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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation analyzes the social history and current struggles of Analco and Santa 

Cecilia, two Chinantec peasant localities of Oaxaca, Mexico, which experienced the 

boom and bust years of coffee agriculture subject to the vagaries of the global market for 

this cash crop. It examines the last twenty-five years of State interventions toward the 

Indian peasantry, focusing especially on current neoliberal economic and social policies, 

to reveal how they have affected local well-being and livelihood strategies. In the course 

of describing food security and nutrition, I show how Analqueno and Cecilieno men, 

women and children have coped with major changes in Mexican politics and the 

economy; changes toward which they have devised multiple responses, but upon which 

they have had limited control. In particular, I explore how members of these communities 

weighed options and maximized opportunities in their attempt to maintain, restore or 

enhance food security and local well-being during the coffee crisis of the 1990s. I show 

how, in the last decade, agricultural diversification for both home consumption and the 

market, and a partial retreat from commercial agriculture centered around coffee have 

become significant. Finally, I consider the nutritional effects of the coffee boom and bust 

years on the local populations paying particular attention to children, teenagers, and 

gender differences. 
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PREFACE 

Like all significant learning experiences in life, doing research and writing a 

dissertation is a long journey. I cannot place with exactitude when this journey began 

since it intertwines with the journey of my personal life so closely and intimately that 

separating the two of them would be utterly impossible. 

I first came to Oaxaca State, Mexico, in 1985 when I was 27 years old. I 

originally planned on briefly visiting Oaxaca en route to Sandinista Nicaragua but, as life 

would have it, I ended up staying there for a full six months and I never reached Central 

America. I was deeply captivated by the beauty of the state and the capital city bearing its 

name. The mountains of the Sierra surrounding the Central Valleys where the city of 

Oaxaca is located are incredibly beautiful, changing color from dry brown to lush deep 

green when the rainy season starts in the Summer months. The colorful sunsets fill up the 

sky in orange, red and purple during the dry season in the Winter months or when the sky 

clears up following a refreshing rain in the Summer. 

The zocalo (main square) of Oaxaca city is perpetually populated by strolling 

families or individuals of all social backgrounds, some well-off, some poor and many 

middle-class. Together with locals. North American or European tourists ranging form 

backpackers to upscale types drink warm capuccinos or cold beers at the cafes in the 

arcades surrounding the zocalo. Poor vendors of all ages transverse the zocalo selling all 

kinds of cheap and colorful artifacts among the tourists. Children, so many children of all 

ages, dresses and social backgrounds, have turned the zocalo into their space. Here they 
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play and run among people and countless pigeons; some sell cheap chewing-gum or sing 

songs as a more dignified way to ask for money than begging. 

During my first trip to Oaxaca, I was struck by the State's poverty (with Chiapas 

and Guerrero, Oaxaca is among the poorest states in Mexico) and ingrained social 

injustice. Still, I quickly learned to deeply appreciate its people, its contrasting and 

multiple colors and flavors, a profound sense of human dignity, and the pervasive 

presence of unhushed children everywhere and at all times. 

A native of Turin, Italy, I had spent nearly a decade of my life in the West Coast 

of the USA. My third life in Oaxaca began serendipitously. A few years later I would 

settle in Oaxaca and take up a position as a professor and researcher at the Center for 

Research and Advanced Studies in Social Anthropology (CIESAS); a position that I 

currently hold. 

Let me briefly tell my story as a way to explain how I came to conduct research in 

the Indian region of the Chinantla in North-eastern Oaxaca. In my sixteen years in 

Oaxaca, I have frequently traveled to the towns and villages found along the narrow 

roads which wind through the State's three mountain ranges and the small valleys (see 

Appendix). The first time I visited one of the Chinantec miinicipios (townships) was in 

1986 or 1987 when I accompanied an ethno-botanist doing fieldwork in Santiago 

Comaltepec of the the sub-region known as the "High Chinantla". I was struck by the 

lushness of the vegetation in the municipality's northern Atlantic slopes but also by the 

massive deforestation characterizing its southern and eastern sides and the heavy 

migration outflows that the town was already experiencing in the nineteen-eighties. 
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I had previously visited Tuxtepec (the second town in demographic and economic 

importance in the State of Oaxaca and the capital of the region known as the Chinantla) 

and found it hot and humid and temperatures unappealing and oppressive especially in 

the Spring. It was not until 1989 that I first visited the Lalana region of the "Low 

Chinantla". I was invited on a field trip by my friend Marco Casavecchia, who was in the 

process of initiating a development project sponsored by an Italian International Aid 

Agency. One of the only two projects sponsored by the Italian International Aid in 

Mexico, Marco was attempting to establish a cooperative of small coffee producers of 

eight Chinantec villages of Lalana in the aftermath of the I989's coffee crisis. One of the 

villages was Santa Cecilia de Madero. Little did I know that in the future I would become 

directly involved with the project started by Marco, and that I would eventually conduct 

part of my dissertation fieldwork with the Union de los Pueblos Indfgenas de la Sierra de 

Lalana (UPISL),' the organization that Marco first envisioned and worked hard to 

establish out of a sense of deep conviction. My first work with the UPISL was in 

conjunction with a child nutrition assessment of the area following the coffee crisis. I was 

asked by Giulia—Marco's tenacious successor as UPISL general adviser (1991-1994)—to 

assist with the design and implementation of the survey in 1991. 

Next, I began to visit the Usila sub-region in the "Middle Chinantla". In 1997 I 

responded to an invitation by my friend and fellow anthropologist Ana Paula de Teresa, 

Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana (UAM)-Iztapalapa in Mexico City to conduct 

research on nutrition, health and welfare in this sub-region and did so until 1997.1 

' LrPISL=Union of the Indigenous People of the Sierra of Lalana. 
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remember how struck I was or» my first visit by the beauty of a place called La Piierta del 

Cielo (The door to the sky). After traveling over a winding and bumpy road going 

through several Mazatec and then Chinantec villages where nothing can be seen at the 

horizon beyond thick vegetation and rocky com fields, one encounters a natural arch in a 

huge stone wall of the mountain side. Suddenly, the thick vegetation gives way to a 

breathtaking view of the GreenAJsila river winding in sinuous curves several hundreds 

yards below. One can see the crystal clear water of the river, lush vegetation everywhere 

and the thatched roofs of distant villages below reminding one that real people do live 

there. Like Bevan reported in the 1930s (1987 [1938]) when first visiting the impervious 

Chinantec Selva, I was captivated by the beauty and lushness of the Usila landscape. 

I have been working on and off in the Chinantla region for several years now; 

enough time to appreciate that what unifies the region is not only its geophysical location, 

but also its distinct culture and history dating as far back as the Spanish Conquest. Like 

many other outsiders who have visited the Chinantla region—from the first Dominican 

friars who came to christianize inhabitants of this remote land in the XVI Century (Gay 

[1881] 1986; Bevan 1987 [1938]) to young scholars doing fieldwork in the I990's (e.g.: 

Mutersbaugh 1997, 1998)—I have been struck not only by the beauty of its landscape 

and the imperviousness of its mountain ranges, but also the resilience of its people. 

Unlike the barren Mixtec valleys and plateaus marked by desertification, poverty and 

massive migration from Oaxaca, in much of the Chinantla—especially in the Middle 

Chinantla where Analco is located—the local ecology is largely intact and natural 

resources have yet to be depleted. 
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Besides nature, I was also awed by the Chinantec language which has at least five 

macro-variants (Weitlaner and Cline 1969) and 14 unique dialects (Egland 1978, cited in 

Bartolome and Barabas 1990). Chinantec is an Otomanguean tonal language which 

linguists from the West compare to Mandarin Chinese in that it has five tones. It is one of 

the most difficult to leam among all Mesoamerican mothertongues. I have carried out 

fieldwork in different localities which speak completely different variants of this 

language, leading me to use field assistants as translators, a limitation which I wish to 

acknowledge. 

Language has limited my interaction with women, especially older women many 

of whom barely understand or speak Spanish. Language has been less of an issue when 

interacting with men and, to a lesser extent, young women who do speak Spanish and 

feel comfortable in conversing about agricultural production, the economy, food security, 

oral history, work and labor, organizational efforts, and changing relationships with the 

State and NGOs. The ethnography I portray in the following pages reflect the interactions 

I have had with men of all ages, some young and middle aged women, but few elderly 

women. When older women were interviewed, younger family members acted as 

translators. Despite these limitations, I was able to capture important gendered 

dimensions of everyday life through participant observation, formal and informal 

conversations and the collection of quantitative data through different surveys and 

community nutrition assessments. 

The story I narrate is the product of a longitudinal research carried out in three 

three-month periods between late 1997 and early 1999, plus four additional short field visits 
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(two in Anaico and two in Santa Cecilia) between 2000 and 2001.1 did not carry out this 

research alone. As a professor and researcher at the CIESAS unit located in the city of 

Oaxaca, I have teaching responsibilities. I involved six undergraduate students for short 

periods of time in my fieldwork as a means of providing them on internship experience in 

three Chinantec localities, two of which are Anaico and Santa Cecilia. Under Dr. de 

Teresa's and my guidance, they collected much of the 1997 and 1998 data on agricultural 

production, the initial socio-demographic census for each community, and some of the 

interviews. They also acted as assistants when we implemented the 24-hours food intake 

questionnaires, the food frequency, time use and health surveys and with children's 

anthropometric measurements. Without Marisol Soto, Guadalupe Mercado, Araceli 

Granados and Alejandra Alcantara's active involvement and wholehearted participation, I 

would not have completed this time-consuming research. I want to thank Dr. Ana Paula 

de Teresa for introducing me to the Usila sub-region of the Chinantla, calling my 

attention to several theoretical and methodology issues related to campesino economy, 

and assisting me in the construction of the socioeconomic stratification index for both 

localities. She also designed the initial socio-demographic and economic census we 

carried out in both communities. 

I also want to acknowledge and thank Dr. Abelardo Avila from the [nstituto 

Nacional de la Nutricion Salvador Zubiran (INNSZ) in Mexico City who became my 

mentor in all the nutrition components of the research. He suggested that I use Duval's 

methodology (1986) in constructing historical nutrition curves for both my field sites as a 

means of measuring the nutritional effect of political economic change. He also assisted 
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me with the design of all the nutrition surveys, instructed me and my students in 

community anthropometric measurement techniques, and helped me process and analyze 

much of my nutritional data. I also want to acknowledge the help I received from Lucfa 

Cuevas, a nutritionist an former student and a nutritionist for assisting me in processing 

nutrition surveys, anthropometric assessments and time use data. 

I wholeheartedly thank Dr. Mark Nichter, my mentor at the University of Arizona 

during my PhD graduate years and the director of this dissertation for all the support, 

encouragement, advice, and patience. Without him, I would have never accomplished this 

endeavor. I also thank Dr. Ana Teresa Ortiz and Dr. James Greenberg as members of my 

dissertation committee for their help and insights. I want to acknowledge the mentorship 

of Dr. Daniel Nugent who was a great intellectual and a very good friend. I also thank 

Elea Aguirre and Maribel Alvarez for sharing with me these long years of graduate 

school, and for being my friends. 

I would like to thank my colleagues at CDESAS in Oaxaca for being important and 

continuous sources of support and insights. I want to acknowledge the presence and 

support of my entire family spread out in between Italy and Oaxaca; especially my 

parents, Giancarlo and Stefania Sesia. Above all, I want to thank with all my heart 

Guillermo Monteforte, my companion, and Nico, my son, for bearing with me throughout 

my dissertation writing in San Diego and Oaxaca and for giving me hope that one day I 

would indeed complete it. 

Finally, I gratefully acknowledge the support I received from: a) The National 

Science Foundation (NSF) for a Graduate Fellowship between 1994 and 1997 which 



supported me through graduate school as well as through grant-writing for fieldwork; b) 

the Department of Anthropology at the University of Arizona for a 1997 Stanley Grant 

Fellowship for fieldwork; c) the Sistema Regional de Investigacion Benito Juarez (SIBEJ) 

of the Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnologia (CONACYT) with grant 97-SIBEI-03-

011 to carry out my field research during 1998 and 1999; d) the Center for US-Mexican 

Studies of the University of California, San Diego for an in-residence fellowship in the 

academic year 1999-2000 which allowed me to begin writing in a very stimulating 

environment and e) CESAS, my home institution, for the economic support and the 

active encouragement to pursue my doctorate during several years. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this dissertation I document and analyze the social history and current struggles 

of two Chinantec peasant localities which experienced the boom and bust years of coffee 

agriculture subject to the vagaries of the global market for this cash crop. I take the reader 

back and forth through the last twenty-five years and consider how current neoliberal 

policies toward the peasantry have affected local survival strategies, including 

agricultural production patterns. I employ a discussion of food security and nutrition to 

show how Analquefios and Cecilienos have coped with major changes occurring in 

Mexican politics and the global market; changes that affect them directly but upon which 

they have little control. I focus upon survival strategies and I explore how different 

communities, households and individuals have weighted options, maximized 

opportunities, and attempted to maintain their identity as agricultural producers. 

In chapter one I provide an historical account of the Chinantla region and its 

people from pre-Hispanic times to the XX Century. Through this overview, I attempt to 

show how Chinantec people have been immersed for a long time in greater contexts 

which have affected their economic, demographic, political and socio-cultural histories in 

complex and dynamic ways. 

Chapter two situates the reader theoretically, historically and contextually into the 

topic of the dissertation throughout five sections. In the first section I offer a review of 

how public policy toward rural peasant Mexico has substantially changed in the last 

fourty years. I include here an historical account of the agricultural crisis from the early 

1970s to the present, the economic and financial crisis of 1982 and 1994, and the 
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changing nature of State economic models and development policies, drawing attention 

to the repercussions of these changes in rural peasant spaces of Southern Mexico. 

In the second section, I engage with the different theoretical postures developed in 

Latin American and Anglo peasant studies, especially from the 1970s to the present. Here 

I offer a critique of contemporary theoretical positions which, from different angles and 

postures, argue for the demise of the peasantry both as an analytical category and as a 

social phenomenon. In contrast, I argue for the resiliency of both in the variegated 

heterogeneity that constitutes contemporary rural Oaxaca. 

In the third section I situate the reader in the region and localities under study, 

offering a brief socioeconomic and geopolitical overview of the Chinantia region and the 

two localities selected: Analco and Santa Cecilia. I also critically examine, and provide 

an ethnographic context for, one of the most important units of analysis in my 

dissertation; the household. In the fourth section, I include a theoretical discussion of 

some of the basic concepts I employ in my study: "strategies" and "well-being". Finally, 

in the last section I overview some of the most salient issues raised in the literature on 

agricultural development and nutrition, arguing for the importance of adopting a food 

security approach in the analysis of these social phenomena. 

In chapter three, I examine the strategies of production and reproduction of 

Analco and Santa Cecilia in the last thirty years, and in particular during the 1990s. I 

overview how these localities became comiinidades cafetaleras in the 1970s and 

throughout the 1980s thanks to massive State intervention and how they reacted toward 

and responded to the 1989-1993 coffee crisis, structural adjustment and neoliberal 
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policies in the 1990s. Here, I remark on local trends toward a repeasantization as a 

consequence to the coffee crisis and the State abandonment of the peasantry as an 

economic active force. I also stress the importance of food security in understanding 

peasant strategies toward the crisis and their changing relations with commodity 

production and the market. I offer a critique of the conceptualization of the peasantry as a 

natural economy and I question teleological historical readings of a progressive and 

inevitable movement from self-subsistence agriculture to cash cropping for the market in 

peasant economies. Finally, I also explore the rise of sustainable development and la via 

campesina as alternative development models in the age of neoliberalism. 

Chapter four explores the effects of the coffee crisis and neoliberal policies on 

local living standards and well-being, using nutrition and food security as privileged 

measurement ground-sticks. I look at the effects of the coffee crisis and neoliberal 

policies on nutritional status, developing historical nutritional curves for Analco and 

Santa Cecilia that include the coffee boom and the coffee bust years up to the late 1990s. 

I speciHcally focus on similarities and variations in nutritional outcomes among children 

of different age groups: the 0-5 and the 5-12 years old, introducing the issue of intra-

community variation along age lines. 

Here, I discuss food security, diets and nutrition in relation to regional grass-roots 

organizing in Santa Cecilia, focusing also on the gendered dimensions of, and the divorce 

between, agri-horticultural production, on the one hand, and nutrition and health 

interventions, on the other, in this producers' organization. I examine the salience of 

food, food security and other aspects of material existence in the construction of social 
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memory and discourse on the future in Analco. I use these as windows of opportunity to 

explore issues of progress, modernity, living standards and expectations toward the future 

in this locality. By doing so, I argue for Analquenos' appropriation of discourse and 

material practice on "progress", offer their perspectives, expectations and assessments on 

well-being and living standards vis-a-vis recent and current economic and policy changes. 

In chapter five, I explore how the nutritional impact of the coffee boom and bust-

-and peasant strategies vis-a-vis these economic changes—has not been homogenous in the 

social spaces that constitute Analco and Santa Cecilia. In this historical trajectory, I 

privilege gender and age as two important dimensions of difference. From the nutritional 

perspective of the community, the domestic unit in general, and individual household 

members, I illuminate how different people (especially boys and girls) are affected and 

adjust to these changes in the productive, labor and organizational spheres in their actual diet 

and daily work-load, as well as in terms of nutritional outcomes. I also include a discussion 

on seasonality variations in current labor deployment, diets, and overall well-being. In 

exploring these issues, I argue for the importance of avoiding essentialist analyses of 

nutrition and well-being, especially in relation to gender. 

Chapter six examines the changing relationship of local peasant producers and 

families with the State in the light of current policy changes. Here, I look at the 

transformation of State views of, and policies toward the peasantry: from being 

economically active, small producers to being targeted as "poor"; from being subjects of 

agricultural production development policies to becoming the subjects of assistential 

social welfare policies. I specifically analyze the program PROGRESA in Santa Cecilia; a 
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program that privileges food, nutrition, education and health as its areas of intervention to 

fight poverty. I use it as a case study to show in a local space the extent, impact and limits 

of State interventions to alleviate poverty. I also analyze how specific social groups are 

targeted as subjects of State power but also how they negotiate, redefine and transform 

State interventions, with their own individual, collective, personal and professional 

identities at stake. Here I include a critique of structural views of those "below" as 

passive victims but also a critique of theories of micro-resistance. 

In my last chapter, chapter seven, I address the deepening of the coffee crisis at 

the beginning of the new millennium and in the age of global markets and neoliberal 

euphoria. I look at current social policy transformations in Mexico and examine how 

these economic and political changes are experienced by individuals and families in 

Analco and Santa Cecilia. I examine how local families are increasingly becoming 

dependent on PROGRESA cash transfers within each household economy. Finally and 

given current situations, I attempt to draw some conclusions on what kind of future we 

can envision for Analquenos and Cecilienos in the years to come. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE CHINANTLA REGION AND ITS PEOPLE IN HISTORY 

Introduction 

This chapter attempts to provide an historical reconstruction of the region of the 

Chinantla in general, based on available secondary sources. Whenever possible, attention 

will be drawn onto the Choapan and Usila sub-regions where Santa Cecilia and San 

Antonio Analco are today located. 

The chapter covers five sequential historical periods: Pre-Hispanic times, the 

Conquest and the early Colony, late Colonial times, the Independence and the Porfiriato 

period in the XIX Century, and the Revolution and the XX Century up to the L970s. This 

overview has the purpose to introduce the reader to the region and its people in relation to 

a changing social, political and natural environment in which the Chinantecs have been 

immersed for over five hundred of years. Beginning in chapter three, I will then narrate 

the recent history of Analco and Santa Cecilia since the 1970s to the present. 

As we will see in the following sections, the Chinantla region was a "peripheral" 

area (Wallerstein 1973?) in terms of political and economic centers of power for most of 

the time period analyzed in this chapter. Its natural enclosure by mountain chains and its 

intemal imperviousness helped to maintain it more isolated and less important 

economically than other Oaxacan regions, such as the Mixteca or the Central Valleys 

(Chance 1989; de Teresa 2002).' It was only at the end of the XIX Century that great 

' For this same reason, archeologists and historians writing of pre-Hispanic and Colonial times in Mexico 
have paid little attention to it. In contrast, the Zapotec central valleys and the Mixtec region have been the 
subject of the great majority of these studies focusing on what is the state of Oaxaca. 



26 

portions of the Chinantla were incorporated into an expanding capitalist economy based 

on the commercial exploitation of agricultural products of the tropics. It was also around 

this time that coffee was introduced in many areas of the Chinantla region as one of 

several commercial crops of importance. 

The Chinantla's natural isolation is countered by its traditional wealth and 

diversity in vegetation, land, water, and minerals. Today, it is the second area of 

importance in Oaxaca (and the third in Mexico in general) for its bio-diversity; it contains 

approximately 15% of what is left in Mexico of primary tropical forests (de Teresa 

2002). As we will see, the nature of the articulation that Chinantec people have 

established with the power regime in turn, is to a great extent the result of this dynamic 

tension. 

Pre-Hispanic times 

Little is known about the origins of the people who inhabit the "Chinantla" region 

of Oaxaca (see Appendix: Maps of the Chinantla)." The territory roughly corresponds to 

the ancient pre-Hispanic domain of the Chinantla which according to legends and local 

historians was formed by a Chinantec Lord called Qiiia-na approximately around 1,100 

• The origins of its people are highly speculative for lack of archeological evidence. Some have argued that 
Chinantecs were driven southward from population pressures in Northern Oaxaca and Southern Veracruz 
(de la Fuente 1952, cited in Chance 1989:11). As Chance remarks for Eastern Chinantecs (and Serrano 
Zapotecs, especially those from lowland Choapan, neighbors of the Eastern Chinantecs) it seems likely 
that in pre-Hispanic times as well as during the early Colonia, social and economic interaction with 
Veracruz was much more developed than with the Central Valleys of Oaxaca (1989:11). 



27 

A.C. (Espinosa [1910] 1961)."' It divided up around 1,300-1,350 A.C. in two kingdoms: 

one called the Gran (Great) Chinantia in the Northwest lowlands, and the other the 

Chinantia Pichinche in the higher elevation Southwest lands. Around 1,435 A.C. this last 

kingdom apparently divided up in two lordships, one in the Southwest highlands of the 

Sierra Juarez—called the Yolox lordship and the other in the Northern lowlands, called 

the Usila lordship (Espinosa [1910] 1961; Weitlaner and Cline 1969; Bartolome and 

Barabas 1990; Pardo 1995). 

The term "Chinantia" likely derives from the nahiiatl (Aztec) term chinaniitl 

which means "enclosed space" (Sevan 1987 [1938]:2l) or "enclosed com fields" (Perez 

Garcia [1956] 1998:102). It is an appropriate designation for a region which is 

geographically isolated and self-enclosed by mountain chains on its Western, Southern 

and Eastern sides. It is likely that the Aztecs named this region in the fifteen century 

when a great portion of the Chinantia was conquered and tributes were levied on its 

SeHorios (lordships or kingdoms) and pueblos. 

Tochtepeque—^Tuxtepec, presently the region's most important economic center 

and the second largest city in the state of Oaxaca—was founded as a garrison for Aztec 

troops in charge of collecting tributes for the empire. According to the Relacion de la 

Chinantia and the Relacion de Ucila of 1579 (del Paso y Troncoso [1890] 1981), 

Western, Central and Southern Chinantecs were ruled by the Aztec empire although their 

kingdoms continued to maintain a certain degree of political and religious autonomy. 

^ Cline argues that this date of foundation for the Great Chinantia—date calculated by Espinosa according 
to local Chinantec calendars he retrieved or studied—is plainly wrong (1961:42). Still, Cline does not 
provide an alternative date nor does he support his contention. 
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Local populations had therefore to pay tribute to both their Chinantec lords as well as to 

the Aztecs. 

The Chinantec portion of the Choapan region—the Easternmost among Chinantec 

settlements and the one where Santa Cecilia is today located—was most likely populated 

by migrants from the Central lowlands after 1464. They may have well been escaping 

from paying tributes to the Aztec Empire (Bartolome and Barabas 1990)."* Unlike their 

Usila's counterparts. Eastern Chinantecs were able to maintain full independence from 

the triple Alliance of the Aztec Empire (Chance 1989:12). Eastern Chinantecs became 

known in colonial times by the name Gucitinicamanes (Ibidem:9). 

The pre-Hispanic partitioning of the Chinantla in four sub-regions (corresponding 

to the Senorios of Yolox, Ucila and the Great Chinantla, plus the looser settlements in the 

Eastern Chinantla) fits roughly with four of the five major linguistic macro-variants of 

•* Besides the references cited in this chapter, the history, geography, economy, cultures and languages of the 
Chinantla are explored, reported and analyzed in some other works. For the interested reader, here is a list 
of these other works: Diaz del Castillo, Bernal [1568] 1963 The conquest of New Spain [La verdadera 
historia de la conquista de la Nueva Espatial; Burgoa, Fray Francisco [ 1670] 1934 Palestra Historial de la 
provincia de predicadores de Guaxaca/Geografica descripcion de la parte septentrional del Polo Artico de 
la America 2 vols; Baez, Victoriano 1909 Compendio de historia de Oaxaca: Belmar, Francisco 1905 
Lenguas indfgenas de Mexico: Beristain'? Biblioteca Hisoano-Americana Septentrional. Vol. Ill; Carriedo, 
J.C. 1850 Estudios historicos v estadfsticos del estado de Oaxaca. 2 vols.; Estera, Cayetano 1913 Geograffa 
histdrica del estado de Oaxaca: Gillow, obispo E. 1899 Apuntes historicos; Henning, Pablo 1912 "Un 
pueblo viejo en el distrito de Tuxtepec, Oaxaca", Boletfn del Museo Nacional. num. 11, tomo I; Leon, 
Nicolas 1902 "Carta Lingiifstica de Mexico", Museo Nacional;/1903 "Familias lingui'sticas de Mexico, 
Anales del Museo Nacional, vol. VII; Murguia y Galardi, Jose Maria de 1861 Apuntes estadfsticos de la 
provincia de Oaxaca en esta Nueva Espaiia. 2 partes; Orozco y Berra, Manuel 1864 Geograffa de las 
lenguas v carta etnogafica de Mexico: Pimentel, Francisco 1874-75 Cuadro descriptivo v comparativo de 
las lenguas indfgenas de Mexico; Schuller, Rudolph 1925 "La lengua chinanteca del estado de Oaxaca", 
Anales del Museo Nacional, 5* epoca, vol. I, num. 2, abril a junio; Schmieder, Oscar 1930 The settlements 
of the tzapotec and Miie Indians, publicaciones de la universidad de California; Starr, Frederick 1899 
Indians of Southern Mexico. Chicago/1900 Notes upon the ethnography of Southern Mexico. 2 vols./ 1908 
In Indian Mexico. Chicago; Thomas, Cyrus y J.R. Swanton 1911 Indian Languages of Mexico and their 
geographical distribution. Washington, D.C; Velasco, A.L. 1891 Geograffa v estadfstica del estado de 
Oaxaca: Viiiaza, conde de la 1892 Bibliograffa espafiola de lenguas indfgenas de America. Madrid. 
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the Chinantec language first proposed by Weitlaner and Cline in 1969. Three of these 

ethno-linguistic groups are: I) the Hii-me inhabiting roughly the Great Chinantia area of 

the central lowlands which today includes the municipal towns of Valle Nacional, 

Chiltepec, Jacatepec and Ayotzintepec; 2) the Dzah-mi of the Southern highlands of the 

Chinantia Pichinche which includes today Yolox, Comaltepec and Quiotepec; 3) and the 

Wall-mi of the Eastern lowlands, distributed among the municipal towns of Lalana, 

Jocotepec and Petlapa (Cline 1961:30). 

The pre-Hispanic Usila lordship in the Western Middle and Low Chinantia 

included the territory today comprised by the municipal towns of Usila, Ojitlan, 

Tlacoatzintepec and Sochiapam. It is likely that in pre-Hispanic times these pueblos used 

to speak the same macro-variant of the Chinantec language; yet, today they speak four 

different variants (de Teresa 2002). The fifth macro-variant is spoken in the municipality 

of Ojitlan, which may have originated in the Chinantia Pichinche. Little is actually 

known about the origins of the Ojiteco people because of a very high mobility due to 

floods and epidemics in the XVI century (de Teresa 2002). 

Weitlaner and Cline (1969) argue that the internal geographical imperviousness of 

the Chinantia region—with its natural barriers composed by mountains and large rivers— 

historically marked the linguistic fragmentation of its people into these five mega-groups 

by isolating them from each other. Their linguistic classification then coincides with the 

geographic characteristics of the Chinantec territory as well as, although more roughly, 

with the pre-Hispanic political fragmentation of its inhabitants. 
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Yet, as linguist Pardo reminds us (1995:75), Weitianer and Cline's linguistic 

classification needs to be taken with a grain of salt. First, the Chinantec language has not 

been studied exhaustively; and second, preliminary results are contradictory in regards to 

the number of variants (between eight and 23, cited in Pardo 1995). Where linguists all 

tend to agree is with the idea of a very high internal fragmentation of this language which 

must have originated already in pre-Hispanic times. 

Regardless of their internal linguistic or political divisions, Chinantecs in general 

became known for being staunch enemies of the Aztecs whom they fought arduously in 

several occasions throughout the XV century during the expansion of the Aztec empire 

(Espinosa [1910] 1961:160). In this attempt to fend off the increasing power of the 

Aztecs, the Chinantec Senorios allied themselves alternatively with neighboring Zapotecs 

or Mixtecs. Still, the wealth of much of the Chinantla in natural resources made it a 

coveted target for the Aztecs who penetrated in the region around 1455 and conquered 

the Great Chinantla, Yolox and Usila lordships imposing a tribute system consisting of 

gold, bird feathers, natural dyes such as cochinilla (cochineal) and anil,^ cocoa, vanilla, 

cotton and animal skins (Pardo 1995). 

Colonial times: The Conquest and the Early Colony 

The Great Chinantla was immediately involved with the Spanish newcomers 

thanks to its geographical closeness and easy access to the Veracruzan coast where 

® Cochineal and anil are two natural dyes which were widely used in pre-Hispanic times to dye clothes and 
textiles in general. The first produces a purple color and the second an intense blue. The cochineal dye 
became very important during Colonial times, constituting the first export product of Oaxaca in financial 
importance at the end of the XVin and the beginning of the XDC century. 
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Cortes and his men disembarked in 1519. During the Conquest, Chinantec lordships from 

different pueblos and sub-regions actively supported Heman Pizarro—Cortes' emissary to 

Tuxtepec, sent in search of gold mines—in his attempt to conquer Aztec military outposts 

such as Tochtepeque. According to del Paso y Troncoso ([1890] 1981), Chinantec 

warriors were summoned by the Spaniards to fight side by side with them against the 

Aztecs in more than one occasion and they did so willingly and valiantly. 

After the final fail of Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec empire in 1521, the 

Spanish conquest of the Chinantla was mostly pacific in the first years. Local Chinantec 

nobles of the Great Chinantla and Usila lordships were baptized and adopted 

christianized names (Espinosa [1910] 1961:151). Cortes recognized the power and 

jurisdictions of native lords, called by the Spaniards caciques, during the first years of 

occupation (Acevedo 2002:117). At the same time, he claimed for himself the area of the 

Great Chinantla because of the wealth of its natural resources (including gold). He even 

attempted to transfer it to his daughter as part of her dowry. His petition was finally 

denied and the encomienda ^ was transferred directly to the Spanish Crown in 1534 

(Gerhard 1986:310 cited in Pardo 1995:31). 

The pacific occupation of the first years did not last long. A first uprising was 

recorded in Tepetotutla (today, a locality administratively belonging to the Usila 

municipality) in 1530 (Gerhard 1986 cited in Pardo 1995:29 and de Teresa 2002:13). The 

' In the first years after the Conquest. Cortes established the encomienda system by which Indian lords and 
their subjects were placed in trusteeships "under the 'protection' of an encomendero, who was supposed to 
see to it that his charges became Christians and vassals of the Spanish king, in return for which he was 
entitled to their service and tribute" (Gerhard 1986). Enconiiendas preserved the native production system 
and, at least formally, maintained the native hierarchies in place. 



32 

Chinantec lowlands of the Great Chinantla and Usila were ruled by a group of Spanish 

conquerors who committed abuses and atrocities of all kinds (Pardo 1995:29). This was 

accompanied by recurring floods and devastating epidemics' which altered dramatically 

Chinantec demographics, settlement patterns and economic livelihoods. Heavy tributes 

were levied: Indian subjects had to periodically hand over the encomenclero great 

quantities of subsistence products such as com, chili peppers, beans, honey, cocoa, and 

turkeys, plus gold and weaved cotton. Moreover, they had to provide a fixed amount of 

free labor (de Teresa 2002:14). 

In early colonial times (1531-1552), the Eastern, Northem and Western portions 

of the Chinantla were organized in corregimientos!^ This first administrative restructuring 

by the Spanish Crown was carried out under petition of the first missionaries (Agustinian 

and Dominican friars) to counterattack the conquerors' excessive abuses toward native 

populations and to bring more resources directly to the Crown's coffers. Restructuring 

involved Lalana, Lacova y Yaci (later known as Jocotepec, today one of the fourteen 

Chinantec municipalities) in the Eastern Chinantla (today, in the Choapan district); 

Chinantla in the Northem portion (corresponding roughly to where Valle Nacional— 

another of the fourteen Chinantec municipalities is located today); and Ucila (Usila) and 

Ojitlan in the Western portion (Gerhard 1986, cited in Acevedo 2002:122). 

^ Between 1527 and 1609, six terrible epidemics of smallpox and one of typhus were recorded in the Great 
Chinantla, Usila and Ojitlan areas, decimating the native population (Cline 1961:160-161). 

® According to Romero Frizzi (1990; vol.2:547^, corregidores in charge of corregimientos or districts were 
accomplishing the same role as alcaldes mayores (see following footnote). 
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Seemingly, the Southern highlands corresponding to Yolox escaped from this 

administrative restructuring for a longer period of time. They were assigned in 1527 to 

one of the conquerors Juan Rodriguez de Sala as encomienda and stayed that way longer 

than any other Chinantec territory, up to 1599 (de Teresa 2002:14). 

According to linguistic studies, the inhabitants of Tlacoatzintepec, Tepetotutla, 

Tlatepusco and one of the two pueblos of my case studies--San Antonio Analco—share 

the Chinantec macro-variant spoken in Yolox. These localities were founded sometime 

in between the late XIV and the XVI centuries from people of Yolox who moved down 

the mountains to occupy the ridges of the Middle Chinantla sloping down toward the 

Usila valley. It is likely that San Antonio Analco already existed before the Conquest, 

known with the Chinantec name of Oojma or Ooonidn, meaning "site between creeks or 

water springs". Despite their origins in Yolox, in colonial times and even after 

Independence the histories of these localities became intertwined with that of Usila for 

large periods of time. 

According to Perez Garci'a ([1956] 1998:120), in 1560 the viceroy Luis de 

Velasco informed of a new disposition by the Spanish Crown that prohibited the 

encomiendas for 23 pueblos of the Chinantla region; from this time on the majority of 

remaining Chinantec localities were put under the direct rule of the Spanish Crown. With 

the establishment of the "provinces" and the nomination of alcaldes mayores^ as regional 

representatives of Spanish rule in each of them in 1552 and following years, a great 

' The alcaldes mayores were Spanish officers at Che direct service of the Crown in the Colonial 
administration who were appointed in charge of a district or a province. They had to administer local 
justice and collect tributes paid locally or regionally to the Crown (Romero Frizzi 1990; vol.2:547). 
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portion of the Chinantla region—including Usila (Aboites and Molina 1992)—became 

part of the Teutila province established in 1556. 

The Eastern portion—where Lalana was and is located—though, was included in 

the province known as Las Zapotecas (Gerhard 1986, cited in Acevedo:l23), of which 

the Northern portion became known as the Villa Alta province after 1570 (Chance 

1989:8). Corregidores, though, continued to rule from the pueblo headships where they 

were located, as the Relaciones of 1579 show for the Chinantla region. 

In 1579, Diego de Esquivel, corregidordt la Chinantla province, reported in his 

Relacion de la Chinantla (del Paso y Troncoso [1890] 1981) that the entire province 

under his jurisdiction had only 1,000 Indian tributaries left distributed among the twenty-

five pueblos belonging to the province. At the same time, he reported that the pueblo of 

Chinantla, the old capital of the lordship, was already severely depopulated by that time 

and that the local indigenous lordship itself was basically a thing of the past. Moreover, 

several localities which had flourished in late pre-Hispanic times and were recorded in an 

early colonial lienzo (map painted on cloth) as important sites,no longer existed, were 

depopulated or in ruins a few years later. 

Heman Quijada, regidoroi the Usila jurisdiction, reported in his Relacion de 

Ucila (del Paso y Troncoso [1890] 1981) that the local indigenous population had 

decreased dramatically in the preceding decades because of periodic and devastating 

Mariano Espinosa—a teacher who explored archeological sites of the Tu.\tepec district, visited much of 
the Chinantla. collected or transcribed many previously-unknown historical documents of local archives at 
the end of the XDC and the beginning of the XX century, and whose book continues to be today one of the 
main sources of information for the Chinantla—found this early colonial map painted on cloth [lienzo) 
which he called "the map of the Great Chinantla in the year 1521"; map which was later lost (Cline 
1961:16). 
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epidemics and famines. He specifically noted that from 16,000 people, the Usila province 

had decreased to only 400 tributaries, which, according to estimates made by Cook and 

Borah (I960, cited in Chance), should have corresponded to just over 1,100 people or 

approximately only 8% of what it used to be before the first penetration of the Spaniards 

less than sixty years previously. 

For Eastern Chinantecs, Chance also reports that they were the most affected by 

depopulation in the XVI Century among the localities belonging to the Villa Alta 

province. He calculated that from 1548 to 1622, the Eastern Chinantec population 

decreased from an estimated 26,000 people to approximately 2,200 (1989:58). 

It is plain that for all these three sub-regions of the Chinantla, the population toll 

of the Spanish penetration during early colonial times was extremely high. One wonders 

if the relative nearness of the Chinantla to the harbor of Veracruz—which made it easier 

to transport collected tributes for the Crown and from which most epidemics originated in 

the XVI and XVII century (Molina del Villar 2001)—constituted another important 

reason behind such a drastic population toll. The wealth of natural resources in the Low 

and Middle Chinantla and the high productivity of these tropical lands made it an easy 

target for over-exploitation and over-taxation of the native labor force. The drastic 

reduction in population disrupted local productive systems and originated famines 

repeatedly in the second half of the XVI century (Cline 1961; de Teresa 2002). These 

conditions would well explain why so much spatial rearrangement—with the 

disappearance of so many pre-Hispanic Chinantec pueblos—was so noticeable in those 

times, at least in the Central Chinantla. 
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Some of the spatial arrangement was forced on the surviving natives by Spanish 

rulers through the politics of congregaciones. " Many Chinantec communities of the 

Low and Middle Chinantla were forcefully concentrated beginning in the 1570s 

throughout the end of the XVI century and the beginning of the XVII century. This was 

the case with the Province of Real Chinantla and its pueblos in 1569, of Tecalco with 

Ojitlan in 1571, Yetla in 1604 (Cline 1961:160-61), and Yolox approximately at the same 

time (Acevedo 2002:114). In the Eastern Chinantla, several settlements were also moved 

from higher locations to lower valleys of easier access in 1574 (Chance 1989:81). 

Congregaciones were implemented in a period of massive depopulation 

following floods and epidemics. They were established to respond to two objectives: a) to 

enable the colonial administration to collect tributes more easily from surviving 

populations; and b) to enable religious friars to carry out their task to convert native 

populations to Catholicism. Friars were particularly insistent with the Colonial 

administration about the need to congregate the natives in larger and more concentrated 

pueblos (Acevedo 2002:114). 

Colonial times: The XVII and XVIII Centuries 

Information for the XVII and XVIII centuries is very sparse for this region, 

making very difficult to understand how general processes occurring in New Spain were 

experienced locally and regionally. Borah (1982) asserted in his seminal work on 

demographic trends after the Conquest that in general New Spain suffered from a 

" Congregaciones^ concentration of native inhabitants from several dispersed localities in one central 
pueblo. This political maneuvering was imposed by Spanish authorities to respond to massive depopulation 
and facilitate the rule of native populations, including the extraction of tributes. 
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massive population catastrophe which led to a long economic depression from 1570 to 

1690. Many historians of Colonial times have recently questioned the generality of this 

assertion throughout the colonies (see Molina del Villar 2001:28-30). Still, Borah's 

assertion is probably valid for the great majority of the Chinantla region, with the 

possible partial exception of the Southern highlands (Gerhard 1986:303, cited in de 

Teresa 2002:16). The highlands seemingly did not suffer from a demographic catastrophe 

of such magnitude as the lowlands, probably thanks to the natural imperviousness and the 

unattractiveness of the region for its poverty in otherwise coveted natural resources. 

The little we know for this historical time comes from mid- to late colonial 

documents testifying to the changes in administrative politics of the Crown (see Acevedo 

2002; Chance 1989), territorial disputes and local petitions to obtain land titles (Cline 

1961:165-174), and the massive evangelization of local Chinantec pueblos by Dominican 

friars up to the mid-XVII Century and regular priests afterwards (de Teresa 2002:23-26; 

Gay [1881] 1986). 

In 1605 Ojitlan was recognized as pueblo. In 1635, Tlacoatzintepec, San Antonio 

Analco, San Antonio del Barrio and Tectitlan split from Usila and in 1667 became 

official pueblos with lands donated by Usila. After that, it seems that San Antonio Analco 

stayed under the official land jurisdiction of Tlacoatzintepec for well over two centuries, 

although it began to acquire administrative independence since the early XVin century 

(Montiel ms.). Usila itself was officially recognized as pueblo in 1667. In 1659 was the 

turn of Yolox to officially become pueblo. In 1673 Jacatepec, and in 1679 Chiltepec also 

were recognized (Cline 1961:161 from Espinosa 1910). 
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For the Eastern Chinantla, information is more sparse. The Chinantec localities of 

Lobani, Petlapa, Jaci (Jocotepec) and Toavela were recorded in 1548 altogether as the 

Chinantec Guatinicamanes with a total population of over 18,000 people which 

dramatically decreased to just over 4,000 in 1568. Yet, in the XVIII century, they were 

reported as separate settlements with populations slowly increasing throughout the 

century (Chance 1989:56-63). Although Lalana was mentioned in a corregimiento with 

another small town in the 1560s (Ibidem:86), it is until 1703 which appears in historical 

sources as a constituted pueblo with a total population in the head-town of 219 

(Ibidem:56-63). Settlement was already probably dispersed in the XVIII century, with 

small head-towns with many other even smaller localities pertaining to the head pueblo 

(Ibidem:80-81). 

The formal recognition of these pueblos probably responded to continuous 

colonial administration's restructuring during the time which did affect the Chinantla. 

Mid-eighteen Century, the Intendencia of Oaxaca appeared to be divided up in 19 

provinces and one corregimiento (this last one of Antequera) with a total of 514 pueblos 

(Villasefior and Sanchez 1748, reported in Acevedo 2002: 128-135). Around this time, 

Chinantec communities in Oaxaca were divided up in: a) the province of Teozaqualco 

and Tecocuilco in the Southwest highlands (comprising Yolox and Comaltepec); b) the 

province of Teutila in the Western mid- and lowlands (comprising Tlacoazintepec—and 

therefore Analco--, Ojitlan and Tepetotutla); and c) Villa Alta in the Eastern lowlands 

(comprising Petlapa, Lalana and Jocotepec). Since 1692, the pueblos of Tuxtepec, 

Chinantla, Usila, Uzumacin and Yetia—located in the Central and Northwestern 
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Chinantla--were separated from Oaxaca and incorporated into the province of 

Cosamaloapan, belonging to the Intendencia of TIaxcala . It was until 1770 that they 

were transferred back to Teutila (Pardo 1995:32). 

The formal constitution of Chinantec pueblos in the second half of the XVII 

century might have also responded to local communities' needs to be granted formal 

jurisdiction and land titles vis-a-vis neighboring localities'claims. This process probably 

became even more prominent in the XVIII century when demographic trends reversed 

throughout New Spain and local population growth made the need to petition for grant 

land titles more urgent so to avoid territorial encroaching (Romero Frizzi 1986; vol.2). 

In 1711-12, the local authorities of San Juan Papantla with the subject pueblos of 

San Mateo Yetla, San Pedro Ozumacfn y Santa Mana Jacatepec (all located in the 

Central lowlands of the Great Chinantla) petitioned the Judge in charge of the Teutila and 

Chinantla jurisdiction to obtain formal titles to their lands. The petition was granted, so 

that these localities—then organized in the Republica de Indios'" of Yetla—acquired an 

important legal protection of their territory (Archivo General de la Nacion, reported in 

Cline 1961:165-174). At approximately the same time (1709-1712), Yolox, Usila and 

Ojitlan also established formal land and water titles (Cline 1961:161). According to oral 

history, approximately at the same time, San Antonio Analco began to claim 

administrative autonomy from Tlacoatzintepec. 

According to Chance (1989:189), Reptiblica de Indios can be simply translated as the Indian (corporate) 
community. See following pages in the text for an explanation of the socio-political and administrative 
organization of the Indian corporate community which originated in Colonial times. 
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Hardly any information is available in terms of the involvement of the region into 

the colonial economy which, after a century of deep crisis, began to recover and 

experienced a period of considerable growth in the XVni century (Romero Frizzi 

l986;vol 2). According to Chance, beginning in the XVn and throughout the XVni 

century the system of repartimiento^^ was very effective in the district of Villa Alta, 

inducing local indigenous communities to produce cochineal and weave cotton cloths 

(1989; 103-106). This was a very successful form to forcefully engage native 

communities into profitable trade circuits within the Colony and in between New Spain 

and the metropolis. Through its system of trade and credit, the repartimiento system 

brought even peripheral regions such as the Sierra Norte (Chance 1989) and, probably, 

the majority of the Chinantla region into a mercantile capitalist economy. 

Although we have little specific information, it is likely that many Chinantec 

pueblos became forcefully or semi-forcefully integrated into the colonial economy 

through the production and weaving of cotton. Weaved cotton textiles were coveted by 

alcaldes mayores and cotton was produced in abundance in Chinantec and Zapotec 

tropical lowlands (see Chance 1989:86). At the end of the XVI century, the Chinantla 

corregimiento was reported to produce cotton (del Paso y Troncoso [1890] 1981:66). 

Mid-XVni century the province of Teutila was producing cotton and textiles and was 

actively incorporated into the colonial economy (de Teresa 2002:29). Around 1743, we 

The repartiniientos de efecto o reportimientos de mercancCa were monopoUstic associations between 
merchants and alcaldes mayores by which basic goods were sold to the native populations under the 
a/cflWe*s jurisdiction at artificially high prices in exchange for the semi-forced production of valued goods 
that natives could produce or manufacture, such as cochineal or weaved cotton cloths. The system became 
very common in the XVII and XVIII century. It was very profitable for the alcaldes mayores and allowed 
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have a report that cotton was important in the Usila economy (Villasenor and Sanchez 

[1748] 1952, cited in de Teresa 2002:30); moreover, cotton was an important 

merchandise traded in the cities of Oaxaca, Puebla and Veracruz throughout the XVin 

century (Dalton 1972:172, cited in de Teresa 2002:30; Romero Frizzi vol.2:55). 

In the second half of the XVIII century, administrative restructuring was 

implemented with the creation of Intendencias, a new system created by the Bourbon 

reform laws of 1750-1786 which attempted to centralize the weak colonial 

administration, break entrenched and corrupted local and regional systems of rule, 

revitalize the colonial economy and increase revenues for the Crown (Romero Frizzi 

vol.2:52-6). The intendentes were much more powerful than the alcaldes mayores had 

been and the abolishment of the repartimiento system eliminated credit and goods that 

previously had reached Indian communities. The Bourbon reforms eliminated the cajas 

de comimidad or cofradias (church solidalities) which not only had financed community 

fiestas but had also effectively functioned as reserve funds for local families in case of 

drought, epidemics or other emergencies (Ibidem:53-6). The reforms represented an 

effective attack on the spaces of autonomy that Indian corporate communities had been 

able to construe or preserve under Colonial rule up to that point. Still, as Chance tells us 

for the parish of Choapan around 1778-84, the cofradias had also kept many of the 

community authorities insolvent or deeply in debt (1989:170). The extent to which these 

reforms were resisted in regional or local spaces—like the Chinantla~by an entrenched 

colonial bureaucracy is also open to question (Romero Frizzi, vol 2:54-5) 

major abuses on their part; abuses which were denounced repeatedly by Spanish officers and the clergy in 
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During late colonial times, practically all Oaxaca was incorporated into the 

Spanish colonial economy. Yet, the tropical lands of Tuxtepec or the Chinantec portion 

of the Sierra Norte were far more marginalized and of lesser economic importance than 

the Central Valleys or the Mixtec region (Romero Frizzi 1990, vol 3:22). Virtually no 

haciendas''* and very little mining activities were reported for the region (see Chance 

1989:176, for the Sierra Norte). With the partial exception of the cochineal dye which 

acquired a tremendous importance in the economy of Oaxaca especially in the XVin and 

the early XIX century (which was produced in the Villa Alta district), cotton continued to 

be the only good of importance that Chinantec pueblos produced and manufactured up to 

the XIX Century. 

The evangelization of the Chinantia during the Colony 

Far more information is available on the evangelization of the Chinantia which 

appears to have started in the Spanish town of Villa Alta where Dominican friars had 

established a convent since 1548 (Pardo 1995:33). The spiritual conquest of the Chinantia 

began in 1551 when friars began to visit the region preaching, baptizing and destroying 

or prohibiting pre-Hispanic worshipping centers and rituals. According to the Relacion de 

Ucila, in 1579 a priest was living in Usila (del Paso y Troncoso [1890] 1981:47). In the 

Relacion de la Chinantia, Diego de Esquivel, the local regidor, declared that two priests 

were living in the pueblo of Chinantia and that 25 pueblos belonging to his corregimiento 

had already churches (Ibidem:60). 

the XVn century (Chance 1989:103-106). 
'•* Haciendas= landed estate used for both ranching and agriculture (Chance 1989:189). 
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The religious conversion of the Chinantla was a great challenge because of its 

geographical imperviousness and the difficulty of the language. Reminiscing the 

difficulties and accomplishments of the first Dominican friars at the end of the XVI 

century, Burgoa wrote in 1674: 

[The Chinantecs are] an isolated and untamed people, almost impossible to 
discipline as they live in ranchenas (hamlets) in hollows and thickets of trees. They 
communicate very little among themselves, and are so mountainous that the original 
padres found no way to bring them together. The mountain ridges are very 
inaccessible and the people take advantage of this ruggedness so as to be neither 
found nor seen ([1674] 1934:238, cited in Chance 1989:155). 

In 1581, Fray Francisco de Saravia began his mission in this region. In four years 

he was able to learn the Chinantec language. De Saravia ended up spending over thirty 

years converting natives to Catholicism up to 1622, year when he died in Villa Alta (Gay 

[1881] 1986:268-270). This Dominican friar exerted an everlasting influence in the 

region with his religious zeal, convincing pueblos to congregate to receive the word of 

God, changing local customs in dress, marriage patterns and morals, and translating the 

religious doctrine into Chinantec (Burgoa 1934, cited in de Teresa 2002 24-5). 

De Saravia was a prominent figure in implementing the model of the Spanish 

municipal cabildo or civil cargo system as the form of organization in the newly 

congregated Chinantec pueblos (de Teresa 2002:25). This was precisely the way in which 

Indian municipalities were reorganized in Republicas de Indios in the end of the XVI 

Century by the Spanish colonial administration in conjunction with religious authorities 

promoting the congregation of dispersed settlements. A community council (the cabildo) 

was appointed which had judicial, administrative and financial power over the 
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municipality. The cargos mayores (the most important and prestigious positions) 

included the governor (in larger municipal towns), one or two alcaldes (judges) and a 

varying number of regidores (councilmen). The cargos menores (the minor positions) 

included the mayor (police chieO, and the topiles (policemen) and topiles de iglesia 

(church-keepers), among others (Chance 1989:139-41). 

The cargos mayores were reserved—more so in early colonial times than later— 

for the Indian nobility while the cargos menores were considered community duties that 

all male commoners were supposed to serve on a rotating basis.The civil and religious 

cargo systems paralleled each other, becoming fully intertwined only at the end of 

colonial times (Chance and Taylor 1985). As the example of Saravia teaches us, the 

church accomplished more than conversion to Christianity in the XVI and XVII 

centuries: it actively promoted the implementation of a political-administrative and 

religious organizational system in New Spain originated in the Spanish ayuntamiento 

model that with time became a distinctive feature of the "Indian corporate community" 

(Wolf 1957; 1986). 

Dominican friars continued to encounter major difficulties in their efforts to 

Christianize the Chinantla in following decades. In 1728, Nicolas de la Barreda—priest 

It seems that the egalitarian ethos permeating the cargo system in contemporary Indian corporate 
communities did not exist in colonial times: "very different requirements and expectations applied to 
caciques and principales on the one hand and macehuales (commoners) on the other. The former were 
permitted to enter the hierarchy in the middle—frequently at the level of mayor or regidor—without having 
to perform any of the servicios bajos, while the latter had to start at the bottom" (Chance 1989:141, 
speaking of the cabildo organization in the eighteenth-century Rincdn of the Zapotec Sierra). In the 
majority of communities, the municipal council was elected each year and only caciques, principals and 
those who were ending their yearly service could vote. Spanish officers appointed as alcaldes mayores had 
to approve the elections. It was only after Independence in the early XIX century that commoners were 
granted the right to vote in community assemblies (de Teresa 2002:27), increasingly all males were 
expected to serve equally and caciques' inherited privileges disappeared (Chance 1989:146). 
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sent to Yoiox to convert local natives since 1708, asked for permission to print the gospel 

in the Chinantec language; with the permission granted by the Cabildo of Antequera 

(today, the city of Oaxaca), he then printed the "Christian Doctrine in the Chinantec 

Language" in 1730 (Pardo 1995:33-4). In the introduction to his Doctrine, de la Barreda 

makes clear that, when he first reached his assigned parish in Yolox it was impossible to 

communicate with, preach to, or confess the natives because of the language barrier 

(1960:11-17, cited in Pardo 1995:33). With the translation, he then proceeded to 

christianize Chinantec communities of the highlands; his Doctrine became a very popular 

instrument to Catholic conversion in following decades (Perez Garcia [1956] 1998:129-

30). 

After the Dominican order lost its supremacy in the religious conquest of the 

Sierra and the Chinantla region,"* in the mid-XVIH century secular priests took over and 

more parishes were established. Still, similar complaints were levied about the lack of 

communication and distance of Chinantec pueblos from head towns which made it 

difficult for assigned priests to accomplish their spiritual guidance.'^ It is likely that, 

behind such complaints, priests were experiencing difficulties in collecting church 

tributes from their parishioners (de Teresa 2002:27). 

Despite all these obstacles, it seems that the spiritual conversion of the Chinantla 

was, in the long run, a success. In 1938, the English ethnographer Bernard Bevan claimed 

De Teresa reports that in 1647 the Dominican order lost its autonomy and began to respond to the 
authority of secular bishops. One hundred years later, in 1749, Dominican friars were obliged by a royal 
order to hand over their churches and parishes to regular priests (2002:26). 

One such complaint was made by priest Francisco de Aragon y Valencia stationed in Usila in 1745-46 
(Aboites and Molina 1992, cited in de Teresa 2002:27-8). 



that Chinantecs were among the most Christianized Indians. In their four expeditions 

throughout the Chinantia in between 1934 and 1938, Weitlaner, Bevan and colleagues 

witnessed the everlasting influence of the Dominican order—and, more specifically of 

friar Francisco de Saravia's doctrine—in the structure and content of religious services 

organized during the festivities of the majority of the Chinantec localities they visited 

(Bevan [1938] 1987:7-9). The presence of these early Colonial versions of Catholicism 

was so pervasive that made Bevan declared that Chinantecs had not been able to retain 

any remnants of pre-Hispanic rituals (Bevan [1938] 1987:109-110, 118, 123-7). 

Religious "cultural erasure" had happened in the region thanks to the presence, 

preaching, and power of the Dominican friars during the XVI and XVII centuries. 

Seemingly, then, it was more in the religious than in the economic realm that Chinantecs 

were incorporated into New Spain. 

From the Independence to the 1910 Revolution 

The very limited contact that most Chinantec localities had with the Spaniards 

throughout the Colony continued with the newly independent Mexican State. The first 

decades of the XIX century were characterized by a prolonged economic recession 

affecting many regions of New Spain. The economic crisis contributed to the relative 

isolation of the Chinantia region. 

During the Independence war (1810-1821) and in the decades afterwards, the 

economic crisis deepened. The total population of what today is the state of Oaxaca 

diminished considerably. Hunger or epidemics struck Oaxaca repeatedly in 1801, 1804, 

1833-34, 1836, 1847 and 1854 (Romero Frizzi vol.3:34-7). Little we know of how the 
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Chinantla region in general, and its different sub-regions in particular, fared during this 

time of crisis. For the Eastern Chinantla, we know that in several localities the population 

decreased between 1789 and 1826. Lacova (today belonging to the municipality of 

Lalana), Lalana, Petlapa, Teotalcingo and Toavela all experienced significant 

demographic reductions (Chance 1989:56-9). 

The newly formed nation had to face major challenges with an economy in 

shambles, a huge external debt, no internal revenues and a very weak and deeply 

fractured political system. The struggles between liberals and conservatives lasted the 

following thirty years keeping the country in a major economic recession, deep political 

uncertainty (Mexico had 30 presidents in between 1825 and 1855, while the State of 

Oaxaca had 49 governors in the same period) and a constant state of warfare until the 

victory of the liberals in 1855 (Romero Frizzi vol.3:38-4l). In 1856-57 the Mexican 

Congress passed the Reform Laws which were to have everlasting effects in the rural 

countryside. With the Laws, all corporate property was abolished, opening up to 

privatization all urban and rural church holdings as well as Indian community-owned 

lands and all "uncultivated" parcels.'^ While the Laws were effective in disentailing 

church holdings in urban and rural Oaxaca, its effects in the Oaxacan countryside— 

especially in predominant Indian regions—were very dissimilar from region to region and 

Under swidden agriculture which has been the prevalent cultivation system in Mesoamerican tropical and 
subtropical regions, land parcels are left to rest for several years in order to recover productivity. Under the 
Retbrm Laws, all uncultivated land at any given moment was subject to be sold to private hands for being 
"unproductive". Basically, these reforms were condemning Indian communities to lose their basis of 
independent economic sustenance. 
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not so pervasive at least until the last decade of the XIX century (Romero Frizzi vol.3:43; 

Esparza 1988). 

Administrative restructuring of Oaxaca followed the political vicissitudes of the 

country. In 1825, the first political code of the State of Oaxaca was proclaimed, dividing 

up the state in eight departments and 22 judicial administrative parties. The Chinantla 

was divided up in between Ixtlan (the Southwest highlands), Teutila (the Central, 

Western and Northern mid- and lowlands) and Choapan (the Eastern lowlands) (Acevedo 

2002:146). According to this code, municipalities were supposed to have a minimum of 

3,000 inhabitants in order to qualify as mimicipios. In reality, many municipalities 

continued to be much smaller than that. It was until 1858 with the final victory of the 

liberals that a new political constitution of the State was proclaimed, dividing up Oaxaca 

in 25 political districts, among which Tuxtepec appeared for the first time (Ibidem: 149-

151). Through this restructuring, several pueblos changed jurisdictions, provinces became 

districts, and their limits thereof also underwent several changes over time. San Antonio 

Analco is a case in time. According to Espinosa ([1910] 1961:144), Analco belonged 

again to the administrative headship of Usila in 1810. Still, in 1882 its territory appeared 

included in the Tlacoatzintepec's Uenzo as part of one sole land title that included several 

neighboring pueblos under the agrarian jurisdiction of Tlacoatzintepec (Montiel, ms). It 

was only until 1928 that the National General Archive certified the formal separation in 

land titles between Tlacoatzintepec and Analco. After this date, Analco has continued to 

belong administratively to the municipal headship of Usila while it has held its own 

independent communal land titles. 
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At the end of the XIX and the beginning of the XX century during the Porfiriato 

regime (1876-1910), the Tuxtepec region—which had been very marginal to the colonial 

economy (Romero Frizzi vol.3:22)—became extremely important. In these warm and 

humid tropical lowlands, land was plenty and highly productive, making it particularly 

suitable to the cultivation of commercial crops. A tremendous agricultural expansion 

occurred in the district; expansion made possible by; a) the adjudication of thousands of 

hectares of communities' lands to private hands; and b) the increasing availability of 

credit from Europe and the United States to Mexican and foreign investors during the 

Porfiriato regime. The disentailment of Indian communal lands which had begun since 

the late 1850s with the Reforma laws was massively accomplished in Tuxtepec, Valle 

Nacional, Jacatepec and Chiltepec in the 1880s and 1890s. This was a liberal strategy to 

remove obstacles to capitalist economic development which had proceeded very slowly 

up to the 1880s. It was until the last decade of the 1890s that the Porfiriato regime was 

able to considerably speed up the sale and privatization of communal lands. In the 

economically strategic region of Tuxtepec, disenfranchisement of community lands 

gave way to the establishment of some of the most sizeable haciendas and fincas of 

Oaxaca, dedicated to the cultivation of tobacco, coffee, bananas, sugar cane, rubber, as 

well as other profitable fruit crops. In extension and value, the Tuxtepec district presented 

" Besides the Tuxtepec-Choapan region, the regions in Oaxaca which suffered a profound economic 
transformation at the time included also the neighboring Caiiada—which comprised the Teotitian and 
Cuicatlan districts—, as well as the Istmo and the Coast regions (Chassen and Martinez 1990 vol.4:52). It is 
important to mention that all these regions were not directly linked to the city of Oaxaca in their economic 
relations and that their commercialization channels were established with other national or foreign markets 
(Sanchez Silva 1990 vol.4:l 19-121). 
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the largest and most profitable landholdings of the entire state between 1890 and 1903 

(Esparza 1988:292). 

Up to the mid-nineteen-nineties Mexican entrepreneurs were the most benefited 

by the Porfirian regime's land privatization scheme. Beginning in the last years of the 

XIX century and up to the Revolution, foreign investors and merchants bought over many 

haciendas and fincas, including those producing coffee (Chassen 1998:32). In the district 

of Tuxtepec, Spaniards, Germans, French, Americans and Cubans became the owners of 

the majority of local haciendas (Chassen and Martmez 1990 vol.4:64-6; Esparza 1988). 

Valle Nacional, located at only 45 kilometers from Tuxtepec in the lowlands of 

the Central Chinantla, became the infamous municipality recorded by Turner in his 

Mexico Barbaro as the Valley of Death ([1911] 1987:71-92). There, thousands of 

indented workers—including Indian Yaquis from Sonora who had rebelled against the 

expropriation of their lands during the late Porfiriato—joined the tobacco plantations and 

died like flies for the infrahuman working and living conditions of the camps. Tobacco 

was grown in 30 sizeable haciendas in the highly productive lands around Valle 

Nacional, the majority of which were owned by Spanish or Cuban landowners. The 

indenting labor system was actively supported by the Porfirian regime with juicy profits 

for the Diaz family itself (Turner [1911] 1987). 

Tobacco plantations extended all the way to the Chinantec municipality of Ojitlan 

where several haciendas (the Santa Rosa, El Ideal, Los Angeles, Monte Bello) had taken 

over Indian community lands (Chassen and Martinez 1990 voU4:65-6; Espinosa [1910] 

1961:134) 
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In Usila, Palmer and Pinkan owned two fincas that produced coffee, tobacco, and 

com (Chassen and Martinez 1990 vol.4:66). Around the Usila valley, there are reports of 

other haciendas and fincas (Santa Flora, Piedra de Azucar, Concordia, Jamaica, Cafetal 

Tejas, San Carlos, Paraiso, Paso del Valle and Pena Blanca (Espinosa [1910] 1961:137). 

Because Analco was located in the mountain ridges well above the Usila valley, it was 

not directly affected by haciendas or fincas which were established in the most 

productive flat lands of valleys and river beds. 

The district of Choapan was heavily involved in the disfranchisement of Indian 

communal lands and the establishment of haciendas for the cultivation of tropical 

commercial crops; this was especially so during the late Porfiriato (Chassen and Martinez 

1990 vol.4). Yet, we do not know how much the municipality of Lalana itself was 

affected by this radical economic transformation. What we do know is that, as part of a 

larger resettlement movement of the Lalana municipality, in 1908 Santa Cecilia was 

founded by three families from Lalana. 

Because coffee became one of the major commercial crops during the Porfiriato 

and at the same time constitutes a major topic of this dissertation, it is worth exploring 

how this crop came to be in the Chinantla. Coffee was introduced from the Caribbean to 

New Spain at the end of the XVni century. Cordoba, in the state of Veracruz, was one of 

the first sites where coffee was planted with great success around 1795 (Attolini 

1949:80). From there, it was slowly introduced to the South to the Huautla Sierras (in the 

Mazatec region, neighbor of the Chinantla to the Northwest) throughout the XIX Century 

and then, likely, through much of the Chinantla. 
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An alternative route of propagation of coffee in the Chinantla region was 

identified by the regional historian Basilio Rojas. He argued that two descendants of the 

Rojas family—coffee pioneers in the Miahuatlan district of the Sierra Sur from the 1870s 

on—went one to Choapan and the other to Tuxtepec to extend coffee plantations there 

(1965:78). 

We do know that in the Sierra Juarez, coffee was introduced to the Zapotec 

villages of the Rincon in the I860s-I870s by General Fidencio Hernandez—a prominent 

liberal political figure in the struggle against Maximilian the Apsburg in the 1860s and 

close ally of President Benito Juarez. These nine pueblos are located in the border lands 

between the districts of Ixtlan, Villa Alta and Choapan; receive the warm and humid 

winds from the Veracruzan plains and the Atlantic coast; and their climate is very 

suitable to growing coffee. General Hernandez forced local inhabitants to grow this crop 

even against their will by imposing penalties on families which did not meet a minimum 

yearly number of coffee plants at close inspection (Perez Garcfa [1956] 1998:323-25). 

Seemingly, in the Rincon coffee did not change the land tenure system significantly and, 

after a few years, local pueblos were able to profit from it ending vicious cycles of 

periodic hunger and famine (Chassen 1998:33). From the Rincon region, it is easy to 

imagine that in following years or decades it extended to neighboring Chinantec villages 

of the Choapan district, such as Lalana. 

During the late Porfiriato—more specifically, in l895--the state of Oaxaca 

became the first coffee producer, followed by Veracruz and Chiapas as a distant third. 

Beginning in 1896 (Cosio Villegas 1965 vol.7:665), the price for coffee in the 
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international marked fell substantially and production also diminished. By 1907, Oaxaca 

had fallen to a third place in coffee production (Chassen 1989:36). 

Still, coffee continued to be a very important crop in the fincas of the Tuxtepec 

and Choapan districts. In 1909 on the eve of the revolution, 37 coffee fincas were 

reported in Choapan and 47 in the Tuxtepec district (de Esesarte 1909, cited in Chassen 

1998:31). We do not know exactly where these fincas were located in the two districts 

but we do know that one of them was the Batavia finca, located in the Mazatec speaking 

area just a few kilometers above the Usila valley (Chassen, ibidem). From the producing 

fincas or villages in the higher midlands, coffee was transported on mule-back from to 

the nearest town or road and from there usually to Cordoba and Veracruz. The bishop 

Gillow of Oaxaca was one of the wealthiest owners of huge coffee fincas in the region, 

especially in the higher Mazatec area. 

We find no report of coffee anywhere in the description of specific Chinantec 

municipal head-towns or subject localities (agendas miinicipales) visited or researched 

by Espinosa for his 1910's publication. Still, Espinosa includes a table of agricultural 

production for the Tuxtepec district according to official statistical information in which 

coffee was a distant second to tobacco (at that time the most important plantation crop in 

the region for both total amount produced and the total market value) but already much 

more important than vanilla, cocoa or rubber (1961:149) Unfortunately, this author does 

not provide a description for the localities in which coffee was produced at the time. 
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In 1910, coffee was the third major agricultural product of Oaxaca, just after com 

and sugar; since com was produced primarily for subsistence, coffee was the second 

commercial crop in order of importance (Ruiz Cervantes 1988 vol. 1:337). 

From 1910 to the 1970s 

The Revolution affected various communities of the Chinantla region in different 

ways. On the one hand, Tuxtepec and Ojitlan were directly involved in the Revolutionary 

movement since its inception. Tuxtepec was the first site in Oaxaca that insurrected in 

favor of Madero (Esparza 1988 vol. 1:376). On the other, it seems that the more isolated 

localities of the High and the Middle Chinantla were relatively uninvolved although 

attempts to draft young men from the Huerta faction did occur in the area. 

The Revolution affected the economic enclave of Tuxtepec. In the early 1910s, 

foreign investors fled rapidly from the previously flourishing tropical tobacco plantations 

as well as from other profitable commercial agriculture ventures. It was until the L920s 

and up to 1934 that the abandoned tobacco and rubber haciendas of Tuxtepec and 

surrounding Chinantec municipalities (such as Chiltepec, Jacatepec and Ojitlan) were 

converted to the new green gold of the region: banana plantations. Beginning in 1923, 

these plantations were financed, administered and owned by American transnational 

corporations. To establish the banana plantations, great extensions of virgin tropical 

forest were destroyed. Although the peonage system was abolished, wage workers had to 

struggle hard to obtain minimum wages and incipient trade union movements were easily 

repressed (Arellanes 1888 vol.2:98-ll7). 
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Agrarian reform, the most important popular issue driving the Revolution, 

advanced very slowly in Oaxaca in the 1920s and early 1930s. Very few latifiindios 

(large agricultural or land-holding estates), haciendas or fincas were affected during this 

time in Tuxtepec, provoking popular discontent and protest from the agraristas (agrarian 

leaders soliciting the breaking up of large estates and the assignment of land parcels 

through the Agrarian Reform Commission) which was in most cases unheard or even 

brutally repressed (Ibidem:28-47). 

During the president Cardenas' administration (1934-1940), agrarian reform 

speeded up. Tuxtepec received over 80,000 hectares, of which slightly over then 50% 

were apt for agriculture. The municipalities of Tuxtepec, Ojitlan, Valle Nacional, 

Jacatepec and the head town of Chiltepec all received their land adjudications as ejido 

lands (de Teresa 1999:135; Omelas Lopez 1988 vol.2:157). Ejido lands continued to be 

adjudicated to these municipalities during the following presidential administrations of 

Avila Camacho (1940-46) and Miguel Aleman (1946-52) (de Teresa, Ibidem). While 

during the first twenty-five years of the agrarian reform (which included the six years of 

Cardenismo) only 27, 516 hectares had been returned as communal land in Oaxaca, from 

1941 to 1964 Indigenous communities in Oaxaca were returned 1,864 928 hectares of 

land (Ibidem: 165). 

The agrarian history of Lalana and Usila after the Revolution is still largely 

unknown, although we do know that agrarian conflicts for territorial limits among 

communities were (and still are) rampant. In Lalana, the agrarian and political 

vicissitudes of the last four hundred years have rendered the territorial limits of 
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neighboring communities often unclear or contradictorily delimited in legal documents 

extended in different historical moments by the political power in turn. The land titles of 

Santa Cecilia are a case in point. They are comprised in the larger land titles of the 

neighboring Zapotec town of Jalahui; but Santa Cecilia itself is located in a territory 

which is officially in dispute between the municipalities of San Juan Lalana and Jalahui. 

In Lalana, moreover, conflicts for territorial limits have been particularly extensive in the 

second half of the XX Century for the progressive encroachment of Veracruzan cattle 

ranchers into Indian community lands. 

The municipality of Usila suffers from similar problems in the determination of 

territorial limits among subject localities. Here, though, the most affected is the head 

town itself, since it does not count with a Presidential land title, unlike other neighboring 

communities such as Analco. 

Economically speaking, the development which underwent Mexico in the 1940s 

and 1950s, did involve directly the Tuxtepec region. The Papaloapan river basin between 

Oaxaca and Veracruz became the target of a major development project at the time which 

involved the construction of the Miguel Aleman dam in Mazatec lands. Coffee was part 

of the development scheme and in 1947 the Papaloapan river basin was producing 15% 

of the entire national production, of which the portion corresponding to Oaxaca was 

producing one third. Oaxaca itself was the third state in coffee production, after Veracruz 

and Chiapas. At that time, coffee was then produced in Choapan, Ojitlan and Valle 

Nacional; from these producing zones it was transported to Cordoba (Attolini 1949:84-5). 

According to this author, though, at the end of the 1940s the future of coffee was 
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uncertain; the sugar cane, bananas and oranges were replacing coffee in the better 

communicated lowlands because these latter crops were more profitable (90-1). 

In the district of Choapan, in 1947 coffee was the first commercial crop for total 

production as well for its total value; a close second to com which was mostly cultivated 

for subsistence (Attolini 1949;260). No figures are available for Usila, probably because 

it was too isolated to be included in this regional development assessment study of the 

Papaloapan river basin. Comparable figures for Valle Nacional show that, after com, 

pineapple, chili peppers, bananas and tobacco were the most profitable commercial crops 

and far more important than coffee. In Ojitlan, coffee was more important than in Valle 

Nacional, although bananas and chili peppers were equally important (Attolini 1949;252-

3). As we will see in following chapters, in following years the history of the 

development of coffee in the Chinantla became closely interconnected with the history 

and expansion of the Instituto Mexicano del Cafe (INMECAFE), originally founded in 

1958. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Chinantec municipalities were directly affected 

by larger national developmental schemes. In 1972, the Mexican government began the 

construction of the Cerro de Oro dam in ancestral Chinantec territory. Over 20,000 

Chinantec people were displaced and over 24,000 hectares of high quality land were 

submerged between 1972 and 1989. Most of these hectares belonged to the municipality 

of Ojitlan which lost the majority of its municipal territory. Usila was also affected but in 

a much smaller proportion (Bartolome and Barabas 1990). Thanks to its higher location 

in the mountain ridges above Usila, Analco was not affected at all. 
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After the Revolution, the Chinantla region experienced a large period of 

demographic growth. In between 1921 and 1990, its total population increased from 

almost 28,000 to over 110,000 inhabitants, with an average annual growth rate of 2.1%. 

This growth rate is way higher than the average growth rate of the entire Indigenous 

population of Oaxaca (approximately 1.3%) and even higher than the growth rate of the 

Oaxacan population in general (approximately 1.7%); responding to favorable ecological 

and economic conditions and the abundance of land for most of the zones and most of the 

time (de Teresa 1999:131). 

Still, the population growth rate has varied tremendously among the fourteen 

Chinantec municipalities, depending on their location and the type of economic 

integration each has experienced within specific regional or national development centers 

at different points in time. The municipalities in the lowlands (Valle Nacional, Chiltepec, 

Jocotepec, Ayotzintepec, Jacatepec, and Lalana) are those which have experienced the 

highest growth. The municipalities of the middle Chinantla (Usila, Sochiapan, Petlapa, 

and TIacoatzintepec) have experienced an average growth, while the municipalities of the 

highlands (Yolox and Quiotepec, with the exception of Comaltepec) have experienced 

the lowest growth (de Teresa 1999:134). In general, the pattern of demographic growth 

suggests that, during the XX Century, Chinantecs have continued with a strategy of 

settling their territory within the region with dynamic population movements from the 

highlands toward the lowlands, following economic development trends dictated by the 

Mexican government (Ibidem: 139-40). 



Still, as this author argues, the demographic settlement patterns of the Chinantla 

during the XX Century have also followed internal population dynamics devised to adapt 

to the agro-ecological conditions of the predominant Chinantec tropical Selva (jungle). A 

dispersed and dynamic settlement pattern has characterized vast areas of the Chinantla 

region, especially the more isolated sub-regions such as the Eastern Chinantla and the 

higher elevation Middle Chinantla lands around Usila, Soquiapam, Tlacoatzintepec and 

Petlapa. This pattern has implied the foundation of new localities and the abandonment of 

old ones, according to the availability of natural resources and productive land at any 

given place and time. 

This pattern originated in Colonial times and has continued throughout most of 

the XX Century, responding to a clear strategy to occupy a vast territory rich in natural 

resources and quality land, typical of extended and isolated tropical or subtropical regions 

with a low but increasing demographic density (de Teresa 1999). Lalana is a good case in 

point: In 1970, its head-town had only a population of 543 inhabitants while the entire 

municipio had 27 dispersed settlements with a total population of 9,421 inhabitants 

(Chance 1989:81). The growth rate experienced by the Chinantla in general in the XX 

century is well documented for this municipality: in 1900, its total population was of 

1,199 inhabitants, in 1921 it had increased to 3,124, in 1940 to 4,274, in 1960 to 6,446 

and in 1970 to either 8,501 (Chance 1989:56-7) or 9,421 people (Ibidem:81). 

This dispersed and dynamic settlement pattern trough time shows the traditionally 

ability of the Chinantecs to occupy their ancestral territory in a way which is generally 

apt to their agro-ecological conditions. As we will see in chapter three, it is only with 



demographic explosion and the increasing loss of communal lands to encroaching cattle 

ranching that Lalana (and Santa Cecilia within it) has increasingly lost this ability since 

the 1970s. On the other hand, the sub-region where Analco is located has been much 

more successful in maintaining a sustainable use of its territory, preserving land quality 

and other natural resources up to the end of the 1990s. 

Conclusions 

This brief overview of the history of the Chinantla region illustrates how, despite 

of its natural isolation and imperviousness, its people have been immersed in larger 

political and economic contexts under the hegemonic influence of different regimes of 

power. As we have seen, the degree of involvement of Chinantec localities in larger 

economic systems varied from time to time and from place to place. Likewise, the nature 

and degree of political rule to which Chinantec people were subsumed, varied 

tremendously from one regime to the next as well as from locality to locality. What does 

seem likely, though, is that most, if not all, Chinantecs became involved in tributary-

patronage systems since pre-Aztec times and that these systems continued to be the 

predominant form of political and economic rule in which local communities were 

immersed up to the late Spanish Colony. 

Through these relations, under Colonial rule Chinantec localities became 

collective entities with particular forms of government, constituting what came to be 

known as the Indian "corporate community". This process was likely similar to what 

Wolf described for Meso-America in general (1957, 1986). 
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As we have seen in the preceding pages, XIX Century liberalism--with its 

ideology centered on progress, individual rights, capitalist expansion, and private 

property—did not affect much Chinantec corporate communities until the late Porfiriato. 

It was precisely during this period at the end of the XIX Century and the beginning of the 

XX Century that great portions of the Chinantla were forcefully incorporated into a 

flourishing capitalist economy. Many Chinantec people from Valle Nacional, Chiltepec, 

Jocotepec, and Ojitlan lost great portions of their community lands and were forced to 

work as indented labor in the rapidly expanding haciendas of the Tuxtepec district. 

Overall, the Usila and Lalana municipalities were less affected in the disfranchisement of 

community lands; still, they became increasingly incorporated into the economic 

development of the period with the establishment of haciendas and the expansion of 

tropical commercial crops in their own or in nearby territories. Coffee was one such crop: 

Although it was not to acquire economic predominance until the 1970s, it was precisely 

introduced during that time in both Usila and Lalana. 

During the XX Century, both municipalities have experienced demographic 

growth and have suffered from rampant agrarian conflicts for territorial limits. As I 

mentioned in this chapter for Santa Cecilia and will show in chapter three for Analco, 

these two localities have both experienced this problem. Agrarian conflicts are a clear 

expression of the complex political articulation between the local and the State through 

the expedition of conflicting land titles through time by the power regime in turn. They 

are also an expression of the economic articulation in which local communities and 
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municipalities are immersed, as increasing land encroachment from neighboring 

Veracruzan cattle ranchers on Lalana communal lands exemplifies. 

In following chapters, I will come back to this complex economic and political 

articulation between the local and the global by looking at the expansion and contraction 

of coffee in Analco and Santa Cecilia from the 1970s to the present, and by examining 

current social policies as the latest forms of State intervention into these local spaces. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CHINANTEC PEASANTS YESTERDAY AND TODAY 

"men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please" (Marx and Engels 
1973:398) 

"[talking about Chayanov and two common misreadings of his work] ...his 'analysis from 
below' -that is the building up of the understanding of the social economy which commences 
with the operational logic of family-farms—has often been treated as a substitution of the 
psychological and the subjective for the deterministic and the economic. This is wrong._/br 
the material and structural determinants involved in the relations of production and 
exchange shape and restrict choices even though more flexibility of possible and adopted 
strategies was built into Chayanov's explanatory scheme." (Shanin 1990:323) 

A. FROM ECONOMIC PRODUCERS TO WELFARE RECIPENTS: PUBLIC 
POLICY AND PEASANTS IN THE AGE OF NEOLIBERALISM 

To talk about Indian peasants in contemporary Mexico, it is first necessary to 

situate tiie Mexican peasantry in broader political and economic processes that have 

affected it directly or indirectly in recent times. In particular, I find it important to outline 

the role that the Mexican state has played in economic and political dynamics that have 

dramatically transformed conditions of life and future prospects for the peasantry. 

In the last three decades a chronic agricultural crisis has deeply affected 

campesino rural spaces in Southern Mexico; a crisis precipitated by shifting economic 

models adopted by the Mexican State during this time. Since the 1982 debt crisis, public 

policy has increasingly been dictated by structural adjustment and neoliberalism. 

Agrarian policies followed by postrevolutionary regimes since the 1930s' were oriented 

toward gaining consensus and legitimacy in the countryside while, at the same time. 

