeep Willys, 

sporting pith helmets, hip boots, and other accoutrements of Royal Science.  They took 

measurements, calculated flow, drafted plans.  Waterworks technology represented a 

hedge against the political acrimony of agrarian reform.  Moreover, with president Avila 

Camacho in power and the wartime demand for basic grains poised to spike, the counter-

currents moving against Cardenismo gained the upper hand by arguing that they, rather 

than the ejidatarios, could most efficiently produce for the nation (Hewitt 1982).  Avila 

Camacho, in turn, honored the elites‟ predilection for private property, conveniently (and 

euphemistically) declaring the valley a “zone of mixed [ejidal and private] exploitation” 

(Bantjes 1998:143).
50

      

The turn away from agrarian reform toward an emphasis on technology and 

production built upon a dynamic already in motion.  Counter-revolution, as should be 

clear by now, was hardly novel in Sonora.  Cardenismo, recall, had never gained the 

traction it might have in this land of planters and rebellious Indians distrustful of 

centralized authority (Aguilar Camín 1978; Almada 1993). Landowners had always been 

recalcitrant and, most importantly, well organized, and Indians in particular had used 

space and mobility to create zones of autonomous resource access.  Rather, relations 

between and within ejidos had simply become polarized.  On one side now stood the 

largely Indian followers of governor Yocupicio and his successor, general Anselmo 

Macías, who staunchly supported individualist ejidal production. On the other were the 

mostly non-Indian ejidatarios, many if not most of whom came from elsewhere, and 

supported collective production (Almada 1993; Bantjes 1998).  Landowners‟ holdings 
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had indeed shrunk significantly since the revolution such that, by 1940, they were forced 

to share the floodplain with around twenty-five new ejidos.  These comprised around 

47,000 hectares, and brought together nearly 4,000 new ejidatarios, all of whom were in 

competition for the waters of the same arroyo (Sanderson 1981: 234).  Their power had 

been significantly curtailed, though not entirely broken, for now they had government-

backed rivals, the radical agraristas. 

And here, once again, the canal Guayparín figured prominently.  Guayparín feeds 

into the ejidos in and around Etchojoa (Bacobampo, Basconcobe, Suahuaral, etc.) that 

had experienced some of the bloodiest internecine (individualist versus collectivist) strife 

in the valley.  In the mid-1940s, a few years after the official end of agrarian reform, 

ejidatarios of El Sahuaral complained about the “state of disorder” with which canal 

managers, including Etchojoa‟s municipal president, were running things.  Those in 

charge had apparently ignored several CNI memos regarding the canal‟s “correct 

administration.”  Indeed, here was the engineer‟s common refrain: if only they could 

convince “users” to adopt recommendations for “efficient” management, things would go 

more smoothly.  Worse, the canal managers were using national waters to make a living, 

doing so “without the need to work”—which was patently anti-revolutionary.  Such a 

lapse in official control threatened the federation‟s “sovereignty.”
51

   

But sovereignty over what, exactly, and for whom?  Since the revolution, and in 

particular following the Cárdenas years, the number of agencies constituting the federal 

presence in the valley had exploded.  The two official credit banks, the BNCE and BNCA 

(along with the SAyF and CNI) in one way or another each directly influenced decisions 
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over land and water resources.  Then there were the official labor and agrarian 

organizations (CTM and CNC) under whose umbrella stood many smaller state and 

regional movements—e.g. the CNC‟s Liga de Comunidades Agrarias.  Mapping this 

institutional geography is akin creating whole sentences from an alphabet soup.  Their 

powers overlapped here, contradicted each other there. Often as not, jurisdiction was 

unclear even to officials themselves (the archival record is full of misnamed places and 

challenges to jurisdiction). But for a time, together (though not in equal measure) they 

had managed to turn the valley—never exactly peaceful to begin with—into so many 

small theaters of combat in a larger war over how, to what political ends, water and land 

were to be governed.  Within this politically charged environment, the one institution that 

enjoyed the luxury of approaching irrigation as a mostly technical affair, the CNI, at least 

to some began to seem like a politically uncompromised agency of dispassionate 

technocrats.  Indeed, many observers of Mexico‟s hydraulic bureaucracy have taken the 

view that its engineers exist largely outside the political fray.
52

   

Nonetheless, the coin of technology and production has two sides.  Focus on 

technology and waterworks also rendered the técnicos less capable of handling the 

overtly political manifestations of water control.  This enormous blind spot would 

ultimately lead to a breakdown of central authority. By the mid-1940s, disguised 

“smallholders” felt encouraged by the shift in federal policies away from the ejidal sector, 

and pushed for lands beyond the river floodplain.  It would be several years before the 

river‟s waters could reach them, but here was the chance to rebuild.  This, moreover, is 

where “hydraulic populism” became most contradictory.  To reiterate, lands redistributed 
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in and around the valley had included large tracts of “agostadero,” or pasture.  In many 

cases, these lots came with federal “certificates of immunity” from expropriation.  Not 

only did their owners stand to benefit enormously from irrigation; if and when it reached 

them they were also shielded from a future government takeover.   

In the post-agrarismo, pre-dam dynamics of valley resource politics, one case of 

water conflict in particular illustrates the countervailing forces at work in the social and 

cultural production of this irrigated landscape.  It is unclear whether Rodolfo Ruíz and 

Juan E. Martínez—representing several landowners with holdings at Chúcarit (on the 

district‟s western flank—obtained such immunity.  But in other ways their efforts 

demonstrate clearly the tactics landowners now deployed to create room for maneuver 

within the new political geography of ejidal reform, federal waterworks, and (inchoate) 

regulation.  Ruíz and Martínez claimed that their rather large request (around 2,000 

liters/second for 120 days/year) purportedly was only for the water left over after all other 

concessions had been fulfilled.
53

  But SAyF engineers, wishing to avert conflict 

downstream, asked the CNI for advice on the matter.  The Commission was going full 

steam on the Tesia diversion project, and any new concessions had to work around the 

project, as well as its beneficiaries.  After some initial confusion, Adolfo Orive Alba, then 

CNI director, finally endorsed the “precarious” concession.
54

  At that point, he believed 

the canal owners‟ claim that no downstream interests would be harmed.  

What probably seemed like a rather inconsequential decision soon ignited a 

brushfire that, once again, swept the most conflict-ridden, western flank of the valley.  

The canal Ruíz concession was met with immediate resistance, in part because, contrary 
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to its backers‟ claims, it would in fact draw water upstream from several communities, 

mostly ejidos.  Blowback came initially from the National Campesino Federation (CNC) 

and its local agrarian affiliates, the ligas agrarias.
55

  CNC members argued that it was 

unfair for the SAyF to grant such a large private concession while their members in 

Bacobampo, La Unión, and other large, powerful ejidos had just recently been denied 

similar requests.
56

   

The acrimony spread.  CTM agrarian leader Jacinto López entered the fray with a 

letter to Orive Alba that cited a more grave concern.  López accused Ruíz and Martínez 

of having “invaded” ejidal lands in constructing their canal, and of illegally truncating 

extant works.  They had even cut through the main road between Navojoa and 

Huatabampo.  López also singled out general Anselmo Macías, prominent Huatabampo 

landowner (and now ex-governor), as one of several obscure-but-powerful interests 

behind the request for a “precarious” concession.  The CTM and López, purportedly 

speaking for all affected ejidatarios, called on Orive Alba to recommend withholding the 

water.  The latifundistas, they charged, would “commit great abuses” against ejidos and 

small producers with established water rights and/or temporary grants.  A precarious 

concession would also exacerbate the “constant problems” of water distribution on the 

lower Río Mayo, an area that brought together “sixty percent” of the valley‟s farmers.
57

 

Ruíz and associates continued their pressure on SAyF officials, insisting that they 

be given the temporary autorización precarista for their canal.  Campesinos and agrarian 

groups, meanwhile, were pouring into the CNI‟s offices, bombarding officials with 

complaints about SAyF agents‟ favoritism, and the shift away from ejidalist policies in 
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general.  The fault lines within and between federal bureaucracies grew increasingly 

marked.  Perhaps feeling backed into a corner, CNI officials pulled from their 

portmanteau a trusty tool: “exact science.”  No concessions should be granted, they 

argued, not even “precaristas,” in the absence of a systematic, concretely “defined 

study…of hydraulic resources….”
58

  It was beginning to look as if what Ruíz‟s group had 

in mind was the sale of water to ejidos and other smallholders, rather than production per 

se.
59

 Indeed they had tradition on their side. The Río Mayo Producers‟ Association also 

waded into the imbroglio, further demonstrating not simply the growing class 

polarization of the valley, but the extent to which disparate interests had become 

organized and, often, tenuously, aligned.  Its members claimed that the canal Ruíz was 

designed to catch excess runoff during the rainy season, for each year much of the river 

was lost to the sea.
60

  Everything, including “exact science,” was beginning to point to the 

same thing: impoundment.  They, like many others, contributed to the mounting public 

pressure for a reservoir, while at the same time papering over the Mayo‟s volatility.  In 

just a few days‟ time, it could go from a bone-dry arroyo to a raging torrent, and back 

again.   

The Association‟s support did not, however, exhaust the list of canal Ruíz 

apologists.  Resistance against López emerged, unexpectedly, from within the ranks of 

his own CTM, here coming from the Huatabampo Union of Feminine Workers, most if 

not all of whom toiled as seasonal laborers in vegetable packing houses or in the fields.  

Denying the Ruíz concession, they argued, would force over 1,000 women out of decent 

jobs, and another 1,000 out of work as field hands.  López, they charged, had used their 
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names on petitions sent to the CNI sans permission, which to them constituted nothing 

short of a “criminal attitude.”  (It is not a stretch to imagine threats issued by anxious 

packinghouse bosses if the female employees failed to defend their interests.)  With the 

rainy season‟s “great flows” drawing near, in a telegram to Minister Marte R. Gómez the 

women urged the SAyF to reconsider the concession.
61

  Ruíz then upped the ante, 

claiming that the district‟s network of canals was losing not sixty but in fact ninety 

percent of the river to the Sea of Cortéz.  “[T]here is no dam to capture this enormous 

flow of water,” he reiterated.  And why, in any case, would officials object to waterworks 

used to service lands that were otherwise useless, and whose irrigation threatened no 

“established interests”?
62

  When the CNI finally sent an engineer to investigate, the first 

thing he discovered was that Ruíz and company had continued to draw water even while 

they requested their concession, and that downstream interests indeed were affected.
63

  

As the oft-quoted saying goes, “it is always better to ask for a pardon than for 

permission.”   

At the CNI‟s urging, CNC and its offshoot, the Liga de Comunidades Agrarias, 

convened a meeting of the Río Mayo‟s “usuarios de agua.”
64

  They sent out a radio 

broadcast to being people in.  Such electronic mass communication, still relatively novel 

in Mexico (Hayes 2000), had replaced the old-fashioned mimeographed “circular” as a 

way for the bureau to convene its constituents.  At the meeting, ejido leaders from El 

Tábare, Rancho Chapo, and Citavaro denounced the CTM and its pro-agrarismo stance.  

Its leaders, they reiterated, had used the names of ejidatarios without their permission, 

and in doing so both benefited their cause and fattened their wallets.  These men under 
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Jacinto López‟s direction were the root cause of the fractious politics of land and water 

on the lower Río Mayo (not landowners like Ruíz and Martínez, who had created much-

needed jobs in the region). Laura Elena Mendoza, of the Huatabampo Women Workers 

Union, offered a lucid observation on the ways disparate interests had become 

interwoven in the Mayo‟s dense irrigation tapestry.  How could they, the female laborers, 

oppose the Canal Ruíz when doing so would “paralyze the harvest” and leave many 

people out of work?  She went on to ask the agrarian leaders present at the assembly if, 

without Ruíz‟ irrigation water, they themselves would support the out-of-work vegetable 

packers?
65

  Even if their positions were antagonistic, there they were, all jumbled 

together in this federalized zone of contact.  As a result of the meeting, members of the 

Liga devised a solution that would support the women workers of Huatabampo, while at 

the same time guaranteeing water to their member ejidos.  Their proposal called for using 

the canal Ruíz to service ejidal plots in the valley‟s eastern flank, as well as the 

(historically contested) Laguna Sebampo, to the west.   

López responded with an appeal to federal authorities to tighten their control, to 

fully regulate water and assume management of the entire irrigation network. They, in 

turn, called for further study and more meetings.  There “exists in that zone a true 

disorder in the distribution of water,” López charged: twenty-seven canals, all “with 

distinct concessions” and no juntas de agua or reglamentos to guide decisions or protect 

ejidos.  Of course, a few ejidatarios had benefitted alongside landowners from this 

“situation of chaos.”  López was calling for nothing less than the federalization of canals 

valley wide, and their control by Orive Alba and the CNI (rather than the SAyF).  In 
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López‟s eyes, the technically oriented institution seemed a less partial arbiter of water 

relations than the SAyF, and at a time when individual ownership was once again 

ascendant.
66

   

The Ruíz case illustrates how processes of federal territorialization had entwined 

with revolutionary nationalism, agrarian populism, and, now, political subjectivity keyed 

to different though often overlapping sectors (agrarian, labor, hydraulic, etc.).  Utilizing 

assemblages like juntas de agua, officials had insinuated themselves into the relationship 

between people, land, and water.  At the same time, we see here that where analysis of 

revolutionary populism directly incorporates the process of governing water, federal 

territoriality continues to look tenuous, incomplete, indeed, less durable an achievement 

as it might otherwise seem.   The process of “injerencia” (“interference”) was both 

momentous and still evanescent, as people sought extra-official means and created extra-

official spaces to access resources.  With no dam, no “apparatus of capture” to contain, 

overcode, and regulate flow, it was more expedient to ask for a “pardon” than for 

“permission.”  Still, the spatial fix to radical agrarianism was about to become cemented 

in place. 

When a Network becomes a Federal “System”: Enter the SRH  

 

In 1946 Mexico dissolved the SAyF and CNI, and in their place created the separate 

Ministries of Hydraulic Resources (SRH) and Agriculture and Livestock (SAyG).  

Hydraulic governance, in its most technocratic forms, now claimed its own cabinet-level 

post.  Two years later, in 1948, representatives from several juntas de agua representing 

the Mayo‟s principal canals—Bacobampo, La Paz, Zaragoza, and Santa Rosa—
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complained to SRH headquarters that Mexico City was simply too far away for officials 

to adequately regulate irrigation in the valley.
67

 The juntas had been set up as the 

horizontal mechanism to anchor in place the ministry‟s authority in day-to-day decisions 

involving canals and allocation.  But the connective tissue between center and periphery 

had never really thickened in a wholly satisfactory way.  After finally coming to an 

agreement on allocation, and sending documents to the capital for official approval, junta 

members found that, ex post facto, they had often failed to comply with regulations.  In 

their letter to the Ministry, members pointed out that it was not their “desire to disobey 

the orders…of the General Direction.”  On the contrary, they wanted to “be working in a 

legal manner,” and requested that local SRH directives and members of the Mayo 

Regulatory Commission monitor and approve decisions.  Better to be monitored this way, 

for “Mexico City is further away.”  Moreover, local vigilance would allow them to 

handle “issues that emanate with immediacy.”  Distance had always distorted centralized 

regulation, though since the time of conflict between the CTM, CNC, and Ruíz, water 

relations were as politically charged as ever.  With government policies now explicitly 

favoring private operations, landowners felt encouraged to expand, using state-backed 

irrigation-works to clear pasturelands and, thereby, maneuver around the ejidos.  And yet, 

there was still only one river.  That same year, 1948, several ejidos on the lower 

floodplain demanded that President Alemán close the locks on the new Tesia canals.  

“Latifundistas,” they charged, were the only ones receiving water.  If matters continued 

thus, they would have no choice but to close the gates themselves, by force.  Some 

“campesinos” might lose their lives.
68

  Soon, form letters began to reach SRH offices: 
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district officials, so the charge went, systematically favored recently cleared, private 

lands, over those of the ejidos in their allocation decisions.
69

  Rather than producing corn 

for the nation, moreover, these landowners were growing wheat for export, which the 

ejidatarios disdained. On the one hand, the reaction to neo-latifundismo (and criticism of 

officials‟ role in it) is noteworthy for its stridency and radicalism.  They were purportedly 

willing to risk their lives in resting control of the irrigation network.  On the other hand, 

now they were directing their complaints to federal authorities, rather than simply taking 

over intake canals.   

Dismal evidence of this was a lingering memory for many of those who, just a 

few years previous, had seen one of the worst deluges on record.  Arriving on the heels of 

a crushing frost that destroyed crops across the southern valleys in 1949 winter floods 

scoured the Yaqui, Mayo, and Fuerte rivers.  By January, flow gauges at Tesia registered 

6,400 cubic meters per second (the Tesia network was designed to handle only 4,800!).  

This was the largest flow recorded between 1947, when the CNI completed the Tesia 

diversion dam, and 1972.  To the south, in Sinaloa, the Río Fuerte reached 10,000 cubic 

liters per second.
70

  Not even the floods of 1914, which had forced Navojoa‟s relocation, 

had been as dramatic.  The largely Indian communities in the valley‟s lower elevations 

were completely inundated, forcing people to seek refuge in the trees, while the low-lying 

areas around San Pedro, Chucarit, and Bacobampo returned to their primordial condition 

as shallow lagoons.  Seventy percent of the crops spared by the winter frost were 

suddenly under water, destroyed.  Huatabampo alone lost 30,000 hectares, and 

waterworks clogged with silt and debris  (Fajardo 2004: 300 & 306).  SRH officials were 
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asking producers (private and ejidatario) to pony up for the needed repairs.  They hoped 

that water quotas could be used to supplement ministry funds.  But this produced 

widespread disagreement amongst many ejidatarios, who were already contemptuous of 

officials for their shift in loyalty toward landowners.  They felt little obligation to pay for 

repairs to a system that failed to service their lands.
71

  Once again floods smoothed over 

the grooves carved in the topography of hydraulic-social relations. 

 Rather astonishingly, in 1951 (just four years before Mocuzari Reservoir‟s 

completion) the valley‟s irrigation system supported less than 20,000 hectares (Aboites 

1998: 118).  After years of rancorous land reform and paper blizzards of conflict, the total 

surface area under irrigation remained at or near 1920s levels (Bond 1928: 6).  

Meanwhile, the hope-generating machinery of official irrigation had spurred a radical 

demographic transformation.
72

  Old canals fed into new.  Thousands of hectares had been 

cleared and were awaiting irrigation.  The valley gained federal irrigation-district status 

that same year, and in 1952, SRH officials finally drafted a provisional reglamento for the 

entire valley.  It stipulated that district managers and representatives of juntas de agua 

were to meet each May and October to allocate flow.  Boundaries were still provisional, 

but now said to encompass 72,170 hectares.  Given the river‟s base unpredictability, 

however, the técnicos established seventy-five percent of the surface area as maximum 

irrigable baseline in any given year.  In other words, the ministry would authorize water 

for a maximum seventy-five percent of any given operation‟s surface area, ejidal or 

private.  Furthermore, under “normal circumstances,” considering the river‟s history, they 

could really only authorize fifty-percent, which meant a “sheet” (“lamina”) of water .90 
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meters deep.  The reglamento also prioritized uses by type of holding, placing ejidos at 

the top, followed by smallholdings (SRH 1952).   

But how could the agency justify even these volumes?  The document obfuscates 

as much as clarifies, a bureaucratic hallucination that papers over a historical geography 

full of contretemps and unforeseen consequences when it came to federal environmental 

manipulation.  Many of those 72,000 projected hectares likely had already been cleared 

of vegetation cover in anticipation of the dam.
73

  Ejidos, meanwhile, had begun to 

bombard CNC and SRH officials with formal requests for wells, pumps, and production 

credit.  Irrigation works, agricultural inputs, credit, and environmental transformation had 

begun to fuse within complicated networks of political patronage.
74

  And it was largely 

fueled by an illusion, by hope for and expectation of continued expansion.   

Finally, on June 28, 1959 President Adolfo López Mateos arrived in the valley to 

inaugurate the recently completed Mocúzari dam.  The ancient village of Conicárit had 

already been submerged.  Representatives of the official party, the PRI (by this time a 

rather well-oiled political machine) bussed in ejidatarios for the event, providing them 

with a free lunch and a ride home.  Inaugurating new infrastructure required photogenic 

fanfare to communicate the state‟s power and beneficence.  But it was also clear that the 

politics of resource governance had shifted dramatically in tenor and tone.  Benefitting 

the region and nation once again meant rewarding the landowning elite.  En route to the 

Mayo, López Mateos spoke to a crowd gathered in Ciudad Obregón. “[W]e are all 

patriotic…revolutionaries” here, he proclaimed to robust applause.  He went on to say, 

“we are [also] a country of leftists.” The latter statement, which during the recent past of 
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agrarian reform might have received a standing ovation, now, by contrast, produced a 

revealing hush.
75

  It was one thing to be vaguely patriotic and supportive of institutional-

revolutionary government.  But here, in the midst of a “modern” agricultural valley with 

state-financed hydraulic works and, most importantly, re-capitalized private operations 

(neo-latifundismo),
76

 few of the producers present welcomed the president‟s mildly 

radical drift.  The divergence was about to grow more pronounced.  

 

Conclusion 

Researching in the Mayo valley during the 1950s and 1960s, anthropologist Charles 

Erasmus argued that, 

through graft and other extra-legal means, large farming operations had persisted, 

and in some ways the illiterate peasantry was still being exploited. The masters 

had changed, of course, for now the bureaucrats rather than the feudalistic 

landowners were reaping the spoils. (1961: 184) 

 

Erasmus exaggerates the sweep of bureaucracy, overlooks much of the complexity of the 

moment, and rationalizes officials‟ exploitation as a necessary component for a robust 

farming middle class. Yet his observation, even if somewhat impressionistic, 

substantiates my claim that the valley had undergone a substantive shift in the semiotics 

and practice of water governance since the revolution—which the dam literally and 

figuratively cemented in place.
77

  Then again, even concrete is ultimately evanescent.  

Historical periodization, based largely on the struggle for land, has failed to squarely 

address this transformation.  The distinction, moreover, is not merely academic.  Federal 

officials did not simply pick up where (temporarily disenfranchised) oligarchs left off.  

Rather, one sees here the extent to which post-revolutionary bureaucracy, by the 1950s, 
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had come to mediate relations between people, the land, and the water they required to 

make it produce.
78

  Paralleling this was the rise of neo-latifundio, which, soon enough, 

would constitute a threat to federal hegemony, particularly in the northwest (Sanderson 

1981).  But what some have called the “go-go” years of big, state-led hydraulics 

accompanied and in many ways prepared the soil for this shift in mentalité and practice.  

These were not novel concepts.  Clearly, direct government intervention in irrigation 

development was a long simmering ideal.  

But if, in various parts of the republic, federal “injerencia” produced what 

Aboites (1998: 119) has called “true zones of privilege” (which I am quite convinced it 

did), we still know too little about the mechanisms by and through which such centralized 

power was generated and, ultimately, lost (the subject of the final chapter of this 

dissertation).  A paradox of agrarian reform was that, by the mid-to-late 1940s, certain 

select pieces of the Sonoran generals‟ vision for the Mexican countryside, which can be 

traced to the 1920s and Obregonismo, had actually begun to materialize.  There was, for 

the most part, no independent yeomanry.  Instead, now there were private landholders 

who had managed to hold on and, indeed, expand.  An important part of their modus 

operandi had been adopting the label, and, to some extent, identity, of private 

smallholders.  The Pequeños propietarios, in short, were a kind of neo-yeomanry, the 

legacy of the generals whom, in the words of Pedro Amaro (cited in the opening of this 

chapter) “had made themselves rich” in their efforts to develop the district and benefit 

“the nation.”  The contradictions expressed in Amaro‟s views were meted out in the 
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struggle for resource access and federal hegemony, in the reconfiguration of political and 

material space. 

 

 

 

                                                        
1
 “La Contribución de la Comisión Nacional de Irrigación en Adelanto de la ingeniería en México,” 

Irrigación en México 17, no.1 (1938): p. 4. 
2
 Villagers later found some of the icons in the tunnels still under construction. 

3
 Pers. comm., 4-5-07.   

4
 See Lucena (2007) for a cultural history of state-formation and engineering in Mexico. 

5
 I am not placing hydraulic networks on a par with agrarian or labor organization.  Rather, I mean to 

suggest that they were everywhere and always deeply entwined. 
6
 Cárdenas changed the party structure in 1938/1939, broadening the political base, and creating the Partido 

Revolucionario Mexicano (PRM). 
7
 In Coleman and Agnew (2007: 322). 

8
 The divisions are largely analytical, for there was never any real homogeneity here. 

9
 By “fusible” I mean that if certain elements grew too rebellious, the president enjoyed some latitude to cut 

Yocupicio loose (Almada 1993).  Calles‟s anti-clerical fanatics had even gone after valley elites like the 

Robinson Bours family, threatening to nationalize their property if they resisted the order to burn religious 

implements.  It had been a mistake on many levels, and now official focus on religion became something of 

populist show of conciliation (Almada 1993: 333).  Still, memories of persecution ran (run) deep amongst 

the Mayos. 
10

 Land and water monopoly, however, developed on a smaller scale, and under quite distinctive 

circumstances after 1940. 
11

 See Almada (1993: 458) in particular on the CTS, and Sanderson (1981, chapter five) on the guardias 

blancas.  Dabdoub (1964: 346-348) discusses the CTM‟s takeover of Ciudad Obregón municipal politics.  

