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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This study compares the economic and social
organization of two villages located forty-one miles
apart in the Mezquital Valley, Hidalgo, Mexlico. These
two communities have been selected for study because
they provide clear evidence of the many ways in which
the availability of irrigation can affect the economic
and soclal organization of a village community.

Nalcan is a village of barren filelds in the
semi-desert environment of the valley. There 1s 1little
agriculture or other activity available to support its
population. The women make a llving by weaving carrying
sacks from the fiber of the maguey plant and selling them
to local merchants; also by cultivating sparse filelds of
corn. Most of the men support themselves and supplement
the women's income by working in such places as Mexico
City or the United States, or by engaging in petty commerce.
In striking contrast is the village of Itel. Lush fields
around the village provide the primary means of support
for the villagers with crops of maize, wheat and alfalfa.

The men work in the fields and the women maintain the
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homes.1

Nalcan and Itel are similar in most important
aspects. Both villages are politically equivalent units,
with similar histories up until the eighteenth century.
Nalcan's population of 1,819 people is comparable in size
to Itel's 2,029. The original environment of both villages
is the same: semi-arid regions with little vegetation.
However, irrigation has made Itel's land arable, while
Nalcan's fields remain mostly unproductive. This difference
acccunts for many contrasts between the two villages.

Another difference contrasting the development of
the two villages is the history of Itel and Nalcan following
the expansion of the haciendas into the Itel region during
the latter part of the eighteenth century.2 Exposure to
the hacienda authorities prepared the Itelanos to deal
effectively with representatives of the larger society.
After the 1910 revolution, the government apportioned to
Itelanos irrigated hacienda lands in ejidos, a usufruct
system of land tenure. Such lands were subsequently
favored by government irrigation expansion and by the
early 1950's Itel had substantially increased its acreage
of irrigated lands. As Nalcan was not located within the

range of hacienda expansion, the Nalcafos have received

1I have changed the names of the two villages; the
counties (municipios) in which they are located and the
names of people in order to conceal the names of my informants.

2Haciendas are large privately owned estates
dependent upon a system of peonage labor.
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3

little governmental attention.

Important as they are however, these differing his-
torical contexts are not the principal concern of my study.
Instead, I have chosen to concentrate on those contrasts
between the social and economic organization of Nalcan and
Itel which can be directly related to the presence or
absence of irrigation.

One point must be made. The Mezquital Valley is
commonly regarded as containing the areas of highest popula-
tion of the Otomi Indians. The few available studies often
deal with the population from the perspective of tribal
units, unrelated to the nation as a whole (Armas 1962;
Basauri 1940; Carrasco 1950; Manrique 1969; Soustelle 1937).
Indeed, numerous typologies exist in the literature which
attempt to delineate Indian from non-Indian poéulation
aggregates (Adams 1956; Beals 1953; Fuente 1952; Nash 1966;
Wagely and Harris 1957). In accordance with the data on
which this study is based, however, any attempt to apply a
classification of this nature to the Mezquital Valley region
is spurious (for other regions of Mesoamerica see Goldkind
1963; Stavenhagen 1965). It is true that villagers in
Nalcan are bilingual in Otomi—Spanish, whereas in Itel
Spanish was spoken in the past by grandfathers and, in
some cases, by parents. The inhabitants of the two villages
do not otherwise contrast in "custom." The observable dif-
ferences are best explained on the basis of divergent modes
of eccr.omic organization and recent history rather than on
ethnic grounds.

It will be demonstrated that irrigation is a
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crucial factor in determining a community's economic
organization, its family structure, and its political
relationship to the larger society.

The professional literature has provided many
instances of concern with various aspects of irrigation
and its social concomitants. The role of irrigation has
been discussed from a diachronic perspective in relation
to the emergence of urban civilization and the state
(Leach 1959; Sanders and Price 1968; Steward 1955;
Witfogel 1957). The role of irrigation in contemporary
socleties is emphasized by Beardsley (1963), Epstein
(1962), Leach (1961), Millon et al. (1962), and Pasternak
(1968). These studies stress the influence of the require-
ments of irrigation management and water supply on such
organizational patterns as family structure and cooperative
and competitive networks. For example, Beardsley's (1963)
investigation of two widely divergent socio-cultural
settings in Japan and Spain emphasizes convergent changes
in cooperative patterns and family organization in response
to requirements of irrigation management. The brief
Millon et al. (1962) examination of irrigation within the
Teotihuacan Valley, Mexico emphasizes the two-edged
potential of local irrigation management to encourage both
cooperation and competition. In Pasternak's (1968)
analysils the question is how cooperative networks and labor
demands are conditioned by the nature of the irrigation

system.
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My study deals with a complex irrigation system of
the Mezquital Valley (see map 2) which is controlled and
maintained solely by a branch of the national government, the
Ministry of Hydraulic Resources. Here, the peasantry is not
involved in physical maintenance of the system and distribution
of the water. Furthermore, irrigation water is plentiful and
is sold to the villagers upon request; hence, there is no
competition for water among the beneficiaries of the system.
But the bureaucratic manner in which the water is distributed
does have direct influence on such economic arrangements as
household labor demands. The water allocation system will
be discussed in this light. In effect, then, my study
focuses not so much on the irrigation system itself, tut
rather on a system of agriculture made possible by irrigation
and its effects on the economy and social organization. I
shall demonstrate the social and economic consequences of
irrigation agriculture by comparing an irrigated with a
non irrigated village. The only other comparable study
is T. S. Epstein's investigation (1962) of two communities
in India. Certainly none of the other numerous studies
of contemporary Mexican communities have been discussed

from this perspective.3

3Many studies have dealt with Mexican communities
from varying perspectives. To note but a few, Redfield's
pioneer works in the Yucatan region (Redfield 1941; Red-
field 1950; Redfield and Rojas 1934) and more recently
Goldkind (1965; 1966); Lewis (1951) in the state of Morelos;
Foster (1$67); Friedrich (1970); Nelson (1971) in the Lake
Patzcuaro area; Diaz (1970) in the Guadelajara vicinity;
Vogt (1970), Cancian (1965; 1972) in Chiapas.
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A comparison of my research with Epstein's data
support her general conclusion that irrigation fosters a
perpetuation of traditional village life in one community,
while lack of irrigation in the second community compels
its members to seek new strategies in view of the
changing economy of the larger society in order to maintain
a minimal standard of living. My findings indicate in
addition that government investment in and management of
irrigation serves to integrate the community as a unit
into the larger society and to perpetuate a sedentary

peasant population.