' The period immediately following the Mexican revolution (1917-1935) is considered as a time of 
"economic reconstruction and ruling-group consolidation" (Otero 1999:38). The effective alliance between 
the peasantry and the corporate state began with the presidency of Cardenas (1934-1940) and was 
definately broken with the reform to the Article 27 of the Constitution at the end of 1991. 
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pushing for capitalist development in agriculture. These policies have been progressively 

abandoned since the 1980s. Free trade, deregulation of the economy and the dismantling 

of state-run agencies and programs—basic tenets of neoliberal development policy—have 

replaced decades of trade protectionism, a state-led economy, political corporatism, 

production subsidies, and deficit financing (Otero 1999)." This dramatic turn around has 

required the "opening up" of rural Mexico to global markets and capital and the 

dismantling of compensatory state policies in agriculture. Under the neoliberal doctrine 

of competitive efficiency, campesino agricultural production has been effectively 

abandoned to its own destiny, presumably, to adapt to market forces.^ In this process, 

state policy toward peasants has been transformed significantly. 

The agricultural crisis 

There is consensus among scholars of peasant economy in Mexico that the 

agricultural crisis affecting peasant agriculture and food production originated in the late 

1960s as a consequence of the economic development model implemented by the 

Mexican government. This model favored import-substitution industrialization over 

agricultural production since the 1950s (Appendini 1995:33). Agriculture was 

increasingly decapitalized in the 1950-I960s by tight government control over food 

" Besides these "market-friendly" characteristics, today's predominant neoliberalism in Mexico (and Latin 
America in general) characterizes itself for "an explicit approximation and subservience to world markets 
and financial institutions" and a "renewed interest in resource extraction in some regions" (Chase 2002:1). 

^ In reality, as both Chase (2002) and Bebbington (2(K)0) note, in neoliberalism—and, more specitlcally, in 
the "doctrine of competitive efficiency" (Chase 2002:2)—there is no room for subsistence peasants. To this 
I may add tht there is no room for Indigenous people either..As these authors state, the model supports a 
very narrow view of society and excludes large subaltern social groups who cannot compete or have 
become an obstacle to the full implementation of market forces. 
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prices, the provision of a cheap labor force, the production of "large volumes of export 

crops" and the "small relative claims" by this sector over available credit, capital and 

technology (Hewitt 1984:126). As early as the 1940s, the government adopted a de facto 

bimodal agricultural policy where capital, infrastructure and credit were systematically 

oriented toward export-oriented agrobusiness enterprises located primarily in the 

Northern states. This policy was to the detriment of small-scale food producing farmers 

and peasants of Central and Southern Mexico (Hewitt 1984:127; Stanford 1996:144). 

The agricultural crisis was precipitated when the modest capacity of this sector to 

subsidize industrial growth through national food self-sufficiency came to an end. In 

large part this occurred due to increased production and productivity at a time when food 

prices in the international markets fell making Mexican food surplus exports 

uncompetitive (Bartra 1995:177). Internal food production subsequently slumped and 

was unable to keep up with the rate of population growth. In the late 1960s Mexico began 

to import basic foods, including com. Then in the 1970s international prices for basic 

grains increased at a time when Mexico had already become dependent on agricultural 

food imports. Social unrest hit the countryside as well as the rest of Mexico. 

As a political response, the populist-inclined and politically authoritarian 

Echevem'a government (1970-1976) decided to promote food production self-sufficiency 

through a major injection of state funds, the creation or expansion of State infrastructure 

and the promotion of technical assistance in agriculture production. This effort was 

continued during the following presidential administration, the Lopez Portillo's 

government (1976-1982), at least until the debt crisis of 1982 occurred. Government 
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spending was made increasingly available at the time through oil revenues as well as 

heavy borrowing in the international financial market. The state extended its intervention 

from irrigation agriculture to rain-fed areas, in an unprecedented effort which made a 

well known scholar of the Mexican peasantry talk about a "statist reconversion of 

agriculture" characterizing the decade (Bartra 1995:178). 

This was clearly a time in which the Mexican state still counted on the peasantry's 

potential for generating agricultural surpluses. Peasants were treated as economic 

"producers" and credit was made available not only to big farmers but also to "small" and 

"middle" peasants (see Deere 1990). A public banking infrastructure was specifically 

created to promote agriculture production. State enterprises were created to provide 

seeds, fertilizers and pesticides at subsidized prices. Technical assistance was also made 

available, often accompanied by covert or overt mechanisms of political coercion in 

support of the ruling party through the availability of credit and technological packets to 

cultivate specific crops. 

State agencies like CONASUPC* were funded and expanded through the 

establishment of a capillary network of storing and distribution facilities for basic food 

crops and consumption goods in rural areas. New state agencies—like INMECAre' for 

coffee—were established to promote the extension of specific crops in new agricultural 

areas. These agencies provided technical, infrastructural, and financial support for the 

production, distribution and marketing of these crops (Bartra 1995:178-9). The state 

continued with its policy for com, wheat and beans initiated in 1953 and expanded it to 

* CONASUPO= The National Comission for Popular Subsistence. 
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more crops in the 1960s (Appendini 1995:42). This policy of precios de garantia (fixing 

minimum prices) for basic agricultural crops was a measure to guarantee and support 

agricultural production and revenues in the market. 

An agricultural "rural bureaucracy" (Bartra 1995:179) became so pervasive in 

rural Mexico as to turn into a fait accompli. For agricultural producers, compensatory 

state policies became the norm (Otero 1999). State-run agencies have been dismantled 

over the last fifteen years, but memories of this model of state intervention in social and 

productive relations remain today in the minds of campesinos. Comparisons are 

commonly made between "the way things were" (and should be) and "how they have 

degraded today". Discourse on the past is not just a way to express nostalgia for better 

times. It fosters critical reflection on the changing nature of State interventions and 

relationships with peasant constituencies. It may also eventually serve as a potential 

platform for collective action and struggle against today's policies, depending on the 

specificities of regional cultures and power relations across time and space. 

One of the effects of economic sialism was to draw peasant production more 

heavily into market relations. Another effect was to establish or increase peasant 

dependency on governmental credit, technical assistance, and infrastructure for the 

production and marketing of crops, as well as in the attainment of basic consumption 

goods. This dependency was at once material and symbolic, building upon paternalistic 

and corporatist relations with the state. As influential scholars of the Mexican peasantry 

argue, this bureaucratic sialism did not fortify small and middle-size agriculture. Instead, 

' 1NMECAFE= The Coffee Mexican Institute. 
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it was successful in dismantling what was left of peasant productive potential through the 

disarticulation of survival strategies that small producers had historically developed to 

survive disadvantageous relations with external forces exerting political domination and 

economic plunder (Bartra 1995:180). Still, as I will illustrate in the following chapters, 

fostering the promotion of the coffee economy among Indian producers generated some 

positive effects. It introduced more acceptable standards of living which campesinos 

aspire to today. This is something that local peasants openly recognize. 

The debt crisis and its effects in the countryside 

The economic crisis of the 1980s led to a decade known as the "lost decade" not 

only in Mexico but throughout Latin America. Structural adjustment policies were 

imposed and these policies dramatically affected governmental support of agricultural 

programs. 

We can discern two periods in terms of broad macroeconomic policy and its 

effects on rural Mexico, and sectorial agriculture policies during the "lost decade"; the 

first from 1982 to 1987 and the second from 1988 to 1992 (Appendini 1995:37). In the 

first part of the decade, structural adjustment was implemented across the board and 

government spending in support of agriculture drastically decreased. In 1984 and 1985, 

the government of President de la Madrid (1982-1988) eased somehow public spending 

cuts, given the deep contraction of the economy. In 1986 though, the oil crisis struck and 

government spending suffered another drastic reduction, affecting subsidies, credit, and 

other types of support for the agriculture sector. Starting 1988, Mexico's macroeconomic 

policy called for price control of basic goods and salary control in an effort to curb 
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inflation and stop the dramatic depreciation experienced by the Mexican peso in the 

international financial market. Mexico's adherence to the GATT agreement in 1986 

required the implementation of free trade. This had negative effects on the agricultural 

sector. From 1986 on, agricultural production continued to fall, with the exception of a 

brief respite in 1990 (Appendini 1995). 

A. Bartra summarizes this turn in the economic development model and 

governmental policy very eloquently: 

'The state, which in the seventies had plunged all the way into the kitchen, balks away 
without saying a word and without paying for the broken dishes. The bureaucratically 
planned tlctive economy is substituted by generalized deregulation and the dismantling of 
parastatal agencies operating in the countryside. Market fetishism follows state fetishism. The 
rational assignment of resources is no longer a job in the hands of inept governmental 
planners; it passes on to the purportedly wise hands of 'free market competition" *• 
(1995:181).^ 

Government policy toward the sector became increasingly driven by broader 

financial and fiscal concerns as opposed to the active support of internal production 

(Appendini 1995:40). During the years of the Salinas' administration (1988-1994) 

neoliberal reforms were pushed further in the countryside under ambitious plans of 

"modernization". The pillars of modernization were privatization, massive deregulation 

and free trade. Government-sponsored credit became extremely hard to come by in 

peasant regions because State agencies and banks now used financially sound criteria to 

determine and maintain eligibility. In the past, an overarching concern for fomenting 

® Translations are mine. 

^ El estado, que en los setenta se habfa metido hasta la cocina, se retira sin decir agua va y sin pagar los 
platos rotos. La econmfa ficcidn burocraticamente programada es sustitufda por la desregulacidn 
generalizada y el desmantelamiento de las paraestatales del campo. A1 fetichismo del Estado sigue el 
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production guided credit eligibility. Governmental subsidies for production were phased 

out and agencies in charge of producing and distributing agricultural inputs at controlled 

prices were dismantled or privatized. Prices of seeds, fertilizers and other implements 

were therefore liberalized and increased dramatically in a short period of time making the 

cost of production much higher. 

Other state agencies devoted to the promotion, technical assistance, collection, 

and commercial distribution of specific crops—like INMECAFE for coffee—were also 

quickly dismantled. For peasant coffee producers the situation became particularly 

catastrophic because the federal government withdrew its support just when the 

international price for this product plummeted to ever low levels (1989-1993). 

At the same time that it was withdrawing support for agricultural production, the 

state gradually phased out all the precios de garantia for major agricultural crops, leaving 

ill-prepared and technically-disadvantaged small and middle producers to struggle in the 

market for the sale of their products. The only crops the state maintained price control for 

was com, given its strategic importance in the Mexican food supply market. Thanks to 

trade agreements and the disappearance or drastic reduction of import tarifs, the internal 

market meanwhile was flooded with agricultural products, especially grains, produced at 

much cheaper prices in the United States or Canada. 

With the exception of the export-oriented agricultural sector (which produces 

mostly fruits, vegetables and flowers), the majority of Mexican farmers could not 

compete in the free market. With the reform to the Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution 

fetichismo del mercado, y la asignacion racional de los recursos deja de ser tarea de los ineptos planeadores 
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at the end of 1991, the possibility to privatize and sell ejido land was officially 

sanctioned, introducing land previously owned by the Federal Government and socially-

held by small farmer collectivities as a private commodity in the market. Finally, in the 

last years of the Salinas'administration and during the Zedillo's presidency (1994-2000), 

the Mexican government began to gradually phase out the state-supported distribution of 

basic goods in the countryside, particularly in more marginalized areas of rain-fed 

agriculture where most of the Mexican peasantry lives. At the same time, it liberalized 

prices for basic goods (for instance, beans) sold in the state-supported network of rural 

stores. 

Most small scale agricultural production was devastated by the effects of the 

reforms and peasant groups rendered particularly vulnerable. The Salinas' administration 

fully adopted a bimodal policy toward the agriculture sector. Keeping with its ideology of 

modernization and substituting state interventions in favor of market forces, this 

administration excluded peasants' interests from the terrain of agriculture policy and 

assigned them to the terrain of welfare intervention. This turn was made possible by the 

differentiation of agricultural producers into two categories: the economically viable and 

unviable (Appendini 1995:59-60). The first group was offered credit and other forms of 

agricultural support and the second group became the subjects of social programs 

designed for the rural poor. 

The Salinas administration through its "Solidarity" scheme, established two major 

programs directed at small peasant producers: the Fondos Regionales de Solidaridad 

gubemamentaies para pasar a las sabias manos de la "libre concurrencia". 
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(FRS)® and PROCAMPO. The FRS were established in 1990 to promote local and regional 

productive associations using revolving funds to invest in productive ventures (Espinosa 

1994). While the FRS still employed the language and supported the aims of promoting 

production and productivity, the PROCAMPO program was more clearly designed as a 

direct subsidy to the peasant household. While it it still linked to agriculture production, 

PROCAMPO works as a welfare safety net since it does not encourage productivity (Otero 

1999:53). 

The PROCAMPO program was announced in October 1993, thrived during the last 

year of the Salinas presidency and continued under the Zedillo's administration. It has 

survived the first year of President FoxTirst non-PRI government (2000-2006). Unlike 

the ETIS which were in practice directed to those small scale agricultural producers who 

were more economically viable and less poor, PROCAMPO was designed for, and 

directed at the less efficient and economically losing peasants, among which Indian 

producers abound. The program offers a yearly fixed subsidy in cash for each hectar of 

cultivated land of one of nine products—including com (Otero 1999:52). Individual 

producers receive this subsidy regardless of actual crop yields (see Appendini 1995:66 

for explanation on how it works to discourage productivity). Both programs served to 

increase the legitimacy of the government and channel votes to the PRI at a time in which 

the ruling party was suffering from profound delegitimizing and broad disqualification. 

Indian peasants have become the main recipients of the PROCAMPO program. 

They received 330 pesos per cultivated hectar in 1994 and 770 pesos in 2001. The 

^ Fondos Regionaies de SoUdaridad = Solidarity Regional Funds. 
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program was scheduled to last for a total of fifteen years as a buffer in preparation to the 

full opening of the market for com imports. It should therefore be phased out in 2008. 

There are rumors, however, that the Fox government is considering closing it down much 

earlier with a final lump sum payment. 

Finally, mid-term through president Zedillo's administration and in line with 

current neoliberal policies, the Education, Health and Nutrition Program (PROGRESA) 

was launched as a grand strategy to support the rural poor. The idea behind PROGRESA 

is to gradually phase out other governmental programs operating in rural marginal areas 

and provide cash transfers to individual families. While PROCAMPO is still—at least 

formally—a subsidy to production, PROGRESA is designed as a direct subsidy to 

consumption. With PROGRESA, state intervention in peasant areas—especially 

Indigenous areas—has completely switched its emphasis from supporting production to 

supporting consumption. At the same time, peasants—Indian and mestizo alike-have 

been transformed in both material and discoursive terms from agricultural "producers" to 

the marginal "poor" in the eyes of the state. 

B. WHO ARE THE "PEASANTS" OF THIS (HI)STORY 

My interest in studying Chinantec "peasants" was rekindled in 1997 by a North 

American colleague who nonchalantly warned me against using of the word "peasant" in 

grant proposals. She flatly stated that the "peasantry" had become a very unfashionable 

concept in U.S. anthropology and suggested I should eliminate the term from my 

discourse and ethnography. Caught in between two schools of thought—Latin American 
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and Mexican rural studies on the one hand, and U.S. anthropology, on the other—I found 

the warning deeply disturbing. 

I reminisced of A. Warman's poignant account of the stubborn persistence and 

historical salience of Morelos campesinos in their relation first with the Spanish Crown 

and latter with the Mexican state; a book aptly called And we came to object (1980). In 

the midst of a fiery debate raging at that time among ccinipesinista (peasantist) and 

descampesinista (or proletarianist) Mexican intellectuals on the future of the peasantry, 

Warman argued that he never found "typical" peasants ' but only "concrete" ones. In his 

study of Morelos, campesinos were depicted as subjects and social actors of local and 

regional histories: depositaries of deep, rich and accurate memories of a distant and not 

so distant past of plundering and struggle, but also firmly anchored in a present in which 

they were confronting larger and mostly adverse economic and political forces. To these 

forces they were responding day after day by devising new, or reformulating old, survival 

strategies. These were real people actively engaged in social, economic and political 

processes by being and persisting precisely as campesinos (1980:13). 

' There is obviously a very long tradition in social sciences to typify social realities and processes in the 
attempt to generalize and compare phenomena. In Max Weber's words: 'The science of sociology seeks to 
formulate type concepts and generalized uniformities of empirical process" which implies that "the abstract 
character of sociology is responsible for the fact that, compared with actual historical reality, [sociological 
concepts] are relatively lacking in fullness of concrete content" (1964:109-110). IN U.S. anthropology, 
Robert Redfield was one of the first to attempt to define peasants as a social type. He gave a defmition of 
the peasantry as a"type without localization" which showed similar characteristics regardless of space and 
time: "Peasant society and culture has something generic about it. Is is a kind of arrangement of humanity 
with some similarities all over the world" (1956:23-25). Under very different theoretical premises but 
roughly at the same lime, E. Wolf provided a much more structurally-inclined and historically-sensitive 
typology of the peasantry, stressing its subordinate articulation with the wider socioeconomic system 
through economic exploitation or political force (1955; 1966). Warman's words are obviously polemic vis-
a-vis peasant typologies among other reasons because the kind of study he pursued allowed him to do so: 
in-depth local and regional history and ethnography have no pretense to search for larger sociological 
uniformities or comparisons. 
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It was with this example in mind, that I slowly became aware that the construction 

of the analytical concept "peasants" has followed diverse epistemological routes not only 

through time but also through different regional academic or language traditions; as, for 

instance, between the U.S. and Western Europe, on the one hand, and Latin America, on 

the other. Warman's campesinos share very little with Robert Redfield's depiction of 

peasants in Mexico in the 1930s (1930; 1956)'° or with Foster's narratives of 

Tzintzuntzan agriculturalists of the 1950s and 1960s ([1967] 1988); even if all three 

authors write about Mexican campesinos. In the former, peasants are social actors firmly 

anchored in the political and economic realities of their times; in the latter, they are 

anachronistic remnants of a past which progress, modernity and urbanization would 

eventually radically transform or make disappear. 

Obviously, these differences in portrait have very much to do with the distinct 

theoretical standings of each of these authors; reflective, in turn, of the specific 

paradigms prevailing in anthropology at the time of each of their writings." Clearly, 

"peasant" and "campesino" do not fully share the same meaning within their respective 

geographical and linguistic contexts of use. As Shanin first highlighted (1990) and 

Kearney noted a few years later (1996), in U.S. and Western Europe, the word 

"peasantry" entered the realm of sociological and anthropological research as a charged 

word.'" In the social, political and economic imaginary, it evoked "otherness". 

In his Tepoztlan: A Mexican village (1930^. Redfield labeled Tepozteco peasants "tontos" (fools"), 
accepting the densive term used by urban-inclined middle-class inhabitants of the same town. 

'' Warman was a campesinista influenced by both historicist and structural versions of Marxism as well as 
dependency theories, while Redfield was a culturalist-functionalist and Foster a functionalist. 

T. Shanin reports how in the Medieval Europe 'peasant' meant 'villain, rustic, devil, robber, brigand and 
looter' [J. Le Goff in: C. Cipolla 1977 The Fontana Economic History of Europe: The Middle Ages, 
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"backwardness", "anachronism", "inertia" "tradition", "underdevelopment" and/or 

"political or economic subjugation". In the Spanish language within the tradition of 

Mexican and Latin American social sciences, on the other hand, the development of the 

concept "campesinado" has followed a different route throughout the 20'**.Century, 

usually exempt from the denigratory connotations of its English equivalent.'^ 

These semantic and evocative discrepancies are paralleled by the dissimilar social 

histories in which "peasantries" as distintive social groups have unfolded in these 

different regions of the world. In Mexico and Latin America, as in other areas of the 

Thirld World such as Asia, peasants have been protagonists of transcendental 

revolutionary social movements in the 20"^ Century. This social and political activism has 

marked not only national and international historiographies, but also the course and 

configuration of many Latin American nation-state projects and development policies 

throughout much of the last century. At the same time, it has promoted the development 

and appropiation of carnpesino identity as a category of self-ascription. 

While Kearney argues that the Mexican State from the 1950s thru mid-80s used 

the term campesinos as "a term of containment rather than a useful analytical category" 

(1996:54), I would contend that, precisely in the Mexican case, "peasantry" is not just an 

reported in Shanin 1990:5] and "in eighteen-century English a peasant meant a brute and an illiterate, while 
the verb'to peasant' was still used to mean to subjugate and to enslave" (1990:5). Today, the Webster's 
Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language (Random House: [1987] 1996) offers as 
second definition of 'peasant': 'a coarse, unsophisticated, boorish, uneducated person of little financial 
means'. Kearney for his part argues that from the 1940s on the major "Other" that U.S. anthropology 
identified, studied, and contributed as a discipline to "progress" was precisely the "peasantry", coinceived 
as a social group essentially underdeveloped (1996: 30-41). I may add that a similar imaginary was 
constructed about "Indians" (not peasants) in Mexican public policy and academia—especially 
anthropology. 
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analytical concept invented and used by the State or an ancillary social science academia. 

As Mexican and Latin American history reminds us—and current political and social 

events in which Indian and non Indian peasants are actively enmeshed (c.f. Harvey 1998; 

Edelman 1999) forcefully reaffirm—the peasantry "is also a social group which exists in 

the collective consciousness and political deed of its members" (Shanin 1990:69). As 

such, it is not easily erasable at the will of an academic discipline often-times drowning 

in its own identity crisis. 

Chinantec peasants are precisely the subjects of the story I narrate in the following 

pages. Wolf's definition of peasants (1966) still applies well to Analquenos and 

Ceciliefios at the end of the 1990s: they are mostly "rural cultivators whose surpluses are 

transferred to a dominant group" (1966:3-4) through unequal market exchange and whose 

basic social unit of production and consumption is the household (1966:l3).These are 

Indian campesinos: "concrete ones", as Warman would say. They are strongly attached to 

their land and territory, which are their primary source of sustenance and identity. They 

are also struggling to survive with the material and immaterial resources they have at 

their disposal, among which land, family labor and experiential knowledge are probably 

the most important. These peasants are also firmly anchored to the political and economic 

realities of today's Mexican rurality. Deeply affected by the coffee crisis that has ravaged 

their economy throughout the 1990s, they are reflective adversaries of current State 

neoUberal politics of retraction from previous support of campesino agricultural 

The Dictionario de la lengua espanoia of the Royal Spanish Academy (1984) only provides a neutral 
sociological definition of "^canipestno" and "^canipesinado" which highlights specific characteristics of 
social organization and economic activities and relationships. 
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production. Awareness and antagonism are further enhanced by common knowledge and 

memory of not so distant times in which coffee was making ends meet and Mexican 

governmental institutions were actively involved in its promotion, financing, storing, 

distribution and sale. 

Consciousness of these adverse broader political economic tendencies, though, 

has not translated in these Chinantec localities into the embracement of political activism, 

nor in acts of micro or macro resistance (Scott 1976, 1985, 1990) toward the State of any 

kind (see note 46 below). Instead, multiple economic and social responses have arisen, 

having the household, the locality or, at maximum, the surrounding region as its sites. As 

we will see in the following sections and chapters, these responses are an essential part of 

campesino life strategies. Current challenges to peasant social reproduction seem 

particularly threatening vis-a-vis prevailing neoliberal policies, the chronic and deepening 

Mexican agricultural crisis and, today, the demise of coffee production. Still, we can 

perceive not just novelty but also a sense of historical recurrence in many of these 

Chinantec campesino responses. 

Among novel strategies, the search for a campesino sustainable development 

model and temporal, cyclical or permanent migration are probably the most important in 

either or both localities. I will briefly come back to both later in this chapter. Among 

periodically recurrent responses, repeasantization in the face of adversity has been 

particularly relevant in these localities since the early nineties and it is to this strategy that 

I draw attention now. Repeasantization occurs as a response at the site of the household, 

the community or the regional producers' organization through a partial retreat from the 
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market and an attempt to further diversy production for self-consumption and the market. 

Diversification becomes particularly important for food sources. 

Repeasantization deserves further attention here because it calls into question the 

commonly-held notion that campesinos tend to renounce their way of life and, inevitably, 

enlarge the ranks of rural proletarians or urban informal labor forces nationally or 

transnationally vis-a-vis the agricultural crisis and current economic policies designed to 

favor big agribusiness and transnational capital. This historical reading on the 

inevitability of the disappearance of the peasantry is so pervasive in the social science 

literature that it deserves further attention. Let's have a closer look at how peasant 

dynamics and future have been historically conceptualized by political economy, 

anthropology and rural sociology. 

Depeciscintization or: What fate awaits the peasantry? 

Depeasantization'"* as the logical and unavoidable process through which peasants 

cease to be peasants in their interaction with capitalism has a long history among 

Depeasantization is a conceptual term embedded in ambiguity and its detlnition is fraught with 
difficulties. Broadly, I can make out at least two different—not necessarily antagonistic nor mutually 
exclusive—definitions through the literature. The first originates from the perspective of peasants 
themselves as social actors and refers to specific survival strategies developed at a micro scale of the 
individual, the household or the locality. These strategies are in response to specific dynamics occurring in 
the larger socio-economic system in which the peasant household is immersed, by definition (Wolf 1966), 
in a subordinate position; this system being today capitalism. Depeasantization from this perspective should 
imply the progressive abandonment of peasant production logic (oriented more toward the obtention of use 
value than surplus value) and peasant deployment of labor (oriented more toward the satisfaction of basic 
collective family—as opposed to individual—needs and toward consumption—as opposed to accumulation), 
as well as the dissolution of peasant identity (linked to agro-pastoral-forestry activities, direct ownership of 
land and the belonging to a specific geocultural territory). The second is a macro economicist perspective 
developed within what can be broadly conceived as a political economy (Roseberry 1988) paradigm. It 
refers to the overall historical process by which the peasantry as a social sector is supposedly subsumed and 
transformed by capitalism and modernization into entrepreneurial farmers or into rural or urban 
proletarians. This perspective rests on the (partial) assumption that depeasantization is mediated by a 
restriction or reduction in access to land and an increasing involvement of small peasant producers in wage 



80 

academic and political analists. As students of peasant studies are familiar with, Marx's 

The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte ([1852] 1963), and almost sixty years later, 

Lenin's The development of capitalism in Russia (1908) set the foundations for what in 

the second half of the 20"* century came to be considered the "proletarianist" argument. 

They contended for the precapitalist nature of the peasantry, its dubious political role as a 

class-in-itself, and its inevitable disappearance at the hands of capitalism through 

depeasantization and the transformation of its internal social formations into a rural 

proletariat and a rural bourgeoisie. 

Kautsky's The agrarian question (1899) shared with Lenin the conclusion that the 

peasantry had a very marginal political role to play in capitalist development or in a 

socialist revolution. Unlike Lenin, though, Kautsky was the first Marxist to highlight the 

empirical possibility that the peasantry needed not disappear with capitalism. He 

analyzed the complexity and multiplicity of forms in which capitalism was articulating 

itself with late 19"* century German and European peasant agriculture, without 

necessarily destroying its particular forms of production logic, labor deployment, or land 

tenure. He showed how the peasantry as a socio-economic formation is not specific to 

any particular mode of production and therefore cannot be identified in essence as 

precapitalist. Even more important, Kautsky preceded mid and late 20'^ century Marxist 

labor. In other words, depeasantization here refers to the process by which "increasing numbers of peasants 
are separated from their means of production and pushed into a wage-labor market that is incapable of 
productively absorbing them" (Otero 1999:57). From the above definitions it becomes clear that 
campesinos themselves can adopt stategies that reinforce their peasant logic of production (and therefore 
their peasantness) while at the same time they may be facing macro depesantization forces. In the following 
overview I will center more on the macro economicist perspective because it is the one most developed in 
the literature on peasant economy and the agrarian question. I will then go back to the first with 
Roseberry's critique of de Janvry. 
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historicist and articulation theorists (de Janvry 1981; Deere 1987; Laclau 1971; Palerm 

1980; Roseberry 1983; Wolf 1957, 1966, 1982) in his depiction of the multiple forms of 

articulation, and the functional relationship between peasant production and exchange 

and a wider capitalist agrarian economy.'^ 

From the other hand of the political spectrum and several decades later, post-

World War n modernization theorists and policy-makers in the U.S. and elsewhere also 

argued for the inevitable demise of the Latin American peasantry. Modernization, 

progress and urbanization would do away with a peasantry anchored to "traditional" 

values and obsolete socioeconomic practices (Rostow 1960). Influenced by the first 

formulations of dependency theory (Frank 1966), some Mexican intellectuals who 

studied rural spaces and problems counteracted against these views on the peasantry 

espoused by modemization theory. They began to argue in the 1960s that the Mexican 

peasantry was involved in—and therefore part of—an internally colonialist, and therefore 

exploitative relationship with the uneven and disarticulated capitalism that characterizes 

this as much as other Latin American countries (Gonzalez Casanova; Stavenhagen's 

ICAD study both cited in: Hewitt de Alcantara 1984). As such, worsening conditions 

that the peasantry was facing in Mexico already at that time were not a consequence of its 

economic and social archaism but instead a product of capitalist expansion and uneven 

development. 

'^Kautsky showed how among the Junkers (agrarian capitalist latifundists) in Germany at the end of the 19"* 
century, the capitalist mode of production was subsuming peasant small farms in a functional relationship 
by exu-acting surplus value through peasant self-exploitative mechanisms in the deployment of family labor 
and through market unequal exchange. Instead of disappearing, these small family farms were increasing in 
numbers (Shanin 1990:251-279). 
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The debate among campesinistas (A. Bartra 1979; Esteva 1980; Warman 1980), 

and descampesinistas or proletarianists (R. Bartra 1974) in Mexico reached its zenith in 

the late 1970s-early 1980s, making a lasting influence nationwide and elsewhere on the 

theoretical discussion around the agrarian question and the fate of the peasantry. Some of 

the discussion originated with the apparent paradox of a growth in absolute numbers of 

peasants accompanied by an increase of rninifiindismo^^ and wage-labor, infrasubsistence 

livelihoods, and socioeconomic marginalization which were already evident in the I960 

census figures for Mexico. The arguments revolved around the forms of articulation 

between capitalism and peasant economy, the mechanisms and dynamics of capital 

accumulation, surplus value extraction and socioeconomic differentiation in the 

campesinaclo, and the political and economic viability of an increasingly impoverished 

peasantry within capitalism (Hewitt de Alcantara 1984; Deere 1987).'^ The increasing 

Minifundismo is the process by which land breaics up into smaller and smaller holdings through time 
(mostly, but not solely, because of inheritance patterns) to the point that total land size belonging to a 
household is not sufficient to support it. 

R. Bartra. directly influenced by Marxist-Leninist thought, became the most vocal proponent of the idea 
that the peasantry constituted a separate, pre-capitalist (mercantile) mode of production, inefficient and 
incompatible to the full development of capitalism. In his view, its continuous social reproduction under a 
capitalist economy was in itself a condition of dependent development (i.e. "the inability of a stunted 
capitalist manufacturing sector to absorb the labor force which should be liberated by the total 
proletarianization of the peasantry" [Hewitt de Alcantara 1984:148]) maintained by the postrevolutionary 
State as a political maneuver to maintain peace in rural Mexico. Campesinistas such as A. Bartra (1979) or 
Warman (1980), on the other hand, argued that peasant economy did not constitute a separate mode of 
production but instead a specific form of socioeconomic organization through which capitalist 
entrepreneurs, money-lenders and merchants reaped profit through unequal exchange in the market. Here, 
the stress was on the complementarity between the capitalist mode of production and peasant economy 
under the realization that the peasantry is not so much inefficient as exploited and that its persistence is 
functional to capital accumulation. To canipesinista economic analysis, Warman added an historically 
informed and culturally sensitive perspective by highlighting the political potential of peasants and peasant 
movements as concrete and significant social actors. For a thorough discussion of the campesinista-
descampesinista debate, see Hewitt de Alcantara (1984). 
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involvement of campesinos in wage-labor and its significance in terms of peasant social 

reproduction and historical resiliency was hotly debated. 

Although Wolf did not engage directly in the debate on the future of the 

peasantry, his work throughout fourty years was very influential in setting some of the 

parameters for the debate. Crucial to our discussion here, is Wolf's historically-informed 

work on the Mexican peasantry since colonial times which shows how Indian peasants 

were already periodically involved in wage-labor in the colonial haciendas as part of 

their social reproduction (1959; 1966). This points to the long history of involvement in 

wage labor among Mexican peasants and implicitly forges an argument against 

descampesinistas who tend to see wage labor per se as a clear sign of proletarianization. 

In 1981, de Janvry published a seminal piece which overcame some of the 

opposing arguments exposed by campesinistas (often disparagingly labeled "populists"; 

see Redclift 1980) and descampesinistas. Through an overarching explanation on the 

dynamics of capital accumulation in 20"* century Latin America, he partially resolved the 

issue of the persistence of the peasantry so endlessly debated previously. He showed how 

in these peripheral ("disarticulated") economies the subsistence sector (the peasantry) 

assumes part of the social cost of reproducing the labor force necessary for capital 

accumulation so that the cost of labor for capital itself is maintained low. Because of this 

function that it accomplishes, this sector is not fully proletarianized. At the same time, 

because of population growth and the tendency toward minifiindismo it is increasingly 

unable to fully support itself on its smallholdings so that it needs to sell its labor force in 
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capitalist agriculture from time to time. The tendency is thus toward the formation of a 

class of semi-proletarian rural producers: neither fully peasant nor fully proletarian. 

This disarticulated model of accumulation explains why peasants are not 

disappearing as such but also why they increasingly living at infrasubsistence levels, 

having to periodically sell their labor force in order to survive on increasingly reducing 

family smallholdings. De Janvry finally argues that processes of capital accumulation and 

social differentiation will in the long run shrink Latin American peasantries and 

depeasantization does occur at a massive scale. Interested specifically in the process of 

class formation and political struggle among Mexican rural direct producers, Otero 

(1999) develops a similar argument to de Janvry's, arguing for the creation of a semi-

proletariat within a general tendency toward depeasantization in the Mexican 

countryside. 

Finally, in his influential and controversial Reconceptualizing the peasantry 

(1996), Kearney also argues for the disappearance of peasants in Mexico. This time the 

argument is framed in poststructuralist terms and the demise of the peasantry is argued 

not only as a material and historical process factually occurring in contemporary Mexico, 

but also and foremostly because "peasantry" is for this author an inherently flawed 

discoursive and theoretical category which anthropology should today supersede. 

Kearney constructs his argument drawing on his knowledge of transnational Mixtecs and 

Zapotecs in the migration circuits of "Oaxacalifomia". He stresses the complexity of the 

material and symbolic experiences in which they engage through transnationalization and 

the multiplicity of identities they develop in the process. These contemporary situations 
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defy and trascend the simple, circumscribed, and anachronistic category of "peasant" and 

"peasant livelihood" and warrant the search for more appropriate taxonomies and 

theoretical paradigms. 

Kearney's is foremost a grand debunking project of anthropology as a discipline 

conceivably at the service of the post-colonial State. With the peasantry, the argument 

goes, modernist anthropology'® constructed a specific field of inquiry, knowledge and 

discourse in its own time to legitimize itself and to support and design post-World-War 0 

"development" interventions in the Third World by an hegemonic U.S. and the rest of the 

First World. Despite this deconstructionist focus,'' Kearney does provide definitions in 

I presume that Kearney refers specifically to U.S. or. at the most, Anglo anthropology although this is not 
entirely clear in his narrative. This distinction is important because in other national traditions and in 
historical circumstances in which anthropology as a discipline was at service of the nation-state, 
anthropologists may have labeled and intervened upon subaltern social groups different from "peasants". 
During the fifty or more years in which Mexican anthropology unconditionally served the 
postrevolutionary State (from the late 19 lOs to the late I960s-early 1970s), for instance, the category which 
they contributed the most at constructing (and, in so doing, they influenced the course and nature of public 
policy) was that of "Indian", not "peasant" (Sesia ms). Here, the working of the State was directed more 
toward the exclusion of subject categories-such as Indigenous people from the Mexican nationalist project, 
centered as it was on the notion of mestizaje—than toward the development of strategies of containment 
thru the labeling of peasants. 

I tlnd Kearney's deconstructing critique objectionable on several grounds. In the first place, that 
anthropology "discovered" and then priviledged "peasants" as a category of inquiry during more or less 
fourty years is not synonymous with anthropology "inventing peasants" as a fictive unit of analysis. 
Against postmodernist precepts. I would argue that constructing an analytical category is not equivalent to 
the construction of its empirical referent and its own representation of itself (Kearney collapses the two). 
As I mentioned before and Shanin reminds us; "[Peasants] are not only an analytical construct, not only 
'bearers' of a general 'matrix', but a social group which exists in the collective consciousness and political 
deed of its members. ...an actor and subject within social history" (1990:69). As such, campesinos cannot 
be easily deprived of their own individual and collective identity. Nor can they be erased from academic 
(and political) discourse just because U.S. anthropology—at the end of the millenium and in the midst of its 
own identity crisis—has decided that they, as fictitious characters coming out of the anthropological 
immaginary and as a category of analysis, do not exist anymore. "Peasant" is not just an official category 
developed by the State and its organic intellectuals in a Foucauldian-like ruling of subjects. It is also a 
category of identity and self-ascription which individuals and social collectives have used in order to claim, 
mobilize against, and negotiate with the ruling State. In the second place, as analytical categories, 
"peasants" were also and foremost "invented" by other social sciences, including history, sociology, 
economy, political science and ecology; some of which had probably a much greater impact on official 
development policies than anthropology itself or anthropology alone. Therefore, the deconstructing effort 
of this category's "invention" needs to include the history of the construction of knowledge of these other 
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his book of what constitutes the peasantry as a concrete social group. In a similar vein, he 

does assert his belief on the inevitability of the final dissolution of the peasantry in the 

contemporary world."® 

disciplines as well. Kearney's book is reflective of much of today's anthropology which, in its quest for 
reflexivity. has become too self-absorbed and feels too omnipotent. This quest I believe has gone too far 
(see especially the section on "essentialism and containment" [6I-69|). The power of labeling in 
constructing actual social movements, processes or identities or the power of anthropology in constructing 
a dominant discourse and practice is overstated. With the exception of the Mexican case in which 
anthropology as a discipline did in fact have a remarkable influence on State projects on nationalism and on 
the definition of which specific social place should different subaltern subjects be assigned, I do not see this 
tremendous influence of anthropology on U.S. public policy, for instance. Modernization theorists were not 
anthropologists. As a third point, Kearney tends to fall into the trap of essentialist dualisms he claims to 
write against, with his narrative in which he straightjackets in clearly demarcated and discrete boxes (right 
and left-wing modernist peasantologies and right and left-wing romantic peasantologies)a wide array of 
social theories. 

His first detlnition echoes Wolfs: peasants are those who engage in"self-directed subsistence 
agricultural production" and are located in a subordinate economic and political relation with a wider 
society composed of nonpeasants who extract surplus value from them (Wolf 1966:18). He then provides a 
reductionist definition of peasantry based on production criteria: peasants are "those who produce at least 
50% through subsistence production of the value consumed for reproduction of the producing unit" 
(1996:58). He contends that "peasants are mostly gone" and that "global conditions do not favor the 
perpetuation of those who remain"( 1996:3), implying that we are witnessing a tendency in time toward 
their dissolution. This tendency—although not new by any means-is more remarkable nowadays thanks to 
the widespread experience of migration and transnationalization. The experience, according to Kearney, 
affects most Indian peasant communities from Oaxaca; presumably, and rural Mexico in general as well. 
After generalizing the experience of migration to most peasant communities, he also remarks how 
migrants' social "reproduction occurs primarily outside of their original national space" (1996:121). 
Kearney's views on the peasantry as a social fact (as opposed to "peasantry" as an interpretive category that 
presumably anthropology invented) are also objectionable in more than one way. First, the productionist 
criterium he heuristically uses to define who is or is not a peasant would do away with the peasantry as a 
distinguishable social group in specific geohistorical contexts way back in time and not as a relatively 
recent phenomenon characteristic of our contemporary globalized world or as a 20"* century discovery by 
modernist anthropology. Wolf showed how during the Spanish Colony the hacienda system benefited from 
the presence of Indian communities on the fringes b/c Indian laborers were easily and occasionally 
available as a seasonal labor force since the limited amount of land available to them was not enough to 
support them and their families. I do not know with exactitude the percentage of value of their social 
reproduction that these Indian peasants were able back then to produce at the subsistence level; definately, 
we know that in many cases it did not reach 100% (Wolf 1959:230; see Hewitt 1984:76). In much more 
recent times but definately before massive migration processes from rural Southern Mexico began, the 
ICAD study of the I960's showed the extent of infrasubsistence peasant holdings nationwide: almost 1/2 of 
all holdings were so small that they could not support themselves solely on direct farming (see Hewitt 
1984:125-128; endnote 60 p.2l 1). The inability of many small peasants to support themselves solely on 
subsistence farming is therefore not a relatively recent phenomenon linked to globalized capitalism but a 
structural characteristic of peasant livelihood in many different geohistorical contexts. Secondly, his demise 
of peasants as a social group in extinction is based on the experience of Mixtec and Zapotec transnational 
migrant communities from Oaxaca. Without denying the magnitude of migration among many 
contemporary rural Indian communities in Oaxaca (including beyond Mixtecs and Zapotecs), the 
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Kearney's analysis does not take into account the empirical possibility of periodic 

repeasantization in many pockets of rural Oaxaca and Mexico precisely as a consequence 

of the articulation with a globalizing capitalist economy and neoliberalist forces and at 

the same time that many rural localities expel migrant labor. Wolf implicitly suggested 

the empirical possibility of these contradictions when he pointed out the multiple and 

difforming ways in which capitalism articulates itself in local subordinated spaces 

(1982); a position that he shared with A. Palerm ([1980] 1998) in regards to the Mexican 

peasantry. 

Regardless of their differing or even diametrically opposite conclusions or their 

divergent theoretical perspectives, R. Bartra's, de Janvry's, Otero's and Kearney's works 

tend all to suffer from a common problem. Involved in the development of grand 

theoretical models or in sweeping critiques of previous theoretical stances (e.g.: de Janvry 

with his discussion of functional dualism or Kearney with his deconstruction of 

modernist or romantic anthropological visions of the peasantry), these authors tend to 

experience of Mixtec and Zapotec transnational localities cannot be generalized to the whole of rural 
Oaxaca; less so to all rural Mexico, even less so to all rural spaces in the (Third) world. Otero (1999) 
argues a similar point, demonstrating the tremendous variety of peasant situations and dynamics in rural 
Mexico that defy Kearney's conclusions colapsing diversity. Nevertheless. Otero himself wrongly assumes 
that Kearney's generalizations must be valid insofar as it refers to Indigenous Oaxaca. They are not, 
considering again the tremendous variety and difformity of Indigenous rural spaces existing today as much 
as in the past in this state (See note 21 on Chinantecs as an example of an Indigenous population in Oaxaca 
with little tradition of migration). Kearney finally falls into the trap of many other theoreticians of the 
peasantry who have announced its final demise for a long time, like the Leninist-marxists. I believe that in 
this specific historical juncture (President Fox's Plan Puebla-Panama, the conflict in Chiapas, the Ejercito 
Zapatista de Liberacidn Nacional (the Zapatist Army of National Liberation) and the Consejo Nacional 
Indfgena (The National Indian Council) and the Indigenous reivendications of autonomy—which includes 
the territories and the collective property of natural resources such as land—vu-a-m the neoliberal neo-
Porfirian offensive which implies massive expulsion of rural populations and the massive exploitation by 
transnational capital of their natural resources) land and the defense of a natural territory is acquiring a 
renewed importance which we should not underestimate. 
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loose sight of the fact that processes of capital accumulation, class formation and/or the 

constitution of political movements occur historically, contextually and contingently with 

real people involved as actors (Roseberry 1989:175-196). 

As Roseberry points out, there is an underlying tension, mostly unrecognized, 

between the "dynamics and reproduction logic of an economy as a whole and the 

dynamics and reproduction logic of peasant and semiproletarian households" (1989:190). 

These latter are social actors making decisions, structurally-constrained decisions oft-

times, but still decisions guided by their own motives which may be contradictory or 

even oppositional to the logic of the capitalist economy at large. In a revealing critique of 

de Janvry, for example, Roseberry (1989:191) shows how the inevitability of peasant 

disappearance and unimodality (i.e. peasants converted into proletarians over time) 

present in de Janvry's model is a direct consequence of his unfolding only the dynamics 

and reproduction logic of the capitalist economy at large. This unfolding not only 

homogenizes a often more fragmented and differentiated economic reality but also 

silences the dynamics and logic of the peasantry itself. Peasants, for instance, may engage 

in temporal wage labor and migration precisely to continue reproducing themselves as 

peasants, as Smith (1989) poignantly shows in the case of Peruvian highlands' peasant 

pastoral households from the late 1940s to the 1970s. 

In the following pages, my attention will be drawn precisely toward peasants 

themselves, their livelihoods, their motives and their strategies. In this modest endeavor, I 

leave aside the analysis of the logic and dynamics of the capitalist economy at large and 

the place this peasantry comes to occupy within it at this historical juncture. My attempt 
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is to have a closer look at Chinantec peasant dynamics and the strategies they have 

devised vis-a-vis the abrupt changes that the coffee economy has experienced in the last 

twenty years. As we will see, repeasantization in a time of crisis has been an important 

response. This response is configured precisely within peasant logic; a logic that 

continues to predominate local patterns of social reproduction. 

The persistence of local peasant logic is not necessarily synonymous with 

tradition, though. Repeasantization is a process which can also be pushed forward by 

organizations that are influenced by, or themselves part of, what are today broadly 

defined as "new social movements" (see Edelman 1999:15-21; 196-203). As we will see 

in the case of Santa Cecilia, the regional grassroots producers'organization—the UPISL— 

promotes subsistence agriculture and food self-sufficiency within a sustainable 

agriculture development model specifically adapted to peasant agroforestry. As it is 

applied by the UPISL, this model originates from, and is supported by a wide array of 

advisory NGOs and is recipient of multiple national and international sources of funding. 

Far from being an example of the resurgence of peasant "natural" economy, what we 

witness here is the emergence of a new peasant model; a model which strategically relies 

on the "reinvention" of Indian peasant "tradition" (Williams 1977) and "original 

knowledge" to increase its adepts, promote new ecologically-sound technologies, and, in 

the process, increase its legitimization locally and regionally. 

Repeasantization as a production and food procurement strategy centered at the 

site of the household or the community, on the other hand, does not exclude concomitant 

demographic outflows from these localities through migration. In the political economy 
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literature, migration is easily interpreted as a depeasantization process: the expulsion 

from rural areas of exceeding populations that land structures and economic dynamics 

cannot absorb at the local or regional level. 

But from the perspective of these Chinantec peasants—perspective which I 

priviledge in my narrative—migration is another response that some individuals—usually 

young, mostly with yet no direct family responsibilities, and commonly better educated 

than the local average—pursue. Most of the times — although not always —they migrate 

temporally, cyclically or permanently in accord with, or consent from their own families. 

Migrants tend to constitute networks through which they help each other and often 

become a source of mutual aid with their families in these localities. 

For example, in the case of Anaico migration in the late 1980s and the 1990s 

constitutes a selective process initially associated to the pursual of education among the 

young; although, with the passage of time, for many it turns into a permanent exodus to 

the capital city of Oaxaca. From the perspective of local Analqueno families, selective 

migration of the young during this period has served a triple purpose. First, it has 

maintained community spatial cohesiveness and controlled demographic pressures on the 

land. It has thus avoided Anaico's physical dispersal or excessive parcelization and has 

maintained the size of family holdings to acceptable levels for future household 

reproduction. Secondly, it has constituted aid networks which function bidirectionally: 

initially, with parents partially supporting their adolescent sons and daughters until they 

are established in the city while, later, offsprings become important financial resources 

sending money back home in case of economic hardship in Anaico. Finally, it has formed 
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a labor pool of young emigres who can easily be recalled back home periodically when 

local family labor is not sufficient in times of harvest. For Analquefios residing in 

Anaico, then, this type of migration—far from representing a drain on human capital or 

the progressive dissolution of their peasant economy and livelihood—constitutes a 

process that has actively supported peasant reproduction. 

Before I come back to the meaning of "strategy" in the context of peasant 

livelihood, I first take a closer look in the next section at the multiple and intertwining 

sites of Chinantec campesinos' everyday lived experience: the region, the locality and the 

household. 

C. MULTIPLE SPACIAL CONTEXTS: FROM THE CHINANTLA REGION TO THE 
HOUSEHOLD 

What is the Chinantla? 

"Regions are like love - they are difficult to describe, but we know them when we see them. 
The reason for this (arguably salutary) vagueness is clear enough. Most of us already think 
we know what a region is: It is the area we are studying at the moment." (van Young 1992:3) 

This quotation highlights an important feature of regions and regionalizations: 

their basic heuristic character. Regions and regionalizations are human-made constructs 

through which social and physical territories are delimited and separated from, and at 

times counterposed to, other surrounding spaces. According to geographers or other 

social scientists interested in the study of regions, criteria to regionalize can be formal (or 

uniform) or functional (van Young:1992:7; Liverman and Cravey 1992)."' Formal or 

For van Young a "formal" region is "one in which places or features within a regional boundary"... such 
as "geographical properties—share a phenomenological similarity, producing a largely homogenous 
environment in which the parts resemble each other but are not necessarily systemically interrelated." 
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uniform regions are thus constructed on the basis of some social, administrative, 

economic, historical, geophysical, public policy or cultural uniformity or even some 

psycho-affective affinity. Functional regions on the other hand are those constituted on 

the basis of a nodal interrelation around a central place; usually a relationship of a 

political economic nature. 

According to the preceding definitions, what is known in the anthropological and 

historical literature today as the Chinantla constitutes then a formal region. Despite its 

historical origins—which we saw in chapter one—, the region's formal definition is 

mostly geophysical, although not according to a criterium of internal uniformity. The 

region extends in the North-eastern portion of the state of Oaxaca with a characteristic 

kidney shape (see Map 1). As I mentioned in chapter one, it is a very mountainous and 

naturally isolated and self-enclosed territory, with small valleys and hills surrounded by 

steep mountains on all but the North-eastern side which leads toward the plains of the 

water-rich Papalopan river basin and the Gulf coast. The territory contains a rich and 

diverse vegetation in which the tropical, sub-tropical and cloud-rain forests prevail. The 

elevation varies from over 2800 msnm to sea level and plentiful rainfall characterizes the 

region throughout the year. The climate is variable, mostly humid with temperatures 

ranging from 0° to over 30° C. depending on elevation and time of the year. Because of its 

natural imperviousness, the Chinantla region is truly a geographical chinamitl. 

(1992:7). For Liverman and Cravey in a "uniform" region, "boundaries are drawn where there are distinct 
shifts in topography, rainfall, language, or income levels" (1992:40). On the other hand, a functional region 
for van Young is "characterized by internal differentiation and interdependence of its component parts, as 
exemplified by a central place system" (1992:7); for Liverman and Cravey is defined in "reference to a 
major city or other center of influence and interaction" (1992:40). 
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This territory is the historical home to the Chinantecs," who are distributed in 14 

municipalities which belong to four Oaxaca districts.'^ Despite the linguistic 

fragmentation of the Chinantec language across this impervious territory, Chinantecs tend 

to loosely identify the Chinantia as the region where they live and usually recognize that 

"" According to the Census 2000 (which uses a linguistic criterium to define Indigenous people), the entire 
Chinantec population in Mexico sums 154.436 individuals (129,871 over five years of age. plus 24,565 
under five children whose parents speak the chinantec language) (INEGI 2001). This represents a 19% 
increase in comparison with the 1990 census, when the over five years of age population speaking 
Chinantec was composed of 109,100 individuals (Pardo 1995). Of those 154,436 speaking Chinantec in the 
year 2000, 123,318 or approximately 80% live in the state of Oa.\aca. In the nearby state of Veracruz live 
another 22,941 Chinantecs (14.8% of the total), who were forcefully displaced against their will in between 
1972 and 1989 by the construction of the Cerro de Oro hydroelectric dam in the Ojitlan-Usila subregion of 
the Chinantia. In the year 2000, only slightly over 5% or approximately 8,000 Chinantecs live by choice in 
other states of the Mexican republic, dispersed among Mexico City, the State of Mexico, and the Southern 
and Northern frontier states. This contrasts with Mixtecs and Zapotecs who have an established history of 
migration. 22% Mixtecs or almost 100,000 individuals live outside of their traditional states of Oaxaca and 
Guerrero; mostly in Mexico City or the nearby state of Mexico. Sinaloa and Baja California (INEGI 2001); 
plus another 50.000 in California and other tens of thousand in other states of the U.S. 18% of Zapotecs or 
aproximately 75.000 individuals live outside of their original state of Oaxaca (INEGI 200L); following 
similar migration routes as the Mixtecs. The percentage of Chinantecs living today in their original state of 
Oaxaca or in the forced resettlements of Veracruz has slightly decreased from 97.7% in 1990 (Pardo 1995) 
to 94.9% in the year 2000 (INEGI 2001); probably denoting new but still very incipient migratory 
movements from a population which has no tradition of migration outside of its ancestral territory (Pardo 
1995). Although the Census 2000 data are not yet broken down by municipalities. I make the reasonable 
assumption that the great majority of Chinantecs who live in Oaxaca continue to do so in the 14 Chinantec 
municipalities (of which Usila and Lalana—where Analco and Santa Cecilia are located—are two) of the 
Chinantia region. The latest available data from the 1990 Census reveal that almost 80% were living in 
these municipalities, while the other 20% was distributed in nearby municipalities constituting the 
historical Chinantec frontier with Zapotec. Mazatec and Cuicatec Indigenous areas (the majority), and 
migratory zones such as the cities of Tuxtepec and Oaxaca (Pardo 1995). 

^ The state of Oaxaca is currently divided up in 30 political-administrative districts and 570 municipalities. 
In the Low and Middle Chinantia are located three of the four Oaxacan districts where Chinantecs live: the 
Tuxtepec. Choapan and Cuicatlan districts. In the Tuxtepec district are located six predominantly Chinantec 
municipalities: Ayotzintepec (5.012 inhabitants of which 72.7% speak Chinantec). Usila (10.522 
inhabitants of which 97.5% speak Chinantec), Chiltepec (9,190 inhabitants of which 42.5% speak 
Chinantec); Ojitlan (16,476 inhabitants of which 89.3% speak Chinantec), and Valle Nacional (21,045 
inhabitants of which 62.8% speak Chinantec). The Choapan district cointains three predominantly 
Chinantec municipalities: Lalana (13,838 inhabitants of which 74.6% speak Chinantec), Petlapa (2,153 
inhabitants of which 98.2% speak Chinantec) and Jocotepec (10,618 inhabitants of which 81.1% speak 
Chinantec). In the Cuicatldn district we find two Chinantec municipalities: TIacoatzintepec (1,882 
inhabitants of which 89.9% speak Chinantec) and Sochiapan (3,877 inhabitants of which 92.7% speak 
Chinantec). In the High Chinantia is located the fourth district where we find Chinantec speakers: Ixtlan. In 
this district located at high elevations in the Sierra Madre Occidental mountain range, we find the last three 
predominantly Chinantec municipalities of the Chinantia region: Quiotepec (2,623 inhabitants of which 
95.6% speak Chinantec), Yolox (2.904 inhabitants of which 95.6% speak Chinantec), and Comaltepec 
(1,972 inhabitants of which 94.3% speak Chinantec) (Pardo 1995 with data from the 1990 Census). 
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they speak a language of a common origin (Pardo 1995). Their immediate spacial identity 

and circulation, though, are usually more circumscribed. These are determined by their 

relationship with neighboring pueblos, their location within regional communication 

routes, and the immediate and not-so-immediate commercial, work-related and 

educational networks in which each community, household and/or individual is 

immersed. In other words, space and sense of belonging are conceived and experienced 

more in functional terms than in their formal relation to a general territorial communality, 

a grand ethnic identity or a specific political-administrative adscription.""* 

Beyond its formal or functional definition, the Chinantia is the region where 

Analquefios and Ceciliefios are bom, and where the majority of whom lives throughout 

their lives and die. From the perspective of these localities, the ways in which they 

conceive of, and experience their surrounding spaces tend to form hierarchical 

cartographies of power. Within these cartographies, the locality occupies a subordinate 

position formally and informally organized in multiple tiers."^ As we will see, this is 

Although a specific municipal or agrarian adscription ouside of the immediate locality may have an 
important impact on the locality itself. 

^ From a formal perspective, this spacial hierarchy is a State-led project where the federal government and 
the national capital city constitute the center of power and small localities the outermost peripheries. 
Political power and finances trickle down from the federal government to the states, from the states to the 
municipalities and from the municipalities to the localities. Me,xico is a very centralized country and, 
despite alleged efforts toward decentralization, only approximately 3% of the entire federal government 
budget (or tax revenues?) went to municipalities in the late 1980s (dela Peria 1992:210). These latter are 
constituted by a municipal town which functions as the headquarters (cabecera) of the municipal council 
(called ayimtamiento) plus a varying number of usually smaller localities which enjoy some degree of 
administrative autonomy (as in the case of Agendas munidpales) but are still subordinated politically and, 
usually, tlnancially through patronage with the cabecera. Santa Cecilia de Madero is an Agenda munidpal 
and belongs to the San Juan Lalana municipality which is in turn part of the Choapan district. San Antonio 
Analco is also an Agenda Munidpal and belongs to the Usila municipality in the Tuxtepec District. 
Besides civil administration, Oaxacan localities—as elsewhere in rural Mexico—are immersed in a very 
complex agrarian administrative system. Santa Cecilia has its own communal land but its land titles are 
formally part of a larger agrarian jurisdiction, the center of which lies in the neighboring Zapotec mestizo 
town of Jalahui. Analco, on the other hand, enjoys greater freedom since it is the legal owner of its own 
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particularly the case with Santa Cecilia while in Anaico this hierarchical relationship is 

considerably attenuated by the locality's administrative agrarian independence. 

The localities 

As we saw in chapter one, San Antonio Anaico is a pueblo of pre-Hispanic or 

early colonial origins, probably founded in the early or mid-sixteen Century by people 

proceeding from Yolox or Tlacoatzintepec. In 1998 its total population comprised 348 

people, 175 women and 173 men living in the locality, plus 54 additional family 

members who had migrated almost exclusively to the city of Oaxaca to continue their 

studies. Anaico is located near Usila, the ancient capital of one of the Chinantla Pichinche 

prehispanic kingdoms and today the municipal headquarters for Anaico and the nodal 

commercial and cciciquil (boss-ruling and/or brokerage) center of the surrounding area. 

To Usila, Analquefios come down on foot or by mule every Sunday or so often to 

provision themselves in local stores, communicate via telephone with their family 

members living in the city of Oaxaca, sell their coffee or other commercial products to 

local merchants, make all kinds of political or financial transactions, apply to and receive 

communal land titles; from an agrarian point of view is fully independent from Usila. Besides civil 
administration, Oaxacan localities—as elsewhere in rural Mexico—are immersed in a very complex 
agrarian administrative system. Santa Cecilia has its own communal land but its land titles are formally part 
of a larger agrarian jurisdiction, the center of which lies in the neighboring Zapotec mestizo town of 
Jalahui. Anaico, on the other hand, enjoys greater freedom since it is the legal owner of its own communal 
land titles: from an agrarian point of view is fully independent from Usila. Still, as we saw in chapter one, 
the history of the locality is fraught with civil and agrarian administrative changes during Colonial limes as 
well as after Independence. Some of the most recent changes are part of the historical memory of 
Analquefios and are narrated in a language of struggle to take off the yoke imposed by hegemonic 
administrative head-towns. According to oral history commonly told in Anaico, this pueblo was founded at 
its current location sometime in the late XVII or early XVin Century by a group of refugees escaping a 
burdensome subordinate relationship with Tlacoatzintepec. This relationship included the derecho de 
piernada at marriage by the local Tlacoatzintepec cacique of all maidens from surrounding hamlets. 
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governmental credits or subsidies, vote in case of elections, and buttress their scanty ties 

of compadrazgo (god-parenthood) or other aid networks. 

Analquenos speak a different and unintelligible variant of Chinantec than in Usila. 

This language barrier implies social distance with this regional center and reflects the 

divergent histories of these two pueblos.'^ Despite this linguistic barrier, social 

detachment and an uncommon past, Analquenos do recognize Usila as the nodal political 

and economic center of their immediate spacial territory. At the same time, though, the 

networks they have established through family and community solidarity tend to bypass 

Usila and extend all the way to the city of Oaxaca, passing through Tuxtepec. These 

spacially far-reaching networks, together with Analco's agrarian autonomy and its 

economic capability to support its population (with no need to engage in wage labor"' in 

nearby or distant communities) considerably limit Usila's or any other town's regional 

dominance over Analco. 

As we saw in chapter one, far from being an ancestral pueblo of prehispanic 

origins, Santa Cecilia was founded in 1908 by three families who migrated from the 

nearby town of Lalana searching for new virgin lands to open to cultivation and a new 

The Chinantec variant spoken in Analco is similar to the variant of Tlacoatzintepec and—as we saw in 
chapter one—both probably derive from a macrovariant originated in the highlands of Yolox. These people 
probably settled down in this area during Colonial times, escaping the Spanish Crown congregation policies 
around Yolox following demographic epidemics at the end of the sixteen century. Despite this linguistic 
and social distance and an uncommon past, Analqueiios do recognize Usila as the nodal political and 
economic center of their spacial territory. 

In Analco there is no tradition of wage work outside of the locality. A few families employ local peones 
(daily wage laborers) in time of coffee or com harvest or in house construction when they their own family 
labor pool is scarce or the type of work requires specialized skills. This is rare, though, since in most of 
these cases the community relies on other labor pooling mechanisms based on mutual aid such as the mono 
vuelta (returning hand). Here, adult male kinship, friends or neighbors join together to harvest or echar un 
colado (to build the concrete roof of a house) and then rotate the labor pool among all participating 
households. 
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territory to settle down. In 1998 344 inhabitants lived in this locality, 174 men and 170 

women. Santa Cecilia is located in the Lalana subregion of the Choapan District, 

although its primary links in terms of commerce, communication, work opportunities, 

and education are with the neighboring towns of San Juan del Rfo and Jalahui and, 

further away, with the commercial town of Playa Vicente in the nearby state of Veracruz 

and the city of Tuxtepec. 

People from Santa Cecilia maintain with these centers subaltern economic and 

sociocultural ties. This is particularly strong with Jalahui and, to a much lesser extent, 

San Juan del Rfo. Both are Zapotec mestizo municipalities where Cecilienos of lesser 

economic means work as seasonal laborers in grazing ranchs for meager daily wages. 

With Jalahui, economic subordination is linked to agrarian dependence; both intertwine 

with periodically recurrent political conflict and deep ethnic sentiments of resentment and 

hostility. 

The dirt road that was finally opened in 1999 allowing Santa Cecilia to access 

motor transport joins this pueblo to San Juan del Rfo. Now at only a twenty minute 

distance by truck,~^ Cecilienos come to San Juan to use the telephone, visit LTPISL fellow 

members to discuss issues of common interest, or pick up the organization's documents 

or notifications. But mostly Cecilienos swiftly cross this town on their way to to Playa or 

Tuxtepec where they go for major purchases of any kind. Most coffee producers in Santa 

Cecilia belong to the UPISL; therefore, the organization is in charge and takes care of the 

collection, transport and commercialization of this product. Those producers who do not 

^ Transportation is usually done in pick-up or bigger trucks. 
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belong to the UPISL (aproximately 35%), though, sell their coffee at a lower price with 

local merchants in San Juan or Playa. The few adolescents—their number now on the 

rise thanks to the PROGRESA program"'—who go on to secundary education mostly 

attend school in San Juan: a few are stationed in Tuxtepec. 

Within the localities and at the end of the 1990s, Analquefios and Ceciliefios 

continue to be primarily peasant producers. They cultivate the land for subsistence 

purposes, devoting most of their labor and parcels to com and coffee. Com is grown for 

direct human and domestic animals' consumption. Coffee is produced as a simple 

commodity to be exchanged for cash; cash is used to satisfy basic necessities that need to 

be bought in the market such as food, clothes, school utilities, and basic kitchen and 

household equipment. Both localities have characterized themselves as comunidades 

cafetaleras—coffee-growing communities—for slightly over twenty years. 

In the subregion of the Chinantla Media where Analco is located, coffee was 

actively promoted by the governmental agency INMECAFE in the ninety-seventies. Here, 

thousands of hectares of virgin tropical land were opened to agro-forestry at that time and 

partially displaced com and other crops in the region. The Eastem Chinantla Baja where 

Santa Cecilia is located is a subregion which has endured severe ecological and 

population pressures since the 1950s. While Analco is insened in an ecosystem favorable 

to coffee production because of its natural elevation (600 msnm), Santa Cecilia (180 

msnm) and surrounding areas are not. Although coffee was already cultivated on a small 

scale in both subregions before the 1950s, INMECAFE exerted the influence to extend 

•' See chapter six tor a description of the program. 
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coffee production throughout the region, including unsuited tropical lowlands such as 

Santa Cecilia's. Because of natural demographic growth, limited community land 

extensions, intensive agricultural practices, and extensive cattle-ranching in nearby 

communities, Santa Cecilia and its surrounding region have suffered from a cumulative 

effect of increasing soil degradation and massive loss of primary vegetation. Today land 

is not only of better quality but also in more supply in Analco than in Santa Cecilia. 

Both localities were actively involved in coffee production throughout the ninety-

eighties although coffee quality and returns were considerably higher in Analco. Then 

the coffee crisis struck in 1989 to last for most of the ninety-ninties with devastating 

social and economic effects. Since then, the two localities have struggled in search for 

alternatives. As we will see, although the strategies they are devising differ, both 

localities have exhibited a tendency toward reverting to subsistence agriculture and 

reducing the relative importance of coffee as the main cash crop. In each case, they are 

pursuing complex strategies centered on the attempt to increase food (including com) 

production for self-consumption while diversifying their agricultural activities for both 

subsistence and the market. 

Despite these changes, local producers continue to behave and identify themselves 

as campesinos who support themselves and their families mostly through the use and 

exploitation of their land and other natural resources that surround them. At the same 

time, campesinos in both localities share the understanding that "things are getting 

harder": that their search for old or new avenues to make ends meet has resulted in 

decreasing or, at best, stagnating standards of living. 
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As in many contemporary Indian Mesoamerican localities, ties of reciprocity and 

obligations bind together local families to their community, constituting the fabric upon 

which social life is organized in Analco and Santa Cecilia through the rotating cargo 

system and the community assembly in which all adult males between the ages of 18 and 

60 participate. The rotating cargo system integrates civil and religious cargos in Analco 

where the entire population is Catholic. In Santa Cecilia where religious factionalism is 

present, the cargo system only includes civil cargos. 

As we saw in chapter one, this socio-political administrative system originated 

during the Colony and became an effective form to defend the Indian community as a 

corporate entity from external political or economic assault. Because of Analco's 

geographical isolation and unlike neighboring communities such as Usila, the locality 

was not affected during the Reform Laws or the Porfiriato by major structural changes in 

land tenure, economic survival or its own corporate character. Being a community 

founded less than a hundred years ago, Santa Cecilia did not experience those dramatic 

changes either. Its corporate structure and social organization were established during or 

immediately after the Revolution. However, as we will see in chapter six, the corporate 

character of both localities has come under attack today by the new social policy 

currently implemented by the Mexican State with PROGRESA. Neoliberal public policy 

circumvents the community collective social organization by addressing directly 

individuals and families in programmatic interventions. The consequences of this new 

assault on the corporate nature of Indian communities is largely to be seen yet. 
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Communal ideology and practice and a diffuse sense of common belonging, 

though, are not equivalent to community homogeneity and uniformity in neither Santa 

Cecilia nor Anaico. Within each locality, individuals and families' responses to the crisis 

are not necessarily homogenous. Neither is the access to changing material resources nor 

are the shifts in burdens of labor equally distributed among or within households in the 

same locality. 

Communalism constitutes what social historian Mallon aptly defines "communal 

hegemony" (1995:63-88); a predominant ideology and social practice based on 

patriarchy, generational authority and the civil (in the case of Santa Cecilia) or civil-

religious (in the case of Anaico) hierarchy in which adult males are inscribed through the 

community institutions. As any hegemonic project (Gramsci [1929-35] 1977; Roseberry 

1994), communal hegemony is the result of continuous processes of negotiation, 

legitimation, and contestation while, at the same time, it tends to mask internal 

differentations and power asymmetries or diffuse conflict. 

Differentiations and divisions nevertheless intersect Anaico and Santa Cecilia at 

multiple loci, becoming potential or real sources for contention, and influencing quality 

of life among and within households. Behind the veil of the ideologies of benevolent 

communalism or cooperative and harmonious familism, differentiations mark the 

experience of everyday life (including work, the attainment of food security, and 

nutrition), the search for viable alternatives, the relationship with State policies and 

programs, and the access to household, community, governmental or NGO's resources. 
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Wealth,^" social hierarchy, family life cycles, gender, age and generation, and birth order 

thus constitute important contrasting markers that intervene differentially in the shaping 

of families and individuals' life courses and affect local responses to the crisis. Among 

all these markers, my subsequent analysis will privilege intrahousehold gender and age 

differentials. 

The Indian peasant community in anthropology 

As these introductory ethnographic remarks hopefully highlight, these two 

Chinantec peasant localities constitute complex social entities fully immersed in multiple 

and dynamic relations with their surrounding region, the capitalist economy and the 

Mexican State. Far from being redoubts of precapitalist economy, representants-

defenders of anti- or pre-capitalist forms and traditions or homogenous and harmonious 

wholes, Santa Cecilia and Analco are internally differentiated social formations firmly 

anchored in today's economic, sociocultural and political dynamics. 

The contextualization of Indigenous peasant communities in their historical 

specificity and internal heterogeneity, as well as in their multiple interactions at the 

intersection between the local and the global, is today an established vision in those 

currents of anthropology that are oriented toward history and political economy. Still, it 

represents a major change with respect to previous predominant perspectives on peasant 

communities—many of which were precisely developed in Mexico and Central America 

^ It is important to mention that I could not find much wealth disparity in neither one of the localities. To 
acquire an idea of each community's internal differentiation, I stratified households according to a 
socioeconomic index. Analco does not present a great socioeconomic stratification, since 45 of the 57 
households belong to the middle stratum, 8 to the low and only 4 to the high. Socioeconomic differences 
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(see Chambers and Young 1979)—that the discipline espoused since the peasantry 

became a central site of inquiry in the 1930s. 

Redfield was the first anthropologist in Mexico to draw attention to the rural 

peasant community, arguing from a culturalist perspective (1930, 1956, 1961) that Indian 

and peasant life should be understood in terms of cultural tradition and culture content at 

the site of the locality. Redfield further argued that change over time did occur in these 

communities as a consequence of acculturation. Still, historical change was preordained 

along an evolutionary unidirectional line that inevitably transformed these communities 

along what he defined as the folk-urban continuum. In this continuum, peasant 

communities were situated half-way between primitive Indian localities and the modem 

urban city. 

Redfield's views found echo in much U.S. functionalist anthropology of the 1950s 

and 1960s and was also paralleled by modernization theory, which was developed and 

became very influential in U-S-led development politics in the Latin American continent 

aproximately at the same time. These visions shared a common reified understanding of 

the peasantry and the peasant community as social entities placed ouside of historical 

specificity and/or bounded in space. 

It was primarily Eric Wolf's seminal work on the peasantry (1955, 1966, 1969) 

and the "closed corporate peasant community" (1957, 1986) that slowly dismantled these 

ethnographic visions on the time and space bounded community still predominant in 

much US anthropology at least until the early 1970s. Already in the 1950's he showed 

among strata are not remarkable either. In Santa Cecilia, I could only detect two strata: The middle to 



104 

how "closed corporate" Mesoamerican communities, far from being a present day 

survival of pre-Hispanic forms and traditions were the product of specific historical 

processes; local responses to external colonial (and post-colonial) pressures in which 

peasants were relegated to part-time labor reserves, attached to (scarce) land for their 

subsistence, and submitted to the tribute system enforced upon them by semi-autonomous 

local authorities (1957). 

In following years and in a very different political and theoretical climate, Latin 

American peasant communities were also firmly anchored in processes of capitalist 

expansion (Palerm [1980] 1998; Warman 1980a; Wolf 1982). Dependency theory in its 

various forms (Frank 1967; Amin 1976, Cardoso and Faletto 1979) and the resurgence of 

Marxism both in its French structuralist (Althusser and Balibar 1970) and British 

culturalist (Williams 1977; Hobswam; Thompson 1964) forms influenced greatly the 

ways In which anthropological inquiries began to address peasant communities in Latin 

America as well as elsewhere (Meillassoux 1981). 

Many of these visions nevertheless continued to place the peasantry and the social 

space where they live and interact in "natural" and/or "moral" economy limbos outside of 

history. As Roseberry aptly points out (1989), in both cases peasants are deprived of 

historical specificity by a tendency to sharply counterpose their economy and/or 

experience with a rapacious present-day capitalism that come to disrupt their previously 

ordered existence. 

which belong 23 of a total of 54 households and the low which includes 31 of the Cecilieiio households. 
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In natural economy (as described by Taussig 1980), peasants and peasant 

communities are ultimately confined to be pre-capitalist remnants of the past. In the 

"moral" economy literature (Scott 1976, 1985), on the other hand, peasant experience, 

consciousness, community life, and economic organization and value are treated as an 

unproblematic, unambiguous, homogenous and orderly tradition. This vision prevails 

even when they are depicted—like Scott does—as immersed in a capitalist world 

economy or as capable of resisting rapacious capitalist forces in full expansion 

penetrating and attempting to destroy their ways of life. While these essentializations 

were important in bringing to the forefront the social and political agency of these 

subaltern groups in historical processes and events, they also tended to homogenize in an 

undifferentiated whole or in a primordial unity peasant communities, identity, experience 

and social movements (Mallon 1995; Roseberry 1989). 

Other history and political economy inclined scholars working in rural Mexico or 

Latin America, on the other hand, have shown that, far from being remnants of a 

precapitalist past or identified with an non-capitalist orderly tradition. Indigenous and 

mestizo peasant communities were and are complex social formations in a state of flux, 

firmly anchored in historical processes, and fully immersed in wider economic, political 

and cultural processes and networks, including but not solely, related to capitalist and/or 

State penetration and expansion (Deere 1990; Friedrich [1970] 1977; Greenberg [1981] 

1987; Mallon 1995; Nugent 1993; Roseberry 1983; Rus 1994; Smith 1989; Wasserstrom 

1983; Zendejas and de Vries 1998). 
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Influenced by postmodernist critiques of space and the constitution of identity, 

Kearney (1996) has recently addressed the issue of the transnationalization of Mexican 

(Oaxacan) Indigenous peasant communities vis-a-vis massive labor migration to the 

United States. Thes processes include in many cases the maintainance or renewal of 

social and economic ties with the locality of origins (Stephen 1991). Despite other 

shortcomings, what is of immediate interest here is this book's conceptual widening up of 

local spaces following processes of globalization and transnationalization of 

commodities, labor, and capital. This perspective makes the idea of the spatially self-

enclosed peasant community more obsolete than ever. 

Besides the issue of spatial or time enclosure, the Mesoamerican peasant 

community has suffered from another common form of essentialization: its treatment in 

much anthropological literature as a fairly homogenous space with little internal 

socioeconomic differentiation and a high degree of cultural cohesion This vision of 

community material and/or ideological homogeneity was particularly prevalent in 

ethnographies done in Indigenous and mestizo Mexican localities by American 

anthropologists working within culturalist or functionalist paradigms (Foster 1948,1967; 

Redfield 1930, 1950; Redfiled and Villa Rojas 1934; Romanucci-Ross 1973; Vogt 1969, 

1976; to mention a few) beginning in the 1930s and until at least the end of the 1970s (cf. 

Chambers and Young 1979). Still, it was also present in Wolfs 1950s seminal works 

(1955, 1957) on the Mexican and Latin American peasant communities which were able 

to enmark these social formations in history and political economy but, as Wolf himself 

recognized much later (1986) failed to envision internal processes of social and economic 
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differentiation. Finally, enmarked in a political vision that highlights the importance and 

the vitality of ethnicity, it continues to be present in more recent Mexican "Indianist" 

perspectives (e.g.: Bartolome and Barabas 1990) which tend to romanticize and 

essentialize (and therefore homogenize) Indian communities and identity in a sort of 

primordial unity and collective legitimacy. 

Critiques of these visions of the community as an undifferentiated whole or 

alternative visions that recognize community divisions and conflict have come from 

diverse fronts and at different times and include a wide range of postures and arguments 

(e.g.: Cancian 1965; Friedlander 1975; Orlove 1976; Stem 1983). I find Mallon's 

conceptualization of the ideology and practice of communalism in Mesoamerican 

communities as a gendered and generational hegemonic project historically constituted in 

the XIX century particularly illuminating (1995:63-88).^' It overcomes past and present 

romantic and essentialist visions of the Indian community while it reaffirms the social 

and political vitality of communal ideology and practice while unmasking internal power 

differentials on the basis of ethnicity, race, gender, class and age.^" 

My theoretical taking on Indigenous peasant communities in contemporary 

Oaxaca follows Roseberry's idea of a social field in which power relations are 

continuously constituted and shaped in a local space that needs to be understood both in 

terms of historical and relational interactions (Roseberry 1998a, 1998b). The community 

As we saw in chapter one. a similar vision on the historical constitution in Colonial times of the 
"traditional" corporate Mexican Indian community is provided by John Chance, whose scholarly 
contribution specifically addresses Zapotec and Chinantec localities of the Sierra Norte in Oaxaca (1989). 

Deere (1990) achieves the same in regards to class and gender in Peruvian rural communities and 
households. 
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is an internally differentiated social field in which material practices are produced and 

identities are constructed in the interplay between cooperation and conflict and at the 

intersection of the household, the locality, the region, the State, and further beyond 

national borders. 

The households in Ancilco and Santa Cecilia 

In 1998 the Analquefio and Cecilieno populations were composed of 57 and 54 

households, respectively, most of which are patrilocal?^ The majority of households in 

both places are nuclear, although there are some extended families residing together. For 

instance, in Santa Cecilia, of a total of 54 households, 85% are nuclear and only 15% are 

extended families. In the latter case, the great majority is inhabited by an elder couple or 

widow along with their youngest son, his wife and their children all living together in the 

aging parents' house. The custom in both localities is for the youngest son to inherit the 

paternal house and the surrounding yards. Still, there are cases in both localities where 

residence is matrilocal and normative inheritance patterns are not followed. 

The average number of family members is slightly over six for Santa Cecilia and 

slightly over seven for Analco. This number changes according to the stage in the 

biological cycle of each family. In Analco, for households that were in 1998 in the first 

stage of family formation, the average number of members is 5.6. This number increases 

significantly to 9.3 family members per household in the consolidation stage and 

tn a heuristic manner, I am using here the concepts of "family", household" and "domestic group" 
interchangeably, attributing them a common meaning associated in the literature with the term 
"household": a collective space of residence, interaction and activities characterized by (partial or 
extensive) income pooling, members* coresidence and food sharing, regardless of blood ties (see Netting, 
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decreases to 2.7 members in aging households that have reached the replacement stage. 

For Santa Cecilia, the averages are 4.3 family members for households in the formation 

stage, 10 members for households in the consolidation stage and 3 members for aging 

households. 

In general, fertility rates are high compared to the national rate, especially in 

Analco. Because this locality does not experience land scarcity,""* the reproduction is 

closely associated with children's value as future economic contribution to the household 

as well as a form of social capital. Children constitute an investment in the future in 

several different ways: by eventually joining the domestic or agricultural family labor 

pool, through the establishment of complex ties of solidarity and reciprocity with their 

families if and once they migrate, and caring for their aged parents' health and general 

well-being once the old couple becomes unable to fully support itself. As we will see in 

chapters six and seven, with PROGRESA children have also become an immediate form 

of economic capital to their families through their school attendance which generates 

cash scholarships. 

The household is the basic social and economic unit in both localities. Being 

peasant economies and in accordance to classic studies analizing the economic behavior 

of the peasantry (Chayanov 1974; Wolf 1966), the domestic unit in these villages is the 

site where social reproduction joins economic (especially food) production and 

Wilk and Amould 1984). It is worth mentioning, though, that all households in both localities are 
composed almost exclusively of consanguineous or affine members. 

Following Chayanov (1974), in situations of land abundance, peasant families may suffer from labor 
shortages in certain stages of the domestic life cycle (especially when children are many, small and 
dependent but also when the head couple ages and their adult children split to form their own households) 
which makes difficult to expand production to the point it can satisfy the family basic consumption needs. 
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consumption (Yaganisako 1979). The Analqueno and Ceciliefio household satisfies basic 

social, economic and affective livelihood requirements while it provides the labor force 

to produce the majority of goods needed and consumed by the family itself as well as the 

surplus needed to be (unequally) exchanged in the market. Households in both localities 

also expel adolescents and young adults through migration, as a way to reduce the 

demographic pressure on scarce community land (as in the case of Santa Cecilia) or to 

provide an extra labor force when periodically needed and a source of extra income 

through remittances for the future (as in the case of Analco). Following Chayanov and 

other scholars who highlighted the developmental or biological cycle of the household 

(Fortes 1966; Goody 1966; Sahlins 1972), the specific stage in the life cycle of 

Analqueno and Ceciliefio families and the overall availability of family labor influence 

levels of household welfare—including food security and nutrition. This relation, though, 

is filtered through, and attenuated by many other factors beyond the producers-consumers 

dependency rate alluded by Chayanov; it tends to disappear altogether in situations of 

land scarcity.^^ 

The household in social science theory 

In general, studies centered on peasant economy or on peasant societies have 

shared the tendency to see the household as the central unit of analysis, attributing it a 

crucial and active economic role within larger dynamics, and treating it as an 

It is fair to mention that Chayanov himself posited the centrality of the producer-consumer dependency 
rate in his analysis of peasant families' economic behavior only in situations where there is no land 
scarcity. 