Given the extent of Indian resistance to agrarian reform in the Mayo Valley, and, in some cases, their 

loyalty to landowners, the CTM never became as entrenched there. 
12

 “Informe al C. Gobernador Constitucional del Estado,” from Francisco Mendívil, President of Etchojoa, 

November 4, 1938, AGES, Ramo ejidos-dotación, 411.12/ “32”/124. 
13

 Ibid.  See also AGES, Ramo ejidos-dotación, 411.12/ “32”/124.   
14

 The ejido system has garnered ample scholarly attention, particularly since Eyler Simpson‟s classic tome, 

The Ejido: Mexico‟s Way Out (1937).  The Mayo case reveals just how superimposed and state-directed the 

ejidal structure was, and, indeed, remains.  On the other hand, this is not to suggest that ejidatarios, 

historically and presently, have been unable to creatively maneuver within and around government 

intervention. 
15

 “Memorandum” to General Román Yocupicio, from Los Peticionarios del Comité Regional de la Liga 

Agraria de Comunidades Agrarias del Estado de Sonora, November 28, 1938, AGES, Ramo ejidos-

dotación, 411.12“32”/103. 
16

 One Mayo informant revealed his ongoing reverence for a prominent latifundista with deep family roots 

in the valley, a man whom many Indian field laborers purportedly appreciated for his generosity, which, at 

harvest time, usually meant a gift of potatoes (Pers. Comm., Yetman, 10/29/09). 
17

 “Mandamiento de Posesión…Etchojoa,” Comisión Agraria Mixta, Estado de Sonora, AGES, March 

1938, Ramo Ejido-Dotaciones, 411.12“32”/174.  Article 51 of the 1934 Código Agrario fixed the limit at 

150 hectares of irrigated land (Fabila 1941: 578). 
18

 “Mandamiento de Posesión…Etchojoa,” Comisión Agraria Mixta, Estado de Sonora, AGES, March 

1938, Ramo Ejido-Dotaciones, 411.12“32”/174. 



 

 

240 

                                                                                                                                                                     
19

 The following terratenientes lost land: José M. Salido, 72 has. (Bacobampo); Manuel, Francisco and 

Nicolás Terminel 453 has. (Bacobampo); Ildefonso Salido, 400 has. (Las Mil Hectáreas); José Tiburcio 

Otero, 932 has. (Las Mayas); C. Valenzuela, widow of Palomares, 119 has (Colonia Etchojoa), and 4,459 

has. (predio Morales and García Peña). Cited in “Mandamiento de Posesión…Etchojoa,” Comisión Agraria 

Mixta, Estado de Sonora, AGES, March 1938, Ramo Ejido-Dotaciones, 411.12“32”/174. 
20

 This has changed since the 1992 reforms to Article 27, which essentially allowed for the privatization 

and titling of ejidal parcels. 
21

 Ibid.  Ejidatarios did not obtain meaningful paper rights until the 1992 National Water Law reforms and 

the construction of a registry of water users (“padrón de usuarios”). 
22

 See Pierre Bourdieu (1977) on the concept of “habitus.” 
23

 These data are calculated from Gustavo Lorenzana (2006: 107-127).  His figures are taken directly from 

the various presidential resolutions published in the Diario Oficial de la Federación. 
24

 See, for example, J.B. Bond (1928).  Also, as a resident in the valley during the mid-to-late 1990s, I 

observed the emergence of a similar boom mentality around the promise of industrial shrimp mariculture.  

Ejidos and private landowners began clearing their land in anticipation for investment and projects that, for 

the most part, failed to materialize. In March of 1938, Cárdenas declared an end to agrarian reform, 

claiming that all lands available for distribution had been granted (Almada 463).    
25

Letter to the Jefe de la Oficina Técnica, SAyF, from Joaquín Serrano, Jefe de la Sección de 

Reglamentación, February 25, 1942, c.2146, e.32200, ff.685-686.  
26

 See “Reglamentación Río Mayo,” AHA, 1938-1944, c.2146, e. 32200, ff.1-1,144. 
27

  “Informe,” Jorge Escalona to SAyF, January 1940, AHA, c2146, e.3220, f.405. 
28

 Escalona, cited in Lorenzana (2006: 63).  The record for this period is full of such allegations of illegal 

water sales.  An important example here—in part because the ejidal bank had taken over its operation—is 

the canal La Paz, which serviced the lands of the Hermanos Terminel, as well as several ejidos.  See 

“Informe sobre convenio celebrado entre el Comidsariado de Etchojoa y los Sres. Terminel…” from Inge. 

Rodolfo Lezema Bravo to SAyF, March 27, 1941, AHA, c.2146, e. 32200, ff.532-538. 
29

 Letter to the Director de Geografía Meteorología e Hidrología, SAyF, from Jorge Escalona, January 4, 

1940, AHA, c.2146, e.32200, ff. 376-381. 
30

 Ibid. 378. By this time, the irrigation network included around 400 running kilometers of canals; conflict 

seemed to follow their topography. 
31

 Ibid. 379. Charles Erasmus, and anthropologist working in the Mayo during the early 1960s, found ample 

evidence not only of illegal water sale, but also of officials‟ collusion in and profit from it (Erasmus 1961: 

226).  My interviews likewise exposed this thread (I cover it in more detail in the final chapter.) 
32

 See Aboites (1998) and Lorenzana (2006) on this. 
33

 The archival record relating to the struggle to regulate the Río Mayo is vast indeed.  However, probably 

the best place to start (and perhaps finish) is the AHA, and in particular c. 2146, e. 32200, ff. 1-1,144.  
34

 “Informe,” Jorge Escalona to SAyF, January 1940, AHA, c2146, e.3220, f.405.  
35

 Letter to SAyF from Jorge Escalona, January 4, 1940, AHA, c.2146, e.32200, f.380. 
36

 Felipe N. Parres, SAyF minister, to Agente General, November 13, 1939, AHA, c.2146, e.32200, ff.337-

339. 
37

 “Informe sobre convenio celebrado entre el Comisariado de Etchojoa y los Sres. Terminel…,” from 

Rodolfo Lezema Bravo, March 27, 1941, AHA, c.2146, e. 32200, ff.532-538. 
38

 “El Canal el Guayparín en Servicio,” El Imparcial, June 9, 1938. 
39

 Letter to Manuel Larios, Secretaría General de Gobierno, Fomento, y Trabajo, from Gobernador 

Sustituto del Estado de Sonora, Francisco Q. Salazar, August 29, 1936, AGES, Ramo Irrigación, 

412.6”32”/37. 
40

 Serie los Municipios de Sonora, II: 246. 
41

 Letter to Director de Geografía, Meteorología, e Hidrología from J.M. Rebentún, Topógrafo, February 1, 

1938, AHA, C. 1935, e. 29101.   



 

 

241 

                                                                                                                                                                     
42

 “Acta de elección de la mesa directiva de la sociedad de usuarios del canal Guayparín,” June 6, 1938, 

AHA, C. 1935, e. 29101; letter from Román Yocupicio to the Subecretary of SAyF, March 17, 1938, AHA, 

C. 1935, e. 29101.  
43

 “Acta de elección de la mesa directiva de la sociedad de usuarios del canal Guayparín,” June 6, 1938, 

AHA, C. 1935, e. 29101. 
44

 The ongoing inability to regulate the river had so attracted Cárdenas‟s concern that, in 1939, he 

established a so-called Mixed Commission of federal authorities to study and resolve it.  This included 

representatives from the SAyF, the Agrarian Directorate (DA), and the two official banks, the National 

Bank of Agricultural Credit (BNCA) and the National Bank of Ejidal Credit (BNCE).  See Lorenzana 

(2006: 62-63). 
45

 “Informe sobre el Canal Tesia,” Arturo Sandoval, Vocal Sio., CNI, to SayF, January 29, 1940; c.2146, 

e.32200, ff.456-474. 
46

 Rodríguez, citing Van der Borght (1942: 61).  
47

 From the 1940s to the 1960s, these relatively small-scale and inexpensive diversion dams, built with 

federal funds, sprang up across the irrigated landscape, from the Río Mayo south to Jalisco and Colima, and 

eastward, into Chihuahua.  For a general breakdown of these, see “Presas Derivadoras, Tipo Indio,” AHA, 

c.4005, e.55168, f.11.  
48

 See Scott (1998) on the concept of “legibility” and governance. 
49

 Cited Sanderson (1981: 143). 
50

 The president also held informal meetings with representatives of the Rockefeller Foundation about 

promoting US-style big-science approach to Mexican agriculture; the Green Revolution, with its emphasis 

on inputs and high yields, was then just a decade or so away (Hewitt 1988: 32-33). 
51

 Letter from Adolfo Chávez Hernández to Federico Berúmen, SAyF, February 15,1944, AHA, C.1935, 

e.29101. 
52

 See Wester (2008; 2009) on this. 
53

 Letter to Vocal Ejecutivo, CNI, from Alfonso González Gallardo, Dpto. De Aguas, SAyF, October 9, 

1944, c.4422, e.58311, f.2. 
54

 Letter to SAyF, from Adolfo Orive Alba, January 11, 1945, AHA, c.4422, e.58311, f.8. 
55

 The CNC, at this point, could still resist federal authority in behalf of its ejidatarios constituents, but, 

starting in the early 1940s, along with the CTM, was stripped of much of its authority (Sanderson 1981: 

137-142). 
56

 Letter to the Resident Engineer, from Antonio Rodríguez, General Director of Agronomy, CNI, April 28, 

1945, c.4422, e.58311, f.11. 
57

 Letter to Adolfo Orive Alba, from Jacinto López, CTM, May 7, 1945, c.4422, e.58311, f.13. 
58

 Orive Alba to SAyF, May 8, 1945, AHA, c.4422, e.58311, ff.14-16. 
59

 Telegram to CNI from Guadalupe Luján Sierra, Municipal President, Etchojoa, June 26, 1945, AHA, 

c.4422, e.58311, f.29. 
60

 Río Mayo Regional Association of Garbanzo, Bean, and Grain Producers, Navojoa, to the SAyF, June 

26, 1945, AHA, c.4422, e.58311, f.36.   
61

 Telegram to Marte R. Gómez, SAyF, from the Sindicato Femenil Obrero de Huatabampo, June 28, 1945, 

AHA, c.4422, e.58311, f. 39.    
62

 Alfonso González Gallardo, SAyF, to Adolfo Orive Alba, CNI, June 30, 1945, AHA, c.4422, e.58311, 

ff.41-2. 
63

 Telegram to Orive Alba, from José Santos Salcedo, Jefe del Dpto, Técnico, CNI, July 16, 1945, c.4422, 

e.58311, f.46. 
64

 Col. Francisco Martínez Peralta, Senador de la República, to José Santos Salceedo, CNI, July 20, 1945, 

AHA, c.4422, e.58311, f.51.  
65

 “Minuta,” Junta de Usuarios, Río Mayo, July 15, 1945, AHA, c.4422, e.58311, ff.58-60.  
66

 Jacinto López to Orive Alba, October 15, 1945, AHA, c.4422, e.58311, f.161.  
67

 This paragraph is based on letter to Antonio Rodríguez, Director General de Aprovs. Hids., Secretaría de 

Recursos Hidráulicos (hereafter, SRH), September 30, 1948, AHA, c. 2300, e. 33646, f.15. 



 

 

242 

                                                                                                                                                                     
68

 Telegram to Presidente de la República, Miguel Alemán, from Comisariados ejidales Antonio A. Osuna 

(San Pedro), Miguel Osuna (Cohuirimpo), Francisco Guerra (Navojoa), and Leonardo Mendívil (Vasoconia 

and “Por ejidos Bajo Río Mayo”), December 16, 1948, Archivo General de la Nación (henceforth AGN), 

Ramo Presidentes, Fondo Miguel Alemán Valdéz (henceforth RP, FMA), “Aguas Sonora,” 404.2/183. 
69

 Telegram to Miguel Alemán Valdéz, from Ejido Navojoa, October 10, 1947; telegram to Miguel Alemán 

Valdéz, from Ejido Etchojoa, October 20, 1947; Telegram to Miguel Alemán Valdéz, from Cruz Cota, 

October 20, 1947; Telegram to Miguel Alemán Valdéz, from Tomás Siquieros, October 21, 1947, AGN, 

RP, FMA, “Aguas Sonora, 404.2/183. 
70

 “Memo # 4423” to Aurelio Benassini, SRH, from Eduardo Cravioto G., January 5, 1972, AHA, c. 4005, 

e.55168, ff.14-15. 
71

 For a sense of the post-inundation fallout, see c.4870, c.67776, ff.1-68. 
72

 Nuitjen (2004: 211) argues that Mexican agrarian bureaucracy functions as a kind of “hope-generating 

machine.” Cases of land conflict might go unresolved for years, but in terms of centralized authority, 

bureaucracy at its best functions to keep the dream alive, pulling peasants into interminable processes 

requiring paperwork, stamps, letters, maps, trips to the capital, etc.  The open-endedness of the process 

closes keeps subjects engaged with government agencies, and, thereby, helps close off possibilities for 

spontaneous political action. 
73

 Pers. Comm. Vicente Tajia Moroyoqui, 2008. 
74

 On this flood of petitions, and for a sense of the scale of land clearing in Etchojoa, Basconcobe, 

Buaysiocobe, and Bacobampo, see AGES, 416.1„53‟/3, Ramo Irrigación-Tierras. Also, many Mayos from 

the pueblo of Teachive, and from other parts of the indigenous comunidad of Masiaca, located south of the 

district, worked in the clearing of vegetation on district lands in the 1950s.  It was an enormous operation 

for its time, and involved machinery, battalions of laborers, and animals for hauling traction, etc. (Tajia, 

pers. comm., 1-8-2008.    
75

 Terrence G. Leonhardy, American Consul, Nogales, June 28, 1959, Confidential United States State 

Department Files, Mexico, Reel 5, 712.11/7-2160, Frames 0916 to 0918.    
76

 According to the 1970 Censo agrícola y ejidal, in Sonora the investment that year for irrigation 

infrastructure on plots greater than five hectares was around 380,000 pesos, versus about 35,000 for ejidos, 

and 2,000 for private holdings of less than 5 hectares. 
77

 Such exaggeration is, however, understandable when viewed in the context of the Mayo‟s impoundment, 

which would have been difficult for Erasmus to ignore during his research visits. 
78

 Erasmus is not the only ethnographer to make this observation.  Crumrine, who spent several years 

working with Yoremes during the 1960s and 1970s, also noted the extent to which federal and municipal 

authorities (in contrast to Mayo leaders) now adjudicated land disputes, constituting an important “frame of 

contact” with mestizos (Lomnitz 2003).  But it is also an example of how officials mediated between 

people and place. 



 

 

243 

Chapter 6 

EPOCA FIVE—GO-GO AND DECLIONE: FROM AGRARIAN POPULISM TO 

HYDRAULIC PARTICULARISM (1950s TO 1970s) 

 

 

Yes, we were the government once…but we became like sheep. 

—Ejidatario
1
 

 

Water isn‟t like money; you don‟t have to be so exact. 

—Veteran irrigation district administrator
2
 

 

 

The Mayo River‟s impoundment in the mid-1950s symbolized an astonishing degree of 

social, political, and environmental transformation since the late nineteenth century.  At 

the same time and rather paradoxically, it cemented in place several continuities with the 

pre-revolutionary era.  The Porfirian military-geographical commissions of the nineteenth 

century had launched the earliest sustained efforts to de-territorialize the valley, to sever 

the thick historical ties between a people (the Yoreme) and a place (the coastal plain).  

Re-territorialization, backed by official violence, accompanied the endeavor at every 

step, involving the parcelization of land, its (re)distribution, and, at least as significant 

(and certainly less ephemeral than maps), the construction of hydraulic works.  From 

those early moments of military “exploration” well into the 1950s, then, colonization 

(and processes of colonialism, more broadly) had remained the official objective.  It had 

taken on various guises, ranging from a neo-Jeffersonian vision of smallholdings 

emergent just before and immediately after the revolution, to a socialist-inspired 

cooperative ejidal model in the 1930s.  Then, with the so-called counter-revolution of the 
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1940s, colonization turned once again toward explicit support for privately (versus 

collectively) productive property. Though now, private-holders were forced to interact 

with a sizeable ejidal sector for access to irrigable land, and faced ample federal 

legislation supporting ejidal production.
3
   

Of course, federal policies failed to sprout fully-fledged from the Sonoran soil.  

The nineteenth-century “grid epistemology” (Dixon and Jones 1997), originally rendered 

in cartography, plans, and blueprints, had fairly shattered on the rocks of a diverse 

empirical world of water and landed relations.  Remnants of those original, fragmented 

imaginaries remained, however.  Ejidal plots on average rarely comprised more than five 

hectares, and this was almost exactly the same sized lot prescribed for smallholders by 

the Sonoran Scientific Commission.  Meanwhile, in contrast to such minifundio, several 

large holdings continued in operation or had even managed to expand.  Mocúzari dam 

allowed farmers, at least theoretically, to irrigate on the whole four times more land than 

they had just fifteen years before.
4
  Despite years of struggle (including a revolution) to 

wrest productive resources from the caciques and oligarchs of old, the nearly 100,000 

purported total irrigable hectares slowly came within reach of a reinvigorated 

agribusiness-elite.  And yet, drought and already decaying infrastructure meant that in 

any given year only around 40 to 60,000 of these 100,000 paper hectares would receive 

water.   

Northwest Mexico‟s dual “geographical personality” had thus become particularly 

apparent since the revolution.  Such terms, though, not only described the stark contrasts 

between an eastern (Sierra Madre) in decline and a booming Pacific coast.
5
  Disparities 
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had also emerged within Mexico‟s quintessentially modern, “developed,” and, erstwhile 

promising spaces: federal irrigation districts.  In other words, the socio-spatial contrasts 

both wrought by and refracted through the prism of agricultural development stretched 

well beyond such binary categorization. Now, acquiring water rights and accessing 

irrigable lands often as not implied cultivating intimate relationships with the sizable 

ejidal sector, and with inhabitants of an expansive cosmos of resource bureaucracies and 

their symbiotic counterparts, the “leaders” of the official campesino leagues.  Even for 

landowning families with deep roots in the region (e.g. the Salidos, Almadas, Santinis, 

and Oteros), the tactics and strategies deployed to maintain operations required constant 

adjustment to the changing, post-revolutionary terrain of water and landed relations.  

Either through outright ownership or the illegal rental of ejidal rights, these so-called 

acaparadores (“hoarders”) and their agents (lawyers, usually) worked hard to maintain 

and expand holdings.  

Meanwhile, centralization had brought federal engineers and “water users” into 

each other‟s orbits in subtle and rather quotidian ways.  “Yori” (“white”) and Indian 

peasants—erstwhile enemies—now rather frequently if not exactly seamlessly mixed at 

social gatherings.
6
  In the parlance of Pratt (1992) and Lomnitz (2003), irrigation and 

colonization had rendered the Mayo a modern “zone of contact.”  Such intimacy proved 

both useful to and troublesome for centralization, for federal spatial hegemony, during 

the epoch of water relations under analysis here, which stretches roughly from the mid-

1950s to late 1970s.   
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A “Horizon of Social Justice”:  

Land Invasion, Campesino Leagues, and Party Politics  

 

By 1959, just over forty percent of the valley‟s irrigable land fell under nominal ejidal 

control, while the rest were in the hands of true smallholders (most well under the 100-

hectare limit), and latifundistas who had protected their holdings within the technicalities 

and loopholes of agrarian law.
7
  Private landowners in the Mayo numbered nearly 

10,000—surprisingly, 1,000 more than in the much larger Yaqui district.  Individual 

holdings, however, averaged less than ten hectares (versus thirty in the Yaqui). Crucially, 

in twenty-two of the approximately thirty-five operational ejidos, ninety percent of 

producers were purportedly bilingual Mayo and Spanish-speakers.  In other words, these 

were the real smallholders of the valley, the minifundistas, and cultivating land on a scale 

larger than ten or twenty hectares required cultivating relationships with them, and with 

the government agents who claimed to manage their resources.  In the midst of this 

highly differentiated dynamic, anthropologist Charles Erasmus (1961) in the late 1950s 

observed people lined up in droves outside of agrarian agents‟ offices in hopes of 

acquiring a parcel in one of the already-formed ejidos.  Long-smoldering fires of 

discontent—some of which dated to the Cardenista reform period or before—were 

beginning to reignite.  They would transform into the now fabled invasions of the 

valley‟s remaining private holdings: Capetamaya, Sibolibampo, Bacame, Tesia, and San 

Ignacio Río Muerto (McGuire 1986; Sanderson 1981). The pressure for resources had 

rarely been so intense, and now, with the dam in place, the demands made on authorities 

came from many directions (see Appendix D for federal investment in hydraulic 

infrastructure on the Río Mayo).  
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The official ejido bank (BNCE, or Banjidal), now openly favored individualistas 

in its lending practices, rendering official credit a wedge into communities across the 

southern valleys that had operational ejidal collectives.  In an exquisite expression of 

their frustration, some began referring to it as “Bandidal,” the bank of thieves.  The slur 

began to appear scrawled across the stuccoed walls of the bank‟s buildings and 

equipment (Erasmus 1961: 222).  In tandem with this, illegal rental of ejidal lands and 

waters (rentismo) had entrenched.  Already in 1940, for example, the ejidos Bacame and 

Cuchillo were renting out several hundred hectares in return for twenty-five percent of 

their harvest (Bantjes 1998:141).  This practice included access to water rights, placing 

ejidatarios in the peculiar position of having to request their allocation as if they were 

using the water themselves, while officials—indeed, just about everyone—typically knew 

otherwise; it was, indeed, pure political theater (Field Notes 2007).  Workers, all the 

while, continued to pour into southern Sonora from Sinaloa, and from Nayarit and the 

Sierra Madre (Almada 2000: 151).  The Agrarian Department began ostentatiously 

granting ejidos lands to mollify its critics.  These lands, however, were located mostly in 

marginal areas far to the south of the district—large tracts of uncleared monte that 

irrigation, though always promised, would take years to reach, if it got there at all.  

Frustrated by such obvious disparity, in 1958 God appeared for the Mayos in La 

Florida, a village on the Río Fuerte drainage.
8
  He admonished the Yoremes for having 

lost their religious faith, and for disrespecting their elders.  He also expressed anger at 

hydraulic-resource officials for illegally selling water to wealthy landowners at the 

expense of the poor.  The vision sparked yet another millenarian movement amongst the 
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Mayos, taking the form of religious fiestas, and spreading northward from the Río Fuerte 

into villages throughout the lower Mayo drainage.  Similar to the Mayo millenarianism of 

the Porfiriato, floods played a central part in the prophecies.  God would make it rain for 

three years in order to fill the dams.  He would also destroy parts of the canal network, 

“because no one should charge [a fee] for His water.”  Local authorities put forth a few, 

rather anemic attempts to clamp down on Indian rebelliousness.  Navojoa‟s municipal 

president, for instance, denied permission for the fiestas in a futile effort to keep 

millenarianism out of his district.  The movement articulated a deep frustration with 

government, private landowners, and with the overall course of development in the 

valley, while at the same time incorporating a revolutionary discourse of social justice.  

To many, the SRH‟s unrelenting call for dam construction and water fees seemed 

insulting and unfair in the context of blatant official bias and corruption.  People wanted 

officials to honor their commitments, to make good on their revolutionary promises.  And 

their dilatory tactics would work for only so long.  

Most ejidatarios, meanwhile, had splintered into the three primary organizations 

or advocacy groups: the CNC, CTM, and, in increasing numbers, the Unión General de 

Obreros y Campesinos de México, or UGOCM.  The UGOCM‟s salt-of-the-earth leader, 

Jacinto López, for many seemed to understand and empathize with the plight of those 

who had no land or no access to the inputs needed for production.  His was also a more 

radical stance, dovetailing with the Partido Popular Socialista (PPS).  For UGOCM‟s 

members and leadership, invasion was the primary and most effective option available 

(Gordillo 1988).  Official organizations attempted to counter the tactic by integrating, 
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along with ejidatarios, private property-holders and small business interests. The 

Confederación Nacional de Pequeña Propiedad (National Confederation of Small 

Property—CNPP) and Confederación Nacional de Organizaciones Populares (National 

Confederation of Popular Organizations—CNOP) were developed to capture as many 

outlying interests as possible within the PRI-party structure. 

 In parallel with the construction of new hydraulic works and this confusing array 

of official and autonomous organizations, water bureaucracy had itself grown quite 

Byzantine.  At least on paper, it was represented as the primary normative force in federal 

agricultural zones.  A presidential decree of January 2, 1953, for example, called for the 

establishment of “Directive Committees” (Comités Directivos) in all national irrigation 

districts.  These were to be headed by the SRH-appointed district administrator.  Below 

him were a secretary, designated by the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock; agents of 

the national ejidal and agricultural banks; one representative of the now enormous ejidal 

sector; and another for small property-holders, colonos, and “all other water users” in the 

district.
9
  The committee planned production, delimited district boundaries, and 

designated areas wherein certain crops could be cultivated for each agricultural season.  