An Overview of the Study:

This study willl reveal a number of interesting
contrasts between Itel and Nalcan. The influence of
irrigation on economic and social organization in the
villages studied 1s apparent on almost every level, from
overall economic structure to family relationships and
to the details of dally 1life. Irrigation makes agriculture
possible on land which is otherwise unsuited to intensive
crop cultivation. It is the determining factor in modes
of subsistence avallable to Itelanos. Thus, in Itel the
baslic subsistence resource is land and water and people
make their living by growing crops and selling the produce
to the market. The Itelano man is required to remain at
home to provide the labor needed for working the land.

In Nalcan there are insufficient resources to
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support the entire population on agriculture. Without
irrigation the land produces, at best, maguey and corn
stalks for livestock fodder. The men must supplement
the household income by seeking employment in the cities
or in the United States. The skills of the Nalcalio male
are the non-agricultural abilities needed by the hired
wage earner, while the Itelano man develops the specialized
skills of irrigation, cultivation and harvesting. Thus by
influencing the mode of subsistence, the presence of
irrigation also determines the day to day activities
necessary to make a living.

Irrigation aiso affects the roles of women.u
Itelano mer. are home year round providing full support for
the family. Homemaking thus becomes women's primary
occupation as in most peasant households. In Nalean,
however, the lack of local resources has sent the men
off for most of the year, leaving the women to support
themselves, to make the household decisions, and to
maintain the home. Due to the lack of irrigation Nalcan
is a community comprised of female peasants and male
proletarians.5

Just as 1t affects the work roles of men and women,

this point 1is especlally interesting in light of
Mintz' (1969) comment in his review of Wolf's book on
peasants where Mintz calls attention to the importance of
distinguishing male and female roles in rural households.

5The literature is replete with discussions dealing
with the deflnition of ants (Firt 64; Foster 19 l

Foster 1967; Kroeber 19 8; Redfield 1956 1966).
this study t follow primarily Wolf's deflnition.
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irrigation affects other aspects of family organization.
Nalcafio men are less likely to marry outside the village
because non-village women do not have the special skills of
sack weaving and the self-sufficiency required of a Nalcan
woman. The few women brought in from outside may come from
some distance due to the ranges travelled by the men seeking

work. Itelano women need know only the more common skills
of homemaking, and the men practice excgamy more frequently

than do their Nalcan counterparts although they seldom stray
beyond the neighboring villages.

Inheritance practices are also influenced by irriga-
tion. Irrigated land is of greatest value when fully
cultivated. In Itel land is passed on exclusively to males
who traditionally work the land. Unirrigated land in Nalcan
is best used for the minimal crop of corn and maguey, which
the Nalcan women are as capable as the men of exploiting.

Land is inherited equally between sons and daughters in Nalcan.

The relationship of the village to the outside world
is influenced by the factor of irrigation as well as by the
historical context which led to irrigation. While Nalcatios
have been left relatively ignored by the larger society,
Itelanos have been dealing with hierarchical structures
outside of the village for over a century. Haciendas
introduced peonage and the resultant stratification leading
from peons to mayordomos to administrators to owners. The
hacienda served as a culture and power broker between the
peons and the government. Following the fall of the hacienda,

the ejido authorities, the irrigation authorities, and other
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representatives of the new government replaced those of the
hacienda. Requirements of getting the crop to market
further prepared the Itelano in relating advantageously to
external bureaucracies.

Nalcafios have had no similar experience. The men
are not home enough to have established relationships with
outside authorities and there is nothing in Nalcan like
the irrigation system to bring the bureaucracy directly to
the village. Nalcan's outward flow of goods is minimal,
mostly composed of carrying sacks which are sold to local
middlemen. Hence Nalcan as a village is not as integrated
into the larger society although the men have become indivi-
dually autonomous units in the society's labor force.

Itel, on the other hand, has been integrated into
the wider society. With irrigation, Itel has gained the
role of producers of crops, particularly alfalfa. The men
of Itel perform the functions of production and bring
produce to market, which makes them the agents which
integrate Itel with the economy of the rest of the society.
Yet these agents operate completely within the confines of
Itel and the market place, having no role whatsoever outside
of these confines. Thus, Itel as a unit is articulated with
the larger society, but individual Itelanos have little
experience of the world outside the village. By contrast,
individual Nalcafios frequently leave the village, but the
village of Nalcan as a whole is minimally integrated into
the larger society.

Concepts of prestige are influenced by the factor
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of irrigation. In Itel the outsiders attracted to the
village by the presence of irrigation include government
employees such as engineers and agronomists with whom the
cultivators can establish tles of friendship reinforced by
such means as compadrazgo (ritual kinship), and by invita-
tions to individual and village-sponsored fiestas. These
connections, plus their dealings with the bureaucracy, put
Itelanos in a favorable position to acquire benefits for
themselves and their village. The more effective a man is
in nurturing his connections and obtaining communal benefits,
the more prestige he will obtain from his fellows.

Nalcafios lack such prestigious connections outside
the village and villagers rank their fellows by different
criteria. Since Nalcafios lack irrigated land on which to
produce a subsistence crop, they must seek other ways to
obtain cash for daily needs, or they must frequently
purchase maize on credit. Nalcafios obtain credit from the
local merchants, and prestige 1s accorded to the merchants
who are willing to extend unsecured credit to the villagers.
In Itel, irrigation provides the villagers with arable land,
and villagers have chosen to accord prestige to those who
have access to the authorities that retain control of the
arable land.

Another important result of irrigation in Itel is
its effect upon land tenure. This is the system of share-
cropping with affects one~third of the population of Itel.

It must be attributed to a shortage of labor and land
which, in turn, is related to the presence of irrigation
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and the historical phenomenon of the ejido system. Under
the ejido system, villagers received small plots of land
which, added to their private holdings, nonetheless provided
only subsistence living. To supplement their incomes

many villagers have taken to sharecropping which involves
them in a complex system of socio-economic arrangements.
This system is completely absent from the economic and
social organization of Nalcan, and evidences the dramatic
contrasts determined by the irrigation factor. The share-
cropping system in Itel involves villagers whose land-
holdings exceed what they can manage on the labor available
in their households, as well as, individuals with little
land of their own. The latter have managed to improve their
economic position by sharecropping. This has fostered the
development of wealth differentiation. Sharecropping many
plots simultaneously has proved highly profitable for some
entrepreneurs. Moreover, in an interesting reversal of the
usual relationship, there are cases in this system where

the landholder has become dependent on the tenant share-
cropper.

In many households the shortage of labor which
promotes sharecropping arrangements is exacerbated by the
special labor demands dictated by the village's double
cropping cycle which includes cultivating the perennial
alfalfa. The cyclical peak perlods of labor demand requires
special arrangements such as entering into a sharecropping

agreement, hiring of labor, or exchanging of labor.
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Methodology and Field Work

This dissertation is based on fieldwork carried
out from June 1970 to late September 1971. Before moving
to the region, I collected background material. I contacted
various government officials in order to familiarize myself
with the overall irrigation system and its operations, did
research in libraries, and sought out appropriate villages
in which to work. I then spent six months in Nalcan,5
followed by eight months in Itel.