I l l  

homogenous and integrated whole; this, regardless of differences in theoretical 

approaches. In Marx, for instance, the peasant family of mid-19"* century France was 

identified as an integrated and almost autarchic unit where reproduction, production and 

consumption took place, in isolation from other or larger social units.^^ A formal 

economist studying the economic behavior of the Russian peasantry in the 1920s, and 

later accused of anti-Marxism (and executed during the Stalinist purges), Chayanov saw 

Russian peasant economy of his times as a self-contained familiar enterprise. The 

household functioned as a basic and integrated unit, collectively working toward the 

satisfaction of its basic annual consumption needs and its food security. Its ability to 

statisfy these needs was in direct relation to its composite sex-age composition, the 

family's life stage, and its internal producer-consumer ratio (1974). From a structuralist 

anthropological perspective and several decades later, Sahlins also viewed the domestic 

domain as the space around which peasant economic life revolved and he treated it as an 

undifferentiated whole and a primordial unit (1972). This tendency to see the household 

as a wholly cooperative unit working harmonioulsy for the common collective good of its 

In The 18"* Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. Marx depicted the French peasant family as the basic social 
unit where production and consumption joined, linked more closely to nature than to society and forming a 
bastion of political conservatism: "...The small-holding peasants form a vast mass, the members of which 
live in similar conditions but without entering into manifold relations with one another. Their mode of 
production isolates them from one another instead of bringing them into mutual intercourse.... the small 
holding admits of no division of labour in its cultivation, no application of science and, therefore, no 
diversity of development, no variety of talent, no wealth of social relationships. Each individual peasant 
family is almost self-sufficient; it itself directly produces the major parts of its consumption and thus 
acquires its means of life more through exchange with nature than in intercourse with society. A small 
holding, a peasant and his family; alongside another small holding, another peasant and another 
family much as potatoes in a sack form a sack of potatoes." [1852] (1963: l23-4)[highlights in the text are 
mine]. 
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members^^ extends beyond peasant studies to include economics in general. From 

neoclassic to Marxist theory, visions of tiie household are remarkably similar (Folbre 

1988). It continues to be salient today in different disciplinary contexts, from New Home 

Economics (Becker 1981) to anthropology (see Wilk 1991 for a critical review), 

including medical anthropology with its "Household Production of Health" model 

(Berman et al. 1994). 

Two lines of critique—both relevant for Analco and Santa Cecilia—have 

developed in the social sciences literature questioning this common and perdurable view 

of the household as an integrated whole and a bounded socio-economic unit. The first has 

to do with the internal deconstruction of the domestic unit,"''' opening up the "black box" 

(Bruce 1989) that constitutes the household and analizing it as an internally differentiated 

social space on the basis of multiple and at times segmented relations of power. This 

critique addresses internal structure and dynamics, pointing at pervasive inequalities, 

contrasting interests among individual members, and complex processes of negotiation 

[n micro-economic studies, the household is envisioned as a unitary entity internally sharing a joint 
utility function. 

A third critique—which I do not directly explore in Analco and Santa Cecilia-concerns the common view 
of the peasant family as a primordial unit of production, consumption and reproduction (see Sahlins 1972), 
pre-capitalist in historical origins (see literature on peasant natural economy) and/or anti-capitalist in 
ideology and practices (see literature on moral economy of the peasantry). In a sweeping critique of the 
literature placing the peasantry in a ahistorical pre-capitalist natural economy limbo, Roseberry (1986, 
1988) argues that in specific geohistorical contexts, the peasant family economy (e.g: the household as the 
basic productive unit) or the "domestic mode of production" (Sahlins L972) was constituted specifically as 
a product of profound socioeconomic transformations which included the emergence of family economy 
together with the emergence of commodity production (as in the case of XIV Century England with the 
politics of enclosures in the countryside) or the emergence of family peasant economy (smalholding 
property-owning peasantry) as a result of capitalist expansion as are the cases with the XDC century coffee 
economy in Venezuela (Roseberry 1983) or Costa Rica (Gudmundson 1986). 

Yanagisako's critique of the anthropological and socio-historical literature on the family (1979) was one 
of the first efforts to question assumptions about the domestic unit. Although she did not address household 
internal relations and dynamics, she did critique—in a similar vein as Roseberry did later-the prevalent 
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along gender, age, generation, kinship, and/or birth order lines. A whole array of 

intrahousehold situations and interactions going from full cooperation to open conflict^" 

in different realms of everyday life (decision-making processes and loci of authority, 

resource procurement and allocation, and needs fulfillment, among others) has been 

dissected in theory and practice in diverse cultural and socioeconomic settings throughout 

the world, including Mexico (Benen'a and Roldan 1987; Bruce and Lloyd 1997; Brydon 

1989; de Oliveiraet al, 1999; Deere 1990; Dwyerand Bruce 1988; Folbre 1988, 1997; 

Garcfa and de Oliveira 1994; Gonzalez de la Rocha 1986; Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 

1990; Gonzalez Montes 1991; Guyer 1981, 1988, 1997; Guyerand Peters 1987; Haddad 

et al. 1997; Hoodfar 1997; IFPRI 1992; Sen 1990). 

In both Santa Cecilia and Anaico a gendered and generational hegemonic 

corporate order permeates family (and community) life and social organization, 

influencing in differential manners the life course and general well-being of individual 

family members. Differentiations and inequalities do affect the internal availability and 

timing of work, education, recreation, marriage, nurturing, food and nutrition, and health 

opportunities. These hegemonic ideology and practices, on the other hand, do not exclude 

the existence of underlying conflicts, contrasting interests, and multiple processes of 

view of the family and the domestic group as an essentialized, primordial, and universally present 
construct. 

An interesting and partially contrasting view is provided by A. Sen's "cooperative conflicts" formulation 
for household relations in which he asserts that cooperation and conflict occur simultaneously in the 
household, cooperation being a function of "adding to total availabilities" and conflict arising at "dividing 
the total availabilities among the members of the household" (1990:129). According to Sen, intrahousehold 
conflicts occur "against the background of pervasive cooperative behavior", given the specific nature of 
households as social arrangements of people living together, "sharing concerns and experiences and acting 
jointly" as family members (1990:147). A similar view to Sen's is expressed by Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 
(1990). 
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negotiation and contestation within families around who decides what, who does what, 

and who gets to consume what. At the same time, and in line with the working of 

hegemonic processes in practice, they include in many cases or circumstances the 

socially conditioned acceptance of, and/or accomodation within, prevailing Analquefio 

and Ceciliefio familial orders regardless of actual personal well-being,"*' on the part of 

many individual members who find themselves in the underdog position within intimate 

hierarchies. 

The second line of critique developed in household studies which is also pertinent 

for these two localities has to do with the debunking of the view of the domestic unit as a 

bounded and discrete entity. As Yanagisako pointed out over two decades ago 

(1979:164), to define household social and spatial boundaries is an extremely difficult 

task to begin with. Social arrangements of labor deployment and resources procurement 

and distribution, as well as decision-making processes and the exercise of authority and 

nurturing on individual members, extend in many cases beyond the immediate residential 

household or kin group. These other arrangements and processes include wider kinship as 

well as non-kinship based networks. Ethnographic and sociological studies dealing with 

the household (peasant or not) or addressing the creation of multiple and extended 

networks of work, aid and reciprocity in all realms of social life in Mexico and in other 

parts of the world have been sensitive to this issue (Arias 1982; Gonzalez de la Rocha 

1986; Guyer 1981; Guyerand Peters 1987; Janzen 1978; Lomnitz 1975; Quesnel and 

Lemer 1989; Velez-Ibanez 1983; Wolf 1966). 

I will brietly discuss the meaning of "well-being" in the next section. 
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In Analco and Santa Cecilia, labor pooling beyond the immediate household is 

common and includes com and coffee harvesting and house construction through what is 

known as mano viielta (reciprocal labor exchange among adult males at the village level). 

The composition of residential groups can change and households can expand and shrink 

for other reasons besides demographic occurrences such as birth, death or marriage. 

Decisions around food, budget and other resources'management, childrearing, or access 

to education or health care for individual members may well include other significant 

individuals beyond the immediate authority/ies of the residential unit. Household income 

pooling can be partial or extensive in time or space and may include contributions from 

individuals who do not belong to the immediate residential group. The obtention of 

monetary resources may also well extend beyond the immediate domestic group to 

include remittances from migrant kin or from other aid networks in contingent 

emergencies or in prolongued periods of hardship. 

Keeping this complex, heterogenous, contextual and dynamic reality in mind, on 

the other hand, does not imply that we should dispose of the household as an irrelevant 

analytical category. As I mentioned earlier in the section, in Analco and Santa Cecilia 

households are relevant units: many—often most—decisions regarding production, 

reproduction and consumption, most of the management and allocation of resources and 

responsibilities and much socialization and nurturing occur within the coresidential and 

commensal domestic group."*" 

•** For the sake of clarity it is worth mentioning that in both localities and in almost all cases coresidence 
and commensality occur jointly at the site of each household. 
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In the course of the following chapters, I will look analytically at the household as 

a collective unit in the deployment of economic strategies before and during the coffee 

crisis and vis-a-vis structural adjustment, including overall effects on, and interhousehold 

variations in food security, nutrition and work. I will then "dissect" the household to 

analyze gendered and age relations, responses and impacts, following a decade-long 

coffee crisis and vis-a-vis today livelihood strategies. 

D. TOWARD A CONCEPTUALIZATION OF LIFE STRATEGIES AND WELL-
BEING 

Similarly to many sociological, anthropological and economic studies on the 

social and economic behavior of the household, the literature on life strategies assumes 

the possibility of choice on the part of social actors. Developed in sociological thought by 

game theory (see Crow 1989:14) and then widely utilized by Goffman in social 

interactionism (1970), strategy and strategizing are concepts emphasizing human agency, 

rationality, subjectivity and intentional action. 

In Latin American or Latin Americanist sociological studies the concept of 

strategy was influenced by Marxist perspectives on collective political action (see Crow 

1989; Lash and Urry 1984) and the struggles of poor people to organize themselves (see 

Selby et al. 1990:66-68). It developed as a sound critique of "culture of poverty" (Lewis 

1966) studies which tended to equate marginality and poverty with social disorganization 

(Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 1990) and anomy. 
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A very important line of enquiry in Latin America has directed its attention on 

survival strategies'^"' in everyday life of urban domestic groups in situation of poverty 

and/or following structural adjustment implemented by national governments (Benen'a 

and Roldan 1987; de Oliveira et al. 1989; Garcfa 1999; Garci'a y Oliveira 1994; Gonzalez 

de la Rocha 1986; Gonzalez et al. 1990; Lomnitz 1975; Selby et al. 1990). In rural 

studies, the concept has been commonly used to highlight the specificity and 

contradictions implicit in peasant demographic, biologic, economic and social 

reproduction (Pepin-Lehalleur and Rendon 1989; Salles 1989). This literature tends to 

emphasize the organizational capability of households to reproduce over time their ways 

of life, guarantee their economic survival, respond to economic crisis, and adapt to 

adverse conditions. They do so by pooling resources, diversifying household production 

of goods and services, intensifying and diversifying family labor and employment, 

widening social networks, and/or migrating (Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 1990). 

It is precisely within marginal, adverse, and/or oppressive environments, that 

authors face a major challenge in striking a difficult balance between structural constraint 

and human agency. An assumption—which in many cases is not made explicit—underlies 

this literature. Externally-originated, in many cases severe, limitations curtail much 

•"^As Selby et al. report. Torrado (1978, 1981) made an analytical distinction between "survival" strategies 
and "family life strategies". In their own words: 'The first referred more narrowly to the demographic and 
biological conditions of material survival, while [the second] was a broader notion that included the 
demography of the household, socialization and teaching of the children, organization of family 
consumption, the choice of living site, the choice of outside family members, cooperation with households 
outside the immediate one, domestic cycle, migration of family members, and preservation and 
maintenance of the household in general" (1990:67). Although I find this distinction suggestive, in the 
context of recent and current Chinantec peasant life courses I purposely conflate the two meanings. I tend 
to adopt in my narrative the broader notion of life strategies but I stress the survival component in view of 
worsening economic conditions since L989. 
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individual and/or collective choice in conditions of poverty, economic crisis and/or 

following structural adjustment programs. Still, even within those limits, persons, 

families and/or other relevant collectivities maintain a margin of maneouver in their lives 

which they exert in order to pursue their economic survival and/or social reproduction. 

Thus conceived, strategic thinking and acting continuously unfold in everyday decision

making processes and social practices. 

Menendez (1994) exposes the dilemma of structural constraint versus freedom of 

choice and human agency among the poor in his assessment of strengths and weaknesses 

of the survival strategies concept as it has developed in Latin American social sciences: 

"In the almost two last decades, the use of the concept of survival strategies has allowed us 
not only to recognize the quantity and variety of activities in which "marginal" populations 
engage in order to survive, but also to appreciate the inventive capacity they need to develop 
to the same end. This concept, though, while it gives credence to [the e.xperience ot] 
everyday life among subaltern groups, it also tends to cloud an irrefutable fact: that people 
spend and wear away a great part of their lives in surviving, [a fact that) limits their ability to 
organize themselves collectively [precisely! to overcome conditions of survival.... We cannot 
deny the fact that hegemonic forces are the ones which continuously produce situations 
toward or against which subaltern groups need to act: these latter spend and wear away a 
great part of their lives in responding [those forces 1 through migration, making their kids 
work since they are four or tlve years old, self-exploting themselves, creating support 
networks, etc.etc..etc." (1994:12,29)"''' 

I believe that it is important to recognize and keep in mind this predicament once 

we analyze survival strategies. Among others, it brings to the forefront the issue of the 

"La apltcacidn desde hace ya casi dos decadas del concepto de estrategia de supervivencia, nos permitid 
reconocer no sdlo la cantidad y variedad de actividades que la poblacidn "marginal" realiza para sobrevivir. 
sino que tambien nos permitid observar la capacidad inventiva que necesita desarrollar para ello. Pero este 
concepto, que revalidaba la vida cotidiana de los sectores populates, tendid sin embargo a opacar un hecho 
determinante, el que la gente gasta [spends and is consumed in the process] gran parte de su vida en 
sobrevivir. limitando la capacidad de organizarse colectivamente para superar las condiciones de 
supervivencia." (Menendez 1994:12 Publicar). Lo que no puede negarse es que son las fuerzas 
hegemdnicas las que continuamente producen situaciones respecto de las cuales los grupos subalternos 
necesitan actuar: gran parte de la vida la "gastan" en responder migrando, haciendo trabajar a sus hijos 
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overall effects of those strategic responses on the well-being of those involved; an issue 

to which I will come back/^ Nevertheless, I find the concept of life or survival strategies 

very useful in examining and explaining Analqueno and Cecilieno domestic units' food 

procurement, agricultural production and labor deployment during each agricultural cycle 

as well as their changing economic behavior over time. Strategies are here conceived as 

decisions and actions with goals in mind. These decisions and actions may be many times 

rationally motivated and intentional,"*® but they also include social practices such as 

desde los cuatro o cinco anos. autoexplotandose, creando redes de apoyo. etc., etc." (1994:29). (Translation 
is mine). 

It also highlights the issue of reproduction of the hegemonic social order versus the potential for 
changing it through political action. Although I do not address this issue in-depth (with the partial 
exception when I will look at the LTPISL organization in Santa Cecilia, its goals, achievements and 
limitations), its worth mentioning that Giddens'siruciuration theory provides a very important analytical 
tool to examine these processes of production and reproduction in practice and in everyday life from the 
perspective of social actors themselves (1987; I993)[see also following note). 

The motive element in theories of strategy is deceivingly obvious in the light of current paradigmatic 
social theory. In his critique of both rational choice action models and objectively deterministic 
structuralism. Bourdieu uses the concept of strategy in social reproduction (as opposed to structuralist 
"rules") in terms of practical logic which is neither fully conscious nor fully unconscious; thus excluding 
the conscious, calculative motivation involved in common use of "strategizing" (1990b). Giddens also 
calls into question the idea that human action is always or mostly conscious and intentional but, unlike 
Bourdieu, allows room for intentionally-driven human agency, thus opening up the possibility of socio-
cultural production (and change) as opposed to social reproduction of the status quo (Giddens 1993:92-
101). In a somewhat different vein some have critiqued the tendency in social theory to impute rational 
motivation and intentionality to human action and interaction in our interpretations of others' social 
behavior. Selby et al. (1990:69), for instance, cuestion the validity of common assertions in social science 
research toward the imputing of rational strategizing to people who are not consciously aware of doing it. 
This critique is obviously superseded when we use (as I do) Giddens' inclusion of "reflexive monitoring" 
and post-facto rationalizations of actions in the concept of strategy. Among authors who tend to give 
e.xcessive weight to rational capability and consciousness in social behavior are theorists of "moral 
economy" among subaltern people in contemporary peasant societies as well as across history (Thompson 
1964; J. Scott 1976, 1985. 1990). Here, the tendency is toward imputing conscious intention and rational 
motivation to a whole range of activities which are perceived, on the one side, as covertly or overtly 
subversive from the standpoint of hegemonic powers (such as penetrating capitalist forces) and, on the 
other, as a defense of a pre-existing (and threatened) social and moral order on the part of subalterns. I will 
briefly include a critique of J. Scott's theories of resistance in chapter five where I will examine how a 
State hegemonic project in welfare policy is transformed at the local level through strategic social practice 
which cannot be called "resistance". Here, it suffices to mention Willis' brilliant sociological study on 
working class adolescents' practices of resistance in school to show how such "resistance"—if and when it 
does exist as intentional act—can actually work against the overall interests of those exerting such acts 
(1977). 
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"reflexive monitoring" (Giddens 1993:.[92-101]) and at times post-facto rationalizations 

of actions. Strategies" derive from practical consciousness and knowledge and include at 

times—but not always—the capability to become conscious in discourse."*^ By using the 

household as the unit of analysis, it becomes easily clear that strategizing does occur, 

involving the participation and contribution of family members with the recourse to 

continuously acquired—and at times modified—practical knowledge. Strategies are 

continuously deployed to guarantee the economic and social survival of the family 

during hard times as well as improve its lot under accepted socio-cultural standards 

during better times. The collective character of the household—reflected in its internal 

organization—make some authors talk heuristically about a focus on "collective 

rationality" (Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 1990:354) as a corrective complement to 

utilitarian individualism. 

Still, the concept of survival or life strategies and its common use at the household 

level leaves at least four intertwined issues unresolved. All are relevant for my case 

studies. First, what are the overall or long term (as opposed to the satisfaction of the 

immediate goal in mind) consequences on the "welfare", "well-being" or "standard of 

living""*® of those people who exert everyday "strategies" in such conditions? Second, 

how do we measure "welfare", "well-being" or "standard of living" when we talk about 

life strategies and we try to analyze their effects? Third, how suitable is to use the 

By "practical" knowledge. I refer to experientially-based knowledge which is counterposed to 
"discoursive" knowledge (Giddens 1993) or to formal teaching or theoretical knowledge (Bourdieu 1990a, 
1990b). I follow here the meaning commonly used in different theories of practice, such as Bourdieu's 
(1990a) or Giddens' (1993). 

In the rest of the section I will use in a heuristic manner the three terms interchangeably. 
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concept of strategy in social reproduction and/or economic survival when it is so closely 

linked to utilitarian thought with its focus on individual interest/satisfaction and on 

conscious rational choice? Fourth, how do we account for strategic thinking and acting 

and their effects on well-being in contexts of collectivities, such as families? In other 

words, how are we to counterpoise and assess the well-being of each individual versus 

the the common well-being of the collective in the context of a household? 

Sen addresses directly or indirectly all these issues, providing sound arguments 

for their intrinsic relevance in social action and decision-making in contexts of power, 

subordination and/or marginality (1987; 1990). He argues for the necessity to overcome 

utilitarian thought with its emphasis on subjective satisfaction and rational and free 

choice (the utility value), as well as economistic views stressing wealth (income and/or 

goods; the opulence value) when we assess individual and social standards of living and 

states of well-being. Sen offers the alternative view to define living standards through the 

use of "capabilities and functionings" as preferential (and objective) assessment sticks 

(1987). Functionings refer to actual achievements which can be measured in absolute and 

relative (i.e.: compared to others) terms (life expectancy; nutritional and health status; 

education) Capabilities refer to what a person can do or can be; in other words, "the 

ability to achieve" (1987:36). By definition, capabilities imply the existence of 

alternatives and "the notions of freedom in a positive sense: what real opportunities you 

have regarding the life you may lead" (Ibid). 

I find Sen's approach very promising and particularly suitable for a study of this 

type, and for nutritional and medical anthropology in general. He argues for the analytical 
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and empirical distinction between well-being (which according to him we can objectively 

measure) and the subjective perception of self-interest. The first can be assessed (and 

compared across individuals or population groups) through the analysis of a person's 

functionings and capabilities using parameters such as "longevity, nutrition, health and 

avoidance of morbidity, and educational achievements". The second refers to a subjective 

utility through the self-perception of pleasure, satisfaction and desire fulfillment; all of 

which are not unambiguous and "can be molded by social conditioning and a resigned 

acceptance of misfortune" (1990:133), discrimination, and/or outright oppression. 

Sen highlights in this manner one of the major shortcomings of the utilitarian 

concepts of self-interest, subjective utility and rational choice: that those notions are 

embedded in culture and that individuals who exercize strategies and make decisions are 

social beings immersed in power relations. Subjective perceptions of self-worth, 

legitimacy and deserving as well as hegemonic culturally-engrained expectations of 

social roles and identities come powerfully to the forefront against rationally-based 

utilitarian theory. They help us to understand why, in the intimacy of their homes and 

without being forced to do so, Chinantec adult women make decisions that happen to be 

detrimental to their own health and well-being. This occurs, for instance, when they 

deprive themselves of highly nutritious and scarce food such as meat portions to the 

systematic advantage of their male partners. This behavior is part of their "doxic" 



experience (Bourdieu 1990) and respond to prevailing cultural expections of altruism, 

self-sacrifice and abnegation on the part of adult women/^ 

This analytical framework also helps to illuminate issues of intrahousehold 

decision-making, resource distribution and individual entitlement, as Sen's own work on 

female discrimination in access to food, health care and education in India shows 

(1984,1990; Sen and Sengupta 1983). It represents an important corrective to a common 

shortcoming in the literature on family strategies: the tendency to envision "the family as 

an interest group with no internal fissures" (Roldan and Benena 1987:110) and to 

overemphasize relations of harmony and cooperation versus conflict (an issue which I 

already discussed in the previous section). This is precisely so because choice models 

priviledge individual decision-making, strategic thinking and interest-driven acting and 

therefore tend to be unitary in focus. The household is thus erroneously treated as "an 

active social agent that rationally chooses survival mechanisms in order to ensure the 

standard of living and the reproduction of its members and its class, survival mechanisms 

maximizing the interests or benefits of each and every one of the family members" 

(Roldan and Beneria 1987:110). In the following chapters, I will refer to Sen's 

framework in measuring actual well-being: to do so, I will priviledge the indicator of 

nutritional status. I will specifically address the issue of the intrahousehold distribution of 

The wide range of human behavior that is not motivated by self-interest and individual well-being does 
not necessarily call into question the notion of strategies and strategizing. As Sen remarks, motivated 
actions and perceptions of "utility" attached to those actions may include other factors besides personal 
well-being, such as sympathy toward others or commitment (social, political, religious, etc.) (1987:29). 
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resources and workloads and, whenever warranted, highlight differential effects on 

individual well-being along gender and age. 

E. FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION AMONG THE PEASANTRY 

Food security 

The concept of food security has undergone a major redefinition in the last thirty 

years. It was in the early 1970s that the concept first entered the literature, influenced by 

skyrocketing prices and worldwide shortages for basic grains (Foster and Leathers 1999: 

95). The United Nations (UN) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) then 

defined food security as a problem of global food supply and price stability; the solution 

lay in securing unlimited "flows of basic foodstuffs at stable prices" (Pettier 1999:11). 

According to the UN, food security meant ensuring the "availability at all times of 

adequate world food supplies of basic foodstuffs...to sustain a steady expansion of food 

consumption...and to offset fluctuations in production and prices" (UN 1975, cited in 

Pottier 1999:11). 

In the 1980s, influenced by the 1984-85 African famines (Maxwell 1990) and 

reinforced by A. Sen's seminal work on hunger, markets, poverty and entitlements (1981) 

as well as by research on malnutrition multifactoriality (Berg and Austin 1984, cited in 

Maxwell 1990:3), the focus on food security shifted from a problem of supply to a 

problem of access and distribution (Foster and Leathers 1999; Maxwell 1990; Pottier 

1999). In 1983, the FAO thus declared that food security implies "that all people at all 
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times have both physical and economic access to the basic food that they need" (FAO 

1983). 

Today this second view continues to prevail among researchers, policy makers 

and multilateral development agencies, although definitions vary in units of analysis 

(individuals, households, or larger social bodies such as nations), emphasis given to 

subjective perceptions of those who are food insecure, and the variations in the 

importance attributed to national food systems (Maxwell 1990; Pottier 1999).^° As 

Maxwell underlines, despite variations all current definitions of food security share three 

common concerns. 

First, they emphasize not only the importance of food production but also the 

necessity to tackle the issues of underlying poverty and barriers to effective "public and 

private distribution systems" (1990:3). In this sense, food security has effectively become 

a proxy for poverty, especially in the literature studying the social impact of structural 

adjustment (1990:4; Comia et al. 1987). Second, definitions show an interest in cyclical 

(seasonal as well as inter-annual) variability in food production, distribution and 

consumption, including in food prices and access to food (see Foster and Leathers 

1999:83-87 on the importance of seasonality). Third, they stress the inter-connection of 

all these domains (food production, distribution and consumption) and purposedly use 

food security as a broad encompassing concept. 

Maxwell reviews definitions by the World Bank, the FAO, the European Community as well as by 
policy-oriented researchers such as himself. 
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At the household level, food security equals the ability over time to acquire all the 

food needed to maintain the health of its members (von Braun et al. 1989). Among small, 

"resource-poor", agricultural households, food security is mediated by several factors. De 

Walt (1989) identifies the following as the most Important: land availability and quality; 

sources, forms, control over, and overall amount of income/s; (family) organization of 

production and availability of labor; seasonality of production; crop diversity and 

availability of other minor food crops or gathering; the role of women (and children) in 

production; food preferences, acceptability and use; (each) crop labor requirements; and 

market prices for cash crops and foods. 

Rural agricultural households may thus accomplish the goal of food security 

through a combination of different strategies: "food security may be achieved by own 

food production and related stockholding, or by relying on open-market trading of food 

and nonfood production to generate income (and savings), or partially by seeking off-

farm, income-earning possibilities" (von Braun et al. 1989:53-54). Strategies vary 

according to each household's availability of resources, type and extent of market 

interaction for agricultural goods, labor and food, and type and extent of specific public 

policy or community interventions. 

As these authors affirm in the case of export produces in the Western highlands of 

Guatemala, with a decrease in institutional interventions to support food security and a 

high degree of instability in market prices for food and agricultural commodities, 

households tend to increasingly rely on their own food production. In the case of the 

Chinantla, the dramatic decrease in institutional interventions to support the coffee 
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peasant economy, increasing staple food (such as maize) prices in the market, and the 

collapse in coffee returns that small Indigenous peasant producers have experienced since 

1989 go a long way in explaining why local families today attempt to assure their own 

food production to guarantee domestic consumption. As we will see in the following 

chapters, they achieve this (or attempt to accomplish it) through agriculture and 

stockholding diversification and the partial or progressive abandonment of commercial 

cropping when it is considered too risky. 

A vision centered on food security not only has good explanatory power for 

peasant strategies. It also has the advantage to include livelihood and economic security 

into the analytical picture, not just food perse. Moreover, it throws light on specific 

individuals within or across households (See: Bouis and Pena 1997; Harris 1997) or 

larger social groups who are more at risk to be food insecure than others. 

Above all, as an interconnected domain of production, distribution and 

consumption, food security among rural populations calls attention to the need to 

integrate a food and nutrition approach to agricultural development and rural public 

policy. This is an approach which the FAO and the World Food Council first adopted in 

the late 1970s (see Pinstrup-Andersen 1981:27-29). As it will become clear in the next 

section, many others have explicitly argued in its favor in public policy (see, for instance, 

de Walt 1989; Pettier 1999:11,27) or have adopted such as integrated vision in their 

research approaches. 

Still, as the current divorce in Mexican public policy between social interventions 

(which include nutrition programs and health infrastructure among the rural poor) and 
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agricultural development (from which peasants are excluded) shows, not always such an 

integrated approach to food security prevails in policy-making. As we will see in the 

following chapters, the current focus on food and nutrition interventions that prevails 

today in Mexican public policy toward the rural poor is in many ways antagonistic to an 

integrated food security approach. Current welfare programs separate food self-

sufficiency and production from food consumption and undernutrition and exclude the 

former from the arena of State responsibility. To focus exclusively on food consumption 

and nutrition fits well with today fashionable neoliberal policies of governmental cost 

containment which priviledge focalized interventions and the selective targeting of 

beneficiaries. 

Agricultural systems and nutrition 

Among past as well as contemporary peasants, food security is of immediate and 

paramount concern since, to a great extent, it depends on their ability to obtain enough 

food through its direct production or procurement from nature. Food security is 

intimately linked to agriculture as well as other complementary food-procuring activities 

such as animal husbandry, home gardening, silviculture, hunting and fishing, and/or wild 

vegetable and fruit gathering. 

At the same time, though, since neither all foods nor other basic life needs are 

satisfied from nature sources, peasant economies are not food self-sufficient even in the 

best of conditions (direct ownership and abundance of good-quality land, water and other 

natural resources, good climate and seasonal conditions, and sufficient family labor). At 

least since the abolishment of forced labor (during the 19"* and up to the early 20"* 
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Century), most Latin American peasants have been compelled to engage with a capitalist 

market not through political coercion but precisely to satisfy basic necessities which they 

cannot produce or obtain directly from nature-such as manufactured foods and goods. 

Through this engagement, they obtain needed cash by selling surplus agricultural goods 

or their own labor. 

The ability to guarantee enough food supplies for the reproduction of the basic 

peasant unit, the household, is mediated by the market in several ways. Besides market 

prices for the purchase of needed goods, market returns from the sale of cash crops, 

animal husbandry or other agri-, horto- or silvicultural products, rural employment and 

wages, and rural income in general all depend on the interaction with the market; a 

market in which peasants engage but upon which they have very little or no control. 

The relationship with the capitalist market is historically characterized by the 

extraction of surplus value and the economic marginalization of peasants. In this sense, 

food and food security are not only primary goals of peasant livelihood but also major 

motivational pivots through which peasants have historically inserted themselves in a 

structurally-subordinated and explotative relationship with a larger national society and 

the capitalist economy. 

Despite the material and inmaterial importance that the attainment of food has for 

peasant survival, well-being, and forms of interaction with the capitalist market, peasant 

studies—such as Marxist-inspired Mexican rural sociology or Anglo "peasantology" 

(Kearney I996)~have devoted scant attention to this topic. With its primary interest in 

social formations and modes of production in which peasantries are inserted, the Marxist 
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peasant literature has usually relegated food production and consumption, nutrition and 

health to mere functions of what it broadly conceives as "social reproduction". 

From the 1960s on, the issues of food production, consumption, and security have 

been tackled more directly in anthropology by cultural, human and more recently 

political ecology, on the one hand, and policy-oriented studies on Third World rural 

development and nutrition, on the other. Despite obvious differences in theoretical 

perspectives, disciplinary interests and objects of study, ecology and policy studies tend 

to share a common focus on the relationship between agriculture (or other productive 

activities from nature), diet and nutrition among rural smallholders located in a wide 

variety of ecosystems and/or time-space settings.^' Unlike Marxist-oriented sociological 

studies on the peasantry, in this literature the structural relations of production in which 

agriculturalist population groups are embedded at any given time have often been of 

interest only insofar as ownership of land is concerned.^" 

Because of the functionalist heritage of cultural ecology, studies in this tradition 

have tended to frame the discussion on food and nutrition in terms of adaptation to, and 

homeostatic equilibrium between, the ecosystem and the human population inhabiting it. 

Food self-sufficiency and the social and biological maintanance of the group are thus 

^'in their interest on the relationship between human populations and specific ecosystems, cultural and 
human ecology have not limited their object of study to agriculturalists. Hunter-gatherers, fishermen and 
pastoralists are human groups who have received a great deal of attention as well (Netting 1977; Moran 
1993). 

The interest of cultural and human ecology in labor processes is usually focused on human activities 
devoted to the transformation or extraction of natural resources in order to assure livelihood in a specific 
ecosystem commonly characterized by little internal social differentiation. When marked social 
differentiation does exist and comparisons among social groups are warranted, the ecological (as well as 
the rural development) literature tends to select land tenure as the variable of choice. Comparisons are 
common among smallholding agriculturalists who own their own land, share-croppers and landless 
agricultural laborers. 
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attained from nature through human activities in a dynamic balance between 

environmental niches, intensive or extensive agricultural, horticultural or animal 

husbandry practices and population density (Boserup 1965; Netting 1977:82; 1993; 

Rappaport 1968). 

Traditions in cultural and human ecology influenced by evolutionary theories, on 

the other hand, have placed importance on the obtention of food and the feasibility of 

local diets in terms of optimization of labor deployment and resource extraction from a 

given ecosystem (see Moran 1993:60-63). However, as Moran points out, the deductive 

and systematic focus of evolutionary ecology and the centrality of the optimal adaptation 

concept within it, makes it unsuitable to study processes of change over time or to 

explore the (unequal) engagement of local ecosystems with larger socioeconomic 

environments such as market structures. 

The impact of neoliberal State policies, cash cropping, or the capitalist economy 

in general, on peasant ecosystems, agricultural practices, food security strategies, poverty 

levels, and/or nutrition and health status has received greater attention from political 

ecology (Greenberg and Park 1994), political economy (Roseberry L988), and policy 

studies on rural development and nutrition (e.g.: see [FPRI studies). In Mexico and Latin 

America, these issues have acquired growing importance vis-a-vis the so-called "lost 

decade" of the 1980s (and much of the 1990s), the widespread implementation of 

structural adjustment programs, increasing rural poverty, massive deforestation and 

ecological degradation, the loss of national food self-sufficiency, and changing rural 

development models (Barkin et al. 1988; de Janvry, Gordillo and Sadoulet 1997; Dewey 
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1980, 1981, 1985; Durham 1995; Painter and Durham 1995; Stonich 1993; Suarez et al. 

198?; K. De Walt and B. de Walt 1987; L.Whiteford 1990). 

As Greenberg and Park (1994) remark, the space for dialogue and cross 

fertilization between political economy in the Wolfian (1982) tradition and political 

ecology is truly enormous. Political ecology has brought explicitly into the equation the 

salience of bio-physical environments and the exploitation of natural resources in the 

"power-centered field of political economy" (1994:8). This is particularly true when 

power-laden social processes are accompanied by massive or permanent ecological 

destruction. 

In terms of food production, self-sufficiency and consumption among peasants 

and other resource-poor farmers, on the one hand, and nutrition and undernutrition, on the 

other, political ecology has much to offer. It can draw both from its ongoing tradition of 

case studies on individual or group food strategies and food (in)security as well as from 

the field of the political ecology of disease (Turshen 1977; see Greenberg and Park 

1994:9). 

In the first tradition, food strategies and (in)security are important components of 

past and present (mal)adaptations to specific ecosystems and power structures (see, for 

example, Stonich 1993). The second field highlights the syncretism between malnutrition 

and disease and links both to profound inequalities in the distribution of power, resources 

and wealth following the spread of capitalism, modernity and/or development. Still, and 

regardless of differences in disciplinary or subdisciplinary trajectories, political economy 

and political ecology merge on common ground when we focus on local nutritional, 
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health and overall welfare impacts of neoliberal policies, capitalist economies, 

development models, or structural adjustment programs without loosing sight of the 

diversity and multiplicity of local responses to these phenomena. 

Policy-oriented studies on rural development and nutrition, on the other hand, 

come from a different—although likewise multifacetic—tradition. Often linked to 

development programs or funding agencies (see, for instance, the IFPRI studies: Bouis 

and Haddad 1990; von Braun et al. 1989; Kennedy 1989; Kennedy and Cogill 1987), 

policy-oriented studies attend the relationship between development, agricultural 

systems, food security, nutrition and poverty in the Third World (see also: Biswas and 

Pinstrup-Andersen 1985; von Braun and Kennedy 1994; Dewey 1985; Fleuret and 

Fleuret 1986; Mebrahtu et al. 1995; Pinstrup-Andersen 1981; de Walt 1989). At times 

uncritical of power relations, development models, and structural inequalities that 

accompany "resource-poor farmers'" insertion into, or interaction with a market economy, 

this literature has addressed explicitly the nutritional impact of so-called "agricultural 

development" (i.e.: market integration, capitalist expansion or, simply put, cash cropping, 

export cropping or commercial agriculture) among African, Asian and Latin American 

smallholders, sharecroppers or landless rural laborers. 

Although it does not address "peasants" explicitly, much of the discussion 

generated in this literature is relevant for these rural social groups. When it discusses the 

nutritional impact of the shift from subsistence or semi-subsistence agriculture to "cash 

cropping", "export cropping" or "commercial agriculture", it is obvious that the analysis 
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is applicable to peasant groups such as contemporary Chinantec coffee-growers. 

Therefore it is worth it to review it with some detail. 

In much of this literature one of the assumptions behind the positive impact of 

such a shift is that a greater availability of income at the household level should increase 

food purchase ability and therefore, food intake and nutritional status. As Kennedy 

reports: 

'The commercialization of subsistence and semisubsistence agriculture is the cornerstone of 
economic development in many developing countries. Proponents of strategies advocating an 
emphasis on cash crops see commercialization as a means of increasing incomes of 
smallholders, providing employment for the landless, and stimulating growth linkages with 
other segments of the economy. It is also assumed that the resulting economic gains will 
improve the welfare of small farmers, including the health and well-being of household 
members" (1989:53). 

These conclusions are questionable since, as Pinstrup-Andersen (1981, 1985) and 

others (Fleuret and Fleuret 1986; Mebrahtu et al. 1995; de Walt 1989) assert, the 

relationship between agricultural production, income, food consumption and nutritional 

status is very complex and we need to assess it through its multiple mediations. Bouis and 

Haddad state the "raising incomes appears to be a necessary but not a sufficient condition 

for substantially improving preschooler nutrition" (1990:57). Others have emphasized the 

detrimental impact of the shift on nutrition, remarking how agricultural development 

often goes hand in hand with negative changes in land tenure and distribution for small 

landholders and increasing social stratification (K. de Walt 1983; K. de Walt and B. de 

Walt 1987; Fleuret and Fleuret 1986; Dewey 1980, 1985:164; Suarez et al. 198?). 

Critics also remark a loss of control in production by peasant fanners as they 

increasingly rely on credit and technological inputs ("input-price increases") and 
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therefore find themselves at greater risk. The risk is incremented with the volatility of 

agricultural goods prices (extreme price variability/ "output price depression") in the 

export market, potential crop failure due to unfavorable climate or natural disasters, and 

the possible collapse of marketing institutions and channels (von Braun et al. 1989:11). 

To make the relationship between agricultural production, income, food 

consumption and nutritional status even more complex, some scholars have highlighted 

that families with a greater cash availability do not necessarily increase their food 

expenditures or consumption (von Braun et al. 1989:12; Dewey 1985; Pinstrup-Andersen 

1985).^^ If the shift to commercial agriculture implies the adoption of monocropping over 

customary polyculture, it may well generate a loss in the availability of multiple food 

sources (Dewey 1985). 

This literature brings to the forefront several issues of importance in the 

unraveling of the complex relationship between agriculture, food security and nutrition in 

the Third World. In the first place and similarly to the food security approach, it 

highlights the need to explicitly integrate a nutrition perspective to agricultural 

development, beyond nutrition education or supplementary feeding programs for the rural 

poor. Kathleen and Billie de Walt (1987; 1989) argue specifically for the design and 

implementation of agricultural development projects whose direct beneficiaries should 

include those social groups who are particularly vulnerable to malnutrition (e.g.: women 

of reproductive age). 

Von Braun et al. (1989) showed how vegetable export crop-producing households were spending less of 
their additional income on food: "additional income increases calorie acquisition significantly but at 
decreasing rates rates at the margin. Member households in the lowest half of the income scale increase 
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In the second place, it argues for the necessity to include appropriate health 

infrastructure and services, as well as sanitation measures, in rural development projects 

in order to effectively decrease undernutrition rates (Bouis and Haddad 1990; von Braun 

et al. 1989; Kennedy 1989; Kennedy and Cogill l987).This points to the well-established 

synergic relationship between nutrition and health and, conversely, between malnutrition 

and disease (Payne 1985; Pelletier 1995; Scrimshaw et al. 1968) among researchers and 

policy-makers. 

As a third point, several of these authors underscore the importance to provide 

access (and sustain it overtime) to credit, technology, technical assistance and 

infrastructure for small agricultural producers. Access and assistance should extend 

beyond production to include processing and marketing channels for commercial crops 

(Bouis and Haddad 1990; von Braun et al. 1989). According to these studies, public 

policy interventions in economic development are therefore needed if the commercial 

scheme is to be successful in decreasing poverty and improving living standards. 

This last argument is particularly relevant to my case studies: the dramatic 

wtihdrawal of the State from an active promotion of peasant economies from 1989 

onward has had dramatic negative effects on food security and the nutrition status of 

Chinantec small coffee producers. Today, despite governmental rethorics to the contrary, 

the deliberate divorce between economic development and welfare policy and the 

targeting of peasant producers with health, nutrition and education interventions are not 

their calorie consumption by 2.8% with a 10% increase in income, while nonmember households increase 
theirs by 4.4%" (1989:12). 
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reversing such nutritional trends. Over ten years ago, the conclusions reached by IFPRI 

experts already warned against such outcomes. 

Finally, I want to draw attention to a crucial theoretical point that this literature on 

commercial cropping and nutrition brings about without properly discussing it. These 

policy-oriented studies tend to counterpose subsistence and commercial agriculture as if 

they were polarized or antagonistic activities.^"* They assume, moreover, that the 

historical movement of change from one to the other is unidirectional and that the 

integration of small agricultural producers to a market economy is inevitable and 

ultimately desirable. 

This assumption should not surprise if we take into consideration that these 

studies originate within a development literature which tends to be uncritical of its 

epistemological premises (see Escobar [1995] for a poignant critique of Third World 

development discourse and practice). Following a historically-informed and political 

economy-oriented anthropology (Roseberry 1988, 1989; Wolf 1982), we can question 

two untenable and inter-related assumptions that underlie many of these studies. First, to 

see as Inevitable a movement in time from subsistence to commodity farming or from 

peasant to agrobusiness agriculture or from no or pre-capitalist to capitalist agriculture, 

they tend to fall into the trap of a teleological reading of history. They moreover 

^ This dychotomy is at times overcome in the conclusions that agriculture and nutrition policy analysts 
may reach. Kennedy, for instance, reports in her summary that among Kenyan maize and sugarcane 
smallholders: "What is clear form the income data is how diversitled the income sources are for each type 
of household. The prototype of either a purely subsistence household or a totally commercialized household 
does not exist. Even agricultural households depend on nonagricultural sources for 33-41 percent of their 
total household income" (1989:10). Still, if this author had been more familiar with much peasant studies 
literature or an historically-informed ethnogaphic perspective on rural peasant strategies, this concluding 
remark should have been a premise since the start. 
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implicitly essentialize peasant or other small rural producers as natural economies, 

erasing the fact that in most Third World situations the interaction beween capitalism and 

subsistence agriculture is all but a new phenomenon. 

These underlying assumptions explain why the literature on agricultural 

development and nutrition does not consider in its analysis the food and nutritional 

consequences of a "retreat" from commercial agriculture. As a specific, historically-

informed analysis can show, peasant productive strategies may well include such a 

withdrawal difficult times. It is through a specific time-space contextualization 

that we can see the tremendous diversity of situations and responses that peasant families 

and localities may generate vis-a-vis changing relations with the market or the State. 

If we overcome a polarized and unidirectional vision between commercial and 

subsistence agriculture and, at the same time, we adopt an integrated food security 

approach to the study of rural livelihood, we can clearly see that among many small, 

resource-poor agricultural producers, subsistence and commercial cropping complement 

each other (Hart 1990). As the following chapters will show, both constitute part of the 

same strategic response precisely centered on food security. 
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CHAPTER 3 

INDIGENOUS AGRICULTURE AND ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING: 
COFFEE, CORN AND FOOD SECURITY IN THE 1980S AND L990S 

Introduction 

As I noted in chapter two, structural adjustment and neoliberal State policies have 

dominated the economy and the political scene in Mexico since 1982. Deregulation, 

liberalization of trade, market competition, down-sizing of State economic functions and 

apparatuses, and promotion of foreign investment have reshaped the Mexican economy 

(Otero 1999; Prud'Homme 1995). The effects on peasant agriculture have been dramatic 

(Appendini 1992,1995; A. Bartra 1995; Fritscher 1999). 

Much has been written recently about the social and economic consequences of 

these changes on the campesinado from what we can broadly define as "political 

economy perspectives" (A. Bartra 1995; de Grammont and Tejera 1996; de Janvry et 

al.I996; Kearney 1996; Otero 1999; Prud'Homme 1995). This has revived interest in a 

theoretical debate on the fate of the Mexican peasantry initiated in 1970s. (R. Bartra 

1974; Goodman and Reclift 1982; A. Palerm 1998 [1980]; Pare 1977; A. Bartra 1979; 

Warman 1980). 

Several social scientists have paid homage to the "tenacity" of the peasantry 

(Otero 1999); especially after the Indian Chiapas uprising of 1994. Several others have 

expressed the opinion that we are witnessing a general trend toward a "depeasantization" 

of Mexican agriculture. They point to the liberalization of trade and deregulation of the 

economy as affecting social relations and means of production in the countryside 
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rendering them increasingly commodified. These trends are accompanied by 

pauperization of the peasantry in most rural spaces. This is characterized by a tendency 

toward a deep fragmentation of land tenure, decreasing productivity, increasing 

deterioration of natural habitats, and the proletarization or semi-proletarization of most 

peasant producers who increasingly migrate to urban areas, go to the "North" or have to 

sell their labor force locally or in regional enclaves as wage-earning laborers (Cancian 

1989; Cortez 1999; Otero 1999). 

A less discussed dimension of rural Mexico that supports a Wolfian appreciation 

of the multiplicity of forms in which capitalism (Wolf 1982), or State interventions 

(Zendejas and de Vries 1998) articulate themselves in rural local spaces, is the empirical 

evidence of a "repeasantization" of pockets of rural Mexico precisely as a consequence 

of, and a response to neoliberal politics and economics. This phenomenon is not new. It 

was clearly envisioned and explained theoretically by Mexican anthropologists over 

twenty years ago (Palerm 1998 [1980]). As Palerm noted, peasants have often coped with 

threatening economic and political transformations engaging in strategies such as 

repeasantization. Repeasantization is a process by which peasants retreat from the market 

(as producers, consumers and/or wage laborers) and increase their own production of 

goods for home consumption. In contemporary rural Mexico, this strategy is pursued by 

some small agricultural producers, peasants who have not migrated and continue to hold 

onto the land as their major source of sustenance—even at the cost of increasing 

pauperization (de Janvry et al. 1997; de Teresa 1996) and of a greater pressure on natural 

resources (Cortez 1999). 
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Given structural changes and dwindling market opportunities, repeasantization is 

a way to avert market risks and guarantee a minimum subsistence—often infra-

subsistence—level for the domestic unit by relying on scarce but self-managed resources. 

Thus defined, repeasantization is closely related to food security since it is a strategy 

devised to satisfy basic needs—among which food is probably the most fundamental one-

-for the survival of the family in times of adversity. 

In this chapter I present the cases of San Antonio Analco and Santa Cecilia de 

Madero in order to examine the process of repeasantization in the I990's. In both 

instances, repeasantization has involved a partial decommodification of local agricultural 

production centered around coffee, the pursuit of greater agricultural diversification for 

subsistence purposes, and also a search for new market alternatives.' 

I make the following three interrelated points. First, trends in coffee production in 

these comiinidades cafetaleras of the Chinantla region—as well as in many other coffee-

producing areas of the state of Oaxaca—cannot be fully understood from the perspective 

of capitalist logic. While coffee was originally introduced as a cash crop to be exchanged 

as a commodity in the market, campesinos produce it as a strategy for subsistence. As 

such, it cannot be considered apart from com or any other crops produced for both 

'in his article "Articulacidn campesinado-capitalismo; sobre la formula M-D-M" (1980) A. Palerm 
provides—albeit not explicitly~an interesting detlnition of repeasantization. He argues that, in the context 
of a peasant mode of production in which capitalism is the dominant economic system, repeasantization 
can occur whenever the economic value of the sale of agricultural commodities, plus the sale of peasant 
labor itself diminishes with respect to subsistence production. According to this detlnition, in Analco— 
where local domestic units do not sell their labor—repeasantization occurs through the decrease in 
commodity production (coffee) and an increase in both land extension and labor to self-subsistence 
production. In Santa Cecilia where some local families members employ themselves as seasonal farm labor 
in nearby localities, repeasantization can occur when peasant production and labor use for self-
consumption increases with respect to both coffee sales and/or labor sales in the market. 
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subsistence or cash. Nor, for that matter, can coffee be considered apart from any other 

food attainment strategies at the household or community level. Food security is the 

major concern of campesino households; growing coffee within peasant relations of 

production needs to be understood as an indirect means to attain food and satisfy other 

basic necessities. 

Second, the recent trend toward a repeasantization of the local economy and a 

partial decommodification of its agricultural production centered around coffee 

constitutes a particular historical development resulting from several factors and 

processes; some of which are more widely shared at the regional, national or even 

international level while others are more specific to the locality understudy. This chapter 

narrates Analco's and Santa Cecilia's recent economic histories, the development of 

specific household and community strategies over time, and the evolution of the regional, 

market and State relations in which they have been inserted in the last twenty years. By 

doing so, it will illustrate how the logic of peasant production has underlined the local 

economy throughout this time. 

It will also attempt to illuminate the reasons, dynamics and factors involved in 

recent processes of repeasantization and partial decommodification, linking these 

processes in the localities to the broader context of economic flows and trends and the 

changing nature of State interventions over time. I show that, far from being examples of 

natural peasant economies, today's peasant subsistence production and diversification are 

deeply intertwined with, and respond to, broader changes in the market, the reshaping of 



143 

State interventions toward agriculture, and/or an increasing influence of non

governmental sources of funding and organization in the field of rural development. 

Third, these processes in the local front of agricultural producers are paralleled by 

current State policies toward the peasantry. Although this chapter specifically addresses 

the local front, it will mention along the changing nature of State interventions because 

Indigenous peasant strategies of decommodification and repeasantization in the I990's 

are precisely responses generated within broader political and economic changes in 

which the Mexican Stale has played a pivotal role. In fact, the Mexican State has 

furthered the decommodification of peasant economies by excluding peasant producers 

from sectorial policies that promote commercial agriculture. 

Coffee and peasant subsistence 

Since Analco and Santa Cecilia have been characterized by the government and 

themselves as comunidades cafetaleras, a brief discussion seems in place here of the role 

that coffee plays in peasant economies. Unlike most other agricultural commodities, or 

coffee in other regional or national contexts in Latin America (Paige 1998; see: 

Roseberry et al.l995, Topik and Wells 1998; for other Mexican regions see; Wasserstrom 

1983), the production of coffee in rural Oaxaca has characterized itself for being 

mostly—although not solely (see; A. Bartra 1996; Greenberg 1987 [1981], 1989; 

Hernandez 1987)—a peasant endeavor since the 1940s; increasingly so since the 1970s 

(Hernandez Dfaz 1999; Pinon and Hernandez 1998; Snyder 1999). The Chinantla 

cafetalera [see Appendix] is a prime example of a region where coffee is produced by 

campesino growers. 
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In a peasant economy, coffee is produced and exchanged at its use value for 

money in the capitalist market. Its circulation provides in fact a classic example of how 

surplus value generated through an intensified use of unpaid family labor is extracted 

from direct producers through exploitative market mechanisms that function to the 

advantage of multiple intervening intermediaries, such as money-lenders and merchants 

(Marx 1976 [1867]; Roseberry 1983). 

In Mexican coffee production, moreover, market circulation mechanisms to 

extract surplus value are exacerbated by two additional factors. First, major transnational 

corporations trading coffee take advantage of the lack of national regulations for quality 

control by systematically paying 30% less for Mexican coffee than its international 

market price, without passing this price discount to consumers (Nolasco 1985; Martinez 

1996; Hernandez Navarro 1999). Second, precisely because coffee production in Mexico 

is to a great extent a peasant activity" and most small producers have hardly any access to 

processing technology, all or most steps in the industrialization of coffee beans take place 

outside of their hands. Thus, it is through coffee processing that additional surplus value 

is extracted from direct producers. 

At the same time that coffee is produced to participate in a process of commodity 

exchange, the majority of Oaxacan coffee growers—many of them, like the Chinantecs, 

Indigenous people—cultivate coffee precisely to reproduce themselves as Indian 

peasants, producing not for capital accumulation but for subsistence. They hold onto land 

" Coftee production is iiighly skewed in terms of producer socioeconomic stratification. While 69% of 
producers grow 32.5% of the entire coffee production in very small land plots (up to 2 hectares), only 2% 
of producers (those who have plots of at least 10 hectares) cultivate over 20% of the national production. 
Over 90% of coffee producers in Mexico have less than 5 hectares of land (Martinez 1996). 
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and agriculture as the major form of sustenance and identity, and rely on unpaid family 

labor and/or other collective labor sharing mechanisms in order to produce and 

reproduce. In this economy, coffee plays a double role: as a market commodity outside 

of the peasant sector, but also as a productive strategy for subsistence within that sector. 

According to this internal logic of peasant production, coffee cultivation in these 

areas needs to be understood as one of multiple interrelated strategies of production, 

reproduction and consumption that local households and communities develop and renew 

each agricultural cycle. The primary goal of such strategies is food security and the 

satisfaction of other basic necessities of consumption for the family. Producers' decision

making around coffee — especially land use, the allocation of labor and when and how 

much crop to harvest and sell —only becomes fully intelligible when we take into account 

the complete array of agricultural, forestry, animal husbandry, and other food 

procurement activities in which peasants and their families engage in order to make ends 

meet. 

Through the mechanisms of exchange and circulation, the external commodity 

logic of coffee does exert an influence within the peasant domain of production: on levels 

of production, harvest quantities, volumes of sale and labor time investment of peasant 

producers. Moreover, we need to consider the "tradition" of heavy State intervention in 

the promotion of this crop among small peasant producers from the early 1970s to the 

late 1980s via INMECAFE, the Mexican federal agency devoted to the promotion and 
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regulation of coffee production, distribution and export among small producers up to 

1989-92.^ 

In the peasant economies of Anaico and Santa Cecilia, coffee and com go hand in 

hand. From the perspective of households' productive strategies, these crops tend to 

complement each other: com is grown for self-consumption while coffee is the petty 

commodity grown for cash. At the same time, com and coffee may also "compete" with 

one another in land use and, more commonly, in the allocation of family labor when this 

is scarce. This especially occurs when agricultural tasks overlap, as they tend to do in the 

Winter months. Decisions peasants make around these two crops also change from time 

to time, according to how producers perceive market conditions for coffee and how they 

evaluate their access to alternative sources of com provision (mostly through CONASUPO 

supplies and prices). From the intemal logic of peasant production, then, and to someone 

interested in food security at the local level, the interplay between coffee and com is 

particularly cmcial to understand. 

A. ANALCO 

Productive strategies and food security: The current picture 

In 1998 and 1999, productive strategies of the 57 families that composed Anaico 

included com—both rain-fed com or mafz de temporal and land-irrigated com or maiz de 

^ [NMECAFE considered "small producers" those coffee growers with less than 20 hectares. 

* The importance of the relationship between coffee and corn as strategies for survival for small direct 
producers was already pointed out in its salience by historical studies of coffee production in other national, 
regional, time or social relations of production contexts. For instance, Steve Topik , citing Thomas 
Holloway, remarks that in Brazilian coffee fazendas at the end of the XDC century, colonos provided cheap 
labor to fazendeiros primarily to receive subsistence plots where they grew com (1998:48-9). 
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tonamil—, yucca, chili peppers, a variety of green vegetables, and occasionally beans for 

self-consumption, plus coffee and, to a much lesser extent, vanilla as cash crops. 

Productive strategies were complemented by other food procuring activities including 

planting and caring for vegetable and fruit gardens, animal husbandry, gathering of wild 

edible plants, and seasonal hunting and fishing. Despite government rhetoric to the 

contrary and unlike what is happening three years later in 2001-2002, direct subsidies to 

consumption by state and federal governmental programs targeting the rural poor were 

contributing minimally to the available food basket in 1998 and 1999; mostly because of 

programs' well-known lack of continuity^ or because PROGRESA—the Zedillo and now 

Fox presidency's sweeping anti-poverty program—was not yet fully operational in the 

area. 

In 1999, as the end of the millenium was approaching, food security—not capital 

accumulation—continued to be the major concern of Analquefios. The logic of peasant 

production was running its course: basic food crops were grown for self-consumption 

' In 1995, the federally-based but state-decentralized Desarrollo Integral de la Familia [Integrated Family 
Development) (DIF) Institute launched a very ambitious program in Oaxaca state level to fight 
undernutrition in young children and women of reproductive age in small communities of less than 500 
inhabitants in the most marginalized municipal entities. The program—called Aula Abierta-DIF [Open 
School Room-DIF]~ was to provide highly nutritious pre-school and school breakfasts that community-
based women groups were to prepare in each locality. Communities actively participated in the program, 
providing free infrastructure for the establishment of the community kitchen and then free labor in the daily 
management of the program.The program reached almost 600 localities between 1995 and 1997. receiving 
a high degree of acceptance in most localities. In 1997 and 1998 the program was expanded beyond its 
capacity to additional communities, mostly for political reasons since it was an election year. With the 
change in the State administration in 1998, the program was rapidly fased out without previous notice to 
the participating localities, under the rationale that PROGRESA was going to be launched soon and would 
substitute all preceding welfare programs. From one month to the other, communities simply stopped 
receiving food supplies. This abrupt cessation created a great amount of discontent in many places, 
including Anaico and Santa Cecilia. 
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while coffee and a little vanilla were produced for the market to provide the income 

necessary to purchase other basic necessities. 

The period of coffee bonanza (late I970s-1989) 

To an external eye oblivious to local history, Analco could well provide a classic 

example of an Indian peasantry which has successfully "preserved" a "traditional" 

subsistence economy against external forces. But what Analco looked like at the end of 

the twenty century is the product of recent history at the intersection between the local 

and the global. It provides an example of the contradictory, difform and reversible nature 

of the articulation process between a global capitalist system and a local peasant 

economy; the possibility of which few Marxist-oriented anthropologists—like E. Wolf 

(1982) and A. Palerm (1980)—contemplated. The crucial place that coffee came to hold in 

its system of production and the "readjustment" it is experiencing in the local economy 

today are the result of specific historical developments taking place throughout the last 

twenty to thirty years. In these processes, the transformation overtime of local conditions 

of production, inter-community land conflicts, forms of State interventions and market 

forces have played a considerable role. 

A native variety of coffee {cafe criollo) did grow in Analco before the 1970s. 

According to local memories, it was harvested mostly for self-consumption; a few 

Analquenos, though, sold modest quantities of it in Usila: 

"Yes. I remember, here there was coffee but it was only cafe criollo. It did not yield much. 
What could be harvested, producers here were few, it was very little what could be harvested. 
I remember that once my father harvested something like 200 Kgs, once when I was studying 
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in Usila. This was a great amount for those times, the coffee grove was big, but this coffee 
grove was of pure cafe criollo." (42 years old Cornelio, 10/00).® 

Beginning in the late 1970s, thougii, coffee became the major cash crop in the 

locality, displacing previous cash procuring activities such as raising and selling pigs 

(1960s and 1970s) and, further back in time, producing and selling hiiipiles^ in regional 

markets (1940s and 1950s). Production and commercialization picked up after 1978 

when INMECAFE stepped up efforts in the region to promote the production and export 

of Mexican coffee through technical assistance, tlnancing, organization of producers and 

commercialization. This was the time when the International Coffee Organization (ICO) 

regulated coffee production in the international market through national quotas assigned 

to each producing country and the Mexican government was still interested in actively 

expanding coffee production to meet export quotas and reap the benefits of high 

intemational prices. INMECAre also exerted an active influence in intemal production 

and commercialization trends through the establishment of a national official price for 

coffee (Martinez Morales 1996). 

INMECAFE exerted an important positive influence on Anaico even before local 

producers became directly involved with the Institute. Influence was felt through two 

channels. First, private middlemen—who traveled the from locality to locality buying 

® "Sf, me acuerdo, aquf sf habfa cafe pero nada mas que era cafe, cafe criollo. Pero este no daba mucha 
produccidn. Lo que se cosechaba. los productores aquf eran muy pocos, era muy poco el cafe que se 
cosechaba. Me acuerdo que mi papa cosechd en una ocasion. cuando yo estaba en Usila estudiando, como 
unos doscientos kilos que era mucho en ese entonces, pero era cafetal grande, pero era este un cafetal de 
puro criollo". 

^ Huipiles are cotton hand-woven and hand-embroiled women's blouses traditionally worn by Indian 
women in Mesoamerica. In the Chinantla, there are different kinds of huipiles, some simpler for daily wear 
and others, much more elaborate, to wear at fiestas and celebrations. 
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cheap and making high profits—began to pay a higher price for coffee since INMECAFE 

began to operate in the region. Second, local Analquefios began to invest in animal 

transportation which allowed them to increase the quantities of coffee they could directly 

deliver to Usila buyers who were paying better prices: 

"[INMECAFE] arrives in Tuxtepec in the 1970s.... Resources arrived around 1975 or 78. Yes. 
INMECAFE already existed, what happens is that we had not formally joined yet. We joined 
until 1983 or 84 or so. At the end of the 1970s or beginning of the 1980s the price [for coffee] 
began to rise. When INMECAFE began to operate, prices went up little by little. It gave cash 
advances and then after a little while [it gave] carryover money, depending on exports. It was 
then that coyotes (middlemen] began to pay more, but in cash, giving us a better price... As 
INMECAFE was [operating] in the region, coyotes began to pay more...This was way before 
we joined INMECAFE. It was since 78 or 79. In 1978 we began to improve [our living 
standards] because we also opened the mule trail for these animals. We bought mules....we 
made this [bridle]path..there was then communication with the animals... Yes, we could 
transport more coffee, faster, we could transport much more coffee than before"" (Marcos 
10/00). 

In less than a decade, Analco became a conumidad cafetalera. By the early 

eighties, Analquefios were already devoting over two thirds of their agricultural land to 

coffee production and, although coffee price fluctuated, a steady flow of income entered 

producers' households, raising local standards of living. INMECAre provided seeds of 

new coffee varieties that soon displaced native coffee and did increase productivity 

considerably: 

" "[INMECAFE] llega por ahf de los 70*s por Tuxtepec ...los apoyos [llegaron] por ahi de 75 o 78 por ahf. sf. 
ya habfa Institute INMECAFE. ya vivfa. lo que pasa es que todavfa no hemos ingresado dentro de ellos, 
pues. Ingresamos hasta el ano de 83 o 84 o por ahi. A finales de los 70's a principio de los 80's ahf empezd 
a subir el precio [del cafe]..Cuando entrd INMECAFE ahf poco a poco subid...daba anticipo y despues de un 
poco [daba] remanente, segun la venta de exportacidn...Entonces los coyotes empezaron a pagar mas, pero 
al contado, dando precio mas alto...Como INMECAFE estaba en la regidn los coyotes empezaron a pagar 
mas... Esto fue antes que nosotros ingresamos a INMECAFE. Fue en 78 o 79. En 1978 iniciamos a mejorar 
porque abrimos caminos para que entraran las bestias...Compramos las bestias...hicimos ese camino... hubo 
comunicacidn con los animates.... Sf se pudo cargar cafe mas, mas rapido, se pudo cargar mucho mas cafe 
que antes." 
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•'[Before INMECAFE] those who harvested [coffee] produced something like 200 kilograms 
per harvest—maximum, because it was native coffee... then when we received the new variety 
we were producing 700, 800 kilograms...up to one ton we could harvest, a ton and a halh 
Yes, that was it. And we e.xperienced a big difference in production and we had good 
revenues"' (Marcos 10/00) 

Analquenos organized as small coffee producers in the Unidades Econdmicas de 

Produccion y Commercializacion (UEPC)'° promoted by INMECAFE. Through the 

UEPCs, producers were secured a market for their coffee since their total harvest output 

was bought beforehand at the official coffee price of any given time. 

Tomas, an Analqueiio in his fifties, recalls well those times in his halting Spanish: 

"Those were the times when coffee yielded. In the times of INMECAFE, yes, people had some 
money. With INMECAFE, [coffee| provided for us, before. Here people harvested coffee and 
there they went [to sell], happy, always with some money. With INMECAFE money was 
advanced. One gathered coffee and if he owed money to someone he would pay back with 
coffee"." (05/98) 

His words are echoed by Comelio: 

"We sold all our coffee with INMECAFE because they gave us carryover money...money 
upon which we depended...when INMECAFE existed..yes revenues were good because they 
gave [us] a money adjustment. Yes, they paid well producers. [Producers] delivered their 
coffee and they received their money. Then, after coffee was sold [in the export market] the 
price adjustment came. It was called a price adjustment. Yes, it was secure money for 
producers...[We] received the adjustment, the carryover money each year. Yes." (10/00)'" 

' "[Antes que llegara INMECAFE] los que producfa [sic], producia [sic] como 200 kilos en una 
cosecha...hasta ahf porque era criollo, entonces cuando entrd [la] planta mejorada aht producfan 700, 800 
kilos...hasta una tonelada llegaba uno, una tonelada y media. Sf por ahf. Y hubo mucha diferencia de 
produccion y hubo muchos ingresos". 

LrEPC= Production and Commercialization Economic Units. 

" "Esos eran los tiempos cuando el cafe sf resultaba. Cuando estaba INMECAFE, la gente sf tenfa dinero. 
Con INMECAFE el cafe sf daba. antes.Aquf la gente cosechaba el cafe y ahf iban. contentos. siempre con 
algo de dinero. Con INMECAFE. te anticipaban el dinero. Uno pizcaba cafe y si le tenfa deudas con alguien 
le pagaba con cafe." 

"Nosotros vendfamos todo el cafe con INMECAFE porque ellos daban remanente...un recurso [del] que 
mucho dependfamos...cuando estuvo INMECAFE... sf hubo buenos precios porque ellos le daban el ajuste si 
le pagaban tambien. bueno, a los productores , ellos entregaban su cafe ellos cobraban su dinero. Ya 
despues de la venta venfa un ajuste. Se le llamaba ajuste de precio. Sf era un dinero seguro para los 
productores...Asf todos los aiios le pagaban el ajuste, el remanente, sf 
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Despite the increasing importance of coffee and steady revenues in the late 1970s 

and throughout the 1980s, Analquefios never stopped producing com for self-

consumption. Nevertheless, production volumes of com decreased, the extension of 

individual plots was reduced, and the majority of land—including the best-quality land-

was devoted to coffee. One of the reasons why this became possible was because, thanks 

to coffee revenues, Analquefios collectively decided to stop raising pigs for cash. 

Household needed volumes of com diminuished substantially since previously com was 

used in big quantities as pig-feed. By then, coffee also competed successfully with com 

in the allocation of family labor. 

Another important reason for the decreasing availability of land for com 

production was the escalation of an old agrarian conflict with the neighboring community 

of San Antonio del Barrio for the ownership of 680 hectares (23% of the entire extension 

of Analco) of mostly naturally irrigated land bordering the two localities. In 1972, 

Analquefios stopped cultivating in plots scattered along the disputed land where they 

were growing tonamil com because violence had erupted between the two localities. 

For these compound reasons, com production went down from an average of three 

hectares to one hectare per producing domestic unit, staying that way up to 1994. Due to 

the increasing land pressure, the average fallow period decreased from the early seventies 

to the early nineties from 15 to 4 years, while the average output per hectare went down 

57% from 1,235 Kgs to less than 500 Kgs because of increasing soil depletion (Montiel, 

ms.). 
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The strategy followed by most households to offset com deficits was to rely on 

coffee. The extra com needed for human consumption and for domestic animals was 

bought in the market at subsidized prices'^ with the retums generated by coffee. Each 

family just had to pick and sell enough coffee to meet their needs. This strategy worked 

nicely while coffee prices stayed high and households could allocate enough of their 

labor to attending coffee plants and then to the harvest. Still, the trade-off was perceived 

as risky, since Analquefios knew that retums from the market are unpredictable and 

coffee prices—like any other agricultural commodity—cannot be controlled by producers. 

As one producer states clearly: 

"One never knows. One year there is price[in the market). The following year maybe also. 
But then suddenly there is no price anymore. I do not know how much money coffee gives 
me. This is why I have always grown corn, even when coffee was giving good money. No 
corn, no food!"'"* (Bonifacio 10/00) 

Even in years such as 1986-87 when coffee prices were particularly high and 

Analquefios secured good retums, the determination to grow some com for subsistence 

continued unabated. Nevertheless, com self-sufficiency was lost as production decreased 

from high averages of over 3,000 Kgs per year in the early 1970s (Montiel, ms.) to an 

average of 500 Kgs a year per family at the end of the 1980s and early 1990s; a quantity 

The Mexican government subsidizes com prices. Rural consumers bought subsidized com in Conasupo 
stores spread throughout peasant regions. 

'•""Uno nunca sabe. Un ano hay precio. El siguiente ano a veces se mantiene. Pero de repente ya no hay 
precio. Nunca se sabe cuanto dinero te va a dar el cafe. Es por eso que siempre cultivo mafz, aun cuando el 
cate me da buen dinero. Sin mafz, no hay comidaL" 
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which couid only last a household approximately 2/3 of the year, and then only because it 

was used almost solely for human consumption.'^ 

The importance that coffee achieved in Analco's peasant economy and its impact 

on local standards of living should not be underestimated. The constant flow of Income 

that this commodity began to bring into the community in the late 1970s early 1980's, 

preceded In 1976 by the end of an oppressive caciquismo^^ in the village did raise living 

standards. Analquenos began to buy construction materials in Uslla and built new brick 

and cement houses. Cash flows also allowed families to buy greater quantities and more 

varieties of foods. As we will see in chapter four, these changes were reflected by 

improvements in the the nutrition status of Its inhabitants in the late 1970s and throughout 

the 1980s. 

The crisis and the first responses to the crisis (1989-1994) 

Significant improvements in living standards ended abruptly In 1989-1990; 

precisely at the time when—as elsewhere in Mexico—the local coffee economy entered 

into a deep crisis. As we saw in chapter two, this crisis was precipitated by: a) the 

changing nature of State interventions which fully embraced neo-llberal politics and 

economics at the time, and b) changes in the global coffee market and market regulation. 

In 1989 international coffee prices were deregulated (Martfnez 1996:118) and 

INMECAFE began to be dismantled. Coffee prices dropped to their lowest level in over a 

The minimum daily requirement for com for a family of six is 2 Kgs and ISO gr. (358.47 grs. per person) 
which totals 785 Kgs in a year. This quantity is solely for human consumption. If we consider the feeding 
of small domestic animals (chicken, turkeys and ducks) which practically all households raise for food that 
amount needs to be at least doubled (calculations made from CEPAL 1982; SARH-CEPAL 1990). 
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decade during the 1989-1990 harvest and continued to fall in the following years 

reaching an historical minimum in 1993. Prices paid regionally to local producers fell 

from 11 pesos'^ per Kg in 1986 to 3 pesos in 1990 to reach 2.25 pesos in 1993. The 

effects at the local level were devastating. Analquefios' weariness with the market had 

proved to be well-founded. 

The State-regulated social organization of production, commercialization and 

credit was shattered to pieces in the span of three years by the disappearance of 

INMECAFE. Credit to finance the maintenance and renewal of coffee groves, and the 

purchase of new seeds, fertilizers and pesticides suddenly became unavailable. The 

secure market outlet for coffee that the UEPCs had guaranteed and INMECAFE's 

favorable payment system were lost in the late 1980s. In 1988, when the UEPCs were 

already severely debilitated and INMECAFE was under attack for excessive 

bureaucratization, corruption and inefficiency (Martinez 1996) Analquefios began to sell 

their coffee to the newly organized Union de Comunidades Region Usila (UCRU) as a 

way to withstand the increasing role of private middlemen and secure better prices. They 

continued to do so for sometime after the crisis hit. 

As we will see with more detail in chapters six and seven, the federal government 

switched from the active promotion of coffee production and commercialization via 

INMECAFE to a policy of cash subsidies to production for small agricultural producers. 

This dramatic turn-around in state policy toward peasant agriculture in 1989-91 indexes 

See note 22. 

New pesos, controlling for intlation. 
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what I refer to as a parallel process of decommodification of peasant production.'^ This 

policy shift has affected and includes all major crops, not just coffee. Subsidies turned 

into palliative handouts financed through SEDESOL and distributed through the National 

Indigenous Institute (INI) beginning in 1990'^. These lump sums were (and still are) 

given to individual producers about once a year, and work(ed) as indirect subsidies to 

consumption. Analquefios organized themselves to receive all available subsidies during 

each of the following years, to the benefit of a great majority of local households."" 

According to Analquefios, the major response to the coffee crisis was to intensify 

labor efforts, picking and selling the highest possible quantities to coyotes (middlemen) 

in order to guarantee enough income to buy extra com and other basic subsistence 

products: 

Public policy toward peasant agriculture underwent sweeping changes beginning in 1989. under the 
Salinas presidency. In that year, peasant producers were effectively excluded as a sector from 
governmental actions and agencies promoting the development and fmancing of commercial agriculture. 
Under the new rules of market competition, peasants were no longer considered solvent subjects of credit 
while their production volumes and productivity were considered too low to compete in an open 
deregulated market. Excluded as producers, they were assigned instead to SEDESOL, the Ministry of Social 
Development. During the remaining four years of the Salinas administration, SEDESOL interventions in 
rural areas (Alianza para el Campo, Fondos Regionales de Solidaridad and PROCAMPO) were disguised as 
programs supporting agricultural production and the insertion of small producers into commercial 
agriculture through the promotion of collective producers' organizations. Still, production "incentives" 
were assigned in the form of an annual fixed subsidy for selected crops according to the numbers of 
cultivated hectares per producer, instead of rewarding actual volumes of production. With the Zedillo 
presidency (1994-present), most pretenses to treat peasants as producers were abandoned. Although 
PROCAMPO continues to hand down meager annual subsidies, with PROGRESA—the current grand 
presidential anti-poverty program specifically designed for marginal rural areas (see chapter six)—peasant 
producers have been effectively reduced to the generic rank of "poor". As such, they have become the 
target of welfare interventions designed to ameliorate "consumption" (of goods and services) in the 
education, nutrition and health fields. By excluding peasant producers from state interventions promoting 
commercial agriculture, [we can then say that] actual public policy contributes to the decommodification of 
peasant production. 

''' Subsidies from the federal program Alianza para el campo (Rural Alliance) averaged 1,000.00 new pesos 
a year per coffee producer from 1990 to 1993. 

Besides subsidies for coffee, in the 1990s Analquefios received subsidies for corn and beans through 
PROCAMPO and for vanilla through the Fondo Regional de Vainilla. 
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"Well, from there [when INMECAFE disappeared], people began to work alone, sold their 
crop with anyone, any coyote, any middleman. Again with the covores...Fewer revenues, 
much crisis, yes. We continued harvesting and we continued selling coffee even at a low 
price to provide for our families. We harvested more but obtained much lower returns." 
(Cornelio 03/99) 

Besides the deployment and intensification of family labor, they resorted to 

collective labor mechanisms " to maintain or even increase output,"^ which, by 1993, 

reached up to 1000 Kgs picked and sold per family (Montiel ms.). Unlike com, which 

only requires a few months from seedtime to harvest, decision-making around coffee is 

rather unflexible since it takes four to five years for this plant to begin to yield. Under 

these circumstances, coffee is a long-term investment which cannot be divested easily. 

The reason why Analqueiios attempted to maintain or even increase yields by working 

more when coffee prices were at their lowest, has to do with the fact that, as peasant 

producers, labor is their most flexible resource. 

The coffee crisis had an obvious impact on local livelihoods, as reflected by food 

security. Analquefios remember how things turned to worse when revenues from coffee 

dropped dramatically. In the 1989-90 agricultural cycle there was less to eat and money 

was scarce. As we will see in chapter four, these negative changes in the local economy 

were also reflected in the historical nutrition curve for the locality. 

"Pues. de ahf [cuando desaparecid INMECAFE] la gente empezo a trabajar asf solos [sic] vendfan sus 
productos, asf con cualquiera, cualquier coyote, cualquier acaparrador. Otra vez con los coyotes...Menos 
ingresos, mucha crisis, si. Seguimos cosechando, seguimos la venta del cafe aunque de bajo precio para dar 
mantenimiento a la vida familiar. Cosechamos mas pero por mucho menos precio." 

~ Analco is a locality well organized under communalist ideology since a group of very young leaders 
were able in 1976 to expel the two local caciques who had ruthlessly ruled the village for the previous ten 
years. When the coffee crisis hit, comuneros intensified the use of the "mano vuelta" (collective labor 
cooperation beyond immediate families) by organizing in teams of 10 workers each which would pick 
together in each producer's coffee plot on a rotating basis throughout the harvest months. 
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Current trends in peasant production (1994-1999) 

Current trends in peasant production in Analco are primarily the result of recent 

changes in the quality and quantity of land available and the introduction of alternative 

market crops to reduce coffee dependency. These changes are accompanied by a 

continuity in: a) the availability of other food sources complementing the local diet, b) 

local limitations in the availability of labor, c) the State's exclusion of the peasantry from 

its agricultural development strategies, d) a widely fluctuating market for coffee; and e) 

local distrust toward market forces. 

In 1994, the forty year agrarian struggle with the neighboring community of San 

Antonio del Barrio came to a peaceful close and Analco was adjudicated half of the 

disputed land. The recuperation of 340 hectares through the agrarian settlement came as a 

major respite for land-hungry peasant producers. As soon as they could gain access to 

more agricultural land, Analquenos began to expand com production by extending the 

size of land devoted to this crop. At the same time, concerned by decreased com 

productivity resulting from land use intensification, they are now letting their over-used 

rain-fed plots rest for longer periods of time. 

The majority of land that became Analco's in 1994 is quite fertile, and is today 

devoted mostly to temporal and tonamil com production. Eleven of the twelve 

households we studied in depth were cultivating tonamil com in 1997 and that the 

^ During the lifetime of a coffee plant (ten to twenty years), productivity changes cyclically. It is common 
to have two good harvest years and then a bad one. During good years, plants yield more coffee than what 
Analqueiios can actually pick. It is common that a portion of the harvest is left to rot in the cafetales. 
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average plot size for it was one hectare. Although we don't have figures for the years 

previous to 1994, it is fair to imagine that most of the expansion of com production must 

have happened in tonamil plots, since this is the kind of land that Analqueiios recuperated 

in the agrarian settlement. This is naturally irrigated land, which requires less work 

output, does not suffer as much from intense use and has a higher productivity per 

hectare. 

Data from the agricultural cycle of 1996-97 show that the average amount of land 

dedicated to com increased from I to 1.73 hectares per family, and productivity was 

slightly higher than the 1993 figures, reaching approximately 590 Kgs of com per 

hectare. Data from following agricultural cycles (from 1997 to the year 2000) show that 

the average land extension for com continued to increase to actual figures (2001) of 

between 2.5 and 3 hectares per family. 

Our data also indicate that average com production per household reached over a 

thousand Kgs in 1997, doubling the average household production previous to 1994. This 

increase in com production occurred at the same time that coffee prices were fluctuating 

wildly: rising considerably in 1994-95; dropping in 1995-96; reaching an historical high 

of over 20 pesos per Kg in 1996-97 before dropping to 12-14 pesos in 1997-98, 8-10 

pesos in 1998-99, 6-9 pesos in 1999-00 and to an historical minimum of 3-4 pesos in 

October-November 2000.^ In the agricultural cycle of 1996-97 when coffee prices were 

at their highest, coffee output averaged less than 800 Kgs per family. At the same time. 

Data from the agricultural cycles of 1996 and 1997 show that the average fallow period for corn grown 
during 1996 was up to 5.7 years from the 4 years reported in 1993; for 1997 it went further up to 6.5 years; 
while the average fallow period for rain-fed com went up to 8.2 years. 
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com prices in the local Conasupo store went up from 0.90 pesos in Spring-Summer 1997, 

to 1.50 pesos in 1998, 2.00 pesos in 1999 and 2.2-2.4 pesos in 2000. 

Analquenos went back to grow more com primarily because the majority of the 

families prefer to be self-sufficient by producing enough quantities to cover at least their 

household human consumption requirements. At the same time and even if it requires a 

greater labor investment, com self-sufficiency is the best known way to reduce what is 

perceived as an excessive and very risky dependence on the market. Under this light, to 

replace com production with coffee in order to acquire com on the market for self-

consumption is simply to face the risk of hunger. Comelio, Marcos and Ponciano all 

express this very vividly: 

"Now we grow more corn, more corn to support our families. Yes. because with this crisis we 
cannot buy corn from outside places. People grow more [cornl each year. Why? Because of 
the crisis. People now do not buy it because now they have their own corn. Corn is expensive 
to buy. we cannot afford to buy it, we better grow it ourselves...Yes. we have enough for our 
[consumption] needs. With corn I have no problem because, since I am a responsible eprson. 
I dedicate my time to grow more corn". (Cornelio 10/00) 

"I [slash, burn and) plant more, this year I plant more corn. If this year the [market] price tor 
coffee does not go up...then I will live with corn. Yes, even if there is no money, because I 
eat my own corn. If I do not plant nor I have coffee production...then I would, I would kill 
my family" (Marcos 10/00) 

"Corn gives us food. Coffee does not. If we are hungry we eat toriillas. If we are hungry, 
coffee does not fill my belly. To work corn is many days of work, more work than coffee. 
But without com, we go hungry." (Ponciano 1 l/OO)"® 

^ These prices are not indexed for inflation. 