Its decisions, in theory, would largely stem from formulae for calculating distribution 

needs versus dam levels.  (Critically, the dam had created the possibility for a second 

harvest season, the segunda cosecha of the spring, when rains permitted.)  The Comité‟s 

powers were more expansive still, including the selection and distribution of seeds; 

promotion of soil conservation; proper use of fertilizers and other inputs; the proper 

service of machinery; creation of plans for distributing farm credit; and coordination of 
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efforts with the Office of Special Studies, the Rockefeller Foundation‟s operations wing 

for promoting “Green Revolution” technologies.  And seated at the head of all of this was 

a SRH district administrator, “mini-Ministers in the field” (Greenberg 1970: 87-90).   

 Despite this high level of centralization, running a district like 038 was rarely a 

matter of simple fiat, however.  These “mini-Ministers” were also faced with the local 

complexities and relationships that lay in front of them.  To illustrate, in 1946 the 

Agrarian Department granted Epifanio Salido and the other property-holders of 

Sibolibampo—“tadpole in the water,” in the Mayo dialect—near Etchojoa, immunity 

from land expropriation.  As was typical in such cases, the Department gave the property 

a “pastureland” designation.  Making matters complex, though, federal irrigation works 

had already reached Salido‟s private parcels, increasing their value and, as a matter of 

agrarian law, requiring a shift in designation to “irrigated lands.”  The re-classification 

automatically imposed size limits on individual holdings to 100 hectares.   

Salido had already subdivided and hived off several plots, doing so without 

federal approval. During this same period, here (and throughout the southern valleys) 

people were beginning to organize into agricultural “colonias” to form “new centers of 

agricultural population.”  This often took place on marginal lands, but, again, under the 

assumption that irrigation infrastructure would soon arrive.  Spurred on by the UGOCM, 

therefore, in 1953 ejidatarios from nearby Bacame invaded and occupied Sibolibampo.  

Bacame had been starved of water for some time, and its leaders had implored the district 

administrator for permission to draw from the Canal Alto to irrigate their “lands of 

magnificent quality.”
10

  They had also sent several letters to the SRH district manager—
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via a local congressman and representative of the CNC—requesting water from the Canal 

Las Pilas.  They quickly ran into a wall of dilatory tactics.   

The Agrarian Commission promised to send an inspector to visit the ejido, assess 

the claim, and rule on the concession.  Thus far, though, they had been able to irrigate 

“not ONE [sic] lone hectare” of the three hundred cleared and ready for production in 

Bacame.  Private landowners, located just upstream—those both “with and without 

rights”—could use water “however they wished.”
11

  The ejidatarios, by contrast, saw 

their petition mired in paperwork and process.   

In the context of official stonewalling, it is hardly surprising that the UGOCM‟s 

strategy of land invasion would grow more appealing.  The quest for clientele 

characterized all labor and campesino organizations in the valley.  But while the official 

organizations like the CNC and, increasingly, the CTM, focused efforts on improving 

production and pressuring the government for more efficiency in its water allocation.  In 

general, they attempted to steer their members away from invasion.  Jacinto López, more 

in touch with his base, understood that production efficiencies meant nothing without 

access to irrigable land (Gordillo 1988).  Perhaps at UGOCM‟s urging, then group of 

ejidatarios from Bacame (as well as several non-ejidatarios) formed a colonia agrícola 

organization, submitting the forms necessary to create a new agricultural colony.  To 

them, Sibolibampo, with its 4,600 hectares, was quite obviously an illegal latifundio and, 

therefore, colonizable under current agrarian laws (Sanderson 1981:155).   

Sibolibampo‟s owners responded by appealing directly to the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Livestock, whose director, conveniently, also administered the Comisión 
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Nacional de Colonización.  The Minister remanded the case to Governor Ignacio Soto 

(no foe of private landowners).
12

  The latifundistas charged that the invaders, grouped 

together under the banner of “Colonia Agrícola Sonora Sinaloa,” had violated 

Sibolibampo‟s immunity. As long as the commission continued on with its feasibility 

studies, including an agrarian census, and failed to issue a judgment on the lands in 

question, they felt that Sibolibampo should remain federally protected, or “immune” from 

re-distribution.
13

  In short, they sought cover in the glacial pace of agrarian reform and 

colonization process itself; their best chances of continuing production lay in dilatory 

tactics: letters, claims, telegraphs, appeals to federal officials, and paperwork.  And it 

seemed to work.  The Agrarian Department failed to act for two decades, allowing Salido 

and company to hold onto 2,600 hectares of now prime irrigated land (Sanderson 

1981:156).  Governor Soto, meanwhile, sent in the state judicial police to investigate and, 

ultimately, dislodge, the colonos.
14

   

Colonia members continued to pressuring the Ministry and governor for a 

response to their petitions for irrigated lands, while using invasion to force officials‟ 

hand.
15

  Such tactics grew in scale, while becoming narrower in scope.  Jacinto López 

and UGOCM‟s larger leadership were increasingly adept at channeling the frustrations of 

those seeking land and whose needs official campesino leagues and leaders had been 

unable to satisfy.  Already by this time it was becoming clear that the leagues were losing 

ground to the fortifying autonomous movement, losing the war of position to determine 

the cultural and political parameters of the contest for water and landed resources.  

Official repression, clearly a panic-stricken official response to the invasions, suggests 
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the difficulties leagues faced in maintaining their role as cultural and political brokers 

between federal institutions, the irrigation network, farm fields.  For there, people were 

creating spaces for an autonomous resource politics.  Sibolibampo thus set the tone for 

what later became a cycle of invasion-dislodgement-invasion; the use of force was 

becoming more commonplace (Sanderson 1981; HCS 1988).
16

  

During these years of “counter reform,” landowners found officials generally 

sympathetic to their efforts to push back against the ejidal organizations.  Because the 

ejidos now controlled so much land, and had legitimate claims to so much water, 

maintaining extensive private farming operations meant devising ways—political, 

cultural, economic—to access them.
17

   The micro-politics of this practice, as well as of 

land sales and invasion, in turn, directly shaped the parameters of party politics 

throughout the region—indeed, in the northwest more broadly.  1958 was a presidential 

election year, and members of the PRI and official campesino leagues struggled to hold 

their ground against the UGOCM and PPS.  Encouraged by cases like Sibolibampo, 

ejidatarios and landless laborers were attending UGOCM meetings in ever-larger 

numbers, looking for ways to resist the heavy-handed machinations of officials and 

landlords.
18

  The Minister of Agriculture and Livestock visited Sonora in March 1958, 

calling for the cancelation of all rental contracts.  The practice, in his view, was 

“vicious,” and it violated the Agrarian Code. “The Revolution” had given lands to 

campesinos to farm, not to rent or sell, he admonished.  The Ministry would soon launch 

an investigation to “know [campesinos‟ true] land needs.”
19

  But how could ejidatarios 

stay in this high-stakes game of extensive production when so many were caught in the 



 

 

254 

double bind of federal bias in water allocation, seed provision, and credit, and the severe 

pressures against collective production that seemed to come from nearly all angles.  

Mired in paperwork and bureaucratic processes, it was not simply that people began to 

lose faith in the promise of revolution; rather, they were engaged in a desperate bid 

merely to subsist.  This, more and more, seemed to require maneuvering around the 

authorities.  

 The mid-to late 1950s were also extremely dry years in Mayo watershed.  From 

1956 to 1958, Mocúzari dam filled to less than half of its capacity.
20

  Ejidos, latifundistas, 

and campesino leagues battled over how to distribute what little water remained in the 

reservoir.  In January of 1958—normally a time when farmers prepare for the second 

harvest—the reservoir contained water for a meager 15,000 hectares.
21

  The severe 

shortfall had “caused a crisis” the day before in a meeting of the district Comité.  CTM 

and CNC leaders had reminded officials that Article 75 of the federal water law gave 

preference to ejidatarios generally, and in particular under conditions of drought.  

Authorities had little choice but to agree.  The next day newspapers proclaimed ejidos the 

victors in the “Battle for Water in the Mayo.”
22

  

For the ejidos, however, this was a Pyrrhic victory.  Many of the lands in question 

had already been or would be rented out.  A victory for ejidos, in other words, was a win 

for private producers.  At the same time, in terms of official organizations‟ efforts to 

counter the UGOCM and secure their clientele, the officials‟ acquiescence was critical: 

here was a rare instance when campesino leagues‟ rhetoric appeared consistent with 

practice.  
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That same day, in Huatabampo, PRI organizers had called another meeting, this 

one at the Cine Mayo theater—one of the few venues with the capacity to hold the 3,000 

people reportedly in attendance.  Present were representatives from the CTM, CNC, 

CNOP, and so-called Feminine Leagues.  Members of a new youth committee also 

attended.  The support shown for the PRI presidential candidate, Adolfo López Mateos, 

according to the typically uncritical El Imparcial, was impressive.
23

  The scale and 

complexity of the PRI‟s organizational apparatus on display at the meeting were outshone 

only by the loftiness of speakers‟ revolutionary rhetoric.  The Río Mayo had finally been 

capped, they noted.  It was a dream articulated by valley growers since at least the early 

1920s, when Sonorans controlled the presidency, and the words of engineer and PRI 

congressman, Leandro Soto Galindo, head of party‟s regional committee, Huatabampo 

was a place of enormous “historical significance.”  General Obregón, “the Mexican 

paladin who carried the Revolution…to the point that it became Government, in Law, 

and in Constitution,” traced his origins to the valley.  From farmer to general to president, 

Obregón had “made into ashes” the oppressive Porfirian past and provided “a new 

horizon to the weak classes, a horizon of social justice.”  Creating a rhetorical line of 

connection to Obregón, Galindo assured the crowd that the “campesinos, workers, and 

citizens of Mexico”—that is, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional—would “carry 

[López Mateos] to victory.
24

  From the injustices of Porfirian rule to revolution, and from 

revolution to Alvaro Obregón, Soto Galindo narrated a teleology connecting people, 

struggle, social justice, and, ultimately, their institutionalization.  The PRI, finally, had 

become the protective umbrella, covering the three main “sectors” of Mexican society: 
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campesino, worker, citizen.  And yet, while the revolutionary script may have been 

written, no one ever knew in advance exactly how it would be performed.  Based on my 

own experiences at official rallies, and certainly in conversations with ejidatarios, it 

seems just as likely that “campesinos” attended such events to seek advantage where they 

could find it.     

Less than one month later, Mexico‟s justice department sent agents into Sonora to 

investigate and apprehend UGOCM‟s leader, Jacinto López, on suspicion of communism, 

illegal land invasion, and disturbing “public order.”  The president and federal 

investigators confessed to having shown López “incredible tolerance” thus far, but their 

generosity had its limits.
25

  The CNC and CTM quickly joined the fray, denouncing 

López, the land invasions, and the UGOCM.  Quite disingenuously, they called for proof 

of land claims, and the use of legal channels (as opposed to the opprobrious tactic of 

invasion).
26

   

Matters, as always, were far more complicated, however.  An investigation by the 

director of Colonización y Asuntos Agrarios showed quite clearly that several officials 

and agrarian leaders had approached the process of forming “new centers of agrarian 

population” as a kind of cash cow, filling in agricultural censuses with old names, 

creating false bills of sale, and, subsequently, selling the lands themselves.  The director 

urged campesinos to demand their rights from his department so that they could establish 

a definitive registry.
27

  The space between “legal” and “illegal” land and water 

maneuverings was interlaced with a rhizome-like meshwork of negotiation, deal-making, 

and money exchange.  There was nothing particularly “revolutionary” here, and in 
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January 1959 matters crescendoed when state judicial police forces advanced on an 

occupied property twelve kilometers south of Ciudad Obregón, on the main road to 

Navojoa.  The Esquers, an elite family with colonial-period roots wanted “invaders” off 

their lands.  The invaders threw rocks and tried to repel police, who answered with tear 

gas.
28

  Official campesino leagues had firmly rooted themselves in the ejidal firmament, 

but invasions and the creation of autonomous spaces of production and political activity 

crossed a threshold of official party and federal-bureaucratic tolerance.   

In stark contrast to the tensions of land invasion, leaders of the CNC‟s Liga de 

Comunidades Agrarias continued to enjoy an important tactical advantage in the form of 

close ties to federal officials.  They remained openly critical of certain decisions and 

dynamics, but typically contained their challenges within fairly rigid discursive 

boundaries.  As in the present, district management authorities presented cropping and 

water allocation decisions as products of complex formulae and democratic negotiation. 

Not surprisingly, as far as I can tell from documents and interviews, the formulae have 

never been more than mildly determinative and unevenly applied.  The availability of 

credit, and seeds, alongside market conditions, also directly conditioned the process.  In 

January of 1964, in a rather typical example, twenty ejidatarios from San Pedro requested 

a change in the cropping plan dictated by the Comité; they wanted to shift from wheat to 

cotton.  The ejidatarios first approached SRH‟s district administrator, Ricardo Becerril 

López, with their request.  Becerril turned them away, saying that, based on dam levels 

the allowable surface-area limits for cotton had already been surpassed.  He left an 

exploitable opening, however, saying that these producers could grow cotton on half of 



 

 

258 

their designated wheat surface area.
29

  Indeed, there was some precedence for this.  CNC 

apparatchiks had written Becerril the year before, noting that several irrigators 

(canaleros) from the ejidos of Huatabampo and Etchojoa had requested changes in their 

crop regimes.  Many were frustrated by the ejidal bank‟s incompetence and hostility 

toward them, and looked to local merchants and businessmen for credit. The latter, in 

turn, paid only for crops other than wheat (in this case, cotton).
30

  Given the scale of such 

lending practices, the CNC and SRH either had to compromise, or face losing more 

members to the UGOCM. Despite representing a “serious problem” for the rest of the 

“water users,” therefore, the Comité Directivo had allowed the CNC‟s proposal to move 

forward.  Becerril thanked the CNC official for “adopting” such a “beneficent measure.”  

Yet, where would officials‟ room for maneuver have come from?  Faced with a 

recalcitrant social movement, and, perhaps more critically, so-called “water users” 

looking outside official channels for production credit, the SRH and members of the 

directive committee in fact had little choice but to adapt, to negotiate their allocation 

authority, while appearing to possess the power.  Here, along with CNC leaders, they 

came away looking rather magnanimous.  

 

Drought, Decaying Infrastructure, and the  

Weakening Links between Political Patronage and Irrigation 

 

Luis Aboites views the creation of the SRH, in 1946, as the culmination of a long process 

of centralization begun in 1888 with the first law of national waters.  Following WWII, 

Mexico became the only nation in the western hemisphere to create a cabinet-level 

ministry for water governance.  In bureaucratic parlance and, to an increasing degree, in 
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everyday discourse, water had now become thoroughly encoded as a “resource” to be 

“managed” by engineers.  The SRH‟s evolution had its local counterpart in the district‟s 

geography, reworked to fit into the “grid epistemology” of small “irrigation units” 

(unidades de riego) to facilitate the division of administrative labors (see Illustration 6.1).  

Now, there were federal ditch bosses (canaleros), heads of irrigation units (jefes de 

unidad), and parastatal purveyors of seeds, fertilizer, and other inputs, and, of course, the 

SRH appointee heading up the district‟s central organizing Comité.  Federal officials 

dolled out agricultural credit without which production was practically impossible. In 

their informes to the president and nation, SRH officials exuded the kind of confidence 

that typified modern técnicos who, by then, had infiltrated all levels of government.  The 

Ministry purportedly had become powerful enough to intervene “anywhere in the country 

in a direct and absolute way in the management of water resources, and in an indirect 

form in the development of the other natural resources linked to water.”
31

  Added to 

federal government‟s already enormous territorial hegemony, writes Aboites, was 

hydrology.  Within large irrigation districts, this rendered federal government “the 

primary protagonist in local life” (1998: 182).     
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Illustration 6.1.  SRH map showing division of district into “unidades de riego.”  It is also 

a plan for future infrastructure improvements and new projects.  (Reproduced with 

permission, Archivo Histórico del Agua, fondo: aprovechamientos superficiales; 

expediente: 6776; caja: 11870)  

 

Centralized governance, however, also had its own thresholds of tolerance, 

moments when and places where political relations of resource access overtopped the 

state‟s striations, the grooves carved into the political topography of allocation.  The 

ongoing recourse to violence supports this claim.  On the one hand, authorities now faced 

a reinvigorated agrarian movement that, at the very least, had begun to create temporary 

spaces for an autonomous politics of land, water, and production.  On the other, official 

agrarian leagues, and assorted politicos and technocrats, struggled to forge anew and 

maintain existing links between patronage and environmental management.  A partially 
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filled dam meant unfulfilled expectations.  On top of it all, drought, silt and aquatic 

vegetation already clogged canals and other waterworks.  In certain areas of the district, 

portions of private and, mostly, ejidal parcels had become caked with minerals (another 

form of social-environmental fragmentation).  Infrastructure problems also plagued this 

network cobbled together in fits and starts since the mid-1800s.  Its articulations with the 

new government waterworks created conditions for further discontent: the often unhappy 

combination of old and new brought into relief the socio-spatial patchiness of irrigation 

development‟s results, critical and somewhat neglected (by researchers) pivot points in 

the formation of the rural social movements of the late 1970s and early 1980s.
32

  

The Mocúzari reservoir produced the paradoxical effect of rendering ever more 

problematic the micro-political relations between federal officials and the people who 

depended on water for irrigation and, increasingly, domestic use. Scarcity, for example, 

crystallized as a social, political, and technical “problem,” a troublesome narrative for the 

sole ministry in charge of water release.  To be certain, farmers had always expressed 

anxiety about the unpredictability of rains.  Moderating the effects of precipitation‟s 

temporal complexities and spatial unevenness (along with flood control), however, was 

the very raison d'être of dam construction.  And in the full sense of the term raison 

d'être, the expectation of (indeed, desire for) control could rarely if ever be met in a 

wholly satisfying way.   

Northwest Mexico and the US Southwest suffered a paralyzing drought in the 

mid-1950s (Yetman et al. n.d.).  But it was not until the dam was fully operational that 

scarcity emerged fully-fledged as a problem.  By that time, thousands of hectares had 
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been cleared in the expectation of reliable irrigation.  Between 1955 and 1965 Mocúzari 

averaged just over seventy percent of its capacity.  In 1956, levels reached a paltry fifty-

one percent, and a year later, at the height of ongoing drought, this percentage dropped to 

a depressing thirty-nine.
33

  In 1961, the projected irrigable surface area of the valley was 

over 100,000 hectares, and yet officials could deliver only enough water that year to 

irrigate 60,000.
34

   “Scarcity” thus combined with environmental deterioration and 

infrastructure problems to become a particularly revealing site of political tension.  

Geographer Craig Dozier, in 1963, argued that several processes mediated the 

relationship between crop type and property type in the Mayo.  Unevenness of water 

supply and poor soil quality generally characterized the ejidal sector. Article 75 of the 

national water law stipulated that ejidatarios should receive preferential treatment in 

cases of water scarcity.  Yet as Dozier observed (as did Erasmus before him) private 

holders controlled a disproportionately large amount of well-watered, high quality lands, 

and rented an untold number of hectares more from ejidatarios.  These lands largely 

followed the Canal Principal, servicing land on the valley‟s northern flank.  The system 

tied into the new Tesia canal (564-566). In 1963, district purportedly had 92,851 net 

irrigable hectares, divided between 10,878 “users.”  Holdings averaged eight hectares, 

and the majority of producers (9,817) worked less than twelve.
35

  The socio-spatial 

differences in the valley could have hardly been starker.  Servicing ejidal lands were 

remnants of waterworks that, in some cases, predated the Porfiriato.  Engineers attempted 

to articulate these with recent improvements. It was a less-than modern “system” 

requiring a good deal of genius loci to run.  The newer (post-1940s) works largely 
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serviced the private lands, which were of relatively high quality.  Aquatic vegetation had 

begun to clog canals, while salinity affected the soils in the valley‟s western ejidal zones  

(on and near the tidal flats of the Sea of Cortéz).  In a spurt of Protestant finger-wagging, 

Dozier characterized people in these areas as “uncooperative…[c]onservatively clinging 

to their accustomed ways…[refusing] for example, to see any need for thorough access 

roads along the canals bordering their lands” (567).  It is a view that in many ways 

mirrors the superficial historicism of officials more broadly.  But ejidatarios frequently 

objected to road construction, as it fragmented their lands rather than those of the larger 

private holdings, and cut-off irrigation access.  These were not simply “conservative” 

micro-politics; rather, they were in response to the uneven effects of government policy. 

On April 16, 1963, district manager Ricardo Becerril wrote to Sonora‟s governor 

with some revealing data.  Ejidatarios and private producers ran nearly head-to-head in 

terms of total hectares under cotton production (around 3,500 each).  Wheat, however, 

was by then a highly mechanized process in contrast to cotton, with its heavy demands 

for labor.  Here followed irrefutable evidence of the disparities emergent since the 

revolution.  Whereas valley ejidos harvested around 17,000 hectares of wheat that year, 

private cultivators had managed to cover nearly 25,000 hectares with the grain. 

Production for wheat and cotton combined, then, represented 48,000 hectares (about 

20,000 for ejidos and 28,000 for private particulares).
36

  Official campesino leagues 

found themselves engaged in heavy negotiation with district and state officials over such 

disparity, likely forced into a relatively more radical stance by their competition. 

Cetemistas excoriated the SRH for attempting to dominate the politics of water-user 
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associations.  From Mexico City, in turn, sent a copy of its rules for electing association 

committees.  On paper, internal committee process seemed straightforward and 

democratic; in practice, it was rife with contention.  Juntas de agua and other irrigation 

associations had always been (unstable) vehicles for federal bureaucratic connections to 

local political life.  In this case, however, the ministry officials, in a bout of extreme 

reactionary behavior, had completely dismantled the water Junta for the Bacobampo 

canal, even expropriating the office furniture.  Ejidatarios countered that the junta had 

been legally constituted; there was no legitimate reason for dismantling.
37

   

Perhaps the most widespread struggle emerged around the question of fees for 

dam construction and district “rehabilitation” (1961 to 1963).  In a 1952 accord between 

the federal treasury, the SRH, and the Ministry of Agriculture, waters users were to pay a 

one-time, 900-peso/hectare fee for construction of Tesia and other new works.  The 

agreement called for an additional 800-pesos/hectare for improvements and maintenance 

of existing canals.  The fees were to go into effect in 1956.  Water users would have five 

years in which to make payments.  The agreement differentiated somewhat between 

“water users,” initially granting ejidatarios an exemption.  But ministry officials soon 

realized that more monies were needed, and, likely, pressured the campesino leagues for 

support.  The leagues, subsequently, brokered an agreement for payment.
38

  Then, faced 

with resistance from its members, CNC leaders quickly negotiated extended repayment 

(thirteen years) at 30.80 pesos/hectare for ejidatarios.
39

  If, as the federal engineer, cited 

above in Irrigación en México, had noted, the costs to the state would be recuperated in 

the expansion of social benefits, why should members of the “sector social” have to pay?  
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Where, moreover, were the benefits?  Struggle over such questions continues in the 

present context (Field notes, 2007).    

The questions grew increasingly difficult to contain within the official channels of 

agrarian leagues and district agencies.  In Bacobampo, for example, people wondered 

why they should be asked to pay for the dam when they had been irrigating their lands 

since 1939, when the ejido came into existence.  At that moment, by virtue of presidential 

decree and longstanding practice, they had inherited the land and irrigation canals with all 

of the “usos y costumbres,” the historical customs, of water relations, including the 

centuries‟-old practice of capturing the river‟s cyclical overflow.  The logic was 

impeccable: the district fees for services rendered by “nature” were simply “unjust.” The 

ejidatarios thus requested an exemption from the Agrarian Department. (The state archive 

contains many such requests.
40

) An original 1952 multi-institutional fee agreement had in 

fact exempted ejidatarios from payment.  Now, however, with the CNC brokering 

between so many producers and the SRH, ejidatarios were called upon to pay.  Then 

came the question of rehabilitation, so called.  Already by the 1960s, the district‟s 

problems far outstripped most users‟ capacity to pay for addressing them.  The district 

Comité and SRH thus agreed on a “hierarchy of needs”: new drains and the repair of old; 

roads; new telephone lines (180-linear kilometers) and phone stations to connect district 

offices to irrigation management units; and the installation of flow gauges and weather 

stations. The SRH district manager claimed the improvements increased the irrigable 

surface area by 10,000 hectares, bringing the adjusted total (i.e. land versus average dam 

levels) to 78,000.
 41

  And still, people on the western flank in particular wondered, where 
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were the extra hectares, and from whose allotments would the water come?  How, 

moreover, would the average “campesino” pay for the costs of treating the alkalinity 

problem. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Soil alkalinity, unevenness of irrigation supply, and infrastructure problems together 

enabled and constrained the efforts of official campesino organizations to maintain a 

large clientele.  At times, power relations seemed to mirror the rhizomal district 

topography of villages intertwined with canals crisscrossed by roads, and loosely tethered 

together with the new telephone lines installed since the rehabilitation program.  Or, 

rather, power pulsated, energizing the leagues here, draining them there. Bacobampo‟s 

primary canal ran straight through the community. Years of neglect had rendered at least 

300 meters of it useless for irrigation.  At the same time, salts had encrusted much of the 

ejido‟s lands.  The CNC requested federal aid on behalf of ejidatarios, petitioning for a 

permit to use runoff to water crops and flush the contaminated soils.  Simply repairing the 

canal would do little to protect the town‟s many “humble homes.”  Re-routing the canal, 

by contrast, risked conflicts with landowners and, even, other ejidatarios.  Here was a 

typically intractable problem for district officials.
42

  The ejidal representative of the 

Comité Directivo, a CNC official, had approached the SRH directly with similar requests 

for river runoff (as opposed to releases from the dam).  Holders of very small plots 

(“pequeñísima propiedad”) in the district‟s western flank shared in common problems 

with the ejidos of Huatabampo and Etchojoa.  And everyone seemed to be requesting 

runoff to flush out salts, and replenish the soils with nutritive silts that waters from the 
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dam did not contain.  That ejidatarios would feel at all compelled to request permission 

for capturing runoff is certainly suggestive of the extent to which subjects of hydraulic 

bureaucracy had internalized federal regulation.  It would have been just as easy to 

simply take the water.  On the other hand, capturing runoff clearly had potential for an 

autonomous micro-politics of water, for, even if at a relatively small level, it subverted 

entirely the SRH‟s primary mechanism of control: release from the dam.  