During the course of my field stay I engaged in
frequent discussion with officials from the Ministry of
Hydraulic Resources (Secretaria de Recursos Hidraulicos)
or (SRH) who were extremely helpful to me in carrying
out this study. SRH provided material on Itel's land
tenure, size of holding, operation of the irrigation
system, and soil analyses. This agency also provided me
with lists of current land holdings for each household
in Itel. SRH had no similar data on Nalcan however,
because the village lacked irrigation and therefore was
not in direct contact with the agency. Fortunately I

was able to obtain land holding records for Nalcan from the

6My introduction to this region of Mexico came
during a summer's field work in 1967 when I carried out a
brief investigation of the economic activities of one non-
irrigated village (Finkler 1969). At that time I was
interested to hear informants speak of a time when irriga-
tion would be brought to the village and how their lives
would then change.
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Rents Office in the municipal headtown which keeps records
of land involved in sales or inheritance transactions. I
recorded transactions reported for the years 1960-1970 but
records from before thls period were chaotic. Until
recently it was common in Nalcan to transfer land without
official registration. My land tenure data, therefore,
are less accurate for Nalcan than for Itel.

Bank officlals were interviewed to ascertain formal
credit options open to villagers. From these interviews I
learned interesting detalls about villagers' relations with
an important sector of the larger society.

My primary method of field study was participation
in and observation of village 1life. In each village I
lived with a family and became very much a part of the
household. I shared their crises and their feasts and
became related to some by compadrazgo ties. The enormous
differences between the two villages were impressed upon
me not only by the data collected but also by the nature
of villagers' relation to me in each community, by the
different technical problems I had to deal with, and by
my role as an outsider.

For example, since most Nalcan men have travelled
to the United States as braceros (legal migrant laborers)
or "wetbacks" (illegal migrant laborers) Nalcahos were
very interested in this country. They came to me continu-
ally to hear about the Unlted States, to request English

lessons, or to ask if I would write letters for them to
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thelr patrons (bosses) and other persons in the United
States. Villagers liked to talk about their experiences
in the United States and sooner or later almost everyone
I met in the village asked i1f I could arrange for them to
go there. With most men away from the village until about
November or December, and with the women occupied in thelr
endless daily chores, I could find neither domestic help
nor field assistance. It was not until late October that
I finally succeeded in finding and hiring a field assistant.
The situation in Itel was just the opposite. I
had no problem finding domestic help and a field assistant
among Itel's sedentary peasant population. No Itelano had
ever gone to the United States. Itelanos never requested
English lessons, nor did they ask me to write to anyone in
the United States. In fact, villagers had only the vague
knowledge that the United States exists somevhere in the
north. One villager had heard of President John Kennedy
and knew that he was a Catholic. To my astonishment no
one seemed to know the meaning of the words "bracero" or
"de mojado" (wetbacks), terms commonly used in Nalcan.
Because of these differences my daily personal
contact was more extensive in Nalcan than in Itel. However
I did meet most villagers in both communities while taking
a standard population census and cocio-economic survey.
During the census-taking the contrast between
Nalcan and Itel also caused a methodological problem. In

Nalcan without domestic help, I needed to attend to dally
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chores myself. This, plus the constant stream of visitors
left me with little time to accompany my field assistant
to every household. I visited only about half of the
households with him. But we engaged respondents in open-
ended discussion during these joint visits. Because of
availability of domestic and field assistants in Itel,
contact with villagers was much easier. I had more time
to visit each household with my assistant spending one or
two hours or more in open-ended discussion. Even with the
difficulties I experienced in Nalcan, all but thirteen of
the village's 301 households were visited. I went to all
but eighteen of Itel's 313 households. The remaining ones
were not visited because of inaccessibility of the house-
hold heads.7

Another instance of varying methodological problems
occurred after my census had been completed. I selected at
random 10 percent of all visited households for further
investigation into household budgets and family history.
But in both villages informants were reluctant to divulge
their incomes and in Nalcan the problem was compounded by
the variety of income sources. However respondents in both
villages freely revealed their expenditures. They found it

diverting to discuss all their expenses and even enjoyed

7Headship of a household is determined by ownership
of the dwelling and the property on which it stands. This
corresponds to informants' responses in the socio-economic
census, when asked to name the head of the household.
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the novelty of actually quantifying them. The difficulties
occurred in informants' attempts to remember some of their
daily or weekly cash expenditures. Such factors as maize
or bean consumption were usually known and quantifying
these into pesos was not difficult. Nalcafio expenses were
somewhat more easily quantified into cash. Nevertheless,
the budgets collected are not sufficiently precise and
will not be presented in this study.

In other areas, however, the budget investigation
proved frultful. It revealed the various sources of income
and the nature of household expenditures in both villages.
These data are reported in the discussion dealing with
householding. By collecting budgets I was also able to
stimulate discussions which ylelded information that might
otherwise not have come to light. When I questioned
respondents about expenditures related to municipal
taxation, for example, they mentioned fines. This topic
led to an explanation of the reasons for the fines and
hence to discussions of intra-village relations and of
village relations with the muniecipal and irrigation
authorities. Questions about school expenses in house-
holds with young children revealed the fact that Itelano
parents participate in school activities more than the
Nalcafio parents do. Also I learned that the school in
Itel was much more active in sponsoring and celebrating
national holldays.

Questions relating to medical expenses revealed
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some fascinating data on curing practices, curanderas, and
folk medicine. These data demonstrate that Nalcan villagers
make much more use of modern medicine and doctors than do
Itel villagers. The data bearing on curing are not dealt
with in this study but will form the basis of a future
paper. Most other questions related to budgets also
generated some discussion by respondents, allowing for
information about each village to be verified by numerous
sources.

Perhaps the most perplexing methodological problem
encountered dealt with the patterns of emigration in the
two villages. As Adams (1964) rightly points out, "Under-
standing of migration has been inhibited by a tendency to
classify migration as either 'temporary' or 'permanent'.
Such a distinction can only be made after the fact, because
few migrants really know if their move is permanent" (1964:
53). Adams' observation is particularly relevant to data
from Nalcan where eleven households listed individuals
belonging to their household who, according to the informants,
return to Nalcan only once or twice a year. Similarly, in
Itel women reported having worked in Mexico City until they
married and returned to the village with their husbands --
men from Itel. Women currently employed in Mexico City
visit Itel every fifteen to sixty days, those no longer
working in Mexico City reported absences ranging from two
months to five years.