^ "Nosotros ahorita sembramos mas mafz. mas maiz para mantener a las familias. Sf porque con esta crisis 
no se puede comprar mafz en las comunidades afuera. La gente siembra mas cada afio.t,Porque? Por la 
crisis. La gente no compra porque ahorita ellos [sic] tienesu mafz. El mafz es caro, no pueden comprar, sf 
mejor lo cultivamos...Sf nos alcanza para el abasto. Del mafz yo no tengo ningiin problema porque, para mf, 
como soy responsable. me dedico a sembrar mas mafz" (Comelio). "Rozo mas, este afio rozo mas. Si este 
ano no sube el precio [del] cafe... entonces voy [a] vivir con el mafz. Sf, aunque no hay dinero, porque yo 
como mi propio mafz. Si yo no voy a rozar, ni mi produccidn de cafe [voy a tener]... entonces voy, voy a 
matar a mi familia" (Marcos). "El mafz nos da de comer. El cate no es comida. Si tengo hambre, como 
tortilla. Si tengo hambre, el cafe no me llena mi estdmago. Trabajar el mafz son muchos dfas, son mas dfas 
que para el cafe. Pero sin mafz. pasamos hambre" (Ponciano). 
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As experience teaches, coffee prices can fall too low to provide enough returns or 

producers may lose coffee harvests due to drought, flood or other natural calamities. 

Since land scarcity is not an important factor, the scale of production for com and 

coffee is basically determined by the availability of family labor (plus expected market 

prices from coffee sales and for com purchases). Com and coffee do compete for labor in 

certain times of the year and in families were labor is particularly scarce. Ponciano 

explains it: 

"In the cold months we have so much work to do: picking [temporal] corn, preparing the 
tleld [slashing and burning] for planting tonamil corn and then the coffee harvest. There is no 
time. Work and work and work! We all work. We try to do it all. We pick coffee but we 
cannot abandon corn.""^ 

To understand the implications of the decisions most households make in Analco 

in the allocation of labor between the two crops and to understand the relationship these 

decisions have with expected retums from the sale of coffee, we need to keep in mind 

that com is a very time-consuming and labor-intense crop undercurrent slash and bum 

and human-plowing techniques. To grow one hectare of com with its average low 

production of 590 Kgs, the Analco's household invested an average of 117 work-days in 

the 1997-98 agricultural cycle (109 days for rain-fed com and 125 days (or tonamil). To 

grow the average 2.5 hectares per household which guarantees com self-sufficiency for a 

family of six during the year, it takes 292 man working days. In contrast, coffee—also a 

labor intensive crop under current cultivation techniques, but not comparable to com— 

"Durante la temporada de fno, no nos damos abasto: esta la cosecha de temporal, tenemos que rozar para 
el tonamil y esta la cosecha del cate. No sobra el tiempo, hay mucho trabajo. Trabajo, trabajo y trabajo. 
Hay que hacerlo todo. Se pizca el cafe pero no se abandona al mafz". 
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required an average of 83 man-working days for the average household plot of 3.3 

hectares, producing 800 Kgs. 

Subsistence com production is achieved through a high labor investment; 

something that under the logic of a totally commodified economy would make no sense. 

To understand the significance of subsistence production in Analco, we need to think in 

terms of the use value of com as well as of other food crops; we need to consider 

volumes produced and determine whether those volumes are sufficient to meet the entire 

household's basic consumption needs. In other words, we need to think in terms of food 

security. That the goal of securing food through direct means (cultivation, hunting and 

gathering and animal-raising) or indirect means (cultivating cash crops to generate 

income to purchase food items that cannot be produced) constitutes the main objective of 

production in Analco becomes even more evident when we look at the entire spectrum of 

productive and reproductive strategies that each family follows. 

Far from being an "ancestral" product and food for the Analquefios, yucca was 

first introduced in the locality in the i960's and is today another important seasonal crop 

for subsistence. This semi-perennial crop is cultivated by most households which grow 

between 'A and Vi of an hectare. In the 1996-97 agricultural cycle, of the 12 domestic 

units we surveyed in depth, 9 grew yucca on '/i of an hectare plots, harvesting between a 

minimum of 100 and a maximum of 1,200 Kgs each household. In the following year, 11 

of the 12 households were growing yucca, with plots ranging in size between % and % 

hectares (actual output is unavailable for this year). 
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Although it is too soon to tell, this increase could indicate the beginning or a 

continuation of an upward swing of subsistence production in general. Whatever the 

direction of change over time might be, though, we do know that subsistence crops tend 

to be very labor-intensive and yucca is not an exception. The average work input that 

went into this crop in 97-98 was 69 man-working days for a hectare plot. We are left 

once more with the evidence that these peasant producers are today investing the majority 

of their labor in guaranteeing a direct, steady food supply."^ 

It is with food security in mind that Analquefios use a poly-cultivation system in 

their fields. Besides com, it is common to grow squash, chili peppers, beans, green beans, 

other green leaf vegetables and tubers of different kinds. These products can be grown 

together with com or in small plots apart. An agro-forestry poly-cultivation system is also 

in place where fruit trees of different kinds provide shade to coffee groves while 

providing fmit to complement the local diet. Like in other localities in the region (de 

Teresa 1998), the strategy followed in Analco in production is to provide different 

vegetable foods for the family and to reduce risks inherent to agriculture such as pests 

and destructive climatic events. 

Another major strategy to guarantee enough production for food consumption and 

income generation and therefore avert risk is to spread cultivation in several small plots 

Unlike yucca, few families nowadays cultivate beans, which, with corn, are considered a staple of the 
Mesoamerican diet providing not only basic calories but also the majority of proteins consumed. Only two 
families grew beans in small plots of'/4 of a hectare in 1997. In reality, most families do grow a small 
quantity of beans in their com fields which went unreported in our quantitative agricultural survey but was 
observed and reported in informal conversations with producers. Still, the quantity produced is insufficient 
in comparison with actual consumption needs. According to producers, beans have become easy prey to 
plagues which makes their cultivation too much of a risk for the potential return they provide. This, 
together with the fact that beans are easily available in the local Conasupo store makes them "non
competitive" in the local allocation of scarce labor time. 
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which are geographically separated from each other. This is precisely what Analquenos 

do: Of the 368 hectares under cultivation in 1997 (an average of 6.5 hectares per 

household), domestic units were cultivating a mean of 5.8 plots per family (median: 5 

plots) scattered in space, with an average size for each plot of 1.1 hectare (median: I 

hectare). 

Although coffee continues to be the main cash crop, since the early I990's vanilla 

beans were introduced as an addition or an alternative to coffee to generate income. The 

great majority of producers (N=35) began to plant vanilla pods for the first time in the 

agricultural cycles of 1995 and 1996, and vanilla was then cultivated as an agro-forestry 

crop in small quantities by the great majority (46 of the 57) of the households comprising 

Analco. 

Vanilla is a perennial that takes a minimum of 4 years to begin to bear fruit, and, 

like coffee, is an investment which provides no returns for the first few years. 

Considering that only 11 were already harvesting small quantities (between 2 and 20 

Kgs) in 1997, and that a Kg of vanilla was sold in the local market in between 30.00 and 

32.00 pesos in 1998, this crop was not yet significant for the household economy at the 

end of the 1990s. Unfortunately, in 1999 its price in the market crashed and, with it, the 

hope for a market alternative. At any rate, the introduction of vanilla in the mid-ninenties 

marked the intent to diversify sources of income from agriculture as a strategy to diffuse 

risk inherent to market production. 

As I mentioned before, besides subsistence and cash crop cultivation, virtually all 

households have been involved in other food procurement activities in which vegetable 



and fruit gardens, the gathering of wild greens and fruit, and poultry raising are among 

the most important both in terms of the labor involved ad their nutritional value in the 

local diet. These "additional" and "traditional" food procurement strategies should not be 

underestimated in their contribution to current peasant diet composition and quantity: in 

the agricultural cycles of 1998-99 they were providing between 20 to 45% of calories, up 

to 40% of proteins and most minerals and vitamins, depending on seasonal availability 

and consumption. 

B. SANTA CECILIA 

Productive strategies, subsistence and sustainable development: The current picture 

The 53 families that made up Sta. Cecilia in 1997-98 cultivate com (mostly 

temporal) for their subsistence; coffee, as well as the ixtle {Aechmea sp.) fiber as market 

crops. Similarly to Analco, in Santa Cecilia com and coffee constitute parts of a single 

production system. The two crops share a symbiotic relationship in the local household 

economy although they are also partially competitive in the allocation of labor time and 

land use. Both contribute significantly to local households' food security, com providing 

to the staple diet and coffee supplying monetary income to satisfy basic necessities, 

especially food. To complement the local diet, families gather edible plants, raise poultry, 

tend fruit trees and vegetable gardens, and hunt and fish in the lean summer season. 

Several households (N=33) affiliated with the regional producers' organization—the 

Union de Pueblos Indfgenas de la Sierra de Lalana (UPISL)~are involved in multiple 

projects to improve productivity through soil conservation techniques, diversify 

agricultural production for both subsistence and the market, as well as increase and widen 



166 

available food sources through different household-based animal husbandry (fish, 

poultry) programs. 

As the following table illustrates, com and coffee encompass by far the great 

majority of agricultural land in use. Productivity for both crops is very low due to poor 

management of a fragile tropical ecosystem, protracted overexploitation of land and 

increasing soil exhaustion. In the case of com, of the 53 households, only 12 had an 

output of 1,000 or more Kgs. during the agricultural cycle of 1996-97, while the 

remaining 41 produced between 30 and 850 Kgs. These numbers indicate that the great 

majority of families in Santa Cecilia do not achieve self-sufficiency in com production 

and need to buy the grain in the late Spring and Summer months since what they produce 

lasts, at the most, only half a year. 

TABLE 3.1, Agricultural crops 1997 

Crop 

Total Has. 
in use 

No. % 

Mean 
Has./HH 

Tot. No. 
Producing 

HHs 

Total 
Output 
(Kgs.) 

Mean 
Output/Has 

(Kgs.) 

Mean 
Output/HH 

(Kgs.) 

Median 
Output/HH 

(Kgs.) 

Corn 
187.0 49.0% 3.53 53 50,504 270.0 953 

400 

Coffee 159.3 42.0% 3.00 53 15,528 97.5 293 150 

Beans 10.0 2.6% 0.19 14 2,025 202.5 145* 100 

Ixtle 23.5 6.0% 
0.44 

32 • • 
- -

— 

Other 1.5 0.4% 

TOTAL 381.3 100% 7.20 

•Average per producing household (HH) 

**No figures are available since in 1997 only 4 producers were already harvesting the plant. 
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Low productivity for coffee is associated with cultivating this crop in an 

environment that is inappropriate for its low altitude and thin soil, inadequate 

management techniques (too much shade, not enough pruning and weeding, almost no 

use of fertilizers) and, above all, aged coffee groves. As we can see from the previous 

table, in 1998 32 producers were involved in growing ixtle, tending thousands of plants 

that they were just beginning to harvest in 1997. The potential for good profit is high 

since a Kg. of the clean fiber can be sold for up to 400 pesos (44 dollars). In 1998, coffee 

and ixtle were the two main sources of cash for local families. 

Only fourteen families were growing beans at the time of the survey. Although 

beans compose one of the staples of the local diet along with com, most producers prefer 

to devote long laboring hours to other crops since beans become easily prey of plagues 

that can destroy the entire harvest. Families prefer to buy them in the local CONASUPO 

or UPISL stores, although their price (between 11 and 13 pesos per Kg in 1997-1999) is 

considerable for most household budgets. There is in fact evidence that the consumption 

of beans in the local diet is in many cases insufficient to cover protein requirements. The 

negative effects on nutrition of low production and consumption are potentially very 

serious, especially considering that bean consumption decreases for most families during 

the same Summer months when com is particularly scarce and money begins to be in 

short supply. 

Food security is today the major concem of Cecilienos and, like Analquenos, it is 

in food procurement activities that local producers and their families invest most of their 

land and labor time. Unlike in Analco, though, here local resources (vegetation, soil. 
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wood, and fauna) have depleted enough to make possible the transformation of Santa 

Cecilia into an example of another type of "typical" contemporary peasant communities: 

that made up of peasants unable to reproduce themselves solely on the land as direct 

producers. 

Migration and the commodification of labor are the two most common practices 

identified by recent literature on campesinado as signs for the demise (Kemey 1996) or, 

at minimum, the semiproletarization of the Mexican peasantry (Otero 1999). Ceciliefios 

do both. Young and not so young adults of both sexes migrate temporarily or 

permanently to close or distant locations. Some employ themselves as daily wage 

workers in the nearby town of Jalahui when the need for cash is stronger and work is 

available. 

The extension of land that constitutes the agrarian community of Santa Cecilia 

comprises 1,200 hectares which today, twenty years after the last land title resolution, is 

not enough to guarantee access to land to incoming generations. Migration began in the 

mid-eighties in response to worsening production and living conditions and increasing 

land scarcity, and accelerated in the late 1980s and early 1990s with the crisis of the 

coffee market. It is now common for many households to have one or more young family 

members who are living in Tuxtepec, the city of Oaxaca, Veracruz or Mexico City. 

Recently some locals have ventured as far as Los Angeles, opening up new avenues for 

future migrants to follow. 

Santa Cecilia could thus be a good example for contemporary descampesinistas 

arguing for the final dissolution of agrarian communities through the (semi)-
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proletarization and expulsion fronri rural areas of the Mexican peasantry. As we will see, 

though, despite the depth and severity of the crisis, such an inexorable future for the 

community is very much open to question. By disputing such an inexorable future, I also 

challenge the common narration of history and modernity which underlies so much 

peasant studies literature. This narration is itself underwritten by a teleology that holds 

the historical development of the peasantry to be a unidirectional process from a 

precapitalist past to final doom in the grips of capitalist expansion. But before we 

examine contradictory contemporary patterns and envision what the future may look like, 

let's first take a glance at the recent past. 

The 1980s: Land scarcity and the presence of INMECAFE 

As producers repeatedly remarked in 1997 and 1998, land scarcity, soil erosion 

and low productivity are negatively aftecting the locality. Although these problems surely 

originated well before the 1980s, it was during that decade that they began to acquire the 

scope and severity they present today. In the absence of diachronic data on production 

and productivity, we rely on oral testimonies and on retrospective information that our 

1996-98 production data provide about the nature, dynamics and major constraints that 

land and local production systems have experienced throughout the last two decades. 

In the historical memory of Ceciliefios, the 1980s are a marked time for two 

reasons. First, it was during this decade that the effects of land scarcity started to be felt 

and migration began. Secondly, it was the time of INMECAFE expansion and secure, 

albeit meager, returns from coffee. 
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Cirino, a local peasant in his fourties and president of the UPISL in 1998-99, 

recalls when land scarcity began to seriously affect Santa Cecilia: 

"...we have e.\perienced changes, many changes. Here changes began in the nineiy-
eighties...people did not migrate then, everybody was dedicated to the fields and they do [sic] 
so when they are already old enough to begin helping their fathers. There was no need to 
migrate then because there was enough land where to work. But seeing that land was 
becoming scarce, seeing that there is not land to clear, no place to work, then they felt 
obliged to migrate to other cities. [Since when they began to migrate?] I suppose it was the 
year 1985 or so...from 85 to the present...young people are the ones who migrate...since there 
is no [land]""' (02/99) 

Between 1980 and 1982, the locality had reached a settlement for disputed land 

boundaries with neighbouring communities. At that time, the 1,200 hectares that 

comprise today Santa Cecilia were adjudicated to the locality; although the official land 

title was maintained communal, land was divided up among the 60 coniuneros who had 

rights. Each received 20 hectares. At that time, the community assembly took the 

decision to forbid male outsiders from settling into the village by either marriage or other 

means so to limit future claims on communal land. The provision holds true today and 

has been a source of conflict in several occasions. Abel remembers those times and 

remarks how scarcity of land has been a source of conflict: 

'Twenty hectares was one's share. It was like this, as I tell you, there were 60 ciudadanos. 
Do you know why we did that way? Because there [hectares of land] are not enough, because 
it is ail very reduced. There are conflicts because some coniuneros trespass boundaries, these 
are the young ones who are still growing up, they go wherever, they do not care and so even 
among those who have [land] there is much conflict. [For instance, if girls marry outsiders 

"...ha habido cambios, ha habido muchos cambios. Pues aquf en los aiios ochenta empezaron ...la gente 
no emigraba, todos se dedicaban al campo y eso cuando ya estan grandecitos ya empiezan a ayudar a los 
padres, ya empiezan a ayudar y pues no tenian necesidad de emigrarse porque porque habfa suticiente lugar 
pa donde u-abajar-no- pero viendo que el campo ha escaseado, viendo que ya no hay donde rozar, donde 
trabajar entonces se vieron obligados a emigrar a otras ciudades. [Desde que ano empezaron a emigrar?] se 
supone que fue en el aiio 85 por ahi....en el 85 hasta el momento...son los jovenes los que se han 
emigrado....al no haber [tierra]" 
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are they allowed to bring their husbands here?l No. That is impossible. There is an 
agreement. If [the outsider] is a man he is not allowed to live here because there is not land 
anymore"^" (07/98). 

Land scarcity has exerted two kinds of effects on the community. First, a 

migratory outflow began, in its majority composed of young adults. While at first young 

men were the ones to leave temporally or permanently, in following years young women 

followed. In 1998, our count included 36 people who had migrated^', while the entire 

village had a total population of 344 inhabitants. Abel remarks on the extent of migration 

and relates it to scarcity of land: 

"But those who leave there is no share [of land] for them, unless they come back and their 
fathers have land to give to them. Uh, I believe that there are something like 60 young men 
who have left. I believe that there would not be enough land if we were all staying here, 
would it? This is why this village does not grow, because young people are leaving, they go 
to Los Angeles..." (07/98) 

The second pressure has been on the land itself as its use has intensified, reducing 

fallow periods and affecting productivity because of increasing soil erosion. Nearly 40% 

of plots where com was growing in 1996-97 were tilled after lying fallow only between I 

and 6 years.^^ According to a recent community assessment study, moderate to severe 

"Le tocaban 20 hectareas [a cada ciudadano|. Asf, como te digo. habfa como 60 ciudadanos. Sabes 
porque lo hicimos asf? Porque ya no alcanzan, porque esta muy reducido. Hay conflictos porque los 
comuneros no respetan los linderos. son los chavos que apenas estan creciendo. se meten donde sea. no les 
importa. y asf tanto los que tienen hay mucho conflicto... [Porejemplo. si se casan las muchachas s'les 
permiten que lleguenlos yernos aquf?] No. Eso no. Hay un acuerdo....Si es hombre no permite vivir aquf 
porque ya ho hay tierras." 

It is likely that the actual number is higher than our figure. According to local sources, around 50 people 
must have migrated in the last 15 years. 

"...Pero los que salen ya no les toca [tierra]. a menos que regresen y el padre tenga donde darles. Uta, alia 
creo que seran como unos 60 chavos que andan alia, yo creo que no iba a alcanzar la tierra si estuvieramos 
todos. no? Por eso no crece ese pueblo, porque se estan yendo los chavos, nos ya se van a Los Angeles...." 

Tropical soil tends to be naturally thin and poor in nutrients and needs to rest several years before being 
tilled again in order to be productive. The clay-rich soil that Santa Cecilia has is particularly poor in 
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soil erosion affects 48% of the agroforestry land in use in Santa Cecilia, land which 

includes most of the plots where the milpci is grown (PAIR-UNAM 1997). Local 

producers complain of decreased productivity for com in the last 10 to 15 years and 

remark how harvest outputs barely last for a few months: 

"Hee..how long has it been since everything began to become scarce, true. 10 years, 10 years 
since, no. no. because it has been in the last fifteen years when things began to become scarce 
for everyone. Two or three people here do not buy corn, only those. Here people work, they 
plant and clear [the land], but the harvest does not even last for the year. For some, it lasts 
four months and for others three or five months until the month of May...[afterl, they have to 
buy during heat time, but they cannot finish it all either, because [they need corn| also for 
their animals...One has to walk over an hour to reach where we till the land and even further 
where land is fertile, [where] land is still productive. But if one clears [land] over to this side 
in the hill that you can see. there no, no. there is not worth planting... There only, it lasts me 
four months. There it lasts me five months....It is for this reason that land [does not produce 
anymore 1 that people buy corn. It is not because people do not work. People work but we 
don't have enough" (Efren. 06/98)^"' 

Others remark that in other times, not so many years ago: 

"We harvested a lot before because land here was like new...in this region we harvested 
something like 100 zontles. 100 zontles of corn, yes...it was quite a bit for a little plot, two or 
three hectares of land because in that time land did bear fruit, 5000 Kgs of corn." At the 
question: "What happened ne.\t, Don Abel, why did it end?" he answered: "You know how it 
goes, now we are many people in the first place and then the virgin land is gone". To the 
question: "How was it that the virgin land ran out?" he replied: "Well, like everything, 
slashing and burning, as the number of people increased.." ( Abel 01/02).^^ 

nutrients (much poorer than in lime-rich Analqueno soil) and needs to rest between eight and ten years to 
restablish itself (PAIR 1997). 

^•'"hee..como tiene cuando ya se empezo a escasear todo tiene como diez anos la verdad, tos 10 aiios. 10 
anos, tiene-no-no. porque la tierra tiene como quince anos cuando empezo a escasear parejo. Dos o tres 
gente de aqui' [son los que] no compran mafz, de todos nosotros...Dos o tres de aquf no compran mai'z, pero 
hasta ahf nomas. Asi que la gente trabaja, siembra, roza, pero la cosecha no dura ni para un ano...Para 
algunos es que les dura cuatro meses y hay algunos que dura tres meses o cinco meses hasta 
mayo...[despues] lo tiene que comprar cuando se hace calor, pero tampoco lo puede acabar todo, porque 
tambien para sus animalitos... Camina como minimo una hora para llegar a donde se trabaja y tierra mas 
lejos ahf donde se produce, [donde] todavfa responde la tierra. Pero si rozas por este lado en el cerro que se 
ve, ahf, ya no, no, es que no sirve la siembra... ahf nomas, me dura como cuatro meses. Ahf, cinco [meses] 
me responde... Por eso es que la tierra ya [no da] [por eso] que la gente compra mafz, no es porque no 
trabaja. trabaja la gente pero no alcanza." 

"Se cosechaba mucho antes porque o sea la tierra estaba nueva....en esta region dice que cosechaba como 
unos cien. aquf se dice, zontles de mazorca, sf, era bastante de un pedazo de mafz de dos o tres hectareas 
porque esa vez, ;uhl Esa tierra sf daba...5000 kilos..". "Que paso entonces, Don Abel, porque se acabo?" 
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While land for com was progressively becoming scarce and less productive, 

Cecilienos were clearing several hectares of the community land to expand coffee 

production following the INMECAFE promotion in the region. Coffee was not a novel 

product in Santa Cecilia. Although the limits of historical memory hinder the locals from 

telling precisely when coffee was first introduced, some—like 59 year old Abel—assert 

that coffee in Santa Cecilia is as old as the locality itself: "When I was a little boy, in 

those times yes there was coffee...! believe that those coffes groves came here, I believe 

in the year 1918 [sic], yes when the locality was founded."^^ Whatever the date might 

have been, we do know for sure that coffee was grown, and probably sold through local 

and regional channels, well before the I950s.^^ Coffee groves, then, were already in place 

in Santa Cecilia in 1974 when INMECAFE made its appearance in the Lalana part of the 

Chinantla. 

Still, the Institute made its influence strongly felt in the community and all 

throughout the surrounding region. It began to promote other varieties of coffee {catiirrci, 

mundo novo and garnica) previously unknown in the region, and the use of chemical 

fertilizers and pesticides. It established local and regional tree nurseries to replace old 

"Mira, sabe como sucedid. porque ahorita ya somos bastantes [sic] ia gente en primer lugar y ya no hay 
montafia tambien." "Como se acabo la montaria'?" "Pos, como todo, derribando, rozando asf. conforme que 
esta aumentando la gente." 

'®"Cuando yo era chamaco en esos tiempos sf habfa cafe...yo creo que esas matas de cafe llego [sic], yo 
creo que llegd el ano en 1918, si cuando se fundd este pueblo." In the same interview, Abel told a mini 
legend about the local origins of coffee: 'This coffee that we have here (cafe criollo or native coffee) there 
is a legend that says that this coffee began to grow in the field alone, some bird brought the seed, I believe. 
In that time there was an elder who proved that it was an edible fruit, a tasty fruit. This is how native coffee 
was brought here, unlike Catur coffee that comes from another nation. This coffee, the native kind, we had 
it in this region before". (Abel 01/02). 

Historical accounts indicate that coffee was already cultivated in the Chopan district (to which the Lalana 
municipality belongs) in the XIX century (Attolini 1949; A. Bartra 1996:43-44; Chassen 1998). well before 
the time (1908) when Santa Cecilia was first founded as a rancheria. 
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ccifetos of native coffee, and a specialized, cultivation system that verged on 

monocropping. Beginning in 1978 INMECAFE stepped up its actions by creating local 

UEPCs, offering financing to production, establishing market outlets for local producers 

and, most important of all, guaranteeing the sale of local coffee by buying harvest outputs 

before hand. Abel, who was the first UEPC delegate, recalls: 

"With INMECAFE we made good profits...yes, we had what we needed, because then, listen. 
let's say we had two quintals, we received a (cash) advance for them, no discount. When 
price for coffee was set, we received the price...we were paid off, receiving the market price, 
[n other words, price was tlxed...and then when all coffee was collected...then the woman in 
charge of coffee reports in Tu.xtepec, then, after coffee was sold, as everyone had his registry 
number...three, four or five months after coffee was sold altogether and exported, then she 
notified our member delegates to come and pick up the registries so that we could get our 
carryover money. Yes, we made good money." (01/02)^^ 

Although diachronic data on agricultural production in the locality are not 

available, according to oral testimonies land and labor devoted to coffee expanded 

considerably and the crop acquired an increasing importance for households' economies 

precisely at the time of INMECAFE expansion. Despite an increase in production, 

productivity was low and the agricultural land in Santa Cecilia was of poor quality. Still, 

from the perspective of the local domestic economy, coffee farming was becoming the 

primary source of monetary income regardless of the quality of the product. Most 

households obtained cash by harvesting the quantities of coffee that available family 

labor and actual yields permitted in each agricultural cycle. Most of this coffee was then 

"Con INMECAFE hubo buenas ganancias...si, no faltaba nada, porque esa vez. ffjate, vamos a poner no 
que tenemos dos quintales. se dan anticipos para los quintales. no le descuentan nada. Cuando hay precio 
de cafe, paga precio..liquidaci6n asf, como cuesta el cafe. O sea que habfa precio fijo..y despues cuando ya 
esta todo su cafe..entonces la encargada en Tuxtepec de los reportes del cate, entonces, cuando ya esta 
vendido el cafe, como cada persona tiene su foIio....ya cuando sea como tres cuatro o cinco meses despues 
de venta de cafe en global y la exportacion, entonces manda avisos a socios delegados que recoja[n] todos 
susu folios para pagar su remanente y sf se ganaba buen remanente...". 
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sold through established INMECAFE commercialization circuits. Outside of harvest time, 

the payment system established by INMECAFE allowed local producers to receive 

carryover money in the Summer months, just at the time when they most needed cash: 

"it is like revenues from coffee almost do not last for the entire season until the following 
year. It is like we have hope that we will get more profits after the sale. We are selling coffee 
in February or March, we deliver coffee to INMECAFE and we trust that in June or July we 
will get more money as carryover...! could not say that we felt we were receiving much 
money but what we got did help... what we received in those months [did help because it 
was] when we did not have any money to support our families." (Ebodio 10/01)^'' 

In the absence of data for the period 1974-1989, what we know of recent 

agricultural production offers some important clues for understanding coffee production 

during the earlier period. 

Table 3.2, Age of coffee plots 1997 

Total 
No. 
plots 

Plot 
Avrg. 
age 

(years) 

Number and percentage of plots 

Total 
No. 
plots 

Plot 
Avrg. 
age 

(years) 

Plots 
=or>10 

years old 

Plots 
=or>15 

years old 

Plots 
=or>20 

years old 

Plots 
=or>25 

years old 

Plots 
=or<5 

years old 

Total 
No. 
plots 

Plot 
Avrg. 
age 

(years) 
No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 

110 15.9 81 74% 63 57% 44 40% 14 13% 11 10% 

As we can see from table 3.2, of the total of agricultural plots devoted to the 

cultivation of coffee in 1997, the great majority (74%) were actually cleared previous to 

1989. A small percentage (13%) of really old (25 or more years) plots in 1997 shows that 

"...Como la venta de cafe casi no alcanza para toda la temporada hasta que llega el otro ano, como 
tenemos la esperanza de que si va a haber utilidad y sobre la venta. Nosotros estamos vendiendo cafe como 
en febrero y marzo estamos entregando cafe con INMECAFE y tenemos la contlanza como en junio, Julio 
habra otra utilidad como remanente..No digamos que sentimos que entrar mucho dinero sino que cuando 
menos sf te ayudaba..de lo que recibfamos [en] aquellos meses en que ya no tenfamos recursos para 
mantener a la familia". 
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coffee was indeed grown in Santa Cecilia before INMECAFE expanded into the region. If 

we exclude these very old plots as well as the recent ones which are less than 10 years old 

(26%; data not shown in the table), we find that 61% of the total of plots devoted to 

coffee in 1997 were cleared during the fifteen years (1974-1988) when INMECAFE 

exerted a strong presence in the region. Similar to many other Indigenous coffee growing 

communities of the Sierra Juarez and Tuxtepec regions (Nolasco 1985), INMECAFE 

promotion of coffee in Santa Cecilia resulted in greater production through the extensive 

clearing of new land, not through the improvement of soil management or farming 

techniques. 

More than offering credit or technical support, campesinos report that INMECAFE 

was pivotal in offering secure commercialization channels and a very convenient 

payment system. Moreover, it provided seeds and new coffee plantlets. Plantlets were 

used to expand coffee production in newly cleared land, but also to renew old groves of 

the native variety in plots already devoted to coffee production. Fourty percent of coffee 

plots were at least 20 years old in 1997 which means that, depending on the variety of 

coffee grown, the groves are already too old to be productiveOnly 29 plots or 26% are 

less than 10 years old; only 11 (10%) are 5 or fewer years old which indicates that the 

renewal rate of cafetales considerably decreased after 1989. 

•*" New coffee plants take four to five years to yield the first harvest. Depending on the specific variety, a 
coffee tree reaches mature age when it is between 8 and 15 year old; this is the time of greatest yields. After 
that age, it slowly decreases productivity and it needs to be replaced after it reaches the age of 20-25 
(Nolasco 1985). 
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Table 3.3, Land size and age of coffee plots 1997 

PLOT SIZE No. MEAN 
AGE 

J-' •--f • ?:AGE ^ 

=pr<10 yrs 4 >l6yre<25 yrs PLOT SIZE No. MEAN 
AGE 

No. % No. No; . % 

1 Hectare 88 
80.0% 14.8 

26 
29.5% 

58 
65.5% 

4 
5.0% 

2 Hectares 8 
7.3% 18.5 

2 
25.0% 

3 
37.5% 

3 
37.5% 

2.5-3 Hectares 12 
10.9% 21.7 

1 
8.0% 

5 
42.0% 

6 
50.0% 

5 Hectares 2 
1.8% 30.0 

0 1 
50.0% 

1 
50.0% 

TOTAL 110 100.0% •> , 29 26.0% 67 61.0% 14 13.0% 

If we take into consideration land size, we can see from the previous table that 

coffee production is done on a minifundio scale (80% of the plots are I hectare size). 

Furthermore, we see that the tendency to grow coffee in very small plots was already 

present during the 15 years of INMECAFE expansion, since 58 of a total of 67 plots that 

were cleared during that time were of one hectare size. The few larger ones were actually 

cleared either during the INMECAFE period or before. After the disappearance of 

INMECAFE, local producers have renewed only some of the smaller one hectare 

cafetales. The very few larger plots still in use tend to be older and hence less productive 

nowdays. 

Despite the serious limitations in INMECAFE support of small producers, after its 

disappearance, the programs that were institutionalized for small coffee growers"*' did not 

•"The Solidarity program picked up some of INMECAFE previous tasks and provided some credit to small 
coffee producers between 1990 and 1994. After the disappearance of the Solidarity program, the program 
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even come close to the degree and kind of support that producers had become 

accustomed to receive previously from the Institute. With INMECAFE, Santa Cecilia as 

elsewhere in the Chinantia cafetalera, became accostumed to being acobijado by the 

State. The dependency resolved the immediate problems of livelihood during those years 

and the coffee economy did have a positive impact on living standards. Still, as we will 

see in chapter four when looking at nutritional status, the consequences were devasting 

once the State pulled back and the coffee crisis hit in 1989. 

The coffee crisis and the founding of the UPISL: 1989-1995 

With the 1989 bust in the intemational coffee market and the almost simultaneous 

disappearance of INMECAFE, Ceciliefios found themselves approaching the lean summer 

months of 1990 with no maize reserves, no money in their hands to buy it, several tons 

of coffee in stock, no buyers in sight, and one of the lowest market prices for coffee in 

decades: 

"Here, pure coffee we were producing then. Land here was only for coffee. When INMECAFE 
left and [coffee] prices fell, the crisis began, the crisis burst and it hit us very hard. Here we 
were producing nothing, only coffee and corn. And our corn yields are not enough, were not 
enough. By then we had lost the habit [to produce more diverse crops), very few beans, too 
few and nothing more." (Efren 11/97)'*" 

As we will see in chapter four, the effects of the crisis were devastating for food 

security. The following summers local families faced a very serious food emergency 

Alianza para el Campo was launched by the Zedillo's administration in 1995 which also provided small 
credit to some campesino producers. According to Hernandez Navarro (1996), only approximately 20% of 
small coffee producers were receiving credit with Alianza para el Campo by June 1996. 

"Aquf puro cafe estabamos produciendo. La tierra era solo para el cafe. Cuando INMECAFE se fue y los 
precios bajaron llego la crisis, llego la crisis muy fuerte y nos pegd may duro. Aquf no se producta nada. 
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with semi-starving children. That the situation was so serious should not surprise 

considering not only that coffee was basically the only source of income in Santa Cecilia 

at that time but also that local food self-reliance was minimal, putting this population at 

great nutritional risk in a time of emergency. 

The UPISL was founded in 1989 as a response to the crisis and the demise of the 

Institute. Three factors combined to make possible the founding of this organization: a) 

the urgent need to find alternative market outlets for coffee once INMECAFE was 

dismantled; b) the organizing heritage of the UEPCs at the community level; and c) the 

fortitious presence of the Movimento Laici America Latina (MLAL), an Italian NGO 

working in health and development which had targeted the Lalana municipality as its 

intervention area in Mexico precisely at that time. 

At first, eight localities joined in the newly formed organization, including Santa 

Cecilia. Initial funding and expertise were provided by MLAL. The Italians that were 

stationed in the region had sufficient vision and leverage within their NGO to turn a 

health services project originally designed with minimal local input into an independent 

regional producers' cooperative organized around agricultural production as a means to 

health and development. 

An additional factor contributed to the immediate consolidation of the 

organization; an increasing availability of small federal funds to support local 

producers'organizations through the Salinas administration's newly launched 

PRONASOL program. With money from PRONASOL, UPISL members located in 

solo cafe y mafz. Y el maiz no alcanza, no alcanzaba. Ya no habia la costumbre, ya se habia perdido, poco 
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communities tiiat, like Santa Cecilia, had no road access were able to purchase mules to 

transport coffee in 1989-90. Then in 1990-91 the organization obtained a PRONASOL 

credit to purchase a truck, and created coffee storing facilities in two of the localities with 

road access. 

Coffee was central to the creation of the UPISL since its commercialization was 

the first and foremost concern of local producers at that moment. In 1990 the UPISL 

joined the newly formed Coordinadora Estatal de Productores de Cafe de Oaxaca 

(CEPCO), the largest independent small coffee producers organization in Mexico, 

constituted in 1989 (Calderon ms.; Pinon and Hernandez 1998; Snyder 1999). With 

CEPCO, UPISL coffee producers gained access to new commercialization channels, credit 

sources, and technical assistance. The organization began to promote the cultivation of 

organic coffee in 1992-93, training local producers in appropriate soil and plant 

management techniques and obtaining the official certification of its organic status 

through the CEPCO in 1995. 

From the start, the UPISL became interested in supporting and promoting all 

aspects of peasant production as well as in seeking to improve member families' living 

conditions in general (UPISL 1989). Considering the devastating effects of the crisis on 

food security (see chapter four), it should not surprise that the improvement of the local 

diet was one of their first and paramount objectives. 

In response to the crisis, in 1991-1992 interventions were initiated to: a) to 

improve local access to basic foods through improving supply and b) increase 

frijol, demasiado poco y nada mas". 
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productivity as well as diversify agricultural production for self-consumption. In Santa 

Cecilia, the establishment of a community store (1991), fish aquacultures (1992), and 

several animal husbandry programs (i992-present) constituted the first strategy. These 

projects were among the first that the organization promoted and have shown a 

remarkable degree of continuity in following years. 

Efforts were also made to establish vegetable gardens and plant fruit trees in 

house plots or coffee orchards. Furthermore, the UPISL began to invite technical experts 

from other Oaxacan grass-roots or non-governmental organizations to introduce new 

ecological agroforestry techniques in experimental land parcels in order to improve 

agricultural productivity and counteract soil erosion. 

Coffee, com and other products: The UPISL from 1996 to 2000 

Beginning in 1996, the UPISL has stepped up its efforts to achieve food security 

and agricultural self-sufficiency through polycultivation systems, agroforestry 

diversification, and the widespread implementation of sound ecological techniques. At 

the same time, it has promoted a progressive move away from coffee, attempting to 

diminuish local producers' economic dependency on this crop as the only sorce of cash. 

These moves were preceded by the attempt to convert to organic coffee 

production between 1993 and 1996 as a means of entering a promising market niche 

opened up by CEPCO. According to CEPCO (1996), in the agricultural cycle 1995-96, 

thirty-seven local producers were certified as organic coffee growers in Santa Cecilia, 

obtaining up to 42 tons of coffee in a total extension of 112 hectares. If these data are 
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accurale^^, it would mean that a) aproximately two thirds of the land devoted to coffee in 

Santa Cecilia was converted to the growth of organic coffee in 1995-96 and b) practically 

all male members of the organization were certified as organic coffee producers that year. 

It also means that production output was particularly high for Santa Cecilia in 

comparison to following years when, as we will see, it dropped almost by two thirds. 

These changes reflect similar trends at the national level, where coffee production 

decreased from 5.4 million sacks'*^ in 1995-96 to 4.7 million in 1996-97 (Hernandez 

Navarro 1997). 

While monetary returns for organic coffee can be up to 75% higher than for 

conventional coffee, to grow such coffee using agro-ecological techniques requires 

almost twice as much labor input."*^ This labor input may be worth the effort in years 

when coffee attains a good market price, but it becomes unprofitable when prices drop as 

they did in the 1995-96 and 1997-98 cycles. 

Although the 1995-96 coffee harvest was particularly good, I suspect that coffee yields data are inflated 
and that actual production was significantly lower than what the CEPCO document states. According to 
Cecilienos, they must have harvested between 25 and 30 tons that year. The higher yields that CEPCO 
reports may be the consequence of Santa Cecilia collecting coffee from nearby communities and selling 
through CEPCO as its own coffee; a practice common among UPISL communities which need to fulfill 
minimum production cuotas with CEPCO. 

^ A sack or a quintal corresponds to 58-60 Kgs of dried pergamino coffee. 

According to Calderon (ms), to cultivate one hectare of organic coffee in 1997 required 204 man-labor 
days, generating a utility of 9,570 pesos (1.196 dollars, calculated at an exchange rate of 8 pesos per 
dollar). Conversely to grow one hectare of conventional offee required only 107 man-labor days, 
generating a net utility of 5,415 pesos (686 dollars). It must be kept in mind that utilities for 1997 were 
considerably greater than in immediately previous or following years because in Spring 1997 coffee 
reached one of the highest prices in the market of the last decade. Utilities were here calculated at the 
average yearly prices that were paid to the UPISL for a Kg of conventional pergamino coffee (18.67 pesos) 
and for a Kg. of organic pergamino coftee (33 pesos). Following the logic of peasant production, labor 
costs were discounted since practically all producers in Santa Cecilia utilize their own and their family 
members' labor. 
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Because of the unpredictability of the maricet and lower than expected returns 

from coffee, the UPISL leadership decided in 1996 to turn its attention more to active 

support for subsistence agriculture and food self-sufficiency. Those producers who 

wanted to continue growing organic coffee could obviously continue to do so since they 

already knew how to grow such coffee and a maricet channel remained in place through 

the organization's strategic alliance with CEPCO. The UPISL continued to warehouse 

local coffee and channel it to the market through the CEPCO. It also continued to support 

the establishment of polycultivation systems in coffee groves and the periodic renewal of 

old plants. What it stop doing, however, was to actively promote coffee cultivation as the 

major cash crop for member producers and as the most viable of economic alternatives. 

Since 1996-97, the importance of coffee in Santa Cecilia has decreased. 

According to a community assessment study done in the beginning of 1997, the number 

of hectares devoted to organic coffee during the 1996-97 agricultural cycle dropped to 

51.5 (PAIR-UNAM 1997). This is only 42% of what used to be the extension for the 

previous year. Although 102 hectares were dedicated to conventional coffee, actual 

output decreased by two thirds to aproximately 15 tons."*'' This reduction indicates that 

local producers were responding very quickly to a combination of factors: a) lower than 

expected market prices for organic coffee in the preceding year, after a great investment 

of labor had been made; b) the UPISL's active efforts to move away from coffee as the 

Our own data from the 1996-97 agricultural cycle did not differentiate between conventional and organic 
coffee. The approximate number of hectares devoted to coffee in our survey (159 has.) approximately 
coincides with the community assessment study (153.S has.). Actual output, though, resulted much lower 
in our survey (approximately 15 tons of coffee for the entire community) than in the community 
assessment study (approximately 43 tons). This great discrepancy is unaccounted for, although our survey 
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major market crop for local producers; and c) competing demands on labor time with the 

expansion of ixtle as an alternative market crop. The trend away from coffee production 

is also confirmed by lower coffee outputs for that agricultural cycle for UPISL member 

producers (mean production of 224 Kgs.) as opposed to non-member producers (298 

Kgs.). 

This move away from coffee has continued since. Ironically, it began to have 

effect on decreasing production right in 1997, when coffee achieved its highest market 

price of the 1990s. Awareness is growing among UPISL members that relying on coffee 

for the cash needed in each household economy is too risky, considering the high 

volatility of a market that nobody seems to control"*^ but, as one local producer says, 

somehow "always seems to screw us the producers". 

Matfas, an agronomist who has been the LTPISL general adviser since Italian 

personnel left the region in 1994, has become the most adamant adversary of coffee 

production for this region. He has actively pursued a transition away from coffee as the 

major income-generating crop, arguing: 

the majority of coffee [we were collecting] was from other communities,... as UPISL we 
were not producing much coffee. They keep cultivating coffee [as a commercial crop], 
despite the ups and downs of it [in the market]. Now coffee is in a slump which is going to 
last tlve years or until they have another frost in the South Cone. And consumer patterns are 
also changing. Fewer and fewer people are drinking coffee. We need to foresee all this..." 

reflects actual output while the assessment study was making estimates on the basis of a much higher 
productivity per hectare (between 250 and 350 Kgs) than what we actually found (105 Kg. per ha.). 

In reality, the coffee market in Me.xico is controlled by five multinationals with branch offices in Mexico: 
AMSA. Jacobs, Expogranos, Becaficasa-Volcafe and Nestle which control the great majority of the 
commercialization chain and have sufficient strength to determine the buying price for national coffee 
(Hernandez Navarro, La Jornada 07/09/99). 

"la mayor parte del cafe era de otras comunidades, ...como UPISL no estabamos produciendo mucho cafe 
Se sigue manteniendo [el cafe como cultivo comerctai] aun a pesar de los altibajos que tiene, ahora tiene 
una baja el cafe que se va a mantener cinco anos o hasta que haya otra helada en el Cono Sur. Y los 
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To make his point further, he adds that the UPISL has been identified as a coffee 

producing organization primarily because coffee was its initial focus as a means of 

responding to the needs of producers to secure a market channel in a moment of 

crisis.The localities belonging to the organization have never characterized themselves 

for producing great volumes of this cash crop: 

[Why was the UPISL identified as a coffee producing organization?! It was a way to 
agglutinate, a form which already existed. To cultivate coffee was something that already was 
there and at that time coffee was the only commercial crop they had. [It was promotedl 
because there was already a structure there, the solidarity groups that INMECAFE had 
promoted. At a certain point in time they [the producers] approached Marco to ask him what 
they could do with their coffee because they had it there, and they had to sell it. So it was 
always coffee, but this was never really a coffee producing zone, it will never be. they have 
coffee but they do not support themselves, cannot support themselves with coffee. Average 
yields per producer are very low. And we recollect and stock coffee from other communities 
that do not belong to the organization, plus our coffee. [In previous years] we were collecting 
great volumes of coffee from the outside.'"*' 

The decline in the importance of coffee in the localities belonging to the 

organization is accompanied by a progressive deterioration in the relationship with 

CEPCO. While this was the most important strategic alliance for the first eight years of 

life of the UPISL, relations have become increasingly strained in recent years and, under 

Matfas's guidance, the organization is seriously considering to severe ties with CEPCO in 

the near future. 

patrones de consumo tambien van cambiando. Cada vez hay menos gente que consume cafe. Estamos 
sujetos como previendo eso..." 

•" [Porque se identificaba a la UPISL como organizacion cafetalera?] "Fue una forma de aglutinamiento que 
ya existfa, que era puro cultivo cafetalero que ya estan y que ya existia y el linico cultivo agrocomercial en 
ese momento era el cafe. [Se estaba impulsando] como una estructura que ya estaba, que ya estaban los 
grupos solidarios que habfa impulsado INMECAFE. En cierto punto ellos se acercaron a Marco para 
preguntar que hacian con su cafe porque ahf lo tenfan. lo tenfan que vender. Entonces siempre fue el cafe, 
pero nunca fue una zona cafetalera, nunca lo es, tiene cafe pero no viven. no pueden vivr, del cafe. El per 
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Still, the shift away from coffee is far from complete. What the UPISL leadership 

and the organization's general adviser are actually striving for is not a complete phasing 

off of this commercial product, but rather to diminuish coffee's relative importance as a 

money-generating crop and a labor investment. To do so, Matias declares, more work 

needs to be done to: "persuade those [producers] who subsist on coffee not to put all their 

energy in coffee, but to attempt instead to diversify [production]." 

These last words inform against the presumption that the UPISL leadership or 

advisory board have fully succeeded in convincing all or most member families to 

abandon coffee and diversify agricultural production. Instead, compromises are reached 

all the time. A pragmatic adviser who understands well the gap between an ideal and the 

reality in which it is implemented, Matfas accepts that, for some, coffee is there to stay. 

For these producers, the UPISL goal is to improve coffee management techniques and 

increase productivity using ecologically-sound techniques: 

"Now [coffeel is keeping up, now there is a growing number of members who have increased 
their productivity. I believe this is an upward trend and there are [coffee] nurseries for total 
renewal. [There were) coffee groves that were thirty or fourty years old and were producing 
nothing. And now they are being renovated. Inclusively, although coffee land extensions are 
diminuishing, coffee plots are becoming more productive."^' 

The most important initiative to decrease dependency on coffee as the only market 

crop has been the intensive promotion of ixtle by the organization in the last few years. 

capita es muy bajo por productor... Y acopiamos de otras comunidades que no son socias y de los socios. 
[En anos anteriores] es que se capturaba mucho cafe de fuera entonces." 

Hay que convencerlos, ya que ellos viven del cafe, de que no le pongan todo al cafe, que traten de 
diversificar...." 

Ahora [el cafel se sigue manteniendo, ahora hay mas asociados [que] producen mas cafe. Creo que esto 
va a la alta y hay vivero de renovacidn total, cafetales que tenian treinta o cuarenta anos que no estaban 
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The ixtle fiber grows wild in humid tropical lowlands and there is a long history of 

gathering, use and marketing of the fiber in and out of the region. Campesinos collect the 

mature plant and, through a labor-intensive process, remove, comb and wash the fiber. 

The fiber was then sold at a cheap price to middlemen in the nearby regional commercial 

center of Playa Vicente, Veracruz who stock it and sell it with huge profits to the pitero 

workshops of the state of Jalisco. 

With the technical support and strong encouragement by two Oaxacan-based 

NGOs working in sustainable development—first, the Grupo Mesdfilo/PAIR-UNAM 

working project in 1994 and then Methodus in 1996-97—the UPISL began to promote the 

active cultivation of the plant in its natural tropical environment. Since 1997, the UPISL 

began to receive some financing for this program from the SEMARNAP.^" In conjunction 

with the the two NGOs, the UPISL has provided technical assistance, initial plantlets, and 

other material supplies and has raised funds for the establishment of plant nurseries in 

several of the localities. Now it also provides a commercialization channel that reduces 

intermediaries and increases profits for the direct producers by buying the processed fiber 

for at least 70% more than the price offered by regional middlemen. 

In 1999, 32 households in Santa Cecilia grew ixtle, obtaining up to 400 pesos per 

Kg. of the processed fiber when selling through the UPISL; and 250 pesos when selling it 

to regional intermediaries. The majority of producers each planted about 400 plants on 

produciendo nada. Y ahora se estan renovando.. .Inclusive se estan disminuyendo las areas [de cultivo de 
cafe] pero se estan haciendo mas productivos." 

The Ministry for the Environment, Natural Resources and Fishing at the federal level. This is the only 
Ministry that under the president Zedillo's administration has been headed during the entire six year period 
by someone unaligned with the dominant political party-the PRJ. Julia Carabias, the Secretary, is a well-
known expert on natural resources and used to be closely identified with the political left opposition parties. 
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between 1/4 and 1/3 hectares with an average output of 15 Kgs of fiber per year. To tend 

to that quantity requires aproximateiy 90 man-labor days, but the profit is high enough to 

represent a real alternative to coffee for UPISL members. Matfas comments that: 

•They already do not consider coffee as a commercial crop, now they have the Lxtle fiber and 
the majority of people support themselves with it. [How many producers of Lxtle there are in 
the UPISL?! There must have around 350 or 400 producing the fiber. [So, of the total amount 
of 600 members, over half?| Yes. Now [the fiber] is the most profitable, and they already 
know it". 

Although food security projects were very much part of UPISL organizational 

efforts since its inception, it was only since 1996 that an increased amount of labor time, 

capital investment and technical support from the UPISL has been devoted to improve 

com productivity and reintroduce bean production. The loss of self-sufficiency in these 

major food crops has become a major concern for the organization in latter years. This 

concern is well-founded, given the very high cost of beans for consumers and the rise that 

com prices have experienced in CONASUPO stores since 1997. Initiatives to reverse these 

trends include training in multiple agroecological techniques {curvas de nivel, labranza 

zero, organic composting, poly-cultivation for soil nitrogen fixing, biological pest 

control, etc.), establishment of demonstrative parcels, and available credit on a rotating 

basis for seeds and other needed material. 

In 1997 average com output was already higher among UPISL members (864 

Kgs.) than non-members (694 Kgs.). Demonstration parcels showed substantial 

"El cafe ya no lo consideran un cultivo agrocomercial, ahorita esta la fibra de ixtle, la mayon'a de la gente 
se mantiene de eso. [Cuantos productores de pita hay en la UPISL?] Debe de haber alrededor de 350 o 400 
produciendo fibra. [De los 600 socios que hay. poquito mas que la mitad?] Sf. Ahora es el mas 
[redictuablel, inclusive ya se dieron cuenta." 



improvement in com productivity, increasing production per hectare between 40% and 

100%. And of the 14 producers of beans in Santa Cecilia, 12 are members of the UPISL. 

Most of them are going back to grow them after several years of having abandoned this 

crop, and the low number of producers thus reflects an upward trend. These incipient 

trends indicate that the organization's encouragement for food self-sufficiency is having 

an echo effect among local member families. In the 1999-2000 program, the UPISL was 

planning to step up its efforts in this direction, expanding bean production considerably 

through the distribution of seeds and the provision of agro-ecological technical 

assistance. 

At the same time, efforts have stepped up in reforestation projects, through the 

establishment of tree nurseries in several of the localities (including Santa Cecilia), the 

reintroduction of hardwood species for the tropical selva, and the expansion in variety 

and quantity of adaptable fruit trees for house gardens, coffee groves and other forested 

areas. 

The UPISL repeasantization model 

Given the activities of the UPISL, at the end of the I990's one would form an 

impression of Santa Cecilia as well kept, industrious and filled with innovative 

demonstration projects such as a tree nursery and fourteen different agro-forestry and 

food-procurement projects. It would appear to be a model village led by a regional 

organization that was the official recipient of the SEMARNAP's 1998 national award for 

the ecological merit and whose former two presidents are from Santa Cecilia. On the 

other hand, the village has been privy to pauperization and the semi proletarization of 
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many local families. Both negative and positive images accurately reflect different sides 

of the same local reality. Together, they cover the extremes of a contradictory and 

complex picture of a contemporary peasant community struggling for its livelihood. 

Despite the magnitude of problems affecting Santa Cecilia, the organizational 

efforts developed by the local chapter of the UPISL are resulting in some tangible 

benefits. What may be measured as miniscule successes by the meter stick of, say, an 

agrobusiness entrepeneur, reflect a tremendous labor investment, a great deal of initiative, 

important returns in kind and income, and some promising possibilities for the future. 

One indirect but significant indicator is the difference in migration rates among member 

and non-member families. Despite the fact that there are no significant variations in age 

or socio-economic strata among the two groups, in 1999 we identified only 11 family 

members who had migrated among the 33^'* households which belong to the UPISL. 

Among the 21 non-member families there were almost twice (N=20) as many members 

who had migrated looking for work^^. As we will see in chapter four, member families 

seem to be able to satisfy their dietary needs better than non-member families during the 

lean season. 

By 1999, there were 54 households in Santa Cecilia, one more with respect to the count in 1997 and 
1998. Families are dynamic units throughout time: in comparison to the two preceding years, in 1999 there 
were two new domestic nuclea each formed by a young couple with two young children who had split from 
their previous patrilocal residences and had built their own houses. One other aged domesti unit had 
disappeared with the death of one member of the elder couple while the widower had moved in with one of 
his sons. 

I excluded from this count adolescents who were attending junior high or high school in nearby towns 
(N=5) because this migration is temporal and of a different nature than migrants who leave to look for work 
because they have no other means of livelihood in their home community. The ability to send a son or 
daughter to study outside of the community (where there is no chance to continue studying after 
elementary school) usually implies a great financial burden for the family. Of the five adolescents who are 
attending school in the nearby towns of Jaiahut, San Juan del Rfo y Tuxtepec, three come form member 
families and two fron non-member ones. 
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These differences indicate that the UPISL has enabled its members to withstand at 

least some of the harshest economic pressures on peasant livelihood of the last few years, 

creating real alternatives to migration and food insecurity through its multiple 

initiatives.^^ 

As must be clear by now, today's UPISL major goals are to attain food self-

sufficiency, foster a sustainable management of regional natural resouices, restore 

depleted land and protect whatever left of virgin soil, and diversify agroforestry 

production for both self-consumption and the market. These objectives are part of a 

model of self-sustainable integrated peasant production; a model that finds Matfas, the 

UPISL leadership and allied NGOs among its most enthusiastic promoters. This model is 

centered on a full diversification of production, taking advantage of the variety of 

ecological niches present in these humid tropical lands. It contemplates not only the 

implementation of multiple cropping but also the planting and tending of all kinds of 

The number of male family heads who sell their labor for daily wages from time to time could be 
another indicator useful to shed light on the economic impact of the UPISL program in the locality. No 
significant differences, through, were found among member and non-member families in this case. In both 
groups aproximately half of the male heads stated that they do work as wage earners periodically, 
especially in the lean summer months when they find employment as jornaleros for cattle ranchers of the 
nearby town of Jalahui. 

The stated objectives of the organization have undergone some transformation during the ten years of its 
existence, reflecting the intluence of the general adviser in turn, the changes over time in strategic alliances 
with civil society and governmental entities, as well as a process of internal maturation of the UPISL over 
time. Until 1994. the general goal was stated as "to improve the living conditions of Indigenous members 
and their families, strengthening local capacity to fight against poverty and oppressive exploitation" 
(UPISL,ms 1989,1993). After 1994, the main goal has been described as"the procurement of rural social 
and productive well-being through the implementation of sustainable development productive projects" 
(UPISL ms. 1996. 1997). Although this change in discourse does reflect a greater incidence of sustainable 
agricultural develoment thought and practice in the UPISL orientation and work in later years, there is 
actually a high degree of continuity in the nature of UPISL projects since the early years to the present. 
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vegetable species which are ecologically-sound, fully adaptable and used domestically by 

local cultivators. 

Matfas provides reasons for why he believes that this model is the only viable 

solution in Lalana. First, he gives us an assessment of the problems that agriculture, the 

attainment of food security and the natural habitat have experienced in this region: 

The Lalana [region] knew that it did not have fruit trees, that it was extremely poor and today 
those communities which did not start projects [like ours] are still extremely poor. People 
from Lalana know the least about plant consumption, about vegetables, about wild edible 
plants, unlike in Usila. These people do not know how to take advantage of its own 
environment, there is a loss of knowledge and many natural products need to be reintroduced 
here... To start with, this area is ecologically poor in comparison to the natural wealth of the 
limestone rich soils of the Central Chinantia where there is variety and a biological diversity 
that Lalana never had. So also the natural fragility of the land was responsible for the loss of 
bio-diversivity. They are starting with a difficult situation in Lalana... They did not have fruit 
trees and then after coffee...^'' 

Next, he states his firm conviction that agro-forestry diversification and food self-

sufficiency—not commercialization—are the goals that the organization needs to fulfill: 

"So market production is really minimal...The first step is to support self-sufficiency, 
something we are reaching little by little. They organize[d| themselves to market [their 
products]: but what do they market if they do not produce enough for themselves? They 
should start reaching self-sufficiency and full diversification.... So [the solution is| to begin to 
diversify, to start planting a little bit of everything...Not to organize for marketing, what can 
they market anyway! We even had to introduce basic products as an essential part of what we 
did. They talk of the community stores that now are Conasupo or Diconsa as major 
achievements because at that time there were no basic supply stores..in 1989. It was until 94-

^''Many producers are in fact doing just so in their multiple small plots around Santa Cecilia, as Cirino's 
words aptly show: " In my coffee plot I am growing cocoa, I have planted cedars, I have planted ceibas, 
plum trees, avocado trees." [en mi cafetal tengo sembrado cacao, tengo sembrado cedro, tengo sembrado 
ceiba. palo de ciruela, aguacatej. 

"La Lalana sabi'a que no tenfa frutales. que tenfa una pobreza extrema y la sigue teniendo en las 
comunidades en donde no se hicieron estos trabajos.... La gente de Lalana es la que menos sabe consumir 
plantas, vegetales o sea planta de recoleccion como en Usila. Esta le saca muy poco al monte, hay una 
perdida de conocimiento y mucho producto que hay que reintroducirlo.... Para empezar la zona es pobre 
por naturaleza frente a la riqueza de la Chinantia del Centro de las rocas calizas que te dan una variedad y 
una diversidad biologica fuerte que en Lalana nunca hubo Entonces tambien la fragilidad de los 
terrenos para perder su biodiversidad conto mucho. Estan empezando con esa situacidn en la Sierra de 
Lalana que es una situacidn diffcil. No teni'an frutales y despues de tener cafe..." 
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93 that a road was opened inland, and that more stores were opened, more merchants began 
to market products, [this regionl began to experience more communication and that resolved 
the food problem. They did not have enough corn either. In other words, this is the way in 
which things have begun to change. So the organization...had to start striving for food self-
sufficiency which is what we are beginning to achieve."®" 

His remarks on the importance of self-sufficiency and agricultural diversification 

are couched in an anti-market discourse that Matias repeatedly justifies on the basis of 

Lalana's intrinsic inability to produce enough surplus to be exchanged for money. He 

directly links this inability to produce and market to another major problem faced by 

these localities: that of basic supply. He observes how consumption needs, especially 

food, were not satisfied in this region until recently because of very poor road 

infrastructure. 

His words construct a particular vision of what peasant producers should do in 

circumstances of isolation, extreme poverty, and environmental degradation: a) to 

concentrate on producing enough so that they can satisfy their own basic needs and b) to 

partially retreat from a market which they approach in very unfavorable conditions and to 

which they have little to offer. Implicit in this discourse is also the necessity to resolve 

producers' economic and social problems relying solely on their own resources, with no 

expectations of, or demands toward, a corresponsability by the State. As we will see in 

"Entonces el trabajo productivo comercial es mfnimo... Ayudar la autosuficiencia seria el primer paso 
que es a lo que se esta Ilegando poco a poco Se organizan para comercializar; pero que cosa van a 
comercialtzar si no tienen ni para ellos? Debenan empezar per una autosuficiencia y por diversificar mucha 
produccion Entonces [la solucion es] empezar a diversificar. empezar a sembrar de todo... No 
organizarse para comercializar, pero que van a comercializar*. Inclusive para meter productos era tambien 
parte esencial de lo que se hizo. Eilos hablan como un logro maximo las tiendas comunitarias que ahora son 
Conasupo o Liconsa pero en ese tiempo no habta tiendas en..el 89. Hasta 94-95 empezd a entrar la carretera 
hasta alia, empezaron a abrirse ma tiendas, entraron mas negociantes, empezo a haber mas comunicacidn y 
eso resolvtd el problema de alimentacidn. Y no habfa suficiente mafz tampoco. O sea, es asf como ha ido 
cambiando todo esto. Entonces la organizacidn ...tenia que empezar con llegar a la autosuficiencia 
alimentaria que estamos medio logrando". 
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chapter seven, though, this last stance has not found much echo among most UPISL 

members or leaders. 

As Matias's words illustrate, what he, the UPISL leadership and allied NGOs are 

actively promoting is a particular kind of development model. This model pursues a 

repeasantization of local production as the most viable economic response to a deepening 

crisis of rural peasant spaces in Mexico and the only solution to counteract widespread 

ecological degradation and extreme poverty in the region. As a response to current 

neoliberal politics but also an implicit acceptance of some of its tenets, the State 

disappears in this self-reliance model. Its previous functions as development promoter are 

taken on by peasants themselves, their leaders, advisory board and supporting NGOs. 

This model has a tremendous potential for empowerment and it offers an important 

alternative image to the prevailing ideology of peasant destituteness and powerlessness 

conveyed by PROGRESA. At the same time, though, and in line with neoliberalism, it 

also effaces State's responsibilities toward a particular—but very numerous—social 

sector in Mexico: the peasantry. 

Thus, the UPISL experience I have narrated becomes an example of how technical 

advisers, grass-roots and non-governmental organizations—at times in alliance with 

certain sympathetic sectors from the State such as, in this case, the SEMARNAP— 

provide a particular ideological and material configuration of contemporary peasantness. 

As they do so, they contribute to shape a much more complex image of who peasants are. 
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do and experience in late I990's Mexico than those provided by a dominant State 

ideology or other common descampesinista social science readings. 

Conclusions 

In the course of the last twenty to thirty years, the economies of Analco and Santa 

Cecilia have undergone dramatic changes. In the late ninety-seventies and early ninety-

eighties, coffee acquired central stage in local systems of production; Analco and Santa 

Cecilia became comunidades cafetaleras, where coffee partially supplanted com. State 

intervention was decisive in this process since it was through the federally-based agency 

INMECAFE that coffee was firmly implanted as the basic commercial crop in both places. 

The move to coffee was more dramatic in Analco where coffee was previously 

only cultivated in very small quantities and solely for self-consumption. Here, coffee 

supplanted previous petty commodity production and rapidly became the single source of 

income for local producers. In Santa Cecilia, where low quality coffee was already 

produced and sold in small quantities through local markets, the influence of INMECAFE 

was mostly felt in the extensive expansion of coffee groves, the introduction of new 

coffee varieties, and the dependence of local producers on the Institute's secure 

commercialization channels and payment system. 

In both localities, this process was strengthened throughout most of the eighties, 

when coffee prices were overall high and steady returns were partially guaranteed 

through the Institute's capacity to gather and purchase the majority of these small coffee 

growers' production. In addition, INMECAFE positively affected food security in Analco 
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and Santa Cecilia through its payment system; system that provided carryover money to 

producers during the lean season, right at the time when it was most needed. 

It was through State policies specifically designed to include the indigenous 

peasantry into the projected expansion of coffee as an export commodity that Analco and 

Santa Cecilia joined the coffee market as small direct producers. Although both localities 

had a long history of producing petty commodities for needed cash, the introduction of 

coffee did represent a qualitative and quantitative change in their relations of production 

and exchange with the market. Steady returns garanteed by INMECAFE during a long 

period of relatively high prices for coffee in the international market, spurred the 

expansion of coffee production and the devotion of a greater percentage of labor and land 

to it than to any other previous product collected, cultivated or raised for the purpose of 

obtaining cash. In both localities but only during certain times, coffee partially supplanted 

com and this, in turn, increased dependence on the market for food. 

Although the logic of production continued to be profoundly peasant in its 

orientation and neither Analquenos nor Ceciliefios stopped growing food or devoting a 

substantial portion of their labor for subsistence-related activities, in the late seventies 

and eighties local producing households increasingly lost their ability to be self-sufficient 

in com production. As we have seen in both cases, specific circumstances in their local 

history made agricultural land scarce; particularly so in Santa Cecilia. Difficult choices 

were made and in some cases coffee was expanded at the expense of com. 

As we will see in chapter four, such choices proved wise during the period of 

coffee bonanza insofar as benefits from this greater involvement with the market did 
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translate in improved living conditions for Analco and in the maintenance of acceptable 

ones for Santa Cecilia. In line with a common reading presented in the literature on 

development, agriculture and nutrition (ex.: von Braun and Kennedy 1994), a greater 

involvement with the market, an increase in the "commoditization" of agricultural 

production or a greater participation in a "modernizing" project by the State resulted in 

tangible improvements in the wellbeing of local producers and their families, as we will 

see in chapter four when examining nutritional status. 

With the coffee bust of 1989-1994, the situation changed dramatically. The crisis 

hit and hit particularly hard in peasant coffee producing communities such as these 

because of the great dependence on coffee that INMECAFE policies and relatively steady 

market prices had promoted. Food security was jeopardized. Local responses to the crisis 

were varied, and the search for alternatives led these two communities on different paths 

according to local conditions and dynamics. 

Analquenos at first faced dropping coffee prices by intensifying labor efforts so as 

to produce more coffee. As soon as more high-quality land became available, they 

decreased their dependence on a very unreliable market by growing more com for self-

consumption and further diversifying their production for both subsistence and the 

market. These responses were designed and managed mostly at the individual household 

level, although producers were also involved in collective mechanisms such as labor 

pooling and a common search at the community level for alternative commercial routes 

for coffee or for technical assistance for the introduction of new crops. 



198 

In Santa Cecilia, land scarcity and soil degradation shaped the responses that local 

producers were able to construe vis-a-vis the crisis. A regional grass-roots producer 

organization was constituted. Efforts were initially oriented toward improving coffee 

transport, comercialization channels and exchange relations as well as implementing 

diverse food security programs. After attempting with mixed success to exploit a 

specialized market niche with organic coffee, recent attempts have been made to reach 

food self-sufficiency by implementing an agroecological model of sustainable 

development based on the diversification of agroforestry production. 

Despite the different paths traveled in response to the crisis, these two experiences 

share much in common. In both local economies, the importance of coffee has decreased 

in the ninety-nineties; more in the second half of the decade than the first. Analquenos 

and Ceciliefios are devoting a larger share of their land and labor to subsistence 

production, in an attempt to diversify local agriculture in order to decrease dependency 

from the market. In both cases we are witnessing a process constituting what I have 

defined in this chapter as a repeasantization of the local economy. 

Recent trends in these localities' agricultural production are the result of several 

factors, some more widely shared regionally and some more specific to the particular 

history of each community. The role and practices of State interventions in rural 

development and peasant production, the changing nature of the market for particular 

commodities, a longstanding distrust toward unpredictable and uncontrollable market 

forces, and a widely shared notion that things are getting "tougher" and peasant life is 
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becoming harder, are general factors that have played a major role in shaping local 

strategies over time. 

Among the more specific factors linked to local conditions of production and the 

internal logic of peasant agriculture, we saw that the quality and quantity of land 

available at any given time, the continuity in available food sources, the productive 

systems in place, and a chronic scarcity in the availability of labor for each domestic units 

were factors influencing the development of Analco's recent economic history. For Santa 

Cecilia, we add soil degradation, land scarcity and chronic low productivity and the 

constitution of an organizational movement involving local producers to the list of factors 

influencing economic strategies. Regardless of the specific direction taken at any given 

time by these complex forces throughout the last twenty to thirty years, food security has 

continued to play a central role in the development of economic strategies in Analco and 

Santa Cecilia. 

That Analquefios and Cecilienos follow multiple avenues to procure and secure 

food may be neither something new to them nor significant to those who study 

contemporary household peasant economies. Food security has always been crucial to 

peasants. Nor, perhaps, is it novel to show that coffee producing Indian peasant 

households such as Analco's and Santa Cecilia have never functioned completely 

according to the logic of commodification, or to argue that their subsistence production 

needs to be appreciated not for its surplus value but for its use value. 

It is worth stressing, however, that in spite of thirty years of variegated academic 

diagnoses of the demise of the Mexican peasantry (from descampesinistas in the 1970s to 
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Kearney in 1996)—Analquenos and Cecilienos are resorting precisely to their 

"peasantness" in order to subsist on the land at the end of the millenium and in the midst 

of the worst crisis of Mexican agriculture. Subsistence crops and the diversification of 

agricultural production with a decrease in the relative importance of coffee are their 

peasant-like responses to withstand economic deregulation and uncontrollable market 

pressures. The wisdom to follow such a path is supported by a popular awareness that an 

over-reliance on the market can have devastating effects on the local capacity to procure 

enough food. 

It is important to remark that these productive and reproductive strategies that 

make up the repeasantization of the local economy are historically situated responses to 

local conditions of production and food availability. They also reflect broader changes in 

the nature of State interventions and market interactions, and respond to the surge of new 

development actors such as non-governmental and grass-roots organizations. What a 

synchronic gaze in the late i990s could see as tvpical peasant production systems 

suspended in the timeless space of natural economy are in reality the result of a very 

recent and partial retreat from the market in response to historically contingent forces 

playing out in these local spaces. Furthermore, their configuration as comunidades 

cafetaleras in the 1970s and 1980s involved a greater participation in the market that did 

not include the massive dissolution of peasant subsistence practices and forms in the face 

of commoditization. For all the above, contemporary Analco and Santa Cecilia constitute 

See Roseberry (1989:197-232) for a thorough critique of natural economy. 
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two of the multiple and contradictory forms in which capitalist forces and State 

interventions articulate themselves in local spaces (Wolf 1982). 

It is also important to point out that to resort to peasantness and rely on 

autonomous resources to guarantee social reproduction and withstand unbearable market 

pressures does not exclude that, from the perspective of neoliberalism, these campesino 

strategies just happen to work in line with current State politics and economics: they 

constitute cheap ways for the State and capital to deal with what are often conceived as 

relative surplus populations.^" At the same time, we also must bear in mind that a retreat 

to peasantness is not a guarantee for the attainment of better living conditions, as we will 

see in future chapters. 

As this review of their recent economic history has attempted to reveal, Analco 

and Santa Cecilia's local families are not passive victims of globalizing economic and 

political forces razing their "traditional" ways of life. Neither are they fin-de-siecle 

atavistic remnants of a peasantry destined to inevitably disappear by a teleological 

" I am grateful to Casey Walsh for making me think through this point. In his seminal piece The agrarian 
question and reformism in Latin America (1981), de Janvry introduces the concepts of "disarticulated 
accumulation" and "functional dualism" to explain the articulation process between capitalism and 
"traditional" agrarian sectors in peripheral and semi-peripheral economies, such as Mexico. In his view he 
accounts for the fact that, in these economies, capitalism furthers processes of accumulation by using cheap 
labor without fully proletarizing it. This process is made possible by the presence of a peasant sector which 
contributes to capital accumulation through petty commodity production and the seasonal sale of its labor 
but. at the same time, maintains the cost of its social reproduction through its subsistence economy. His 
ideas provide the explanatory framework to understand how—from the macroperspective of capitalism— 
Analquenos and Cecilieiios have engaged in processes of plusvalue extraction and capital accumulation as 
cheap labor through coffee commodity production. At the present time, though, their partial retreat from the 
market responds to current neoliberal politics which considers peasants non-productive populations to be 
progressively expelled from their agrarian communities and in need for social assistance. From a viewpoint 
functional to capital and State hegemonic policies, a greater peasant self-reliance implies potential lower 
social assistance expenditures by the State in the near future. To resort to peasantness and partially retreat 
from the market also falls in line with current dominant State ideology which portraits peasants as non
productive surplus populations. Rnally, by only partially retreating from the market, Analqueiios and 
Cecilieiios continue to participate in the process of plusvalue extraction to the advantage of capital. 
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reading of history and the nature of economic development. Nor can we romanticize their 

peasanthood as necessarily the best or the only solution to attain higher living standards. 

Finally and as a point I will explore more in chapter six, neither Analco nor Santa Cecilia 

are erecting themselves as champions of "Indian peasant resistance" vis-a-vis the forces 

of modernization and capitalism. 

These are local families which are struggling on a daily basis to make ends meet, 

to have enough food to eat, and to satisfy their basic necessities as individuals, 

households and communities. They do so with an acquired and periodically renewed or 

modified knowledge of the nature of costs and returns to their labor and with the social 

and material capital they have at their disposal at any given time. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FOOD SECURITY, NUTRITION AND WELL-BEING 

Introduction 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the coffee crisis and neoliberal changes 

in public policy hit these communities very hard since the end of the 1980s. Household 

strategies to (re)establish food security in following years have been manifold, 

responding to the economic and political dynamics at the local, regional, and national 

level. 

To appreciate the impact of these changes on food security, the diet and 

nutritional status of these populations become key indicators. This chapter begins with a 

brief overview of relevant literature on nutrition, development and agriculture to 

contextualize my research on nutrition and bring out some theoretical issues of relevance 

to my discussion. It then reviews the nutritional status of Analquefios and Cecilienos at 

the end of the I990's and compares it to previous years in order to provide a picture of 

how it has progressed in the last two decades. In both localities, changes in nutritional 

status will be related and compared to economic shifts from the late I970s-early 1980s 

on; shifts linked to the expansion and crisis of coffee production and trade and the 

adoption of neoliberalism in public policy. 

I will also remark on the saliency of food and food security in local practice and 

discourse, in the attempt to provide what I consider an important analytical tool to 

understand the relationship between agricultural change and nutrition. I will argue that in 

a peasant economy this relationship needs to be apprehended from the perspective of 
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food security and other productive and reproductive strategies that individuals, 

households, producers' organizations, and localities in general devise at any given 

moment with the resources they have at their disposal. By looking at food security, we 

will see how the conceptual dichotomy between market cropping and subsistence farming 

loses its relevance and how nutrition tends to fare better when people are food secure 

through engagement in both activities. 

Food security and a satisfactory nutritional level are very important dimensions of 

well-being, increasing living standards, and the struggle against poverty. Here, I discuss 

the relationship between food security, diets and nutrition in relation to the UPISL in 

Santa Cecilia. My analysis will focus on the changing relationship between nutrition and 

health, on the one hand, and agro-horticultural production, on the other, given the 

organization's history, objectives, and programs. Next, I will consider well-being (Sen 

1987), as a measure of local welfare, using Analco as a case study. I will examine 

perceptions and local memories of the crisis, the extent to which basic necessities, 

including food, are or are not currently met, and how expectations toward the future are 

constructed in Analco today. 

Agriculture and nutrition: some parameters of discussion 

As we have seen in chapter two, the discussion in the agriculture and nutrition 

literature has mostly (Barkin et al. 1988; Bouis and Haddad 1990; von Braun et aL 1989; 

von Braun and Kennedy 1986, 1994; Dewey 1980,1981,1985; Fleuret andFleuret 1980; 
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Kennedy 1989; Kennedy and Cogill 1987)-although not exclusively'—centered on the 

impact of the commercialization of agriculture on the nutritional status of rural 

populations. These usually refer to small-holding or landless peasant families in contexts 

of Third World rural economies and in situations of poverty. 

Some authors have stressed the competitive nature between cash cropping and 

food production for self-consumption, arguing for the detrimental effects on food security 

and nutrition following the introduction of commercial agriculture among small 

agriculture producers (Gross and Underwood 1971; Dewey 1980,1981,1989; Fleuret and 

Fleuret 1980; Marchione 1977). Others, though, have more recently reached differing 

conclusions. Barkin and colleagues found that other factors—such as ecological 

conditions, agrarian policies, the availability of alternative income sources and other 

micro social, cultural and community-related factors—were much better indicators of 

child nutrition than agricultural commercialization per se (1988). IFPRI studies 

conducted in different regions of the Third World in the second half of the 1980s (Bouis 

and Haddad 1990; Braun von et al. 1989; Kennedy 1989; Kennedy and Cogill 1987), on 

the other hand, concluded that the relationship between cash and staple food production is 

not necessarily competitive. They found that it is common for small farming households 

to increase food production together with cash crops, once the latter are introduced. 

As we have seen in chapter three, in Analco and Santa Cecilia the dynamics 

between cash and food cropping can be very complex. On the one hand, they do compete 

' See VIebrahtu, Pelletier and Pinstrup-Andersen (1995) for a more complete and nuanced overview of 
issues relative to the relationship agriculture, development and nutrition. 
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for labor because this is in general scarce. At times they have also competed for land. On 

the other, though, the relationship is one of complementarity because — as collective 

conglomerates — households tend to work toward the achievement of food security for its 

members. In this context, producing cash crops and food for self-consumption are not 

competitive activities but instead part of the same food security strategy. 

This strategy is dynamically devised in the course of each agricultural season. 

Internally, it responds to the availability and quality of land at each given time, and to 

specific demographic (e.g., the alterations in time of family labor availability) and eco-

climatic conditions (e.g., quantity and timeliness of rainfall for each agricultural product). 

It also responds to the changing nature of the domestic unit's financial necessities and 

commitments (for instance, household construction in Anaico). Externally, it is 

particularly sensitive to perceived market risks and price fluctuations for produced cash 

crops (primarily coffee) together with changes in the buying prices for needed staples, 

especially com in the lean season. Both depend on intervening decision-makers' accrued 

experiential knowledge of, and future projections on agriculture, the eco-system(s), 

relations with the State's and NGOs' programs, and the market. 

As some authors have remarked and as I confirmed in both Anaico and Santa 

Cecilia, peasant strategies toward crop diversity which include food production for self-

consumption and petty commodity production for cash are devised precisely as a food 

security insurance (Mebrahtu, Pelletier and Pinstrup-Andersen 1995:232; von Braun, 

Bouis and Kennedy 1994:20). Seen in this light and assuming that crop diversity -such as 

what I found in Anaico and Santa Cecilia ~ is a widespread reality among peasant 
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producers, the counterposition of cash versus food crop production as either/or essential 

categories inherently detrimental or beneficial to nutrition becomes meaningless. As 

Roseberry would remind us in his sharp critique of natural economy (1989:197-232), if 

we want to avoid essentialist characterizations when we study the (nutritional) impact of 

agricultural commercialization in peasant production we need to contextualize those 

changes in the historical specificity of each case. This is precisely what I intend to do in 

the first part of this chapter. 

A. SANTA CECILIA 

The late 1990s 

In the early Summer of 1998, we measured the nutritional status of children aged 

0 to 12 using anthropometric techniques. At a first look, results were contradictory and 

not that promising for a locality which has been involved in a socially recognized 

successful effort in developing alternatives to cash cropping coffee and in providing 

better livelihoods for participating peasant families. Undernutrition rates — especially 

stunting and low weight-for-age for less than 90% below standards-- were high for both 

the 0-5 year old (N=49) and the 5-12 year old (N=59) groups: 
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TABLE 4.1, Prevalence of undernutrition annong preschoolers (0-5 years old) and older 
children (5-12 years old), Santa Cecilia 1998^ 

0-5 years old 
5-12 years old 

Source: Data set from June 1998 field measurements 

To contextualize these data in the contemporary reality of rural Mexico and 

especially rural Oaxaca, I compared the 0-5 year old data with the results of the ENAL 

96': 

TABLE 4.2, Prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 years old), Sta. 
Cecilia, rural Oaxaca and rural Mexico 

Sta. Cecilia® 

Rural Oaxaca (state)" 

Rural Mexico (national)" 

Stunting^ Low Low Wasting 
Weight-for-Age'* Weight-for-Age® 

63.1 16.4 63.3 6.6 

51.8 25.4 67.8 6.7 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age 

63.1 16.4 63.3 

47.0 23.3 54.5 

33.9 16.9 42.8 
Source: "Data Set from 1998 fieldwork 

"ENAL 1996. INNSZ 

~ In both localities, all undernutrition prevalence data were collected at the community level with the 
assistance of the community health worker and two nutritionists from the INNSZ. Our population sample 
included all children 0 to 12 living in the community; in both places we were able to take measurements on 
between 90% and 95% of all Analqueno and Cecilieno children. For weight, we used the health clinic beam 
scale with nondetachable weights. Scales were calibrated before using and checked frequently during 
measurement sessions. Children under two were weighted in their mother's or other caretaker's arms; 
weight of the adult was then subtracted. All children were measured without shoes, at mid-morning. Height 
was measured using a stature-meter, a free-standing instrument with a movable pan squared at a true right 
angle against the vertical flat surface of the wall o which it was previously taped. Children were asked to 
stand as straight as possible, with their heels together, looking straight ahead and without shoes. We 
checked that their head, shoulders, buttocks and heels were touching the wall. All measurements were in 
Kilograms and centimeters. 

^ Less than 80 percent below height-for-age standard. National Center for Health Statistics lNCHS)/World 
Health Organization(WHO). 

Less than 80 percent below weight-for-age standard, NCHS/WHO. 

^ Less than 90 percent below weight-for-age standard, NCHSAVHO. In comparison to the previous 
measurement, it includes slight undernutrition (between below -1 Z-score and -2 Z-score). 