The CNC representative went on to complain that district officials had been 

grouping water rights by family, which, while acknowledging the current realities of land 

ownership and rental, was clearly against the law.  On top of it all, ejidatarios complained 

that the district was charging them for water that never arrived.  Added to the 100-

peso/hectare rehabilitation fees, then, irrigation costs were pushing well beyond these 

small-farmers‟ means. Finally, taking into account the dams‟ “water deficiencies,” the 

ministry began granting “permisos precarios” (contingent permits) to perforate wells.  In 

this case, the well was located at Las Guayabas, in Etchojoa.  Requests for such permits 

had exploded since the dam‟s completion.  The ministry would not, however, open the 

Pandora‟s box of discounting fees for water undelivered.
43

      

 The plight of the western-flank ejidos in particular worsened with time.  

Ejidatarios simultaneously sought a satisfactory government response, and continued to 

create pathways around the authorities.  They had to; one could not go without water.  In 

September 1963, villagers working some of the most alkaline-affected lands—in El 

Júpare, Citavaro, and Sahuaral—insinuated that district officials were using poor soil 

quality as a ruse for denying irrigation requests, and, thereby, creating for themselves 
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room for maneuver in the face with overwhelming water demand.  Certainly, salt 

penetration and alkalinity had grown troublesome on a grand scale.  In all, salts had 

infected around 26,000 hectares in the lower (western) portion of the district.  14,500 

hectares on the right bank had been removed from production entirely.  On the left bank, 

farmers struggled to cultivate 3,187 hectares of soils “strongly attacked by salts.
44

 

Ejidatarios were abandoning El Sahuaral altogether, migrating to California to work as 

braceros (Dozier 1963: 570).  Entwined with soil quality issues, ejidatarios complained 

that official credit had almost completely dried up.  The head of the ejidal bank, Faustino 

Tinajero, they charged, “rotundly” [sic] denies providing sufficient credit.”
45

  The bank 

was using polluted soils as a pretext for refusing to grant credit.  According to the crop 

insurer, Seguro de la Mutualidad Agrícola, the lands simply would not produce and, 

therefore, constituted an unreasonable credit and insurance risk.  The ejidatarios 

countered that Seguro, credit, and SRH officials failed to grasp that interspersed within 

salty fields were entire sections completely unaffected.  In the context of large private 

holdings and the economies of scale required by wheat production, this fragmented ejidal 

geography was unattractive for the purveyors of water and capital.  Authorities clearly 

found it much easier to work with landowners controlling large, unbroken holdings, even 

when the law stipulated otherwise.  This is why they had begun the illegal practice of 

bundling water rights by family rather than by individual title.  For these ejidatarios, 

meanwhile, growing anything under such circumstances meant turning to local lenders.  

These, in turn, typically provided credit for crops other than those with lower water 

demands, as stipulated by the SRH and district directive committee.  In cultivating 
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unauthorized crops, however, CNC officials admonished their clients, ejidos risked losing 

control of their parcels.  Yet without credit, what were they to do?  

In times of drought district authorities were by law required to give ejidatarios 

preferential treatment in water allocation.  Private producers, the smallholders noted, had 

been drilling wells and, thereby, had secured for themselves a reliable private supply.  

Ejidal authorities, finally, had a more damming criticism: the canaleros (ditchworkers), 

the SRH employees working within official irrigation units, on balance preferred 

privateholders in allocating water from the canals.  They had “truly turned into caciques,” 

or local bosses selling “public” water to the highest bidder.  Year after year, ejidatarios 

had requested replacement of corrupt canaleros.  Yet, clearly, these officials embodied 

the link between bureaucracy and field; the SRH could do little with out them.
46

   

The increase in requests for well permits demonstrated the extent to which the 

idea of groundwater as a hedge against scarcity and compromised soils had taken hold.  

This was true not only in the Mayo but also across the state and arid Mexico more 

broadly (Moreno 2006).  At the same time, true private smallholders and ejidatarios, 

through the campesino leagues and other means, pushed ever harder for the expansion of 

district boundaries to bring under federal irrigation more high quality lands.  Similarly, 

they demanded access to lands in other ejidos that, as yet, had not been cleared.  SRH 

authorities attempted to keep up with this demand by issuing more and more permisos 

precarios, both for ground and surface water.  In some cases, they flatly turned down 

requests.  But the cycle grew ever more vicious: with dam water already so thinly and 

unevenly spread, with so much water going into private operations (which included 
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rented lands and rights), and into a handful of collective ejidos, the pressures to expand 

the boundaries, as well as to continue clearing lands within, began to stress official 

conduits.  In a typical case, several ejidal authorities had written to district officials, and, 

finally, to governor Luis Encinas, requesting 5,500 hectares of uncleared lands in the 

ejido Huatabampo, which fell within district boundaries.
47

  Others wanted to exchange 

salt encrusted lots within the district for unaffected lands lying just outside.  The official 

boundaries between inside and outside were less stable than ever.  According to federal 

authorities, there simply was not enough water for everyone (from ejidatarios to 

particulares) to plant in a single season; planting would have top be divided between the 

two primary seasons.  Yet, sufficient water for a spring harvest could never be taken for 

granted.  Finally, a state official wrote back to say, simply, that these matters were of a 

technical nature, and better handled by federal experts.
48

  Administrator Becerril López 

countered, rather defensively, that it was always the government‟s “practice to deliver the 

water in a timely fashion.”  Water users themselves (ejidatarios, mostly) were at least 

partly to blame, often failing to hand in requests on time, refusing to pay water fees, and 

changing and their crop regime without permission.  But such “inefficiencies” were far 

more a reflection of the extent to which, for the valley‟s poorest producers, access to 

inputs meant constant adjustment to changing circumstances.  Becerril also cited damage 

to infrastructure from storm surges as an obstacle to timely water delivery.  Finally, he 

asked that the CNC educate ejidatarios on the importance of paying district fees.
49

 

Aquatic vegetation had severely clogged canals in many parts of the district, becoming a 

“grave problem.”  Engineers had applied herbicide and deployed teams of laborers to cut 
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out the plants.  But even with two such cleaning campaigns per year, they could not keep 

up.  Despite the pressures of ejidatarios and the CNC, aquatic vegetation was simply 

beyond the district‟s budget to control.
50

     

At the same time, and rather paradoxically, Mocúzari failed to eliminate the 

problem of flooding.  According to an official emergency response plan released in 1977, 

since 1950 the Río Mayo had experienced the highest volume of “instantaneous flows” of 

any Sonoran river.  Northern fronts (equipatas) and melting ice from the Sierra Madre 

could cause the river to overtop its banks in both winter and spring. Tropical maritime 

fronts and cyclones also continued wreaking havoc in summer and fall.  Now, however, 

from the pueblo of Tesia, just below the dam, to the Sea of Cortéz, at least 200,000 

people now lived in areas vulnerable to floods.  As with negative environmental feedback 

and dilapidated infrastructure, vulnerability came entwined with ethnic and class 

dimensions.  In Etchojoa, the valley‟s poorest (and most ethnic Mayo) municipio, data 

revealed that over sixteen percent of all houses there were constructed of Carrizo reed 

(versus burnt adobe brick). Seven cyclones had struck the region between 1950 and 1977, 

causing over thirty-five million pesos in damages—millions more in flood damages than 

any other irrigated zone in the northwest.
51

  The low-lying areas of the western flank, 

some of the poorest and most ethnically Yoreme in the district, remain the most 

vulnerable to floods.  Here, “natural” disasters have always revealed the fissures and 

disparities in water relations, and in irrigation development generally—at least for those 

who dared to really look.    
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Chapter 7 

Epoca Six—Towards a “New Culture of Water”? 

 

Abelardo Rodríguez—one-time president of the republic, and governor from 1943 to 

1948—once remarked that, in Sonora, “we are all workers.”  He expressed the state‟s 

“progress” in Tocquevillian terms, as an “equilibrium” achieved between individual 

acquisitiveness and nature‟s bounty.  By finding this balance, Sonorans had created a 

place unique in the nation, where “there is [little] distinction between classes and where 

the process of assimilation has erased the differences.”  Thanks to the “indomitable 

character of the generals,” he continued, with their visionary development projects, 

Sonora had become a state of upward mobility (HCS 1988: 272).  There was nothing 

particularly original about Rodríguez‟s hubris; it was part of a regional imaginary that 

Sonora‟s business and landed elites continue to deploy (Almada 2001), a way to 

rationalize and re-authorize the socio-spatial differences of development.  In those 

exceptional cases and places where progress had been slower to emerge, people simply 

had not worked hard enough to achieve the proper balance between initiative and natural 

endowment.  The Jesuit‟s might have understood.      

Two decades after Rodríguez‟s governorship ended, Mexico City‟s daily, 

Excélsior, ran a series of exposés on land concentration in the northwest.  Drawing on 

data from the UGOCM‟s files, the author claimed that over 100 families controlled at 

least 800,000 hectares of Sonora and Sinaloa‟s choicest agricultural and livestock fields.  

Most of these latifundios had been disguised as individual “small properties” (pequeñas 

propiedades)—a portmanteau term of the Sonoran generals that had become part of 
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landowning identity and practice following the revolution.  Some of these “small” 

holdings, however, had reached nearly 30,000 hectares. The independent yeomanry was 

nowhere to be found.
1
 

Camouflaged latifundios were only one side of the ongoing resource-monopoly 

drama.  With the renting of ejidal lands (rentismo) factored in, the total surface area 

under such control was greater still.  Some agrarian leaders and district authorities coded 

the practice as a vice (“el vicio del rentismo”).  Like alcoholism (which they also 

denounced with regularity) renting was a matter of poor personal judgment.  Unlike 

drinking, though, it violated federal agrarian law, risking “judicial [police] intervention.”
2
  

Although archival evidence of rentism is fragmentary at best, the fragments are still 

suggestive of a widespread practice, particularly in the more indigenous and troubled 

ejidos of the valley‟s western flank.  In Chúcari and el Sahuaral, by the mid 1970s well 

over seventy ejidatarios, almost all with Mayo surnames, had rented out plots to men with 

family names like Ross, Morales, Almada, Peña, and Bringas, echoes of the Porfirian 

landed oligarchy.  Indeed, of this small sampling (six ejidos) fully 100 members had 

rented out land. A 1971 CNC report suggested that nearly 120,000 hectares of ejidal lots 

had been rented out in southern Sonora alone.  The queue for new grants of land and 

water—the “rezago agrario—now included 80,000 people.
3
   

Federal ditch administrators, meanwhile, continued selling water illegally to those 

renting lands, a practice that had drawn criticism from the ejidal sector and from 

Yoremes since the completion of the dam.  For well-connected producers, the technical 

formulae and decisions of the district‟s central administrative committee were only 
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remotely influential.  The official registry of water users, the padrón de usuarios, could 

capture little of this enormous shadow world, and the CNC‟s secretary general, Rubén 

Duarte, likened it to a cancerous rotting from within.
4
  For many others who shared none 

of governor Rodríguez‟s Tocquevilian optimism, release and allocation models 

constituted a much firmer barrier to irrigation.  And the forces amassing against it had 

nourished on the disparities of access since the 1950s.  Now, they were beginning to 

question the very discursive and material boundaries of federal resource control itself, the 

role officials had claimed for themselves as managers of water and as ultimate arbiters of 

hydraulic conflict. 

 

FCIR and the New Autonomous Movement 

 

By the mid-to-late 1970s, landless workers, disenfranchised ejidatarios, Mayo 

comuneros, and others throughout the northwest were now brazenly invading private 

lands.  The Border Industrialization Program (1965) had attracted thousands of peasants 

to the north from central and southern and central Mexico.  Not long afterward, economic 

downturn drove many of these economic refugees back across the line.  By the hundreds 

people began spilling back into the northwest‟s irrigated valleys, seeking plots of their 

own.
5
  Their arrival was perfectly (though not intentionally) timed to articulate with the 

mounting backlash against the PRI and so-called revolutionary family.  Much of this was 

coming from middle class university students who had not themselves participated in the 

revolution, but had grown weary of its oft-cited yet unfulfilled promise.  Several students 

from the University of Sonora saw in the campesino movement an outlet for their 

discontent.  They went on to found, first, the Frente Campesino Independiente (FCI), and 
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then, after disagreements over strategy, the offshoot Frente Campesino Independiente 

Revolucionario (FCIR), in 1976.
6
  I have known several participants in this movement 

since my first long-term stay in Sonora, in the summer of 1994.  The following narrative 

is drawn from conversations I had with them during the course of my fieldwork.  

President Luis Echeverría, “el incansable” (the tireless one), as someone 

described him to me, sought to capitalize on and contain the unrest.  His principle 

strategy was to revive an agrarian populist rhetoric reminiscent of 1930s Cardenismo.  

The president hoped to use the Ministries of Agrarian Reform (the newly created SRA) 

and Hydraulic Resources (SRH) to make good on renewed promises for irrigation‟s 

expansion.  As I have shown elsewhere, this had long been a way to capture and 

channelize politics back toward federal government and official party.  Land invasion, 

just as in the Cárdenas years, thus once again enjoyed official support.  The regime 

promulgated new agrarian and water laws between 1970 and 1972.  Along with the 1970 

National Hydraulic Plan, these reclaimed for central government a physical and 

discursive space as primary resource manager. The new Federal Water Law also set forth 

an updated and broad populist mandate, bringing together a concept of “equitable 

distribution” with a focus on the “conservation of hydraulic resources.”  The nation‟s 

irrigated surface area was set to expand as well.  According to a SRH press release, the 

president had promised “to benefit thousands of Mexicans with federal irrigation works 

in new districts.”
7
  The only problem was, however, that most of the water servicing these 

works had already been allocated.   
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The laws also appropriated a longstanding UGOCM proposal for limiting new 

water grants to parcels of twenty hectares or less.  In theory at least this would apply to 

all lands subsequently opened to irrigation, and to those within the promised new 

districts.
8
 (Revealingly, by the 1990s this neo-populist language of equity and access 

would be thrown overboard entirely, replaced by expressions of concern over ecology, 

conservation, and “sustainability.”)   In the hands of Echeverría and his loyalists, the state 

“apparatus of capture” (Deleuze and Guattari 1985) was once again in full swing, and 

irrigation was its principal armature.   

 The strategy proved too little too late, however.  In 1975 and 1976, land  

invasions spun out of the president and his ministers‟ control.  The FCIR was fighting not 

simply for a fair share of government-controlled resources; rather, its members more and 

more questioned and strategized around government‟s claim as ultimate arbiter of 

resource conflict.  Demetrio Valenzuela, former FCIR leader, put it thus:  

I would never call the state a defender of the campesinos….government agents 

knew all too well that if they did not deal with the campesino problem, it would 

constitute a danger for the state…[President] Echeverría knew this, too.  

 

For Sonora‟s young governor, Carlos Armando Biebrich, this danger seemed all to 

present.  Jarred by the events in this conservative state dominated by a tight-knit group of 

landed and industrial elites (marriage and the cross-pollination of agricultural and 

industrial capital had brought these groups close together), Biebrich moved aggressively 

to mobilize state police forces against further invasion.  The use of force, quite 

predicably, soon resulted in the deaths of several campesinos in San Ignacio Río Muerto, 

in the Yaqui Valley (October 1975).
9
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 Decapitation of leadership, as more than one FCIR veteran recounted, was a 

common official tactic.
10

  However, the backlash following the massacnearly blew 

Echeverría over backward.  One of the men murdered at San Ignacio had been a teacher, 

profesor Heriberto Terán, a well-respected movement leader.  The brutalization of 

campesinos at San Ignacio Río Muerto, and the death of maestro Terán together sparked 

a mass mobilization in 1976.  Protesting alongside campesinos now were miners, 

teachers, neighborhood leaders, university students, telephone and railroad workers, even 

bank employees.  Echeverría and members of his cabinet were purportedly stunned by the 

scale and diversity of the mobilization.  They had lost control over a fire that, although 

long-smoldering, their own policies had heaped fuel upon.
11

   

 The administration responded with a raft of panicky expropriations, centered on 

Sonora‟s two southern valleys.  And here, too, the moves produced a backlash.  By the 

end of the process it had redistributed nearly 40,000 hectares of well-watered lands, and 

62,000 hectares of pasture (agostadero).  The recipients included around 9,000 ejidatarios 

(Sanderson 1981:198). Landowners—to whom Sonora‟s governor was of course also 

answerable—objected to Echeverría‟s maneuverings.  They organized a large protest 

rally, driving their tractors through the streets and plazas of Ciudad Obregón, and all but 

shutting the city down.
12

  Here, then, was a devastatingly public repudiation of the 

president‟s policies, and now it came from opposite ends of the political spectrum. 

 Throughout the expropriation process, Echeverría and his cabinet had attempted 

to appease both landless worker and latifundista alike.  Echeverría‟s rhetoric had been 

bold and ambiguous.  On the one hand, he had called for an end to disguised latifundios, 
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claiming these were the root cause of the region‟s political troubles.  On the other, the 

ever loquatious president was emphatic that “the Mexican Revolution” had and would 

always respect “private initiative.”  “Authentic small property-holders,” he went on, 

would thus receive so-called certificates of immunity from future expropriation—a tactic 

that had been used to soften the blow of land reform since the Cárdenas years.  Indeed, 

shortly before the events at San Ignacio, at an annual meeting of the National Livestock 

Confederation, Echeverría had granted 338 certificates covering nearly 500,000 hectares 

of private land across the country!  This brought the total to 12,100 certificates for 

4,235,000 hectares, a massive surface area now exempt from expropriation. But while the 

certificates secured private tenure, the president hastened to add that protection came 

with “revolutionary moral and social obligations to dedicate the land to the service of the 

nation.”
13

  The statement was at once highly scripted and utterly vapid. Those who had 

actually lived through and/or experienced the revolution were few indeed.  Most 

Mexicans now knew it solely through the rhetoric of public officials and from the shallow 

descriptions of history books, as sets of institutions and a pantheon of heroes.  More, not 

since the revolution had the very idea of nation become so unstable, so widely subject to 

scrutiny from campesinos to students to landed elites.  Like the skeins of silty water now 

clogging the irrigation network, independent mobilization was constraining the federal 

apparatus of capture.       

 

PLHINO, “Pueblos Cachorreros” and the Reconstitution of Space  

 

In tandem with invasions and expropriation, federal officials also resuscitated the dream 

of a gigantic hydraulic network that would link together river basins from Nayarit to 
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Sonora.  The Plan Hidráulico del Noroeste, or Plhino, in some form or fashion had been 

in circulation since the early-1950s.  Finally in the mid-1960s, the Inter-American 

Development Bank loaned Mexico 300 billion pesos to initiate some modest construction 

(Sanderson 1981: 164).  More importantly for federal hegemony, Plhino became a 

rhetorical springboard from which politicos could push the idea of creating entirely new 

districts and expanding existing ones, and, thereby, reinforce strained networks of 

patronage.  It set in motion a new political-spatial dynamic.  In those early years, 

hundreds of would-be ejidatarios received permission from the Departamento de Asuntos 

Agrarios y Colonización to move onto federal lands in the dense organpipe cactus forests 

to the south of District 038.  This, in turn, came with yet another official promise: 

somehow, by 1962, waterworks would be in place to service a new 35,000-hectare 

district.
14

     

Emboldened by this promise, people began arriving in large numbers from the 

Yaqui and Mayo valleys, from the Sierra Madre, and, to a lesser extent, from Sinaloa and 

Nayarit.  By now it was a familiar story.  The area became popularly referred to as the 

“Zona Plhino,” and, like other zones of colonization, the desires of its colonos were not 

always easy to contain and/or take advantage of.  Doña Leona was among the founders of 

ejido Melchor Ocampo, just west of Highway 15, and a twenty-minute drive from the 

Sinaloa border.  She recounted the uncertainty and strife of those early years.  In scenes 

reminiscent of Amazonian settlement, these latter-day colonos cleared away brush and 

cactus, making way for villages in places that were kilometers away from the nearest 

power lines.  Many went so far as to clear land in anticipation of a planting soon to come.  
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They drew drinking water from stock tanks milky with mud and rotting animal carcasses, 

and had little more to keep them going than officials‟ promises. These, in turn, were 

dutifully backed up by the boosterism of newspaper editorials and the blueprints of 

engineers.   

Early on, a handful of colonos received government credit for small-scale 

livestock operations to tide them over.  They soon discovered, however, that even hardy 

criollo cattle struggled in the spiny monte of the dry coastal plain.  Rainfall averages 

about 200mm a year there, and most of that comes in the form of violent, and highly 

localized summer cloudbursts.  There they waited for the water to arrive, for the canals 

and promised infrastructure.  The colonos had witnessed development elsewhere and on a 

grand scale: the Angostura dam on the Río Bavispe, built during the 1930s; the Tesia 

diversion project of the 1940s; the Mocúzari dam, on the Mayo; and a long string of 

federal reservoirs now capturing Sinaloa‟s voluminous Río Fuerte.  For a time, then, the 

hallucination of Plhino seemed viable, the desire for its rewards remained strong.    

As a spatial solution to the regime‟s agrarian-political problems, the Plhino Zone 

had been a bold maneuver.  Simultaneously, in the context of climate variability and 

other “natural” forces rendered social phenomena, it was also risky.  Demetrio 

Valenzuela and Alicia López (another FCIR veteran), both described the Plhino Zone to 

me as a new focal point for the PRI-party‟s now extensive program of rural mobilization; 

it was a place created to regain some of the terrain lost to independent campesino 

mobilization.   PRI politicians, said López, “promised water for irrigation and credit, this 

created certain expectations.  These were incorporated into the official campesino 
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leagues, the CNC and CCI.”  The towns and villages that sprang up there became known 

as “pueblos cachorreros,” places so dry and inhospitable only lizards could survive in 

them.
15

 Even if economically and politically feasible, the grand infrastructure projects 

would have taken years to complete.  What were the colonos to do in the interim, without 

water?  And who, in those basins to the south, would be willing to give up their water to 

Sonora, even if they had it in relative abundance (as do Sinaloa and Nayarit)?  Water was 

growth, money, patronage.  

Yet in the case of Zona Plhino, people‟s frustrations took a surprisingly long time 

to boil over.  The reasons for this, I believe, are in part the postrevolutionary regime‟s 

ability to mediate the production of desire and hope, to stabilize hegemony around its 

unquestioned ability to expand irrigation.  It also had to do with the ways that would-be 

farmers simply made do, seeking out other possibilities as it began to look like the water 

would never come.  (Of course, party officials tried to capitalize on these activities, too.)  

During President Echeverría‟s six-year term, for example, it had become a part of 

official ritual to arrive in the zone and invoke the Plhino and make vague promises of 

progress and a brighter future that was just weeks away.  In plans, maps, newspaper 

reports, and, of course, in rumor, a new vision and new sets of desires and expectations 

began to take shape.  Certainly, here was a bold idea: 370,000 more hectares under 

irrigation in the northwest; at least 52,000 of these in Sonora; a network of eighteen rivers 

and arroyos, and nineteen dams, all laced together from Nayarit to Sonora.  As one 

agrarian reform official saw it, the “hope that PLHINO will solve the water problem 

keeps the farmer alert, and he does not become discouraged, [because he can] think of the 
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general benefits [it] can bring our economy and his own agricultural sector.”
16

  President 

Echeverría had himself visited southern Sonora in 1973, promising nearly 150,000 new 

irrigated hectares for the Mayo and Yaqui districts.  In the context of 1970s water 

shortages, it certainly sounded hopeful.  And the press continued to report on Plhino‟s 

“rapid advance” (Sanderson 1981: 178). The “megaproject” was a hope-producing 

apparatus, just like the federal dams had been.  It was also a project whose very 

conception signaled a patronage machine run amok. 