Therefore the distinction between temporary and
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permanent emigration in this study has been based on the
following criteria. Individuals included by respondents

as part of a household but employed outside of Itel or
Nalcan are considered temporary migrants. In Itel for
example fourteen men and thirty-two women are so considered.
Permanent migrants include lineal relatives living outside
of the village and not considered part of the households;
also included are collateral relatives who were reported to
be living elsewhere. Permanent migrants usually return to
the village only periodically and on special occasions.

For example, a one-time Itelano who achleved a minor degree
of national renown as a mariachi triumphantly returns for
the annual fiesta in May to entertain his fellow villagers.
In Nalecan I° noted that there were several men who had
migrated to the Huesteca and yet returned for the filesta.
Gathering data on permanent migration requires taking
careful genealogies which will form the basis of a future
investigation. Regretably, such data for Nalcan are
incomplete, particularly concerning the emigration of
entire families. Such emigration in Itel appears to be

an uncommon phenomenon.

Order of Presentation *

This study is divided into three sections. Part
One 1s a general overview of the region in space and time,
including discussions of the ejido and the irrigation
systems.

Parts Two and Three focus respectively on Itel and
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Nalcan. The first chapter in each part gives a general
description of each village's settlement pattern, population
components, social and political activities. Subsequent
chapters deal with each village's economic organization

and delineate contrasting economic concerns to demonstrate
the effect of irrigation on daily life. For example, each
village's production requirements are shown in detail to
indicate why Nalcan's economy necessitates wage-labor
migration, while production in Itel requires the full-time
presence of the labor force.

Chapters on householding follow, emphasizing each
village's distinctive family structure, household decision-
making process and the varying roles of men and women.
Finally, I discuss external and internal village relations
as these pertain to prestige as perceived by the villagers.8

Part Four is a comparative analysis of the data
presented in Parts Two and Three. From the analysis I
conclude that the introduction of irrigation into a
community within a complex society serves to integrate the
community into the larger society, while helping to gener-
ate or perpetuate a peasantry. Once irrigation comes to
Nalcan, therefore, I suggest that the village proletariat
will become peasants, and Nalcan will come eventually to
resemble contemporary Itel in economic and social organiza-

tion.

8This view of prestige is similar to those taken by
Silverman 1966 ; Stavenhagen 1967; Hansen n.d.
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It will soon be possible to test my hypothesis.
Nalcan 1s expected to receive irrigation in the next two
to five years. This 1s the reason I selected the Mezquital
Valley for sfudy. It contains both irrigated and non-
irrigated communities as well as a continually expanding
national irrigation system. Already sections of the canal
have been completed carrying irrigation to Nalcan's
neighbor to the east. Within the coming year Nalcan will

have about twenty hectares of land opened up to irrigation.
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PART I

CHAPTER 2

THE REGION IN SPACE AND TIME

Envircnmental Setting
The Mezquital Valley occuples the central and

northwest part of Hidalgo (see map 1). The valley is
hilly and dominated by a number of peaks which range from
2,400 to 3,000 meters above sea level. The elevation of
the valley floor varies from 1,700 to 2,200 meters above
sea level. The Tula River, the only major water source
in the valley, traverses it in a northwest-southeast
course.

Itel (elevation 1,997 meters) is located in the
southern, irrigated zone of the valley approximately sixty
miles north of Mexico City. Nalcan (elevation 1,720 meters)
is situated in the northern, non~-irrigated area approxi-
mately ninety miles from the capital. The two are jolned
by forty-one miles of paved road.

Politically the Mezquital Valley is composed of
twenty-seven municipios which are comparable to U.S.
counties and are comprised of a cabecera (headtown) and

several villages. The munieipio of Aguas consists of the

N
]
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headtown and 13 villagers including Itel. The total
population of Aguas according to the 1970 census is 18,501.
The munieipio of Maguey is comprised of 21 villages including
the headtown and Nalcan, with a total population of 10,957.

Based on my calculations using 1970 census figures,
the population density for the municipio of Maguey is 65.61
per square kilometer; for the munieipio of Aguas 133.60
per square kilometer.

The differential population distribution evident
from these data parallels the division of the Mezquital
Valley into two zones of land use: a dry, non-irrigated
(temporal) zone which comprises 769,600 hectares and an
irrigated zone consisting of approximately 53,000 hectares.

The Mezquital Valley is generally characterized as
the semi-desert region of Hidalgo; however, the existence
of irrigated areas sprinkle the starkness with pockets of
verdant growth. A variety of crops is cultivated in the
irrigated zone including maize, beans, wheat, alfalfa,
barley, oats, tomatoes, chiles and other vegetables. Of
these maize, alfalfa and wheat are the principal crops
grown in Itel. In the dry zone including Nalcan only
maize, beans and maguey are planted. However Nalcafios
appear to make the most of the floral resources of the
valley including maguey (4gave sp.),l nopal (Opuntia sp.)

garambullo (Myrtillo - cactus geometrizans), biaznagas

1
Maguey (Agave sp.) sprout naturally and are also
cui‘civated.g v g P P
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‘(Echinocactus peninsulae), mesquite (Prosopis chilensis),
huizaches (Acacia farmesiana), and organos (Marginatocereus
marginatus). A detailed description of the vegetation in
the Mezquital Valley can be found in Quintero (1968).

The natural fauna include rabbit and quail. Sheep
and goats are the major domesticated animals found through-
out the vailey in both the dry and irrigated zones.
However, goats appear to adapt better than sheep to the
dry zone by virtue of their ability to find food, such as
the seeds of the mesquite, in the scrubby vegetation.

Stevens (1964) describes the soil structure of the
Mezquital Valley as a combination of azonal soils, including
Lithosols and Rogosols, which characterize the steeper
slopes of the hilly valley, and zonal desert solls such
as Sierozem which surface the more gently sloping hill-
sides. Stevens notes: "To the extent that water supply
permits, those soils are fairly productive except where
the desert hardpan is extremely firm and very near the
surface" (1964: 294). Following a more recent soil
classification, (Buckman and Brady 1969) the valley's
solls correspond to the aridisols order characteristic
of soils in arid regions, such as those formally designated
as Desert, and Sierozem soils. Buckman and Brady (ibid.:
315) state, "Without irrigation, aridisols are not suitable
for growing a cultivated crops. Some areas are used for
sheep or goat grazing, but the production per unit area

is low. When irrigation water is available aridisols can
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he made most productive." Quintero (1968) describes the
valley's soils as poor in organic materials and deficient
in various elements. I obtained analyses of soil samplings
from two different sites in each village. These analyses
indicate the essential similarities of the soils in the
two villages and reflect the semi-desert ecology of the
region. Nalcan and Itel soils are classified as clay-loam
and loam respectively, and as Buckman and Brady (1969)
point out, most soils of agricultural importance are some
type of loam. This is characteristic of arid and semi-
arid regions (Buckman and Brady 1969). However, the
organic content is twice as high in Itel's irrigated

soils as compared with Nalcan's dry earth (Table 1).