^ Less than 90 percent below weight-for-height standard, NCHSAVHO. 

^ ENAL96= The Encuesta Nacional de Alimentacidn y Nutricion en el Medio Rural (National Survey of 
Rural Food and Nutrition) 1996. The National Institute Of Nutrition Salvador Zubiran (INNSZ) carries out 
periodic surveys on food and nutrition in rural Mexico. The first comprehensive national survey was 
carried out in 1974, then in 1979, 1989 and 1996. 
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As we can see, very low weight-for-age rates^ were better for Santa Cecilia in 

1998 than the average for rural Oaxaca in 1996; they also closely approximated the 

national average. Stunting, though, was particularly severe in Santa Cecilia. The indicator 

height-for-age ~ that determines the prevalence of stunting in a given child population — 

correlates closely to an accumulative effect of chronic undernutrition. As we will see, it is 

the best indicator to use to acquire an historical perspective on peasant economy, food 

security and nutrition. 

One limitation when using height-for-age is the inability to discriminate between 

current undernourished and previously undernourished who have undergone an extended 

process of adaptation or recovery. It is also important to recognize that the controversy 

continues unresolved on the extent of the genetic impact on lower than average heights 

for adult Amerindian populations (Avila et al. 1996:46) or other 'Third World" 

populations who live in dire poverty. 

While some studies have argued for a strong genetic component and others have 

argued for its adaptive advantage in conditions of stress, such as poverty (Seckler 1980), 

others tend to stress the magnitude of impact the socioeconomic environment has on 

maintaining lower than average heights for these populations (Frisancho 1978; Tanner 

" Because weight undergoes faster modifications than height, it becomes a better indicator to use when 
examining recent effects on nutritional status. The weight-for-age indicator has the advantage to be very 
sensitive in measuring change in nutritional status but it cannot differentiate between a current or very 
recent weight deficit as opposed to a chronic weight deficit. The weight-for-height indicator is very specific 
in reflecting a current weight deficit but it cannot identify (maL)adaptation to chronic undernutrition (Avila 
et al. 1996a). These two indicators for the under five population in both Anaico and Santa Cecilia tell us 
that, relatively to the 1996 prevalence rates for the state of Oaxaca (ENAL96). the great majority of these 
children were close to satisfy their nutritional needs at time of measurement. 
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1978). Much of this literature emphasizes the negative impact of chronic malnutrition on 

physical, psycho-emotional, and cognitive well-being among populations submitted to 

extreme poverty (Chavez and Martinez 1981; Messer 1986, 1989; Pelto and Pelto 1989). 

This latter position is further supported by research on human adaptation which 

has shown how the average height of a given population increases substantially from one 

generation to the next when the socioeconomic environment becomes more favorable and 

adequate nutrition is provided throughout the growth periods of intrauterine life, 

childhood and adolescence; the inverse trend may well occur when the socioeconomic 

environment is highly unfavorable (Frisancho 1978, 1993; Tanner 1978). 

Letting the controversy at rest, though, what 1 want to stress here is the difference 

in stunting between the 0-5 and the 5-12 age groups in Santa Cecilia. Contrary to what 

one would expect in measuring chronic and accumulative undernutrition, in 1998 

younger Ceciliefio children were suffering from higher rates (63.1%) than the older ones 

(51.8%). 
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An historical perspective 

GRAPH 4.3, Historical undernutrition rates 1984-1997(helght-for-age) Santa Cecilia 
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Our 1998 stunting prevalence rates are confirmed by the retrospective projection 

curve for heights for this locality.' As we can see, stunting rates have increased 

substantially since 1988-1990, years when they reached their lowest points in the last one 

and '/2 decades. From 1988-1990 to 1997, rates went up from 44-48% to 70%, a 22-25 

percentage points increase. It is legitimate to suspect that the coffee crisis which began in 

' Undernutrition rates were calculated utilizing the height retrospective method for the diagnosis of 
nutritional status (Duval 1986). We collected anthropomeuic measures (height and weight) for over 90% of 
0 to 12 year old children in 1991 and in 1998. Achieved height at any given age between birth and 18 is 
considered to retlect nutritional status of each preceding year in calculated percentages per each year of 
life. The resulting historical curve shows percentages of undernourished individuals over the total included 
in the sample for each year. The definition of undernutrition is set at < 2 Standard deviations in height from 



1989 and deepened in the period 1990-1993 must have exerted a very negative influence 

on food security and child nutrition. Considering the fragility of Santa Cecilia's 

productive system at the time—greatly dependent on meager coffee production for cash 

and very food insecure due to the loss of com self-sufficiency—the dramatic reduction of 

crucial income due to the bust in coffee market prices and the disappearance of 

INMECAFE's advance and carryover payment system did translate into a dramatic 

reduction in total cash and seasonal cash flows. This in turn severely constrained 

Ceciliefios in their ability to satisfy basic necessities—among them, the purchase of com-

-during the lean Summer months. Widespread shortness may well have been an 

"adaptive" mechanism following suit in the youngest generation. 

That the immediate effects of the coffee crisis must have been devastating is 

supported by our field data from June 1991. This was the time when I was working as a 

health consultant to the Italian NGO supporting the recently constituted UPISL. In an 

effort to diagnose the magnitude of the nutrition problem and then find alternatives to 

increase local food security, we took anthropometric measurements of children aged 0 to 

12. The results were dismal: 

normal height for age of the universally used NIHS reference tables. Thank you to Dr. Abelardo Avila 
Curiel of INNSZ in Mexico City for elaborating the historical curve. 
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TABLE 4.4, Prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 years old) and older 
children (5-12 years old), Santa Cecilia 1991(N=44)^° 

0-5 years old 
5-12 years old 

Almost all children were suffering from moderate and severe undernutrition as 

measured by the weight-per-age indicator. None had a normal weight for his or her age; 

almost % of the 0-5 year old and well over V5 of the 5-12 year old age groups were 

suffering from wasting. This last indicator (weight-for-height) is particularly sensitive to 

immediate nutritional stress; these extremely high percentages indicate that the locality 

was facing a very serious food emergency at the lime of measurement and children were 

in fact semi-starving. 

Compared to low weight-for-age or wasting, stunting rates were not as serious in 

1991. As the following graphs illustrate, 1991 rates were similar to those registered in 

1998 " for the 5-12 age group and significantly lower than in 1998 for the 0-5 age group. 

It is interesting to remark that in the 0-5 age group, not only stunting rates were lower, 

but also the percentage of severely undernourished -as measured by heights-for-age 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

52.6 84.2 100.0 73.7 

52.0 100.0 100.0 88.0 
Source: Data set from June 1991 Held measurements 

The total number of children in 1991 was much lower than in 1998 anthropometric measurements 
because in 1991 we only took measurements of children belonging to the newly formed UPISL. Still, 
through participant observation and Giulia's own assessment of the nuU'itional situation in Santa Cecilia as 
well as in many other villages of the region, I can reasonably state that these results could be generalized to 
the entire child population in the locality. 

" Rates were similar when grouping together the "normal" and "slightly undernourished" as one category 
and the "moderate" and "severe" as another. This last category includes all those whose heights are less 
than 80 percent below height-for-age standard, the definition I have been using for "stunting" (National 
Center for Health Statistics). 



lower than 3 SD Z-score—although still very high, was lower (36.8% versus 43.5%) 

1991 than in 1998. 

GRAPH 4.5. Undernutrition Rates (height-for-age) 0-5 year old, Santa Cecilia 1991/1998 

1998 

Year Normal 
Slight 

Moderate 
Nutritional Status Severe 
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GRAPH 4.6, Undernutrition Rates (height-for-age) 5-12 year old, Santa Cecilia 1991/1998 

These dramatic nutritional outcomes provide a bleak picture indeed of the effects 

of the coffee crisis and neoliberal policies on local well-being. According to Sen's 

conceptual framework on living standards and well-being (1987), we can easily affirm 

that Santa Cecilia suffered a tremendous downtum in local people's functionings and 

capabilities in comparison with a few years previous; this event was recorded especially 

in children. Hunger and undernutrition affect people's functionings and some of those 

consequences are permanent in the case of very young children (Chavez and Martinez 

1981; Cravioto 1981; Edmunson et al. 992; Messer 1989; Pelto and Pelto 1989). At the 

same time, the impact of the coffee crisis had a deleterious effect on people's 

"capabilities" (Sen 1987) because Cecilienos saw their capacity to maintain or re-achieve 

food security drastically reduced during those first seasons following the coffee debacle. 

As we will see in the following section, it was this disruptive experience that gave 

1998 

Year 
Moderate 

Nutritional Status Severe 
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impetus to the regional organizational process, directed the actions of the UPISL, and 

initiated a search for new ways to achieve food security. 

Food security and the UPISL 

Comparative data presented in the above graphs, together with: a) the 1991 

weight-for-age and weight-for-height measurements and b) the historical undernutrition 

curve support the following considerations. 

First, the nutritional situation registered in 1991 was indeed a serious emergency. 

Chronic low com productivity, a very limited availability of food sources from 

agriculture, hunting and gathering or animal husbandry in an impoverished natural 

environment, extremely low prices for coffee in the market and no extra income during 

the lean season were the underlying causes for the emergency. The fact that 

anthropometric measurements were taken in June—when both com reserves and the little 

cash received from the sale of the coffee harvest in the first trimester of that year had 

depleted— further reflects the additional negative impact of seasonality on food and cash 

availability.'" 

Seasonality affects most peasant livelihoods (Sahn 1989) each year through the 

depletion of food reserves oftentimes simultaneously with a process of labor 

intensification. Yet, in Santa Cecilia the impact on local food security was particularly 

strong in 1991 since cash retums from coffee had sharply decreased in the agricultural 

cycle of 1990-91 for the second year in a row (Martinez 1996). Producers were receiving 

less than half of what they had obtained in 1988-89 and approximately one fourth of what 
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they had received in 1985-1986 and 1986-87. Moreover, the negative impact of 

seasonality was multiplied by the disappearance of INMECAFE's favorable payment 

system; system that had included carryover money delivered to coffee producers right 

during the Summer months when it was most needed. 

That the situation was particularly serious in 1991 is an event registered in 

personal memories. Abel recalls: 

•'[When INMECAFE was gone] the locality looked sad because people before used to receive 
money for their work but afterwards it disappeared, there was nothing left, then there was 
nothing...it was sudden...they [INMECAFE extension workersl disappeared suddenly...Yes, 
families suffered a great deal...yes, because we did not have money to buy things, yes, yes, 
we suffered... food was scarce... at times in those days we had to eat wild greens, well or 
what we had. beans, a little rice, yes, nothing more...Children suffered." (10/01)'"* 

Memories of hard times were also shared by extension workers located in the 

area. Giulia, the Italian NGO public health nurse who became the UPISL general adviser 

from December 1990 to May 1994 remembers: 

"[we decided to intervene and] we designed this project against malnutrition [in 1991] 
because, well, we had traveled by foot the entire Lalana area and we saw that this was the 
most important problem...children were growing really poorly, they were tremendously 
undernourished... They did not have enough to eat." (08/99) 

[ will address the issue of seasonality at length in the next chapter. 

In 1989-90 and 1990-91, they were receiving an average of 2.45 pesos per Kg; in 1988-89.5.77 pesos; 
in 1985-86, 10.68 and in 1986-87 10.79 (Martinez 1996). These prices are controlled for inflation. 

'•* [Cuando salid el INMECAFE] la comunidad se vio triste porque cada gente ya antes recibi'a su derecho a 
su trabajo pero despues de esto ya se desaparecio, ya no habfa nada, entonces ya no hubo de golpe fue..se 
desaparecieron asf de golpe.. Sf sufrid bastante la familia bastante..sf porque ya no habfa para comprar..sf, 
sf se sufrid..la alimentacidn escaseaba..pues a veces en esos dfas comiamos quelites. bueno o que tenemos 
frijolitos, un poco de arroz, sf, eso nada mas..Sufrieron los nifios pues." 

"[decidimos intervenir Jy estuvimos escribiendo este proyecto de nutricidn [en 1991] porque, bueno, ya 
se habfan hecho varios recorridos por la region, se habfa visto que esto era el problema mas importante, eh, 
...los niiios estaban creciendo muy mal, may pero muy desnutridos... No tenfan suficiente de que comer". 
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While villagers did face some limitations in perceiving the magnitude of the 

impact that undernutrition has on child growth,"* they never missed the immediate 

connection between hunger and lack of food self-sufficiency; a connection that Giulia 

emphasizes when reflecting on her memories as an extension worker: 

'The nutrition project was very important, but naturally one could not think that this was alll 
Because the problem we were facing [was much bigger]. When we think about 
undernutrition, we need to think about food and when people have nothing, they produce 
nothing or only coffee, then the most important thing was to push for agricultural 
development, not only toward coffee and the market but especially in order to begin to 
produce "stuff to eat, for self-consumption. People knew this very well." (08/99)'^ 

Secondly, the critical situation experienced in 1991 was relatively new; reflecting 

a trend of worsening nutritional conditions which, according to the historical nutritional 

curve, must have emerged between 1989 and 1991. In the curve, undernutrition rates 

which had reached an historical minimum of 44% in 1988 after dropping 17 percentage 

points from 1985'^, began to creep up in the following years, reaching almost 70% by 

1997. It is apparent that this trend coincides closely with the coffee crisis. This fact 

should not surprise considering not only that coffee was basically the only source of 

income in Santa Cecilia at that time but also that local food self-reliance was minimal, 

putting this population at great nutritional risk in a time of emergency. Cecilienos had no 

At first, the general attitude was fatalistic. Cecilienos became more convinced that their kids were 
growing really poorly and with serious health consequences when the issue was addressed in several UPISL 
workshops and meetings and the information was generated and transmitted through participatory 
assessment techniques. 

" "el proyecto este de nutricidn era muy importante, pero naturalmente no podfa pensarse ahora este era 
todo! Porque el problema era. ahora que se habla de desnutricion, hay que hablar d: alimentacidn y cuando 
la gente no tiene nada. no produce nada o produce solo cafe, entonces la cosa importante era paralelamente 
era empujar el proyecto, o sea un desarrollo de nivel agn'cola bastante fuerte noo, no solo para, no solo para 
el cafe, para venderlo. sino tambien para comenzar a producir algo para comer noo. para el autoconsumo. 
La gente entendfa eso perfectamente." 

1984 is the first year for which we have data. 
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immediate alternatives and their "capabilities" (Sen 1987) were severely restricted at that 

time: 

"Here, pure coffee we were producing then. Land here was only for coffee. When INMECAFfi 
left and [coffee] prices fell, the crisis began, the crisis burst and it hit us very hard. Here we 
were producing nothing, only coffee and corn. And our corn yields are not enough, were not 
enough. By then we had lost the habit [to produce more diverse crops), very few beans, too 
few and nothing more." (Efren 10/97)" 

Third, the consequences of a worsening nutritional status represented by stunting 

are far reaching and could not even be turned around by the multiple initiatives to 

improve food security (both access and quality) promoted by the UPISL in the locality in 

following years. Unlike weight—stature cannot be recuperated and its effects are 

permanent on the young individual. Short stature can already be present at birth as a 

result of nutritional deficiencies in the mother during gestation. It takes more than one 

generation to recuperate lost height and the impact of environmentally-induced shortness 

on child growth can be devastating (Chavez and Martfnez 1981; Messer 1986, 1989; 

Pelto and Pelto 1989). What is particularly worrisome in Santa Cecilia is that, according 

to our 1998 data and the historical curve for stunting, this worsening trend continued 

throughout the nineties, already seriously affecting the "functionings" (Sen 1987) of one 

generational cohort-even when weight measures did begin to improve. As we will see in 

chapter seven and according to our most recent nutritional data from 2001, this trend has 

now finally reversed. Although we cannot establish causal associations, this trend 

reversal is probably a compound outcome of PROGRESA nutritional interventions and 

" "Aquf puro cafe estabamos produciendo. La tierra era solo para el cafe. Cuando INMECAFE se fue y los 
precios bajaron llegd la crisis, llegd la crisis muy fuerte y nos pegd muy duro. Aquf no se producfa nada, 
solo cafe y mai'z. Y el mai'z no alcanza, no alcanzaba. Ya no habfa la costumbre, ya se habfa perdido. poco 
frijol, demasiado poco y nada mas". 
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cash transfers as well as UPISL-guided efforts to widen local food availability and 

diversity which are finally taking effect. It is clear that, in rural peasant localities such as 

Santa Cecilia, nutrition outcomes improve only when three conditions are met: I) specific 

nutrition interventions targeting vulnerable groups, 2) the flow of a steady infusion of 

cash is guaranteed (both conditions met today by PROGRESA), and 3) food security is 

fostered through production diversification and increased staple food production (what 

the UPISL is slowly achieving). 

Fourth, where UPISL initiatives did have a more immediate positive nutritional 

impact was in avoiding emergency food crises of such magnitude as that we registered in 

1991. In recounting UPISL achievements, Ebodio made the following statement: 

[The UPISL) has attained many things, we started with coffee and then we had more...we do 
not live like we did when we started, those were very hard times, we had nothing. Now 
children have clothing and have food... with food things are better; at tlrst we did not have all 
the support and resources we have now...we are stronger now with money we need to support 
our children, we can buy more food....we have more food with ail our projects, we have more 
food for our children. (07/98)"° 

His words mirror a perception shared among many UPISL member families. That 

things got better thanks to UPISL multiple food security projects find support in our 

anthropometric measurements of 1998, where the indicator weight-per-age appears to 

improve substantially for both the 0-5 and the 5-12 years old groups in comparison to 

1991 (see Graphs 4.7 and 4.8). 

*""[ La UPlSLI ha salido adelante con muchos logros, se inicid con el cafe y ahora ha habido mucho 
mas...no vivimos como antes cuando se inicio, esos fueron tiempos muy duros, no se tenfa nada. Ahora los 
ninos tienen ropita y tienen comida...con la comida las cosas estan mejor; al principio no tenfamos los 
apoyos que tenemos ahora...se ha hecho fuerte el gasto, con mantener a los nifios, podemos comprar algo 
de alimentaci6n...tenemos mas comida con nuestros proyectos, tenemos mas comida para los ninos". 
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GRAPH 4.7, Undernutrition rates (weight-for-age) 0-5 year old, Santa Cecilia 1991/1998 

Nutri t ional  Status severe 

GRAPH 4.8, Undernutrition rates (weight-for-age) 5-12 years old, Santa Cecilia 
1991/1998 

Normal 

Nutritional s4tus 
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It is worth noting that both measurements—the 1991 and the 1998—were taken in 

June, which in Santa Cecilia is a time of scarcity in the availability of local food crops 

(especially com) and in access to cash. Ceciliefios recollect coffee between October and 

January and begin to sell it as soon as November; time when cash begins to flow until 

Febmary or March. Temporal com is harvested in the Fall and reserves are usually 

available for four to six months afterwards. During the Summer months com reserves are 

depleted for most people and cash is scarce. Nevertheless, it looks like even during the 

lean Summer months of 1998, children did not suffer from substantial weight loss in 

comparison to 1991--the zenith of crisis and hunger. 

Fifth, the specific impact of UPISL projects on food security and nutrition is 

nevertheless very hard to measure. I found no significant differences in child nutritional 

outcomes between member and non member families in June 1998: 

TABLE 4.9, Prevalence of undernutrition annong children 0-12 years old belonging to 
UPISL member families or non-member families 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

UPISL Members 59.2 21.5 66.1 8.1 
(N=56) 

Non Members 54.0 25.0 67.5 8.5 
(N=40) 

Source; Data set from June L998 community-wide nutritional measurements 

Still, these data are not really surprising considering the modus operandi of the 

UPISL. The agenda driving agro-silvi-horticultural and animal husbandry projects is 

experimentation toward the end of increased productivity and demonstration of results to 

participating producers. Pilot projects require a much greater investment of labor than 
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capital. When they are successful, innovators adopt new practices with other villagers 

following suite later. This occurs regardless of whether these latter are or aren't UPISL 

members. This has in fact occurred several times, especially with projects that require 

hardly any capital but hard work and the mastering of agro-ecological cultivation 

techniques, such as with the sedentarization of the milpa. UPISL demonstration projects 

can and do multiply beyond member producers. This illustrates the process of 

knowledge's transmission through and beyond membership networks. This process 

unfolds with time. 

Where I did find a significant difference in nutritional outcomes was in 

satisfaction percentages of daily energy and protein requirements between UPISL and 

non-UPISL family members in the lean Summer months (Table 4.10): 

TABLE 4.10, Daily energy and protein requirement satisfaction, UPISL vs. Non-UPISL 
members 

UPISL Members 
(N=30) 

Non Members 
(N=22) 

We administered 24 hour food recall surveys for each individual member of 12 families in each of the 
two localities. These families were selected as a stratified sample on the basis of socioeconomic stratum 
(poor, middle and rich) and family stage formation (recently formed nuclear families, established families 
with live-in adult sons and/or daughters and old families with elderly and few or none adults of 
reproductive age). The survey was designed, administered and processed with the guidance from, and 
support of the INNSZ. We administered the survey any day of the selected week from Tuesday to Saturday, 
so that the collected information would refer to a weekday (Monday to Friday) and would exclude the 
weekend diet. The percentages of satisfaction of average energy and protein requirements were calculated 
for each individual in the sample according to WHO standards controlled for age and sex. 

Dally Energy Requirements Daily Protein Requirements 

+90 70-90 -70 +90 70-90 -70 

33.3 43.3 50 20 30 23.3 

13.6 9.1 77.3 27.3 18.2 54.5 

Source; 24-hour food recall survey, July 1998 (selected families) 
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It is worth noting that the percentages of satisfaction of energy requirements (i.e.: 

carbohydrates, of which com is the major staple) are very low in both groups although 

they are much lower among non member families. Protein requirements are also low 

although not as much as energy requirements. With protein, a much greater percentage 

(50% as opposed to 27.3%) of UPISL families were able to satisfy or even exceed their 

daily requirements. These results very much reflect the continuous negative effect of 

seasonality on local diets. Yet, seasonality seems to affect non member families in a 

greater proportion than UPISL families' members; the UPISL may in fact begin to enable 

its members to fare better in their ability to procure food during the lean season. 

Nutrition and agriculture in the consolidation of the UPISL 

I believe that it was not only because of the coffee crisis per-se, but also because 

of food emergencies such as the one experienced in 1991 that the UPISL gained 

momentum as an organization. In the process, it expanded its initial 1989 objective to 

search advantageous alternatives for the commercialization of coffee to include food 

security projects of various nature. It was precisely in late 1991 that the first initiatives to 

develop productive alternatives to coffee were devised and the first food projects were 

launched; 

"At the beginning [of the organization! ..we only thought, solely about coffee because we did 
not think about other crops, we did not think at all about them." [Q.: How long did the UPISL 
only work with coffee?] "Something like two years since we constituted the organization and 
then we began with more activities." [Why did you think about other things at that moment?] 
"Because we needed other crops to improve our diets. [to| have enough to eat, for 
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subsistence, for our children, many were hungry. We needed to find a solution" (Ebodio 
L0/00)~ 

In Santa Cecilia, food projects included at first fish-culture, and home gardening. 

These initiatives had to overcome initial fatalism, particularly rooted with any project that 

had to do with the introduction of new agricultural products, such as in home gardening: 

"A problem was at the first their fear when we were organizing something new, something to 
learn how to do it...for instance, with vegetables, them always with the idea in their heads that 
'this product does not grow here', "here in our land only coffee [can grow)'. In that way, 
with mistrust."^ (Giulia, 08/00) 

Despite these initial difficulties, though, food security projects were established 

and did become another important incentive besides coffee commercialization to the 

growth of the UPISL as an organization. Another parallel strategy toward improving local 

consumption patterns was to establish LFPISL community stores in order to guarantee a 

constant flow of staple food items (as well as other basic consumption needs) at lower 

prices in isolated member localities—such as Santa Cecilia. Here, the UPISL store was 

opened in 1993 with prices consistently lower than the private tienda'^ a few yards away 

and still comparable to, or at times even lower than corresponding CONASUPO prices. 

Projects designed to improve consumption were accompanied by projects to improve 

~ En un principio [de la organizacidnl....nomas se pensaba nomas de cafe porque no pensabamos en otros 
cultivos, no pensabamos en nada de eso" [Q.: Cuantos afios estuvieron trabajando nada mas puro cafe?] 
"Como dos aiios [desde] cuando ya estaba formada la organizacidn y luego ya empezamos con otras cosas" 
[Q.: Porque pensaron en otras cosas en ese tiempo?] "Porque necesitamos otros cultivos para mejorar la 
alimentacidn, [para] comer, para el autoconsumo, para nuestros hijos....muchos padecian hambre. Habi'a 
que buscar solucidn". 

^ "Un problema era al comienzo su miedo cuando se organizaba algo nuevo para aprender a hacer...por 
ejempio a las hortalizas y, este, ellos siempre con la idea en la cabeza de que "^aquf no se da', 'aqut en 
nuestra tierra solo cafe', asf como con desconfianza, no? " 

Tienda: petty store. 
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production through crop diversification and the use of multiple agro-ecological 

techniques. Together, they became the core of UPISL activities in later years. 

It is important to remark on the disjuncture that currently exists in UPISL 

leadership's discourse and practice between attaining food security, on the one hand, and 

pursuing a better nutritional status, on the other. Food security is directly linked to agro-

forestry production and, as I explained in chapter three, this has become a prominent 

feature of the organization's work in later years. Nutrition, on the other hand, is strictly 

identified today by UPISL leaders with growth monitoring and food supplementation for 

target groups and it is associated with the health domain in general. Matfas expresses this 

disjunctive sharply, making clear which of the domains has priority at this point in the 

history and practice of the organization: 

"...They need to start with the economy in order to resolve what is health and 
welfare...especially with health and nutrition, one needs to resolve first the problem of 
production. As Giulia from MLAL used to say: "what shall I measure people's heights and 
weights for? To find out how much longer they would survive or when they would die 
because nothing was being resolved, to find out how much resistance they have? In how 
many days they will die? Or how long they will survive?' ...Our concern was that they were 
not producing, that they were not organized. So the organization had to start with the attempt 
to achieve food self-sufficiency, something that we are beginning to approach now. From that 
on one can start thinking about the rest." (03/99)^ 

^ "Para que se de lo otro que es salud y bienestar tienen que empezar con lo economico... sobre todo [paraj 
salud y nutricidn, necesitas tener resuelto el problema productivo. Como decfa Giulia... del Movimiento 
[MLAL]...: "que podna estar midiendo a la gente para ver cuanto tiempo aguantaba y se morfan porque no 
estaban resolviendo nada, [para ver] que resistencia tienen, a los cuantos dfas se muere o que tiempo 
aguantan asf '...la preocupacidn era que no estan produciendo,... que falta la organizacidn.. Entonces la 
organizacidn... tenia que empezar con llegar a la autosuficiencia alimentaria que estamos medio logrando. 
A partir de que se llega ahf se tiene que empezar en lo demas. Primero lo ambiental, lo economico, la 
alimentacidn. No pensar en las mujeres, los ninos, los ancianos: eso es secundario por naturaleza. Tienes 
que resolver los problemas de la comida antes, el problema econdmico para llegar a lo demas....uno se 
empieza a preocupar de su casa despues que resuelve lo de la comida. Yo me empiezo a preocupar despues 
que les traigo de comer que [mi casa] este bien pintada. O sea, la cuestidn de salud y nutricidn va a estar 
despuK de resolver lo primero. " 
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In UPISL discourse and practice, the restrictive association of better nutrition with 

growth monitoring and targeted food supplementation has made it very easy to consider 

this domain of intervention health-specific and divorce it from food security. This 

association was established in the early years of the organization when the first UPISL 

community promoters were trained precisely in health and nutrition and began to carry 

out growth monitoring of children from UPISL families. Parallel child growth assessment 

actions—at times in cooperation, at others in competition with UPISL promoters—were 

carried out by rural health posts controlled by the Ministry of Health located in this 

region; this, further emphasized the link between nutrition and health services. More 

recently, the PROGRESA program (see chapter six for a description of the program) in 

cooperation with the governmental health sector has taken over and combined most 

health, growth monitoring and food supplementation actions in this region, reaffirming 

once more the association between health and nutrition in governmental intervention 

strategies."'' 

Early promotion and direct involvement in nutrition projects by the UPISL 

leadership were followed by a gradual decrease in their interest in pursuing directly this 

line of action in following years. The entrance of PROGRESA in 1999 de facto 

preempted any last attempts to revitalize the UPISL nutrition program which, by then, 

was already faltering on its own. With PROGRESA, nutrition as a field of intervention has 

It is important to stress that the association between health and nutrition that PROGRESA promotes—and 
to which UPISL leadership subscribes—does not include some important components of health promotion 
that would effectively contribute to the synergy between good health and nutrition. For example, collective 
public health measures of vital importance for a major reduction in the burden of disease/undemutrition— 
such as sanitation and the provisioning of clean water—are not pursued at the community level with 
PROGRESA. 
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become even more firmly linked to the governmental health sector, becoming an 

"institutionalized" realm which the UPISL leadership does not feel under its direct 

responsibility anymore. 

Although the association between health and nutrition was firmly established in 

UPISL since the early 1990s, the current position adopted by the organization and 

expressed by Matfas's words represents an interesting twist from the original stance. In 

the early years, nutrition was identified as a priority field of intervention for the UPISL. It 

was a path to widen the scope of what originated as a health services project in order to 

address pressing food security issues in this crisis-stricken region. Marco, the first Italian 

adviser of the UPISL (1989-1990) who had actively promoted the constitution of the 

organization, remembers this well: 

Officially, I came to these communities as a health project personnel—Since my tlrst visits to 
the communities I realized that "health" was not—in the way they conceived of it—a felt 
problem nor a priority! What to do? Even if my "official identity" was health, in meetings we 
always ended up discussing problems related to subsistence, food and the economy. We 
designed a nutrition project so that we could continue to officially work in health and at the 
same time would allow us to intervene in agriculture and food subsistence" (08/00)"^ 

Nutrition was then strategically used as a natural extension of the health project so 

that MLAL and UPISL could include precisely food production and consumption in their 

intervention domain. Especially for MLAL -who depended on the Italian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs for the continuation of funds— nutrition acted thus as a bridge to devote 

"Oficialmente. yo llegue a las comunidades como personal de un proyecto de salud-.Desde mi primer 
impacto con las comunidades entendf que la salud no era. asf como ellos en aquel entonces la percibfan, 
problema sentido ni prioridad! cQue hacer? Aunque mi "cara oficial" era de salud. en las reuniones se 
llegaba siempre a discutir de problemas relacionados con la subsistencia, la alimentacion y la economia. 
Planteamos un proyecto en nutricidn para poder mantener la fachada oficial de un trabajo en salud y al 
mismo tiempo nos permitiera intervenir en la problematica de la agricultura y la subistencia". 
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growing time, energy and financial resources to multiple food security initiatives. In the 

following years, interventions in health, nutrition, food security and agricultural 

production went hand in hand in a sort of integrated plan to improve local living 

conditions. Then, a couple of years after MLAL personnel left the area, in 1996 the UPISL 

leadership began to increasingly become more "productionist" in its orientation, 

privileging, in both discourse and action, sustainable agro-forestry projects over all other 

non production-oriented initiatives. Matias, trained as an agronomist, was pivotal in 

effecting this change. Once again, his words are illustrative: 

"There must be a change in [UPlSLj objectives... [the objectives] are more specific now, 
before they were too general. In reality the objective is to improve production and 
productivity and sustainability and the environment., [so that we canl generate a more 
ecological model of production" (03/99)"* 

An undergoing parallel process helps understand how and why nutrition 

interventions were severed from production and agriculture initiatives and set aside as a 

different—and subordinate—field of intervention. Besides becoming increasingly 

"medicalized""^ and "institutionalized", nutrition has undergone a process of "gender-

segregation" within the UPISL in latter years. This process became possible for the 

creation of the UPISL women's chapters beginning in 1995. A gendered division of labor 

has clearly emerged in following years. UPISL food strategies in agriculture and 

production were retained as a predominant—albeit not exclusively—male endeavor. 

"Tiene que habercambio en los objetivos [de la UPISL]...[los objetivos] sen'an mas especitlcos, antes se 
generalizaba todo, en realidad el objetivo es mejorar la produccion y productividad y la sostenibilidad y el 
medio ambiente....[hacia] generar un desarrollo mas ecoldgico productive". 

^ "Medicalized" not in the sense of needing or being offered medication but in the sense of becoming a 
field of intervention under the practical jurisdiction of health agencies and personnel. 
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Strategies in the iiealth and nutrition realm—which now, though, does include micro-

scale agro-forestry production although mostly limited to the domestic domain (for 

example, home-gardening)—has increasingly (but with a few exceptions) become a 

female task.^° 

This division of labor within the organization obviously reproduces broader 

patriarchy-based gender differentiations which are very marked in indigenous social 

spaces such as the Chinantia region.^' It also fits nicely with Matfas's economicism and 

environmentalism; orientations that are couched in a language reflective of a gendered 

hierarchy of action priorities: 

"First is the environment, the economy, food security. Not the thought of women, children or 
the elderly: this thought comes next by nature. One needs to resolve food and economic 
problems first to be able to face the rest afterwards...One begins to worry about his home 
after he guarantees enough food [for his family]. I become concerned about whether [my 
house] is well painted or not after I bring home enough food. In other words, health and 
nutrition come next after the most basic has been resolved." (Matfas 03/99)^" 

In this hierarchy, women and women's realms of action are effectively 

subordinated, and become secondary to men and men's fields of intervention. By doing 

so, Matfas reproduces in UPISL initiatives and priorities broader gender subordinations. 

In 1999. Marcelo stated that "the tleld of women [includes] nutrition, health, home-gardening and small 
animal husbandry" [el rubro de mujeres [incluye] nutricidn. salud y la cultura de traspatio]. 

While we could read this as a mechanical reproduction within the UPISL of pervasive male-dominant 
power relations, we need to be aware that the construction of separate gender-segregated social spaces may 
actually contribute to the solidification of women's organizational experiences outside of the immediate 
control of men. This has been precisely the case in three of the UPISL women's chapters that, unlike Santa 
Cecilia's, have succeeded in consolidating themselves through the pursue, and direct control, of their own 
small scale projects oriented mostly to domestic food production. 

"Primero lo ambiental, lo economico, la alimentacion. No pensar en las mujeres, los ninos, los ancianos; 
eso es secundario por naturaleza. Tienes que resolver los problemas de la comida antes, el problema 
economico para llegar a lo demas....uno se empieza a preocupar de su casa despues que resuelve lo de la 
comida. Yo me empiezo a preocupar despues que les traigo de comer que [mi casa] este bien pintada. O 
sea, la cuestion de salud y nutricidn va a estar despues de resolver lo primero." 
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Similarly to current governmental policies toward the peasantry (see chapter six), this 

process of separation and subordination constitutes what Foucault conceived as a 

"dividing practice": a process by which specific fields of knowledge and action are 

carved in social practice and assigned to or toward different groups of subjects (men 

versus women). The process itself, in turn, contributes to reinforce differential identities, 

construed, in this case, on the basis of gender opposition, separation and 

domination/subordination (Foucault 1982). 

In Santa Cecilia, the local women's chapter in charge of this field of knowledge 

and action suffered ramping conflicts and problems. Cleavages were both internal to the 

group as well as with the men's chapter of Santa Cecilia; they finally led to the 

dissolution of the women's group in 1999 and the departure of its two most prominent 

leaders from the locality. One of the leaders was Sara, the community health promoter 

who was also the UPISL women chapter's Secretary.^^ Her departure and the group's 

dismantling meant the demise, at least for the time being, of UPISL nutrition assessment 

and intervention measures in Santa Cecilia; as well as the end of any other women-

oriented UPISL initiative. While in other UPISL localities, women's chapters have been 

far more successful, with no exception they are still the ones assigned all health and 

nutrition projects that the UPISL may embark on. 

Unlike Foucauldian modes of objectification that imply totalizing practices of 

domination in human activity, "dividing practices" such as this can actually empower 

women's groups. They provide the impetus for women to create a separate field of action 

See chapter six for a more detailed portrait of Sara. 
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in which they can emerge as leaders and work toward achieving consolidation and 

success in their own projects. In this sense, it is important to stress that to be women-

assigned does not necessarily imply that nutrition related projects are destined to fail or 

will not acquire more importance in the future. It does imply, though, that their success 

depends on: a) the full appropriation of such a realm of intervention as important and 

prioritized by the organized women group and b) the capability of each women's chapter 

to consolidate itself within the organization at large and successfully claim social 

recognizance for its work. If the women's group fails, all the projects assigned to that 

group fail as well, as was indeed the unfortunate case in Santa Cecilia in 1999. 

Specifically in the case of the UPISL, to make nutrition health- and gender-

specific and then severe the ties between agriculture and production, on the one hand, and 

nutrition and health, on the other, did effectively decrease the importance that nutrition 

has as a field of intervention within the organization. This happened precisely at a time 

(the mid- to late 1990s) when the organization at large was acquiring more experience 

and strength to carry out, and obtain financing for, all kinds of projects—including 

women-oriented or-managed projects—while women's chapters in most cases are not yet 

solid enough to take over. 

Likewise, it has weakened, at least for the time being, the organization's 

capability to devise and implement an integrated strategy to achieve food security, 

improve nutrition and fight malnutrition; a strategy that should combine the production 

and consumption fronts while it should also include specific interventions for targeted 

vulnerable groups and individuals. Yet, as we will see in chapter seven, with the 
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consolidation of PROGRESA in the locality, specific nutrition interventions are today 

(2001-2002) carried out precisely as specific components of this program. What the 

UPISL left unattended, PROGRESA has incorporated. 

This combination of strategies on the production front by the UPISL and on the 

nutrition front by PROGRESA may well explain why negative historical trends in children 

heights have finally reversed at the beginning of the XXI century. As we will see in 

chapter six, however, PROGRESA's logic of intervention, as well as the cultural practices 

and social relations it produces or fosters are profoundly different from what the UPISL 

initially attempted to do in the nutrition realm. 

B. ANALCO 

The late 1990s 

In Analco, we took anthropometric measures of between 92% and 96% of all 

children residing in the community at two different times: during the "lean" (July 1998) 

and the plenty (February 1999) seasons. These two measurements yielded data important 

to my evaluation of the impact of seasonality on child nutrition,^"* the results of which I 

present in the following chapter. 

The initial idea was to measure the impact of seasonality in Santa Cecih'a as well. Local conditions, 
though, did not allow us to do so. A personal conflict arose between the local health worker— who had the 
legitimacy and power to carry out growth monitoring in the locality—and the UPISL leadership just after the 
first measurement and continued to worsen in the following months. This situation made our planned 
intervention in 1999 untimely. 
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TABLE 4.11, General prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 year old) 
and older children (5-12 year old), Anaico 1998 (N=140) 

Stunting 
Low 

Weight-for-Age 
Low 

Weight-for-Age Wasting 

0-5 years old (N=50) 54.0 10.0 46.0 4.0 

5-12 years old {N=90) 63.3 12.2 65.5 1.2 
Source: Data set from June 1998 field measurements 

TABLE 4.12, General prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 year old) 
and older children (5-12 year old), Anaico 1999 (N=152/159)^® 

Stunting 
Low 

Weight-for-Age 
Low 

Weight-for-Age Wasting 

36 0-5 year old (N=43/50) 

5-12 year old (N=109) 

51.2 10.0 42.0 2.3 

55.0 6.4 40.4 1.1 
Source: Data set from February 1999 field measurements 

As we can see from the previous tables, in Anaico stunting rates are slightly lower 

in the 0-5 than in the 5-12 year age groups in both measurements. This result is in line 

with what one would expect: in a sense, low stature is a process of adaptation to 

unfavorable social, economic and environmental conditions which tends to accumulate as 

the years go by. As such, negative prevalence rates in a given child population are 

expected to be higher in older than younger children. 

While the total number of preschoolers included in the anthropometric study did not vary from 1998 to 
1999 (N=50), the number of older children did increase from 90 to 109 in February 1999 due to the 
wholehearted support of the local school teachers to the study. At the time of our first growth assessment 
study in July 1998, schools were already closed for the customary Summer vacations and several of the 
older kids were helping out their parents in the fields at time of measurements. Thanks to teachers' support, 
I calculate that in February 1999, we were able to include over 95% of all community children aged 0 to 
12. 

For seven of the preschoolers, we were only able to record their weight. The total sample was thus N=50 
for the indicator weight-fbr-age and N=43 for the other two indicators. 



235 

Stunting rates were still higher in Anaico in 1998, in comparison to rates for rural 

Oaxaca in 1996 and even higher in comparison to rural national rates. Results according 

to weight-for-age indicate that Anaico fares better than rural Oaxaca and these rates are 

similar to rural national averages from the ENAL96. Only 10% of Anaico preschoolers 

were suffering from moderate or severe undernutrition as measured by the weight-for-age 

indicator in comparison to 23.3% among preschoolers from rural Oaxaca and 16.9% of 

preschoolers living in rural areas across Mexico. If we include slight undernutrition in 

these prevalence rates, in 1998 Anaico children approximated national averages and still 

fared better than the rural Oaxaca average. 

TABLE 4.13, Prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 year old), Anaico, 
rural Oaxaca and rural Mexico 

Anaico 

Rural Oaxaca (state)" 

Rural Mexico (national)" 

In our two measurements it is important to note that only four children were 

suffering from wasting; of these, three were slightly underweight for their stature and 

only one was suffering from severe undernutrition. In each of the four cases, children 

were either sick and were suffering from lack of appetite or were just recovering from an 

acute illness which had caused recent weight loss at the time of measurement. These 

results, in addition to the relatively low prevalence of moderate and severe undernutrition 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age 

54.0 10.0 46.0 
47.0 23.3 54.5 
33.9 16.9 42.8 

Source; 'Data Set from 1998 fieidwork 
ENAL 1996, [NNSZ 

Note that these results would not change significantly in using 1999 prevalence rates for Anaico. 
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as determined by the weight-for-age indicator, indicate that this locality was facing no 

food emergency crisis in either 1998 or 1999. 

An historical perspective 

GRAPH 4.14, Historical undernutrition rates (height-for-age), Anaico 1972-1997 
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Our current data on child stature fit closely with the retrospective historical 

projection curve for heights we were able to construct for this locality. As we can see 

from the curve, 1997^' stunting averages of 58% approximate 1998 prevalence rates for 

children. 

Thanks again to Dr. Abeiardo Aviia Curiel for introducing me to the historical nutrition cur\'e method as 
well as for elaborating the curve itself. 

1997 is the most recent year included in the curve since latest anthropometric measurements (February 
1999) need to be projected backward in time at least one year to be taken into consideration for the creation 
of the curve. 
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Besides confirming these results, though, what is particularly interesting and 

remarkable in this curve is how undernutrition rates of the last two decades closely fit 

with the history of the coffee economy during this time. Beginning in 1980, staggering 

1970s' undernutrition rates affecting 95% of the population decreased almost 40 

percentage points throughout the 1980s to reach an approximate rate of 56% in 1989. It is 

important to remember that coffee production expanded massively in Analco beginning 

in 1978. Since we know that it takes four to five years to begin harvesting, it was only 

around 1982 and in following years that Analquefio families were able to receive 

substantial benefits from this investment. The almost 40 percentage point decrease in 

stunting rates occurred precisely in the decade of the coffee boom when prices were on 

the average relatively high and a steady flow of income was coming into the locality. 

During this decade, 1984-85 was the only agricultural cycle in which coffee prices went 

down considerably and these are precisely the years when the downward slope presents a 

momentary halt to then continue declining in the following years of the ninety-eighties. 

After ten years of almost constant improvement in nutritional status, the down 

slope came to a sudden halt in 1989, and tendencies were slightly reversed with a small 

rise in undernutrition rates of 3 percentage points from 1989 to 1994. From 1994 to 

1997—the last year for which we have information for the curve—the situation leveled 

off showing a slight tendency downward with a couple percentage points decrease in 

undernutrition rates. 

These historical data on nutritional status clearly reflect the tremendous impact 

that becoming a comiinidad cafetalera, and the coffee crisis, has had on the lives of 
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Analquefios and, specifically on food security. Unlike in Santa Cecilia, this impact was 

mostly positive in Analco. During coffee boom times, nutrition improved dramatically in 

this pueblo. Unlike Ceciliefios, Analquefios did not face a serious food emergency at the 

end of the 1980s or beginning of the 1990s. Although overall production decreased 

significantly, Analqueno households never stopped cultivating com. They did in fact 

maintain in most cases enough production to support family immediate consumption; 

something that was much easier to achieve here than in Santa Cecilia thanks to better 

quality land and higher productivity per hectare. Analquefios' capabilities (Sen 1987) to 

maintain food security and thus avoid hunger were not seriously impinged by the 1989-

1993 coffee crisis. 

Food is a commonly talked about topic when remembrance of those positive times 

crops up. Food is obviously a basic human necessity. Still, for those—such as 

Analquefios-- who grow much of their own food and resolve the majority of their 

subsistence needs through the direct exploitation of surrounding natural resources, the 

saliency of food talk is clearly related to the importance that food security acquires for 

these peasant cultivators. 

Many Analquefios remember the importance and the positive impact on their 

livelihoods of INMECAFE's promotion and commercialization of coffee in the 1980s. 

Severino in 1998 told us: 

"What has changed [in the last twenty years] is what we eat. Now, twenty years ago we ate 
pure beans, beans with salt, just like that. Then, we did not have money, we could not buy 
anything, there was no money for buying oil and people were poor. Now we have a little bit 
of money, since we are working with coffee....Then, when we began to plant coffee, no, no. 
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we harvested very little, now yes we harvest more—What has changed is the kind of food we 
eat." (05/98)'"' 

Seventy-six year old Fernando agreed with this vision of drastic dietary 

improvements, remarking how these changes were clearly caused by the coffee economy 

promoted by INMECAFE during the boom years: 

".before people ate salt with tortilla, that's it, tortilla with nothing just salt and as before we 
harvested just a little bit of beans... it has been ten or twelve years since the potato [was 
introduced], before we did not have it..And rice. I have known rice for ten years now.. Before 
we ate little, we suffered quite a bit. yes. Analco has progressed a lot in the last fifteen to 
twenty years. Life has changed a lot when INMECAFE. With INMECAFE people had a little 
bit of money. INMECAFE gave us money, before. People picked coffee and then, happily 
with coffee, they [INMECAFE] always gave us money. It gave us money advances." (07/98)'" 

In contrast, when some Analquefios construct their memories around the coffee 

crisis and its impact on well-being in following years, money scarcity—not worsening 

diets or other aspects of material life—prevails as the dominant discursive topic: 

[When INMECAF^ was dismantled, what happened?] When INMECAFE was dismantled, the 
only [institution] that helped us was the INL Yes, because when INMECAFE was around, we 
always had some money left...for instance, if I sold coffee one year, I would get some money 
in December, some in October. They call it "permanent money", it is money. If I sold coffee 
too cheaply and the price had risen a bit, INMECAFE would enter the scene and would give us 
some more money...When INMECAFE died, all this system died too, all of that disappeared, 
and money would no longer circulate" (Fernando 07/98)''* 

"Lo que ha cambiado [en los liltimos veinte anos] es la comida, ahora tiene como veinte atios que se 
comfa puro frijol, asf frijol con sal nada mas, es todo. Antes como no habia dinero, comprar no podia la 
gente, no habfa dinero para comprar aceite, y la gente estaba pobre. La gente ahorita ya tiene un poco de 
dinero, porque esta trabajando de puro cafe pues antes cuando empezaban a sembrarlo [el cafe], no, no, 
se cosechaba muy poco, ahora sf se cosecha algo, se esta cosechando pues...Lo que ha cambiado es la 
comida pues." 

'" "...Antes la gente anteriormente comfan sal con tortilla, asf. tortilla, asi sin nada pues con pura sal y como 
antes no, no se cosechaba mas frijol, nada mas un poquito. ...la papa tiene diez o doce anos [que la 
introdujeron], antes no habfa.. Y el arroz tiene como diez anos que conoct arroz... Antes se comfa poquito, 
sufrfamos bastante. sf. Analco ha progresado mucho en los ultimos veinte, quince ano. La vida ha cambiado 
cuando INMECAFE sf. Con INMECAre la gente tenfa un poco de dinero, con INMECAFE le daba a uno 
antes, anteriormente. La gente pues cortaba cafe y ahf luego entraban con cafe, contentos, siempre daban de 
dinero antes. Nos adelantaba dinero antes." 

[Y cuando quiebra INMECAFE, que pasa?] "Cuando INMECAre, cuando INMECAFE quebro, pues el 
unico [es el] INI que esta apoyando a la gente. Sf, porque antes que era INMECAFE, quedaba como un 
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It is as if improvements achieved in local diets througiiout the years of the coffee 

boom cannot be reversed in local discourse; nor—at least to an extent—in practice. As we 

saw in chapter three, the decade of the nineties has been particularly hard for coffee 

producers and local economies have suffered. As we will see in chapter seven, moreover, 

the downtrend for coffee has continued ever since 1997, reaching an all time low in 2001-

2002 when coffee producing organizations, peasant activists, several slate government 

figures and many rural experts joined decrying the demise of the peasant coffee economy 

in Mexico. 

Despite these very negative trends, according to Analquefios their diets have not 

changed substantially through the 1990s after the coffee crisis hit: "With the [coffeejprice 

down, the same,... same diet, there is no food shortage, we are buying the same what we 

need to eat"."^^ Faced with money scarcity, Analquefios understandably preferred to stop 

acquiring cement or other construction materials for their houses or restrict the purchase 

of new mules than restrict food consumption."*^ 

As we can see in the previous graph, these memories and current assessments of 

their own diets tend to coincide with the historical nutritional curve we constructed for 

dinero muerto permanente..que por ejemplo si yo vendfa el cafe este ano hasta diciembre, octubre recibo 
yo, dicen que es un dinero permanente. es dinero pues, si ya vendid a bajo precio el cafe y subio un poco el 
precio. alii entra INMECAFE y entrega un poquito centavo..Y cuando murid INMECAFE se murid 
totalmente eso, ya desaparecid totalmente eso, ya no movid mas el [dinero] " 

•"^"Con la cai'da del precio [del cafe] igual,..misma alimentacidn, no hay escasez de alimentos. comprando 
igual lo que se necesita para la comida" (Severino 10/00). 

In an interview carried out in October 2000, Bonifacio said: "with coffee prices down, well, all 
construction work ceased, no more building our houses, the money is just enough to pay for basic 
necessities, we do not buy animals for transport anymore, construction stopped" [con la cai'da del precio, 
pues. ahf se pararon los trabajos de construir la casa, nada mas el dinero paga para el gasto, ya no se 
compran bestias. pard la construccidn". 
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Analco. While nutrition has not got any better after the plunge in coffee returns and the 

disappearance of INMECAFE, neither has it become substantially worse in following 

years. 

Progress in Analco: memories from a recent past 

Reframed memories of the past and interpretations of the occurrence of change 

allow us to have a glimpse at existing links between popular discourse on food security 

and diet and widely-shared assessments, expectations, and perspectives on well-being. 

Popular discourse on diet is couched in a language where coffee and the existence of 

INMECAFE represent not only food plentifulness and greater variety in the local diet, but 

the attainment of "progress": 

"What has changed is the kind of food we eat. Sometimes we eat steak, fried eggs, fried fish, 
when we buy it in Usila. We know [what to eat] now, before we did not, we did not know 
how to prepare a fish stew, now we know, we know how to cook. We have progressed" 
(Severino 05/98)'" 

Severino's words are echoed by sixty year old Vicente who recalls: 

"Before coffee, here food consisted of some squash leaves, some chayote leaves and beans 
and pozol. What we had then was pure things from nature. Simple diets. We did not know the 
food we now know. Our knowledge was little" (06/98).^® 

In these memories, "progress" was achieved through the abandonment of a 

previous life. This life was characterized not only by food scarcity, but also by simple 

"Lo que ha cambiado es la comida pues. A veces comen bistek, huevo frito. mojarra frita, sf cuando 
compra uno mojarra en Usila. Ya saben pues, antes no sabfan nada, no sabtan como hacer mojarra de caldo. 
ahora ya saben, saben preparar, pues. Ya hemos progresado" 
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and natural diets as well as a general ignorance of the existence, worthiness and 

preparation of more "worldly" foods."*^ 

This discourse on the attainment of progress is widely-shared by men and women 

alike in Analco. In this discourse, food and diet occupy a central place. Yet, they are not 

the only reference points commonly evoked in local memories. In the context of 

carnpesino life, the meaning and practice of progress includes other aspects of material 

existence. Besides a "modem" diet (which includes a greater variety of foods and the 

ability to purchase certain food items), references are made to "modem" housing (made 

of blocks and cement), a clean-looking pueblo with paved walking paths, electricity, 

piped water, the establishment of the health post, the opening up of a better and wider 

mule path, and children education. It was precisely during the late 1970s and the 1980s— 

the INMECAFE era—that all these aspects of material life became highly desirable and 

attainable. 

Among them, housing shares with food a great salience in Anaqueno discourse 

and memory. A general pattern of consumption established in Analco during that time 

was the devotion of extra cash from coffee sales for house constmction. In the mid-i980s 

the more traditional thatched roof, wooden house with dirt floors began to be replaced by 

Antes del cafe aquf la alimentacion habfa un poco de hoja de calabaza. hoja de chayote y frijol y pozol y 
lo que habfa pues era pura cosa natural. Dieta senciila, pues. No conoci'amos la comida que conocemos 
ahora. Tenfamos poco conocimiento" 

[t is interesting to note how memories on progress are construed. Retrospective construction is based on a 
linear—as opposed to a cyclical—notion of time (Gupta 1994); linearity, though, is punctuated with a clear 
break in the flow of time between what was "before" and what was or is "after". Differences and change 
between the two points in time tend to be polarized and magnified as a strategic "recourse" to give a sense 
of movement, direction, and accomplishment to the t1ow of historical events and processes. 
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block and cement housing, in a widespread call for "modernity" and "progress" which 

almost all Analquenos have embraced: 

"When INMECAFE enters the scene, we decide to build a house, yes, lite improves here, 
progressing, we progress a great deal here, we change many things with coffee, we build 
good houses, cement and brick houses like those of the city" (Bonifacio 10/00) 

"When INMECAFE came, we had more money, all of us, and we all began to build, to build 
houses with that money: good houses, cement and brick houses, with more sleeping quarters" 
(Severino 10/00) 

"Before my house was made of zacate, almost all [houses 1 were made of zacate,...now there 
is not zacate anymore, all houses have changed for money, now there is money, now there is 
money and we build big and pretty houses" (Tomas 05/98) 

Cement and block housing acquired a very high social value and surplus from 

coffee returns was often invested in this type of housing. Year after year, Analqueno men 

carried on mule-pack casta arribci hundreds of tons of sand and gravel from the river 

located two hours away and several hundreds of feet below their village. Sand and gravel 

were transported on the narrow ascending path with a huge investment in time and man-

and animal power. With savings from coffee proceedings men bought a few sacks of 

cement at a time in nearby Usila after each harvest season. In just over a decade, the town 

thoroughly changed its physical appearance. Houses were rebuilt with industrial 

materials: today, with the exception of four households of a total of 57, all sleeping 

quarters are partially or completely built with industrial materials. 

"Cuando entra INMECAFE nosotros pensamos construir una casa, sf mejora la vida aquf, adelantando, 
adelantamos mucho aquf, cambiamos muchas cosas con el cafe, construimos casas buenas, de material 
como las de la ciudad" (Bonifacio). "Cuando entro INMECAFE tuvimos mas dinero, todos, y todos 
empezamos a construir, a construir casas con ese dinero: casas buenas, casas de material, casas grandes, 
con mas cuartos para dormir" (Severino). "Estaba de zacate mi casa antes, antes puro zacate casi todas [las 
casas], ahorita no hay zacate ahorita, cambiaron las casas por dinero, sf hay dinero ahorita ahora sf hay 
dinero y construimos casas grandes y bonitas" (Tomas). 
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In "good" coffee years construction went faster and in "bad" years it slowed 

down. During the first severe coffee crisis of 1989-93, construction slowed down but did 

not stop altogether; it resumed again in 1994 and following years. After putting aside the 

cash needed to buy food and other basic necessities for the family, Analquefios have 

attempted during this time to save as much as they could from coffee sales to "echarima 

losa mas", ''poner el fimie a un piso",^'^ erect an additional room or build a second floor 

to the house. 

This call for progress extended beyond individual households to include the 

village's public spaces. Central Analco's steep dirt paths were paved and cement stairs 

were built here and there to ease circulation on foot and maintain cleanliness especially in 

times of heavy rains and mud. A central rectangular court was also built with cement 

where kids and young male adults today play basketball. A huge cement-made municipal 

palace was erected as well on one of the sides of what became the main square. 

It was also in the 1980s and early 1990s that Analquefios organized themselves 

and tenaciously petitioned different governmental authorities at the state and federal level 

for the attainment or expansion of basic community services: electricity, the opening up 

of a road, a kindergarten and a full six grade primary school, and access to health care. 

Without a road to permit motor traffic, all the above represented a titanic effort for 

Analquefios. Coffee bought cement and cement brought a distinct flavor to the town; a 

flavor reminiscent of modernity, urbanity and progress. Unlike "progress" in many other 

Ecliar una losa mas = to "throw a cement roof'; poner el finne al piso=to put a cement floor" on a 
previous dirt surface. These expressions are indicative of a specific form of constructing a home in which 
the owners do it in different stages over time as money becomes available. 
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Chinantec villages of the region where living styles attached to modernity are brought by 

roads, tend to be unevenly distributed, and usually become markers of further internal 

social differentiation, in isolated Analco almost 95% of households shared its fruits. 

Coffee revenues, industriousness, collective work and a deeply ingrained belief in what a 

"better" life meant, made these changes highly desirable and possible. Analquefios were 

even able to bring electricity to this small town steeply erected on a mountain side two 

thousand feet above the river by carrying huge electric posts up this road-less mountain 

with the help of mules and men's own backs. In Oaxaca today, Analco must be one of 

the very few villages with no road access that has electricity. Analquefios show pride in 

their little town and a feeling of satisfaction runs through their eyes and voices when they 

talk about what they have accomplished in one generation. 

Several social theorists have depicted development as Eurocentric and post-World 

War II modemist inventions having devastating effects on local Third World populations 

(Escobar 1996; Esteva 1992; Sachs 1992).^° Others have argued for "traditional" life

styles as distinctive features of Indian pueblos and identity. The accomplishments of 

Analquefios present a case illustrating Chinantec ccmipesinos' participation and belief in 

progress and modernity. 

Part of the problein with some of the post-structuralist literature critical of development lays in a 
conflation of meaning in the definition of "development" itself which leads necessarily to adopt a 
monolithic posture on its consequences on subaltern Third-World populations. An "amoeba term" (as 
Esteva. one of the most outspoken critics of development recognized) "development" acquires very 
different meanings in the different contexts of its use; something that Edelman was quick to point out in his 
critique of this literature (1999:10). Meanings may range from the extreme of grand State-led, foreign 
government or multinational corporate economic projects in which local subordinate Third World 
populations have usually no control over and tend to have in most cases devastating effects on their well-
being, to the other extreme in which it simply refers to the attainment of an improved well-being at the 
micro-level. Here, I obviously use the term in this second acceptation of meaning. 
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It is important to appreciate the extent to which the notions of progress and 

modernity were strategic to State ideology and translated into practice toward the 

peasantry—(including the Indian peasantry)--in post-revolutionary Mexico. These core 

themes have permeated State interventions and discourse directed at the populace for 

several decades, reaching high peaks during the President Cardenas administration of the 

late 1930s and the President Echevem'a administration of the 1970s. During those times, 

the peasantry was a focus of governmental rhetoric and policies of wealth and welfare. 

INMECAre was in fact a clear example of those policies. As we have seen in chapter two 

and will see further in chapter six in a discussion of PROGRESA, it was not until the late 

1980s that campesinos—Indigenous ormestizo alike—were explicitly excluded from 

neoliberal development policy adopted by the Mexican State. At this juncture of time, the 

State called for a drastic reduction of public interventions involving agriculture. 

Relegated to the role of "poor", agriculturalists were now targeted for welfare actions 

which included the extension of basic services, infrastructure and the development of 

human capital. Notably, peasant agriculture was largely excluded from economic 

development programs per se. 

There is a certain irony in that Analquefios today identify with the State ideology 

of modernity and progress at a time when they are most dependent on their primary mode 

of production. After being incorporated into capitalism through coffee production and 

commercialization they are now being abandoned by the Mexican State as viable 

economic actors in the agricultural sector. 
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Still, this appropriation of values has become an important too! through which 

Analquefio men—who are the ones who lead, and give a public voice to community 

affairs—have construed a platform of common goals for the pursuit of the "community 

good". Through an articulation of these values, they have successfully presented petitions 

and carried out negotiations with governmental agencies obtaining infrastructure and 

services for the locality. In doing so, they have established their identity as a collective 

group of citizens demanding higher living standards as a right in keeping with State 

ideology and goals. They affirm \he\v pueblo'% legitimate right to be incorporated into the 

State's wider national agenda for progress. 

Following Sen's conceptual framework on living standards and well-being (1987), 

I adopt his notion that measurements of living standards should include both an objective 

component of basic needs' satisfaction (food, shelter, clothing, health and education), and 

a subjective component of happiness, desire fulfillment and choice. According to this 

framework, Analquenos did improve their levels of well-being considerably throughout 

the 1980s through their work, petitions and aspirations. For over a decade, this 

improvement was reflected both in standard economic and social indicators (e.g.: 

widespread access to electricity, more years of schooling for children, fewer houses with 

dirt floors, the establishment of a primary health care clinic in situ, etc..) as well as in 

levels of happiness, desire fulfillment and preference. Coffee came to symbolize the hope 

for a better life and provided material means to pursue it. With coffee, Analquenos chose 

development and progress and were able to achieve them to a larger extent than ever 

before or ever after. 
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Current perspectives and practices on well-being in a time of crisis 

Through these memories, notions and practices, we can discern a diffusely shared 

code in Anaico of what constitutes local welfare and how to achieve, maintain, or even 

enhance it. With the coffee bonanza times well gone, Analquefios tend today to have a 

grimmer look at their current situation; even more so now at the beginning of the new 

millenium when coffee prices have plummeted four years in a row. The following words 

convey widely-shared pessimism: 

"[We havej less money now. we are left with nothing, what we live now is the crisis" 
(Cornel io 10/00) 

"Well, the way we are now, we have nothing left, there is no money" (Marcos I l/OO). 

'The crisis is very hard now,...because there is no money" (Bonifacio 11/OO) 

Important to note, little reference to food security is made in narrative accounts of 

the crisis today. Although this continues to be an underlying concern, as long as families 

do not experience acute food shortages and are able to maintain a balance between what 

they receive from their labor and their purchasing power for essential commodities, 

Analquefios feel food secure. As a response to the coffee bust, the great majority of 

families are planting enough com so that they guarantee their basic needs. This further 

explains why food security per se does not surface as a major issue in local discourse on 

the crisis. When I explicitly asked informants about family food security in relation to the 

hard times they were experiencing now, then com immediately emerged as a central local 

"menos ingresos.ahorita, la gente ya no tiene, la gente ahorita pues vive la crisis (Comelio). "Pues como 
estamos ahorita no tenemos nada pues, no hay dinero" (Marcos). "La crisis esta bien fuerte ahora..porque 
no hay dinero" (Bonifacio). 
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concern. Most campesinos mentioned that they are planting more com in order to 

guarantee its supply. Comelio's words exemplify this: 

"[With low coffee prices, have you had enough to eat or do you experience problems to 
supply food to your family?] I have no problem with corn, because, since I am a responsible 
person. I apply myself to plant more corn." (10/00) 

Interviews carried out in the Fall of 2000, though, throw light on the fact that the 

economic situation of many families had considerably worsened with respect to the 

previous year not only for plummeting coffee returns (in October 2000, the regional price 

paid for coffee by intermediaries fell to four pesos/Kg or 40-45 US cts./Kg) but 

especially for the partial loss of the com harvest for some households because of 

excessive rain and pests in the previous summer. Even in times such as these, though, for 

the great majority of families that were able to guarantee enough com supply for their 

consumption, food security was not an issue of immediate concern. Conversely, those 

people who were seriously affected in their com supplies for harvest losses were the ones 

who did express grave concern. In these cases concem was not only about com per se but 

also about food security in general: 

'There is no money, there is not enough food...last Summer it was really hard...now people 
are wondering from where they are going to obtain money to buy their corn, some even lost 
[the entire corn harvest!, their parcels did not burn...l lost half of my harvest. Without corn 
we have no food" (Bonifacio 11/00)^" 

^ "no hay dinero. no hay suficiente alimentos...el verano pasado fue duro...ahora la gente esta pensando de 
ddnde va a sacar su dinero para comprar su mafz, hay unos que de piano perdieron [todo el mafz], no se le 
quemd su rozo para nada...Yo perdf la mitad de mi cosecha. Sin maiz no tenemoscomida". "Quemar el 
rozo" refers to the burning of land parcels before planting com seeds in campesino slash-and-bum 
agriculture. 
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Remarks on com obviously point at its continuous symbolic and material saliency 

in Mesoamerican campesino life. They also stress, the central importance that maize 

holds to guarantee food security or the meaning of its sudden loss; increasingly so in 

times of dire economic crisis. 

Regardless of com supplies, most Analquefios point out that, because of a 

worsening crisis and increasing scarcity, they resort to whatever means of altemative 

support to which they may have access. They do so in order to obtain cash to purchase 

basic foods that they cannot produce. Among different sources of social capital, money 

sent from offsprings who migrated to the city in recent or no so recent years and loans 

from extended family members or other accessible established social networks are the 

most common forms: 

"[With low coffee prices, have you had enough to eat or do you experience problems to 
supply food to your family'?! I have no problem with corn, because, since I am the one 
responsible, I apply myself to plant more corn... for other foods my offsprings are helping me 
to buy first necessity goods to support my family...for instance, we are buying beans, rice..." 
(Cornelio 10/00) 

"[this year, this coming year, what will you do?]...this year... I will make it with corn, yes, 
even if there is no money because I eat my own corn...For other things, our way is to have a 
friend 'listen, lend me a 1,000.00 pesos. 500.00 pesos'... a loan then...[we ask] to someone 
from here, in Usila...from the store where he buys coffee from us, the good thing is that he 
[the owner of the store 1 lends money and does not charge interest, because he is an 
acquaintance and he is a good person and we buy goods there with him, we buy food, he is a 
good person" (Marcos I l/OO). 

"[Con el bajo precio del cafe, han tenido suficiente para comer o tienen problemas para poder surtir la 
alimentacion de la familia?|Del mafz no tengo ningiin problema porque para mi, como yo soy responsable, 
me dedico a sembrar mas mafz..para otros alimentos pues me ayudan mis hijos me ayudan para comprar 
mercancfas..de primera necesidad para mantener a mi familia...estamos comprando por ejemplo frijol, 
arroz..." (Cornelio 10/00). 

"[Y este ano ̂ que va a hacer, el ano que viene?]...este aiio....entonces ahf voy a vivir con el mafz, si 
aunque no hay dinero, porque yo como mi propio mafz....para otras cosas la idea de nosotros, tener un 
amigo, 'mframe, prestame l,(X)0 pesos, 500 pesos'... de prestamo [le pedimos] a uno de aquf de Usila, 
donde ahf compra cafe pues, lo bueno es que sf lo presta pero el no cobra interes como es conocido pues, es 
buena gente y fuera otra, ahf compramos, ahf compramos mercancfas, compramos otros basicos, es buena 
gente". 
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"My son he has already a job, he is helping us...he is putting aside some money for me. This 
money helps with food and other purchases" (Severino 10/00).^® 

"Those who have, there are few, they lend to their pals, because if I have a little bit of money, 
I need to help my compadre, my pals, my neighbor... In the CONASUPO store we give credit 
because those who ask are from this locality, they are from here...and then they pay back, 
they do, they are good people" (Bonifacio who was in charge of the CONASUPO store in the 
year 2000 -10/00)^' 

Moreover, as I will illustrate in greater detail in chapters six and seven, since 1999 

the governmental subsidies from PROGRESA have become another common resource to 

purchase basic necessities such as food. However, this only pertains to families lucky 

enough to be included in the original list of beneficiaries; 

"My wife at times receives 2.000 or 1,700 pesos every two months...The program really helps 
a lot, yes, we are buying clothes for our children, at times notebooks and pencils, I buy food, 
sometimes a little meat, chicken in Usila for the kids". (Marcos I l/OO)'' 

"Now the situation is worse than before, yes. now it is. but I tell you, those who receive the 
support form PROGRESA, that money helps enough...depending on the family it goes from 
260 to 1.8(X) pesos" (Pablo. Analco health worker and local authority in the year 2(KK) 
10/00). 

As I will show in chapter six, PROGRESA resources are not distributed evenly nor 

strictly according to need. Among those excluded in Analco, we find one of the most 

vulnerable groups: the elderly. According to Pablo, the health worker: 

"Mi hijo yaesta trabajando, ya esta ayudando, me aparta mi dinero". 

"...Hay alguien que si tienen [sicj, pero pocos, hay alguien que si presta a su companero, porque si yo 
tengo algo de dinero, tengo que ayudar a mi compadre, a mis companeros, a mi vecino....en la CONASUPO 
sf damos tlado porque son del pueblo, de aqui mismo...sf pagan, de veras. la gente son [sic] buena". 

^ "Mi senora a veces recibe 2,000 pesos o 1,700 cada dos meses, si mucha ayuda, a veces 1,700 o 
l,800...El programa esta ayudando mucho, eso, estamos comprando ropa a los nifios. a veces cuademos y 
lapices, compro yo alimento, a veces un poco de came, polio, compro yo en Usila pues para los ninos" 
(Marcos). 

^^"Ahora la situacidn esta mas grave que antes, sf ahorita sf, pero les digo, que los que ya reciben este 
apoyo de PROGRESA ya apoyan bastante con esos mil...dependiendo de la familia llega de 260 hasta 1800." 
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"...there are several families that do not receive [the programl, these are the ones who really 
suffer...for instance I am concerned about the granny who cannot obtain anything to eat. 
Julio's parents and the granny. Joaqufn's mother, tliey have nothing and do not receive 
PROGRESA". (Pablo I l/OO)^' 

As we see from these examples, food security appears to be a concern in local 

discourse on the crisis only in contexts where com self-sufficiency is at risk, or specific 

vulnerable groups are considered such as the elderly. Otherwise, it does not emerge as an 

important topic in local narratives. 

House construction is a different matter. Unsolicited conversation often turns to 

difficulties related to house construction and maintenance as a result of the crisis. This 

was the domain where I registered the most generalized malaise related to the crisis 

among Analquenos since my last visit: 

"Now that the [coffee] price is very low, well, all work stopped, you know, house 
construction stopped...money is just enough for basic purchases, we don't buy anything else, 
all construction stopped" (Bonifacio 1 l/OO) 

'This year I will not continue building my house. There is no money, you know, with coffee 
the price is too low....I did my kitchen last year and I built two rooms but this year I will 
construct nothing. It is a pity." (Ponciano 10/00) 

There is no way... Money is gone, all house construction stopped. There is still much work to 
do, but no money...Life now is sad. (Cornelio lO/OO)®" 

The coffee bonanza years obviously were good times in which visible standards of 

living improved and dreams were more easily fulfilled. Today, Analquenos are 

"...hay muchas familias que no reciben, que estan jodidas...por ejemplo me preocupa la abuelita que no 
puede conseguir de comer, hay dos o tres viejitas que se necesitan nutrir, los papas de Julio y la abuelita la 
mamd de Joaquin, no tienen nada y PROGRESA no les llega." 

^ "Ahora que el precio esta bien bajo, pues, ahf se pararon los trabajos, no, de construir la casa el dinero 
lo unico que alcanza es para el gasto nada mas, ya no se compra nada mas, paro la construccion." 
(Bonifacio)."Este ano no voy a seguir construyendo. No hay dinero, sabe, con el cafe no hay precio...El ano 
pasado construi mi cocina y dos recamaras pero este ano no voy a construir nada. Es mucha lastima." 
(Ponciano). "No hay forma. Todo el dinero se ha acabado, toda la construccion se ha parado. Todavfa hay 
mucho que hacer, pero dinero, no-..Ahora la vida se ha vuelto triste." (Cornelio). 
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experiencing bad times and are trying to adjust to them. In 1999-2000, as a consequence 

to the dramatic fail in coffee prices, all house construction basically halted, as a means to 

insure economic survival at a time of instability. With a drastic reduction in federal and 

state funds due to neoliberal politics and fiscal austerity, the dream to build a road that 

connects Analco to the Usila road rapidly disappeared. With it, the hope for a better life 

for their children appeared more distant. 

Not all campesinos articulate despair. Some exhibit resiliency and mention that 

they are used to the "ups" and "downs" of their economic situation. Their expectations 

adjust with the ebb and flow of crop prices and government policies. Their philosophy 

stands in starch contrast to a modernist perception of "progress" as a linear and 

unidirectional movement through time in which social subjects make a transition from a 

worse to a better quality of life.''' For them the crisis is a setback in the normal flow of 

life. They adopt a pragmatic attitude toward it in which their capability to decide their 

own fate is tied to opportunities which will emerge overtime. 

The coffee crisis tends to be naturalized becoming part of Analquenos' doxic 

experience (Bourdieu 1990:20) and obscuring its underlying political and economic 

underpinnings. Analquenos' narratives of the New Economic Order's ill effects on their 

lives comes to resemble a depiction of cyclical patterns of weather (see Ferguson 1999) 

more than a dream shattered to pieces and unlikely to pass in the near future. It is 

precisely in this pragmatism and naturalization of the effects of the crisis that we can 

" See J. Ferguson for a sharp analysis (1999:250-252) of how development and counter-development— 
both consequences of a globalizing capitalism—are experienced as "loops and reversals" by the 
Coppermine Belt urban workers in today Zambia. 
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perceive two simultaneous tendencies. Pragmatism allows Analquenos to cope with 

everyday life, always managing to find hope by devising and adopting other strategic 

avenues at their disposal. At the same time, though, it seriously limits Analquenos' 

potential to articulate political demands of a collective nature, and/or participate in larger 

social movements calling for change in economic policies. 

Thus, education has become the predominant strategy today toward the attainment 

of a better life; a life that many want for their children and that in contemporary Analco is 

perceived as attainable in the future only away from "the fields". In local pragmatic logic, 

there is a full acknowledgment not only that el campo is very hard work but also that its 

returns are unpredictable and very unreliable. In this search for a better life for their kids, 

school acquires a tremendous symbolic and practical value. Today and unlike other 

immediate or potential sources for the attainment of well-being which the coffee bust has 

severely and drastically reduced in the last few years, school continues to embody hope 

for many parents and many young students. And, unlike other dreams shattered by the 

crisis and the government's abandonment of campesino production, attending school is 

now supported by the federal government through PROGRESA. 

Still, Analqueiio parents did not wait for PROGRESA to enter the scene of 

neoliberal social welfare in 1999 in order to massively send their children to school. The 

social as well as symbolic capital attached to education (Bourdieu 1990) increased 

manifold in the locality during the last two decades to a great deal thanks to Analco's 

peculiar historical experience with this institution. This process marked a decline in the 

traditional value of children as a familial labor pool within peasant household 
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reproductive strategies well before the coffee crisis struck. As Samuel, teacher of 5''' and 

6"* grade in the local primary school remarked on several occasions prior to the entrance 

of PROGRESA in the locality: "What distinguishes Analco is that children do not miss 

school, here children hardly go to pick coffee. They take education very seriously, 

[parents] buy all needed school materials for their kids."''" His words are echoed by 

Liberio, the teacher in 3'^'' and 4"^ grade who was also the Director of the school in the 

1998-99 school cycle: 

"Children do not miss school to do that [to pick cotfeel; here there are no cases of children 
missing school for that reason..In this school [ see that both children and parents are 
interested in coming to school-Parents are very aware that they need to send their children to 
school. They don't force kids to go to el ccimpo...lis the same for all, boys and girls all come 
to school, they do not miss it". (02/99)" 

As profesor Samuel also pointed out, for Analquenos "it is very important that 

their children study and progress forward, because they suffer a lot here in el campo [and] 

they want their children to study so that they can aspire to a better life than the one they 

have".'^-* 

Besides teachers, most parents with school age children have shared for several 

years the idea that their sons and, to a lesser extent, their daughters need to study. 

Education is conceived as the way to aspire to a better life. Almost all parents share the 

" "lo que Analco es que no faltan los niiios... [los ninos] casi no van a cortar cafe aqui...en Analco[ los 
padreslellos si la toman muy importante la educacion, sf. compran todos los materiales para sus hijos" 
(profesor Samuel Mtz. 1998). 

"No faltan por eso[cortarcafe], no, aquf no hay ningiin caso de esos ...en esta escuela veo que sf los niiios 
y los padres pues sf son interesados de mandar a sus hijos a la escuela...de su parte los padres estan muy 
conscientes de que, de que tienen que mandar a sus hijos. No los obligan llevarlo al campo" "es parejo sf, 
todos ninos y ninas vienen a la escuela, no faltan". (Profesor Liberio Roque). 

"Para ellos es muy importante que sus hijos estudien, salgan adelante, porque ellos sufren mucho aca en 
el campo. Quieren que sus hijos mas o menos estudien y que tengan otra vida mejor que ellos" . 
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idea that at least some of their children should leave the community because a campesino 

livelihood is so difficult: 

•To study is good...so that they [our sons an daughters] accomplish something in the future, 
because now just in el campo., one suffers to support the family...so (to study] is for them to 
have a better future, it is for their own good, so that they can have more experience.-so that 
they do not follow our footsteps, campesino life is hard..." (Pablo 01/99) 

"Because for my son I want him to study so that he will not work in the fields like me. no. 
[Education] is good, yes, because for what I see it is more difficult now for us than before. 
For our children we want them to move forward more,..so that they study more, they have 
more of a future" (Julio (05/98).®® 

"I would also want for my children a different life than mine, that they would study and know 
more than me, that they would achieve a career" (Paula 07/98).®' 

"My children, no. I will send them off to school...so that they can study, because here it is too 
much work, so that they can fin a better job" (Jerdnimo 06/98)®"* 

"It is important that our children study...because it is good for him. you know, yes he learns, 
learns to be there, to have, earn a better job. you know, as an employee, in a company, 
because in el campo no. no. no; it is very difficult indeed. One does not earn then, does not 
earn money. To support a family, then, one suffers in el campo because there the sun is very 
strong. One suffers in el campo, like today, yesterday, the day before yesterday, the sun was 
hitting hard. Yesterday [ went to clear the fields, one does not endure the whole day. [Would 
you like for your children a life different or similar to yours?] Different, different, [I want] 
one of my children to have a career". (Severino 07/98)®' 

®^ "Es bonito estudiar.. para lograr hacer algo a futuro pues, porque ahorita nada mas del campo, pues llega 
uno a sufrir para mantener a la familia...entonces es para que ellos[los hijos] tengan un futuro mejor, para 
bien de ellos pues, para asf tengan un poco de e.\periencia mas ..para no seguir como anteriormente, es dura 
la vida en el campo... (Pablo) 

®® "...porque por parte de mi hijo yo quiero que estudie y para que no este trabajando en el campo como yo, 
no. [la educacion] es buena. sf porque yo veo que es mas difi'cil para nosotros de lo que fuera 
anteriormente. Para los niiios queremos que sigan mas, este, tengan mas estudio, mas de futuro.." (Julio). 

®' "Tambien quisiera que [los hijos] tuvieran vida distintas a [la mfa], que estudiaran, que sabieran [sic] mas 
que yo y para que asi, si sf lograran una carrera." (Paula). 

"No, los voy a mandar a la escuela...porque estudian pues, por que aqui es mucho trabajar y para que 
encuentren un mejor trabajo". (Jerdnimo) 

"Es importante que los hijos estudien ..porque es bien para el mismo, no..sf aprende, aprende para estar 
ahf, para tener un...ganar un trabajo, no. de empleado, de empresa, porque del campo no, no. no; es muy 
diffcil pues. No gana uno luego , no gana centavos pues. Para mantener uno familia pues, a veces sufren en 
el campo porque ahf hace fuerte el sol pues. Se sufre uno en el campo, como hizo hoy, ayer, anteayer, pero 
fuerte sol. Ayer fui yo a limpiar la milpa, no aguanta uno en todo el dfa.[A usted le gustana que sus hijos 
tuvieran una vida distinta o igual a la suya?] Distinta, distinta, [yo quisierajque un hijo va a tener una 
carrera pues" (Severino). 
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As expressed by the informants above, parents are concerned about the hardship 

of rural life and consider school as practically the only way for their children to escape 

the grueling and uncertain life they now lead. An unusually high number of young 

Analquefios and Anaiquenas leave the community at age twelve or thirteen to continue 

junior high education in nearby Usila, Tuxtepec or the city of Oaxaca. The capital city 

draws the great majority of them since it is where most families already have a son, 

daughter, brother or sister who has already established himself or herself. If they do not 

live with urbanite family relatives, adolescents employ themselves as domestic laborers 

or work for food vendors in exchange for room, board, the payment of school fees and 

flexible schedules so that they can attend school. Of the 54 migrants we identified during 

our 1997 census of Analco, over 95% had allegedly left the community to continue their 

education. 

However, according to anecdotal evidence picked up during casual conversations 

with parents or comments by adolescents themselves when they come to visit during the 

Christmas holidays or the Summer vacations, many emigree students drop out from 

junior high school a few months or a couple of years after settling down in the capital city 

of Oaxaca. This situation is well reflected in the following words by Jesus, one of the 

teachers in Analco: 

"According to the census that I did last time—because I did a census—there are many young 
Analquefios who are living in Oaxaca and are studying there. Then, when I asked them where 
they study, they said ' I am not studying, teacher, [ do not study'. Only two or three arc really 
studying. There [in Oaxaca] they stay and they do not study, they start working...yes. In my 
opinion, there are many people from Analco who say that they are studying because this is 
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the answer they give in the census. But this time when these young people came to visit, I 
asked them where they study and [they answer instead] 'we work'." (07/98)™ 

Thus, education may play a role in shaping the future of many children in ways 

different than that imagined by their parents. The chance for further education enables 

adolescents to leave Anaico and move to the city. For many, this is a pretense. What 

allures them is the possibility of urban life away from their families. The life they 

experience in the city is not free of difficulties and youth work hard to survive. In a way, 

migrating to go to school becomes thus a disguised mass expulsion of the younger 

generations from a rural space that simply cannot support them.^' By doing so, the 

majority of these adolescents joins a swelling semi-unskilled labor force in the city of 

Oaxaca which faces today increasing difficulties in finding adequate employment. In this 

sense, the better future their parents envision for them is not so easily assured. 