When I first arrived in the area, in the mid-1990s, Plhino had begun to 

materialize, though in a miniature and fragmentary form.
17

  People had long since tired of 

waiting for the water, and had all but given up on the government.  Instead, they had 

sought alternative means to support themselves, forming village-level shrimp 

cooperatives, cutting firewood to sell throughout the region, or working in nearby towns 

and cities (indeed, the Zona Plhino became a bedroom community for laborers working 

in Navojoa and Ciudad Obregón).  Another of the original colonos into the area, and a 

one-time comisariado of ejido Melchor Ocampo, Juan Ortega, described to me the 

difficulties of those early years, the frustration of promises unkept: 

Many of us were working in the Yaqui Valley.  Others cut wood to sell.  People 

came from the cities to buy it.  Some went to the US.  Here, how we have 

worked…what a barbarity! We built houses of Pitaya [organpipe cactus] 

ribs…but we had to abandon them [the original well was polluted]…now we are 

old and we are tired.  The government told us we would see water here, right 

away. 

 

Without the abundant crustaceans of the bays and mangrove-lined estuaries near towns 

like Melchor Ocampo, most pueblos of the Zona Plhino would have been low-hanging 
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fruit for the FCIR and other elements of the autonomous movement.  Several people from 

these villages and ejidos did in fact join the mobilization—this included a large number 

of women whom PRI loyalists had attempted to bring into the party fold through 

productive programs, such as small-scale chicken ranching.
18

  For the most part, 

however, most of my respondents suggested that the zone had remained generally loyal to 

the PRI.  

 Water was indeed on its way north, from Sinaloa, but, here again, its arrival was 

as symbolic as it was real.  Throughout the mid-to-late 1980s, the SRH (and, after 1989, 

Conagua) had commissioned the construction of canals to bring water into the Zona 

Plhino from dams on the Fuerte River, in Sinaloa.  Justino Torres, of Conagua‟s Navojoa 

office, recounted his experience with the transfer.  Torres began his career with the 

SARH in 1987, starting out, as do many hydraulic bureaucrats in the Mayo district, as a 

canalero.  He had proved particularly skillful at moving water through the troublesome 

network, and had developed something of a reputation among his peers.  Workers 

finished the canal in the fall of 1991, and Torres recalls getting an early-evening phone 

call from his supervisor.  The governor was scheduled to inaugurate the canal the 

following day, in the ejido El Teniente Juan de la Barrera, just north of the state line.  

They needed someone who could shepherd the water along through a complicated, new, 

and unfamiliar (to Torres) network.  He worked throughout the night, driving long 

lengths of the network in his official pickup truck, opening and closing valves, and 

coaxing water along what he soon realized was a hastily built, overly “steep” canal.  The 

governor, a PRI militant, arrived in El Teniente to address a throng of campesinos, many 
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of them bused in from elsewhere in the Zona Plhino.  Flanked by the new canal, the 

governor drew the crowd‟s attention to the Sinaloan water now trickling into Sonora.  

Here, he noted, was the future of the Zone.  By then it had been forty years in the 

making!                

Fast forward to the summer of 1996, and hundreds of impatient ejidatarios—men, 

women, and their children—were pulling a single railroad car across Highway 15, just 

south of Los Toltecas, blocking traffic for miles. The water had stopped at El Teniente—

close enough for people to see a new irrigation district as a real possibility.  After all this 

time, those present at the plantón were not in any way reducible to the categories typical 

of government programs: “ejidatario,” “campesino,” and definitely not “water user.”  

They were fishermen and women, woodcutters, small-scale ranchers, mechanics, gas-

station attendants, maids, restaurateurs.  These were the diverse people of Mexico‟s 

countryside, and had managed to get by doing whatever they could.  They also wanted 

that which officials and politicians had promised them so many years before.  

The protestors unfurled a canvas banner long enough to span two lanes of the 

highway. On it were words that quite pithily expressed their plight, capturing the long 

regional struggle for resources: “Forty years of marginalization!  Enough false promises! 

No more tricks [engaños]!”  The roadblock itself was short-lived, for repeating the 

historical cycle the federal police had been called in (see Illustration 7.1).  They pushed 

the protesters, and their railroad car, off the tarmac and onto the shoulder of the highway.  

The plantón, a more permanent gathering of protestors, remained stationed off to the west 

side of the highway for nearly six months.
19
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Illustration 7.1. Painted canvas banner unfurled at the 1998 plantón, just south of the 

Pemex station at Los Toltecas, on International Highway 15. (Photograph by author) 

 

Finally, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, construction began for expanding water service 

in the Plhino Zone.  A new canal was now in place to carry water fifty-five miles from 

the recently completed Huites reservoir, also on the Río Fuerte, to support the district‟s 

expansion.  Ejidatarios began working furiously to clear the monte in anticipation of 

irrigation.  I was in the area during some of this time, and witnessed the monumental 

labor of clearing on the cactus-studded coastal plain.  Bulldozers hummed throughout the 

night like gigantic illuminated earth-crawlers.  They thrashed loudly through the ashen 

dry brush, blading the desert and piling up row upon row of organpipe cactus, mesquite, 

and green palo brea trees.  Ejidatarios followed in their wake, digging up roots by hand, 

and burning the remains—an incredibly arduous and dirty job.  The place began to feel 
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like a war zone, with an omnipresent pall of dust and smoke.  Indeed, this was how 

someone described to me the process of land clearing in the Mayo Valley on the eve of 

the dam‟s completion, in the 1950s: twenty-four-hour bulldozing, armies of workers 

(mostly Indians), following behind to dig, gather, and burn what the tractors had missed.           

At present, the Río Fuerte provides water to nearly 30,000 producers, most of whom are 

minifundistas.  They, too, have felt the effects of drought over the past several years.
20

  

The cycle of protest-containment-concession thus continues, albeit now in diminutive 

form.  

The “Secret Pact,” Bad Religion, and Precarismo 

 

As a way to temporarily shore up the fraying ties of PRI-party patronage, the Plhino had 

thus enjoyed some limited success.  Conversely, spurred on by Echeverría‟s agrarian-

populist “revival,” the land invasions, not surprisingly, ultimately followed their own 

course.  An angry genie had been let out of the bottle.  Landowners and some ejidatarios 

began to complain of professional invasion leaders, privateers who saw in the tactic a 

way to acquire and profit from land and water sales.  In the Plhino Zone, by contrast, 

promises of water, combined with a scattering of government-funded productive 

programs, with a few exceptions helped stabilize somewhat agrarian politics within the 

official leagues.
21

  Outside of the zone forces had allied against the regime.  By 

1975/1976, these included members of the highly organized, motivated, and well-

connected business-elite of Monterrey, Nuevo León, a powerhouse of industrial 

production since the Porfiriato.  Government-led expropriation had spooked them.  So 

had the president‟s vaguely socialist rhetoric.  Their initial response was to shuttle their 
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capital north, across the border to US banks (Sanderson 1981).  They also mobilized, 

pushing back against the president, both in the media and in the courts.  The PRI‟s 

patronage apparatus included organizations meant to bring private-sector producers into 

the party fold.  This included the National Confederation of Popular Organizations 

(CNOP), formed in 1943, which had supported individualist production in ejidos and 

private (rather than collectively farmed) property (Sanderson 1981: 138).   

A problem with CNOP, as one newspaper editorialist pointed out, was that as the 

only official “defender of pequeños propietarios” and other private interests, its 

operations had remained obscure and behind the scenes.  This, in turn, could lead to 

“conflicts between different sectors.”  It was probably no accident that CNOP had 

become divisive: it was both an official catchall organization, and, from the president‟s 

standpoint, a vehicle for influencing private producers.  Small property-holders, the 

editorial continued, had few official defenders, even though they were responsible for 

feeding the nation (rather than the ejidal sector).  And now they were under attack by 

“organizations that specialize in invasion.”  The ejido system, on the other hand, “in 

general terms has been a failure.”
22

  The CNOP, and its sister organization, the National 

Confederation of Small Property (CNPP), ultimately pushed for a shift away from attacks 

against private property toward production, a tack that characterized agricultural policy 

following the Echeverría years (Sanderson 1981: 180).
23

              

The battles that proved the most transformative, meanwhile, were going on both 

in the courts and in the halls and meeting rooms of Los Pinos, the presidential mansion.  

One month after the 1976 expropriations, a regional district judge declared them 
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unconstitutional. The decision set in motion a kind of ricochet of statements, decisions, 

and edicts moving back and forth between ministries and courts.  Ten days later, a newly 

appointed Agrarian Reform minister, Augusto Gómez Villanueva, responded by 

declaring the expropriations legal once again.  This time, however, the president and 

agricultural elites had brokered a back-room deal for indemnifying latifundistas for lost 

property.  The federal government would pay them 680 million pesos for around 17,000 

hectares.  The rest of the expropriated land would go without indemnity, though the hefty 

total would more than cover loss of land and product (Sanderson 1981: 200).  The 

backroom deal contained additional elements that, once brought to light, would further 

embolden agrarian activists, including the FCIR and other elements of the autonomous 

movement.
24

   

In an effort to reimburse the treasury for its indemnity to latifundistas, the 

president and his advisors had pressured the ejidal bank, Banrural, to develop ways to 

charge ejidatarios for the added expense.  First and foremost, this meant reducing 

payment amounts for their harvests.  It was a risky proposition, for ejidatarios were also 

under the gun to repay their own creditors, which now included a number of anxious 

private lenders whose margins were too tight to absorb losses.  Payments had to be made; 

if not, one faced hefty fines, additional interest, and more expensive credit in the future. 

In protest, then, ejidatarios stormed and occupied Banrural‟s regional offices, and 

launched a commission to investigate bank abuses.  In doing so, they uncovered 

documentation of a “secret pact” hashed out in Mexico City between Banrural, the 

official campesino leagues (CNC and CNC), the CNPP, and the SRA and SARH.  
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League officials purportedly had agreed to convince their members that indemnity for 

lost land and crops not harvested (expropriations occurred after crops had been planted) 

should come from ejidal harvests.  The latter should also seek the means to cooperate 

with the managers and supervisors of large private farm operations, rather than struggling 

against them.  Following the takeover of Banrural and the revelation of the pact, then, 

chastened Echeverría government was forced to return eleven million pesos in harvest 

proceeds to ejidatarios (it came in the form of agricultural equipment, rather than cash).  

According to one smallholder, this was pivotal moment for federal legitimacy and official 

campesinismo: The agrarian leagues “were for us like a religion.”
25

  The leagues had 

fallen from grace.  

In the context of fluctuating flow and official promises of an irrigation horizon 

without end, meanwhile, members of FCIR and UGOCM continued the struggle in more 

prosaic ways, oftentimes just on the outside of the district‟s official boundaries.  As such, 

the boundaries between “inside” and “outside,” though comparatively stable in official 

maps and water registries, remained critical sites of negotiation and struggle. The case of 

ejido Luis Echeverría Osuna aptly captures this dynamic. The ejido began as yet another 

pueblo cachorrero, but this one just on the southern edge of the district (unlike the Zona 

Plhino, which is at least thirty kilometers further south).   In several ways, it provides a 

counter-example of official agrarismo and the PRI-dominated Plhino Zone further south.  

During the mid-1970s, community leaders from this newly formed community made 

dozens of fruitless trips to regional water ministry offices and even the Federal District in 

hopes of landing a concession.  They had originally founded the village, on the valley‟s 
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southern edge, under the auspices of the UGOCM and Jacinto López.  Many later joined 

with the FCIR.  With makeshift canals, they quickly managed to harvest twenty hectares 

of cotton.  “We were very green,” recounts Juan Castores, community leader.  The twenty 

hectares would serve as an example of local initiative, a way to “show [the president] that 

we could do it.”
26

  District officials granted them a “precarious,” or temporary water 

permit, with which they could plant a modest crop.  But then, on September 30, of 1976, 

Hurricane Liza struck Baja California and southern Sonora, leaving 600 people dead, 

destroying many homes, and affecting nearly 200,000 of the region‟s most vulnerable 

people—those living in small, mostly ethnic Yoreme villages near the coast.
27

  The 

community of Luis Echeverría likewise sustained heavy damage to its makeshift canals, 

including one for its potable supply.   

Community members called a meeting with the federal ditch manager, who 

advised them to go to Navojoa and Ciudad Obregón to fill out forms and initiate the 

permit process, the tramitación.  Castores recalled several trips, each one ending with the 

same official promise of action, as well as a request for paperwork.  He also remembered 

the intense pressure he was getting from women in Luis Echeverría whose families were 

suffering.  As the dry season approached, and still lacking a definitive answer, ejido 

members decided to excavate an illegal channel to tap into the district network and bring 

water to their fields and village. Women I spoke with in such places tended to have the 

most vivid recollections of the early years.  Doña Lupe, one of the founders, conjured 

images of venomous creatures, lack of drinking water, and an impenetrable coastal desert 

scrub of defiant spines.  She recounted opening up a dresser drawer early one morning 
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and startling a small rattlesnake coiled around a pair of her socks. Like those in the Zona 

Plhino a decade earlier, they, too, had crafted their homes from cactus ribs and mud, from 

the desert floor.  It was, and remains, a hardscrabble place.   

Particularly in the beginning, villagers had little time for fruitless bureaucratic 

process.  They needed to dig their canal, with or without federal permission, and so 

formed a guerrilla work party to finish the job.  The SARH canalero, in turn, padlocked 

the network gates, cutting off direct access to district waters.  Desperate, and facing 

pressure from mothers in the village, at dawn one morning several men went out and 

broke the locks on the government‟s metal gate and watched federal water rush back in. 

SARH authorities then responded by sending in federal judicial police forces.  “They 

came in aggressively,” recounts Castores.  They were ready to make arrests, to show the 

serious nature of “stealing” federal waters.  “We had agreed to say we had no leaders, 

because the government always did that,” arrested the leaders to decapitate the 

movement, recalled Castores.   

Following the incident, community members—many of whom had by then joined 

forces with the FCIR—decided to continue planting, with or without permission.  With 

FCIR‟s backing, they were also able to meet with the president in Mexico City, 

ultimately gaining official recognition as an ejido, as well as access to credit and informal 

guarantees of temporary water concessions for future harvests.  Thus ejido Luis 

Echeverría Osuna (named after the president‟s son) came to occupy a liminal space 

between inside and outside, forced to negotiate “precarious” concessions for each 

planting cycle, just like nearly twenty other ejidos and communities in District 038.
28

  For 



 

 

295 

them and the others, accessing water continues to necessitate has close relations with 

district officials.  And even still, there is no guarantee of a consistent supply.  Some, like 

Castores, remain critical if cooperative:  “they built the dam to water the entire 

valley…but really it has been mostly for the rich.  The presidential decree [which gave 

priority to ejidos] was never respected; they have always said that even with the decree, 

not everyone could irrigate.”  

In 1992, President Carlos Salinas made a stop in Hermosillo to speak with 

agrarian leaders.  Leaders of UNORCA, the National Union of Autonomous Campesino 

Leagues (a leftist organization that continues to advocate for agrarian rights) requested 

that Castores be present to represent its interests.  “So I went,” he said, “me with my 

huarache sandals, to speak to the President.”  He then reconstructed his memory of the 

reunión, held in a huge auditorium in Ciudad Obregón, and with ejidatarios and 

campesino leaders from across the state.  The organizers decided that they would have 

community members speak rather than leaders.  Castores was selected for the task even 

though he remains active as an organizer in UNORCA.  Just before the meeting, the 

Presidents staff gathered together the nervous representatives in a room back stage.  

There, the officials coached them on how to address el Señor Presidente.  A staff member 

sat down in a chair, pretending to be Salinas, and led the men in a series of questions.   

By this time they had all received scripts, which, according to Castores, had little to do 

with the content of the meetings they had had previous to Salinas‟s arrival.  He then 

recounts how the handlers told them to look at the president: not directly, but 
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deferentially, off to one side. They had seven minutes to read their lengthy scripts. It was 

a scene reminiscent of a rehearsal for a regal audience.    

Meanwhile, Castores was preparing to go off script, writing notes in the margins 

of his official document.  The President‟s handlers intercepted Castores as he re-entered 

the auditorium, and erased his notes.  By then the auditorium held a sea of sombreroed 

campesinos.  There before them at a long table, and flanked by advisors sat Carlos 

Salinas.  They were eating lunch.  Slowly, one by one, the representatives approached the 

podium and were given a microphone and told to read their scripts.  One representative, a 

young man, grew so nervous that he began to shake and finally walked off the stage, in 

tears.  Then came Castores‟s turn.  He started out by reading the script, then, after a 

minute or so, said he checked his watch and realized that he had five minutes left.  He 

stuffed the pages under his arm and began to address the president directly, with an 

impromptu speech.  “Señor Presidente,” he said, “this script has absolutely nothing to do 

with the things we‟ve been discussing in meetings leading up to this reunion.”  He went 

on to talk about the monopolization of water and land in the valleys.  He also launched 

into a diatribe against Banrural, saying that it had simply abandoned the campo.  The 

director of the Banco, meanwhile, was seated at the table, and began to protest.  Salinas 

silenced him, and calmly listened to the rest of Castro‟s points.  At the end, the president 

asked, “where are you from, Castro?”  I‟m from Ejido Echeverría, and I am with 

UNORCA.”  The President smiled, and replied simply, “ah, that‟s why!”  Castro sat 

down with the rest of the audience.  The rest of the discussion centered on the promise of 
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new era of agricultural production.  Agrarianism, and campesinismo—even with a fairly 

large and powerful organization like UNORCA backing them—mattered. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In the years immediately following Echeverría‟s term, activists and leaders within FCIR 

(and the autonomous movement more broadly) continued their work to create an 

independent Coalition of Collective Ejidos of the Yaqui and Mayo Valleys 

(CCECVYM).  The CCEVYM both channeled and embodied a more radical 

campesinismo traceable to the 1950s, including the millenarian movements of the Mayos 

following the construction of Mocúzari dam. For close to a decade, the autonomous 

Coalition had achieved a marked improvement in the livelihood of its members.  It had 

also managed to keep the collective ejidal system economically and politically viable in a 

region where it had been, for the most part, eviscerated.  The Coalition‟s success, 

however, was short-lived.  Indeed, for some time there had been palpable signals of a 

shift in the tenor and tone of official policies vis-à-vis the “campesino” and ejidal sectors. 

This is easily discerned in newspapers and official documents.  After Echeverría left 

office, the rhetoric of revolution began to cede ground to mildly moralizing and targeted 

discourse of conservation, “scarcity,” and, more recently, to a “crisis of governance” 

(Wester 2008:7).  In 1978, for example, the Consejo Nacional de Publicidad had 

launched a campaign promoting the twin objectives of “rational use” and “population 

control.”  Government propaganda teams created film shorts that brought together themes 

of “responsible paternity” and water conservation; their audience: the so-called 

comunidad campesina, which in this case were some of the nation‟s poorest dirt farmers 
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living in villages outside or directly on the edges of irrigation districts.  The Consejo used 

both television and mobile “Rural Cinema” units to show the films. For the target 

audience, however, water conservation was a way of life, never a simple matter of 

choice.
29

  Such programs foretold of things to come.  Soon, officials would be talking in 

terms of a “new water culture” (Wilder 2010), one that was less wasteful of its resources.  

In other words, farmers could no longer afford to misuse a precious resource.  This was a 

long way from the revolutionary rhetoric that had characterized official resource politics 

since the Cárdenas years.  Moreover, it paved the discursive road for a final assault on 

organizations such as the CCEVYM.
30

   

A 1975 editorial appearing in Mexico City‟s EL Heroldo cited the new Minister 

of Hydraulic Resources, Leandro Rovirosa Wade, as saying that the water-resources 

agents were the most efficient, well-trained, and least corrupt in federal government.  The 

Ministry, he glowed, had truly “institutionalized,” and he went on to contrast this with the 

nepotism and caciquismo that he believed characterized other Mexican bureaucracies.
31

  

Rovirosa Wade, however, was also reiterating a longstanding—and patently false—claim 

of hydraulic bureaucracy: that the technical training and professionalism of its engineers 

had allowed them to operate above the political fray (Greenberg 1970; Wester 2008 & 

2009).  (On its website, Conagua, the National Water Commission, likewise continues to 

push the claim.
32

)  Yoremes, recall, had repudiated this assertion years before.  Along 

with the autonomous land movement that followed, their millenarian revolt directly 

targeted water officials for corruption, and for openly favoring private landowners in 

allocation—which was against agrarian and water law, and district rules.  Technical 



 

 

299 

studies, regulations, and dam-release formulae could only partially disguise the politics of 

a combined process of water monopoly and over-allocation.  Nor could they paper over a 

particularly crude reality of access: in the context of drought, decaying, silt-choked 

infrastructure, and salt-polluted lands, for many private landowners and at least some 

ejidatarios, the ability to irrigate fields depended on engagement with a shadow market, 

which district officials (federal ditch bosses in particular) were implicated in.   

Still, the claim of technical ability and professionalism contained a small kernel of 

truth.  In its previous iteration as the National Irrigation Commission (CNI), hydraulic 

bureaucracy had remained relatively insulated from the day-to-day politics of water by 

virtue of its largely technical mandate.  It had focused mostly (though not exclusively) on 

investigation and data collection, rather than allocation.  Subsequently, following the 

creation of the SRH in 1946, water-resource governance underwent a critical shift.  On 

the Río Mayo, this shift paralleled impoundment, offering federal officials unprecedented 

command over water, both in terms of dam releases and allocation and regulation.  Such 

control brought with it countless opportunities for personal enrichment, particularly at the 

irrigation-unit level—a source of constant frustration and ultimately a rallying cry for 

disenchanted Yoremes and ejidatarios.  Along with the rewards of dam and network 

control, therefore, came a series of landmines for officialdom, which had become a 

dangerously intimate part of people‟s everyday lives.  

The discovery of the so-called secret pact in the late 1970s, and campesinos‟ 

subsequent loss of faith in agrarian league leadership certainly represented a defining 

moment, a turning point, for agrarian populism and hydraulic centralization.  It was also 
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the culmination of a longer process wherein the ability of federal authorities to define the 

boundaries of resource allocation and regulation, of what was possible likewise came 

under fire.  Moreover, the experiences of ejido Luis Echeverría and of other “pueblos 

cachorreros” suggest a far more complex story than that of the one-time exposure of 

official corruption.  The black market and all manner of other extra-official arrangements 

have always been necessary parts of the district‟s functioning.  Rather than a set of 

peripheral or isolated events, they are central to centralization.  The ejidatario who 

likened the campesino leagues to a religion had also employed a revealing rhetoric.  Faith 

in the leagues, and, by extension, federal government, was never akin to belief in 

something pre-accomplished and durable.  Rather, it had to be reenacted and sustained in 

the countless everyday rituals or performances by which hierarchy and subjection to 

centralized authority may come to seem natural.  Often in concert with the leagues and 

PRI party, moreover, hydraulic bureaucracy had been able to periodically rekindle desire 

for future rewards, irrigated production.  In other words, it had delivered enough 

strategic, tangible rewards to at least keep the ideal viable, and, thereby, maintain the 

forward momentum of centralized water management.   

Conversely, the everyday “doings” through which one gained or lost access to 

productive resources like water made a fully-fledged state hegemony over the district 

difficult to sustain.  I believe that the loss of legitimacy, the breakdown of the so-called 

pact that Steven Sanderson (1981) describes, issued from a more gradual process, the 

roots of which can be traced to the compromises and contretemps of the Cardenista 

reforms, and to the regional power relations that existed before it.  Likewise, the 
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dissolution of this temporary hegemony is also to be located in physical and 

environmental barriers to irrigation development itself. The priestly claims of those who 

would govern water and land had, for many, become powerful and true only to the degree 

that these claims continued to resonate with daily life.  The fit had been tenuous from the 

start, but particularly since the damming of the Mayo, it had grown increasingly 

untenable.  The reservoir rarely filled to capacity—indeed, levels often fell below the 

halfway mark.  And of the 90,000 or so hectares now purportedly irrigable (and the 35 or 

so ejidos dependent upon them), by the 1970s and 1980s, planting rarely exceeded 40,000 

to 60,000.  Of these, most years one-half or more fell within private production, either 

through prestanombres, or illegal rental. 

Headlines from the leading dailies during the 1970s to 1990s, meanwhile, offered 

a litany of socio-environmental troubles facing irrigated Mexico.  On April 25, 1976, for 

example, an Excélsior reporter decried the “Water shortage” and “corrupt [campesino] 

leaders” in the Laguna region of Durango.  Another panicky headline from an article 

appearing in the same newspaper on March 24, 1980, read, “Aquifer Overexploitation in 

Sonora stalls rural development.”  On July 8, 1980, El Día reported that Mexico‟s dams 

were running on average at a mere forty percent of capacity.  Mocúzari had dropped to a 

shocking .5 percent, likely one of the lowest level in the nation. Finally, on January 31, 

1991, another Excélsior headline ran, “CNA: one-half of the nation suffers from water 

scarcity.”  Veteran water engineers, likewise, confirmed to me their overall sense of the 

impending crisis during these years.
33

  In many ways, one could argue that federal 

hydraulic management was not in a crisis of governance, but that water governance was 
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formed within a crucible of crisis.  Out of this context of fear for the future, as well as of 

the widely perceived need to break with past practice, elected official—elected and 

appointed, expert and layperson, began to push for a major resource-policy overhaul. 
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Chapter 8 

Río Revuelto 

 

In 2005 a team of agricultural economists from the University of Kentucky authored a 

report on climate uncertainty, agricultural risk, and the potential for insurance and other 

market-actuarial schemes to hedge against the effects of flow variability on the Río Mayo 

(Skees and Leiva 2005). The team‟s findings support a broader conclusion of the water 

resources literature; that is, rules and regulations for “optimal release” have done little to 

“insulate irrigators from the random nature of inflows.”  “The problem,” they continue, 

“is compounded when in addition to the random inflows, irrigators exercise political 

power [and…] push for more aggressive operation [water release] policies (pp. 25-26).  