This is due more to the use of untreated sewage water
(aguas negras) for irrigation (see Chapter 4) than to

any inherent differences between the soils (SRH agronomist
personal communication).

The climatic conditions which prevail in both
villages are similar and typical of the semi-desert
region. The annual mean temperature recorded for the
valley during the period 1940-1960 was 18.3 C. The
lowest temperature on record is the 9.0 C which occurred
in the month of January 1956, and the highest temperature
recorded was 38.0 C in May 1953 (Quintero 1968). Pre-
cipitation in the valley is seasonal. Most of the rain-
fall occurs during July, August and September. The

precipitation season coincides with the growing season
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Table 1

Comparative soil analyses for Itel and Nalcan
showing pH values and organic matter content
at 6" depth.

pH Organic material
z
Nalcan
site 1 8.00 1.24
site 2 8.20 1.38
Itel
site 1 8.30 2.76
site 2 8.10 2.26
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but high summer temperatures diminish molsture efficilency.
These conditions are further aggravated by the cyclical
droughts which are characteristic of desert regions.

Data based on 1940-1960 records (Quintero 1968) show the
annual rainfall in the valley varying from 127.6 mm to
773.3 mm while averaging 410.7 mm. During the period from
1965 to 1970 the average annual rainfall was 473.2 mm in
the vicinity of Nalcan and 543 mm in that of Itel.2 The
highest precipitation in the Nalcan vicinity occurs in
May, August and September while in Itel's environs, June,
August and September bring the most rainfall. During the
months of November, December and January virtually no rain
was recorded for either station. Generally, precipitation
is highly variable even within a radius of a few miles.
During the field stay, I noted no evidence of precipitation
within half a mile or a mile away from the site of a heavy

rainfall.

Historical Setting
Scholars disagree as to both the nature of the

biophysical environment and the origins and composition
of the indigenous populations which dominated the region
in pre-Columbian times (Carrasco 195C; Cook 1949;

2These data were provided by the meteorological
section of SRH from the station nearest Itel (about 3
mile§ away) and that nearest Nalcan (about 9 miles
away).
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Mendizabal 1933; Soustelle 1937).3 There is no doubt,
however, that the indigenous inhabitants that had roamed
the Mezquital Valley at the time of the conquest were the
Otomies: "man who wings birds with arrows" (Wolf 1959:
41).

The Spanish conquest ushered in several centuries
of manifold changes throughout Mesoamerica, including
massive demographic shifts (Cook 1949; Mendizabal 1947).
For the Mezquital Valley and its inhabitants, the most far
reaching consequences of the Spanish conquest resulted
from the discovery of ore-bearing minerals and the
introduction of livestock into the region in the late
sixteenth century. The Spaniards did not succeed in their
attempts to reorganize the Otomi dispersed settlements
into nucleated "Spanish towns"; and, only to a minor
extent, were they able to harness the otomi population
for work in the mines (Mendizabal 1947). But the presence
of mines gave an impetus to the extant exploitation of the
maguey plant for fiber and pulque. Negro slaves, Indians,
and Spaniards in search of fortune came to the valley and
the local population supplied them with pulque and cordage.
The latter, the most important product of the maguey
leaves became a booming industry for the Otomies as the

colonial mining industry expanded. It became a necessity

3The controversy in the literature is whether the
Otomi tribes were one of the earliest inhabitants cf the
Mexican Central Plateau, or were migrants from other
regions including the Gulf Coast.
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for the mining industry for packing bars of silver and for
handling metals. Additionally, maguey fibers provided
numerous products useful to the mining industry, including
ayates (carrying sacks), which were widely used in trans-
porting goods. This cordage industry flourished until the
19th century when other methods and products diminished
the demand for the maguey fibers.

Mendizabal observes that the valley's proximity to
Mexico City and to the rapidly growing Pachuca-Jacala
mining centers was favorable for mixed farming development.
But the valley climate proved unfavorable for the introduc-
tion of large scale agriculture and for this reason
", . . all the activity in the region was concentrated
on increasing livestock" (1947: 107, translation mine).
The Spaniards introduced wheat and fruit trees on a minor
scale. They utilized the Tula River waters by means of
small systems of irrigation which predated the Spanish
era. However, as Mendizabla notes, ". . . there were
difficulties in bringing drainage up to the level of the
fields because of the depth of the river" (1947: 107,
translation mine). Hence, in this region, introduction
of crops met with only minor success, whereas livestock
proved to be especially well adapted to the environment
and a small but sufficient supply of human labor was
available to care for the animals. Mendizabal observes
that the Mezquital Valley wasa sparsely populated area and

therefore labor was scarce (1947: 111). Animal husbandry
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demands a reliable but relatively small work force, which
was drawn from the jndigenous population. However, the
development of a livestock industry in this region was
more than a practical application of terrain and population.
Given the extreme scarcity of domesticated animals, it
proved very lucrative in a short time. Twenty years after
the introduction of sheep, in 1569-1570, the livestock
industry had become entrenched in the region. Moreover,
animal grazing did not require the Spaniards to settle in
the region and they contented themselves to leave the huge
estancias (ranches) to the care of the indigenous popula-
tions (Mendizabal 1947). A number of scholars (Darling
1956; Mendizabal 1947; Simpson 1952) belleve that the
introduction of close grazing was the major contributing
factor to the starkness which is so characteristic of the
non-irrigated portion of the valley today. A new eco-
system thus emerged, concomitantly ushering in a new
adaptive process based on intensified exploitation of
the native plant and small domesticated animals. During
the colonlal period mining and commerce remained the
mainstay of the region's economic life.

The middle of the 18th century ushered in the
era of the great latifundias. By 1900, 195 haciendas

. existed in the State of Hidalgo (Bosquejo Historico n.d.).

Mendizabal (1947) points out that, with the introduction
of the latifundias, the Mezquital Valley developed as

three distinct production regions, each following its
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own ecological potential and economic convenience. The
southwestern part of the valley, the area in which Itel

is situated, including Zumpango, Tula and Huichapan were
committed principally to the production of maize and wheat
concomitant with the raising of livestock. The northern
section of the valley, the area in which Nalcan is located,
was dedicated to raising livestock. In the Pachuca-Actopan
area cultivation of fodder (barley) and cereals predomi-
nated as well as livestock. During this period the history
of the two villages diverges. The differential location
of Itel and Nalcan exposed each to distinctive experiences
with the hacienda system. Itel is located in what was the
heartland of the glant haciendas which had practiced a
mixed farming economy and emphasized crop cultivation.
Nalcan is situated in the region where by all accounts

the haciendas seem to have been smaller and were devoted
primarily to animal grazing and some cultivation. Crop
cultivating haciendas relied upon a labor force drawn
from villages within the area, including Itel. Animal
grazing demanded a lesser labor supply and the haciendas
did not seek labor from villages situated in the vicinity,
including Nalean. Therefore Nalcafios had less direct
contact with haciendas than did their southern counter-

parts.