Still, from the perspective of most youth, whatever life awaits them in the city, 

this is better than the one they leave behind. Urban life is easier and services are more 

available. Whatever kind of manual work one may find is not as hard as working the 

™ "Segiln el censo que saque la vez pasada, hice el censo. Hay muchos jovenes de Anaico que estan en 
Oaxaca estudiando ahf. Y cuando les fui preguntando a los muchachos donde estudian. dicen 'yo no 
estudio. maestro, yo no estudio' Hay como dos o tres nada mas que estan estudiando. Aja, se quedan y no 
estudian. se ponen a trabajar...sf. Para mf que hay, hay mucha gente de Anaico que dice que esta 
estudiando. porque en el censo asi lo ponen ellos. Pero esta vez que llegaron los muchachos, les pregunte, 
donde estudian 'estamos trabajando' ]me contestan]". 

In Anaico there is enough land to support its further breaking up among the next generation. Still, the 
majority of available land is held communally and is located further away from the locality, at two or more 
hour walking-distance. Adult men resist the idea of breaking up and inherit this land because it may lead to 
a process of fission through the creation of a new rancfiena which in the future may try to achieve 
administrative independence from Anaico. 
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fields'" and girls avoid the gruesome and tiring work or making daily tortillas or carrying 

buckets of water: 

"I prefer to live in (the city oO Oaxaca. I start woricing early at 5:00 in the morning and I 
work until 2:00 p.m.(in a tortilla mill). I get up early but then I am free in the afternoon. My 
life here is better, I do not have to make tortillas manually, I do not have to carry water, I do 
not have to carry wood. I do not work as hard as I did in Analco" (Dominga. 17 years old 
06/01)^ 

Moreover, young people can entertain themselves on weekends going to baseball 

games or to the movies, strolling in parks or the main square, dancing or even flirting. 

One may establish a relationship with the opposite sex in a much more open way than in 

Analco. For some girls, moving to the city (and going to school) represents 

emancipation from prevailing Analqueno patriarchal norms and life-style: 

[Virginia—16 years old at the time of the interview—is studying high school in the city of 
Tuxtepec] [And if they told you to come back to live here, would you come back ?] "Nool 
For I do not like to live here... [ do not know why but I like better Tuxtepec now... Yes, I am 
already comfortable there, I do not even miss my mom. Now I would not like to live here. 
The fact is that I like Tuxtepec better, since here what they tell us is learning disagreable 
things., in other words, young people you know they get married so young here, that it is." 
[Do you mean that you are thinking to marry later? At what age?) "When I am 24 or so... so 
that I can tlnish my degree first and everything else... My father already told me 'I want you 
to have your degree, if you have your degree then you can have your boyfriend'." [Would 
you like to marry here with someone from Analco or with someone from somewhere else?] 
"With someone from somewhere else...from Tuxtepec, it depends really, where I will study 
next...I do not like the boys from here, the fact is that they are..., well I do not like the idea to 
marry here. Boys from Tuxtepec are more open, more intelligent...! would like him to respect 
me. to behave the way he should behave and here who knows if they respect women or 
not—The fact is that I have been gone for so long, it will be soon six years since I left, I do 

^ Anecdotal information gathered in informal conversations with parents, young people who periodically 
come back to Analco to visit, or young Anaiquefios whom I meet in the city of Oaxaca. reveals that many 
find employment in local taquertas (...) where they work long and late hours and are paid poorly. Some 
(especially girls) end up in domestic employment where they work six days a week and get just enough 
money to support themselves. 

^ "Yo prefiero vivir en Oaxaca. Inicio temprano a trabajar a las 5:00 de la manana y termino a las 14:00 
horas. Me levanto temprano pero tengo la tarde libre. Mi vida aqui es mejor, no tengo que tortear, no tengo 
que acarrear agua, no tengo que acarrear lena. No trabajo tan duro como trabajaba antes en Analco". 
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not feel like I belong here anymore...well, from time to time I come to visit my mom. but I do 
not like to stay here for long periods of time." (06/98)^"' 

Many parents agree with their migrant children's assessments of urban life. Some 

openly stress that the change will be particularly beneficial to their daughters, as Felipa's 

and Marco's words exemplify: 

"I would prefer for my daughters to stay over there [the city where they are studying]. Yes. 
even if they do not continue with their studies and begin to work. So that they will not have 
to work as much as I do... work here is very hard, I carry 20 Kgs of firewood each time". 
(Felipa 02/99) 

" ...I told my daughter "you need to study because previous times are gone, year from year 
things are changing, changing', many things change...what happens is that some [kids] have 
not come back, they already have their families, they have their residence in the city. You 
know... the fact is that they like the city better than here, here they do not like it, here up to 
two or three years ago there was no road, there are advantages there in the city, there is 
transportation, everything is there, nothing is missing, on the other hand here in the 
marginada no, everything represents a major effort.. For this reason I did want my kids to 
leave so that they would know, they would learn to defend themselves, here, yes, ail work is 
hard work... I already told my daughter 'you need to leave and go to know better. If you get 
married and then he leaves you and then you do not know how to defend yourself and then 
you will let him do what he wants; for you have rights, not only men have the right to 
command, you also have the right to demand a man if he does not fultlll his obligations. If 
you go to the city you will learn to defend yourself." {Marcos M. 01/99)'® 

[Y a ti si te dijeran que te tuvieras que venir a vivir aquf te vendrfas a vivir?| Nool Porque ya no me gusta 
mucho vivir aca..No se porque pero me gusta mas Tuxtepec ahora...Si ya me gusto alia, ni siquiera habfa 
extranado con [sic| mi mama.. Ahorita ya no me gustan'a vivir aca. Es que ..ahora me gusta mas Tuxtepec, 
como aquf nos dicen que aprendemos puras cosas feas... o sea, de los chamacos, que se casan tan chiquitos, 
eso [o sea que tu piensas casarte mas grande? Como a los cuantos aiios piensas casarte?] Como a los 24 por 
ahf..bueno. ya que tenga yo mi carrera y todo... Ya mi papa me dijo..'yp quiero para ti que tengas tu carrera 
todo, si ya tienes todo pues ya puedes andar con el novio'[ a ti te gustan'a casarte aqui, con alguien de 
Analco o con alguien afuera de Analco?) Con alguien fuera de Analco..de Tuxtepec, depende, donde yo 
termine mi carrera..como de aquf no me gustan, y es que de aquf son.., bueno no me gusta casarme aca.. los 
de Tuxtepec son mas abusados, mas inteligentes...es que me gustan'a este que me respetara, como debe de 
ser pues y aquf quien sabe si respetan a las mujeres o no...Es que he estado afuera mucho tiempo, voy para 
seis [aiios] ahorita, ya no me siento perteneciente de aquf...bueno, de vez en cuando vengo a vera mi 
mama, pero no me gusta andar mucho por aca." (Virginia). 

" "Yo preferirfa que mis hijas se queden por alia [la ciudad en donde estudian]... su aun si no terminan sus 
estudios y se ponen a trabajar. Para que ya no trabajen igual que yo..el trabajo de aquf es muy pesado cargo 
como 20 Kgs de leiia yo." (Felipa). 

"...yo le dije a mi hija 'hay que estudiar porque no estamos en tiempo anterior, atio con afio va 
cambiando, cambiando. cambian muchas cosas...Io que pasa es que algunos no han regresado, ya tiene su 
familia. tiene su domicilio en la ciudad. Pues.. es que ies gusta mas la ciudad que aquf, como aquf no, como 
hace dos, tres arios, pues no habfa comunicacidn, ese problema como. hay ventaja ahf en la ciudad, pues ahf 
hay carro, hay todo ahf. no hace falta. en cambio aquf en la marginada no. cuesta mucho para conseguir 
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Although most parents accept if not encourage their children to leave, some 

express regret at having many of their offspring so far away. Others worry about their 

children's ability to readapt to the hardship of campesino life after spending periods of 

time studying or working in the city: 

[Would not you like that your children stay to work in el campo and that they would remain 
here?) "No. no my children are the ones who do not want [to remain herej. So. all my kids 
want to leave, yes. all of them say they will continue studying...". [But would you like that 
they come back and stay afterwards or not?l "Yes, [I would likej that[they go off to study but 
then to come back, to come back here, yes" (Severino 07/98)" 

"....[my children] are not accustomed to el campo, they left since [they were] very young and 
if 
bring them back here, no, they will not adjust to el campo. no. they do not even know how to 
hold the machete" (Pablo 02/99)'^ 

"...my daughters do not want to come back. They like their lives in Oa.\aca. They are 
ungrateful with us. I cannot count on them for helping me with my work. The city has spoiled 
them. They are no good at working anymore" (Paula 01/99)" 

Regardless of parents' concerns about how their children are faring in distant 

places, they appreciate the importance of having offsprings in the city at times of dire 

need when their support may be called upon. As we have seen above, many households 

uno... es por eso que yo sf quise mis hijos salir para que conozca, para que no se dejen pues, aquf [en el 
campo) sf todo trabajo es pesado... Ya le dije a mi hija: 'hay que salir de juera [sic] pa' que sepas algo, si tu 
te casas con un hombre y luego te deja y no sabes defender o luego tu te vas a dejar, porque tu tienes 
derechos, no solamente hombres tienen derecho de mandar, tambien tu tienes derecho de mandar a hombre 
si no cumple con su deber. Si te vas a la ciudad vas a aprender a defenderte'." (Marcos M.). 

" [No le gustarfa que sus hijos se quedaran trabajando el campo y que se quedaran aquf ?) No, no, son mis 
hijos, ellos no quieren. Entonces todos mis hijos se quieren ir, sf, todos dicen que van a estudiar.. [Pero a 
usted le gustarfa que regresaran a quedarse aquf o no?] Sf, que estudien pero que regresen, que regresen 
aquf. sf." 

"...[mis hijos] ya no se acostumbraron en el campo, desde chiquitos se fueron pues y si yo los traigo para 
aca no. no se van a querer hallar en el campo, no, no saben ni para agarrar machete...". 

"...mis hijas no quieren ya regresar. Les gusta vivir en Oaxaca. Son unas desagradecidas con nosotros. 
No puedo contar con ellas para apoyarme con el trabajo. La ciudad las consiente. Ya no son buenas para 
trabajar". 



could not survive today's great economic insecurity without outside support. Having a 

son or a daughter employed in the city guarantees that during hard times enough food 

will be available for their basic sustenance. In this sense, encouraging youth to migrate 

for the attainment of a better life through education or work tums out to be another 

important survival strategy; a strategy that works for the benefit of the entire family in 

hard times. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter I have illustrated how changes in Cecilieno and Analqueno peasant 

economies and livelihoods over the last twenty years are clearly reflected in nutritional 

trends over time. Nutritional outcomes also constitute an important measurement of 

household and community food security over time. Nutritional status reflects 

opportunities and constraints on local capacity to procure and stockpile enough food. A 

review of nutritional data show that, during the years of economic statism via INMECAFE 

and stable coffee prices, community food security and overall well-being was in general 

positive in both localities studied. It was during this time that nutritional outcomes 

improved substantially thanks to steady coffee returns and cash flows throughout the 

seasons. This improvement was more dramatic in Analco than in Santa Cecilia although 

both localities benefited greatly. 

Conversely, when the coffee crisis broke out, nutrition was seriously affected. As 

we have seen, negative effects were much more intense in Santa Cecilia than in Analco. 

Santa Cecilia faced particular hardship because most households experienced a high level 
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of food insecurity at that time. Food insecurity was a direct consequence of this locality's 

inability to produce enough staple food for self-subsistence. 

As I attempted to show in the preceding sections, it is precisely by looking at food 

security that we can discern most clearly the interaction between cash cropping, 

subsistence agriculture and nutrition. This interaction is much more complex than a 

simple counter-position between commercial and subsistence agriculture would suppose. 

In both Santa Cecilia and Anaico, the immediate impact of cash cropping—through the 

expansion of the coffee economy in the late 1970s and the 1980s—on nutritional 

outcomes was obviously positive. Yet, it was not commercialization of agriculture per se, 

or—as some would read it—the incorporation to a free market economy, that caused such 

beneficial effects. In both instances, it was the establishment of a secure marketing 

system through INMECAre with constant—albeit low in many cases—flows of cash that 

allowed households to satisfy basic necessities, including the purchase of food that they 

do not produce. 

It is easy to imagine that this system was particularly effective during the lean 

summer seasons. It was also effective for households that were more food insecure due to 

insufficient com production for self-consumption. Among other things, the system 

prevented food scarcity or hunger by providing extra cash to purchase needed com 

throughout those years. 

Current neoliberal precepts argue for State withdrawal from market 

interventionism as the economic policy that in the long run will be most beneficial to 

rural populations. Free market—it is argued—is the solution of choice. Against such 
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precepts, it was precisely pre-neoliberal State interventionism in rural economy that 

guaranteed better diets, improved nutritional outcomes, and more secure livelihoods for 

Analqueno and Cecilieno families throughout the L980s. 

When we talk about the effects on nutrition of the commercialization of 

agriculture, we need to clarify what we mean by "commercialization" in the first place. 

Cash cropping can be beneficial to peasant producers if it occurs with certain 

compensatory conditions that only State interventions can create. Free markets on the 

contrary can exert deleterious effects on peasant economies such as Analco's and Santa 

Cecilia's. Improvements in nutritional outcomes came to a sudden halt in both localities 

and in Santa Cecilia began to worsen dramatically through the 1990s. 

Moreover, it was precisely the maintenance of self-subsistence staple food 

production-- wherever local agro-ecological conditions permitted—that allowed local 

peasant households such as in Analco to survive the debacle of the coffee economy when 

rural policy changed abruptly and international prices fell dramatically. It was local 

capability to assure food security through self-subsistence agriculture and other food 

procurement activities that prevented Analquefios from suffering hunger. 

Food security is an important measure enabling us to study the dynamic 

relationship between commercial and subsistence agriculture and nutrition. It is also an 

important tool with which to explore issues of well-being, living standards and the 

struggle against poverty in local perceptions and actions. As I have illustrated in this 

chapter, food security is a key concept in understanding the nature, objectives and actions 



of the UPISL in Santa Cecilia. It is also a key concept enabling us to appreciate 

Analquefios' assessment and framing of their past, present and future vvell-bein 



266 

CHAPTER 5 

SEASONALITY, GENDER AND NUTRITION 

Introduction 

In my synchronic and diachronic analysis of peasant economy, food security and 

nutrition in Analco and Santa Cecilia, I came to recognize the importance of various 

micro determinants in individual nutritional status and the household production of 

health. These determinants operate at the site of the household and the community, 

affecting nutrition and well-being above and beyond the devastating effects perpetrated 

by neoliberalism and the coffee crisis. While in chapters three and four I explored the 

effects of these macro forces on community food security, nutrition and well-being, in 

chapter five I turn my attention to micro factors of variation in nutritional outcomes. 

Among multiple micro determinants that I examined during fieldwork,' in this 

chapter I specifically focus on seasonality and gender. The reason why I privilege these 

two dimensions of analysis over others has to do with the attention these two issues have 

received in the nutrition and rural development literature in regions outside Latin 

America. Comparatively speaking, very few studies have been carried out on seasonality 

and gender in Mexico or in Latin America. 

Moreover, among multiple variables of inter- and intra-household differentiation, 

in both localities gender and seasonality turned out to be particularly salient. Analco and 

Santa Cecilia have a clearly-marked sexual division of labor and gender relations are 

'Variables explored included: a) at the community level, socioeconomic stratification, and stage of each 
household in the biological cycle of the family; b) at the household level, gender, age. generation and birth 
order; and c) during the agricultural cycle, seasonality. 
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influenced by a widespread ideology and social practice of female subordination. They 

also experience a season of plenty and a season of scarcity each year; both seasons are 

closely associated with the agricultural cycle. In the following pages, we will see how 

these two variables, together with "age", interact with each other in complex ways, 

explaining some important differentiations in nutritional outcomes I found in Analco. 

Yet, as we will see, the relationship between gender and nutrition turned out to be much 

more subtle that I originally expected. This relationship, though, proved to be very 

significant in the household production of (ill) health" in situations of extreme negative 

deviance in child nutritional outcomes. 

After a few introductory remarks, this chapter is divided into three main sections. 

In the first section, I explore the relationship between seasonality, food security and 

nutrition using Analco as a case study in an effort to deepen our understanding of this 

relationship. In particular, I will assess to which point seasonality continues to be a valid 

construct per se in explaining short-term time variations in agricultural production, work 

and food patterns, and nutrition among children 0 to 12 years old and adults in a 

contemporary peasant locality. 

In the second part, I address the issue of gender and nutrition. Here, I adopt a 

critical gender perspective (Leslie 1991; Paolisso and Leslie 1995; de Zualduondo and 

Bernard 1995) that allows the opening of the "black box" that represents the community or 

the household as homogenous units (Bruce 1989) without falling into the essenualization of 

" Here, I am using the negative side of the "household production of health" framework (Berman et. A1 
1994; Schumann and Mosley 1994) to show how specific household social dynamics can jeopardize health 
and nutrition. 
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gender as a supra analytical category (Alcoff 1994; Mohanti 1991). In the context of these 

peasant localities, this perspective permits us to explore how specific dynamics of gender, 

age, and seasonality intertwine and affect the local distribution of resources and 

responsibilities: How are food, work-loads and responsibilities allocated within and across 

households? How is the family internally segmented along gender and age of its members in 

the general management of the domestic economy and work activities as well as in the 

creation of local responses toward the processes of change Analqueno and Cecilieno 

peasants face today? With what nutritional and work demand consequences? In particular, 

the analysis of nutrition, food and work beliefs and practices among male and female 

children allows us to explore the relative impact of gender ideology on individuals and 

families' nutritional status and well-being. 

In this section, I explore whether and how the variable of "sex"^ has had specific 

differential effects on the diets and nutritional outcomes of Analquefios/as and 

Ceciliefios/as throughout the time frame I examine in the dissertation. At first, I 

contextualize the breakdown of nutritional data on the basis of sex within the historical 

processes examined in previous chapters. Here, I examine whether the coffee boom and 

^ "As an analytical category, 'gender' refers to cultural constructions around biological sexual 
differentiations between men and women. Such constructions include gender roles which tend to follow 
societal norms and prescriptions. Gender roles are born out of an initial recognition of a biological sexual 
difference which is then culturally construed on the basis of social inequality...Gender relations include 
belief networks, personality traits, symbols, representations, values, behaviors, norms and pracdces that 
differentiate men and women through a process of social construction....(which) implies the subordination 
of the 'female' gender by the 'male' gender." (PUEG 1993). From this defmition, it is obvious that gender 
analysis is not the same as breaking down data by sex. Yet, in quantitative research, breaking down data by 
sex constitutes precisely the first step to follow toward a gender analysis. Here. I began by breaking down 
undernutrition prevalence rates by sex. Depending on results obtained, I then searched for correlations and 
explanations in different social fields; in particular, in the fields of work and food practices. It is in these 
social fields where everyday practices unfold following hegemonic cultural constructions of gender and 
where I carry out a gender analysis of nutrition. 
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bust of the 1980s and 1990s had or had not a differential impact on men versus women 

nutritional status. This analysis allows us to explore the impact of gender on nutrition in 

times of economic security (the 1980s) as well as in times of hardship (the 1990s). 

Contrary to what one would expect, we will see how from the late 1970s to the late 

1990s, girls and women in these localities have not suffered from worse undernutrition 

prevalence rates than boys and men according to the height-for-age indicator. In contrast, 

results indicate that women have maintained a comparative advantage in nutritional 

outcomes over men throughout most of the years of analysis. 

I then analyze the present situation of Anaico and Santa Cecilia with reference to 

children's nutritional status. Here and again, I break down my data according to sex and 

relate them to diets and child labor patterns. I elucidate if and up to which point 

differences and inequities of gender observed in social practice within these communities 

can or cannot be extended to the field of food and nutrition. Contrary to what is 

commonly held within various circles in Mexico and against common essentializations of 

gender subaltemity and inequality, I will argue that the prevalence of undernutrition 

within these localities was and continues to be generally higher among boys than girls 

especially during the first years of life. 

These results, however, do not imply that in other social aspects gender equity is 

the norm. I will show how, when we take into account age and seasonality besides gender, 

we can better analyze differential child nutrition outcomes in the 5 to 12 year old group 

and highlight where and when prevailing gendered social practices interact unfavorably 
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with nutrition. We will see how the sexual division of labor places girls from this age on 

at disadvantage in relation to boys. This disadvantage includes work and leisure patterns 

and can affect girls' nutritional status, but normally only when these factors interact with 

seasonality. 

Finally, the third part includes an analysis of the interaction between gender and 

undernutrition at the level of specific households beyond insights provided by studies of 

aggregate quantitative nutritional outcomes. This analysis includes a discussion of 

specific cases of negative deviance (see Zeitlin et al. 1987), originally detected through 

anthropometric assessments and subsequently explored through in-depth ethnography. I 

will show how children in particular households suffer from an excessive burden of 

nutritional deterioration even if their overall economic situation is similar to the average 

home in Analco or Santa Cecilia. In many of these cases, this excessive burden is indeed 

associated with intra-household power relations and other social situations characterized 

by a patriarchal construction of gender identity and practice. 

A. SEASONALITY, DIET, NUTRITION AND WORK 

The study of seasonality and nutrition provides an important opportunity to 

analyze the relationship between labor, food security and child growth. It also allows us 

to explore the social dynamics of, and current perceptions on, peasant livelihood and 

well-being undercurrent economic constraints and in the aftermath of the 1989-1993 

coffee crisis. Finally it provides us with a first window of opportunity to explore intra-

communitv variations. This is an issue I will pick up again and further explore in the 

following sections in regards to gender and age. For now, I will focus on short time 
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variations although—as the following discussion will already begin to suggest—among 

children age is an important differential in the seasonal variability of nutritional 

outcomes. 

Seasonality is a key concept in research and literature on peasant agriculture, food 

security and nutrition. As several authors have pointed out, income, work output and 

energy expenditure, food availability, prices, and consumption, and illness incidence and 

prevalence may vary seasonally affecting the nutrition and health of individuals and 

households. This is especially so among agriculturalists and in situations of poverty 

(Foster and Leathers 1999:83-87; Messer 1989; Paine 1985; Sahn 1989). 

Here, I explore the impact of seasonality on diets, work, nutrition and child 

growth, using Analco at the end of the 1990s as a specific case study."* We measured 

nutritional outcomes, diets, work and leisure patterns among all members of selected 

households at two different times: summer 1998 and winter 1999. We also collected 

information on food expenditures at the household level for both times. Summer and 

winter represent important variations in local com and coffee agricultural cycles, food 

and cash availability, and labor demands. The summer months constitute the "lean 

season" in that com reserves may reach depletion while cash availability tends to be low. 

The winter months tend to be characterized by food plenty while cash is also more 

available due to coffee revenues. 

To evaluate the impact of seasonality, I hypothesized that in Analco food and 

income dependency on specific agricultural cycles would favor better nutritional status 
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during the winter months when com reserves are high and cash is more easily available 

thanks to coffee revenues. On the other hand, I also considered that the seasonal effect of 

the lean summer season should be somewhat mitigated by current trends toward 

agricultural diversification which increases quantity, quality and time range of available 

food sources, especially com and beans. 

I also hypothesized that energy expenditure would differ in older children along 

the agricultural cycle, affecting their nutritional status. Their energy expenditure should 

be greater in the winter months since these are the months in which picking coffee is at 

its peak. Households are in dire need of extra labor and in peasant economies children 

tend to contribute significant time and energy to domestic and agricultural tasks. 

Altogether, then, I somehow expected these contradictory forces to cancel each other out 

and to find no significant differences in anthropometric measurements between the two 

seasons. 

In the 0-5 age group, I did in fact find no significant difference. For this age 

group, undernutrition prevalence rates were basically the same in 1998 and 1999 for all 

indicators with the exception of height-for-age where we recorded a slight 2 percentage 

points of difference: 

* See note 32 in chapter tour for an explanation on why the study of seasonality did not include Santa 
Cecilia. 
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TABLE 5.1, Prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 year old) 1998 and 
1999 (N=42)® 

1998 
1999 

In terms of diet and according to tlie 24hours food intaice recall survey, there was 

no significant variance between the percentages of children who were or were not 

satisfying their daily energy and protein requirementsat the time of the two 

measurements. If anything, the degree of energy and especially protein requirement 

satisfaction, was higher in 1998 during the "lean" season than in 1999: 

Low Low 
Stunting® Weight-for-Age^ Weight-for-Age® Wasting® 

52.4 11.9 42.9 2.4 
54.8 11.9 42.9 2.4 

Source: Data set from July 1998 and February 1999 field measurements 

^ Unlike previous general undernutrition rates for the community, in this seasonal comparison. I excluded all 
cases in the two age groups for which I did not have complete data (age. weight and height) in both 
measurements. Unlike the general prevalence table, these data sets are thus composed of exactly the same 
children. These differences in the population universe explain the slight variations in percentages of 
prevalence rates. 

® Less than 80 percent below height-for-age standard. NCHS/WHO. 
Less than 90 percent below weight-for-height standard,. NCHSAVHO. 
^ Less than 80 percent below weight-fbr-age standard,, NCHS/WHO. 
^ Less than 90 percent below weight-for-age standard,, NCHSAVHO. In comparison to the previous 
measurement, it includes slight undernutrition (between below -1 Z-score and -2 Z-score). 
' Less than 90 percent below weight-for-height standard.. NCHS/WHO. 

The 24 hour food intake recall survey was administered for each individual member of 12 families of a 
total of 57 comprising Analco. These families were selected as a stratified sample on the basis of 
socioeconomic stratum (poor, middle and rich) and family stage formation (recently formed nuclear 
families, established families with live-in adult sons and/or daughters and old families with elderly and few 
or none adults of reproductive age). The survey was designed, administered and processed with the 
guidance from, and support of the INNSZ. We administered the survey any day of the selected week from 
Tuesday to Saturday, so that the collected information would refer to a weekday (Monday to Friday) and 
would exclude the weekend diet. The percentages of satisfaction of average energy and protein 
requirements were calculated for each individual in the sample according to WHO standards controlled for 
age and sex. 
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TABLE 5.2, Daily energy and protein requirement satisfaction for cliildren 0-12 in 1998 
(N=64) and 1999 (N=63) 

Daily Energy Requirements Daily Protein Requirements 

+100% 90-100% 80-90% -80% +100% 90-100% 80-90% -80% 

1998 32.2 12.5 17.2 39.1 57.8 15.6 7.8 18.8 

1999 25.4 17.5 23.8 33.3 55.6 11.1 12.7 20.6 

Source: Data set from 1998 and 1999 field measurements 

As this table illustrates, for 1998 of a total of 64 children aged 0 to 12,43.7% 

(N=28) had consumed at least 90% of the daily energy requirements while 73.4% (N=37) 

had consumed at least 90% of the daily protein requirements in the previous day to the 

survey. In 1999, of a total of 63 children, the respective percentages were 42.9% (N=17) 

for energy and 66.7% (N=42) for protein requirements. If there was indeed a greater 

availability of food and/or cash in the winter months, this did not have an immediate 

effect on the daily diet which, according to our food intake data, was not altered in any 

significant manner. 

The potentially negative effect on nutrition of variations in the quality of 

childcare—including the timely administration of food—via mothers' or other immediate 

caretakers' labor intensification away from home because of heavy agricultural work in 

the winter months does not seem to occurred. Mothers do work longer hours and stay 

away from home for longer stretches of time in the coffee season. Most carry with them 

the very young while they leave behind the two to five years old in the care of the 

paternal or maternal grandmother or any female relative who stays home and is 

considered apt to provide adequate childcare. Although substitute childcare is common in 
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Analco, our data tend to indicate that—on the average— it does not affect young 

children's nutritional status adversely. 

Energy expenditure—another important determinant of nutritional status—does 

play a role with this age group. Young kids do not yet contribute to domestic or 

agricultural labor and their energy output does not vary significantly from one season to 

the next. 

For older children, though, the impact of seasonality on nutrition, diet, health or 

energy expenditure was undeniable as the following table illustrates: 

TABLE 5.3, Prevalence of undernutrition among older children (5-12 year old) 1998 
and 1999 (N=89) 

1998 
1999 

Although for all indicators, children fared better in winter 1999 than in summer 

1998, the variation was particularly striking in the prevalence rates for low weight. Here, 

the slightly undernourished represented 64.1% of the total number of children in this age 

bracket in July 1998 while they were only 38.2% in February 1999. The total percentages 

of undernourished (slight, moderate and severe) went down from 16.5% in 1998 to 44.9% 

in 1999, a decrease of 31.6 percentage points. 

According to the 24hours food recall survey, though, diet played no significant 

effect on such results. After singling out older children aged 5 to 12, the percentages of 

requirement satisfaction for both energy and protein again did not vary significantly 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

64.1 12.4 76.5 0.0 
56.2 6.7 44.9 1.1 

Source: Data set from July 1998 and February 1999 field measurements 
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between 1998 and 1999. Likewise the age group comprising all children 0-12 year old 

and against my hypothesis of a scantier diet during the lean 1998 season, here too the 

percentages of requirement satisfaction were slightly higher in 1998 than 1999. 

TABLE 5.4, Daily energy and protein requirement satisfaction for children 5-12 in 1998 
and 1999 (N=22) 

Daily Energy Requirements Daily Protein Requirements 

+100% 90-100% 80-90% -80% +100% 90-100% 80-90% -80% 

1998 40.9 0.0 27.3 31.8 77.3 13.6 9.1 0.0 

1999 22.7 18.2 31.8 27.3 68.2 18.2 4.1 9.1 
Source: Data set from 1998 and 1999 tleld measurements 

As a factor affecting nutrition in this age group, energy expenditure turned out to 

be much more relevant than food consumption. It does have explanatory power for these 

seasonal differences in nutritional status, but, interesting so, in a direction opposite to 

what I originally expected. Increased energy expenditure in the winter months because of 

needed child labor contributions to picking, washing and drying coffee did not hold true 

to the empirical evidence. In Analco, children continue to attend school and dedicate their 

afternoons to doing homework and playing even in the heaviest harvest season. As we 

have seen in chapter four, school absenteeism is an unknown phenomenon in this locality 

and parents are outspoken advocates for their children's education. 

Older children's contributions to productive and domestic activities are thus much 

higher in the summer months during school vacations than in the winter during the peak 

agricultural season. In the summer, agricultural work is not as hard and, since school is 

not in session, children tend to rest and play longer than in the winter months. At the 

same time, though, they also tend in greater numbers to dedicate longer hours to help out 
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their parents and adult siblings at iiome and in the fields; activities, these, that all require 

a greater energy expenditure than attending school or doing homework: 

TABLE 5.5, Anaico Children's (2-12 Years Old) Daily Time Use 

Summer 1998 (N=24) Winter 1999 (N=24) 

Activities Mean 
Time'^ 

Standard 
Dev. 

N Mean Time Standard 
Dev. 

Water carrying 18 33.33 17.24 8 26.63 19.09 

Wood gathering and 
carrying 

10 117.0 65.50 1 60.0 0 

Domestic activities 
Total Time 

23 108.7 97.87 9 46.55 38.9 

Food preparation 
activities Total Time 

2 30 0 2 37.5 10.6 

Siblings care-taking 
activities Total Time 

9 128.75 105.55 4 85 37.86 

Weeding corn fields 5 180 70.36 _15 
" -

Coffee picking/ 
cleaning/ drying 

~ ~ — 3 23.3 11.55 

Agricultural activities 
Total Time 

6 153.3 90.7 3 23.3 11.55 

Education Total 
Time 

— — — 22 400.9 95.11 

Playing Total Time 24 225.63 76.29 23 195.43 104.3 

Resting Total Time 24 810 88.46 24 715.2 134.63 

Source: 1998 and 1999 Activities and Use of Time Surveys 

Among these activities, the difference in time use for carrying water and gathering 

and carrying wood is particularly striking between the two seasons. Both activities are 

'' Record of time use was taken for each member of the selected 12 households. The survey was 
administered, usually at nightfall, to the father, the mother and older siblings, asking total time for each 
activity for that day or the day/night before. For younger children, we interviewed the immediate caretaker; 
usually—but not always—the mother. The survey was administered twice for each household during 
weekdays excluding Sunday. Time results are obviously approximations since they are based on memory 
recollections. I excluded two one-year-old babies from the 1999 count since their activities were still 
mostly undifferentiated (sleeping, playing and eating). 

Total number of children involved in each activity. 
Calculated in minutes, averaging total time for each child involved in each activity. 

'•* Standard deviation from mean time calculated in minutes. 
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very hard work, which children begin to perform since they are five or six years old. 

Thus, they contribute significantly to their households' needs for water and fuel but do so 

much more in the summer than in the winter. They may carry from a minimum of two 

liter plastic bottles when they are very young to a maximum of twenty liter buckets when 

they are twelve or thirteen, stepping up and down several times a day on the steep 

staircases and pathways that link the village central water tank to each home. As we will 

see when I break down these data on the basis of gender, most water carriers are girls, but 

there are also a few boys with bottles or full buckets. For wood, children begin to help 

when they are slightly older, from nine or ten years old and older, and mostly are boys 

although a few older girls also carry wood for fuel. They cover moderate to long 

distances, at times carrying up to twenty Kilograms for up to an hour or an hour and a 

half walk from the woods to their homes. In the winter, much fewer kids help out in these 

activities and, when they do it, they tend to do it for much shorter periods of time. 

Besides carrying wood and water, many children—mostly girls—help in all kinds 

of domestic activities, from housecleaning to laundry, dishwashing, running to the store, 

and taking care of domestic animals and the home garden; they do so considerably more 

in the summer than in the winter. With the exception of two 12 year old daughters who 

had helped out in the kitchen for short periods of time in both seasonal measurements, 

children in this age group do not participate actively in food preparation activities, 

leaving the task to mothers or older female siblings. There is a significant difference, 

though, in both numbers of children and their total time devoted to taking care of younger 

Boxes marked with this sign refer to a count of 0 since that activity did not take place during that 
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siblings, where, again in the summer months of 1998 more of them were assigned care-

taking tasks over longer periods of time than during school time in the winter 1999. 

Although the majority of kids did not help out their parents in agricultural 

activities in neither season, still in the summer twice as many (N=6) as in the winter 

(N=3) did so and for significantly longer periods of time. The three children who did help 

out in the winter, did so drying coffee in the sun and only for very short spurts of time. 

To withstand the lack of child labor input, in the late Fall and winter months 

parents and older siblings intensify their own labor picking coffee, harvesting and storing 

temporal com and attending the recently sown tonamil com fields. Adults and school 

graduate teens tend to work in greater numbers (N=32 vs. N=20) and for longer hours in 

agriculture (mostly in coffee-related activities) (mean time: 458 vs. 301 minutes) while 

they rest significantly less (mean time: 528 vs. 710 minutes) in the winter than in the 

summer. That adults and older teens who are not attending school anymore tend to 

intensify their labor in the winter months in order to respond to increasing agricultural 

demands and, at the same time, so that their children or younger siblings regularly attend 

school showed up in interviews: 

"When coffee beans begin to ripe in October, November. Dicember up to February, we cut 
them ail, but in my family it is only me and Sara [his wife] who pick coffee. Of our children 
[two sons and three daughters], the older ones are attending school and Rode and Julio are 
very young. Kids cannot pick coffee, they are too young or they must go to school. It is us. 
me and Sara who have to work hard with coffee because our children need to study". (Julio 
07/98)'^ 

particular season. 
"Cuando empieza a madurar el cafe en octubre. noviembre, diciembre hasta febrero todo se corta. pero en 

mi familia solo somos Sara [su esposa] y yo que cortamos. Los hijos [son dos ninos y tres ninasj los mas 
grandecitos estan estudiando y Rode y Julio estan chiquitos. Los ninos no pueden cortar. estan chiquitos o 
tienen que ir a la escuela. A nosotros, a mf y Sara nos toca echarle ganas con el cafe porque los ninos deben 
de estudiar". 



280 

"When I was seven or eight. I did not work in the fields. I did not pick coffee..[I began to go] 
when I was thirteen because I did not go to school anymore. I had graduated from elementary 
school. When I stopped studying, then I did go. I went to pick coffee. My younger brothers 
and sisters who are in school, no. they never go to pick coffee. Now [ go with my dad, with 
my mom. when he was here also Evaristo [her older brother] used to go. We go during the 
harvest season and we work all morning. To pick coffee is hard work." (Dominga. 16 years 
old. 02/99)'^ 

This is further supported by our data on adult and older teen weight differences 

between the two seasons, in which we found a tendency toward weight loss in the winter 

as opposed to the previous summer. 

TABLE 5.6, Adult Weights in Summer 1998 and Winter 1999'^ 

No.HH Aae Sex Wt/Ka 98 Wt./Ka 99 A Wt 
1 60 F 60.2 57.3 -2.9 
1 25 M 60.0 59.0 -1.0 
2 26 M 58.0 56.1 -1.9 
2 26 F 44.9 41.3 -2.9 
3 50 M 54.3 51.3 -3.0 
3 48 F 49.5 47.0 -2.5 
3 24 F 50.0 51.5 +1.5 
3 16 F 42.0 42.0 0.0 
3 15 F 42.0 40.7 -1.3 
4 44 M 53.0 48.2 -4.8 
4 46 F 63.0 56.5 -6.5 
5 28 M 56.0 56.0 0.0 
5 18 F 58.2 54.6 -3.6 
6 33 M 55.0 55.6 +0.6 
6 28 F 52.1 55.9 +3.8 
7 35 M 69.5 72.0 +2.5 
7 35 F 48.2 50.5 +2.3 

"Cuando tenia siete u ocho aiios yo no iba al campo. ni a recoger cafe...[empece a ir] cuando tenfa trece 
anos porque ya no iba a la escuela, ya habfa salido de la primaria. Cuando termine de estudiar, entonces si, 
fui a recoger cafe. Mis hermanos mas chiquitos que estan estudiando. no. nunca van a cortar cafe. Ahora yo 
voy. con mi papa, mi mama, cuando estaba tambien iba Evaristo [el hermano mayor]. Vamos durante la 
temporada de corte y trabajamos toda la maiiana. Mucho trabajo es el corte". 

These data refer to the twelve households with which we carried out the in-depth study. Of the 12 male 
cases, I excluded from the weight loss average two cases since they did not engage in agricultural work: 
No. 7 (he is the community health worker who receives a regular monthly salary from the Ministry of 
Health with which he supports his family) and No.l I ( he is a 75 years old who does not work in the tleids 
anymore for his advanced age). Among the women, I excluded from the weight loss average three cases: 
No. 7 and No. 11 (for the same reasons adduced for their husbands) and No. 6 (because she was five 
months pregnant at the time of the second measurement). 
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8 61 M 65.0 58.0 1 b
 

8 50 F 59.5 51.5 -8.0 
9 35 M 55.0 54.7 -0.3 
9 33 F 47.0 48.1 +1.1 

10 44 M 64.0 62.6 -1.4 
10 43 F 55.0 51.5 -3.5 
11 75 M 39.5 41.3 +1.8 
11 74 F 40.0 39.4 -0.6 
12 30 M 52.0 54.3 +2.3 
12 28 F 55.0 48.3 -6.7 

Mean Weight Loss 98/99 -2.95 Kgs. 

Source: 1998 and 1999 fieldwork data 

With the exception of two households (No. 6 and 7 in the table), the other ten 

experienced at least one of their members—in most cases both or all—who lost weight in 

the second measurement. Adult labor intensification during the heavy agricultural season 

in winter time does seem then to have an immediate negative effect on nutritional status. 

As we will discuss in a later section, this effect is considerably greater among 

wives/women than among husbands/men. 

These findings on time use and nutrition broken down by age go a long way in 

explaining a better nutritional status of the 5-to-l2 age group in 1999 than in 1998 despite 

the lack of variation in diet. As I already discussed in chapter four, they also point to the 

importance that education has acquired for Analquenos. Education is an important 

function in the household production of health: Analquefio parents view schooling as a 

major form to invest in their children and for the future of the household. They prefer to 

forfeit immediate contributions to their family economy via their children's labor in the 

hope of longer term gains to household security that their children's education and, 

eventually, their migration to urban Oaxaca have come to represent for them. 
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Although unfortunately my epidemiological data are not precise enough to draw 

clear comparative inferences, anecdotic evidence suggests that the incidence and 

prevalence of gastrointestinal illnesses in Analco—as elsewhere in tropical Mexico—is 

higher in the summer during the rainy season than in the winter. We know that acute 

illnesses such as gastrointestinal infections interact negatively with nutritional status 

producing a synergic effect of possibly deleterious consequences for the human 

organism, especially in children (Paine 1989). An extra burden of illness may also have 

exerted a negative effect on these children's nutritional status as measured in July 1998 

and in comparison to February 1999. Still, there is no reason to believe that this burden 

may have been greater for older children than for younger ones. Moreover, acute 

respiratory illnesses, which also often involve lack of appetite and weight loss in 

children, present higher incidence and prevalence in the winter months than in the 

summer in Analco. 

That diet does not seem to change considerably in quantity or quality between the 

two seasons in this peasant locality calls for a few considerations on seasonality. As the 

Analco case illustrates, seasonal variability does not always affect peasant household 

food security or consumption per se. Other factors which also vary by season, such as 

work and energy expenditures, need to be taken into account and may have a better 

explanatory power than diet for seasonal variability in nutritional status of a peasant 

locality or of specific groups within it. 

In the Analco case, our data indicate that, although local producers were still very 

much dependent on mono-cropping coffee for needed cash in 1998-99, they have been 
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able to maintain or reacquire sufficiently diversified food sources throughout the year to 

withstand food insecurity in the lean months. As we saw in chapter three, these include 

not only agricultural products for self-consumption but also animal husbandry, gathering 

of edible greens, fruits and other wild vegetable food sources, and fishing and hunting; 

activities which the relatively low degradation of Analco's natural habitat and the 

sufficient extension of communal land continue to support nowadays. Moreover, 

Analquefios are purposely implementing a strategy of greater productive diversification 

and assuring com self-sufficiency throughout the year which helps explaining why the 

locality is not facing major food shortages in the summer months. 

The availability of cash is another factor which in Analco varies tremendously 

from one season to the next: the winter and spring months after the coffee harvest are the 

period when most households have more money at hand. On the other hand, though, with 

plummeting returns from coffee from 1997 to the present (see chapter seven), we need to 

remember that the availability of cash has also experienced dramatic downward trends 

which last well beyond an agricultural season. This downturn cycle now (2002) includes 

already the last four to five years. 

Despite typical seasonal variance in cash availability and a general downturn in 

household income from year to year in recent times, though, cash per se did not appear to 

have a great impact on food availability and nutritional status, at least in the short time 

span here considered. The amount of cash spent from one season to the next for 

household food consumption did not vary significantly, especially after counting for a 

double digit inflation for basic consumer prices between the two measurements: an 



284 

average of 182.5 pesos per week per family in summer 1998 versus 220 pesos in winter 

1998-99. As we saw in chapter four, moreover, Analquenos tend to recognize in 

interviews that the consumption of food—including the purchase of food—has not 

suffered from current downtrends in coffee revenues. 

I will come back to the impact of seasonality on diet, nutrition and well-being 

after examining the importance of gender as an analytical category in the relationship 

between agriculture, food and nutrition. 

B. GENDER AND NUTRITION 

"Take nothing on its looks: take everything on evidence. There's no better rule." 
Charles Dickens (1812-1870) 

A brief theoretical and methodological overture 

My interest in exploring the relationship between gender and nutrition in Analco 

and Santa Cecilia is justified on three different grounds. First, the social science literature 

on health recognizes a basic need to collect information and analyze available data 

broken down by sex as a primary and basic step central to gender analysis (see Echarri 

1999:123), including for food and nutrition. Second, the existing literature on food and 

nutrition in Mexico calls attention to the paucity of specific studies on women and 

nutrition (Alatorre, Langer y Lozano [1994] L997; de Chavez 1995; Echarri 1999). 

Third, I encountered multiple bibliographical references that assert that in rural Mexico 

we commonly witness unequal intra-household food distribution favoring boys and/or 

worse undernutrition prevalence rates among girls from a young age (see for example: 

Alatorre, Langer and Lozano [1994] 1997:232-3, Aranda 1993:181; Arroyo 1994:64; 
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Atkin 1994:206 Cadenas and Garza 1994:123 de Chavez 1995:140; DlF-Oaxaca 1994; 

Langer and Toibert 1995:1; Peral 1996: 73 PROGRESA 1997:20; Szasz [1994] 1997:34). 

Allegedly, this is more common in situations of poverty, low literacy, among indigenous 

people, and/or in times of dire economic hardship. PROGRESA (1997), for instance, 

argues that dietary and nutritional discrimination among young girls is common in today 

impoverished Mexican countryside; the program calls for pro-girl social policies 

precisely to revert these tendencies. Despite these statements, none of these sources 

provide substantive empirical evidence to support these assertions. 

It is worth it to briefly highlight some of the most important theoretical and 

methodological perspectives that have oriented the discussion around the relationship 

between nutrition and gender in Mexico. This will help us understand up to which point a 

gender perspective can explain differences or similarities in nutritional patterns and 

outcomes within the home, or more generally, in those between men and women in 

contexts of poverty and marginality. Four perspectives influence the way we can 

approach the issue of gender and nutrition in the Mexican context. These include: a) 

studies of the household and the social reproduction of the family; b) research on gender 

inequities and machismo in Mexico; c) studies about women, health and nutrition in Latin 

America and the rest of the developing worid; and, finally, d) a well-established tradition 

of studies on the epidemiology of undernutrition in Mexico (cf. Avila 1990). 

From the 1980s on, the socio-anthropological literature on households and 

families in developing countries has repeatedly shown that~in a wide variety of socio

economic, cultural and geographic contexts—households are neither homogenous nor can 
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they be characterized by harmonious, horizontal or equal relations among its members. 

Within this tremendous variety, intra-household social relationships can range from 

extensive mutual cooperation to open conflict and from equal power relations between 

conjugal partners to situations of marked submission of women. These distinctive 

patterns influence the flow of everyday life in its multiple dimensions, including 

sexuality, child-rearing, domestic work, income generation and distribution, and/or the 

control of material resources (Dwyerand Bruce 1988, Bruce 1989; Oliveira 1998; 

Schmukler 1998). 

With this problematizing of the household we can highlight the existence of 

asymmetrical power relations and processes of internal differentiation, mainly on the 

basis of gender but also according to age and generation. These relationships and 

processes are common in both rural and urban families (Freyermuth 2000; Gonzalez de la 

Rocha 1994) in Latin America and Mexico; they tend to be more common in situations of 

poverty, marginality, little or no formal education, and among Indigenous populations 

(Beneria & Roldan 1992; Freyermuth 2000; Garcia y Oliveira 1994). 

These and other similar analyses have inspired interest in the study of the intra-

household distribution of resources and the effect that this has on each member of the 

domestic unit. Evidence that material (and symbolic) resources available to the family as 

a whole can be distributed unequally among its members has been found all over the 

world but mostly in South and South East Asia (Bledsoe 1990?; Bledsoe and Hirschman 

1989; Chatteijee 1989; Chen et al. 1981; das Gupta 1987; Levine 1987; McKee nd.) 
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Some of these studies point out that the unequal distribution appears not only to 

be determined by gender but also by age, birth order or other factors. It may well respond 

to: a) the relative value and autonomy attributed to each member within the power 

structure of the family; b) existing patterns of social reproduction; and c) available 

household survival strategies in each specific circumstance. For example, statements have 

been made on how access to food and health services, including breast milk, are 

distributed differently, discriminating women from a young age in various socio-cultural 

and economic contexts. These mainly include Islamic and Hindu Bangladeshi and Indian 

populations (Chatterjee 1989; Chen et al 1981 das Gupta 1987; Ravindran 1986).Yet, 

there is also evidence—albeit less marked—of son preference and female discrimination in 

the African continent (Bledsoe and Hirshman 1989; Ravindran 1986) and, to an even 

lesser extent, in Latin America (McKee n.d.). 

In the Mexican context, anecdotal reports state that, at least in rural indigenous 

communities, women tend to serve food first to men then to children and finally to 

themselves (see note 20; c.f. PROGRESA 1997). Also, studies about the social 

reproduction of gender inequities and machismo in Mexico have stressed the existence of 

female subordination and the diffuse prevalence of an ideology of self-sacrifice, 

abnegation and a self-imposed reproduction of daily submission (Lagarde 1994). 

Moreover, this literature shows that women (and men) transmit gendered practices and 

ideology in the socialization of their children. Gendered practices of this kind may well 

transmit material and symbolic patterns which could effectively translate into differential 

diets and nourishment discriminating girls, especially in situations of poverty, marginality 
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and economic hardship. Still, if this type of discrimination exists, it needs to be proved 

with factual information. 

In an excellent revision of the existing literature about women and nutrition in 

developing countries (1991), Leslie remarks that there is too little information on this 

subject owing to the fact that women have been targeted by primary health care and 

nutrition programs not in their own right but as mothers responsible for child care. 

Policies and programs have not given enough attention to their own needs as 

beneficiaries especially if women are neither pregnant nor breastfeeding. Leslie also 

revises the literature on gender preference and discrimination among children and reaches 

the conclusion that, outside of South and Southeast Asia and the Middle East, there is not 

clear evidence of female discrimination in child feeding, nutrition outcomes, morbidity or 

mortality data. 

Behrman's (1990) exhaustive revision of gender and the distribution of food 

within the family calls into question the supposed widespread preference towards boys in 

nutrition. He argues that the evidence is inconclusive in many parts of the world and 

suggests that some of that which is reported as discrimination in food quantity and quality 

could be instead explained by women's lower nutritional requirements as opposed to 

men. 

In the Mexican case, above and beyond the already cited references asserting 

female discrimination in diet and nutritional outcomes without providing empirical 

evidence, there are a few notable exceptions that actually indicate the contrary (Echarri 

1999; 130-1; Wong and Vega 1994, cited in Echarri). Echarri revises the results of the 
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1988 National Nutrition Survey (ENN-88) among children up to 5 years of age and the 

First National School Height Census carried out by DIF and SEP among first graders in 

1992-93. He reports that there is no evidence of discrimination towards girls in 

nutritional outcomes according to either height or weight. Also the ENAL96 did not find 

worse undernutrition rates among girls, with the important exception of severe 

undernutrition (equal to or more than -3SD z-score) in the state of Oaxaca."° 

" DIF= Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (Integrated Family Development Council). SEP=Secretarfa de 
Educacion Publica (the Ministry of Public Education). 

I reviewed nutritional data from ENAL96 for Mexico in general and for the state of Oaxaca. breaking 
down data by sex and by Indigenous versus non-Indigenous population. The following tables include 
percentages of nutritional prevalences for pre-schoolers (O-to-5-years of age) using the standard weight-for-
age indicator. 
Population at large: 

Normal Slight Moderate Severe 
OAXACA 
Boys 43.1 32.1 20.7 4.1 
Girls 44.8 30.8 17.8 6.6 
NATIONAL 
Boys 55.1 27.4 13.2 4.2 
Girls 56.3 26.7 12.6 4.3 

Indigenous population: 

Normal Slight Moderate Severe 
OAXACA 

Boys 40.7 32.5 23.6 3.3 
Girls 42.6 32.6 17.8 7.0 
NATIONA 
L 

Boys 47.6 30.5 16.4 5.5 
Girls 45.8 33.3 14.5 6.4 

Non-indigenous population: 
Normal Slight Moderate Severe 

OAXACA 
Boys 50.0 31.3 15.8 2.8 
Girls 50.3 28.9 15-7 5.1 
NATIONA 
L 
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Interesting enough, this information comes from large-scale quantitative national 

surveys carried out in the tradition of the epidemiology of undernutrition. All these 

surveys were carried out with child populations up to seven years of age. These findings 

are important but they are applicable only to young children, not to older population 

groups. Moreover, while they cover important quantitative dimensions of child 

undernutrition in Mexico, including sex differences or similarities, they are silent toward 

micro-qualitative aspects of undernutrition. As we will see in the last section of this 

chapter, beyond immediate sex differences or similarities in nutritional outcomes, a 

micro-analysis of gender and nutrition at the household level reveals other important 

dimensions in which nutritional outcomes can be affected by unequal gender relations. 

With these contradictory findings and gaps in the existing literature in mind, I 

began to explore the relationship between gender and nutrition in Analco and Santa 

Cecilia. To do so, I used quantitative and qualitative information gathered during 

fieldwork,"' and included both a diachronic and a synchronic perspective to this analysis. 

Boys 57.3 27.0 12.1 3.6 

Girls 59.4 25.4 11.7 3.5 

We can observe that—with the important exception of severe undernutrition in Oaxaca for all population 
types (where girls present greater percentages than boys, especially among Indigenous populations; a 
situation that per se needs more attention and analysis), young girls tend to present nutritional outcomes 
comparable or even slightly better than boys in Mexico at large as well as in the state of Oaxaca. While 
undernutrition prevalences increase among indigenous populations as opposed to non-indigenous 
populations as well as in Oaxaca as opposed to Mexico at large, comparative results on the basis of sex do 
not change, even when we control for indigenous vs. non-indigenous populations (data courtesy of Dr. 
Abelardo Avila. national coordinator ENAL96). 

The locality and the household were the two units of analysis. With the exception of the food frequency 
and expenditure questionnaires (which were collected at the household level, interviewing the mother with 
or without translation), diet and nutrition information (24hour food recall surveys and anthropometric 
measures) were collected for each individual pertaining to the selected households in each locality. 
Anthropometric measurements were taken for almost all children aged 0 to 12 in each locality, plus willing 
adults. In Analco all adults in selected households accepted to participate in the anthropometric study; 
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Recent historical processes 

As we saw in chapter four, the decade of the 1980s was a time of improving 

nutritional outcomes in these coffee-producing localities. According to the historical 

nutritional curves which measure stunting, undernutrition rates diminished from 95% to 

56% in Analco in approximately a decade while in Santa Cecilia they decreased from 

60% in 1984 to 44% in 1988. If the curves are broken down by sex (Graphs I and 2), we 

can see that the general tendency to improve throughout the decade occurred in both 

places among males as well as females. 

GRAPH 5.7, Historical undernutrition rates by sex (height-for-age), Analcol 972-1997 
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moreover and beyond these households, here we obtained measurements for approximately half of the adult 
population in the locality. In Santa Cecilia, most adults did not accept to participate in the anthropometric 
assessment. In both localities, we collected information on work activities and time use for each member of 
the 12 selected households from age two on. With the assistance of the Instituto Nacional de la Nutricidn, 
food recall and work activities data were translated into energy and protein daily satisfaction percentages 
and energy expenditures, respectively. In all cases, data were controlled for age and sex. Quantitative data 
were accompanied by interviews on gender ideology and practice with teenagers and adult men and 
women, plus several extensive observations and informal conversations on work assignments, food 
practices, general decision-making and overall social relations within and around the home. 
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GRAPH 5.8, Historical undernutrition rates by sex (height-for-age), Santa Cecilia 1983 
1997 
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These graphs—in which rates are calculated using the indicator height-for-age— 

highlight that women lend to present lower percentages of stunting (and therefore a better 

nutritional status) than men in both communities and for most of the years. The only 

exception is Anaico between 1980 and 1985 where women show slightly higher stunting 

rates but with an average of 2% or less in difference. After 1985, Analqueno women tend 

to show a better nutritional status than men of up to 10 percentage points difference. 

The difference favoring women is particularly notable in Santa Cecilia where they 

tend to present between 20 and 30 percentage points less in undernutrition rates than men 

throughout the decade of the 1980s. In this brief period when peasant family economies 

achieved better living conditions owing to a more or less constant cash income through 

coffee revenues, female children and adolescents in these areas did present overall better 
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nutritional outcomes throughout childhood than males. If diets did not differ on the basis 

of gender among these population groups, these results may be due to female children 

and adolescents' better resistance to illnesses than males." 

As we have seen in chapter four, this remarkable improvement in nutrition in 

these areas came to an abrupt end in 1989-1990 precisely when the coffee economy 

entered into a deep crisis. In Santa Cecilia the crisis hit particularly hard and, according 

to the nutritional assessment study of summer 1991, this locality really lived through 

periods of semi-starvation. As we saw in chapter four, this was clearly reflected in very 

high undernutrition rates among children aged O-to-5 and 5-to-I2, according to the 

weight-for-age and weight-for-height indicators. 

If we break down 1991 prevalence rates in Santa Cecilia by sex, we can see that 

boys suffered from stunting in greater percentages than girls in both age groups. Greater 

percentages of Ceciliefio boys as opposed to girls tended to suffer from stunting in 

response to cumulative undernutrition overtime. These results are inconclusive given the 

small sample size especially in the O-to-5 age group. Still, we need to remark that this 

difference favoring girls concurs with the results shown in the historical undernutrition 

curve from this locality. According to the weight-for-height indicator, greater 

undernutrition prevalence rates among girls are precisely due to the fact that on average 

~ Here I do not take into account the interaction between disease and nutrition because I do not have 
specific historical information on epidemiological patterns and processes for these two localities. 
Nevertheless, it is important to remember the synergic interaction between undernutrition and disease 
where disease leads to more undernutrition and undernutrition leads to a higher disease incidence (Mata et 
al. 1977; Pereira y Begum 1987). 
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girls presented bigger heights than boys; because of this, when they faced semi-starvation 

in summer 1991, the ratio weight/height was more marked among them than among boys. 

TABLE 5.9, Prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 year old), Santa 
Cecilia 1991 

Low Low 
Stunting^^ Weight-for-Age^'* Welght-for-Age^® Wasting^® 

Boys (N=6) 83.0 83.0 100.0 67.0 
Girls (N=13) 38.0 85.0 100.0 77.0 
Total (N=19) 52.6 84.2 100.0 73.7 

Source: Data set from June 1991 tleld measurements, UPISL-MLAL 

TABLE 5.10, Prevalence of undernutrition among older children (5-12 year old), Santa 
Cecilia 1991 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Welght-for-Age Wasting 

Boys(N=12) 66.0 100.0 100.0 83.0 
Girls (N=13) 39.0 100.0 100.0 92.0 
Total (N=25) 52.0 100.0 100.0 88.0 

Source: Data set from June 1991 tleld measurements, UPISL-MLAL 

In the absence of undernutrition prevalence data for Analco at the beginning of 

the 1990s, we have to rely on the historical undernutrition curve. If we analyze the curve 

according to sex we can see that, from 1986 onwards, Analqueno women presented lower 

percentages of stunting than men. This tendency continued through the 1990s, indicating 

again how Analqueiio girls tend to present a better nutritional status throughout childhood 

than boys or adolescent males. 

^ Less than 80 percent below height-for-age standard, NCHS/WHO. 
Less than 80 percent below weight-for-age standard. NCHS/WHO 

^ Less than 90 percent below weight-for-age standard, NCHS/WHO. In comparison to the previous 
measurement, it includes slight undernutrition (between below -I Z-score and -2 Z-score). 

Less than 90 percent below weight-for-height standard, NCHS/WHO. 
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These results show how generally in both areas times of crisis did not change the 

tendency for girls to have a better nutritional status than boys. This is an important 

finding. It refutes the hypothesis that in emergency situations—such as food insecurity, 

semi-starvation and/or extreme economic crisis—girls (in the case of Analco, the female 

population as a whole) would be the first to be negatively affected by an excessive 

burden of nutritional deterioration compared to boys from the same community. In the 

following section I will show how the tendency towards a better nutritional status among 

women is maintained to the present time—albeit with some important exceptions. 

Present day nutrition, gender and work 

As we saw in chapters three and four, strategies adopted to pursue food security 

following the coffee crisis were complex and diverse; their effects on nutritional status 

also varied among the two localities. The results of the child nutrition assessment we 

carried out between June and July 1998 reflect the magnitude of the challenge families 

faced living in a peasant coffee economy which deteriorated with each passing day. If we 

observe the measures of weight-for-age and height-for-age, we can see that boys and 

girls living in both places and from both age groups suffer mostly from stunting rather 

than low weight according to age. This finding correlates closely to that of ENAL96 

where it is reported that the average undernutrition rates among the Oaxacan rural 

population between 0 and 5 years is 47% according to the height-for-age indicator and 

24.5% according to weight-for-age (Avila et al 1996a). 

In general, children O-to-5 from Santa Cecilia (Table 4.1, chapter four) in 1998 

were suffering in greater percentages than those from Analco (Table 4.11, chapter four) 
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from stunting. In both cases, percentages are higher than the average for the state reported 

by ENAL96; especially in Santa Cecilia. It is likely that these high percentages of stunting 

are a direct reflection of the coffee crisis at the beginning of the 1990s which had serious 

repercussions on food security, diet and the nutritional status of children as well as future 

pregnant mothers. As we know, it is very much possible to compensate previously lost 

weight with an appropriate diet when the economic and food situation in the home 

improves; stature, on the other hand, once affected will not recuperate ever (OMS 1995). 

If we break down the 1998 data by sex we can generally conclude that in both 

localities and for both age groups, girls again present lower percentages of stunting, an 

indicator which measures accumulated—chronic or historical—undernutrition. This 

difference is most marked among the under five child population in Analco (with a 

percentage difference between boys and girls of 15.8 points, table 5.11) and between girls 

and boys over the age of 5 in Santa Cecilia (with a difference of 14.1 points, table 5.12). 

These results indicate once again a significant advantage of girls over boys in both 

localities in nutritional status through their growth and/or better immunity conditions. 

If we take into account the weight-for-age indicator among the under five 

population girls again present a higher percentage of normal nutritional status than boys: 

in Analco 65.2% among girls vs. 42.3% among boys and in Santa Cecilia 44.4% among 

girls and 32.2% among boys. 

These results are interesting because they refute—at least in these localities and 

especially in the under five population—the hypothesis that differential food distribution 

patterns, health care and/or caring-emotional environments discriminate against girls in 
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such a way that translates into a less favorable nutritional status among them as a group. 

The fact that Analquefio and Ceciliefio girls tend to present higher percentages of normal 

heights for their age and sex as opposed to boys in both age groups also indicates that not 

only today but also in the recent past these girls did not suffer from forms of 

discrimination that translated into worse nutritional outcomes."' 

TABLE 5.11, Prevalence of undernutrition among pre-schoolers (0-5 year old), Anaico 
1998 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

Boys (N=26) 59.2 11.5 57.7 3.8'^'' 
Girls (N=23) 43.4 8.7 34.8 0.0 
Total (N=49) 52.0 10.2 46.9 2.0 

Source; Data set from July 1998 field measurements 

TABLE 5.12, Prevalence of undernutrition among pre-schoolers (0-5 year old), Santa 
Cecilia 1998 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

Boys (N=31) 65.5 16.2 67.8 0.0 
Girls (N=:18) 58.8 16.7 55.6 5.5" 
Total (N=49) 63.1 16.4 63.3 2.0 

Source; Data set from June 1998 field measurements 

^ The fact that I found no nutritional discrimination among girls does not mean that no gender 
discrimination exists in food practices. Through participant observation, I acknowledged that in many 
households men eat first and women eat after them; in some cases men are offered better and bigger 
portions. It is important to mention that wives or older daughters are they themselves reproducing these 
differential discriminatory practices since they are usually the ones in charge to serve food. Nevertheless. I 
never observed a single instance where this practice of differentiation included children of either sex. 

This percentage refers to only one boy who had fallen sick with a gastro-intestinal infection one week 
previous to the nutritional assessment study. 

^ This percentage refers to only one little girl who had lost some weight because she was sick with an upper 
respiratory infection at the time of the nutritional assessment study. 
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With older children aged five-to-twelve we can see that, unlike with the under five 

population, stunting rates are lower among Ceciliefio children than among Analquefios: 

51.8% in Santa Cecilia (Table 5.13) versus 63.7% in Analco (Table 5.14). The fact that 

in this age group the children from Analco present a higher percentage of stunting is 

congruent with the evolution of the historical undernutrition curve from this locality in 

comparison with that from Santa Cecilia. In between 1986 (the year of birth of children 

turning 12 years in 1998) and 1993 (the year of birth of children turning 5 years in 1998) 

the percentage of children suffering from stunting was altogether higher in Analco (71% 

in 1986, lowering to 56% in 1989 and remaining at 57% in 1993, see Graph 4.14, chapter 

four) than in Santa Cecilia (51% in 1986 lowering to 44% in 1988 and rising to 52% in 

1993). 

TABLE 5.13, Prevalence of undernutrition among older children (5-12 year old), Analco 
1998 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

Boys (N=42) 66.7 9.5 61.9 0.0 
Girls (N=49) 61.3 14.3 67.3 2.4 
Total (N=91) 63.7 12.1 64.8 1.2 

Source: Data set from July 1998 tleld measurements 

TABLE 5.14: Prevalence of undernutrition among older children (5-12 year old), Santa 
Cecilia 1998 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

Boys (N=32) 58.1 31.2 65.6 0.0 
Girls (N=27) 44.0 18.5 70.4 0.0 
Total (N=59) 51.8 25.4 67.8 0.0 

Source: Data set from June 1998 field measurements 
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If we break down these data by sex, we can see that among older children aged 

five-to-twelve, again boys tend to suffer from higher stunting rates than girls in both 

localities. Results in relation to the weight-for-age indicator, on the other hand, are far 

more contradictory. In Analco, the percentages of normal weight are 34.4% and 38.1% 

among girls and boys, respectively. In Santa Cecilia, they are 29.6% among girls and 

32.7% among boys. Moreover, according to the weight-for-age indicator a greater 

percentage of girls (14.3%) than boys (9.5%) suffer from moderate or severe 

undernutrition in Analco. In contrast, we find the opposite situation in Santa Cecilia 

where 31.2% of boys suffer from moderate or severe undernutrition compared to 18.5% 

of girls. 

These sex differences in nutritional status may not be significant for the small 

population size used in this study. Nevertheless, if we look at the data and compare them 

to corresponding results among the under five population, we can appreciate how the 

percentage of normal weight among girls diminishes considerably from one age group to 

the other in a much more marked fashion than that among boys from the same 

community. In Analco the percentage of normal weight is more than 65% among girls up 

to five years and it decreases to 34% among older girls with a difference from one group 

to the other of 32 percentage points; while among boys the difference is only 4.2 

percentage points from 42.3% to 38.1%. In Santa Cecilia the percentage of normal 

weight among girls decreases from 44.4% to 29.6% (14.8 percentage point difference) 

between the under and the over five population; among boys we can see an opposite 
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tendency with a slight increase in the percentage of normal weights from 32.2% to 

32.7%. 

As we know, the indicator weight-for-age also reflects—albeit in a much minor 

way than the indicator height-for-age—the variations associated with size or, in other 

words, with growth of the total body mass according to the biological stage of the child. 

A lower percentage of normal nutrition among over five years old as opposed to children 

under five is to be expected as it becomes an expression that undernutrition accumulates 

over time and it increases in aging child populations with chronic nutritional deficiencies. 

Yet, the finding of much more marked variation among girls older than five than among 

boys of the same age shows that we face here a noteworthy gender-based differential 

pattern. Moreover, according to the weight-for-age indicator, in Anaico there is a slightly 

greater proportion of girls than boys aged 5 to 12 who suffer from moderate to severe 

undernutrition (14.3% and 9.5% respectively). 

On the other hand and conversely, low weight for age prevalences in this age 

group diminish in both sexes but much more among girls than among boys in the 

February 1999 nutritional assessment —a time of plenty for Analquenos (table 5.15). 

TABLE 4.15, Prevalence of undernutrition among older children (5-12 year old), Anaico 
1999 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

Boys (N=48) 59.2 4.2 43.8 0.0 
Girls (N=61) 50.8 8.2 37.5 0.0 

Total (N=109) 55.0 6.4 40.4 0.0 
Source: Data set from February 1999 field measurements 
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In this table we can observe that the percentage of girls that have normal weight 

for their age rose to 62.5% (while 37.5% suffered from slight, moderate or severe 

undernutrition, as we can see from the preceding table) while that of boys rose to 56.2% 

(while 43.8% suffered from slight, moderate or severe undernutrition). None suffered 

from wasting. All these data are relevant particularly if we consider that during the 

summertime children cooperate more in domestic and productive activities since this is 

during school summer recess. This is also traditionally the lean season in the agricultural 

cycle. Conversely, the wintertime is the season of plenty when boys and girls attend 

school considerably reducing their supporting labor. These considerations point to the 

fact that a plausible explication for temporal nutritional variations between the sexes of 

this magnitude should be located more in the realm of the social rather than in that of the 

biological. For that reason, I explored whether there were important variations in diet 

and/or work patterns for each period. 

Results from the 24-hour recall survey suggest that diet did not seem to play a 

significant role in these differential nutritional outcomes among girls and boys. No 

differences were found between girls and boys percentages of daily energy and protein 

requirement satisfaction. As we saw in the section on seasonality, these percentages do 

not vary significantly in this age group between 1998 and 1999 If anything and contrary 

to the hypothesis that diet could be more restricted in the summer during the lean season, 

percentages were slightly better in summer 1998 than in winter 1999. 

However and in accordance with what we saw in the section on seasonality, the 

activities and daily time use surveys suggest that the range of activities, time dedicated to 
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each and the number of children involved is different in the summer during school recess 

as opposed to the winter when children are attending school. More boys and girls work 

for longer periods of time in the summer than the winter (Table 5.16). 

TABLE 5.16, Daily time use among children 5 to 12 years of age, Anaico 1998 and 1999 
(sample of 12 families)^" 

Summer 1998 (N=21) Winter 1999 (N=21) 

Activities Mean 
Time^^ 

Standard 
Dev.^^ 

N Mean Time Standard 
Dev. 

Water carrying 16 33.33 17.24 8 26.63 19.09 

Wood gathering and 
carrying 

8 117.00 65.50 1 60.00 0 

Domestic activities 
Total Time 

21 108.70 97.87 10 50.00 38.90 

Food preparation 
activities Total Time 

2 30.00 0 2 37.50 10.60 

Siblings care-taking 
activities Total Time 

17 128.75 105.55 12 85.00 37.86 

Weeding cornfields 5 180.00 70.36 -- -

Coffee picking / 
cleaning / drying 

— — — 3 23.30 11.55 

Agricultural activities 
Total Time 

6 153.30 90.70 3 23.30 11.55 

Education 
Total Time 

— — -- 21 411.00 95.11 

Playing Total Time 21 225.63 76.29 21 162.00 104.30 

Resting Total Time 21 810.00 88.46 21 677.00 134.63 

Source: Activities and Daily Time Use Surveys July 1998 and February 1999 

Given these observations, I broke down the results of the activities and daily time 

use surveys by sex and subsequently linked them to the weight-for-age nutritional 

In this table as well as the following ones, I excluded boys and girls who were under five since at these 
young ages their activities are still undifferentiated on the basis of sex. Young children tend to spend most 
of their time sleeping, playing and eating. 

Total number of children involved in each activity. 
Calculated in minutes, averaging total time for each child involved in each activity. 
Standard deviation from mean time calculated in minutes. 
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outcomes. In particular, I carried out a quantitative comparison of hours/work, hours/play 

and hours/rest and a qualitative analysis of types of activities carried out among boys and 

girls in each of the two seasons. Supported by direct observations, the hypothesis that 

arose was that during school time gendered differences do exist but are less pronounced 

than during the summer. It is during the Summer that, once out of school, boys and girls 

occupy their days in different ways according to the sexual division of labor. These 

differential patterns also vary by age and become clearly marked on the basis of gender 

precisely at the age of five or six. If during the summer not only more girls than boys 

spend time working but also work longer hours than boys this may well suggest that girls 

spend more energy during this season than boys. Given that diet does not vary 

significantly between summer and winter, this finding could well implicate weight loss 

among girls during the summer in comparison to the winter. This weight loss would also 

be greater among girls than boys. 

The results of the time use surveys are shown in the following tables. They 

suggest that activities are indeed different between girls and boys. During both seasons 

girls sleep less and work more and in greater numbers than boys. These differences are 

more marked during the summer than the winter: 

Boxes marked with this symbol are equal to 0 and mean that that specific activity was not carried out 
during that season. 
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TABLE 5.17, Daily time use among girls and boys 5 to 12 years of age, Anaico 1998 
(sample of 12 families) 

Girls (N=10) Boys{N=12) 

Activities N 
Average 

Time N Mean Time 

Average age of sample 9.2 years 7.3 years 
Water carrying 10 40.5 6 14.6 
Wood gathering and carrying 5 150.0 3 72.5 
Domestic Activities 
Total Time 

10 148.5 11 108.0 

Food Preparation Activities 
Total Time 

2 30.0 0 0.0 

Siblings care-taking Activities 
Total Time 

a 137.0 9 35.0 

Weeding corn fields + other 
Agricultural Activities 
Total Time 

3 210.0 2 135.0 

Playing Total Time 10 148.5 12 255.0 
Resting 
Total Time 

10 768.0 12 825.0 

Source: July 1998 Activities and Daily Time Use Survey 
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TABLE 5.18, Daily time use among girls and boys 5 to 12 years of age, Anaico 1999 
(sample of 12 families) 

Girls (N=10) Boys (N=11) 

Activities N 
Average 

Time N Mean Time 

Average Age 9 years 8.3 years 

Water carrying 7 28 1 18 

Wood gathering and carrying 1 60 0 0 

Domestic Activities 7 64 3 19 

Total Time 

Food Preparation 3 35 0 0 
Total Time 

Siblings Care-taking Total 
Time 

7 89 5 56 

Coffee picking/cleaning 
/drying + other agricultural 
Activities Total Time 

2 20 1 30 

Education Total Time 10 384 11 436 

Playing Total Time a 176 11 151 

Resting Total Time 10 630 11 720 

Source: February 1999 Activities and Daily Time Use Survey 

It is important to mention that, for 1998, these differences do not necessarily 

imply a sexual division of labor that begins in Anaico at an early age. An alternative 

explanation would point to the different ages between the two sample groups: the average 

age of girls in summer 1998 was 9.2 years while that of boys was 7.3 years. Girls in this 

group were almost two years older than boys; this age difference alone could explain why 

girls on the average were playing and sleeping less while they were working more than 

boys.^^ 

Yet, if we observe results for winter 1999 we can see that, with a more reduced variation in age than in 
1998 (average age for girls is 9 years while for boys is 8.3 years), we can still find gender differences in 
activities. In February 1999, girls on average were sleeping less and have less time to devote to school 
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Regardless of the average age within each group, it is nevertheless clear that this 

particular group of girls was generally working in larger numbers and for longer periods 

of time than boys during the summer of 1998. They were playing and sleeping less, not 

only than boys in the same period of time, but also than they themselves (with the 

exception of sleep) seven months later. It is also worth remarking that boys also work 

more during summer than wintertime. This is particularly so with reference to domestic 

chores and care of younger siblings. Yet, differences in average time spent and the 

number of children engaged in each activity, do not appear as marked among boys as 

they are among girls in the two seasons. This is especially so when we consider the 

activities that require most energy expenditure such as carrying water and gathering and 

carrying wood. 

These results suggest that, in a place like Analco, patterns of work intensification 

exist during the agricultural cycle that involve child labor differentially depending on sex. 

Given that in Analco children do not take time off school to help parents in the fields, this 

pattern is accentuated during the summer. This is the time when boys and girls work 

harder and for longer periods of time. In peasant economies where seasonality marks 

important variations in the availability of staple food (mostly com) and cash income, this 

pattern may be further accentuated. In many cases, summertime is a time of scarcity; this 

coincides with a period when children spend more energy. 

Child labor contributions are made according to local child-rearing practices 

where boys and girls begin to share in domestic and productive tasks from the age of five 

homework than boys. At the same time, they tend to participate in a wider range of domestic and 
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or six. Girls tend to begin helping at an earlier age than boys. In general, boys and girls 

help their parents and older siblings, contributing to different tasks according to their age 

and gender. 

In reality, there is much more permeability in what is normally supposed to be the 

sexual division of labor than what ideology dictates. For example, it is worth mentioning 

that boys also contribute in a significant way to the caring of younger siblings or to 

different domestic chores. This occurs even when gender ideology portrays these 

activities as exclusive responsibilities of women. Yet, we need to stress that the sexual 

division of labor is well established in Analco from a tender age and continues to operate 

henceforth. Girls continue to be assigned to the domestic sphere as their mothers' or their 

big sisters' little helpers. Our data suggest that they tend to work more and in larger 

numbers, sleep less and dedicate less time to homework than boys. 

These data also suggest that the sexual division of work, plus the seasonal process 

of work intensification among children in general, could have differential repercussions 

on nutritional outcomes. Girls older than 5 years of age are particularly affected during 

the summer resulting in more weight losses than among boys. These weight loss 

differences seem to continue later in life, as we can see from the following table: 

agricultural chores and for longer periods of time than boys. 
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TABLE 5.19: Male vs.Female Adult Weights in Summer 1998 and Winter 1999^® 

MEN WOMEN 
No.HH Age \NVKg 98 Wt./Kg 99 AWt .  Age Wt/Kg 98 Wt/Kg 99 AWt  

1 25 60.0 59.0 -1.0 60 60.2 57.3 -2.9 
2 26 58.0 56.1 -1.9 26 44.9 41.3 -2.9 
3 50 54.3 51.3 -3.0 48 49.5 47.0 -2.5 
3 24 50.0 51.5 +1.5 
3 16 42.0 42.0 0.0 
3 15 42.0 40.7 -1.3 
4 44 53.0 48.2 1 bo

 

46 63.0 56.5 -6.5 
5 28 56.0 56.0 0.0 18 58.2 54.6 -3.6 
6 33 55.0 55.6 +0.6 28 52.1 55.9 +3.8 
7 35 69.5 72.0 +2.5 35 48.2 50.5 +2.3 
8 61 65.0 58.0 -7.0 50 59.5 51.5 1 CO

 
b
 

9 35 55.0 54.7 1 P
 

u
 

33 47.0 48.1 +1.1 
10 44 64.0 62.6 -1.4 43 55.0 51.5 -3.5 
11 75 39.5 41.3 +1.8 74 40.0 39.4 -0.6 
12 30 52.0 54.3 +2.3 28 55.0 48.3 1 O

) 

Average Weight Loss 98/99 -1.7 Kg Average Weight Loss 98/99 3.1 Kg 
Source: 1998 and 1999 fieldwork data 

These results are not conclusive given that they are based on a small sample size. 

However, they are suggestive enough to warrant further research using larger samples. It 

would be particularly important to analyze how gender, age and seasonality intertwine in 

the formation of asymmetrical power relationships at the household and community level. 

It would also be worth exploring whether different patterns of child upbringing among 

indigenous-peasant populations have or have not differential repercussions on child labor 

participation; and whether these differences do or do not affect childrens' physical well-

These data refer to the twelve households with which we carried out the in-depth study. Of the 12 male 
cases, I excluded from the weight loss average two cases since they did not engage in agricultural work; 
No. 7 (he is the community health worker who receives a regular monthly salary from the Ministry of 
Health with which he supports his family) and No.l 1 ( he is a 7S years old who does not work in the fields 
anymore for his advanced age). Among the women, I excluded from the weight loss average three cases: 
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being—especially their nutritional status. Nutrition and gender studies that focus on the 

impoverished Mexican countryside and the differential effects of neoliberalism should 

also consider other age groups besides the under-five child population.^^ To examine to 

which extent gender differences affect food intake and nutritional outcomes, we need to 

include in our studies population groups that reach "critical" age markers according to 

local cultural practice. In indigenous peasant populations, one such marker is precisely 

the age between five and seven. This is the time when gender differentiations become 

predominant in child-rearing practices and work apprenticeship. 

C. BEYOND NUTRITION PREVALENCES: OTHER FIELDS OF INTERACTION 
BETWEEN (UNDER)NUTRITION AND GENDER 

If we move beyond a discussion on gender discrimination in diet and nutritional 

outcomes, we can explore more qualitative aspects of the relation between gender and 

nutrition. Through ethnography I found that in Analco and Santa Cecilia the construction 

of gender identities and gendered social practices impact on specific situations of 

nutritional deterioration in more subtle and indirect ways. After controlling for 

socioeconomic status, I noticed that a few households concentrated unusually high 

No. 7 and No. 11 (for the same reasons adduced for their husbands) and No. 6 (because she was five 
months pregnant at the time of the second measurement). 

As we know, nutrition assessment studies and supplementation feeding programs are primarily targeted to 
the under five child population. This is so because chronic and acute malnutrition during the first years of 
life affects the physical-psycho-emotional growth of the child with the most serious and irreversible 
consequences (Cravioto 1981; Chavez y Martinez 1981; Edmundson et al. 1992; PehoyPelto 1989). Yet, 
the lack of attention that most nutrition intervention programs (such as PROGRES A) have for older 
children cannot be justified on human or social grounds. Inadequate nutrition in older children seriously 
affects their school performance considerably decreasing their opportunities to share into a better future. 
My research also shows that it is among older children—not the under five child population—that we 
perceive imponant gender differences which may have a differential impact on dietary patterns or 
nutritional outcomes among men and women. 



310 

undernutrition rates among children. By further probing, I realized that several of these 

cases of "negative deviance" (see Zeitlin et al. 1987) directly or indirectly had to do with 

social practices intimately related to profound gender asymmetries and deeply patriarchal 

constructions of normative manhood and womanhood. I was witnessing specific cases of 

what I would call a "household production of malnutrition and ill health", following 

Berman et al. (1994) and Shumann and Mosley (1994) analytical framework. 

I identified four particular types of family dynamics that could go a long way in 

explaining specific situations of profound nutritional deterioration for all children of the 

same household. These are: a) alcoholism of the father b) bigamy of the father c) death 

of the mother and d) the husband's prohibition of his spouse's use of contraception. In 

some cases these dynamics have generated children's systematic neglect. In others, boys 

and—more commonly—girls are forced to assume adult roles well before they reach the 

age to take over such responsibilities. These situations provoke profound nutritional 

deterioration among these children. 