As I have tried show throughout this dissertation, power relations and the “problem” of 

random inflows are, everywhere and always, entwined.  The moment rainwater runs into 

the reservoir, the “hydrological cycle” turns into a “hydrosocial cycle,” subsuming within 

it relationships different, often embattled, factions and constituencies, each struggling 

over how to best define, access, and manage this dynamic force of non-human nature.
1
  In 

the Mayo, with management predicated on an “overbuilt,” over-allocated, and extremely 

decrepit network (water “lost” to the system can be as high as fifty percent), the river‟s 

unpredictability is at once a source of tremendous political authority and patronage, and a 

scourge.
2
  Put differently, even with impoundment power relations remain highly 

sensitive to the Mayo‟s ebb and flow, to the pendulum swing of cyclones and drought—

and to a much greater degree than in other, well-watered river basins of the northwest 

(e.g. Yaqui, Fuerte, Guasave, etc.).  Like water, power rarely stays in place long enough 
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to pool and stagnate.  Instead, it circulates: through bodies, assemblages, and things.  

Rules and statistical models will never successfully buffer the “irrigator” or the “water 

user” from the uncertainty that this circulation implies, for they can never quite catch up 

with or escape from it.  And, of course, no two “irrigators” or “water users” are alike.   

The oft-repeated narrative of district “over-construction‟ or “over-dimensioning” 

masks the vastly more problematic (from a regulatory standpoint) forces driving water 

conflict: unequal and uneven access.  Between 1997 and 2003, Conagua‟s water releases 

from the dam averaged fifty percent greater (by volume) than the limits set forth by its 

engineers‟ own criteria (Skees and Leiva 2005: 22).  Conagua and Water-User 

Association data also show that on average seasonal requests for concessions consistently 

outstrip supply by 20,000 hectares.
3
  This is not to suggest that official regulations simply 

fail to apply.  Rather, from the earliest moments of federally directed agricultural 

development, the Río Mayo‟s volatility has pushed people to mock and/or work around 

the rules, creating what might best be described as a process of semi-controlled chaos, an 

ongoing game of cat-and-mouse between state and subject.  A Mexican proverb, I 

believe, best captures the historical Zeitgeist:“A río revuelto, ganancia de pescadores”—

troubled waters are a fisherman‟s delight.       

In the context of such political volatility, beginning in 1987 the Mayo Valley 

became one of the first federal irrigation districts in Mexico to cede control of canalworks 

to user-run “irrigation modules.”  This was part of a new policy tack popularly referred to 

as “la transferencia,” or irrigation-management transfer (IMT).  Conagua, the National 

Water Commission (the most recent iteration of centralized hydraulic bureaucracy), still 
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services the dam and controls releases, while a “user association,” headquartered in 

Navojoa, operates the main canals of the network (292 linear kilometers-worth), and 

provides water to each module (modules account for 1,192 linear kilometers of secondary 

canals).
4
  From the beginning of the transfer, Conagua has worked to extract federal 

resource governance from the troublesome terrain of network regulation.  It nonetheless 

continues to seek out ways to retain some authority over day-to-day workings.  This is a 

narrow path, to be certain, for many of the valley's sixteen user-controlled modules have 

now become sites of intense conflict.  By the time I arrived in the area, in 2007, the 

effects of a decade-long drought had been amplified across many miles of decaying 

infrastructure, rendering the process of operation ever more acrimonious. Jorge Castores, 

an ejidatario and veteran of the 1970s struggle for land, captured the sentiment of several 

producers I interviewed:  “here, there is no government, [only] water mafia.”  Indeed, in 

the eyes of many water users, the two often appear indistinguishable.   

It is perhaps easy to forget that this district of nearly 100,000 (paper) hectares 

depends almost entirely on a defiantly unpredictable dryland river, even if it has long 

since been impounded: in one instance it is a waterless arroyo, the next a raging torrent. 

Now, more than twenty years after a much-heralded push to “decentralize” irrigation, 

district officials and many farmers are nostalgically calling for the return of federal 

government as primary resource manager, as the principal point of control for the entire 

network.  According to Alejandro Zendejas, a Conagua data wonk from a family of 

federal water bureaucrats, unlike in the past, today  

we lack points of human control.  The old federal canal bosses were better.  Yes, 

there were shady operations then, but very little compared to now.  The more you 
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divide the power, the less power you will have.  [Conagua] is losing force because 

society is winning.  But civil society lacks the capacity to do the work.  

 

Such claims could just as easily have come from a district manager in the 1950s, and 

reveal the superficial historicism sustaining the idea of a robust federal authority with 

control over water, or the territory water control: the river basin (a critical invention of 

hydrocacy).  

Transferencia in the Mayo Valley 

 

Ten or so years after the land invasions and political mobilizations that rocked the 

Mexican northwest, water Ministry and agrarian officials faced a difficult dilemma:  

hydraulic bureaucracy was incapable of maintaining daily network operations, much less 

rehabilitating a severely dilapidated infrastructure.  Similarly, it lacked the resources, and 

credibility to effectively police the state of play around allocation, a task ever more 

difficult in times of drought.  Authorities thus sought ways to devolve network operation 

to water users, while maintaining at least some semblance of control over distribution.  

Their answer was to devise new spatial modalities of governance, including several 

decentralized regional offices (organismos de cuenca), river basin (or watershed) 

councils (consejos de cuenca), and, at the district level, the irrigation “modules” 

(módulos de riego).  Rather than something sui generis or completely novel, the module 

issued from the manifold horizontal assemblages that historically had sustained hydraulic 

centralization: irrigation companies, ejidos, juntas de agua, and, in the post-dam years, 

unidades de riego.  The new policy tack, in some ways, thus came as an attempt to ratify 

or capture in juridical terms the de facto decentered dynamics of resource allocation, 
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particularly those emergent since the completion of the Mocúzari reservoir.  This 

included the long-vibrant black market for water, over which it had, arguably, already 

lost control. Intentionally or not, officials found in the process of transference a way to 

formally relinquish the federation‟s complicated role as intermediary, while at the same 

time re-inscribing its managerial territory.  In this sense, the experience of transference is 

similar to that of other basins—for instance, the Lerma-Chapala (Wester 2008), and, to 

some degree, the Yaqui (Wilder 2002).  Nevertheless, if an objective of transference was 

to maintain water management within the domain of federal government by relinquishing 

certain of its more politically perilous parts, the state, I believe, has in the process all let 

go of its primary role as intermediary, as “coyote.”       

Beginning in 1987, 038 became one of a handful of test-case districts for 

rearticulating network allocation and federal water governance.
5
  Conagua, the National 

Water Commission, emerged in 1989 to take over control of surface and groundwater 

management.  This meant that for the first time since 1946 (and the creation of the SRH), 

water governance no longer fell directly within the purview of a cabinet-level ministry.  

Instead, Conagua was born already folded into the newly created Ministry of the 

Environment (now the Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales, or 

Semarnat).  In other words, water governance had become a function of a larger suite of 

programs and institutions for environmental management.  It is a partial reflection of 

what Karen Bakker‟s portrays as a global shift in water management from a “state 

hydraulic” to a “market environmentalist” paradigm (Bakker 2004: 18).  Conagua 

maintains the dam and controls releases.  Headquartered in Navojoa, a water-user 
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association, or federation of modules—Sociedad de Responsabilidad Limitada, Distrito 

de Riego del Río Mayo (SRLRM, hereafter)—services the irrigation network and 

allocates water to the individual modules.  After a rocky start, the Río Mayo also now has 

its own “river-basin council,” though with no real voice in allocation decisions.  At the 

behest of Coangua‟s agents, ranchers, growers, municipal authorities, and representatives 

of local industrial occasionally gather to chat about water-related issues (Alvarez 2009).    

The events leading up to 1987 and the transference have been reconstructed 

within an official imaginary that rationalizes, romanticizes, or worse, simply buries past 

practices.  In interview after interview, authorities and farmers alike expressed to me their 

firm belief that, when viewed in the light of the present context, corruption had 

previously been minimal.  “Yes, there were shady deals back then,” confessed a long-

time bureaucrat, “but very little compared to now.”
6
  Few today recall the role of water 

conflict in the broader historical struggle for productive resources such as land, and, to a 

lesser degree, credit.  Nor, of course, do they acknowledge hydrocrats‟ centrality in 

managing the shadow market for water that members of the autonomous land movement 

had struggled to bring down.  Indeed, the tenor is one of a general nostalgia for the 

halcyon days of a federalized network, with many ready for a return of Ministry control.  

Indeed, some brought up rumors of a dramatic re-federalization of a district in the state of 

Durango in 2007, suggesting that Conagua should take the same drastic measures in 

District 038.  In none of the twenty-five interviews I conducted (with government 

officials, ejidatarios, and private landowners) did anyone express a belief that the 

transference had gone smoothly.  From the moment of their inception, many of the 
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valley's sixteen user-controlled modules became sites of intense political and social 

conflict.  

Scholarly accounts of Mexico‟s neo-liberal turn, meanwhile, have tended to 

portray it as a part of broader “globalizing” processes, emphasizing its top-down 

direction.  People, places, and communities were thus largely understood as reacting to 

rather shaping of these processes.
7
  Research on la transferencia, likewise, has generally 

taken a macroeconomic view of neo-liberalism and Mexican resource policy (Buras 

1996; Gleick et al. 2002).  It is a defensible tack.  Mexico defaulted on its international 

loan obligations in 1982, and, in 1989, received a US$12 billion bailout from the 

International Monetary Fund. Global lending institutions thus pushed aggressively for the 

transition as a way to reduce government expenditures, and to increase revenue through 

fees for service (Wilder 2010: 85-86).  According to SARH data, in 1979 water-user fees 

sustained fully sustained but two of Mexico‟s ninety irrigation districts (the Yaqui Valley 

and El Carmen, Chihuahua).  The rest received subsidies for, on average, about sixty 

percent of their operations costs.
8
  Across the nation, furthermore, irrigation infrastructure 

was in a woeful state of decay.  Water ministries had long focused on dam and other 

grand irrigation projects at the expense of the mundane but inevitably thorny problems of 

distribution and network rehabilitation (Wionczek 1982).  Estimates placed a nation-wide 

reconstruction costs at US$300 billion (Cummings et al. 1989: 27).   

Federal resource politics then took a dramatic turn toward austerity and economic 

liberalization, including cuts to government programs, and a renewed emphasis on 

private property rights. In terms of water management, between 1992 and 1994, and then 
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again in 2004, federal legislation made “citizen participation” and “sustainability” the 

cornerstones of a new national resource-management paradigm. Unequal access—a 

central feature of “social sector” policies since the 1930s, and written into the 1970 Plan 

Nacional Hidráulico—now took a back seat to concerns over decentralization, 

environmental management, and “efficiency.”  At the same time, the reforms reflected a 

worldwide push in the direction of so-called Integrated Water-Resource Management 

(IWRM).  IWRM promotes “citizen participation” in decision-making, and Conagua has 

wholeheartedly embraced most of its central tenets.  Conagua‟s website describes its 

hydraulic mission as effort “[t]o manage and preserve national waters and their inherent 

goods in order to achieve a sustainable use…[and t]o be an authority in technical terms 

and also to promote the participation of society.”
9
  It is both a retreat to the original 

emphasis on technical support during the CNI days, and retreat from an overtly political 

stance (which, of course, is still a political stance). Now, instead of the “campesino,” a 

term born of and politicized by processes of revolution and agrarian reform, now comes 

the politically deracinated citizen “water user,” a member of a society who “participates” 

in water governance.  Viewed in strictly official terms, one is easily left with the 

impression that resource bureaucracy has embraced a promising new vision of full, 

democratic participation (even if authorities readily admit that the new vision has yet to 

be achieved).  In theory, the “water-user” may freely affect decision-making through 

basin councils.  Authorities, working within basin organisms, must now respond to their 

needs, rather than the demands of institutions.   
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The thrust behind transference stemmed at least as much from the fields, canal 

networks, and politics of districts like the Mayo as they did from Mexico City or 

Washington, DC, from “the center.”  Water officials and producers alike described the 

reforms to me as a process emanating mostly from the “top down.”   However, the policy 

shift also constituted a hand-washing reaction to the political acrimony of resource 

allocation that had culminated in the autonomous movements of the 1960s and 1970s.  

The acrimony, moreover, was in no way limited to southern Sonora, or to the northwest, 

for that matter (Rubin 1996; Wionczek 1982). When understood in deeper historical 

context, transferencia also seems to have been an anvil on which to hammer out novel 

legal implements for breaking down the political-environmental barriers standing in the 

way of centralized resource management.
10

  Indeed, when pressed most of the engineers I 

interviewed felt that even though the orders for transference had come from Mexico City, 

the district‟s gerentes had always pushed for innovation and experimentation.  Even if 

these gerentes were carefully selected and groomed for their task, they nonetheless were 

required to orchestrate a backing away from the political intractability of federal control 

at the network level—in some ways a tacit admission of the historical fragility of hydro-

political centralization.  More importantly, decentralization represented yet another in a 

long line of maneuvers to reformulate federal resource management so as to re-capture 

and contain, to re-institutionalize at least some critical dimensions of water politics that 

threatened to overtop the well-worn grooves of state/party control.  Researching in the 

Lerma-Chapala basin, for example, Philippus Wester (2008) similarly found that officials 

had experimented with transference-related policies either before or as they were being 
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adopted as it was being adopted as national policy.  “[I]n Mexico,” he writes,  

transferencia “was largely driven by internal political and bureaucratic dynamics of the 

country, in which hydrocracy succeeded in enrolling international funding agencies” (p. 

241).  Indeed, federal water governance would never have achieved the level of 

centralization that it did in the first place without an astonishing capacity to adapt, to 

reinvent and reformulate.  This official epistemology, in short, was, as it always has been, 

based on situated knowledge.  Transferencia, therefore, might be better understood in 

Althusserian terms, as the clear-cut case of  “the becoming-necessary of contingent 

encounters” (Althusser 1994: 566). 

The Modulation of Hydraulic Politics 

 

Producers and officials alike were keen to emphasize that District 038 had been a pilot 

project for transferencia when it began in 1987.  Similarly, they generally felt that it had 

become an example of how not to manage irrigation.  Indeed, some suggested that the 

Mayo had actually become an oft-cited negative example for water managers in other 

districts.
11

  The Mayo‟s module system contains an exquisite inertia, which users attribute 

to several factors: the proliferation of irrigation modules, each with its own president, 

committee, staff, and equipment (module, SRLRM, and Conagua vehicles buzz like bees 

around a hive); uneven distribution of resources between modules, as well as differential 

politics between them; and, related to the latter, corrupt practices at the module, user 

association, and, to some degree, federal levels.  As, Rafael Verdugo, a well-connected 

potato farmer put it, “they have created a bureaucratic monster.”  The redundancy of 

personnel and the proliferation of intermediaries, everyone agreed, together drive up the 
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costs of water delivery.  At the same time, at least in many modules, this also means 

fewer pesos for much-needed conservation and rehabilitation projects.  Many also 

perceive a more looming crisis: estimated at around 975 million pesos (in 2007), the 

SRLRM will never be able to squeeze enough money from already reluctant producers to 

effect the full-scale “modernization” envisioned by its personnel.  This is particularly true 

in times of drought and, thereby, falling production levels and profits. The ghosts of 

dilapidated infrastructure and water lost to the network inhabit every piece of the 

district‟s policy machinery.  As a portion of overall production costs, water was of course 

much cheaper when the Ministry ran the district and subsidized costs; everyone I spoke 

with emphasized this point.
12

  Moreover, according to all of my interviewees—from 

ejidatarios to Conagua officials to large landowners—decentralized management, in its 

latest iteration, has been anything but “efficient,” and many want more rather than less 

federal intervention.   

Yet, the proliferation of modules, socio-environmental and infrastructural 

disparities, and the continuation (expansion, even) of shadow-market practices are also 

legacies of officialdom‟s always uneven and unstable hegemony, of its unfulfilled 

territorial ambitions.  They are not, in other words, solely the offspring of post-1990s 

decentralization.  While the 1930s land reforms never completely broke the power of the 

old-guard oligarchy, they did manage to create a sizeable ejidal sector that, at least 

nominally, came to dominate the majority of the valley‟s land and its water rights.  At the 

same time, the ejido structure provided a vehicle for bureaucratic expansion and 

intervention, a wedge into resource politics.  Today, therefore, with an ejidal sector that is 
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clearly dominant on paper, the question of how a given private producer manages access 

often as not hinges on successful negotiation of black-market trading in water rights, a 

market which implicates at least some federal water officials.
13

  This negotiation, in turn, 

is complicated by four interlocking factors: 1) internal water module politics of land 

rental and water rights that consistently draws members of the sector social (many of 

whom remain loosely organized within campesino leagues) and private producers into 

each other‟s orbits; 2) water levels behind the dam, which fluctuate from month to month 

and year to year, as well as water lost to the newtork; 3) modules and SRLRM 

relationships with “external” agencies, such as Conagua and the Ministry of Agriculture 

(SAGARPA); and (4) differences in the particular dynamics and water needs of crops 

themselves.  

The Mayo district‟s sixteen modules bring together 96,017 officially registered, 

irrigable ha. (see Appendix E).  The smallest module comprises just 3,700 ha., while the 

largest 8,900.  There are roughly 11,700 registered water-users, and the ejidal sector‟s 

7,600 or so members nominally control around seventy percent of the irrigated landmass; 

3,800 particulares, or private-holders, own the remaining thirty percent.  The water 

registry also includes ninety-seven collective ejidos, each with a single padrón, and 

eighteen “precarious” users, individuals and groups whose lands, like the Pueblos 

Cachoreros of ejido Luis Echeverría and others, lay just outside the official district 

boundaries.  At the beginning of each planting season, SRLRM personnel and these 

precaristas work out concessions on an ad hoc basis, depending on water levels and 

overall demand.  According to SRLRM information, the number of requests for such 
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temporary concessions has continued to grow in tandem with worsening drought 

conditions.  For the Sociedad, it was a worrisome trend.  Of the 11,700 registered water-

users, however, only about 3,400 plant in any given season. Based on interviews and 

official data, it is quite clear that users with holdings often well in excess of 100 hectares 

command the vast majority of the valley‟s landed and hydraulic resources.
14

  They do so 

mostly by renting (still un-privatized) ejidal parcels and water rights (a practice dating to 

Cardenismo, at least), and, to a much smaller scale, via outright purchase and ownership.  

Despite amendments to Mexico‟s constitution providing for the sale and privatization of 

ejido land, and federal programs to “regularize” titles, ejidatarios I spoke with are 

reluctant to sell.  As Juan Salvavidas, an ejidatario and one-time module manager put it, “ 

land does not end.  Money does.”
15

    

Sixty percent of the valley‟s registered water users (6,797) control (either via fee-

simple title or usufruct) less than five hectares, while eighty-one percent (9,284) operate 

with ten or less hectares.  In 2007, with five hectares planted to wheat, a farmer could 

earn about thirty-eight pesos per day (during the harvest season).  With ten hectares, the 

number increased to seventy-five pesos.  For the majority of these minifundistas, it is 

impossible to make a living from the land farming on such a small scale.  Several 

interviewees noted that even as late as the 1980s, many ejidatarios were able to eke out at 

least a meager existence for on such tiny plots, combining wheat and corn production for 

cash with subsistence crops.  In the present context, the cost of inputs, including water, is 

simply too dear for such diminutive operations.  The subsistence/cash-crop combination 

by which people previously made due is hardly viable today.
16

  Renting out (with water 
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rights) one‟s ejidal parcel or private lot is, paradoxically, one of the few ways to remain 

on the land.  

The scale of rentismo has never been easy to gauge, but one Conagua official 

attempted a calculation using planting permits issued by the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Livestock, and Fisheries (SAGARPA).  The permits provide names both of the registered 

water user and the person or group renting the land (the latter must apply for the planting 

permit).  Landholders with plots in the .5 to 5-ha. range, according to the official‟s data, 

rent out around 42,000 ha. in each Fall/Winter planting.  These minifundios are of course 

mostly ejidal lands scattered throughout the district.  Concentrated holdings ranging from 

15 to over 100 ha. comprise an additional 42,000 ha. of rented land.  Of these 

concentrations, 32,000 contain well over 100 ha. (Caballero 2007: 44).  While some of 

these latifundios are controlled by descendents of the valley‟s Porfirian oligarchy, the 

Cardenista reforms had ensured that the land they occupy would not be the same.  Parcels 

rent from between 1,500 and 3,500 pesos per hectare, per planting season, depending 

crop type, security of water rights (a political and cultural process), and quality of land. 

Corn and wheat lands bring the lowest prices, while potato and vegetable plots are the 

most valuable.
 17

    

 Given the hybrid nature of the valley‟s infrastructure, the extreme unevenness of 

land quality, and the near constant over-allocation of hydraulic-resources, the mobility of 

water rights has for years been critical to landed production. And, because so much of the 

valley‟s irrigable land is scattered in tiny ejidal plots, the ability to group together rights 

and move them around is paramount for production of just about any scale above ten 
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hectares.  Water officials and farmers seem to concur that, during the Ministry years, 

farmers could purportedly transfer rights with relative ease. There was, however, another 

side to this story, as Charles Erasmus discovered: during the late 1950s and early 1960s, 

this demand for water-rights mobility provided bureaucrats with ample opportunity for 

personal gain.  Contrasting the Mayo to the Yaqui district, where he had also logged 

months of research, Erasmus wrote,  

[o]n the Mayo River where the irrigation water is sometimes insufficient, graft is 

much more common in administering water distribution than in the Yaqui River 

irrigation zone where supply is more than adequate.  Although limits are placed 

on the number of hectares that any one farmer can irrigate during water shortages 

in the Mayo zone, the large farmers always manage to have enough.  One method 

is to rent ejido lands to get their water rights.  By paying a mordida to those in 

charge of the irrigation system, the large farmer may have these rights honored for 

his own property. (1961: 226) 

 

The high levels of graft, recall, had angered many ejidatarios and Yoremes already 

struggling to make a living on tiny plots.  Indeed, it had prompted revolts, starting in the 

late 1950s.  During those years federal ditch managers and their superiors tended to 

invest their ill-gotten gains into, among other enterprises, agriculture, in hopes of 

someday leaving the bureaucracy. For Erasmus, this served as a justification for graft. 

But what the anthropologist failed to perceive was the extent to which the black market 

had, in fact, become the market for water.  

Its effects ranged widely.  SRH agents, including canal bosses, answered directly 

to district manager.  The manager, in turn, was accountable to his superiors in Ciudad 

Obregón, Hermosillo, and, finally, Mexico City.  Such accountability, however, was 

actually more akin to a large financial pyramid scheme.  When people filed formal 

complaints—or, perhaps, when enough complaints had accumulated—the SRH might 
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send inspectors from Mexico City.  According to Erasmus, rarely if ever did their 

investigations uncover serious wrongdoing.  Rather, before the investigative teams 

arrived, district officials spread the word to private landowners, who knew to get their 

mordidas ready for the inspectors (Erasmus 1961).   

Since 1987, by contrast, producers in increasing numbers have had to negotiate 

directly with SRLRM and module personnel (rather than federal authorities) to secure the 

transfer of water rights. Moving a padrón from one module to another requires the 

signatures of module presidents (a post that alternates every two years between 

representatives of the ejidal and private sectors).  Module presidents frequently request a 

bribe in return.  Rafael Verdugo described it this way: “you have to go through the 

motions (movidas) with the module manager to transfer water rights.  I either pay the 

mordida or I don‟t plant…nobody can touch the manager.”   

According to most of my respondents, a fairly predictable result of this 

requirement is that many module presidents run their units like tiny fiefdoms.  “Water 

mafias,” recall, was one ejidatario‟s characterization of the module structure.
18

  Other 

gerentes, meanwhile, are seen as puppets of large landholders (grain farmers in 

particular).  Finally, landowners and ejidatarios alike suggested that “corrupt” campesino 

leaders (CNC, UGOCM, and CTM) have looked to the modules as vehicles for 

recuperating control over the politics and economics of water lost since the 1970s (and 

the demise of agrarian populism).  Some claim that more than a few of these leaders had 

expertly turned land invasion into a cottage industry, both during and immediately 

following the mobilizations of the 1970s.
19

  Criticism of so-called liderismo, of corrupt 
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and professional campesino organizers, has been commonplace in southern Sonora since 

the Cárdenas reform years.  While not limited to large private producers, it is nonetheless 

part of a historical landed-elite vernacular: ejidos, the story goes, simply buckled under 

the weight of their leaders‟ ineptitude, and corruption, and members‟ indebtedness—

rather than being oversupplied and overcharged for inputs, which both Sanderson (1981) 

and Hewitt (1988) had convincingly argued to be the case.   