Elderly villagers in Itel vividly recall their

work on the hacienda. By thelr accounts, no one in Itel
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was an acasillado: a resident on the hacienda. They
"shaped-up" every morning at 6:00 a.m. at a designated
spot, after a two hour walk from their village. There,
they were assigned work for the day. Both men and women
worked in the hacienda's fields which produced wheat,

corn and barley. They say one had to work for the hacienda
in order to obtain maize, which otherwise could not be
purchased.

A ey informant, Solomon, the most prominent
citizen of Itel today, served as mayordomo (foreman) on
the hacienda during the five years prior to its disbandment.
He had inherited the job from his father. Mayordomos on
the hacienda belonged to a class slightly more privileged
than the peons. They were paid several cents more per
day than the peons and received extra rations of maize.

As mayordomo, Solomon came in direct contact with the
hacienda administrators in charge of the estate but not
with the hacendade (landholder) himself who was normally
absent from the region.

The ruins of a minor casco ("big house") of the
former owners, a cortina built by the hacendados to dam
up water, and the memories of a few village elders are the
only tangible remains of the hacienda era to be found in
Itel today. Inadvertently, however, the hacienda left a
legacy of advantage to Itel's villagers in dealing with
thelr societal environment today.

A few villagers in Nalcan were able to recall
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having grazed their animals on a neighboring hacienda,
paying a tax per animal head. No one reported having
worked for one.

Itel's experiences with the hacienda taught the
villagers to deal with the larger society in several
ways. The hacienda provided a situation in which a few
individuals were able to acquire the know-how to manipulate
and deal with representatives beyond the confines of the
village; thereby creating a core of individuals capable
of integrating the village community with the wider
society. For example, Solomon, the most prestigious
member of Itel today was, as noted previously, a one
time hacienda mayordomo who subsequently became the
spokesman for Itel.

The hacienda also provided an exposure to a
new technology. David, another villager, remembered
observing a special technique used by hacienda engineers
in levelling land, and recently employed that technique
to install a small irrigation pump system.

Finally, in Nalcan, the predominance of animal
grazing contributed to its deterioration; whereas the
people of Itel received partially irrigated crop land,
expropriated and redistributed in ejidos.

On the other hand, Nalcan's recent past did not
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prepare the villagers toc deal with the present. To the
contrary, the hacienda, not needing their labor, had no
use for them elther and they were pushed to the periphery
of the wider society. The structural isolation of Nalcan
also explains why the indigenous language, Otomi, still
prevails particularly among the members of the older
generation. The Nalcafio's past prepared him only to

exploit the natural habitat dominated by the ubiquitous

maguey.

The cataclysmic Mexican revolution of 1910 reshaped
rural Mexico; and its land reform program -- the ejido
system -- was the maJor means by which this was accomplished.

The Mexican revolution gave the impetus to the transformation
of the land tenure system based on giant haciendas to one
built upon medium sized to small plots. Today ejido

tenure and pequena propiedad (small private property
holdings) are the principal forms of land tenure in

Mexico (Brandenburg 1969).

Land and Water

Ejido land tenure represents the one major link
between the recent past and the present, and between the
nation and Itel -- a link which has helped produce
structural differences between Itel and Nalcan.

The ejido system came into existence by direct
government action. On January 6, 1915 Venustiano Carranza,

then president of Mexico, issued his now famous decree
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ordering the return of land to the villages. In 1917,
Article 27 of the new constitution provided the legislative
foundation for agrarian reform (Tannenbaum 1929; Whetten
1948). Carranza, however, was not an enthusiastic supporter
of agrarian reform and land distribution was not effected
on any major sale until Alvaro Obregén's presidency (1921-
1925). During this period the Ejido Laws of April 10,

1922 were formulated. The 1922 regulations specified the
amount of land a village could receive. Each family or
person over eighteen years of age was to be allotted
either three to five hectares of irrigated or humid land;
or four to six hectares of sub-humid land receiving a
sufficient amount of rainj; or six to eight hectares of
other non-irrigated land.

Despite the existence of these laws, the expropria-
tion and redistribution of lands was not fully implemented
until the administration of President L&zaro Cirdenas (1935-
1940) who expropriated and redistributed some of the most
highly developed farm lands in Mexico. During his presidency
more land was distributed in ejidos than had been since the
inception of the program, or would be in the twenty years
to follow (see Huizer 1968 appendix). More importantly,
Cérdenas firmly anchored ejido tenure, hitherto believed
to be only a temporary measure, as a permanent form of land
holding. Ejido tenure became a fundamental part of Mexican
national economy during the Cérdenas era (Simpson, E.N.

1937; Whetten 1948: 127).
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The legal size of ejido plots of land (parcelas)
has varied over time. Until 1943 agrarian laws allowed
four hectares of irrigated land or eight hectares of
temporal (Seasonal) land. Subsequently the code was
revised and allotments were increased to six hectares of
irrigated land or twelve hectares of temporal land (Whetten
1948). Cardenas' successors continued the distribution of
land. During Migual Aleman's administration (1947-1953)
the minimum grant was raised to ten hectares of irrigated
land or twenty hectares of temporal land. This measure
was designed to reverse a trend toward the growth of
minifundias. It also opened more lands for colonization
rather than continuing the expropriation of land ". . . into
uneconomic units the small and poor land resources inherited
by the revolution" (Cline 1963: 215). According to Whetten
(1948), however, the average allotment per recipient in the
State of Hidalgo was 3.1 hectares of irrigated land or 6.3
hectares of temporal land. Only in the State of Mexico
were the allotments of irrigated land smaller than those in
the State of Hidalgo. The average size of irrigated ejido
plots of land today in Itel's district is 1.26 hectares.u

Ejidos may be held collectively but the largest
proportion of them are held and worked individually as is
the case in Itel and Nalcan. Collective ejidos are few in

number and found chiefly in the northern states of Coahuila

uThese data were furnished by SRH Irrigation
District Office.
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and Durango.5

The formal administrative structure of the ejido
system 1s comprised of national and local administrative
bodies. On the national level, the ejido is dependent
upon the Agrarian Department for such matters as the
validation of land grants, the confirmation of old communal
titles, the issuance of certificates of title to individual
holders, and the assessment of land boundaries. On the
local level, the administration of the ejido is vested
in two committees. The first is the Comisariado Ejidal
(executive committee) consisting of three elected members
with three alternates. This body is responsible for active
management of ejido affairs. The broad functions of the
commlittee are to represent the ejido before the adminis-
trative and judicial authorities, to supervise the division
of plots, to designate successors to plots, and to call a
meeting of the general assembly at least once a month.