In Analco, I detected three homes in which the father was an alcoholic. In two of 

these, children suffered from moderate or severe undernutrition according to both height-

for-age and weight-for-age. Alcoholism is disapproved of in the village, especially 

among women. A good man, a good husband and a good father, many women would say, 

does not drink. For a man to provide for his family he does not throw away money in 

alcohol. Yet, alcoholism is typically tolerated and even accepted as a natural male 
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attribute or a cosa de hombres (a man's thing). Many men argue that drinking is a way 

for them to share time with their friends, socialize, talk and feel good. 

Natalio^^ tends a small unkempt store where provisions supposedly in stock tend 

to be scarce. Beer on the other hand is almost always available. One can often find Nacho 

drunk in his little tienda, exchanging words and drinking with other men friends. At times 

his wife Luisa tends the store, but only when Nacho is not around. When she does so, she 

usually holds hanging in her reboso (shawl) her third baby, wrapped up in a cloth and 

sucking on her mother's breast. Their three children—aged five, three and six months 

(2000)—are all visibly undernourished. Even the baby is underweight for her age. Luisa is 

also very thin. She looks tired and her eyes are sad most of the time. In their home, Luisa 

never seems to have enough to prepare food with. Natalio hardly works the fields 

anymore. She could get some food—rice, beans, noodles—from the store but often the 

store's shelves are empty. 

Natalio literarily drinks away their very limited family budget. He even drinks 

away part of the PROGRESA's food subsidy Luisa receives every two months.There is 

word in the village that Natalio often beats his wife when esta pasado de copas (he is 

drunk). In Analco, wife beating is disapproved of normatively, but it is tolerated in 

practice. Many men justify it as a formal right that men have over women because "los 

hombres mandan" (men rule). At times, some men would say, men need to remind 

women that they are the bosses. 

All names have been changed. 
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Among other reasons that make him angry and violent, Natalio is very resentful 

that his father chose Natalio's younger brother—Pedro—as his heir. Especially now that 

things are so hard with coffee, to have access to some of his father's cattle would make 

some difference, or so Natalio says.^^ For him, drinking is a way to release anger, 

resentment and frustration. 

Because of alcoholism, families like Natalio's face a very precarious economic 

situation given that the father spends a consistent portion of scarce cash income on 

alcohol; in other circumstances this would have been spent on basic needs of the home. In 

addition, these homes tend to suffer from a common feeling of insecurity and violence 

which translate into a further level of malaise; this has an obvious negative influence on 

the diet, nutrition, health, care and general well-being of the children and the mother. 

In Analco I also detected three male adults who had formed a family with another 

woman besides their wives. These three men move from one home to the other almost at 

free will. In two of these cases the offspring of one or other family—but especially the 

family considered as the "illegitimate" one—presented a very poor nutritional status well 

above that of the average of the locality. Bigamy is severely disapproved of in the village 

but it is not sanctioned. Besides, it is subject to a double moral standard. While one finds 

that men are condemned in discourse, in practice they are tolerated; such tolerance comes 

with an implicit recognition of the possible "uncontrollable" nature of men's desires. 

Bigamy is thereby justified again on the basis of masculinity. 

His brother Pedro, on the other hand, who hardly ever drinks, asserts that Nacho did not receive a part of 
the inheritance because he is not trustworthy. In his opinion, his father chose him over Nacho precisely 
because of Nacho's alcoholism. 
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Second wives and children of "illegitimate" families not only suffer from more 

precarious economic circumstances but they are also subject to open public ridicule and 

derision. "Illegitimate" children are especially derided by other children and adults alike 

and this is often reflected in maladjusted behavior. This is the case with Roberta and 

Delia who are second wives to Bernardo y Nicolasio. Roberta's children are all visibly 

undernourished and they live in very precarious economic conditions. Delia's child was 

still breast-feeding during my last visit in Analco and I could not corroborate his 

nutritional status. Delia and her baby are outcasts in the village. While...moves freely in 

the village day and night, tending to his tasks without being molested, Delia only goes 

out to bath, carry water, do the laundry or clean coffee from 10:00 at night. She avoids 

public display as a way to fence off verbal assaults for having accepted a man who 

already has a family. 

Lastly, I identified two Analquefio families where the mother had died of 

childbirth during the last five years, leaving two or three orphaned children under the care 

and custody of their father. In one case, the only one which occurred in 1998,1 was able 

to recall the episode closely post-mortem.^^ 

Twenty-eight years old Hilda died of eclampsia after several hours of agony while 

they were carrying her on a stretcher down the Analco mountainside. Her baby died as 

well. It is important to recognize that it was objectively very difficult to transport her with 

Hilda died in March 1998, in between the first and the second period of fieldwork. I was not in Analco at 
the time of her death. 
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eclampsia and during labor to the closest hospital in time because of the remoteness of 

the village. 

But over and beyond this objective limitation, Hilda also died because of her in

laws' as well as her own parents' patriarchal ideology. For them—as much as for the rest 

of the villagers—the husband is the only one entitled to make important decisions about 

his wife, including in life and death matters. Ernesto—Hilda' husband—had gone to 

Tuxtepec when Hilda began labor before her due date. It was his absence that caused 

major delay in making the decision to take her to the hospital. After assessing her, 

Pablo—the health worker—told her in-laws that they needed to take Hilda immediately 

to the hospital. Her in-laws, though, argued that it would be advisable to wait for their 

son's return so that he could take the appropriate decision. Hilda' parents remarked that 

they were helpless to do anything at the time because "their daughter belonged to the 

family of her husband and it was up to her husband and his family to take a decision 

about what to do with her". This situation delayed the decision and the eventual transfer 

of Hilda to the hospital and she finally died on the way there. Two years after her death, 

Gilberto and Ignacio—the two children orphans from this family—were still living and 

eating alternately in the homes of their maternal and paternal grandparents without either 

one assuming full responsibility for them; they hence suffer from neglect and moderate or 

severe undernutrition. 

Another case that drew my attention was the family of Marta, a ten years old girl 

in 1998 who was the oldest child of three and whose mother had died of childbirth when 

she was only six years old. Marta has been taking charge of her home since her mother's 
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death, making tortillas daily and, along side her father, caring for her sister Rita 

(orphaned at age three) and her little baby brother, Antonio (who was bom when his 

mother died). The three children all suffered in 1998 and 1999 from moderate to severe 

undernutrition according to both the height-for-age and weight-for-age indicators. The 

two youngest children are particularly neglected, dirty and hungry. They also suffer from 

physical abuse at the hands of their older sister who has assumed the role of a pequena 

madre (a young mother); she herself is neglected, dirty and undernourished. 

According to local gender rules, men do not make tortillas as this activity is 

considered the essence and symbol of femininity. Bulmaro, the widowed father, could not 

even conceive the idea of making tortillas himself. Regardless of her very young age 

when her mother died of childbirth, Bulmaro forced Marta a golpes (beating her) to 

become responsible for the home. At the age of six she had to learn to make tortillas, a 

work considered heavy and dangerous, and one normally resumed by single girls at the 

age of 12 to 14 years of age; never before. Bulmaro did not remarry nor did his nor his 

dead wife's extended families accept responsibility for the little ones. This home has 

remained at a clear disadvantage vis-a-vis other Analqueno households. These three 

children not only suffer from a greater burden of nutritional deterioration but also from 

general neglect. 

In Santa Cecilia, I detected similar situations of alcoholism among men and the 

death of three women at childbirth during the previous five years. Particularly 

noteworthy, is the case of twenty-four years old Ana, whose husband, Eriberto is semi-

alcoholic and violent; he rejects the economic responsibility of family provider and 
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hardly works at all. Ana had already three children in 1999, two girls and a boy all under 

the age of five. All three were profoundly malnourished. This man had prohibited Ana 

from using contraception because he believes this would have allowed her "to go with 

other men": in other words, to be unfaithful to him. Over the course of four years Ana 

had three children. In the case of little Rita, eight months old in 1999, Ana suffered a 

mastitis two months after the baby was bom and had to stop breastfeeding. In this way, 

Rita lost the immunological protection and the source of nutrients provided by breast 

milk. Having no money. Ana took her children with her and returned to her parents' 

home. Her return has represented a substantial additional economic burden on her own 

parents who already live in a precarious economic situation given that they are seasonal 

workers who had to maintain a numerous family on their own. Nevertheless, Ana was 

accepted and began to participate in household chores despite her visible tiredness. Her 

three children are terribly undernourished; they all suffer from moderate or severe 

undernutrition, including the baby who, at the time of my visit in February 1999, was 

eight months old and was being fed cheaper rice flour instead of more expensive 

powdered milk. Undernutrition in these children and their own mother is an obvious 

consequence of poverty compounded by profound machismo. It is poverty that prevents 

Ana from obtaining sufficient food for herself and her children. But it is machismo that 

has prevented birth spacing in this family and has led to a systematic evasion of Eriberto' 

share of responsibility in satisfying the essential needs of those among his children who 

are bom and survive. 
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Conclusions 

As we saw in the previous sections, undernutrition per se is not always a 

consequence of macro economic and political forces operating with devastating effects at 

the site of the locality. While changes in Mexican public policy and the global coffee 

economy go a long way in explaining local shifts in food security and nutrition of the last 

twenty years, they cannot elucidate the entire picture at a micro level. In this chapter, I 

examined some micro variables that happened to be of particular importance in 

explaining periodic or intra-community/intra-household variations in nutritional 

outcomes in contemporary Analco and Santa Cecilia: seasonality, gender and age. As we 

saw, these variables interact among each other and at times do affect the nutritional status 

and overall well-being of specific individuals or households where undernutrition seems 

to cluster. 

In the preceding sections I illustrated how seasonality continues to be an 

important construct in understanding cyclical variations in food security and nutritional 

outcomes in these peasant localities. As I have shown in my case study, though, the 

relationship between food security, nutrition and seasonality is less straightforward than I 

expected. Work happened to be more important than diet in explaining seasonal 

variations in nutritional outcomes; this relationship is moreover clearly mediated by the 

age and gender of those who perform agricultural and domestic tasks across the seasons. 

As we saw in chapter four, it seems that "repeasantization"--as a strategic 

response that local households have devised to counter-arrest the potentially devastating 

effects of the coffee crisis—has been at least partially successful in guaranteeing basic 
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staple food supplies to most local Analqueno and Cecilieno families. This explains why 

in Analco (our case study for seasonality) diet does not vary much between the lean and 

the plenty seasons. Work, on the other hand, follows distinctive patterns across seasons 

and across age groups. Labor intensities among children in the summer, when they are 

not attending school, while it does so in the winter for adults. Labor intensification 

between seasons is not only mediated by age but also by gender: it is more marked 

among women than among men; this is so from the age of five or six on. These 

differential patterns affect nutritional outcomes in distinctive ways, given that girls from 

the age of five on tend to lose more weight than boys during the summer months. On 

their part, adult women tend to lose more weight than adult men but this occurs during 

the winter months when agricultural work intensifies and children are in school. 

When looking more specifically at the interaction between gender and nutrition, 

my results indicate that—at least in Analco and Santa Cecilia—it is impossible to support 

the thesis that in rural spaces indigenous girls suffer from a more precarious nutritional 

status than boys as a result of discriminatory feeding patterns. This finding goes against 

common statements and perceptions held in many academic and policy circles in which 

gender is essentialized as a supra discriminatory category affecting all social fields and 

all age groups; including the field of nutrition. Obviously my results cannot be 

generalized to the entire peasant or Indigenous population in Mexico. However, findings 

from the ENN88 (Echarri 1999) and ENAL 96 (Avila et al 1996; see note 19) indicate 

similar trends at the national level, suggesting that if gender discriminatory patterns in 

nutrition exist, they cannot be generalized across rural Mexico. 
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In both Analco and Santa Cecilia girls under five years of age tend to enjoy a 

better nutritional status than boys of the same age group. In terms of the height-for-age 

indicator, this trend continues in the following age cohort with children aged five to 

twelve. Moreover, this female advantage holds true in my historical nutrition study. 

Here, for the period late I970s-late 1990s, girls tend to have greater percentages of 

normal height for their ages than boys for most of the years, for both localities and during 

the coffee boom as well as the coffee bust years. 

While gender alone does not highlight any specific discriminatory patterns in 

nutritional outcomes against girls in these localities, it is precisely at the junction between 

seasonality, gender and age that we can perceive differential effects on girls' nutritional 

status from the age in which they begin to participate in domestic and agricultural tasks. 

This impact is circumscribed on temporal fluctuations on weight which are much more 

marked among girls than boys during the two seasons. This is so because girls tend to 

work longer hours and in greater numbers, and rest and play less than boys of the same 

age. This differential gender pattern does not affect diet per se; it effects nutrition through 

a more strenuous labor intensification and hence a higher energy expenditure among girls 

than among boys. 

While these fluctuations are not necessarily relevant in terms of long term 

nutritional status among girls, they are indicative of differential gender patterns of child-

rearing in which girls begin to help with domestic and even agricultural work at a 

younger age than boys and do so for longer hours; especially during the summer vacation 

period. It is also important to mention that during the school year, because of their 
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significant labor participation in helping their mothers, on average girls have less time to 

do homework than boys. This can obviously have a negative impact in school 

performance and limit girls' future prospects in education. As we will see in chapters six 

and seven, though, the governmental program PROGRESA may counteract this tendency 

with its in-built girl preference in scholarship funds. 

Finally, through ethnographic fieldwork I detected additional dimensions of social 

practice relevant to the study of the relationship between gender and nutrition in rural 

spaces and at the household level. These dimensions go beyond the study of 

undernutrition prevalences by sex. They include specific family dynamics that literarily 

"produce" malnutrition and ill health among its members. These dynamics contribute to 

explaining why cases of negative deviance in nutrition (Zeitlin et al. 1987) tend to cluster 

around specific households even when these households do not differ significantly from 

others in access to economic resources. These dynamics are embedded in patriarchal 

constructions of gender roles and identities and are characterized by an unequal power 

distribution among men and women within the family. In particular, I detected four such 

social dynamics—the death of the mother at childbirth, alcoholism of the father, bigamy 

of the father, and the husband's control of his spouse fertility—which have played an 

important role in the nutritional deterioration of specific homes. Children—boys and girls 

alike-were the most negatively affected not only in nutritional status but also in their 

overall well-being. Most of these situations were characterized by a marked female 

subordination to the authority of the husband, father and/or parents-in-law within the 

home and/or the community as a whole. 
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These last results call for a widening of perspectives in our understanding on the 

relationship between gender and nutrition among rural populations. We need to move 

beyond preconceived and essentialist gender perspectives in nutrition. Instead, we need to 

take into account the multiple differential axes—including age and seasonality, among 

others—that intertwine among themselves, rendering the life prospects of some 

individuals different from others in specific spaces and at specific times. In the study of 

gender and nutrition we also need to move beyond research on female discrimination in 

the diet and in undernutrition prevalences. Without becoming a meta-category, gender 

can still be a powerful analytical category in qualitative research on nutrition. As I hope I 

was able to show in the preceding pages, gender analysis—combined with a household 

production of health framework (Berman et al. 1994; Schumann and Mosley 1994)—can 

indeed contribute to highlight why specific peasant households tend to cluster cases of 

negative deviance in child nutrition even if their overall economic situation does not 

differ much from that of the majority in the same locality. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE MICROPOLITICS OF POVERTY, CONSUMPTION, AND NUTRITION AT 
THE INTERSECTION BETWEEN THE STATE AND THE LOCAL 

"essentialist interpretations—celebrate as resistance any form of 
subaltern response and adaptation" (F. Coronil I998:xii) 

Introduction 

In this chapter I explore the changing relationship between local peasant 

producers and families and the State in the light of recent policy changes. I address 

current neoliberal State views of, and policies toward the peasantry; views and policies 

that have transformed campesinos from economically active agricultural producers to the 

"poor", and from subjects of agricultural development policies to objects of social 

welfare assistance. 

I specifically analyze PROGRESA (Programa de Educacion, Salud y Educacion),' 

the federal government's anti-poverty program for rural areas established in L997 during 

president Zedillo's administration. This program privileges food, nutrition, education and 

health as areas of intervention. Its scope, objectives, targets and rules epitomize the 

State's current ideology and policy toward indigenous and mestizo campesinos. It would 

be utterly impossible to understand the current relationship between State-led rural 

(under)development, campesino survival strategies, food security and nutrition in Mexico 

without talcing PROGRESA into account. 

The aforementioned relationship involves at least two different, but interrelated 

dimensions. The first concerns the material and ideological implications of this program 

' PROGRESA=The Education, Health and Food Program. 



323 

for community relationships as well as for the nature of the interaction between the 

locality and the state. PROGRESA is a vertical program which not only targets individuals 

(as opposed to organized social groups or the community collective), but also selects its 

beneficiaries including some and excluding others. This raises a number of questions. 

What is PROGRESA's impact on social relations in local Indigenous campesino spaces 

which are embedded in the logic of communalism? Does this program transform 

community relationships or is the program itself transformed in the local context? Given 

that PROGRESA constitutes today the emblematic and material core of public policy 

interventions among peasants: How is the program perceived and received in indigenous 

campesino localities? What do we learn from local discourse and material interactions 

generated by the program about the nature of the relationship between the locality and 

people, on the one hand, and the State, on the other? 

The second dimension of the relationship between State policy, peasant survival 

strategies, food security and nutrition has to do with the impact of the program on 

survival strategies themselves and on local individual and family welfare. How and to 

what extent are Analquenos and Ceciliefios changing their strategies in agricultural 

production, income generation, labor deployment, and general food procurement vis-a-vis 

PROGRESA assistance? What are the welfare outcomes (especially—but not solely—in 

terms of food security and nutritional status) of PROGRESA? 
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This chapter addresses the first dimension while chapter seven will deal with the 

second.." Here, I analyze the origins and nature of the PROGRESA program. I show how 

PROGRESA embraces and epitomizes neoliberal economic and social policies of the 

current Mexican government. I will then use an ethnographic account of specific 

interactions between the PROGRESA program and local villagers—the first arrival of the 

program in Santa Cecilia in February L999~to illustrate to what extent and in what 

manner governmental policy and programs effect community relationships and viceversa. 

I analyze how specific social groups are targeted by the State, but also how they 

negotiate, redefine and transform State interventions, with their own individual, 

collective, personal and professional identities at stake. 

By doing so, I will show the extent of, and limits to, local responses to specific 

hegemonic state interventions. In the process, I intend to inform the ideological and 

material relationship between local campesinos and el gobiemo (the government) in this 

age of neoliberalism. This is a relationship that addresses issues of power, identity and 

representation between hegemonic forces and subaltern groups; issues which I begin to 

explore in this chapter and will pick up again in my concluding remarks in chapter seven. 

With the cultural analysis of PROGRESA that I offer in the following pages, I critique 

" This somewhat cumbersome separation in two chapters is justified on the ground that I began to examine 
the actual impact of PROGRESA on survival strategies and local welfare only at the end of 2001. In 1999 
the program had just begun to operate in these localities and it was way too early to assess its impact on 
local strategies and well-being. Nevertheless. I could not leave this dimension of analysis out of the 
dissertation because PROGRESA has acquired too much of an importance in the everyday survival of many 
Analqueno and Ceciliefio families. I therefore opted to include a preliminary analysis of this kind in chapter 
six. where I attempt to outline current and future perspectives for these peasant localities in the age of 
PROGRESA. 



325 

both structural views of subaltern groups as passive and powerless victims as well as 

resistance theories. 

A theoretical premise 

The relation that I propose here between macro and micro spheres within the 

arena of public policy toward the peasantry is constituted by multiple links. In the first 

place, I argue that current public policies in Mexico aimed at "poverty alleviation" are 

substantive parts of the neoliberal development model (C. Scott 1996:85) and constitute 

social and economic interventions actively promoted by multilateral credit agencies. 

These agencies, in particular the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank, 

are directly involved in the design and financing of many such programs in Mexico. 

In the second place, and as I introduced in chapter two, I underline that anti-

poverty government policies have, indeed, become the fundamental public intervention 

toward those agricultural sectors in which peasants predominate. Peasants, and even more 

so indigenous ones, are no longer considered as potential subjects of technical assistance 

or financial credit as agricultural producers but rather as beneficiaries and targets of 

social policies for the "poor" (Appendini 1995; de Teresa and Cortes 1996).^ In fact, the 

^ Welfare assistance has been an important component of public policy toward rural sectors for several 
decades in post-revolutionary Mexico. In other words, this is not a new phenomenon peculiar to the 
neoliberal economic model that prevails today. Likewise, policy interventions against rural poverty are not 
new; see as examples the COPLAMAR program (COPLAMAR 1982) and the Sistema Alimentario Mexicano 
(SAM) (Fox 1992). both established over twenty years ago during the Lopez Portillo presidential 
administration (1976-1982). Yet, we can clearly discern a radical change in public policy orientation 
toward the peasantry since the Salinas presidency (1988-1994), as well as in the anti-poverty policy since 
the Zedillo presidency (1994-2000). This shift occurs precisely with the adoption of the neoliberal 
economic model following the 1982 debt and oil crises. The adoption meant the end of protectionist 
policies in agriculture (culminated with the NAFTA agreement) and the gradual exclusion of campesinos 
from agricultural development and market relations (Carton de Grammont 1995:107). As we saw in chapter 
one, the Salinas adminisu-ation implemented a policy of segmentation toward agriculture where, under the 



326 

governmental "war against poverty", especially "extreme poverty","* is aimed in a 

preferential or almost exclusive manner towards rural, largely indigenous, regions.^ 

This tendency represents a major change in government policies with respect to 

the peasant countryside in the face of the burgeoning, new economic model. Previously, 

albeit with limited success, there was an attempt to protect if not promote agricultural 

peasant production through subsidies for agricultural inputs (seeds, fertilizers, and 

pesticides), the availability of credit and technical assistance, the establishment of 

logic of the free market, the great majority of peasant producers were excluded from economic 
development projects for the agricultural sector. Agricultural development projects have been oriented 
exclusively to "viable" producers (those who are efficient and capable of generating profits in the market 
economy) while campesinos have been assigned to the sphere of social welfare policy (Appendini 1995). 
The Zedillo administration completed this public policy shift by implementing PROGRESA. With this 
program, anti-poverty welfare policy has become focalized through selective intervention among the 
extreme poor in rural areas. This orientation is drastically different from redistributive social policies and 
governmental attempts to reactivate the peasant economy during the ninety-seventies. 

The definition of "poverty"—especially "extreme poverty"~has followed a long and contradictory 
trajectory in Mexico, in response to the changing interests and orientations of policy-makers in turn. Its 
current definitions are the result of academic and public policy discussions during the last twenty years. 
Policy makers have used different measurements of poverty, of which the great majority are based on the 
basic food basket {canasta bdsica alimentaria), established by COPLAMAR in 1981, or the national surveys 
on Mexican households' incomes and expenses (Boltvinik 2000.2001; Bolivinik and Cortes 2000; Levy 
1994; Preciado 2000; Provencio 1990; Torres and Lopez 1996). Among different measurements used, stand 
out the following: a) the UN Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA or CEPAL in Spanish) which 
utilizes a bigger basic food basket than COPLAMAR but posits that households spend 100% of their 
incomes on food; b) the one used by Levy in his calculations on extreme poverty levels in Mexico (1994) 
which uses the COPLAMAR food basket and assumes that extremely poor households spend 80% of their 
incomes on food; c) the one used today by PROGRESA which is similar to Levy's but a little more 
restrictive since it calculates that extremely poor households spend 100% of their incomes on food 
(PROGRESA 1997); and, last but not least, d) the different amendments offered by Boltvinik, his staff and 
the PNUD which involve an integrated method of calculating poverty including both unsatisfied basic 
necessities and households' incomes (Boltvinik 2000, 2001; Boltvinik and Cortes 2000). It is worth noting 
that PROGRESA utilizes the most restrictive extreme poverty measurement (which accounts for 13.6 
millions of people in Mexico), then Levy's (18.8 millions), followed by ECLA's (27.1 millions) and finally 
Boltivinik's (from 36.5 to 56.6 millions). 

'Both Levy's and PROGRESA's poverty measurements posit that extreme poverty is concentrated in rural 
Mexico. This assertion is questioned by Boltvinik and other academics who study poverty. See the book 
edited by Valencia. Gendreau and Tepichin (2(X)0) who assert that—in absolute numbers—there are more 
extremely poor people living in urban areas than in the countryside in Mexico and that there are many more 
poor in Mexico than the numbers that PROGRESA estimates. These authors argue that PROGRESA makes a 
substantial error in its identification of poverty as primarily a rural problem and in its exclusion of urban 
areas. They consider this mistake a direct consequence of PROGRESA's and Levy's wrong, restrictive and 
focalized ways of measuring extreme poverty. 



327 

federally administered crop collection and distribution networks, and state fixed prices 

for basic products (see CONASUPO). 

In the third place - and here we enter the arena of "impacts"- the government anti-

poverty policy centered around PROGRESA*' is underwritten by a certain reasoning which 

translates into programs for the rural sector in a way that generates contradictions, often 

confronts obstacles, and faces redefinitions when it interacts with the "local." Impacts are 

multiple, and go beyond programs' declared intents. They involve, among others, 

processes of socioeconomic differentiation among the "haves" (program's beneficiaries) 

and "have not" (those excluded); and a redefinition of local identities promoted 

unintentionally from "above." At the same time, though, social policies do not always 

constitute totalizing structures of power which are impenetrable from "below." However 

vertical and coercive these programs may be, (and, as we shall see, PROGRESA shares 

those characteristics), they have contradictory effects beyond their declared intentions. It 

is common for them to undergo processes of mediation and redefinition at the time and in 

the immediate context of their implementation. These processes question the vision of 

subaltern social groups as passive receivers and beneficiaries, victims of economic, 

political and social structures and practices imposed externally and completely beyond 

their control. 

^Following the detlnition by Levy when he was sub-secretary in Ministry of Treasury during the Zedillo 
administration (Levy 2000:438-441), governmental anti-poverty policies include three major intervention 
areas: a) the development of human capital (centered around PROGRESA); b) income raising opportunities; 
and c) the development of infrastructure ("physical capital"). Human capital development absorbs almost 
half of the entire anti-poverty government spending budget (Levy 2000). PRCXjRESA has become "the 
program symbol of the emergent (neoliberal) model" (Valencia 2000:135) not only because it receives a 
good percentage of the federal government welfare policy budget but also because it has acquired a very 
high visibility and central stage in current social policy. 
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Without denying the socially and historically constituted limits of actions and 

responses by those from "below" vis-a-vis state policies and interventions, the study of 

these processes from the perspective of subaltern social groups sheds light on how 

individuals, families and localities redefine and respond to hegemonic state projects. This 

capacity unfolds within the social fields in which they operate (Roseberry 1996); and is 

inherent to these peoples' continuous search for alternatives to reproduce themselves and 

improve their life conditions (Roseberry 1989). 

Unlike Scott's theory of resistance (1985), though, I argue that what we can easily 

interpret as "resistance" in our readings of reality, is often the result of complex and 

contradictory local dynamics in which social actors do not necessarily share a common 

purpose, or ever a collective consciousness of struggle. Without denying subalterns' 

ability at specific historical junctures to construct social movements around a collectively 

shared common cause, the local responses I witnessed resembled more an agglomeration 

of attitudes and actions among individuals and groups driven by complex and diverging 

motives. People with divergent motives fortuitously happened to gather together and in 

support of a common agenda for a period of time. 

The PROGRESA program 

PROGRESA was conceived in the early 1990s by economists close to future 

President Zedillo (1994-2000)—in particular Santiago Levy who was also an advisor for 

the World Bank (Levy 1991, 1994). The program began in 1997, with funds from the 

Inter-American Development Bank, operating as the government's official anti-poverty 
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program in several of Mexico's poorest states. In Oaxaca the program began to function 

with the change of the state government at the end of 1998-beginning of 1999.' 

PROGRESA has adopted the World Bank's approach to the problem of extreme 

poverty as well as its methods to alleviate it. The logic of the program is as follows: 

extreme poverty in Mexico is primarily located in rural areas where it is associated with 

high rates of illiteracy and low levels of formal education, lack of access to adequate 

education and health care, high rates of malnutrition and infant mortality, unusually high 

birth and fertility rates and diffuse discrimination against women of all ages. These 

associations (which remind anthropologists of the long discussed concept of the culture 

of poverty between the 1940s and the 1960s [Lewis 1951; 1961a and 196 lb]) are 

indicative of a vicious cycle in which poverty generates more poverty inter-

generationally. The intervention of the state should focus on these population groups and 

should aim to guarantee a safety net of services and income to satisfy the basic needs and 

invest in human capital (especially women), creating more and better opportunities for 

these populations so that they can break the vicious cycle of extreme poverty. 

Toward this end, PROGRESA allocates direct subsidies to target families for 

buying food, gives scholarships to boys and girls that attend school between the third and 

^Under the name of "PROGRESA" began to operate in Oaxaca the reconstruction program for areas affected 
by the Paulina Hurricane after October 1997. In Oaxaca, however, the great majority of PROGRESA funds 
for 1997 and 1998 were used to promote the "Aula Abierta" (Open Classroom) program of the Desarrollo 
Integral de la Familia-DIF(Integrated Family Development Agency). This state-run program had a 
philosophical orientation and an action plan very different from PROGRESA. It promoted community 
participation, collective resource management and a comprehensive (as opposed to selective) intervention 
focus through the community breakfast program for children up to seven years old (Personal information, 
Fernandez and Mundo ms.) 
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q 
ninth grades and provides food supplements for all toddlers under two, malnourished 

children aged two to five, and pregnant or nursing women. Because of its pro-girl policy, 

scholarships are slightly higher for girls than for boys. Cash benefits reached in 1998 a 

minimum of $105 and a maximum of $550 pesos (including scholarships) per month per 

family and increased to a minimum of $140 and a maximum of $855 pesos per month in 

2001 (PROGRESA 2001). Cash transfers are given out every two months to the mother: 

supposedly, the only person who is entitled to receive them. 

PROGRESA demands what it defines as co-responsibility on the part of the 

beneficiaries: in exchange for subsidies in cash or in kind, children benefited must attend 

school and be taken to clinics for regular check-ups: pregnant women must receive 

prenatal care in governmental clinics or health posts: and all adult women must use the 

subsidies to buy food, school supplies or other basic articles like clothing, shoes or 

blankets, attend the clinic for periodic check-ups (including mandatory pap-tests) and 

attend educational talks on nutrition, sanitation, and family planning, among other things. 

If they miss school, health talks or clinic appointments, their benefits are temporarily 

suspended and may be canceled definitively. 

Finally, and allegedly as a strategy for involving the community, PROGRESA 

contemplates the appointment of a "promoter" or representative in each community who 

goes through a brief training session and works without compensation to process new 

requests, explains any doubts about the program to the beneficiaries, and ensures that 

PROGRESA subsidies are properly handled by the beneficiaries. 

^Beginning with the academic year 2001-02, PROGRESA extended its scholarship program to include high 
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The logic of PROGRESA is different from tliat of other welfare programs that 

preceded it. PROGRESA intends to be capillary and has a coverage that preceding 

programs did not: from 400,000 beneficiary families in 1997, it increased to two and a 

half million in the year 2000 and over three million families in the year 2001. The 

geographic coverage includes almost all the marginalized rural areas of the country. The 

investment of capital for financing the program has consistently grown since its first 

inception: $367 million pesos in 1997, 3.4 trillion pesos for 1998, 7 trillion in 1999,9.57 

trillion in 2000 y 13 trillion pesos for the year 2001 which equals about 1.5 trillion dollars 

(PROGRESA 2001).' A new bureaucratic-administrative apparatus was created to 

manage PROGRESA which is officially part of the Ministry of Social Development, but is 

actually controlled and financed directly by the Ministry of the Treasury. 

The presentation above may at first suggest that the federal government has 

assumed an unprecedented commitment to fighting extreme poverty in rural areas, and 

guaranteeing a minimum level of well-being for all it citizens. Its policy would appear to 

reverse the tendency of the last decade and a half to reduce the role of the state and 

decrease public spending on social welfare. 

However, the identification of the causes of extreme poverty as well as the design 

of the program reveals that the logic of PROGRESA is closely related to the economic 

model and neoliberal policy that the Mexican government has recently adopted. The 

program does not identify rural poverty as a historically constituted process created by a 

school students. 

' Amounts include PROGRESA budgets managed by the Ministry of Health, the Mexican Institute for Social 
Security-Solidarity program and the Consejo Nacional de Fomento Educativo (CONAFE). CONAf^E= 
National Council for the Promotion of Education. 
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systematic appropriation of local natural and other material resources and by the 

continuous extraction of surplus value from these populations and regions marked by 

unequal and disadvantageous relations with national society and the dominant capitalist 

economy. 

Instead, the focus of the "war against poverty" that underwrites PROGRESA 

identifies the causes of the problem as macroeconomic insecurity and unequal 

distribution of public spending and services for rural populations compared to urban 

ones. First, PROGRESA identifies the problem as technical instead of historically and 

structurally constituted. Then it seeks technical solutions to "alleviate" the problem in its 

"war on poverty". Rather than promoting a vigorous program to transfer resources and 

redistribute wealth, PROGRESA naturalizes peasants as "poor" and converts them not 

only into receptors of assistance programs, but also in subjects of regulation by the state 

(Foucault 1977). 

The structured focus that PROGRESA uses in these regions and communities to 

supposedly benefit only those households identified as extremely poor and particularly 

vulnerable is a strategy to maximize cost-benefit efficiency and keep expenses down. In 

practice, however, this orientation excludes a priori millions of Mexican poor from the 

possibility of receiving the subsidies of PROGRESA.'" Because of the coffee crisis, in 

PROGRESA excludes millions of poor through three different mechanisms of selective focalization. First, 
it excludes all urban poor; defining "urban" all areas with over 2.500 inhabitants. Second, it excludes all 
poor living in rural areas which are not considered of high or very high marginalization, following the 
national regionalization by the Consejo Nacional de Poblacidn (CONAPO) (National Population Council). 
Third, it excludes all poor living in very high or high marginalized areas that are located at a distance of 
more than 3 miles from public school and/or health facilities (PROGRESA 1997). To these built-in 
mechanisms, we need to add the arbitrary exclusion of households in localities that do qualify for being 
part of PROGRESA. By "arbitrary exclusion", I mean those households which should be program 
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coffee-producing localities, moreover, the arbitrary exclusion of some households from 

PROGRESA may very well mean that individuals in these households are only left with 

one option: leave the village and migrate. 

Within the same logic of trimming down and rationalizing expenses, PROGRESA 

pretends to substitute countless federal and state food aid programs for marginalized 

sectors," thereby eliminating bureaucratic inefficiencies, duplications and lack of 

coordination among programs. In this scheme, school breakfasts provided by DIF and 

the Ministry of Public Education, the INI scholarships and the "Children of Solidarity" 

scholarships, the food distribution program of Diconsa and Liconsa and the CONASUPO 

stores, only to mention a few of the well-known or pervasive programs in Indigenous 

communities, are supposedly destined to disappear in the coming months or years. 

The social impact in the rural sector of the "downsizing" of public spending in 

welfare assistance is yet to be seen. However, the possible dissolution of some programs 

like CONASUPO which distributes and sells com at a lower-than-market fixed price, as 

well as beans, rice and other basic food products to local communities will likely be 

disastrous if it occurs in isolated areas where these rural stores are the only form to 

supply basic staples. 

beneficiaries but were excluded from the original census for a variety of reasons that have nothing to do 
with the household's socioeconomic status. For instance, in Santa Cecilia and Anaico households were 
excluded because they were located Just outside the immediate village, because the census taker found no 
adults at the household site at the time of the census or because family members were monolingual in 
Chinantec and could not answer the questions asked by the census taker. In none of these cases, anomalies 
were subsequently rectified although municipal authorities, medical personnel, school teachers or 
household heads themselves have repeatedly requested so. 

'' Nora Lustig and Gabriel Zekely (1998) mention 36 such federal programs for alleviating or combating 
poverty in Mexico in the year 1998. 
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An ethnographic approach to PROGRESA: Its arrival to Santa Cecilia 

PROGRESA arrived in Santa Cecilia for the first time on a sunny morning in 

February of 1999, a day marked by what I identify as the practice, ritual and contestation 

of power. These practices and rituals have direct or material implications for the residents 

of this community in contradictory ways. On the one hand, the injection of resources 

orchestrated by the State represents a substantial income for many family economies. On 

the other, subsidies are distributed unequally, provoking conflict and unrest. 

The pick-up trucks started arriving at seven in the morning loaded with women 

from the five communities that were to receive their first benefits from PROGRESA. 

Counting Santa Cecilia, the hosting community, the program services six surrounding 

localities. Many of the women arrived toting their young children or grandchildren, 

especially infants who were breastfeeding. For each truck, loaded of women standing 

squeezed against each other for lack of space, there are two men, a chauffeur and a 

chaperon. In Santa Cecilia, there is no refreshment stand, bar or restaurant, and no 

electrical light. The more fortunate visitors have relatives, acquaintances ovcompadres 

in the village that can offer them a refreshment and a hammock to rest in the shade 

meanwhile as their wait is prolonged. Many, however, don't know a soul and wait close 

to the trucks that brought them or in the shade of a nearby tree. Finally, the truck 

fortified with Telecomm'" security personnel arrives at noon. The three people in charge, 

including the chief officer—a woman with short hair, an imposing presence and 

Telecomm is the federal communication service, today in charge of delivering PRCXJRESA cash subsidies 
every two months to the over 30.000 rural localities where the program operates. 
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authoritarian gestures, clad in a tight blouse and pants, a handbag, jewels and city-style 

shoes—approach the community Hall without greeting anyone. 

The community authorities come out to receive the group with ceremonial flair 

but these "government" envoys respond dryly with gestures and words. They 

immediately gather behind the only table available in the authorities' office, take out their 

papers and order the authorities to organize the women by community and in a line so 

they can call roll. Men from Santa Cecilia help the authorities get the women into a line. 

The community authorities distance themselves from that moment, and no longer 

participate, as a show of indifference toward the little respect shown by these strangers to 

local authority and customs. 

From the outside one can hear the lady from Telecomm read out the names of the 

women from inside the Hall, in alphabetical order, community by community. Under the 

doorway, a Telecomm assistant repeats the names so that the women called will approach 

with their PROGRESA identification card and booklet. The women have been gathered in 

front of the Hall in the hot sun for quite a while before they start approaching one by one. 

The wait is long because the bureaucratic procedure is slow. The majority of the women 

are Chinantecs, and many are monolingual and barely understand Spanish. The 

Telecomm people are the ones who decide the order of those called by community. 

Those from Santa Cecilia will be seen at 3 p.m.: they go last since they are from the host 

community. Men of the community, authorities and others are gathered around the 

central civic space, a large enclosed area with grass where the school, clinic, one of the 

Protestant churches, the basket ball courts, the CONASUPO store, the electric com mill 
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and the UPISL's meeting hall are also located. People walk past, observing and 

commenting for hours. 

The reception of PROGRESA and its impact in the home 

The program is perceived and received by the community in different ways. 

Many people express their gratitude for the "government's help" and think that "this 

PROGRESA thing is a good deal" since, as several say, "we have many needs here," even 

if the general perception is that the program is very demanding and what they give in 

return barely covers their needs. An ethnographic example illustrates this. 

Elvira'^ and her extense family live In their poor house of wooden slab walls and 

jonote roof. She is a mother of nine, five of which live at home; the youngest is five years 

old. She is also a grandmother of several grandchildren, three of which live with her and 

her husband. Elvira's life is arduous and she is worn out. She works all day sometimes 

gathering ixtle fiber and sometimes as a wage day laborer in Jalahui working com fields 

for ten hours at a stretch along side her husband. As of this week, Elvira is a beneficiary 

of PROGRESA. The children who live in the house are visibly undernourished and the 

adolescents are stunted. Her youngest son, five year old Omar, and her three 

grandchildren (three and a half years, two years, and 8 months old, respectively) suffer 

moderate to severe undernutrition. 

Elvira and her daughter. Ana (the same Ana whose husband prohibited her from 

using contraception; see chapter five), are both on the PROGRESA list and have just 

received $210 pesos each toward food support for two months. Neither of them received 
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a school scholarship since Ana's children are small and of Elvira's children, only the 

twelve-year old could receive one if she were still enrolled in school. But Lizbeth only 

n^ade it to third grade and dropped out for a year and a half because she was needed to 

help with housework and tortilla making. 

To receive the PROGRESA subsidy, Elvira and her daughter have had to stand in a 

long line for hours in the sun, place a fingerprint on a paper (neither Elvira nor her 

daughter know how to read and barely speak Spanish). They do understand the 

requirements for continuing to receive money. They tell me that tomorrow they are going 

to attend the talk in the health post because if they do not, their subsidy wilt be taken 

away next time. Elvira comments to me about how the amount she receives from the 

government will hardly meet her pressing needs: 

'They give little. For the kids. I'm going to buy shoes for Omar, and milk. We don't have 
enough to buy milk for the baby, it's too expensive. For weeks, we've given her only rice 
pudding. Money doesn't go very far - how many cans of milk can I buy? Four? Five? One 
can only lasts a week. Can't make it. There isn't enough. But it'll cover shoes. Com, too. 
Some eggs and beans, too. It's OK for that, but it's not very much, not enough to cover what 
we need to buy."''* 

She shows me the pile of empty boxes of rice flour and tells me that each box 

lasts a maximum of four days. Counting the boxes I deduce that the 8-month old baby 

hasn't had any milk for two and a half months. Its mother, Ana, was left without milk 

All names have been changed. 
'•* "Poco dan. Dan para los ninos. Voy a comprar zapatos para Omar, voy a comprar ieche. No tenemos para 
comprar leche para la bebe es muy cara. Desde hace varias semanas puro atole de arroz le damos Dinero no 
sirve pa'mucho. Cuantas latas de leche con este dinero: cuatro? Cinco? Una lata puro una semana dura. No 
se puede. No alcanza. Pero para zapatos sf alcanza. Para mafz sf alcanza. Para unos huevos y un poco de 
frijol sf alcanza. Yo gracias doy por el recurso. Sirve. Pero es poco, no alcanza para todo lo que dice que 
hay que comprar". 
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due to a mastitis she had when the child was a month old. One can of Nestle Nido 

powder milk costs $34 pesos in the CONASUPO store and, like Elvira says, it only lasts a 

week, even when diluting the powdered milk with more water than she should. Elvira 

knows all too well that young children need to drink milk to grow healthy and doesn't 

need to attend an educational talk in the clinic to know, as she says "that the rice flour 

fills you up but doesn't provide the same strength." 

The other small children living in the house: Modesto of two years, Esther of 

three and a half, and Zenon of five also need and want milk, but there isn't any. For 

them, as for the rest of the family, their diet consists of tortillas and salt and sometimes 

bean broth, noodle soup or rice with eggs. In this household of 11 people, Elvira's and 

Ana's PROGRESA money enable them to buy three cans of milk for the baby, one pair of 

shoes for the boy, a couple of liters of cooking oil, a few kilos of eggs, noodles, rice, 

beans and com which is beginning to be scarce. As Elvira says, "it's not a lot, but it's 

something." 

I ask why they have not sent Lizbeth to school this year for if they did they would 

receive an additional $80 pesos a month. She answers that she was told about the 

scholarships, but didn't believe it: "A lot of promises and then nothing comes." She adds 

that if the program continues she'll enroll Lizbeth during the next school year, but 

comments that she doesn't think Lizbeth wants to go. This year Elvira preferred to have 

her help with the domestic work, which allowed her to leave the house to engage in wage 

labor or cultivate their own fields. Maybe next year she'll decide differently: an extra 
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$80 pesos a month is not a small sum for this household (the family spends from $80 to 

$100 pesos a week on food.). 

This case illustrates the socio-economic context in which PROGRESA is being 

introduced and its potential impact. As we have seen in previous chapters, in Santa 

Cecilia, many families cannot adequately meet their basic needs, especially during the 

summer months. The PROGRESA subsidy for the food basket ($ 105 pesos per month) 

represents between 25% and 35% of the food cost that many families incur per month. As 

we have seen in chapter four, many boys and girls suffer from undernutrition. In 1998, 

the com produced by most households in the community was lasting an average of five 

months. This meant that residents had to buy com during the rest of the year at the 

CONASUPO store. Beans were only consumed on average once or twice a week, instead 

of daily. In this context, PROGRESA support is welcomed, and if continuous and 

reliable, it can become an important additional resource to take into account in the 

development of domestic survival strategies involving all family members. This is 

precisely what has happened in following years, as I will illustrate in chapter seven. 

The reception of PROGRESA: Negotiations and reconfigurations 

Among those in favor of the program is the teacher of the community whom I 

interviewed the following day. He expresses his approval, articulating the benefits he 

sees in the program based on his experience as a teacher in the community and his 

knowledge of the local economic and social realities: 

"I think the program is good. There is much need here and the assistance, even if little, it is 
at least something. There are families that don't have even enough to eat and so the support. 
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however small, is going to help them. There are a lot of children who go to school without 
breakfast, with their stomachs empty and the economic assistance to eat and go to school is a 
good thing in my opinion."'^ 

He remarks that the program has also decreased school drop-outs, while at the 

same time he shows an understanding of how peasant economy works and the value 

placed within it on children as reserve labor force: 

"Before there was a lot of absenteeism. It's because the parents don't understand that if they 
don't send their kids to school they will never have a way out and will continue living in 
ignorance and abject poverty. But you also have to understand these families: sometimes 
they need the kids to help them in the fields or in the house, they're just not enough, 
especially when they harvest coffee, like the season that just finished, and they need everyone 
to cooperate, even the little ones of six or seven years, boys and girls alike."" 

Other people, however, are critical of the program and how it is being 

implemented. Concerns include both personal and collective issues. Many families 

excluded from the PROGRESA call list do not even know why there were excluded and 

cannot receive benefits. Moreover, among those families who were benefited, there are 

serious differences in the amounts of subsidies received. Hermenegildo is one of the 

leaders of the UPISL, a civil authority of the community and a father. He expresses some 

of these concerns quite clearly: 

'The thing is that many families were left out. When the program people came they didn't 
visit everyone [to include them in the censusl. Those of Matilde [a ranch located half an hour 
away] weren't included because the government people were too lazy to go all the way there. 

"A mi [el programalme parece bien. Aquf hay mucha necesidad y el apoyo economico aun si es poco es 
algo. Aquf hay familias que no tienen ni de que comer asf que el apoyo por pequefio que sea les va 
beneficiar. Aquf hay muchos ninos que van a la escuela sin haber desayunado, con el estomago vacfo y que 
le den un apoyo economico para comer e ir a la escuela me parece bien." 

"Antes habfa mas ausentismo. Es que los padres no entienden que si no mandan a los hijos a la escuela 
nunca se superan y van a seguir en la ignorancia y la miseria. Pero tambien hay que entender a las familias: 
es que a veces necesitan que los ninos les ayuden en el campo o en la casa, no se dan abasto, sobre todo 
cuando es cosecha del cafe como la que acaba de terminar y necesitan que todos cooperan hasta los 
chiquillos de seis o siete anos, niiios y ninas parejo". 
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Now they are very upset because they are not on the list and don't get the subsidies. We have 
already made a list of all the families who were left out and [as authorities] we went to San 
Lorenzo [the municipal town] in order to demand that they be included, and sure they say 
yes, but when? Meanwhile people are not pleased here and are getting angry. In the 
community that just doesn't help because it creates divisions."'^ 

Expressing his concern, he adds: 

'This PROGRESA is very complicated and creates a lot of problems for us because the 
amounts given out are not even: there are women who receive two hundred pesos and others 
that get seven hundred or more. It depends on if they have boys and girls in school. But my 
girls are in school and I only get help for one of them that's in forth grade, and for my littlest 
ones, nothing. Who knows why. The problem is that here we are used to dividing 
government assistance evenly among everyone. That's what we decided in the general 
assembly among everyone because that way no one is unhappy. But with this [PROGRESA 1 
it's not possible, they don't let us. There are people that are very upset about this, those who 
get more, those who get less, those who get nothing, and the needs are the same and now 
there is a lot of envy.""' 

The costiimbre that Hermenegildo is referring to is an established practice in the 

community of managing some government resources according to a logic of internal 

redistribution that is overseen by the authorities and the community assembly. The 

"Children of Solidarity" scholarships,for example, are handled by the authorities, and 

instead of being given directly to the parents of the awarded children they are used to buy 

"Es que muchas familias quedaron afuera: cuando vinteron los del programa no visitaron a todos [para 
censarlos|: todos los de Las Lomas [una ranchen'a ubicada a media hora de caminoi no entraron porque los 
del gobierno les dio tlojera ir hasta alia. Ahora ellos estan muy inconformes porque no estan en la lista y no 
reciben el apoyo. Ya hicimos lista de todas las familias que quedaron afuera y fuimos [como autoridades] a 
San Isidro [la cabecera municipal] para exigir que los incluyeran pero. bueno. dicen que si pero hasta 
cuando. Mientras aquf hay inconformidad y esta gente esta enojada. A la comunidad eso no ayuda para 
nada porque crea division." 

"...este PROGRESA es muy complicado y nos crea muchos problemas porque el recurso no es parejo: hay 
mujeres que reciben quien doscientos pesos y quien hasta setecientos o mas. Depende si tienen niiios y 
ninas en la escuela. Pero yo tengo a mis hijas en la escuela y solo recibo apoyo para una de ellas que esta en 
cuarto ano[de primaria] y para las mas chiquitas nada. Quien sabe porque eso. El problema es que nosotros 
aquf estamos acostumbrados a repartir los apoyos del gobierno parejo para todos. Eso lo decidimos en 
asamblea entre todos porque asf no hay inconformidad. Pero con este [PROGRESA] no es posible, no te 
dejan. Hay gente que esta muy inconforme con eso. quien recibe mas. quien recibe menos. quien no recibe 
nada y la necesidad es pareja y ahora hay muchas envidias". 

" These scholarships were given on a monthly basis to two or three children per school classroom with the 
best grades via former president Salinas' "Solidarity" program. 
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school supplies for all the kids in the school. This decision was made by consensus in the 

community assembly several years ago despite initial disgruntlement on the part of some 

parents of those directly benefited. 

This costumbre is an example of a government program transformed locally. 

Government assistance offered according to an underlying logic benefiting individuals 

and decided "from above" is adapted to redistributive patterns prevalent among those 

"from below." 

However, as Hermenegildo remarks, with PROGRESA relations are established 

directly with individuals as representatives of families and the program excludes the 

community as a collective body of decision-making and control. This allows the program 

to concentrate the decision and the control of the operation within a vertical, centralizing 

and individualizing logic. As a result, the spaces of negotiation are severely limited; the 

community, for example, can no longer intervene to determine who should be the 

beneficiaries. 

Nevertheless, PROGRESA does not succeed in eliminating those spaces of 

negotiation completely, and new—albeit more reduced—spaces of maneuvering are 

sought out and at times found, as the following words spoken by Hermenegildo illustrate: 

"We have already spoken to the teacher who is the director [of the school here] we told 
him. no. No. he could not deny the signatures and stamps [of approval 1 to any mother over 
issues of attendance of her children. Because if the teacher doesn't sign, this family is left 
with no money. This is what PRCXjRESA says: you have to attend school everyday ""or 

PRCXjRESA's school scholarships have stringent requirements, although these are not as rigid as 
Hermenegildo's words seem to indicate. A child can miss up to a maximum of two or three days, of school 
each calendar month and absences need to be justified in each case. PROGRESA provides schools with an 
academic year calendar which states the maximum amount of days that can be missed each month. The 
maximum is determined according to the actual school days of attendance for each month. 
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money will be taken away. The teacher agreed to this. He did sign and stamp it for all the 
women.""' 

In the foiiowing response, Hermenegildo explains the types of social pressure that 

he used as a local authority to get the teacher to sign. It is worth noting that, more than a 

conscious or premeditated strategy for pressuring the teacher, Hermenegildo's tactics 

emerge from the daily flow of social interaction and existing power relations among local 

authorities, parents, and teachers in the local space. He took advantage of favorable 

circumstances such that the teacher was under the control of the local community: 

"It's that we had already spoken with [the teacherl. We had a previous problem with him 
leaving all the time. He should leave on Fridays and return on Mondays", but he would 
instead leave on Thursday and get back on Tuesday and the children were left without classes 
... [The parents I wouldn't say anything. People here are used to the teachers being that 
way, taking advantage of our ignorance; they say they have a meeting or that they went to 
cash their paycheck, but he didn't show me a thing. So. we sent a letter to the head of the 
lEEPO complaining that the teacher was never here and asked for a fine, and since then he 
doesn't leave so much; and he lets us know when he is leaving and shows us the letters so 
there is more communication now."^ 

"Nosotros ya le hablamos al maestro el que es director...le dijimos que el no. no podfa negarle la tlrma y 
el sello a ninguna madre de familia de eso de la asistencia de los ninos. Porque si el maestro no firma. esa 
familia se queda sin recurso. Eso es lo que dice el PROGRESA: hay que asistir a la escuela si no te quitan el 
recurso....El maestro estuvo de acuerdo. Si' les firmd a todas las mujeres y le puso sello a todas". 

~ Teachers of rural areas tend to have their homes and families in other localities or regions. They are 
assigned by the State Institute on Public Education in Oa.xaca (lEEPO) to their posts for varied periods of 
time and they are e.xpected to, and eager to comply with, commuting on weekends to visit their families, 
receive and cash their paychecks, and attend lEEPO or the teachers' union periodic meetings. 

^ "Es que con el [el maestro I ya habfamos hablado; es que tuvimos un problema anterior porque se iba 
mucho: tenia que salir de viernes y regresar de lunes y se iba desde el jueves y regresaba el martes y los 
ninos se quedaban sin clase... [Los padres de familia] no decfan nada. Es que aquf como que estaban 
acostumbrados porque asf son los maestros y se aprovechan de nuestra ignorancia y nos dtccn que tienen 
reunion o que van a cobrar y se van varios dfas y por eso nuestros hijos nunca se superan, nunca progresan. 
Cuando me eligieron autoridad le dije al maestro que me presentara los escritos de sus autoridades, sus 
superiores que decfan que iba a reunion, que iba a cobrar y no me presentd nada. Asf que le mandamos un 
escrito al Jefe del lEEPO quejando que el maestro nunca estaba y pidiendo sancidn y desde ese entonces ya 
no se va tanto y nos infor 

ma cuando se va y nos ensefia los escritos y asf ya hay mas comunicacidn". 
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I asked Hermenegildo whether the teacher had a better understanding with the 

leader of the community since the incident? He replied: 

"Yes. and this is why we were able to tell him about PROGRESA and he agrees; he 
understands that the assistance mustn't be taken from anybody just because the child didn't 
go to school one day. He signs the papers for all the mothers and is committed to doing it 
this whole year."""' 

The teacher currently accepts to sign and stamp the assistance papers for 

PROGRESA even if children have missed more days than is permitted by the program 

guidelines. During our interview he noted to me that: 

"Yes. I can't deny them the signatures. If I deny them they are going to loose the little 
assistance the government gives them and later it's going to be worse and the children aren't 
going to come because they will have to work harder in order to eat at home ... I agreed with 
the authority and I am going to sign so they won't lose the money."^ 

He later added: 

"[So as not to have problems with the supervisors], well, you have to be careful. But. you 
see, I've talked a lot with other teachers around here and many do the same thing. As long as 
those above don't find out...""® 

Another reason why the teacher has aligned himself with local leaders in relation 

to the way the program is implemented is because he objects to the role of control and 

^ "Sf y es por eso que ahora le pudimos decir lo de PROGRESA y el esta de acuerdo. entiende que no se le 
quita un recurso a nadie nomas porque el nino no fue a la escuela un dfa; le firma la hoja a todas las madres 
de familia y se comprometio a seguir haciendo eso durante todo el ano". 

^ "Fijese que sf. Es que no puedo negarles la firma. Si se la niego van a perder el poco recurso que les da el 
gobierno y despues va a ser peor y los niiios ya no van a venir porque van a tener que trabajar mas duro 
para comer en la casa.... Nos pusimos de acuerdo con la autoridad y sf voy a firmar para que no pierdan el 
recurso." 

"[para no tener problemas con los supertores] Pues, hay que manejarlo con cuidado. Pero, ffjese, que he 
hablado con muchos otros maestros de por aca y casi todos dicen que hacen lo mismo. Nomas que los de 
arriba no se enteren..." 
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surveillance teachers are assigned by PROGRESA. To the question: "What do you think 

about the fact that you are employees of a different agency [lEEPO] and you have to 

stamp the papers of another government program?" He answers: 

"Look, I don't think this is right. I asked my supervisors and they told me that they were 
never consulted, that the program says we have to comply and as if the program makes us 
police, but in reality we. the teachers and lEEPO itself, don't get a thing. They just tell us we 
have to comply with the role of inspecting and supervise. But we are also government; we 
don't get more classrooms, more money, nothing. We are just demanded to supervise and fill 
in more forms."'^ 

As noted, the teacher's point of contention is quite specific. It is not about the 

legitimacy of the program being univocal and "top down" or in establishing mechanisms 

of supervision wherein beneficiaries become objects of regulation who must comply with 

program requirements. Nor does he openly express political solidarity with the 

community as opposed to the government. 

Indeed, the teacher affirms his proper place as a government's agent. What he 

questions is: a) the additional administrative workload required by the program for him as 

a worker b) the fact that as part of the state apparatus neither the Ministry of Public 

Education or the teacher's corps were even consulted in the design or operation of the 

PROGRESA, and c) the fact that the program requires teachers to be agents of the 

government in local spaces without any remuneration. His concerns principally relate to 

a lack of reciprocity and sensibility on the part of PROGRESA authorities toward other 

^ "Mire, a mi me parece que eso esta mal. Yo le pregunte a mis supervisores y me dijeron que ellos nunca 
fueron consultados, que el programa dice que nosotros tenemos que cumplir y es como si nos pusieran de 
policfa pero en realidad el programa a nosotros. los maestros y al lEEPO no nos dan nada. Nomas nos dicen 
que tenemos que cumplir con la vigilancia. Pero nosotros tambien somos del gobiemo; a nosotros no nos 
dan mas aulas, mas recursos, nada; nomas nos exigen estar vigilando y llenando mas papeles." 
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government sectors which PROGRESA involves in an imposing manner and without 

rewards. 

The teacher's unwillingness to comply with the regulatory role PROGRESA has 

assigned him, his opinion that the subsidies of the program are necessary and benetlcial 

for local families, and social pressure align the teacher with community "best interests". 

PROGRESA undergoes in this manner a local redefinition that effectively softens rigid 

mechanisms of surveillance and reduces coercion latent in its top-down policies. 

However, this alliance between sources of local authority and the community is 

not complete. Sara, as the health community worker, is the local representative of another 

government agency, the Ministry of Health to which PROGRESA also assigns a role of 

surveillance and control. As the story below illustrates, Sara adopts a much different 

attitude than the teacher. She takes on the role given to her by the program and refuses to 

render the criteria more flexible. 

[an ethnographic encounter] 

During the day of PROGRESA registration, I approach the clinic of thatched roof 

and jonote walls which was built last year with communal labor. Sara, who is Santa 

Cecilia's health worker employed by the Ministry of Health, is filling out official health 

forms. She is getting up from time to time to observe what is going on around her in the 

courtyard. 

Sara is in the Ministry of Health's payroll. They pay Sara $250 pesos a month but the payment is not 
always continuous and sometimes is behind by months. 
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She shows me the PROGRESA booklet that she gives to all the women registered 

in the program. I skim through it and note the elaborate manner in which its requirements 

are spelled out in no uncertain terms. There are rules for participating and staying in the 

program, as well as provisions for receiving differing amounts of subsidies and 

guidelines for their use. In our conversation Sara comments that there is much discontent 

because many families were not included in the census and so left out of the program. I 

ask her about her role in the program, and she answers: 

'The women have to attend talks three times a month on the days that I give them. I let them 
know through my father who is the spokesperson [of the health committee in the community] 
the day before they are to come. They also have to come to measure and weigh their children 
every two months, and they have to come for check-ups when they are pregnant.""' 

I followed up by asking: "How do you manage to get women to attend mandatory 

talks and visits? Do they know that you have to sign the attendance forms for the 

mothers?" 

"Well, they have to come and fulfill their obligations. Tomorrow [ am going to give a talk 
and they will come, I have already let them know through my father."'" 

In the words that follow, it becomes clear that Sara has reinforced the authority of 

her position as "health worker", by using the power the program has given her—a power 

"Las sefioras tienen que venir a las platicas tres veces al mes en los dfas en que yo las doy. Les aviso con 
mi papa que es mi vocal [del comite de salud de la comunidad] el dfa antes para que vengan. Tambien tiene 
que venir a medir y pesar a sus hijos cada dos meses y ellas tienen que venir a control cuando estan 
embrazadas [sic]." 

"Pues, tienen que venir y cumplir. Vlanana voy a dar platica y sf van a venir, ya les mande a avisar con mi 
papa". 
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she intends to use fully. To my question: "What will you talk be about [tomorrow]? She 

answers: "About garbage disposal and boiling vvater."^' 

To my question: "You mean to say the women don't know about that?" She 

responds: 

"Well some of them do. but they don't listen. Now they have to come to me for their forms 
to get stamped so maybe they will pay attention."^" 

Sara's labor affiliation and institutional loyalty enable her to defend her actions by 

recourse to her subordinate position in the Ministry of Health. Doing her job is her 

justification for refusing to sign and stamp attendance lists of absent women. 

To my question: "And if a mother misses a talk or a visit or measuring and 

weighing her children once, do you sign their forms anyway so they won't lose their 

subsidies or do you not sign?" She answers: 

"I can't sign them. My supervisor told me not to sign or stamp them. I answer to the 
Ministry of Health and I have to do what they tell me."^^ 

She also considers it the responsibility of the beneficiary women to attend the 

talks out of obligation as a justification for her refusal to compromise her position. To 

my question: "So you will not sign and stamp for someone who misses?" She answers: 

"No, because it's their responsibility to attend. If they lose their money, it's their fault." 

"Sobre eso de la basura y de hervir el agua". 
"Pues algunas pero no te hacen caso. Ahora como les toca venir para que les selle la hoja tal vez me hagan 

mas caso." 
"No se la puedo firmar. Mi supervisora me dijo que yo no la firmara y no la sellara. Es que yo dependo de 

la Secretarfa de Salud y tengo que hacer lo que ellos me dicen". 
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As opposed to the teacher, local authorities find that their maneuvering space with 

Sara is very limited. They are unable to pressure her to loosen PROGRESA's mechanisms 

of control in the name of solidarity with the community. 

In reality, the reasons behind Sara's uncompromising position have to do with 

circumstances that are totally external to PROGRESA. In the power relationships between 

the authorities and the health worker, the margins of negotiation of the former are at a 

historical low thanks to the fact that the health worker recently asked the authorities to 

intervene in the resolution of a case of aggression by local men against her boyfriend. 

They refused to do so and it is likely that this conflict is at the heart of Sara's inflexible 

attitude toward a domain over which she has control. The possibility that she is using her 

role with PROGRESA strategically, is evident in the following tleld accounts. 

In my conversation with Hermenegildo, I asked: "And Sara, what did she have to 

say about PROGRESA?" He answered: 

"There are more problems with her because you know we had that problem with her 
boyfriend who was not from here, [he Isl from San Lorenzo, and the young men from here, 
you know, don't like those from the outside,^'* and they treated him badly, they spoke to him 
rudely and tossed him around, and Sara got angry and doesn't want to collaborate with the 
organization. She filed a suit. Now it's difficult to talk with her because she is mad, but. 

" No men from other communities are allowed to establish themselves in Santa Cecilia through marriage 
nor other means. This norm responds to land scarcity and to patrilineal patterns of inheritance which 
exclude women from land ownership. As such it has become more stringently implemented in the last 
twenty years when available land has become increasingly scarce. Sara's boyfriend comes from San 
Lorenzo Lalana, the municipal town and a neighboring community. Sara has undergone tremendous 
hardship because she is the only surviving daughter of an old couple and she has the duty to assist them in 
their old age. According to the community rules, the man who has been her fiance for four years cannot 
come to live in Santa Cecilia nor can he inherit the plots of land of Sara's parents because he is an outsider. 
At the same time, she did not want to leave her parents in order to move to San Lorenzo because they are 
too old. Besides, she had her health post in Santa Cecilia from which she was receiving a meager but 
appreciated income and quite a bit of prestige in and out of the community. She was confronted with this 
hard decision for over four years until mid-1999 when she tlnally decided to move to San Lorenzo, in part 
as a consequence of rising tensions between her and the Santa Cecilia's authorities . 
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well, she has to understand that she has to sign and stamp so that no woman is left out. We 
are going to talk with her, to make her understand 

In my conversation with Sara, I asked her: "And have the authorities talked with 

you about signing the forms so that the women won't lose their benefits?" She responds: 

"Yes, they have talked to me. Hermenegildo told me to sign and stamp. But I don't respond 
to them, I respond to my supervisor, to the Ministry. They are the ones that pay me. right? I 
don't owe them [local authorities] anything while I do have to follow orders of my 
supervisor, of the Ministry. Also, they have behaved very badly with me, when my boyfriend 
came to visit me the guys from here beat him up because they are very rude and don't like 
people who aren't from here, and [ complained to the authority, but they didn't do anything 
those men, so I filed a suit. I don't owe them anything and I'm not going to do them any 
favors."^® 

To my comment about "maybe it's not about doing them a favor [the authorities] 

but the mothers who for valid reasons may not attend and if they don't get their forms 

stamped they lose their benefits", Sara answered: 

"But they just have to come. This is where they are taken care of, here they get talks about 
how to live more cleanly in their homes so they won't get sick so often! We'll see if now 
with this program they will not listen to me."^^ 

In her response she stresses once again the responsibility of the women to the 

program. She employs promotive health rhetoric in stating that the benefits women can 

"Con ella hay mas problemas porque sabe tuvimos ese problema con lo de su novio que era de fuera, de 
San Isidro y los muchachos de aqui, sabe, no les gustan los de fuera, y lo trataron mal, le hablaron fuerte y 
hubo empujones y Sara se enojo e ya no quiere colaborar con la organizacidn. Presentd demanda. Ahora 
con ella es dificil hablar porque esta enojada pero, bueno, ella tiene que entender que tambien tiene que 
tlrmar y sellar para que ninguna mujer queda afuera. Vamos a hablar con ella. pues tiene que entender." 

"Sf me han hablado. Hermenegildo me dijo que firmara y sellara. Pero yo no le respondo a ellos. yo 
respondo a mi supervisora, a la Secretan'a. Ellos no me pagan, que sf? A ellos no les debo nada, mientras 
que yo tengo que cumplir drdenes de mi supervisora, de la Secretan'a. Ademas ellos conmigo se han 
portado muy mal, cuando vino mi novio a visitarme le pegaron los muchachos de aquf nomas porque son 
muy groseros y no les gustan los muchachos de fuera e yo fui a quejarme con la autoridad pero no les 
hicieron nada a los muchachos entonce [sic] le puse demanda. A ellos no les debo nada y no les voy a hacer 
favores." 
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receive with the educational talks will enhance their "quality of life". Sara is very much 

aware of the program's potential for enhancing her authority as a health worker in the 

community and she expresses her intention of using the power PROGRESA gives her. 

Sara is respected in the community. She has distinguished herself in Santa Cecilia 

for having promoted the nutritional supervision of children, not just now as a health 

worker for the ministry of Health, but also as a health promoter for the UPISL. She has 

been trained in numerous workshops on health and nutrition and participated actively on 

various occasions in the distribution of food supplements provided by the UPISL for 

undernourished children. 

Now with PROGRESA she also takes on the responsibility of carefully supervising 

the periodic nutrition of children under five and of the distribution of food supplement 

envelopes that PROGRESA provides. The guidelines of the program are clear and strict 

with respect to which children should benefit from the supplement; all children two or 

under and only those from two to five who manifest some degree of malnutrition. Within 

PROGRESA's logic of "focah'zation" children over five years of age who show signs of 

undernutrition are not invested in because at that stage the effects of undernutrition are 

already irreversible. I asked Sara about her participation in the feeding supplement 

program and its effectiveness. She noted: 

"Well. I did have envelopes and I gave them out, but I have no more. The supervisor [the 
nurse supervisor of the clinic in San Juan del Rfo to which Sara directly reports] says that 
more will anive but for now I have none.... Only once did they give me several cases [the 
program had. in fact, only begun three months prior]. I gave them to all the children who 
weren't well, who were malnourished but only up to five years old. I also gave the pregnant 

"Pero es que tienen que venir. Aquf se les revisa. aquf se les da platicas para que vivan mas limpio en su 
casa, para que no enfermen tanto, a ver si ahora con eso del programa sf me van a hacer caso". 
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or nursing mothers because the program says to. It's for them, so that they will have healthy 
babies or plenty of milk, but they give them out to all the children in their home; they don't 
drink it. There is no way to tell them otherwise because they will do it anyway. How are 
they going to drink it if their children want it? It tastes really good. I've tried it. It comes in 
strawberry, vanilla and chocolate. A mother only wants to give to her children and who can 
scold her for that?"^^ 

I presented the following scenario lo Sara. "Listen, Sara, what if a child is, say, six 

and is severely malnourished, do you ever give him envelopes? For example, Martita, the 

daughter of Cecilia or Omar, the son of Elvira that just turned five and they are very 

undernourished." Sara answered: "Well, no, because the program doesn't let you." But 

after probing a bit deeper Sara admitted that in reality she does give such children food 

supplements "because", as she says, "what else can you do, you see a boy that is in bad 

s h a p e  a n d  I  h a v e  a n  e n v e l o p e  a n d  h e  i s  h u n g r y  a n d  i n  h i s  h o u s e  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  t o  e a t . . .  

„39 

Unlike her complete allegiance to PROGRESA, Sara recognizes that the 

distribution of food supplements in Santa Cecilia is a matter of addressing the problem of 

immediate and felt hunger. It is not just an issue addressing anthropometric measures, 

growth charts or the technical detection of levels of malnutrition. This is a reality that she 

personally knows and encounters as a health provider everyday. Her response contrasts 

"Pues. SI tuve papilla y les di pero ya se me acabd. Dice la supervisora [la enfermera supervisora de la 
cltnica de una localidad aledana de la cual Sara dependej que ya va a llegar otra vez pero ahora no 
tengo....Nomas tuve una vez que me dieron varias cajas [el programa de hecho lleva solo tres meses de 
haber iniciadoj: les di a todos los nines que estaban mal, que tenfan desnutricidn pero solo hasta los cinco 
atios. Tambien les di a las senoras que estan embrazadas [sic] o amamantando porque asf dice el programa. 
Es para ellas para que tenga un bebe sano o mucha leche, pero ellas lo reparten a todos los niiios en su casa. 
no se lo toman. Ni modo de decirles que no lo hagan porque de todos modos lo hacen. ^Como se lo va a 
tomar ella si sus hijos lo quieren? Esta rico, yo lo probe, viene de sabor fresa, vainilla y chocolate. Una 
mama se lo prefiere dar a ellos y quien la puede regafiar por eso ?" 

"Pues. no. porque el programa no te deja." "...porque....como le haces, ves que el nino esta mal y tengo 
aquf papilla y tiene hambre y en su casa no hay de que comer...". 
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sharply with the technicalities of the program. It is at this intersection between lived 

experience of suffering and grievance that Sara accepts to compromise and even breaks 

with the rules established by PROGRESA. She is well aware of the redistribution of food 

supplements inside homes and the reasons for it. Sara overlooks guidelines of the 

program she finds too rigid and culturally as well as ethically unacceptable to someone 

living in the community. 

Aside from local representatives of the Ministry of Public Education and the 

Ministry of Health, PROGRESA introduces a third agent of control in the community: the 

PROGRESA promoter. According to the outlines of the program, this person plays the 

role of direct supervisor within the community insuring that the PROGRESA benefits are 

used by women and their families in the proper manner. In Santa Cecilia, as in 30,000 

other communities in which the program is currently operating in Mexico, each 

community has been required to select a person for this role as a prerequisite before the 

program can begin to operate. I was told that during assembly meetings nobody wanted 

the job. Sara was nominated and she flatly refused. She recounts: 

"There! Nobody wanted to do it. They asked me to but I said no. Only problems. Finally 
they nominated [in community assembly] Marfa. But she didn't want it either.... It's 
because it is a job full of hassles. They say you have to inspect in the homes to see if mothers 
only buy food, or clothes and shoes for the kids that go to school with the money. That the 
benetlt cannot be used for anything else. And that if it is used for something else the 
promoter has to denounce them. That creates a lot of problems and no one wants to supervise 
anyone else. For what? To cause oneself problems? Why would you get involved in other 
people's lives? There are already enough conflicts to want to get into more. And they don't 
even pay you. Mana had to accept because in the assembly they said she had to because if 
not. they were not going to give us the subsidies but she was very mad and said she wasn't 
going to the homes."^® 

"AhiL Aqui nadie quiso. Me dijeroti a mi pero les dije que no. Nomas puros problemas. Finalmente 
nombraron [en asamblea comunitaria] a Marfa. Pero ella no quen'a tampoco Es que ese cargo es puro 
Ifo.... Te dicen que tienes que ir a vigilar en las casas que las senoras compren con el recurso puro aiimento 
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I talked to Maria a few days after her nomination as the local PROGRESA 

promoter. She stated that she was very unhappy with being forced to accept the job. 

Nevertheless she noted: "I accepted because someone had to do it. If not they would have 

taken back the benefits." And she added: 

"Hermenegildo and Carlos [the authorities] told me not to worry because I don't have to go 
to the homes to see what is to be done with the cash. Imagine! Going into people's home like 
the police! Only problems. They said that no one can force us to be police for the 
government in our own town. That we only have to nominate [the promoter! to comply with 
what the program asks people for.'"" 

Sara's and Maria's statements as well as those of Hermenegildo and Carlos 

indicate that by general agreement these community leaders have placed limits on the 

intentions of the program to supervise and control the local population. In Santa Cecilia 

they comply with the basic requirements in order to receive much needed benefits, but 

the role of the PROGRESA promoter is rendered token and functions are restricted to a 

formality. 

It is interesting to note the connection many people make between the program 

and the State. They associate the supervision of PROGRESA in the community with a 

o ropa y zapatos para los niiios que van a la escuela. Que no se puede utilizar el recurso para otra cosa. Que 
si lo usan para otra cosa la promotora los debe de denunciar. Eso crea muchos problemas y nadie se quiere 
meter a vigilar a los demas. Para que? Para crearse problemas? Para que meterte en la vida de los otros? Ya 
suficientes conflictos hay para que nos metan en mas. Ademas ni te pagan. Maria tuvo que aceptar porque 
en la asamblea le dijeron que tenfa porque si no. no nos iban a dar el recurso pero esta muy enojada y dice 
que ella no va a ir a las casas". 

"Las autoridades me dijeron no preocuparme porque no tengo que ir a las casas a ver que se hace con el 
recurso. Imagfnate. meterme a las casas de los demas como policfa! Puro problema. Ellos dicen que nadie 
nos puede ponemos a ser policfas para el gobierno dentro de nuestro pueblo. Que nomas hay que nombrar 
[el promotor] para cumplir con lo que piden los del programa". 



355 

broader function of governmental surveillance in the local space. Surveillance is 

exercised through programs which are represented as participatory and benefiting social 

welfare. Through such programs the State intends to extend its vigilant eye to gain 

knowledge about the intimate and private spaces of the domestic unit—who live where 

and with whom, how much money is spent on food, clothing, notebooks or shoes, who is 

practicing family planning, etc. Governance through apparati of surveillance is resented 

in some areas by local people and community leaders who "work the system" and 

transform program implementation in accord with local needs and social relations. It is 

precisely where surveillance enters the intimate space of the home that the community 

effectively devalues and empties surveillance actions of content. 

Conclusions 

PROGRESA is a program engendered within neoliberal ideology. It is clearly 

aligned with public policy that the Mexican government has adopted over recent years. It 

is a State program with material and discursive dimensions that have profound relevance 

and a potentially wide impact within indigenous peasant communities like Santa Cecilia. 

For the majority of homes, the injection of monetary resources and food supplements that 

the program promises can contribute to guaranteeing that basic food necessities are met 

and that undernutrition will be controlled and may even significantly decrease. The 

potentially positive impact of PROGRESA, however, must be weighed against potentially 

disastrous impacts that the current welfare policy may give rise to in local spaces. There 

include the planned dissolution of other programs like CONASUPO which has given out 

basic food provisions for more than twenty years. 
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PROGRESA is generating unforeseen and contradictory impacts, including an 

impact on community dynamics. As I have noted, it fosters factionalism, engenders new 

conflicts as well as resolving old ones, enhances and transforms power relations, and 

contributes to the formation of otherwise unlikely alliances as well as mobilizing 

community resistance to state surveillance. 

As we have seen, PROGRESA operates explicitly in a vertical manner without any 

"input" on the part of the beneficiaries or of the community."*" Focusing on families that 

are directly benefited by the program, it does away with organizational structures and 

local decision making, promoting in fact an individualization of the relationship between 

the beneficiaries and the State. The community and its leaders—including local 

cciciques--dre stripped of their historical role of mediators between Indigenous peasants 

and programs handed down by the Mexican government.^' It is precisely at this juncture 

that the community authorities and leaders seek new spaces of negotiation in order to 

transform the ways in which the program is managed. By doing so, they actively seek to 

According to the original program platform, there should e.\ist a corrective mechanism for the inclusion in 
the beneficiary list of women erroneously excluded by the initial PROGRESA census. The community 
assembly should be the instance for redressing mistakes f this kind. However, in Santa Cecilia an assembly 
of this kind never took place. There is anecdotic information that this corrective mechanism has been 
implemented nowhere (see Valencia. Gendreau and Tepichfn 2000). 
[t is important to mention that sidestepping traditional community organization and decision bodies 

through the direct assignment of cash subsidies to the adult woman implies an important questioning of 
traditional power structures that in many indigenous peasant localities have held control over decisions and 
resources to the advantage of few and the disadvantage of most. It is also important to mention that the 
indigenous peasant community organization almost always excludes women from any time of decision 
concerning the public sphere. Yet, sidestepping the established collective organization of the community 
can also be interpreted as a renewed attack on the Indian corporate community by the hegemonic State. As 
we saw in chapter one, the State (be it the Spanish Crown during Colonial times or the Mexican State after 
Independence) has attempted to contain or even erase Indian communal corporatism for over three hundred 
years. As I will mention more at length in chapter seven, PROGRESA can be seen as a further contemporary 
attempt. 
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absorb some of the program's impacts that they perceive to be unjust and potentially 

conflictive in the community context. 

One of the tenets that sustains community life is the internal redistribution of 

welfare government resources among all the households or according to more egalitarian 

rules established by consensus in the community assembly."*^ PROGRESA cle facto annuls 

this principle and fosters conflict in two ways. First, it does so by excluding some 

households as beneficiaries without a sound justification. Secondly, it does so by giving 

cash and other in kind benefits in differential ways among households and individual 

beneficiaries. Program decisions follow an operational logic and underlying rationale that 

openly contrast with the logic of the community in the management of government 

welfare assistance. 

PROGRESA identifies peasants as "poor" and as such transforms them into 

legitimate objects of intervention and regulation orchestrated from above. In this way it 

establishes mechanisms of coercion and surveillance in the communities by creating 

figures or utilizing others already in existence as agents of control. This is obviously a 

process of dissemination of power by the State which closely reminds us of Foucault's 

Panopticon (Rabinow 1984:206-213). 

Without falling into idyllic and romantic views about the traditional indigenous community organization, 
it is worth noting that corporatism and the tendency toward internal redistribution—both as basic 
characteristics of Meso-American indigenous communities—have been reported in ethnographic research 
for almost fifty years (see as an example Wolf 1957). The reality of community corporatism, on the other 
hand, does not exclude that internal power structures and hierarchies do exist, constituting and 
reconfiguring themselves continuously. See Mallon (1995) for a historicist Gramscian view of the 
corporative community in Mexico during the 19'*' Century, with attention to its differential gender and 
generation dimensions. 
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However, and as a critique to Foucauldian conceptions of diffuse and pervasive 

power, I argue that these power projects are material interactions that encounter 

limitations in their capacity to penetrate and totalize in the historical and spatial 

specificity of each intervention. With PROGRESA, it is precisely in the daily interactions 

of participating figures -- local authorities, the health and education representatives, the 

beneficiaries and those who were excluded—that the limits of the program's penetration 

are played out and established in the local arena. This is the process which I have focused 

on in this chapter. Let me emphasize four additional points. 

First, even with structurally established boundaries that are much more restrictive 

than other interventions of the State that preceded it, PROGRESA is still bound to 

transformations directly related to the dynamics displayed in the local arena. At this site, 

the social subjects that make up the community manage to organize responses that not 

only constrain, but actually transform the program. Some aspects of the program that are 

perceived to be particularly problematic are modified in order to render the program more 

flexible in terms of local necessities and concerns. In this process, for example, the 

tendency to nullify community structure and organization as a space of authority and 

decision-making is partially inverted. 

Secondly, the sides taken by those that the program identifies as its regulatory 

agents are guided by multiple and at times contradictory personal and professional 

motives, among which an adherence or rejection of the ideology or practice of the 

program is not necessarily the most important. As we have seen, some of the motivations 

that guide these individuals to adopt certain postures vis-a-vis the program are external to 
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PROGRESA. In some cases, value judgments of the program are mixed with other 

professional or personal issues as in the case of the teacher, and to a lesser extent, the 

health worker. It is not until the program threatens to violate the private space of the 

home through direct surveillance that the local people reach general consensus in 

rejecting this measure. This rejection is framed as an ethical appraisal of the program and 

the State that promotes it. 