On the other hand, those closely involved with the ejidal sector itself also 

acknowledged the role of campesino organizers in modules‟ black-market practices.  

While not an ejidatario himself, a longtime, trusted friend of mine, agronomist Ricardo 

Gastelum, substantiated the leaderism claim.  Gastelum was a student participant in the 

1970s struggles for land.  For years he has advised ejidos on various projects, and has a 

thoroughgoing knowledge of local resource politics.  In his view most (though not all) 

irrigation modules have been overrun by some of the valley‟s most dishonest campesino 

leaders. These are not the old guard “caciques” who were influential in ejidal politics 

during the Echeverría years (those men more or less went down with the president‟s 

programs), he noted.  The role of this “new” leader, instead, has been shaped in the 

crucibles of rentismo and module dynamics, both a product of agrarian populism and 

transferencia, and of the struggle for autonomous resource management.  He has, 

furthermore, taken over where federal officials (canal bosses) of the ministry days left 

off.  These are the new intermediaries, the new “coyotes” who broker between private 

producers and the ejidal sector.  Whether working as module presidents or not, the new 

coyote has managed to endure in this interlocutory role. 
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Compared to the Yaqui Valley, with its three large dams supplying water for 

230,000 hectares, even when running at full capacity Mocúzari‟s waters are severely 

over-allocated (see Illustration 8.1).  With crest shutters added the dam in the late 

1980s/early 1990s, the Mocúzari‟s capacity now tops out at 1,386 million cubic meters 

(mmc).  Deep-water wells, about 150 of them, provide another 158mmc for irrigation 

(aquifer overdraft has been a stated official concern since at least 2002).
20

  Over the 

course of fifty-plus years, the reservoir has ever averaged only about seventy percent of 

its capacity.
21

  As one SRLRM engineer (formerly employed by the Yaqui Valley SRL) 

confessed to me, here in the Mayo “people…have a psychosis; they are constantly 

worried about water.”
22

   

As a matter of policy—and a source of constant speculation and discontent—

Conagua normally releases water when dam levels reach about 950mmc.  The district 

dilapidated network purportedly can handle only 210mmc at any given time.  According 

to some producers, the emergency release policy reflects of officials‟ fears of the political 

consequences of floods.  Likewise, some believe that Conagua‟s release policies are a 

way to rationalize preferential treatment for large-scale grain farmers over vegetable and 

legume producers.
23

 Still, given the weaknesses of the network, and the interwoven 

geography of canals, pueblitos, ejidos, and, even, cities within the district, officials‟ 

anxieties are probably justified.   

In a recent study, researchers working for Instituto Mexicano de Tecnología del 

Agua (IMTA) determined that the Mayo watershed and aquifers could sustainably supply, 

at most, 774mmc of water per year for irrigation and urban/industrial use (Plan Director 
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2005), a trickle, really, in the context of overall demand.  Within IMTA‟s parameters, in 

many if not most agricultural cycles, crops‟ water demands (padrones de cultivo) outstrip 

supply by as many as 33,000 hectares per agricultural cycle (rather than the 20,000 that 

district officials consistently cite). This disjunction—between registered users and 

suppliable surface area—in turn has meant that access must be sought out in the form of 

cultural, juridical and/or overtly political means.
24

  The Mayo‟s history of agrarian 

activism and topography of minifundio and latifundio, combined with over-allocation 

have thus converged in the development of an extra-official method (put differently, part 

of the valley‟s allocation “usos y costumbres”) for water delivery called the curva de 

usuarios—the water-user curve. 

Federal law and district policy stipulate that water be delivered volumetrically, as 

a pre-agreed upon number of millares (1000s of cubic meters) per hectare.  When 

reservoir levels are low, however, Conagua, the SRLRM, and modules may agree to 

deliver water based on a set number of hectares per padrón rather than volumetrically. 

The curve, in other words, ensures a higher ratio of water to land for smallholdings.  

Based on land tenure patterns, this means that more or less eight of the valley‟s sixteen 

modules benefit from the curve, while the remaining eight are favored by volumetric 

delivery. 
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Illustration 8.1.  Mocúzari reservoir levels (in mmc) taken in November, at the beginning 

of each Fall planting season, from 1955 to 2006.  Since its completion, Mocúzari has 

averaged 760.8 mmc. Note, too, the extremely low levels between 1973 and 1980, and 

again from 1997 to 2006.  (Based on data from SRLRM 2007)     

 

No one I spoke with could say exactly where the idea for the curve came from.  

Yet, Rafael Orduño—current SRLRM ditch manager and veteran of the ministry years—

offered a plausible theory.  Some of the district‟s former gerentes had earned advanced 

degrees from the University of Chapingo, near Texcoco (Estado de México), which, over 

the years has continued to promote a comparatively radical (or, at least, official agrarian-

populist) agricultural economics.  The Chapingo-trained técnicos, he suggested, either 

brought the curve idea with them to the valley, or, given their training, developed it in 

situ, as a way to create at least some semblance of parity within an otherwise structurally 

uneven dynamic.
25

  The curve might thus very well represent one of the last vestiges of 

an ejido-oriented federal stance in water and land policy, a faint if occasionally deafening 

echo of the revolution and the Cardenista reforms, and of promises undelivered.  In this 

new era of “citizen participation,” as a hydro-social device of technocracy the curva 
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defies any claims to objectivity in scientific models and rules.  Furthermore, placed in the 

longue-durée context of struggles to create autonomous spaces of resource access, it is a 

critical pivot point for the ongoing politicization of allocation.   

Since the beginning of the transferencia, the curva de usuarios has been applied 

with far less frequency.  By the time I began this research, severe drought conditions had 

prevailed in the region for at least ten years.  Springtime “second” harvests had been 

extremely rare, and, as a result, profits were way down. According to one farmer, some of 

the biggest agricultural players (including corporate agro-chemical purveyors) had pulled 

up stakes and left.  During that time, conflict revolving around the curve had rendered 

both the SRLRM and modules sites of intense political wrangling.
26

  Early on I believed 

that the conflict had fallen along the axes of private versus ejidal production.  After 

sleuthing through archival documents, though, I also became aware of subtle historical 

and spatial differences, such as those between the western-flank ejidos, whose parcels 

tend to be small and salt polluted (which require additional water for leaching), and those 

on the eastern flank, which are closer to the dam, better irrigated, and, often larger.  To 

some degree, conflict over application of the curve follows the contours of this 

topography.   

Each September or October, Conagua officials, SRLRM personnel, and module 

representatives meet to agree on the parameters of allocation for the coming Fall/Winter 

planting cycle.  If dam levels are low (say, below 850mmc), which, again, over the past 

ten years has often been the case, pressure mounts for implementation of the curve.  In 

some instances, usually when water supplies are the lowest, this pressure has intensified 
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into a full-blown campesino mobilization.  In 2005, large landholders had pressured 

Conagua to remove one of its veteran employees for openly favoring the curve during a 

particularly dry season.
27

 As a colleague of the expelled official remarked, “the 

[bureaucratic] guillotine weighs heavy.”
28

   A year later, by contrast, a crowd of angry yet 

better organized water users, mostly ejidatarios, took over the Navojoa SRLRM offices 

and successfully forced adoption of the curve.  

Digging more deeply into the matter, however, I discovered that conflict over the 

curve follows the lines of a more fractal geometry. Irrigation politics is complicated by 

the dynamics of rentismo, and by differences in crop type, the state of infrastructure, and 

water demand.  Because so many producers are now dependent upon the rental market 

for both land and water, they frequently find themselves in the paradoxical position of 

having to support measures, such as the curva, that they might otherwise disagree with.  

To illustrate, the same Conagua official who was transferred out of the district had also 

been pressured by ejidatarios and large landowners to support the curve.  Indeed, he 

believed that many of the ejidatarios who had taken over the SRLRM offices in 2006 had 

done so at the request of the private-holders (the purchasers of water rights) who rented 

their parcels.  The mobilization was thus a kind of proxy war for irrigation.  In his case, a 

group of well-connected producers opposing the curve (members of modules that were 

most jeopardized by its implementation) exerted sufficient pressure to force the 

bureaucrat‟s ouster.
29

  Vegetable and potato growers, meanwhile, alleged that the valley‟s 

large grain farmers (corn and wheat producers mostly) continue to dominate the politics 

of water allocation in the valley, approaching modules and “corrupt” campesino leaders 
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as their primary instruments. (Some of them, of course, admitted to doing the same thing, 

though less effectively.)  This, they argue, is a legacy of past practices, including official 

agrarianism and the longstanding if tenuous ties between grain producers and buyers, 

water officials, and the sector social.
30

   

Potatoes and vegetables require irrigation in August or September, weeks before 

district officials customarily meet to decide on allocation for the coming cycle.  Those 

who farm these crops must request a special dispensation from Conagua and the SRLRM 

for water, receiving it only after intense negotiation, and only when levels in the reservoir 

are deemed sufficient to meet grain farmers‟ demands (the latter plant in November and 

December).  The uncertainties of this process suggest that obtaining a required planting 

permit for vegetable crops from SAGARPA can extremely troublesome and time-

consuming.  The uncertainty, in turn, means limited access to agricultural credit.  The 

head of a regional producer‟s association noted that ten years earlier, on the cusp of the 

current drought cycle, vegetable farmers were planting around 15,000 hectares a year.  

This number had dropped to well below half.  Vegetable farmers thus argue that the very 

timing of water allocation works against just about everyone except basic grain 

producers, who dominate the valley in terms of surface area.  Many vegetable farmers 

have simply given up, or turned to groundwater to round out their supply.
31

  At the same 

time, grain farms are generally the least profitable and the produce some of the lowest 

yields.  Between 2004 and 2007, valley wheat and cornfields averaged 5.6 tons per 

hectare.  Vegetable farmers, by contrast, were seeing yields of nearly twenty-two tons 

(Caballero 2007:46).   



 

 

327 

The dominance of grain producers makes sense from the standpoint of water 

management.  While their crops, hectare for hectare, may be less profitable than 

vegetables, the larger surface area they command means that, as a group, they make up 

the lion‟s share of irrigation fees for the district. From 1995 to 2005, wheat occupied 

forty-six percent of the irrigable surface area.  Corn came in a distant second, at fourteen 

percent.  Vegetables (legumes and potatoes, mostly) made up a mere nine percent 

(Caballero 2007: 45).  By virtue of the large surface area they control, and their ability to 

exploit the divisiveness both within and between modules, basic grain farmers will 

continue to manipulate water politics more successfully than other valley interests.   

Conagua officials purportedly face significant pressure to maintain the status quo 

in terms of water-release timing.  Indeed, the producers I interviewed generally felt that 

these officials risked relocation or termination if they chose the wrong side in conflicts 

over the curva—or, indeed, chose any side at all.  Furthermore, despite decades of 

discussion, meetings, and studies, the district still lacks an official water regulation, a 

reglamento outlining basic parameters for water distribution.  According to the director 

of Conagua‟s Navojoa office, Justino Torres, a team of veteran Chapingo researchers had 

journeyed to the valley to study the matter, and to draft a reglamento.  They spent several 

weeks interviewing water users everywhere, yet, in the end, failed to broker a consensus.  

Here was the very same struggle that had so polarized resource politics in the 1940s and 

1950s. At issue now was the curva, and ejidatarios simply would not budge on the matter, 

arguing that it was the only protection they had in the drought-prone district dominated 

by extensive private operations.  On the other hand, most (though, again, not all) private-
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holders, were steadfast in their opposition.  Torres noted that the last few years had been 

especially conflictive, as water users have become increasingly embattled over the curve.  

He expressed resignation about Conagua‟s inability to address the problem: “We just give 

the modules a certain volume and they have to deal with it.”  Perhaps, but Conagua‟s 

control over the timing of releases gives it somewhat more sway over who gets to plant 

and when.                 

 

Conclusion 

 

Farmers invariably have ideas for reform, and these usually boil down to increased 

federal control.  Vegetable producers suggest that module corruption could be minimized 

if the Conagua officials in charge of policing them—federal “comisariados”— simply 

performed their duty.  Moreover, just about everyone asked felt that the number of 

modules should be paired down, perhaps by as much as half (something that could be 

done when Conagua renews the district‟s water concession in 2012).  Many also 

recognize that doing so threatens to upset the power of particular modules (and the landed 

interests running them), and the shadow market, which, in terms of water volume and 

capital, rivals the legal one in Distrito 038. 

But, at this point, twenty years after transferencia, the federation seems to have 

has ceded significant territory in the ongoing war for position in its bid to govern 

irrigation.  This became painfully clear in the 2004/2005 planting season.  By late fall, 

Mocúzari‟s water line had fallen well below the opening of its primary tunnel.  Pressured 

by anxious farmers, Conagua decided to draw out the remaining supply out using 

submersible pumps.  In doing so it nearly drained the reservoir dry. Production overall 
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plummeted that year.  And still, the valley‟s wealthiest grain producers by most accounts 

saw record profits. Water officials made a show of attempting to track the harvests with 

satellite imagery, looking for unauthorized irrigation; to my knowledge no one was fined. 

These producers had accessed water through extra-official channels and, thereby, 

bypassed entirely the federal water-user registry (padrón de usuarios).  Punishing them, 

however, would have risked exposing Conagua‟s complicity, or, at least, impotency in 

controlling the district‟s black market.  Compared to the ministry years, and particularly 

to the early 1960s, federal authorities now play much-diminished role in the brokering of 

water from network to field.  According to most informants, its officials do exert political 

pressure on the SRLRM and modules, particularly when it comes to the timing of water 

releases.  As one of the last redoubts of federal water governance in the valley, Mocúzari 

reservoir dam is far removed from the locks, siphons, pumps, and canals, and subjects 

formerly claimed by hydraulic bureaucracy.  As Alberto Morales, a Conagua official 

who, like his father, has built a solid career in federal water bureaucracy, astutely 

remarked, “the more you divide up the power, the less power you‟re going to have.”      

Adoption of a “market environmentalist” paradigm (Bakker 2004: 18) for Distrito 

de Riego 038 has, not surprisingly, failed to produce the efficiencies that early boosters 

claimed for it.  If anything, many growers feel that it has merely exacerbated problems 

that existed well before transferencia.  The district‟s crumbling infrastructure (some of 

which was built during the Porfiriato) constitutes an intractable social, environmental, 

and political paradox.  Water lost in the system, black-market practices, and drought 

continue to hamper the SRLRM‟s efforts at fee collection.  The Sociedad thus has little 
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funding for the maintenance and reconstruction projects that would minimize those 

losses.  To cite one example among many, since its completion in 1948 the Tesia project 

(which divides the waters flowing out of Mocúzari between the district‟s two principal 

canals: left and right margins) has become utterly choked with sediment.  The SRLRM 

estimates its reconstruction costs at 6.4 million pesos.  This repair alone could save 5mmc 

currently lost in the network. I spent many hours driving around the district, everywhere 

encountering infrastructure that likely had not been operational in years (see Appendix 

F).  In 2007, the SRLRM launched a campaign to give the equipment a facelift.  Workers 

combed the valley, wire brushes and cans of electric orange spray-paint in hand.  The old 

locks and floodgates shone brightly, even if they did not work. The User‟s Association 

had also initiated a sizeable rehabilitation project of canals in and around Navojoa.  (Like 

the cosmetics campaign, part of the intent here was probably theatrical, an illusion of 

progress.)  Officials from both Conagua and the SRLRM nonetheless admitted that the 

Mayo district would never generate sufficient capital for repair.
32

   Indeed, keeping up 

with daily maintenance needs is practically impossible.  Faced with such inertia, and with 

the seemingly intractable tensions of allocation, most of my interview respondents were 

anxious to see water‟s re-regulation, to see the return of federal governance.  

Transferencia, they believe, has failed them.   

 

 

 

                                                        
1
 See Linton (2008) for a genealogy of the “hydrological cycle” as a cultural and political construct.  

2
 The term “over-built” comes both from several of my field informants, and from Wester (2008).    
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3
 This figure comes from the Sociedad de Responsabilidad Limitada del Río Mayo (2007)—SRLRM, 

hereafter. 
4
 SRLRM (2007). 

5
 Conagua officials in Navojoa, as well as producers, felt that it had been a test-case project. 

6
 Field Notes (2007). 

7
 For an example of this view, see de Janvry et al. (1997); Klepeis and Vance (2003); Torres (2004); and 

Eakin (2005).  For a solid critique, see Wester (2008). 
8
 “De noventa distritos de riego que existen, solo dos son autosuficientes,” Excélsior, April 1, 1979. 

9
 Cited from www.conagua.gob.mx (last accessed 3-26-10).  

10
 Regions like the Mayo, in Juchitán, Oaxaca, or in the states of Guerrero, Sinaloa, and Nayarit saw similar 

mobilizations.  See Rubin (1996). 
11

 Field Notes (2007). 
12

 Irrigating one hectare now costs around 1,100 pesos, depending on particular crop water demands. I was 

unable to locate costs for the period just before transferencia. 
13

 In several conversations, Conagua engineers mentioned colleagues, mostly retired, who had benefitted 

from the shadow market (Field Notes 2007). 
14

 Data on land and water distribution were supplied to me by the SRLRM.  The hundred-hectare reference 

came from an interview with a Conagua official early in the research, and was confirmed several times over 

in subsequent interviews (Field Notes 2007). 
15

 Field Notes (2007) 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 These data are from interviews (Field Notes 2007), and are confirmed by Caballero (2007: 45). 
18

 Sheridan talks about this in the context of Arizona (1995).  Field Notes (2007). 
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 Field Notes (2007). 
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 See Conagua (2002) study of aquifer. 
21

 These data come from the SRLRM, an interview with its chief of operations, and from Caballero (2007: 

13). 
22 Field Notes (2007). 
23

 They also intimated that it might be to protect the shady contractor who had built the crest shutters, 

which, as far as they knew, had never been used.  Were they even functional, they wondered? 
24

 Field Notes (2007). 
25

 Ibid. 
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 Ibid. According to the SRLRM chief of operations, as of 2007, the Mayo Valley had not seen a spring 

harvest in ten years. 
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 In a good year, the district yields around 800,000 tons of agricultural products, and worth close to two 

billion pesos (SRLRM 2007).     
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

As I have argued throughout this dissertation, while centralized/federalized hydraulic 

governance may have achieved a functional hegemony during certain critical moments in 

its history, the quotidian relations or everyday micro-politics of access and allocation, 

entwined with the mercurial dynamics of water, constantly chaffed against this process.  

Emergent around state-led irrigation, then, have always been counter-territorial projects, 

struggles to create autonomous spaces of resource access and use, and sites for alternative 

political imaginaries.  These are not especially original or insightful claims, I realize.  In 

making them, furthermore, I do not wish to argue for a kind of neo-environmental 

materialism.  Research on the role of the state as resource manager, nevertheless, has 

generally failed to give water its due as a driver of social and political change.  For 

Mexico, and the northwest in particular, investigation into the struggle for land 

(especially in the Yaqui Valley) has tended to overpower any narrative focus on 

hydraulic politics.  This is also true for scholarship on resource politics more broadly.    

One outstanding exception, however, is Karen Bakker‟s 2004 volume, An 

Uncooperative Commodity.  Though focusing on potable supply, Bakker offers an 

exacting analysis of the ways in which water‟s properties and dynamics structure human 

efforts to manage it.  Its fluvial nature, she argues, renders it an “uncooperative 

commodity”; that is, its properties are “inherently” resistant to privatization.  I have 

drawn inspiration from Bakker‟s argument throughout this dissertation, though retraining 

the focus on processes of state formation more than on privatization, and on agriculture 

rather than potable provision (although these are interlinked).  I am also not particularly 
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sympathetic to the argument that water inherently resists a commoditization.
1
  Instead, 

the evidence shows clearly that in the Mayo Valley, water‟s physical properties have 

proved both historically resistant to the territorial modalities of centralized management, 

while at certain moments and in particular places creating opportunities for the 

acquisition of bureaucratic capital (and money).  Throughout this dissertation, then, I 

have attempted to keep an eye out for the forces, ideas, people, and politics emergent in 

the breach between these two historical dynamics.  In a related fashion, I have sought 

insights into processes of state formation in the differences between officialdom and 

actuality, to paraphrase Timothy Mitchell (2002: 79).  This is not, then, simply a negative 

definition of “the state” or of hydraulic governance.  For while I have been keen to 

discover what, exactly, escapes officials‟ grasp, here I have also explored where and how 

they have successfully contained the discourses of water and land management.  More 

specifically, the focus here has been on the tensions between the fixity and flow.  Viewed 

thusly, federal resource hegemony appears less durable than, I believe, others have 

suggested (e.g. Aboites 1998; Hewitt 1988). 

Jesuits introduced some the earliest strategies to de and re-territorialize the Río 

Mayo and the valley and, in doing so, create a new geography in the service of Church 

and Crown.  A lasting legacy of their efforts is the city, town, and village structure that 

remains in place today.  The most enduring early efforts to recreate territory, however, 

came in the form of the Porfirian military-geographic commissions, in the late nineteenth 

century.  President Díaz‟s cartographers set down in blueprints, maps, and plans 

distinctly modern representations of a centrally controlled national space.  Indeed, the 
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commissions produced the earliest iteration of the cuenca hidrográfica (hydrographic 

basin) as a spatial unit of governance.  They also launched the most aggressive and 

organized campaign yet to re-distribute land in the valley to both Indians and private-

holders.  This early reparto was based on a vaguely Jeffersonian ideal of a smallholding 

Yeoman farmer.  Juxtaposed with several gridded blocks of small (3-4-ha.) plots, the 

commissions‟ maps also included cartographic representations of several large 

concentrations.  These were the soon-to-be haciendas of an oligarchy in the making.  

Scientific commission renderings thus both reflected and refracted the newly emergent 

topography.  More importantly, through their efforts Porfirian cartographers laid down 

the basis of an enduring feature of difference and social-space in the valley: a bifurcation 

between minifundio and latifundio.  The dualism was later enshrined in the valley‟s 1941 

designation as a federal irrigation district: in his decree, President Manuel Avila 

Camacho described it as zone of “mixed”—individual (private) and cooperative (sector 

social)—production.   

President Díaz granted several water concessions in the valley, which, on the eve 

of the revolution, led to creation of several Compañías Irrigadoras.  The concessions (or, 

rather, the companies holding them) introduced a phase of radical and swift 

environmental transformation.  In less than two decades, irrigation companies had 

financed the construction of nearly twenty canals, and many of kilometers of secondary 

works (Indian labor built them).  The Ministry of Development (Fomento), which 

provided the concessions, enjoyed little authority to actually regulate irrigation.  

Fomento‟s experts, many of them educated in Mexico City, generally lacked sufficient 
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understanding of the basin to make appropriate judgments.  Their knowledge was thus 

quite situated, while their models contained assumptions drawn from case studies in 

Mexico‟s more well-watered center and south. Most significantly, working in concert 

with Díaz, Fomento granted these concessions with little or no consideration of the 

river‟s radically changing dynamics and/or of its capacity to sustain them.  Instead, 

loyalty and profit were the two primary motives.  It was, in short, the beginning of and 

official approach to irrigation development as part of a machinery for generating desire 

and political loyalty.  This practice, this machinery, survived the 1910 revolution, 

becoming more thoroughly entrenched after. 

Together with Article 27 of the Mexican constitution, the promulgation of the 

Law of National Waters and establishment of the National Water Commission, in 1926, 

consolidated the Porfirian approach to water as a federally managed “resource.”  

Similarly, they enshrined the “hydraulic basin” and the “irrigation district” as primary 

sites for intervention in the countryside.  An explicit goal of this territorial project, too, 

was the constitution of a new “revolutionary hydraulic subject.”  The Porfirian approach 

to water governance had been honed largely on the fields and around the canals of 

Mexico‟s northwest, in places like the Mayo, Yaqui, and Fuerte drainages.  It thus 

incorporated, if partially, the pequeño propietario ideal of the Sonoran generals, who, of 

course, were products of the pre-revolutionary oligarchy.  Granting ever more water 

concessions, promising new infrastructure, and expanding irrigation were consolidated as 

the discursive-material substrate over which networks of political patronage, in support of 

centralization, could be anchored.  The Mayo‟s periodic deluges nonetheless continued to 



 

 

336 

scour this substrate, upending relationships, creating opportunities for new alliances, and 

deepening the dissonance between Mexico City, “the center” of water management, and 

the valley.             

The Cardenista reforms of the late 1930s broke the seemingly ironclad rule of the 

valley oligarchy, introducing a mélange of new and old assemblages for reworking the 

local political alliances toward the center: ejidos, juntas de agua, and, ultimately, 

unidades de riego.  Mayo veterans of the revolution, meanwhile, had doggedly resisted 

land distribution, perturbed by large the influx of “outsiders” enticed into the region by 

the promise of ejidal land and irrigation.  Their xenophobia proved useful for 

opportunistic for landowners, who were busy devising ways to maneuver around radical 

agrarianism and reform.  Their alliances with the Yoremes, and with Mayo governor 

Yocupicio, arrested what likely would have been fuller development of the collective 

ejido system in the valley.  They also created severe factionalism both within and 

between ejidos themselves over the question of individual versus collective production.   