The general assembly is composed of all ejidatarios (parcel
holders). The second committee operating on the local
level is the Vigilance Committee; comprised of three
members and charged with watching over the executive

committee.

5For full discussion of collective ejidos see
Eckstein (1970); Wilkie (1971). For full treatment of the
ejido system see Simpson (1937); Tannenbaum (1929, 1950);
Whetten (1948) and others (Brandenburg 1969; Cline 1963;
Eckstein 1966; Stavenhagen 1970). An analysis of the ejido
system in relation to its significance for sustaining modern
Mexican political structure is provided by Chevalier (1967).
For a discussion of the merits of agrarian reform in general
and the ejido system as a special variant of it see Cline
(1963); Erasmus (1969); Stavenhagen (1970); Weitz (1971).
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Itel actively exploits its ejido holdings and is
thus directly linked with various bureaucratic segments of
the national society including the Agrarian Department, with
the Ejido Credit Bank (see Chapter T), with the Confederacién
Nacional Campesina, a peasant organization incorporated
into the dominant national political party, the Partido
Revolueionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary
Party), or PRI. In Nalcan, on the other hand, the land
is not productive because it lacks water and the existing
ejidos are not exploited by Nalcafios. As a result, the
ejido system has not provided the same link between the
villagers and the nation.

We now turn to irrigation, a system which had its
antecedents in the Valley of Mexico in pre-Columbian times
(Sanders and Price 1968). As noted earlier it was practiced
on a minor scale in the Mezquital Valley before the Conquest
and some attempts were made by the Spanish colonists to
elaborate the small systems which they found (Mendizabal
1947). Remains of the latter system are still evident in
present irrigation works in the munieipio of Maguey which
dates back to 1685. Meaningful expansion of the irrigation
system did not begin until water resources, including
irrigation works, came under government control with the
enactment of the Irrigation Law of 1926.

The law aimed at the expansion of irrigated areas
as a means of solving the agrarian problem and was, there-

fore, made to depend upon Article 27 of the Federal
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Constitution (Tannenbaum 1929: 276). The law declared
that ". . . privately owned properties and the rights of
the users of waters under federal jurisdiction became
subject to the limitations which the law prescribes for
the purpose of constructing, conserving, and paying for
irrigation works" (Tannenbaum 1929: 276). In addition,
the law created the National Irrigation Commission ". . .
to study and select the most available irrigation projects,
declare the specified areas as irrigation zones, formulate
the irrigation plans, calculate budgets . . ." (Zbid.:
278).

Emphasis on land development through irrigation
varied with successive presidencies (Wilkie 1970). However,
during Miguel Aleman's administration (1947-1953), the
National Irrigation Commission was elevated to cabinet rank
as the Seeretaria de Recursos Hidraulicos (Ministry of
Hydraulic Resources).6 At present the Mexican Hydraulic
program is the largest in Latin America aiming at land
reclamation and maintenance (Cline 1963). In addition
to the construction and administration of irrigation works,
the ministry's major concern, its agencles are charged with
the installation of drinking water sources within the
villages, agricultural development, conservation, and

other related tasks. Again, the associations created

6For a study of this ministry; its structures
and its operations see Greenberg (1970).
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between villagers and government appear valuable. For
example, the Tula Irrigation District of SRH in charge
of the Mezquital Valley, in conjunction with yet another
government agency, instituted an experimental program
with three types of hybrid corn on an ejido land plot
held by Pablo, an Itel villager.7

Historically, SRH policy in the Mezquital Valley
has given priority to the expansion of the irrigation
network in areas of concentrated ejido lands, i.e., the
southern part of the valley which includes Itel (Personal
communication SRH District Chief). At present SRH is
directing its attention to the northern part of the valley.
A canal is now under construction which will open to
irrigation as much as 3,000 hectares within the dry zone
of the Mezquital Valley. Included in this area are about
300 hectares part of which belongs to Nalcan. This
particular project is due to be completed within the next
four years, but Nalcan will have some twenty hectares of
land opened up for irrigation by 1973.

The Tula Irrigation District cannot be discussed
without some consideration of its unique source of water:

aguas negras (untreated sewage wa:er)8 emanating from

7The results of this experiment are described by
Cortés in Boletin del Comite Directivo Agricola Del Distrito
de Riego No. 03 - published by the district office (1971).

aAguas negras (sewage waters) are defined as ". . .
those waters of domestic and industrial liquid wastes and
includes rain waters; run-off surface waters and sub-surface
drainage waters" (Heukelekian 1962; 6, translation mine).
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Mexico City. Together with the river waters from the Rio
Salado and rain waters these untreated sewage waters are
utilized for irrigation.

Sewage waters came into use for irrigation because
of drainage problems existing in the Basin of Mexico since
the pre~Conquest eras. During the pre~Columbian period
uncaptured rain waters produced sufficient flooding to
necessitate the construction of the now famous Tacuba-
Chapultepec and San Antonio-Coyoacan causeways. Following
the Conquest the problem of drainage was further aggravated
by the systematic destruction of the surrounding forests.
In 1604 Mexico City itself was inundated for several
months. Numerous solutions were examined during the
next two and a half centuries. In 1888 a plan was
approved to construct the Gran Canal del Desaglie to drain
sewage and rain waters from Mexico City. The canal runs
in a northeasterly direction until it reaches two tunnels:
the Antiguo Tunel de Tequixquiac and Nuevo Tunel de
Tequixquiac {see map 2) which channel the waters out of
the Basin of Mexico into the Mezquital Valley. The latter
tunnel was built in 1937 to accommodate the augmented
volume of sewage waters resulting from the increase in
Mexico City's population. The two tunnels extend for
about 34 miles (57 km) and empty into a reservoir where
they are combined with water diverted from the Rio Salado.
Once mixed in yet a third reservoir (referred to as the

liquadora or "mixer"), they are distributed to various
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principal and secondary canals which feed numerous village
lands, including those of Itel (see map 2).

Untreated sewage waters have been employed for
irrigation in the Mezquital Valley from the beginning of
this century but their extensive use began with the
expansion of SRH. Today, approximately 500 million cubic
meters of sewage and rain waters emanating from Mexico
City are being used annually to irrigate about 45,000
hectares in the Mezquital Valley (Uso Agricola de Las
Aguas Negras 1970).