In the third place, PROGRESA generates local processes of articulation and 

contention that are constituted in at least two different, but interconnected ways. First, the 

social subjects involved participate in these processes according to their individual and 

collective spaces of negotiation and authority vis-a-vis others. By so doing, established 

relations of power can be reaffirmed or modified, lessened or enhanced. Second, they 

participate by engaging intimately their own multifaceted identities as persons and 

professionals with multiple agendas, prerogatives, and constraints at stake. In the 

process, individual and professional identities are affirmed, questioned, solidified or 

shaken. Social identities and relationships interface with PROGRESA agenda and, in so 

doing, agenda are appropriated for local purposes and transformed. 

Fourth, local processes of articulation and contention with PROGRESA—as well 

as with any State program may change over time. What is initially confronted or even 

contested may eventually be accepted with the passing of time. At the end of 2001,1 

revisited Santa Cecilia and Anaico and found that both communities had accepted 

PROGRESA as an additional and important feature of the local economic landscape. 



At first glance, one could easily interpret this acceptance as an example of 

subaltern campesinos' docile compliance to, or final defeat by, an overwhelming 

hegemonic power which they cannot defy. Yet, a far more subtle process may be taking 

place which does in fact involve agency. Processes of contention or redefinition may 

subdue simply because a process of natural accommodation takes place. For their part, 

campesinos become accustomed or habituated to the presence of State interventions if 

these show enough continuity over time. On the part of the program, some adjustments 

may also take place, softening some of what locally were perceived as the "roughest" 

edges. As we will see in chapter seven, after three years PROGRESA has indeed turned 

into a doxic experience (Bourdieu 1990) for most Cecilieno and Analqueno families. At 

the same time, after several external evaluations and much decrying from multiple arenas 

(including beneficiary communities), at the end of 2001 PROGRESA carried out a new 

census. Redress for those wrongly excluded from the program is expected. As I will 

illustrate in the following chapter, PROGRESA is now fully part of campesino life and 

survival strategies. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

WHAT AWAITS ANALCO AND SANTA CECILIA IN THE BEGINNING OF 
THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY? SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The general picture 

Major economic and political changes are occurring in the first years of the new 

millennium; changes that will likely have multiple impacts on social and economic 

livelihoods of rural localities such as Anaico and Santa Cecilia. 

On the production front, in the agricultural cycle of 2001-2002 we are witnessing 

the worst slump in international coffee prices in over 100 years (Cardenas 2001; 

IDBAJSAIDAVB 2002). Far from being a cyclical market phenomenon, the current coffee 

crisis is structural. Oversupply and stagnant demand in the world market are immediately 

responsible for the plummet in prices for green coffee which have more than halved from 

the beginning of 1999 to the end of 2001 (Ponte 2002). The average price for 100 pounds 

of coffee in the New York stock exchange slumped from around 200 dollars in Summer 

1997 to 120 dollars in May 1999,60 dollars in 2001 and 43 dollars at the beginning of 

2002 (IDB/USAIDAVB 2002; Ponte 2002). 

Vietnam, a minor coffee producer ten years ago, is one of the major contributors 

to the steady expansion of coffee production which has led to world oversupply. This is 

in large part due to World Bank loans which have actively encouraged export production 

in many Third World countries as a mean to generate hard currency to repay foreign debt 

(Hernandez Navarro 2001; OXFAM 2002). Today this small Asian nation has emerged as 
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the second largest coffee exporter in the world just after Brazil,' and the leader in the 

production of Robusta coffee. This cheaper and lower-quality type of coffee is a favorite 

of large multinational roasting companies producing soluble coffee. Despite sinking 

prices in the world market and a 30% fall in revenues for Vietnamese producers in just 

one year (from 2000 to 2001) as a direct consequence of overproduction, an economist 

for the World Bank stated last year that: "Vietnam has turned into a successful producer. 

In general, we consider this a great success" (reported in Greenfield 2002). 

In 2001, rising coffee stocks exceeded world consumption (80 million bags in 

importing—mostly industrialized—countries and 25 million in producing countries 

themselves) by 10 million bags (60 Kg/bag) (IDBAJSAIDAVB 2002). Oversupply is 

expected to continue for at least the next five years leading to further catastrophic 

declines in coffee prices (OXFAM 2002). Meanwhile, given the current neoliberal agenda 

of market liberalization, the prospect for any kind of international agreement regulating 

global supply is dim." 

First World consuming nations, major roasting corporations and multilateral 

lending institutions such as the World Bank are active supporters of a laissez-faire policy 

when it comes to production, export quotas or setting price bands.^ This occurs despite 

'Vietnam went from producing 4 million bags in 1995 to 14 million bags in 2001, which represents 12.3% 
of total world production that year. 

"It may be worth it to remind the reader that the International Coffee Agreement (ICA) was nullified in 1989, 
an act enthusiastically supported by the Mexican government during the Salinas presidential administration. 

^While discouraging any coffee price agreements among producing countries, multilateral financing 
institutions such as the World Bank have been very active in promoting coffee among new producers such 
as Vietnam. The United Nations has supported the conversion from coca to coffee among Bolivian and 
Colombian small farmers. At the same time that they have encouraged production, international and 
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"mounting evidence that deregulation of coffee markets has led to economic and social 

disaster for the poor" (OXFAM 2002:5). This is so because coffee plays a very important 

role in the livelihood of approximately 20 million families from 50 developing countries 

that grow and export this crop. The overwhelming majority of these families are poor and 

coffee is their main or only source of income (OXFAM 2002). 

While prices paid to coffee growers are today well below production costs, the 

retail price for coffee has declined only marginally (OXFAM 2002; Ponte 2002). There 

are losers and winners in the global coffee chain. While a small producer in Mexico 

receives today only between 20 and 30 cents/lb for his Arabica coffee and a producer in 

Cameroon 10 cts/lb for his Robusta coffee (OXFAM 2002), retail prices in the USA, 

Canada or in Europe average about 10 dollars/lb. Developing countries receive less than a 

third of the total income generated by coffee in the producing-trading-processing-

retailing chain (OXFAM 2002); direct producers receive less than a sixth part (Hernandez 

Navarro 2001). Transnational roasting companies and retailing chains, such as Nestle, 

Phillip Morris, Tesco and Starbucks are reaping the profits in a global market chain 

increasingly concentrated in, and dominated by, corporate hands."* 

Since the year 2000, major exporting countries such as Brazil and Colombia 

(ranking first and third, respectively, among world producers) have made efforts to 

decrease production through an agreement among the Association of Coffee Producing 

multilateral organizations have taken no actions whatsoever to increase the international demand for coffee 
(Hernandez Navarro 2001). 

•* In February 2001, Nestle reported a 20% profit increase and in the first quarter of 2001 Starbucks reported 
a 41% profit increase; right at the time in which prices in producing countries were plummeting (OXFAM 
2002:6). 
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Countries (ACPC). Members of this cartel have agreed to retain or destroy 20% of 

national production as a mean to avoid the further depression of coffee prices (Hernandez 

Navarro 2001; Ponte 2002). Attempts are also being made to improve coffee quality and 

to discourage low-quality production. Mexico, which in 2000 was the fifth largest coffee 

exporter, is not complying with this agreement (Hernandez Navarro 2001). As a non-

participant, it continues to play a sad scab role which has characterized its export policies 

vis-a-vis international production agreements since 1989. 

The President Fox administration (2000-2006) has yet to demonstrate a marked 

interest in the fate of Mexico's impoverished coffee growers. As a result of pressure by 

the National Union of Coffee Producers-UNPC and the National Coordination of Coffee 

Organizations-CNOC, the government did agree at the end of the year 2000 to create a 

national small producer registry. A small cash subsidy of 750 pesos in 2001 (which rose 

to 900 pesos in 2002) is awarded to producers per hectare up to five hectares as a means 

to soften hardship during the terrible crisis facing small coffee growers. 

It is worth remembering that in Mexico, approximately 282,000 families grow 

coffee, of which 87% live in poor areas and 66% are Indian. The promised support is just 

a palliative vis-a-vis the extreme poverty and rising vulnerability of these producers. 

Moreover, the registration process is proceeding very slowly and many producers have 

not received subsidies to date (Hernandez Navarro 2001; La Jornada, February 11, 2002). 

Beyond the announcement of a formal agenda in support of national coffee production, 

many doubt the political will of the current presidential administration to protect 
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producers' interests or provide levels of assistance sufficient to insure survival during the 

current crisis. 

Predictions for a near price recovery of this commodity are grim. Given the 

largely unfavorable national and international panorama, what is truly at risk in Mexico is 

the sustainability of national coffee production itself. Moreover, since in Mexico the map 

of coffee production fits closely with the topography of extreme poverty, socioeconomic 

marginalization, and Indianness, social unrest is also a major risk. Of immediate concern 

is the economic survival of hundreds of thousand of rural households located in places 

such as Anaico and Santa Cecilia. 

Changes are occurring in social policy which may have significant impact on 

rural peasant localities. PROGRESA, recently renamed "Oportunidades" (Opportunities) 

(Diario Oficial March 15, 2002) is changing its rules of operation and expanding its geo-

economic areas of intervention. As a result, the numbers of beneficiary families, and 

total amounts and types of cash subsidies are shifting. Some of the original inclusion and 

exclusion criteria adopted by PROGRESA for beneficiaries' selection have changed as 

have rules on total amounts of cash subsidies. The new program is extending coverage to 

rural localities across the country and is planned to start operating soon among urban 

poor of middle-size cities. 

When it first started in 1997, PROGRESA kept a cap on the total amount of 

bimonthly cash transfers given to each beneficiary woman. This cap was enforced even if 

the total number of her children enrolled in school from S''' grade on would in principle 

generate scholarships in excess of the maximum amount by the cap. Now, women and 
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their families receive the total amount of scholarship funds for the total number of 

children attending school from 3"* grade on. Thus, the range of remittances received by 

each family has widened even further. Many families receive only the baseline food 

subsidy. Some families may receive around two thousand pesos every two months. A 

very few, with more children, receive up to 4000 pesos bimonthly. With Oportunidades, 

moreover, scholarships are extended to include adolescents in senior high school while 

PROGRESA only provided scholarships up to 9"* grade.^ 

New censuses have been taken and families previously excluded for census-

takers' errors or negligence are now, or will be soon, included in the program. Some of 

the aspects of PROGRESA that local authorities and villagers in general immediately 

perceived as most worrisome at the community level—for instance, as we saw in chapter 

six, the unjustified exclusion of some families from the program—have been or soon will 

be amended. 

Oportunidades allegedly builds upon PROGRESA's success and philosophy. At 

least in its intentions, however, the new program is scheduled to extend its scope much 

further than PROGRESA, including areas of intervention—such as the extension of micro

credit to poor rural families and a preferential enrollment in employment programs. 

These are interventions that the original PROGRESA did not contemplate at all. 

It is unclear whether or how these initiatives will translate into real and effective 

programs, considering: a) current governmental budgets' restrictions in an era of fiscal 

^ In Mexico elementary school lasts six years (from grade one to six) and junior high school three years 
(from grade 7h to 9"*). 
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austerity in public spending; b) the tendency of the Fox administration to promise much 

and accomplish little; and c) the different objectives and lack of coordination between 

agriculture development policies (managed by the SAGARPA) and 

PROGRESA/Oportunidades welfare policies (managed by SEDESOL).'' Still, it is 

important to recognize that in principle governmental welfare measures now address the 

issues of employment, income-generation, and agricultural production as fields of 

intervention. As I described in chapter six, PROGRESA intentionally and exclusively 

concentrated on human capital development and consumption. 

Regardless of good intentions and governmental rhetoric, the bottom-line is that 

aside from migration for work, the poor have very few alternatives given the nature of the 

present agricultural market. Those alternatives which do emerge, are usually promoted by 

grass-roots producers' organizations and supported by NGOs. Governmental programs do 

not offer any income-generation alternative in rural spaces and governmental policy 

increases Indigenous peasant dependence on PROGRESA/Oportunidades remittances for 

economic survival. As we will see in the following sections, though, we need to qualify 

this assertion and acknowledge the range of responses across households and localities 

having different resource bases. Inter-household and intercommunity heterogeneity 

prevails even in contexts where PROGRESA funds have become necessary for basic 

survival. 

^ SAGARPA= Secretarfa de Agricultura. Ganadena, Desarrollo Rural, Pesca y Alimentacion (The Ministry 
tor Agriculture, Livestock, Rural Development, Fishing and Food). SEDESOI^ecretarfa de Desarrollo 
Social (The Ministry for Social Development). 
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Coffee and PROGRESA in Analco and Santa Cecilia 

In both Analco and Santa Cecilia, coffee revenues have plummeted. In Analco, 

where coffee generated well over 50% of total household incomes at the end of the 

ninety-nineties, coffee revenues fell from average estimates of 15,500.00 pesos (1700 

dollars) per family in 1998-99, to 9,000 pesos (950 dollars) in 1999-2000, and 2,800 

pesos (300 dollars) a year in 2000-2001 (they are projected even lower for 2001-2002).' 

In 2000-2001—the last cycle for which I have figures—revenues represented only 12% of 

what they used to be just three years previously. For this locality, coffee has turned from 

the major source of economic security in the 1980's to a source of misery and economic 

disaster at the beginning of the twenty-first century. 

In Santa Cecilia, average coffee production and revenues, as well as general 

livelihoods, have been more meager than in Analco; this, even before the 1989-1993 

coffee crisis. Unlike Analco, though, since the mid-nineties dependency on coffee for 

generating needed cash income has decreased substantially in this locality. As we saw in 

chapter four, this has occurred for reasons which supersede the 1989-93 coffee crisis and 

the fact that Santa Cecilia's coffee productivity has been low and quality poor. It largely 

has to do with UPISL leadership efforts aimed toward greater horto-agro-forestry 

diversification. Among them, it has acquired great importance the gathering, production, 

^ These figures were calculated using average coffee production for each agricultural cycle and multiplying 
them for the average seasonal coffee price obtained in the local-regional market. Coffee production Ogures 
were obtained through interviews with the 12 households composing our Analco sample. Revenues are not 
indexed for inflation, meaning that actual figures are even lower for the most recent years. 
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and sale of the ixtle fiber, which has replaced coffee as the most important commercial 

crop. 

While over 80% of local households were still tending their coffee groves in the 

year 2000 with average holdings of 2 to 2.5 hectares each, average production halved to 

200 Kgs per family in the last four years (Methodus ms). Total revenues from coffee have 

decreased dramatically. While in 1996-97 families averaged 8000.00 pesos (890 dollars), 

in the year 2000-2001 they fell to only a thousand pesos (110 dollars) in 2000-2001. Thus 

production decreased 100%, and revenues fell four times as much.^ Notably, however, at 

the end of the year 2000, coffee represented only 13% of total average household 

earnings (Methodus ms). For Cecilienos, today revenues generated by the sale of the Lxtle 

fiber tend to be on average at least twice as much than revenues received from coffee. 

Meanwhile PROGRESA benefits and beneficiaries are growing in Analco. The 

average total amount received per woman beneficiary every two months for families 

which receive scholarships besides the baseline food subsidy has gone up 42% from the 

beginning of the year 2000 to the second semester of 2001. It has increased in this period 

from 835 pesos (93 dollars) (with a minimum value of 430 pesos [48 dollars] and a 

maximum value of 1,920 pesos [213 dollars!) to 1,183 pesos (132 dollars) (with a 

minimum value of 790 pesos [88 dollars] and a maximum one of 2,640 pesos [294 

dollars]). This growth is well above inflation rates, for which both the baseline food 

subsidies and scholarships are indexed every six months.' 

^ Revenues are not indexed for intlation, meaning that actual revenue figures are even lower. 
^ Intlation was calculated by PRCXjRESA at 11% total for those 18 months. 
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While at the beginning of the year 2000 only seven families received over a 

thousand pesos (222 dollars) bi-monthly, that number has increased to 18 in the second 

half of 2001. None of the beneficiaries were receiving over 2000 pesos in the year 2000 

while in late Summer of 2001 two families were receiving over 2,500 pesos (278 dollars) 

bimonthly. Two months later, three families in Analco were receiving over 3,500 pesos 

(389 dollars). Women who receive the highest amounts have either a greater total number 

of children or adolescents attending school, or the grades in which their offsprings are 

enrolled are on average higher—or a combination of both situations. Highest amounts are 

clearly associated with the biological cycle of the family. For example, all households 

(N=5 in 2000 as well as 2001) receiving over 1,500 pesos (167 dollars) in both time 

periods had both parents bom in the early 1950s, placing them in a "consolidation "life 

stage. 

Total number of women beneficiaries has increased from the original 50 to 77, 

following the new census that was finally taken in 2001. All 27 new beneficiaries, 

though, are only receiving the basic food subsidy of 290.00 pesos (32 dollars) bimonthly. 

Some of them have recently married and have no children yet or have young children. As 

time goes by and children grow, and if the program continues, these women and their 

families will also begin to receive the program's scholarships. 

Several of these new beneficiaries, though, are women who were arbitrarily 

excluded from the initial 1998 census even though they did comply with PROGRESA's 

basic socioeconomic requirements. These include a few elders as well as several middle-

aged women with children or teens in primary and secondary school. Being finally 
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included in the PROGRESA registry gives them hope that their situation will be 

completely redressed soon so that they also receive the educational scholarships to which 

they are entitled. Meanwhile, they wait and hope. 

As coffee revenues decrease, PROGRESA amounts for those who receive 

scholarships become increasingly important. For a peasant household economy 

undergoing a major crisis, to receive an average of slightly over 7,000 pesos (778 dollars) 

a year (with a minimum value of 4,740 [527 dollars] and a maximum of 15,840 pesos 

[1760 dollars]) is no small thing. For those very few who receive the highest amounts, the 

subsidies are even able to offset coffee revenue losses. For the majority of others (44 of a 

total of 77 beneficiaries) who receive only the baseline food subsidy (290 pesos 

bimonthly at the end of 2001), this allotment is too meager to play a critical role in their 

economic survival. Still, the cash is well received. 

Unlike in Anaico, Cecilieno women and their families arbitrarily excluded from 

the initial PROGRESA census had not been integrated to the program yet at the end of 

2001. A new census was taken in Summer 2001 and local authorities were assured that 

redress would soon take place. Women beneficiaries continue to be 47, although the 

number receiving educational scholarships has slightly increased from the second 

semester of 2000 (N=23) to the second semester of 2001 (N=27). 

Among beneficiaries who are scholarship recipients, total amounts have increased 

an average of 20% in one year: from average amounts of 557 pesos (62 dollars) (with a 

minimum value of 315 [35 dollars] and a maximum value of 880 pesos [98 dollars]) in 

2000 to 670 pesos (75 dollars) (with a minimum value of 365 [41 dollars] and a 



372 

maximum value of 1,420 pesos [158 dollars]) in 2001. This percentage increase is above 

inflation, calculated by PROGRESA at 7% for that same period. 

Total amounts are consistently smaller than in Analco, reflecting Cecilienos' 

lower general educational levels and fewer children or teens per family attending school. 

Although their numbers are increasing because of PROGRESA, still very few adolescents 

from Santa Cecilia go to junior high school in nearby San Juan del Ri'o o Jalahui as 

compared to teens from Analco who move to Usila, Tuxtepec or the city of Oaxaca to 

continue their education.'® Although school drop-outs have dramatically decreased during 

elementary school because of PROGRESA incentives, one can still find Cecilieno children 

or, more commonly, their older brothers or sisters who never completed their primary 

education. 

Even if total amounts are not as significant in Santa Cecilia, PROGRESA 

scholarships' recipient families welcome subsidies that can total over 4,000 pesos (445 

dollars) per family a year on average (with a minimum value of 2,190 pesos [244 dollars] 

and a maximum of 8,520 pesos [947 dollars]). These amounts tend to be higher than 

traditional agricultural subsidies such as PROCAMPO, for instance. The contribution of 

Scholarship amounts increase consistently from grade to grade. In the second semester of 2001, third 
graders receive scholarships of 190 pesos every two months, fourth graders 230, tlfth graders 290, and sixth 
graders 390 pesos. For junior high school—which in Mexico starts in seventh and ends in ninth grade—the 
amounts are differentiated for girls and boys, the former receiving consistently higher scholarships. For 
girls, seventh grade scholarships total 600 pesos, eighth grade 660 and ninth grade 720 pesos every two 
months. For boys, the respective amounts are: 560. 600, and 630 pesos. Much lower total PROGRESA 
amounts received by Santa Cecilia's recipient families as compared to Analco is easily explained by the 
very small number of junior high school Cecilieno students. 
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PROGRESA to total revenues per household is smaller than in Analco and dependency on 

the program for survival is less due to other survival strategies maximized in the locality. 

These inter-locality and inter-household differences in the reception of cash 

subsidies are important to bear in mind. PROGRESA means different things to different 

people. Differences are not just related to differential purchasing power alone, but also to 

social relations affected by the program, including decision-making processes, power 

relations among spouses and life prospects for children; a point I will return to in the next 

pages. 

Given this general panorama, what can we predict that might happen to these 

localities in the near or not-so-near future in terms of: productive and reproductive 

strategies, food security, welfare and nutrition, gender and generational power relations, 

community organization, relationship with the State and peasantness in general? In the 

following sections I will address these issues and suggest what is likely to happen in the 

near future in each locality. 

Perspectives for Analco 

Because of their dependency on coffee as the main source of income, Analquefios 

have been hit very hard by the coffee crisis. Since they do not have other immediate 

agriculture-linked income-raising alternatives, it is likely that work-related outward 

migration will begin in Analco. Signs already exist that this is happening. For the first 

time in Winter 2001, twenty Analqueno adult men—mostly household heads—migrated 

temporarily to Mexico City to employ themselves in construction work or in food 

services. An incipient solidarity network was formed among paisanos (co-villagers) and 
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the first who arrived and found employment in a big construction company or in a fast 

food pizza chain called others to join them. They left in between December and April, 

after the October com harvest and just at the time when, up to two years ago, they used to 

strenuously pick coffee with help from their wives and older children. Many left without 

sowing their tonamil com fields. 

According to Ponciano, who visited me in Oaxaca on September 2001 and 

told me the news, those who were able to leave, were lucky. Others, such as his brother-

in-law Julio who is father to six kids or his brother Ebodio who has two kids and a 

newborn baby, could not leave, because they had been selected for community cargos. 

Ponciano himself, who married at the end of 1999 and had become meanwhile a first time 

father of a nine month-old baby girl, was borrowing money and intended to sell some of 

his livestock to gather the 19,000.00 pesos (2,000.00 dollars) he needed to cross the 

border into the U.S. 

In recent memory, only one young man from Analco— 25 years old Evaristo who 

has not married yet—had attempted to cross the border (in 1998). Evaristo was helped by 

his cousin from another village nearTuxtepec who migrated to Chicago in the 1980s. It 

was his cousin who lent him some of the money needed to pay a coyote. He also helped 

Evaristo find work as a bus-boy in Chicago where he makes 270 dollars a week. Since 

then, Evaristo's success has been enticing young males from Analco to follow him. 

Given the current coffee debacle, the time is ripe for the young to attempt a crossing. As 

Ponciano said: "Coffee is not worth it. Too much work for nothing. I want to go to the 

USA so that my work will yield". Unfortunately, the events of September 11, 2001 
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prevented him as well as two others from crossing. The migratory path to the US has 

become more difficult and the young of Analco wait till their chances improve. 

The effects of temporary migration to Mexico City on Analco's household 

productive and reproductive strategies, general livelihood or food security are yet to be 

known. Are household food security strategies established or reinforced after the 1989-93 

coffee crisis—such as keeping up with com production to satisfy yearly family basic 

dietary needs—going to change for some or most families following current shifts in the 

availability of labor and/or in activities that generate income? Is the engagement of men 

in migration and wage labor outside of the community going to increase these 

households' dependence on com purchases in order to keep up with basic consumption 

needs? If this is the case, will this be a temporary or a more permanent—although likely 

cyclical—process? 

If the strategy of some or most households is not to abandon basic crops 

production: Who will tend to the com fields? Will men who migrate for work return in 

time to sow the next season milpa (com field) of tempo rail Considering that com 

production constitutes the basic food safety net for peasant families, it is likely that they 

will return in time. The alternative is to send money home so that their wives or parents 

can employ male wage workers who have not migrated and need the money. If this is the 

case, will remittances establish new pattems of wage labor within Analco? If so, what 

will the consequences be in terms of social stratification and social relationships in 

general? Will this be a temporary response or the start of a more permanent and deeper 

change in social structure at the community level? 
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As noted earlier, educational scholarships for children and adolescents are what 

today make the most important contribution to the budget of many Analquerio 

households. Children in school—especially girls because of PROGRESA's pro-female 

policy—have literarily become a valuable source of economic capital. This is more the 

case now that the original cap on the total amount of scholarships given to each family 

has been removed. Among families that do not yet receive scholarships, children are 

perceived as economic capital in the making. 

Given this reality, it is unlikely that parents will take children temporarily or 

permanently out of school to help with needed farm or domestic work. This is especially 

true among Analquerio families because—as we saw in chapter four—they have an 

established history of valuing education which predates PROGRESA in the locality. 

If it is unlikely that children will increase their labor participation in the absence 

of their fathers, older siblings already out of school (those who have not migrated to the 

city of Oaxaca or who have come back to help out) and adult women will likely pick up 

the slack. Adult women and older siblings have always engaged in farm work.. During 

the absence of their husbands or fathers, they have been the ones responsible for animal 

husbandry and arduous agricultural work schedules. The question is how long can they 

maintain this work load without negative consequences to the household production of 

health (Herman et al. 1994; Shumann and Mosley 1994). What will be the health and 

nutritional impact of labor intensification on workers as well as small children? How will 

the quality of child care alter as well as child nutrition? Will women be able to maintain 
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home gardens and raise small domestic animals, activities contributing to household food 

procurement and diet diversification? 

Another labor alternative is the possibility that existing or emergent inter-

household social networks will generate new forms of labor pooling to guarantee enough 

staple food production for each family during the temporary absence of many adult men. 

In Analco there is a strong tradition of inter-household support and labor pooling; typical 

characteristics of an indigenous corporate community embedded in egalitarian values. 

Men commonly pool labor for agricultural as well as construction work. How will these 

support networks fare during times of hardship and when migration intensifies? How will 

they fare vis-a-vis unequally distributed PROGRESA cash subsidies among households 

and a possible increase in the community's social stratification ? Will social capital in the 

form of mutual aid and inter-household solidarity become eroded, or be maintained or 

even reinforced in light of these changes? With what consequences on the community's 

formal social organization structure? 

How is food consumption affected by state subsidies? It is obvious that 

PROGRESA's neat separation between scholarship cash transfers and baseline food cash 

transfers does not translate into differential allocation of funds within households. 

Regardless of the program's specific labels, all PROGRESA cash tends to end up into the 

same general pot for the satisfaction of overall basic household needs, among which food 

has the foremost priority. It follows that, controlling for household composition and the 

producers/consumers ratio, those households that receive the highest total amounts of 

cash transfers, will find it easier to satisfy basic necessities, including food. 
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At issue is whether PROGRESA's cash transfers substitute depressed coffee cash 

revenues to the extent that household purchasing power covers basic necessities, as the 

program purports. One of PROGRESA's declared intentions is to improve diets and 

nutritional outcomes. But has consumption patterns only changed in a positive way? It is 

possible that changes in consumption may actually be antagonistic to the program's 

objectives or detrimental to a household's food self-reliance in the long run. At issue is 

whether cash allocation will result in more diversified and better diets—as the program 

promotes—or foster consumption of low-quality industrially-processed foods (or both). 

An increase in purchasing power may also effect productive strategies and work 

patterns, curtailing household efforts to keep up with its own food production. I recall the 

words of an UPISL woman leader whose family had been excluded from the first 

PROGRESA census in 1999: "With this PROGRESA program, men become lazy and 

drunk, they won't work the fields anymore, they won't fulfill their duty as family 

providers and they will become accustomed that daddy government supports their wives 

and their families"." 

" It is interesting to note the parallel between this woman's anti-welfare heavily gendered discourse, on the 
one hand, and neo-liberal anti-welfare rhetoric today predominant in many industrialized countries, on the 
other. It is worth mentioning that Domtnga was very upset for being excluded from PROGRESA when she 
made her statement; resentment being an obvious motive behind her following shouting words: "I do not 
know why they [PROGRESA] are not giving money to my family. We were excluded and nobody can tell 
me why. My husband works, we do not need the government's money.... They can keep their money 
They do not want to give us the money? We do not want it. I do not need papa gobierno [daddy 
government] to support me and my daughters. I have a good husband who works hard". Worth noting were 
also the meager quantities in cash transfers that the great majority of her co-villagers were receiving at that 
time (March 1999, when most PROGRESA beneficiaries were receiving just the baseline food subsidy); 
quantities that by no means could support such a contention. 
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It may well be that some men will reduce their work load and decide is not worth 

spending so much time and energy on agricultural work given cash allotments which in 

some cases cover a basic food supply for the family. Will this be the case in many 

households in Analco? If the answer is yes: will it be a temporary reaction to improved 

cash flows from PROGRESA or will it permanently affect household self-reliance and the 

production of staples such as com and beans? How will this effect household food 

security? What will be the impact on gender power relations within the household? 

Besides PROGRESA's cash transfers, other factors may affect dietary patterns. 

The exposure of adult men to very different diets in Mexico City and mandatory 

nutritional education talks to PROGRESA's women beneficiaries may also exert some 

influence on local food consumption patterns and perceptions of available foods. To 

which extent and how are local perceptions around what constitutes a "good" diet going 

to change? Will changes in preference or consumption occur in terms of com varieties?'" 

Are other food preferences going to change? How and for whom? 

PROGRESA's emphasis on food and nutrition may exert a positive influence on 

nutritional outcomes. As mentioned in chapter six, the program offers three nutrition-

related targeted interventions; a) supplemental feeding for all infants and toddlers aged 4 

Although this is a point I do not develop in my dissertation, in Analco and Santa Cecilia people clearly 
express a preference for matz criollo, the local variety of com they cultivate. CONASUPO stores sell mostly 
white non-criollo com or. at times, lower quality yellow com. To buy com instead of producing it means 
that families will have to rely on a com variety which is perceived by locals as of lower quality. The trade
off between own production and having cash to purchase com implies then a cost in term of food 
preferences; a cost which I doubt Analquenos and Cecilienos are willing to pay unless they have no 
alternatives (see Appendini, de la Tejera and Garcfa ms. for a discussion on the importance of matz criollo 
in Mexico's campesino livelihood). 
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months to two years, undernourished preschoolers aged two to five, and pregnant and 

lactating women; b) mandatory nutritional talks for women beneficiaries; and c) the 

baseline food subsidy for beneficiary households. Given its meager size, this last 

intervention per se doesn't make much of a difference for those families that do not 

receive additional scholarship cash transfers. Participant observation also leads me to 

have the impression that nutrition and health education talks effect people's perceptions 

and preferences more than their actual diets. Supplemental feeding is a popular 

technology in child survival targeted interventions (Mosley 1984; Mosley and Chen 

1984; Nichter). Its effectiveness, though may be curtailed in contexts where economic 

opportunities for families are limited or even reduced (Mosley 1984). However, the total 

impact of all three actions on nutritional outcomes may be significant, a possibility which 

requires additional research. 

For now, it is worth noting that, at the community level, 2001 preschooler 

nutritional status had not improved substantially in comparison to 1998 and 1999 pre-

PROGRESA measurements. Low weight-for-age has even increased seven percentage 

points since our last measurement in February 1999 (but only three points since July 

1998); 

TABLE 7.1, General prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 year old), Analco 
1998, 1999 and 2001 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

1998 (N=50) 54.0 10.0 46.0 4.0 
1999(N= 51.2 10.0 42.0 2.3 
200r(N=55) 50.9 9.3 49.1 3.6 

Source: Field data measurements, July 1998 and February 1999 
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'Data set provided by the Analco's community health auxiliary of the State Ministry of Health 
(SSO) 

No significant differences were found across gender. These preliminary results 

may indicate that PROGRESA works effectively as a safety net to soften the havoc of the 

household coffee economy. However, under current negative economic circumstances 

such as those that Analquenos face, PROGRESA is not able to substantially improve 

nutritional outcomes, which is one of its primary objectives. I suspect that specific 

nutrition interventions—such as supplemental feeding—may not be as effective in 

reducing child undernutrition among peasant households as the overall amount of cash 

subsidies which PROGRESA provides steadily to each family. Further research is required 

to establish whether preschooler nutritional outcomes differ among households receiving 

varying amounts of PROGRESA subsidies. 

Perspectives for Santa Cecilia 

As we saw in previous chapters, economic and food security have been in general 

lower among Cecilieno families than in Analco at least since the mid- or late-eighties. 

Even during the years of the coffee bonanza, revenues from this commodity were 

consistently smaller than in Analco, to a great extent because of widespread soil erosion, 

aging coffee groves, low productivity, and the production of a low quality coffee. What 

made a positive difference during the eighties was that, thanks to INMECAFE's policy, 

coffee-generated income was secure and steady, even if total revenues were usually 

It also would be of interest to study whether PROGRESA cash transfers have any or multiple impacts on 
the nutritional status of children over five, adolescents and/or adults. 
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meager for most households. Because of land scarcity, environmental degradation, and 

low productivity, both outflow migration and wage labor are established patterns in Santa 

Cecilia. 

As we have seen in chapter three, migration has been the most common outlet for 

young men who do not have any prospect to inherit land in the village from their 

fathers.'"* This migration tends to be permanent in nature and usually does not turn into a 

source of tlnancial support for the original family. Young women also migrate, usually to 

find employment in domestic work in Tuxtepec, Oaxaca or Mexico City. Others marry 

and move in with their husbands' families in nearby villages. Finally, a few others go as 

far as Los Angeles to find work and settle down to a new life. Almost none return to 

Santa Cecilia to live. Sporadically and usually only until they marry, young women may 

send some money to their families back in the village. 

Thus, outward migration in Santa Cecilia is a safety valve that decreases 

intergenerational pressure on land but does not contribute significantly to generating 

additional income for resident families. Because of its history, I think that it is unlikely 

that its population will increase as a specific response to the deepening of the coffee 

crisis. More likely, in future years this established pattern of reducing demograhic 

pressure on scarce land will continue. 

Although land in Santa Cecilia is formally communal, land parcels are inherited from father to son. 
Usually the youngest son is the one who resides with, and takes care of, his aging parents. He brings his 
wife to live with his parents and his own family will share residence with the elder couple. The youngest 
son who inherits is the one who never migrates. Because of land scarcity, daughters of marrying age are 
explicitly forbidden to reside in the locality if the marry men from other villages. As we saw in chapter six 
with Sara, these patriarchal community norms have been strictly enforced, despite frictions, opposition or 
even open conflict. 
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Another type of migration—largely unknown in Santa Cecilia until recently—is 

likely to take place. Because of PROGRESA, teenagers of both sexes who enter junior 

high school or want to continue their high school education will likely have more 

opportunities to do so in the near future. The incentive for their families is today very 

high; more so now that PROGRESA has begun to give high school scholarships. Since 

Santa Cecilia only has an elementary school, adolescents who want to continue studying 

and have grade averages high enough to do so, will move to Jalahui, San Juan or 

Tuxtepec. Before PROGRESA, one could count on one hand the number of teens from 

Santa Cecilia who had moved out of the village to study. Now their numbers are likely to 

increase. 

I suspect that the great majority of these teenagers will never come back to settle 

down in the village. After living a more urban life and being exposed to "modernity" (in 

regards to personhood and personal development, sexuality, marriage, children, work 

perspectives, etc.) it is likely that many will aspire to a different life than the one they can 

have in Santa Cecilia. This may be more the case for young women than young men. 

Women have more to gain by leading urban lives in terms of enjoying more freedom to 

escape from engrained patriarchal values, norms and practices prevailing in Santa 

Cecilia. 

What PROGRESA scholarships are doing, then, in both Anaico and Santa Cecilia 

is to indirectly support a permanent rural-to-urban migration of many young people. The 

difference this group and the preceding generation of workers who migrated is that these 

PROGRESA kids have more years of schooling. 
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I doubt, however, that additional social capital represented by a few more years of 

school will make a significant difference in terms of job opportunities in the urban spaces 

where most of them will end up living. Given the current job market, opportunities to use 

secondary education in urban formal or informal markets continue to be very low. 

Employment opportunities are in many cases lower for girls than for boys of similar 

educational background. The importance of secondary and high school education for 

young women is likely to be in the form of gender empowerment more than job 

opportunities: values taught in school tend to stress gender equality and a greater self 

esteem among women in comparison to values and practices girls learn in their everyday 

life back in the village. 

For those who continue to reside in Santa Cecilia, agricultural wage labor is likely 

to become a common strategy adopted to raise additional income. Wage labor can be 

pursued seasonally during the early Spring when agricultural workloads have eased and 

during the lean Summer season (from June to September) when the com reserves of 

poorer households are completely expended. Several adult men and a few adult women, 

find temporary work at cattle ranches in nearby communities located one to two hours 

walking distance from Santa Cecilia. 

Poorer households are likely to become more and more dependent on wage labor. 

For a typical day's work which begins at day-break and ends late evening, fathers and 

mothers like Julian and Isidra make approximately four dollars per day tilling the fields 

or attending the cattle of richer neighbors from Jalahui or San Juan. With the debacle in 

coffee revenues, they will probably abandon altogether their remaining and aging coffee 
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groves and spend that time instead in additional wage labor. Alternatively, they may 

spend some of their time picking, washing, drying and combing more ixtle fiber secured 

from the village's communal woods or in their own land parcels. This option depends on 

market prices keeping up, and a supply of the plant being available. Ixtle is vulnerable to 

pests associated with rises in humidity. There are signs that wage labor and the 

dependence on ixtle for cash income are both intensifying in Santa Cecilia (Methodus, 

ms.). 

As a response to the coffee crisis, adults who already engage in wage labor may 

increase the number of days devoted to it during periods in which their own agricultural 

work in the milpa allows them to do so. It is unlikely, however, that additional people 

from these households will do the same. Most families experience labor shortages due to 

outward migration of many young adults. The incentive associated with keeping children 

in school because of PROGRESA is likely to become stronger with the passage of time. 

Provided the program continues, an increasing number of children and adolescents will 

pass to higher grades and parents will receive more benefits. This phenomenon will likely 

decrease the number of young Cecilienos available for wage labor, except the lean 

Summer season when school is in recess and com supplies are gone. Children and 

teenage students are temporarily available for work, just at the time when extra cash is 

badly needed to purchase additional com and other basic staples. 

Among households where father and/or son(s) have engaged in UPISL-promoted 

agro-ecological and self-subsistence activities, they will likely continue to participate in 

those initiatives which they see as most promising. This includes increasing crop 
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productivity by terracing and organic fertilizing of com and other milpa crops such as 

beans, as well as securing additional income by expanding existing micro ixtle 

plantations or cultivating green bean fertilizer. 

Other projects to improve and diversify food consumption beyond com and 

beans—such as maintaining fish tanks, raising domestic poultry, and caring for tree and 

home gardens will probably continue within households where such tasks are carried out 

by adult women and adolescents. The UPISL women's chapter initiated and supported the 

majority of these projects with some external aid during the mid- to late 1990s. Now that 

the UPISL women's chapter is gone, these initiatives are likely to continue at the 

household level. If the UPISL encourages new agro-forestry projects and offers technical 

assistance, financing, and marketing channels, it is likely that at least some Ceciliefios 

will venture in new initiatives. 

Unless coffee prices rebound soon, it is unlikely that UPISL-supported efforts to 

renew aging coffee groves will continue. Still, coffee constitutes a traditional crop in 

Santa Cecilia and it is probable that most local producers will continue tending their 

coffee groves and even harvest small quantities of the bean, at least for self-consumption. 

At the end of the year 2000, of 60 existing producing households, fifty were still 

cultivating some coffee (Methodus ms). As long as other better market alternatives (e.g.: 

the ixtle fiber, green bean fertilizer, and, in the last four years the barbasco root) exist, 

wage work in nearby localities is available and coffee prices stay depressed, coffee will 

persist only as a secondary cash crop of marginal importance. What remains to be seen is 

whether the marginalization of coffee in local peasant economy is temporary and 
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reversible by a rise in prices, or whether it constitutes the beginning of the end for coffee 

as a cash crop in this region. 

In the long run one of the most successful actions of the UPISL will be an 

initiative to "sedentarize" the niilpa as a way to increase com productivity, decrease soil 

erosion and preserve the little virgin land they have left. According to information from 

the end of the year 2000, half of Santa Cecilia's households have stopped traditional 

slash-and-bum and field rotation agriculture. Instead, they grow com and other milpa-

associated cultigens in permanent fields employing intensive, environmentally sound 

methods of agriculture. 

Most but not all of these farming households are associated with the UPISL. Non-

members have adopted new methods of agriculture when they have seen the positive 

results of UPISL "experimental" plots. The major deterrent to switching to new forms of 

agriculture is family labor scarcity, not resistance to innovation or membership to the 

LT*ISL. This is so because agro-ecological techniques tend to be more labor-intensive 

than traditional cultivation methods. Although the data available on actual com yields are 

preliminary, there are some indications that productivity is on the rise although many 

households are still faraway from achieving com self-sufficiency (Methodus, ms). 

What will be the impact of the aforementioned factors on intra- and inter-

household food security and nutrition? Let me offer some preliminary observations which 

should be corroborated with further future research. It seems fair to say that Cecilienos' 

This initiative has been actively promoted by Methodus, an UPISL-allied NGO who provides the technical 
expertise, training and some financing to convert slash-and-bum agriculture into an intensive and 
ecologically-sensitive activity pursued in the same fields from year to year. 
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dependency on coffee for economic survival—with its devastating consequences on food 

security and nutrition in the late I980s-early 1990s—is a thing of the past. Today, 

although many families continue to be food insecure in terms of staple food production, 

they are less so than just a few years back. Meanwhile, agriculture has reached a higher 

grade of diversification both for self-consumption and market exchange. 

The direct influence of the UPISL and supporting NGOs in improving local food 

security is hard to measure but should nevertheless be recognized. Yet, the campesino 

sustainable development model promoted by the UPISL leadership is perhaps of less 

importance to local economic survival than the availability of wage work in Jalahui or 

San Juan and the promotion of two alternative products having commercial value—the 

ixtle fiber and, to a lesser extent, green bean fertilizer. It is wage labor and these two 

crops which are giving respite to many local producers and providing badly needed 

income. Both crops were promoted by the UPISL which also provides market outlets for 

member producers. At the end of the year 2000, 30 households in Santa Cecilia were 

intensively cultivating the ixtle for fiber, while others were still gathering it as a wild 

species. Questions remain as to how changes in cash crop cultivation will result in 

changes in the intra-household distribution of workloads associated with these new crops. 

Almost three years after PROGRESA began to operate in the locality and 

following changes in productive strategies outlined above, anthropometric measures of 

preschoolers show that the prevalence of undernutrition has decreased over 15 percentage 

points for the height-for-age indicator. 
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TABLE 7.2, Prevalence of undernutrition among preschoolers (0-5 year old), Santa Cecilia 1998 
and 2001 

1998 (N=45/43) 
2001 (N=42)* 

*Data set provided by the community health worker 

This positive change reverses a troublesome trend of diminishing statures evident 

in the locality since 1988. Also, according to weight-for-age indicators the percentage of 

well-nourished preschoolers has increased from 36.7% in 1998 to 52.4% in 200 L 

However, the percentage of moderately and severely undernourished children according 

to the weight-for-age indicator and of wasting went up, although not as significantly. As 

in 1998, we found no significant gender differences in these outcomes. 

Given the paucity of existing data, I am not able to calculate the relative impact of 

several potential causes of these contradictory nutritional outcomes. It may well be that 

changing productive strategies aiming at greater food security and PROGRESA's multiple 

interventions to enhance consumption, health and nutrition acted together improving the 

overall nutritional status of the majority of Santa Cecilia's young children. This is well 

reflected by diminishing rates of stunting children as well as increasing rates of normal 

weights. Yet, the percentage of children who suffer from very low weights has increased 

to include almost of Ceciliefio children. Similarly to what occurs in Analco, this 

finding suggests that there is one component of PROGRESA—the supplemental feeding 

program for undernourished children under five (program which is specifically targeted 

Low Low 
Stunting Weight-for-Age Weight-for-Age Wasting 

63.1 16.4 63.3 6.6 
47.6 23.8 47.6 14.3 

Source: fieldworic data set from June 1998 measurements 
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at children who are low or very low weight for their age)—that does not seem to work as 

it should. 

Power, policies and programs: Current relations with the Mexican State 

Unlike what happened in other sectors of the Mexican economy which were 

immediately impacted by structural adjustment following the 1982 debt crisis, in the 

coffee sector the change from statism to neoliberalism did not fully take place until 1988-

89. As we have seen in previous chapters, when this change did occur, its social and 

economic consequences were devastating for small coffee producers such as those in 

Analco and Santa Cecilia. As it has become clearer over time, peasant cafeticultiira has 

not been able to rebound throughout the 1990's. On the contrary: it is now facing the 

worst crisis that local producers, their parents or even their grand-parents can ever 

remember. 

As many analysts have noted and as we have seen in preceding chapters, the 

international "liberalization" of the coffee trade and the dismantling of Mexico's 

governmental infrastructure supporting small-scale producers were the result of the 

Mexican government's embracing of neoliberalism. Support of this model continues 

today in Mexico and is in line with predominant global policies and orientations in the 

international coffee trade. Unlike what happened in other coffee exporting nations,'^ the 

Salinas administration's political stance in favor of the international price's liberalization 

stands out as co-responsible in precipitating the 1989 international coffee crisis. This 
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administration was also directly responsible for the intensification of the crisis among 

national small coffee producers because of its dismantling of INMECAFE at the same 

time. 

In subsequent years, el gobienio has continued to impact local producers' 

livelihoods through the establishment of palliative programs in support of peasant 

agriculture (such as PROCAMPO or the Alianza para el Cafe) to buffer some of the most 

exacerbating effects of the liberalization of agriculture and the plummeting of coffee 

prices. In more recent years, it has continued to make its influence felt in these rural 

spaces through the implementation of welfare anti-poverty policies embodied by 

PROGRESA. 

One of these influences has to do with PROGRESA's implicit attack on corporate 

Indian community structures through its modus operandi that privileges individuals and 

families over larger collective bodies. As I showed in chapter one, Indian corporate 

structures were created during Colonial times to allow the Spanish Crown to rule, collect 

tributes and christianize Indian subjects but with time became important buffers against 

adverse external political and economic forces. The Indian corporate community has been 

under the attack of governmental policies throughout the last three hundred years: from 

the Bourbon Laws in the XVin Century, through the Reforma Laws of 1857, the 

Porfiriato regime of 1876-1910 and the reform to the Article 27 of the Mexican 

Constitution of 1991. From the perspective of the Indian corporate community, 

'®For example, in Colombia or Brazil consecutive national governments of different political orientations 
have repeatedly adopted political stances in defense of its own producers in pre- and post-1989 
international negotiations and agreements. 
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PROGRESA becomes then another form to weaken Indian collective spaces of 

organization and decision-making. 

When one looks at this trajectory of governmental initiatives, policies and 

programs and their undeniable effects on local rural spaces such as Anaico and Santa 

Cecilia, one cannot help but wonder how local campesinos, cafeticultores and 

prodiictores make sense of these governmental policies and interventions. We have seen 

that local people have devised multiple strategies to endure this multifaceted and 

prolonged coffee crisis. But, aside from immediate material strategies, how have these 

people understood and reacted to external political forces that affect their livelihoods in 

multiple material and immaterial ways? What are local notions, feelings and responses 

about el gobienio like in Santa Cecilia and Anaico? 

This is a question I briefly touched upon in chapter three (when looking at the 

UPISL sustainable development model) and at greater length in chapter six. I return to it 

now. It has relevance for social science theory since it addresses several aspects of power 

relations, popular conceptualizations of the "State" held by subaltern groups, and the 

construction of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic discourses and practices (Abrams 

1988; Gramsci; Williams 1977) in the lived experiences of rural poor and marginalized 

indigenous coffee producers. 

One of the immediate difficulties we encounter in addressing power relations 

between the State and popular classes such as peasants lies in that neither the hegemonic 

gobiemo nor subaltern campesinos constitute internally homogenous forces or groups. 

They are not by definition essential binary systems each tightly knit together by clearly 
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marked and oppositional class positions, consciousness and interests. Analqueno and 

Ceciliefio campesinos are not uniform social beings in their peasantness: they are instead 

divided minimally by gender, age and generational differences within and across 

households. They may also differ in relative wealth, religious orientations and political 

affiliations. Moreover, they may be unlike in terms of life experiences as well as in 

personal motivations, inclinations, and commitments . 

The recognition of internal heterogeneity as a constitutive element of both 

hegemonic and subaltern groups helps to highlight one of the problems with Foucauldian 

post-structuralist theories of power and power relations; an issue I dealt with in chapter 

six. How can regimes of power be so totalizing, penetrating and inexorable if they are not 

monolithic per se? And how can power create uniform regimes of surveillance, 

compliance and acquiescence if social subjects—far from being homogenous—envision 

and experience power manifestations in differing manners? As we have seen with 

PROGRESA, this is a State program that presents characteristics of verticality, 

authoritarianism and individual accountability that makes it particularly suitable to a 

post-structuralist analysis as a power regime. Yet, the significance and impact of 

PROGRESA, although pervasive in many ways among the rural poor, are not 

homogenous in Anaico and Santa Cecilia. 

What are different Analquenos and Ceciliefios making out of current and past 

governmental interventions around agriculture, rural development and/or social welfare? 

How do old and young men and women envision today their relationships with a federal 

government—the famous or ominous "State" of social sciences—that designs, operates 
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and assesses but also dismantles old, or creates new agencies, programs and platforms 

when prevailing development models or presidential administrations change? What are 

current perceptions of global, national and regional economic and political forces that 

have affected households and localities over the last 25 to 30 years that compose the time 

frame of my narrative? 

In particular: How do adult men experience and construct their identities as 

peasants and agricultural producers given economic processes, political forces, public 

policies and development models in which they are currently inserted? What are then 

perceptions of their present and future well-being as campesinos, prodiictores and 

cafeticiiltores considering current politics? What kind/s of connections do they make—if 

any—between their threatened livelihoods, on the one hand, and national and international 

economic forces, development models, and public policies impacting them, on the other? 

How are men also responding to gendered dimensions of shifting public policies? 

More specifically, how are men reacting to women-oriented public welfare programs at a 

time when male-centered agricultural development programs and subsidies are 

decreasing in size and relative importance among State interventions? How are these 

policy changes interpreted, justified and/or confronted? And how do they affect gender 

relations and male identity among a group that have always envisioned themselves as 

breadwinners and family providers? 

Tuming to women, how are they experiencing current changes in public policy; 

changes that transform them into direct beneficiaries of programs, target them with 

further responsibilities, and make demands on their already tight time schedules? How 
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are gender power relationships within the household or in each locality's public spaces 

reshaped by current welfare policies? In particular, how are women of different ages and 

in different types of relationship responding to newly acquired resources? Are they truly 

experiencing an increase in intra-household social status and bargaining power as 

PROGRESA allegedly fosters? Are women empowered as a consequence of the fact that 

cash benefits are handled directly to them? Has their role in household decision-making 

changed with respect to expenditures on children, health, food, and education? And what 

do women beneficiaries think about mandatory health and nutrition education talks and 

clinic visits in terms of time costs and potential benefits? 

With respect to the promotion of education by PROGRESA, what impact will 

additional years of schooling have on the lives of children and teenagers? To what extent 

are girls' immediate as well as long-term life prospects significantly altered by 

PROGRESA's support of education? How and to what extent are inter-generational 

relationships directly or indirectly reshaped by the program in terms of household 

decision-making, work assignments, gender ideology, life prospects (including migration, 

sexuality and courtship, marriage, family planning, and employment, among others) and 

inheritance patterns? How are relationships between older and younger siblings (when 

only the latter are benefiting from scholarship funds) affected by the program? 

All these questions require future ethnographic inquiry. What my ethnographic 

study offers is a context against which to understand social and economic transition given 

trends in support of neoliberal ideology. In the course of the preceding chapters, I have 

attempted to provide a historical overview and show how campesinos in Analco and 
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Santa Cecilia have a very clear sense of what they lost when INMECAFE was dismantled. 

During my last visits to these localities I have also captured the impact of PROGRESA 

policies on household budgets and interpretations of the role of the stale. 

It is my impression that most local campesinos are well aware that the "State"—el 

gobienio—has a very strong influence on their lives and well-being. El gobiemo is 

commonly reified in local conversations as a tangible entity (cf. Abrams 1988) which is 

at once very distant and impenetrable, yet also very prominent and close at hand in its 

presence and influence. At times, the State is portrayed as benevolent and beneficial, 

other times as detrimental and harmful. Oftentimes Analquenos and Cecilienos talk about 

the State in terms of its arbitrariness, inconsistencies and broken promises. 

Local perceptions of past and present State agencies, programs, and 

administrators, are neither homogenous nor monolithic. People's opinions change over 

time as a result of comparative reasoning. As we have seen in chapter six, people express 

feelings about, and provide meanings to these interventions from the particular 

standpoints in which they situate themselves--or are situated by others—at any given time. 

Far from being fixed, their standpoints are dynamic and fluid, ranging and changing from 

person to person and from time to time. 

Dalmacio, whose wife receives the highest amounts of cash payments from 

PROGRESA in Anaico, has decreased his agricultural labor input thanks to cash 

resources. He speaks favorably about this, but at the same time expresses feelings of 

insecurity and vulnerability. Dalmacio fears that the program may disappear suddenly, 

like INMECAFE did over a decade ago. What will he do if this happens and the coffee 
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economy has not rebound by then? PROGRESA's generous cash transfers help to relieve 

the stress associated with "carrying on my shoulders the burden of having to provide for 

my family" in a time of economic depression. Still, the excessive dependency on 

governmental welfare is producing another type of stress or even depression. During 

conversations, Dalmacio expressed gendered feelings couched in a language of 

expectations and vulnerability. PROGRESA policy has threatened his identity as man and 

family provider. As he himself noted, he suffers from tristeza (sadness): he feels he is not 

as useful as he used to be for his family since "wi/s' manos no producen trabajo" (my 

hands are not producing work). 

Receiving PROGRESA cash is responded to favorably by Luisa, Dalmacio's wife. 

Smiling, she expresses satisfaction because now: '"tengo mipropio dinero para el gasto" 

(I have my own money to buy what we need). In her broken Spanish she hints that now 

she may even exert a more authoritative voice on household decision-making around 

children and resources. Still, as I could observe, her husband continues to be the one who 

makes the weekly journey down to Usila on Sundays to buy family provisions, including 

food. Decisions about household domestic purchases have always been made by both 

spouses, in the same way before or after PROGRESA came along. 

For Ana from Santa Cecilia—mother of four children aged 0 to five, all visibly 

undernourished—, on the other hand, the scant money she receives from the program (the 

baseline food subsidy) is oftentimes taken from her as soon as she gets home from her 

trip to Jalahui where Cecilieno women now receive the subsidies. For her, the money 

carries an extra burden of fear as her husband threatens her, and may even beat her when 
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no one is looking in her mother's house where they live, if she resists handing the money 

over. In her halted Spanish and in her bodily expressions she emphatically states that she 

would rather do without the meager cash she receives because it only carries "more 

suffering". 

Ponciano from Analco expresses no resentment whatsoever that his young wife, 

Dionisia, only receives the baseline food subsidy from the program. His discourse is a 

complex critique of the program couched in a language which speaks to gender relations. 

Through his critique he reasserts the value of men's work and the importance of an 

appropriate role model for child rearing: 

"PROGRESA's money is not the same as the money one earns with his own sweat....Many 
now live with this money but men think * why should I work if my Set'iora (wife) has already 
money to support the family'?' Men are becoming lazy... they do not work as much 
anymore... But they are also sad. They do not feel useful anymore. Before the government 
supported nuestra produccion (our agricultural work). Now it does not anymore. And 
children: what will they learn if they see that their fathers do not work as strenuously as 
before? This is really bad for our children as well. They do not learn to value our work 
anymore, our own work, the work we do with our sweat and our hands. This is the work that 
has worth. The money we get from our sweat has much more value than this PROGRESA's 
money" (05/02). 

He goes on, reinforcing his masculine identity as a successful family provider 

even in the midst of the crisis. What enables him to keep his dignity is his work tending 

to their seven cattle accumulated by his father. He is aware that his situation is a 

"El dinero de PROGRESA no es lo mismo como el dinero que nosotros ganamos con nuestro propio 
sudor.-.Ahora muchos viven con ese dinero pero los hombres piensan 'porque tengo que trabajar si mi 
senora ya tiene sutlciente dinero para el gasto?' Los hombres se vuelven flojos...ya no trabajan tanto como 
antes...Pero tambien estan tristes. No se sienten utiles pues. Antes el gobiemo nos apoyaba a nosotros, a 
nuestra produccion. Ahora ya no es asf. Y los ninos: que aprenden los nifios si sus papas ya no trabajan tan 
duro como antes? Esto estd muy mal tambien para nuestros hijos. Ellos ya no aprenden a valorar el trabajo, 
nuestro trabajo, el trabajo de nuestro sudor y nuestras manos. Ese st es trabajo que vale. El dinero que 
ganamos con nuestro sudor tiene mucho mas valor que este dinero PROGRESA". 
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privileged one because—unlike his older brothers—he draws on his father's resources as 

the only heir. He also expresses sensitivity toward the plight of the majority of 

Analqueno households and stresses the tristeza (sadness) that has fallen onto the village 

(especially on men in their prime) because of the coffee crisis. Finally, he also hints to 

feelings of envy and resentment among co-villagers because PROGRESA amounts are not 

distributed equally among families although he never admits he himself shares this 

feeling. 

Many children from Analco and Santa Cecilia are happy that their mothers receive 

scholarships in form of cash transfers because they can continue their formal education, 

migrating to Tuxtepec or Oaxaca or attending school in Usila, Jalahui or San Juan del Rfo 

during the week. If it weren't for PROGRESA, very few families in Analco could afford 

to send teenagers to school to other cities. Fourteen year old Jaime who likes school and 

has moved to the city of Oaxaca to attend junior high school, would either be working in 

a Oaxaca's taqiieria or would be back in the village if his mother weren't receiving a 

PROGRESA scholarship. For kids like Jaime, PROGRESA does make a very positive 

difference in their lives because it allows them to continue studying in times of extreme 

economic difficulties. 

PROGRESA incentives to keep rural children and teenagers in school are stronger 

than ever so are households' dependence on the program benefits for cash income. Yet, 

teenagers' future prospects are not homogenized by the program. Children's futures 

depend not only on their parents' preferences, but prevailing inheritance patterns, 

household labor needs, and sex or birth order within their families. They are also shaped 
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by their own aptitudes, character, inclinations, will and desires. When children do not 

want to continue studying, their parents do not force them. As fathers say: "s/he did not 

turn good at that". 

Omar's parents, tried to convince him to continue studying junior high school in 

nearby San Juan del Rfo when he was fourteen but Omar did not like school. He wanted 

to migrate to Mexico City and look for work there. His parents, were deeply afraid to let 

him go after his oldest and only brother literarily vanished in the big and distant city over 

ten years ago. Omar only finished elementary school and now lives in Santa Cecilia, 

helping his father, Ebodio, in the fields. The boy is his father's major helper and will be 

the heir to his father's land. 

Although PROGRESA incentives to keep teens in school are attractive, not all 

adolescents who want to continue studying are allowed to do so immediately. Despite 

good grades, a propensity for math, strong encouragement from her sixth grade teacher, 

and her desire to leave and continue studying, Dominga was not given permission to 

leave Analco and register in junior high school after finishing her elementary education 

in 1999. Her mother needed her to help with domestic work. Two years later (2001), 

when her younger sister Lupe finished elementary school at age fourteen and did not 

show any interest in continuing studying herself, Dominga was given permission to leave 

the village and return to school. Despite PROGRESA incentive to enroll in school again 

and her parents' encouragement, Dominga opted not to do so. She had lost interest in 

school and had found full-time work in a mill in the city of Oaxaca where she currently 

lives. 
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People's feelings about PROGRESA change over time and in accord with 

circumstances and contingencies as well as resignation and habituation. For example, as 

we saw in chapter six, in 1999 Ebodio voiced a strong critique of PROGRESA's de facto 

exclusion of Santa Cecilia community authorities from the program's design and 

management. Today (2002) this has given way to a much more conciliatory stand. This 

shift in attitude is not related to a substantial change in community empowerment from 

the program itself. Nor has it to do with any tangible or intangible benefits Ebodio has 

received from PROGRESA. Indeed, his wife continues to be among those excluded from 

the first census. Ebodio has simply become habituated to this program as a fact of life in 

his locality after three continuous years of operation. His acceptance is an example of a 

doxic experience (Bourdieu 1990) which Ebodio shares today with co-villagers. The 

program, moreover, has become more acceptable because of the adjustments that It is 

making; this is especially the case with the promise that families which had been 

arbitrarily excluded in the first census wilt be soon included in the beneficiary list. 

At the same time, it is important to note that this naturalization and acceptance of 

PROGRESA coexist with expressions of distrust and reproach toward governmental 

initiatives in general. Significantly, one critique I did not hear was that of "paternalism" 

on the part of the government as an agenda that undermines self-sufficiency and 

participatory governance. Paternalism has become one of the most ignominious attributes 

of "meddling" welfare states in this neoliberal era. Despite UPISL leadership efforts to 

build an alternative development model and foster greater self-reliance, this has not 

translated into a outright rejection of "paternalistic" governmental programs even among 
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UPISL members. Nor, as we saw in chapter three, it has led to a more profound 

understanding or critique of State development models underlying current governmental 

programs. Local ccimpesinos tend to accept the labels of "poor" attributed to them and see 

the immediate advantages of being included in anti-poverty programs. Among other 

things, accepting the label of poor make them feel entitled to governmental interventions 

of this kind. Criticisms of the government tend to focus on not providing enough aid, 

especially for agricultural production. 

Although Ebodio sees PROGRESA with a more benevolent eye than three years 

ago, he still expresses four major points of contention with el gobiemo. First, the 

government does not help poor carnpesinos as much as it used to do. Second, most 

current governmental programs are very arbitrary because they are not inclusive enough. 

PROGRESA, PROCAMPO and the emergency funds for coffee producers are all clear 

examples. Third, despite good intentions at any point in time, govemment programs 

never seem to last long enough to make much of an impact on local peasant livelihoods. 

Fourth, the experience teaches that the govemment can cancel a program any moment 

without previous notice. The dismantling of INMECAFE is a good example. Because of 

their unpredictability, Ebodio asserts that one should never rely solely on govemment 

programs' aid. 

Let me draw a series of conclusions about the relationship between the "State" 

and local indigenous carnpesinos. First, after more than ten years of neoliberal politics, el 

gobiemo and its programs, agencies and administrators continue to be "central points of 
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reference" (Edelman 1999:187)'® in local practice and discourse about agriculture, social 

services and other community needs. They constitute primary targets for petitions, 

demands and claims, main sources for obtaining essential material resources, and major 

sites of contention, dispute and grievance. They also foster acceptance and agreement 

when financial support does trickle down. This is true even in rural spaces where local or 

regional independent organizational movements—such as the UPISL—have taken place 

and claim an autonomy of vision and participatory development objectives. 

Secondly, local critiques of governmental policies, programs and agencies seldom 

include a call for emancipation from governmental "meddling" into campesino rural 

affairs. Contrary to prevailing and globalized neoliberal ideologies, the general call is for 

more, not less, governmental presence, intervention and support. Local Analquefios and 

Cecilienos, especially male prodiictores, would like firmer stewardship and commitment 

from governmental agencies in their search for more viable agriculture alternatives and 

markets as well as more financial assistance. 

A few people—like Ponciano in Analco or Dominga from the UPISL--have 

expressed some concern that social welfare will induce laziness and minimize the value 

of agricultural work. However, their criticism does not comprise a deep critique of 

current rural public policy. It is more of a) an angry outcry for being excluded from the 

program (Dominga) or b) a recognition that governmental welfare takes the place of 

previous and crucial support toward more "productive" endeavors such as local 

agriculture (Ponciano). Even PROGRESA's initial inconformities (see chapter six) did not 

This finding is similar to what Edeiman found for Costarican peasants during the 1990s. 
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lead to resistance or a deep questioning of the program's presence itself in terms of its 

potential effects on campesino self-reliance. Local producers do not question 

PROGRESA's existence but many question (or used to question) its implementation and 

follow through. They criticize governmental programs and agencies for not supporting 

peasant agricultural development as much as they used to or should do to truly make a 

difference. 

Third, it is important to note that local expressions of concern toward rural public 

policy and the deplorable state of the coffee economy indicate that local villagers 

continue to see themselves as campesinos and prodiictores even if they may well give up 

their identity as coffee growers—cafeticultores; an identity State interventions in the 

1970s and 1980s helped them assume. Renouncing coffee, does not reduce their self-

identity as being campesinos. As Abel from Santa Cecilia said recently: 

"We are campesinos, we have always being campesinos. our fathers were campesinos and 
our sons are campesinos. We can stop growing coffee but we will continue working the land. 
This is what we do, this is what we know to do". (10/01)'"' 

Kearney (1996) has written that peasants are an unfortunate invention of an early 

to mid-twenty century anthropology in search of new "others" to study (1996). Abel's 

statement speaks to the existence of rural people who, at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century, continue to assert their identity as peasants. I would bet that most Ceciliefio and 

Analqueno campesinos would either be outraged or amused by Kearney's assertion. So, 

would many other indigenous peasants in Oaxaca who occupy a space characterized by a 
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tremendous heterogeneity in rural people's identities and lives. Kearney used his 

ethnography of "Oaxacalifomia" to contend that "we" intellectuals should dispose of the 

term "peasant" because it is an obsolete identity and conceptual category. My 

ethnography has led me to stress the thick, concrete and complex phenomenological 

existence of Chinantec peasantry. 

In this thick, concrete and complex phenomenological existence, it is also 

important to recognize that the constitution of peasant identities is intertwined with 

deeply engrained gendered notions and practices of personhood in local discourse and 

daily life. Despite their major contributions to productive and reproductive activities in 

campesino households since a very early age in life, women are either subsumed or made 

invisible in Abel's assertion of peasantness."" This is a point that needs future research in 

order to further address material and discursive dimensions of this exclusion. 

Fourth and last, objections about el gobiemo and its modus operandi usually do 

not include a critical overall appraisal of the underlying development model guiding most 

governmental programs and agencies. No organized social or political movement has 

emerged which protests the intent of govemment interventions. Political inactivism 

prevails in Anaico or Santa Cecilia despite macro economic processes and political forces 

that threaten peasant's sources of subsistence and prospects for the future. What does this 

"Somos campesinos. siempre hemos sido campesinos, nuestros padres son campesinos y nuestros hijos 
son campesinos. Podemos dejar de cultivar cafe pero no vamos a dejar de cuitivar la tierra. Esto es lo 
hacemos, esto es lo que sabemos hacer". 

A similar point is made by Edelman (I999:268f) in relation to claims and counterclaims about who is 
peasant and who is not in Costarican rural social movements. 



406 

lack of political response tells us about subaltern groups' relations with the "State", 

political consciousness, and the construction of counter-hegemony? 

Because of its participatory sustainable development mandate, the UPISL could 

have been a vehicle for this kind of critical analysis and political organizing. However, its 

leaders and general adviser have openly claimed an apolitical identity as a producers' 

organization. Their claims are motivated by concrete objectives and a rationale that, with 

the passing of time and the consolidation of the organization, has become fully conscious 

in discourse (Giddens 1993). Throughout the years of the organization's existence, 

UPISL's political inactivism has enabled the group to avoid internal conflicts, 

factionalism, and schisms within communities and individual affiliates. It has also 

allowed the UPISL to navigate relatively smoothly through very uncertain and ill-defined 

political waters as for regional or national alternatives to predominant neoliberal politics 

and economics. 

In his critique of theories of resistance, Gutmann is right in arguing that 

[economic] "survival is not in itself an explanation for [political] activity or inactivity" 

(2002:126) among popular classes. While the daily struggle for economic survival 

obviously requires a great deal of time and energy on the part of these rural people, this 

does not necessarily imply that they have no time left for political engagement, 

organizing or struggle. People do not necessarily lack political will or consciousness 

because they are brutalized by survival. Political inactivism, moreover, is not 

synonymous with political abjection; nor is it an inevitable consequence of overarching. 
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oppressive and otherwise invincible hegemonic forces against which subaltern groups are 

only left with "hidden transcripts" of resistance (see Scott 1990) as a last and sole resort. 

As in the case of the UPISL, political inactivism may also be the result of accrued 

practical knowledge (Giddens 1987; 1993) in a context where intra- and inter-community 

relations are complex and social dynamics work against an active involvement in political 

activism. This stance involves avoiding internal fractures at all costs and recognizing the 

faulty lines of divisions among subaltern groups themselves. This is something that 

theories of resistance as well as poststructuralist theories of power tend to overlook."' 

Engagement in political activism is not always accompanied by a rise in political 

consciousness. Yet, the apolitical stance adopted by the UPISL leadership does limit 

critical discussion about structural adjustment, neoliberalism, the demise of the coffee 

economy, indifferent or even hostile State's policies toward peasant agriculture, rural 

poverty, the nature and consequences of governmental welfare measures, and current 

economic, political and social prospects for campesino livelihoods. As a result, an 

opportunity is lost for an organized collective to assess, foresee, and act upon present and 

future scenarios for peasant agriculture, livelihoods and well-being. 

Food security, nutrition and well-being among Twenty-first Century indigenous 
campesinos. Final Remarks 

In the course of the preceding chapters I have attempted to make some sense of 

the complex and dynamic relationship between Chinantec peasant agriculture, food 

"'See Gutmann (1993. 2002) and Kearney (1996:157) tor compelling critiques of theories of micro-
resistance. 
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security and nutrition in a context of shifting politics and economic downturns at the end 

of the twentieth century. I have examined how individuals, families, and organized 

collectives have deployed a whole array of strategies to guarantee their livelihoods before 

and during the coffee crisis and vis-a-vis current neoliberal politics. I have explored how 

and to which extent macro political and economic forces and micro devised strategies 

have affected inter- and intra-household food security and nutrition. 

To be food secure at the household level means to be able to acquire (produce, 

gather, buy, or exchange) all the food necessary to sustain a healthy living for all its 

members (von Braun et al. 1989). As Sen reminds us (1981, 1987), food security and 

nutrition (as much as health, education, dignified work, rest and leisure, among others) 

are important and intertwined dimensions of personal and collective well-being. In the 

household production of health conceptual framework (Berman et al. 1994; Shuman and 

Mosley 1994), moreover, the pursuit of food security and good nutrition are important 

health producing functions located (mostly) at the site of the household. In the remaining 

paragraphs, I elaborate upon these two dimensions of analysis. I will draw some 

conclusions on: a) some the ways in which food security and nutrition have been 

approached in the existing inter-disciplinary literature on the subject, and b) some of the 

ways in which local Analquenos and Ceciliefios have perceived and dealt with these two 

interrelated issues. 

As we can gather from the preceding chapters, for many or even most Ceciliefio 

and Analqueno peasant households, the challenge to achieve or maintain food security is 

not a novel one. To meet this challenge requires—yesterday as much as today—a 
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tremendous amount of energy, time, experiential knowledge, foresight, dedication and 

resources deployment from most of household or community members and for most of 

the time. Being peasant agriculturalists, for Analquefios and Ceciliefios food (its 

production, gathering, purchase, exchange, preparation, distribution, consumption and 

meaning) was in the recent past, and continues to be today of immediate and paramount 

concern. 

It is through the analytical lens of food security—at the individual, household or 

community level (FAO 1983; Maxwell 1990; Pottier 1999)—that we can properly 

understand Analco's and Santa Cecilia's history of (partial) engagement with, and 

(partial) disengagement from, the market during the last twenty-five years. This lens 

helps explaining how and to what extent Anaico and Santa Cecilia first became 

comunidades cafetaleras in the late 1970s and 1980s in response to the Mexican 

government promotion of coffee production or expansion in indigenous peasant regions. 

As we saw in chapter three, in both localities coffee production was attained during that 

period by striking a difficult balance in labor deployment (and at times in land use) 

between cultivating com (and other crops) for home consumption and coffee for the 

market. Coffee supplanted com but it only did so partially; staple food production was 

maintained, even though parcel extensions per family devoted to com diminished on 

average. 

This partial maintenance of staple food production for home consumption while 

cash cropping coffee during the years of coffee boom is an example of what Pinstrup-

Andersen and colleagues aptly call "food security insurance" (Mebrahtu, Pelletierand 



410 

Pinstrup-Andersen 1995:232). The pursuit of a "food security insurance" also explains 

why, once the coffee crisis hit and the State withdrew its support, local campesinos 

implemented multiple strategies, among which a partial retreat from commercial 

agriculture and an increase in subsistence staple food production stand out. To Insure 

food security, I would add, is part of peasant production logic. The differing degrees of 

participation of Analco and Santa Cecilia campesinos in commercial versus subsistence 

agriculture during the twenty-five years explored by this dissertation can only become 

intelligible within the logic of peasant production; logic in which the pursuit of food 

security is fully inscribed. 

Seen in this light, two common underlying assumptions or approaches of much 

literature on rural development, commercialization of agriculture and nutrition become 

meaningless or untenable. First, we overcome the oppositional model of commercial 

versus subsistence agriculture. At least in peasant economies, the engagement in both 

activities is vital in order to secure local livelihoods and assure sufficient food and other 

basic necessities for the reproduction of the family. It follows that it is not cash cropping 

or subsistence agriculture per se that effect negatively or positively individual, household 

or community food security and nutrition but the overall macro and micro conditions in 

which either or both occur at any given time. 

Secondly, through the lens of food security we can appreciate the empirical 

possibility that campesinos may partially withdraw from cash cropping when macro 

and/or micro conditions become unfavorable to a continuous engagement in terms of 

overall survival and food security insurance. This is precisely what has happened with 
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coffee cultivation in Analco and Santa Cecilia during the last decade. Far from being an 

example of natural economy, this disengagement was produced by the interaction with 

global capitalism at a specific historical juncture. As I exposed in chapters three and four, 

the reason why much literature on agriculture change and nutrition focuses on the 

commercialization of agriculture and does not include in its analysis the nutrition effects 

of a market retreat is because, in its implicit and teleological historical reading, 

"agricultural development" (read: involvement in a capitalist economy through the 

market exchange of agricultural commodities) is inevitable, progressive and 

unidirectional in time. It follows that processes by which small agriculturalists may 

disengage from the capitalist market, and the effects on nutrition of those processes, are 

not even contemplated as empirical possibilities in the analysis. 

As I illustrated in previous chapters, the history of cash cropping coffee in Analco 

and Santa Cecilia is a history heavily mediated by shifting macroeconomic and sectoral 

policies of the Mexican government as well as changing global markets. While a 

favorable public policy environment lasted through INMECAFE, steady flows of income 

were assured and—as I illustrated in chapters four and five—nutrition outcomes improved 

considerably in both localities and for men and women alike. When these conditions 

changed dramatically and suddenly, nutrition was negatively affected in both localities, 

especially where (Santa Cecilia) food security was already jeopardized by local 

conditions marked by widespread ecological degradation, low agricultural productivity 

and land scarcity. 
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These results point to the importance of public policy in generating favorable or 

unfavorable conditions for local campesinos to engage in commercial agriculture. It was 

not the involvement in a "free" market economy through the commoditization of 

agricultural production that assured the improvement of welfare and nutrition for 

Analquenos and Cecilienos during that time. What truly made a difference were the 

specific conditions of that involvement; conditions created by the State before the full 

advent of neoliberalism and structural adjustment. Statist government policies included 

the provision of technical assistance and market channels, the creation of stock-piling and 

distribution infrastructures, and—above all-the assurance of a favorable payment system 

to ccimpesino producers that guaranteed a steady flow of income to peasant households 

especially during the "lean" season. 

Most literature on agriculture "modernization" or commercialization and nutrition 

underlies the importance of increasing incomes as the mechanism through which small 

producers can improve their nutritional status. Just a few authors, though, recognize the 

importance of supporting government sectoral policies to create a favorable context in 

which peasant producers can improve food security and nutrition while engaging in 

commercial cropping (Braun von, Hotchkiss and Emmink 1989; Mebrahtu, Pelletier and 

Pinstrup-Andersen 1995). 

What I attempted to do in much of the preceding pages was precisely to highlight 

the positive effects on local nutrition and well-being of specific State interventions 

originally designed in the 1970s within an economic model that pre-dates the adoption by 

the Mexican government of neoliberalism. In this model campesino coffee-growers were 
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Still identified as subjects of sectoral agriculture development. Despite being marred with 

problems, the structure and support provided by INMECAFE during those years did 

benefit the well-being of local producers and their families in a consistent and 

progressive manner. My historical nutrition data confirm common perceptions and 

assessments of Analqueno and Cecilieno campesinos on the "good times of INMECAre". 

In my discussion on peasant coping strategies vis-a-vis the coffee crisis as well as 

in my analysis on local responses to PROGRESA when the program first arrived in Santa 

Cecilia, I have underlined that Analquenos and Cecilienos are not passive victims of 

macro economic forces or hegemonic political projects directly affecting them. Although 

these campesinos have indeed exerted hardly any control on those forces or projects, they 

have been able to generate multiple contingent responses with the resources at their 

disposal at any given time. 

One of the challenges of this work has been precisely to strike a balance between 

overarching structural constraints and the display of human agency at the local level 

among a subaltern peasantry. This is something that an historically-informed ethnography 

dealing with real people and their contingent struggles to make ends meet can 

accomplish (Roseberry 1989). Without losing sight of the tremendous economic and 

policy constraints they face, I have attempted to do justice to the experiential knowledge, 

creativity and ability to innovate that have guided Analqueno and Cecilieno individuals, 

families and organized collectives in their multiple and dynamic responses to the coffee 

crisis. I have shown how local responses have been able in the short or middle run to 

offset or contain some of the negative effects on well-being of neoliberal policies and the 
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coffee debacle. Whatever Analquenos and Cecilienos have been able to accomplish, it 

was (still is) through organized efforts (i.e.: the UPISL), household-based strategies 

and/or the reliance on intra-community social networks. I have shown that results on 

nutrition and well-being have been mixed during this period of major crisis and policy 

change. I have also illustrated that the challenges these localities have faced, the 

strategies they have deployed and the effects of those strategies on individual, family and 

community food security, nutrition and well-being have also been quite different in 

between the two villages. Nutritional outcomes have shifted in lime and those shifts have 

differed in the two places, becoming an important marker of changing Analqueno and 

Ceciliefio welfare during the lime examined in the dissertation. 

A dimension I explored in the preceding chapters (especially in chapters four and 

five) is the importance of "gender" as a conceptual category in the analysis of nutrition 

interventions (e.g. by the UPISL) and nutritional outcomes. Nutrition is a gendered issue 

insofar as nutrition intervention programs are organized in the local space. This is equally 

so when nutrition interventions are implemented either by an independent NGO (the 

UPISL) or the State (through PROGRESA). While food security continues to be conceived 

by local male producers and their organization as a masculine issue because of its 

obvious links to the realm of production,"*" nutrition has become a subordinate realm of 

social practice assigned to women. In the process, food security and nutrition have been 

also separated as different fields of intervention in UPISL practice, reinforcing the first 

~ For the same reason (i.e., because it is linked to agriculture production) the State denies today its 
responsibility to intervene in this sphere. 
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and weakening the second. This gender-based "dividing practice" (Foucault 1982) 

continues with PROGRESA where women are automatically assigned the responsibility to 

go to nutrition education talks at the clinic and take young children to periodic growth 

monitoring sessions. In the former case, this division has effectively weakened the 

importance assigned to nutrition interventions within the organization's objectives and 

actions. In the latter this has not occurred because of the coercive built-in mechanisms of 

PROGRESA which make those actions mandatory. 

In nutrition outcomes, I found that gender is not an important differential axis 

insofar as child nutrition prevalence rates are concerned. Gender—as Mohanti (1991) and 

Alcoff (1994) remind us—cannot constitute a supra analytical category in the explanation 

of all micro differences and inequalities. As I illustrated in chapter five, in my case 

studies gender interacts with other variables (like age and seasonality, for instance) in 

providing temporary differentia! nutritional outcomes among older female and male 

children. On the other hand, the conjunction of gender analysis and a "household 

production of health" framework (Herman et al. 1994; Schumann and Mosley 1994) go a 

long way in explaining why I found undernutrition and ill health clustering around some 

specific households in Analco and Santa Cecilia. 

In his critical appraisal of child survival limited technological interventions 

(among which growth monitoring of the under-five population is one), Mosley reminds 

us that: 

"•-..limited technology-oriented health intervention programs may be far less cost-effective 
than their promoters anticipate in the absence of broader development efforts, including 
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investments in education, particularly for women, and in improved economic opportunities 
for families" (1984:33-4)^ 

This reminder is appropriate for the new policy orientation that the Mexican 

government has adopted in the last few years toward rural populations such as Analco 

and Santa Cecilia; policies that center around welfare interventions of which PROGRESA 

constitutes the core. As I showed in chapters six and seven, PROGRESA has become of 

paramount importance in both rural public policy as well as in local household survival; 

increasingly so with the current expansion of program benefits and the deepening of the 

coffee crisis. Still, as we saw in a preceding section in this chapter, the effects of 

PROGRESA on child nutrition in Analco and Santa Cecilia are not as beneficial as they 

should be; especially given the priority food and nutrition receive within the program 

areas of intervention. 

Critics of selective primary health care interventions (also called "selective 

technologies") in child survival pointed out almost twenty years ago that to improve 

nutrition and health, economic opportunities for targeted families need to enter the 

equation. This is precisely the field of intervention that PROGRESA, and Mexican public 

policy in general, has forcefully excluded with the adoption of neoliberalism. Global 

neoliberalism—and the Mexican State that has fully adopted this economic and policy 

model—are to a great extent directly responsible for the worsening well-being and the 

lack of improvement in nutrition outcomes of these localities. These are some of the most 

forcefully structural constraints that Analqueno and Cecilieno campesinos and their 

^ The emphasis in italics is mine. 
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families have confronted, and will likely continue to confront in the future—in their daily 

struggle for survival. 
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MUNICIPALITIES OF THE CHINANTLA REGION 
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