Tensions between individualistas and colectivistas deeply bifurcated resource 

politics in the Mayo (as they did in the Yaqui).  Pitted against “pequeños propietarios”—

many of whom, despite the moniker, controlled vast concentrations through the practices 

of prestanombres and the illegal renting of agrarian reform land—was a quickly 

radicalizing autonomous “campesino” movement.  In the middle stood members of 

official agrarian leagues, whose leaders, as time went, on worked ever more closely with 

agrarian-reform and water authorities.  The leagues consistently called into question the 

practice of rentism and land concentrations disguised as so many independent pequeñas 
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propiedades.  They likewise pushed district authorities on the question of fees for dam 

construction, rehabilitation, and water.  Nevertheless, their closeness with party officials 

and federal bureaucrats required the stifling of radical elements within their ranks.  The 

latter, in turn, helped lead the charge to create spaces for autonomous political and 

economic activity (e.g. FCIR and CCECVYM).  The ongoing expansion of federal 

irrigation into previously uncultivated lands, furthermore, constituted for some a kind of 

bridge for the perpetuation of a “neo-latifundismo.”  For many others, though, expansion 

(or, at least, its promise) had allowed officials to insert themselves into relationships 

between ejidatarios and water.  Paperwork, the search for intermediaries, and endless 

trips to water ministry headquarters—tramitación—brought ejidatarios and authorities 

into ever more intimate relations.  As Alan Knight (1990) suggests, rather than 

revolution, what rural Mexicans got was bureaucracy.   

While autonomous campesino organization effectively challenged this process, 

research has tended to overlook the politics of water allocation itself as a driving force for 

mobilization in the first place, focusing instead (and justifiably so) on land reform. As I 

have attempted to show here, effacing the contingencies of contact between distinctive 

territorial practices of irrigation, particularly from the Porfiriato onward, has been a 

critical dimension of centralized resource management.  In Althusserian terms, this 

reframing constitutes “the becoming-necessary of contingent encounters” (Althusser 

1994: 566).  The evidence I uncovered suggests that the more deeply embedded in 

everyday water relations hydrocrats became, the more they themselves risked exposure to 

the on-the-ground vagaries of access.  Indeed, they risked proximity to the processes, 
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places, and peoples that their training and position had suggested would, indeed, should, 

remain at a distance.  (Intimacy is full of pitfalls for focalized authority.)  As an 

expression of political thought and praxis, the postrevolutionary “Hydraulic State” 

continued to pivot around the ability to stabilize and sustain a popular hope and desire for 

centralized irrigation in the face of mounting evidence of the state‟s limits.  

Paradoxically, SRH‟s completion of Mocúzari reservoir, in the mid-1950s, meant that 

now drought (rather than floods) became a primary driver of uncertainty in water 

relations and management.  Over-allocation—more accurately, unequal access—

combined with the negative environmental feedback of irrigation development, began to 

expose the mismatch between the hubris of the experts‟ promises and the ability to 

deliver on them.  In the breach, not surprisingly, emerged a hybrid “market” (they always 

are), articulating official and extra-official methods for accessing water.  For a time, this 

articulation may have helped stave off a more widespread questioning of centralized 

resource governance.  Ultimately, though, the increasing inability for any one federal 

agency to control this “market” (people), among other factors, led people away from the 

PRI-friendly campesino leagues and into the autonomous movement.  

Here, Monique Nuijten‟s research (2004; 2005) on the Tierra Caliente region of 

Michoacán provides some insights.  She writes that, “contrary to common views of 

corruption as a dysfunctional side effect of the bureaucracy…practices of corruption 

operate in conjunction with official procedures and are not a „disease‟ that can be cut out.  

As many illegal activities are developed in close connection with formal procedures, you 

cannot analyze one without the other.”  Brokering between these two intertwined worlds 
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is a task rife with “insecurity and unpredictability” (2005: 3).  Nuijten also found that in 

Michoacán, federal bureaucrats had become experts at stringing peasants along, 

periodically rekindling their hopes of reaching a legal solution to their longstanding land 

conflicts, and, thereby, stifling autonomous resource politics.  It is through such 

maneuvers, she continues, that the so-called “hope-generating governmentality machine” 

dovetails with a “sovereign power.”  In Agamben‟s (1998) terms, this is a power that 

pivots around violence (or the threat of it), and exclusionary tactics (Nuijten 2004: 227).   

I would add, of course, that this hegemony also involves tactical inclusions.  The 

various territorial manifestations of federalized agrarian and hydraulic governance—

ejidos, hydrographic basins, canal organizations, etc.—constituted a circuitry of inclusion 

and exclusion.  Perhaps the most important point Nuijten makes is that the trámite 

process for being included into these different assemblages—the endless search for 

intermediaries and the proper documentation—became central to the way “heterogeneous 

actors recognize[d] themselves as…subjects” of a political “center” (de Vries 2002: 923).  

In northwest Mexico, when and where the centralization process broke down, was often 

precisely where those tactical inclusions, where the desire and hope, finally broke down.  

At this point, police agents were typically called in.           

Despite hydrocrats‟ best efforts to continue pushing the boundaries of irrigation 

(real and imagined), subjecting oneself to the idea and practice of a central authority 

became impossible for increasingly larger numbers of “water users.”  The reasons for this 

breakdown, I believe, followed two general logics.  First, federal authorities, PRI 

apparatchiks, and official campesino leaders, in Gramscian terms, consistently lost 
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ground in the “war of position” over the ability to produce and mediate desire and/or 

hope for access to irrigated land.  Policing the discursive boundaries around notions of 

“Revolution,” hydraulic authority, and production became more difficult each time 

agricultural expansion smashed against socio-spatial and environmental barriers.  At the 

same time, as the social memory of revolution faded with its original participants, 

sustaining the ideal of irrigated production for the sake of revolution became more 

difficult. Second, these limits to expansion (drought, dilapidated infrastructure, 

sedimentation and salt penetration) became came to condition everyday life.  Through the 

bureaucratic process of accessing water and land, or “tramitación”—federal officials had 

for a time managed to insinuate themselves into relationships between farmers, water, 

and land.  Yet, such intimacy could also become quite problematic, as bureaucracy‟s 

inertia clashed with producers‟ growing exasperation with the time and energy that 

formal processes required.  

After 130 years of intense federal intervention District 038 remains a tenuous 

knotting-together of water and landed relations, shot through with a byzantine array of 

federal, state, and municipal-bureaucratic claims to and practices of space.  State-led 

irrigation undeniably effected one of the most radical transformations of people and 

places in Northwest Mexico.  And rather than the generalized prosperity and leveling out 

promised by generation after generation of regional boosters and bureaucrats, 

development was and continues to be the primary driver of socio-economic difference. 

(In a 2005 study, INEGI surveyors reported high levels of economic and social 

marginality in the district, particularly in the municipios of Huatabampo and Etchojoa—



 

 

341 

again, the district‟s western flank.
2
)  Objectifying and reducing the Mayo river to an input 

or resource for capitalist agriculture; harnessing its mercurial energies to export profit and 

bureaucratic expansion; constantly ratcheting up people‟s expectations, these things 

together expanded the scale and scope of producers‟ vulnerability to hydrological 

uncertainty and economic predation.  The valley‟s three cities, moreover, now send 

untreated human and industrial waste, along with agricultural runoff, into estuaries and 

bays on the Sea of Cortéz.  I found evidence at least suggestive of health problems 

associated with this, as well.  Local officials continue to wring their hands over water 

scarcity and the lack of treatment facilities.  Yet, as it is with district rehabilitation, funds 

for such projects are unlikely to materialize.   

Nonetheless, with needs come opportunities (or, at least, the perception of them).  

Sonora‟s governor, Guillermo Padrés Elías, and his team of advisors, earlier this year 

released their plan for solving the state‟s mounting water crises, both in the countryside 

and in cities.  Part of his plan—“Sonora Sí”—not unpredictably envisions another 

“integrated” hydraulic network.  It comes complete with, among other things, an inter-

basin transfer from central Sonora‟s El Novillo Dam westward, to Hermosillo.  

(Hermosillo has been rationing water for several years now.)  It also projects construction 

of a desalinization plant for Guaymas, and, at a later date, Hermosillo.  The Río Mayo is 

similarly targeted for the construction of a new dam, which purportedly would bolster 

agriculture‟s supplies and, as important, stabilize potable water provision for Navojoa, 

Etchojoa, and Huatabampo.  The projected cost for the entire suite of projects is a 

hallucinogenic twelve billion pesos!
3
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And still, even in the planning stages, the ideas, practices, and politics circulating 

through these projects are at one moment contained, and in the next over-topping their 

banks.  Novillo reservoir feeds into the Yaqui Valley irrigation and municipal water 

system, and farmers there have been against the basin transfer idea from its inception.  

They, along with many others, instead favor desalinization (a new source of water). 

Tiburcio Olea, an ejidatario from Huatabampo, expressed it thus: “The project is not 

viable.  Water in reservoirs always drains away.”
4
  On March 19, 2010 protest congealed 

into a larger social movement, as hundreds of women converged on Ciudad Obregón‟s 

municipal government palace, banging on pots and pans, and shouting: “Sonora Sí, 

Novillo No!”  The Committee of the Citizens‟ Movement for Water—made up almost 

entirely of middle and upper-class women—lambasted the Padrés‟s plan for even 

suggesting that water might be taken from the Yaqui agricultural system to support 

urban residents in Hermosillo. They were advocating “for our children and for our 

families.” “If the New Sonora (platform”) professes to take water from Novillo, we will 

not permit it.”  They, too, are calling for desalinization rather than transfer.   

This emergent politics in defense of place, I believe, illustrates some of the 

changes as well as continuities in the broader discourse of allocation and access.  A 

mobilization like this one, led by women, would have been extremely unlikely even just a 

decade or two earlier.  Women‟s participation in those earlier movements, as well as 

subsequent activism, has helped create several openings in Sonoran politics.  

Simultaneously, the Citizens‟ Committee employs none of the radical rhetoric typifying 

the movements of the 1970s and 1980s. The call for a spatial and technological (rather 
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than political) fix to “scarcity” is clearly an enduring legacy of previous epochs of water 

governance.  Moreover, many if not most of the movement‟s participants are directly 

connected to southern Sonora‟s agricultural elite.
5
  

In February 2007, when I began my field research, a professor at the Colegio de 

Sonora, in Hermosillo, invited me to participate in a short course on integrated river basin 

management that the Colegio had organized for resource professionals and bureaucrats.  

On Friday afternoons and Saturday mornings, for three months, I sat in on workshops led 

by researchers and practitioners from a variety of environment-related fields.  It was a 

lucky break, as far as fieldwork goes, for in a short span of time I befriended officials 

(about twenty of them, male and female) from agencies operating throughout the state.  

During the week, then, I was able to plod away in the archive, while on weekends I 

received an education in contemporary water issues that, by other means, probably would 

have taken up many more months.  Several of the presentations focused on technical 

dimensions of water governance: groundwater exploitation, infrastructure rehabilitation, 

drought.  A few centered on topics like “water banks” and other market-based 

approaches.  The primary thrust of the course, however, was to grapple with the role of 

water users in decision-making.  It is a concern driven by the now rather expansive 

literature on Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM).  As with the course more 

broadly, the basic unit of analysis and intervention was the hydrographic basin.  In many 

ways, this seemed a perfectly plausible approach: basins, like rivers themselves, do 

indeed bring people together.  I was struck, though, by the general lack of discussion on 
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the politics of allocation within a unit of space so potentially large and diverse as a river 

basin; Mexico City, after all, is also a hydrographic basin.  

A few of the sessions were designed to elicit working definitions of this unit.  

Participants offered a range of ideas, describing river basins, among other things, as 

bundles of economic and social relationships; containers for flows of various kinds; or as 

groupings of hydrological dynamics.  We discussed social conflict as well, and how 

basins can become sites of intense political wrangling.  In lieu of a more profound 

exploration of political process, however, we discussed various strategies that officials 

could employ for encouraging and, most importantly, managing, “participation.” The 

underlying assumption was that consensus could and should be created in order for water 

to be handled sustainably, and that the river basin constitutes the most appropriate scale 

for doing so.   

And still the matter of politics continued to arise.  Typically (and, perhaps, 

revealingly) this occurred over drinks, in one or another of our occasional social 

gatherings. What surprised me was that within these informal settings, and, often, in 

interviews, officials often spoke openly and in rich detail about the conflicts they faced in 

their workaday worlds, as both agents and subjects of the hydraulic state.  For instance, 

some vented their frustration at the Yaquis‟ resistance to all things governmental.  The 

ever-recalcitrant “indios” purportedly saw no utility whatever in the consejo idea, or in 

other forms of decentralized management.  (In the Mayo Valley, meanwhile, a consejo de 

cuenca had only recently taken shape; the meetings that I participated in were rather 

lackluster.)  Over time, I came to realize that here were parallel universes.  
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“Participation,” a broad but ultimately exclusive social category, is central to sustaining 

the “hydrographic basin” as a discursively pure (i.e. apolitical) spatial unit of federal 

intervention. True participation in water-related decisions, as always, is determined in the 

contest for power.  Participation thus clearly forbids la grilla, the cricket-like “chatter” of 

those who openly engage in politics.  Indeed, given the quasi-official atmosphere of 

consejo meetings, the well-established hierarchy and polite-society mix of attendees, it 

was difficult for me to imagine anything even remotely resembling a messy democratic 

process.   

Between interviews, archival work, and participation in the short course, I thus 

began to view the IWRM paradigm as inextricable from the historical processes of 

hydraulic bureaucracy.  Both by design and by accident, those who would access or make 

use of a federally governed resource have once again undergone a process of abstraction 

from the contingencies of history, place, and politics, from the social differentiation of 

development itself.  First we had the de-Indianized smallholder-farmer of the Porfiriato 

and immediate postrevolutionary period.  Then came the deracinated “campesino.”  

Despite the violence associated with and authorized by the term, at least it drew 

inspiration from a vision of social and economic justice.  In place of these terms today, 

one finds the citizen “water user.”  This is a person who dwells in and avails him- or 

herself of the resources in a hydrographic basin claimed by the federation as a primary 

unit of regulation and intervention.  At the same time, “nature,” rather than social 

processes, “has determined that this is the scale at which water should be managed” 

(Wester 2008: 244).  Thus, when speaking outside of normal business hours (and places), 
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officials often describe the “water user” as a differentiated and rather more fully-fledged 

political being.  In formal contexts, however, their models simply presume a fantastical 

parity.   

  “The Revolution,” as meta-narrative, as institution, and as ritual could endure for 

only so long.  And so it is with the great abstractions of state-led development.  Yet here, 

perhaps, lies something more hopeful, in spite or because of the seemingly endless 

political strife revolving around land and water that I have set forth in this dissertation. 

Instead, he forces at work in this otherwise gloomy narrative of political conflict are at 

one and the same time more complicated and resistant to abstraction and reduction, more 

historical, human, and more full of possibility than the programs of institutionalized 

and/or centralized development can ever be.  Philuppus Wester, working in Lerma-

Chapala watershed, argues that authorities must recognize river basins as deeply political 

rather than “natural” processes.  This is necessary first step for creating a truly 

democratic resource management.  He hastens to add, however, that Wengert (1957) 

made this very same assertion decades ago.  Back then it was probably a novel critique.  

As I have argued above, the program of restructuring management and access was itself a 

tacit (if not sometimes explicit) recognition that a genuinely autonomous hydraulic 

politics likely spells doom for centralized governance.  Even with all of its reformulations 

and decentralized modalities, Conagua will continue to lose ground to the forces 

constantly emergent around territory and access to resources.  Climate change and 

drought will only accelerate this.  The haute-development parlance of participation and 

integration, supported by the World Bank and proponents of Integrated Water Resources 
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Management, cannot—should not—be allowed to stand in for a deeper engagement with 

the politics of people and water.  

Finally, this research had made clear to me two, I think crucial, points.  First, 

federal government's purported historical vice-grip on irrigation waterworks remained, in 

reality, weaker than scholars (and, more importantly, water users themselves) presently 

believe. Understanding how historical relationships between water users and federal 

officials have shaped present relations is central to creating a democratic and ecologically 

sensible allocation process.  Second, the (officially) opened door to citizen participation 

quite likely cannot now be closed; water users will make sure of this.  Perhaps the 

moment is propitious for a dramatic turn in water-related practice, towards flexible, truly 

decentered forms of social organization.  While the LAN laws began to open up this 

possibility, broader participation cannot arise simply through administrative fiat.  Indeed, 

an inclusive politics—not simply government policy—must lay the groundwork for 

future resource decision-making, both in the valley and in Mexico more generally.  And 

however much federal authorities may look towards technology transfers and global 

economic development monies for solutions, the dynamics of resource allocation today 

may only be grasped and adapted to through a solid understanding of their historical 

roots.  

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1
 Henderson (1999), for example, explores how “nature” enables as much as constrains human efforts to 

capture and profit from its dynamics.   He found that, historically, purveyors of credit for California 
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agriculture seized opportunities opened up by the disjunctions between crops‟ necessary production time 

and labor‟s reproduction and geographical dynamics.  
2
 Criteria for “marginación” were: levels of adult literacy and education; sewage systems and indoor 

plumbing; connection to the electrical grid, etc. (INEGI 2005). 
3
 “Muestra Padrés plan de agua,” El Imparcial, February 4, 2010. 

4
 Ibid. 

5
 This is impressionistic, admittedly, but it comes from conversations with Sonoran researchers who have 

been closely monitoring the movement. 
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APPENDIX A. 

IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B. 

MAPS OF THE RIO MAYO AREA 

 

 

 
Relief Map of Mayo Region. (From Almada 1993.  Reproduced with permission) 
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The Mayo Region in 1915. (From Almada 1993.  Reproduced with permission) 
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The Mayo Region, 1921-1922. (From Almada 1993.  Reproduced with permission)  
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The Mayo Region Today. (From Almada 1993.  Reproduced with permission) 
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APPENDIX C 

CANALS, CANAL COMPANIES, AND CONCESSIONAIRES 

 (1902-1918)  

 

 

 

Right Bank 

Concession 

(liters/second) 

 

Left Bank 

Concession 

(liters/second) 

Santa Bárbara 1,000 Tres Hermanos 1,000 

Rosales 4,000 Ortíz Hermanos 3,000 

Amparán 3,000 Los Pobres 1,800 

Bacobampo 6,000 Morales y G. Peña 4,000 

La Paz 3,000 San Pedro 10,000 

La Villa 2,500 Tiriscohuasa 4,500 

General Otero 10,000 Independencia 5,600 

Campanichaca 2,000 Jupagogoli 5,000 

Libertad 4,000 Ramón Ross 3,500 

Canals Built by 1902 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Canal Concession  (liters/second) 

Santa Rosa 2,000 

Constitucionalista 3,000 

Bocana del Colorado 2,500 

Bocana del Moroncárit 1,800 

                      Canals Built between 1902 y 1910.  Sources: Montaño y  

          Gaxiola (1933), and Moreno (n.d.: 14). 
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Canal Municipio Company/Owner 

Tres Hermanos Navojoa David Roy 

Santa Bárbara “            ” Alfonso Goycolea 

Los Pobres de Tesia “            ” Campoy Hermanos 

Rosales “            ” José María y Epifanio 

Salido, hijo y sucesores 

Orrantia “            ” Francisco Orrantia 

Santa Rosa “            ” Federico Dow 

San Ignacio “            ” Morales y García Peña 

Amparan Etchojoa Inocente Amparan  

Bacobampo “            ” José María y Epifanio 

Salido 

Zaragoza Huatabampo Ponciano I. Castro 

Chúcari “                  ” Cía. Agrícola del Río Mayo 

La Paz “                  ” Manuel y Francisco 

Terminel 

La Villa “                  ” Cía. Agrícola La Villa 

Auxiliar “                  ” Sebastián Chacón 

Tiriscohuasa “                  ” Cía. De Irrigación 

Tiriscohuasa 

Independencia “                  ” Cía. De Regadío de 

Etchojoa 

Jupagógoli Huatabampo and Etchojoa Cía. del Canal Jupagógoli 

General Otero Hutabampo Guadalupe viuda de Otero e 

hijo 

Huichaca “                 ” Ramón e Ildefonso Ross 

Constitucionalista “                 ” Rodolfo Ruíz 

Naranjo “                 ” Sucesores de Jesús 

Velderrain 

Libertad “                 ” Cía de Regadío de 

Aquichopo 

Canals Companies Operational on the Río Mayo, 1918.  (Source: “Informe relativo a los 

canales de riego presentado por el ingeniero inspector Gustavo González el 30 de 

septiembre de 1918,” cited in Lorenzana, 2006: 55. 
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APPENDIX D. 

PUBLIC INVESTMENT IN IRRIGATION WORKS ON THE RIO MAYO—

REVOLUTION TO 1957 

 

Years Total Investment (millions of pesos, 

rounded) 

Rev. to 1946 7 

1947-1952 8 

1953 26 

1954 43 

1955 54 

1956 15 

1957 12 

Total Investment 165 

Source: HCS (1988: 297)
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APPENDIX E. 

MODULES 

 
 

Map showing division of modules in District 038.  (Source: SRLRM 2005) 
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District Budget 

(thousands 

of pesos) 

Fees Collected 

(thousands  

of pesos) 

Percent of budget 

covered by fees 

Río Mayo (038) 98,463 46,033 62.2 

Río Yaqui (041) 233,122 142,366 85.7 

Colonias Yaquis (018) 22,322 10,302 69.1 

 

             Fees versus expenses for conservation and rehabilitation.  

             (Source: Caballero 2007: 38)  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Irrigation modules, surface area, number of registered water-users, and  

average plot size.  (Sources: Caballero 2007: 42; SRLRM)

Module Surface 

Area 

(has.) 

Private 

Holders 

Ejidatarios Collective 

Ejidos 

Total 

Users 

Average 

Holding 

(has.) 

1 8,312 349 666 7 1,022 5.6 

2 8,922 197 748 33 978 5.4 

3 5,257 64 350 10 424 12.5 

4 5,781 341 513 5 859 4.8 

5 5,412 657 316 1 974 4.1 

6 7,841 347 467 13 827 4.3 

7 8,104 33 1,148 5 1,186 8.4 

8 3,707 89 202 3 294 11.6 

9 6,073 73 294 369 369 16.6 

10 5,152 92 332 0 424 9.9 

11 5,134 41 353 0 394 7.6 

12 6,854 141 19 3 163 27.0 

13 6,571 71 278 2 351 17.6 

14 4,715 250 465 4 719 5.1 

15 6,062 139 1073 0 1,221 4.9 

16 3,985 837 367 0 1,204 3.7 

TOTAL 97,882 3,721 7,591 13 11,409 8.5 
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APPENDIX F. 

PORTFOLIO: THE DISTRICT TODAY 

 

 
Train bridge at Navojoa spanning the dry bed of the Río Mayo—popularly referred to as 

“El Góldengate.”  (Photograph by author) 
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Obregón‟s tomb in Huatabampo.  (Photograph by author, 2007) 
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Porfirian-era infrastructure on the Canal Rosales, east of Navojoa.  (Photograph by 

author) 
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Hastily spray pained equipment on left-margin Canal Principal (southwest of Navojoa). 

(Photograph by author, 2007) 
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Decaying infrastructure on Tesia Diversion Dam, initiated in 1938, during the Cárdenas 

presidency.  (Photgraph by author) 
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Tesia. (Photograph by author) 
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Tesia. (Photograph by author) 
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The sacred meets the profane, near Tesia. (Photograph by author) 
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Mayo home on edge of canal, near Tesia. (Photograph by author)
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APPENDIX G. 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS 

 

BNCA—Banco Nacional del Crédito Agrícola 

 

BNCE—Banco Nacional del Crédito Ejidal 

 

CARM—Compañía Agrícola del Río Mayo  

 

CCECVYM— Coalición de Ejidos Colectivos de los Valles Yaqui y Mayo 

 

CCS—Comisión Científica de Sonora 

 

Conagua—Comisión Nacional del Agua 

 

CNC—Confederación Nacional Campesina 

 

CNI—Comisión Nacional de Irrigación 

 

CNOP—Confederación Nacional de Organizaciones Populares 

 

CNPP—Confederación Nacional de la Pequeña Propiedad 

 

CTM—Confederación de Trabajadores de México 

 

FCIR—Frente Campesina Indepdeniente Revolucionaria 

 

PLHINO—Plan Hidráulico del Noroeste 

 

PPS—Partido Popular Socialista 

 

PRI—Partido Revolucionario Institucional 

 

SARH—Secretaría de Agricultural y Recursos Hidráulicos  

 

SAyF—Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento 

 

SAyG—Secreataría de Agricultura y Ganadería 

 

SRH—Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos 

 

SRLRM—Sociedad de Responsabilidad Limitada del Distrito de Riego del Río Mayo 

 

UGOCM—Unión General de Obreros y Campesinos de México 
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