These waters which became available to the villagers
of Itel in 1952 add a special dimension to the ecology and
economy of the villages which they reach. While its
chemical composition varies with seasonal rainfall, this
sewage water is rich in organic materials which generally
contributes to higher crop yields. It does, however, place
certain limitations on types of crops which can be produced.

Uses of sewage waters for crops including alfalfa,
corn or wheat are not considered detrimental to health.

The available studies do not, however, recommend cultiva-
tion of edible legumes such as tomatoes, chiles, lettuce
etc. where sewage waters are used for irrigation (Uso

Agricola de las Aguas Negras 1970).9

9A detailed analysis of the chemical composition
can be found in Uso Agricola de las Aguas Negras published
by Secretaria de Recursos Hidraulicos, 1970. Heukelekian
(1962) deals with the relationships between the use of
sewage water and public health. A correlation exists
between the use of these waters and the prevalence of
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Based on what villagers say, untreated sewage
waters have differential effects on crops. The peasants
readily attribute high corn ylelds to these waters; but
they blame them for decreased alfalfa yields. All villagers
reported decreasing alfalfa yields during the last ten to
twelve years. They recall that fifteen and twenty years
ago, alfalfa fields were productive for eight to nine
years. During the past ten years these same fields have
required recultivation after three years. Villagers
attribute the decreased productivity to a plant louse
carried by untreated sewage waters.

I questioned several agronomists at the Ministry
(SRH) regarding the diminishing alfalfa yields reported
by villagers. These officials attributed the decreased
ylelds to increased detergent content in the sewage waters
and to the expanding chemical industries located in
Texcoco. The wastes ejected by the Texcoco factories are
added to the sewage waters on their way to the Mezquital
Valley where they act to stifle the nodules of alfalfa
roots. A regional study is now under way to determine
the effects of increased detergent in the sewage waters
used for irrigation. No definitive results have as yet
been established.

The ecological effects of this sewage water on

intestinal disease. This was also confirmed in personal
communication by a doctor working in the region.
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crops may present an economic dilemma for Itelanos.
Alfalfa is a highly lucrative cash crop, but it requires

a relatively high initial cash investment. The diminished
lifespan of an alfalfa field decreases its profitability
as a cash crop for the small landholder who now must turn
1t up every three years instead of every eight or ten
years. To plant alfalfa may eventually be feasible only
for those few who can afford the high initial costs and

chemical treatment expenses.
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PART II

CHAPTER 3

ITEL — AN IRRIGATED VILLAGE

The Village and Its People

This chapter intends to provide a physical and
social profile of Itel village; a broad background for
the comparisons and contrasts which can be drawn between
this village and Nalcan.

Itel is situated approximately 5 miles north of
the Tula-Actopan road intersection. At this junction
direct buses leave for Mexico City; for Tula, the
District's center, 16 miles away; and Tlahuelilpan.

The last is a small town 7 miles from Itel where a

large weekly market takes place every Tuesday. Mixqui-
huala, where the District Office of the Ministry of
Hydraulic Resources is located, is 10 miles from this
point. There is a road leading north from Itel to the
headtown of the municipio which borders the village and
lies about three miles from its center. There is no
direct bus service linking Itel with Mexico City. Vill-
agers must walk a half a mile to reach a road where buses

pass. The paved roads connecting Itel to this road which

by
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leads to the headtown and also to the Tula-Actopan road
were constructed around 1965. These roads, including half
a mile section leading into Itel's center, were completed
during the period when Solomon Jr., one of Itel's native
sons, served as municipal president.

The paved road leading to the village square ends
between the school (established in 1927) and a large
irrigation canal. A little foot bridge across the canal
leads to the square, a large area with no structure except
the recently completed little church, still lacking a
belfry. The church bell hangs from a nearby tree. A
short distance from the church stands an unfinished, but
serviceable, toril (bull ring) which was recently con-
structed by the efforts of the charro (rodeo) association
of Itel. Members of this organization meet to practice
various rodeo acts every Sunday. Three unpaved roads
lead from the square into seven manzanas (sections). Each
section is known by a number; an individual is often
referred to by the section in which he lives (e.g., Jose
of Manzana 5).

The village territory is composed of two ecologically
distinct areas: an irrigated part and a non-irrigated
part. Sections 1, 2, and 3 are located within the
irrigated area. The feeder canals transect these sections.
The dwellings there are surrounded by cultivated crops
which include alfalfa, maize or wheat, depending on the

season of the year. These fields form part of privately
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owned small pequeha propiedad (land holdings) which border
on the ejido lands referred to as the ejido viejo.
Sections 1, 2, and 3, each contain fewer households than
the remaining sections. Because of the fields surrounding
them, the dwellings are separated by as much as half a
hectare of land. Sections 4, 5, 6, and 7 consist of the
dry, scrubby land characteristic of the Mezquital Valley.
Around the dwellings 1n these sections are combinations
of nopal, organ-pipe cacti, palmas de campo, and a few
maguey which provide the pulque consumed by the household.
In these sections dwellings are separated by shorter
distances and often stand adjacent to each other. Unlike
sections 1, 2, and 3, these groupings are typical of the
semi-desert environment before it was altered by irrigation.

Parts of sections 6 and 7 are often referred to
as colonia, non-arable government lands (see Chapter 5)
which are used for dwelling sites. There are seventeen
households which stand on colonia land. Unlike 211 other
household sites in Itel these seventeen cannot be sold by
their holders. The wealthier individuals, those with the
largest number of private holdings, live in Itel's irrigated
sections 1, 2, and 3. Section 4 has a Protestant contingent
whose founder migrated from Mixquihuala at the beginning of
the century and whose offsprings now comprise eight
households standing adjacent to each other.

The number of households in each section 1s

presented in Table 2.
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Table 2

Distribution of Households by Section

Section Households
1 28

28

27

49

67

~N O UM =W N

Dispersed throughout the seven sections are eight
stores which sell candy, beans, rice, school supplies,
soaps, sugar, coffee, and alcoholic beverages. Maize is
usually not sold in these stores. Every morning beginning
at dawn small children carry nixtamal (corn prepared by
cooking in lime water) to one of the three corn mills,
where it is converted into masa (corn dough) from which
tortillas are made. Other village retail services include
a newly introduced bicycle repair shop (most males own
bicycles), and a newly established auto repair shop which
adjoins a little school supply store. There is no weekly
market in Itel; however, twice a week, a vegetable-and-
fruit vendor puts up a stand in the center of the square,

which also becomes a gathering place for some of the
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younger men. Four operate taxl services, providing
villagers with their main source of transportation to the
Tuesday market in Tlahuelilpan and service to the junction
crossing at the Tula-Actopan road.

There are two women curers in Itel. Villagers
often prefer curanderas or espiritualistas, who practice
.out of a nearby town to modern doctors because they charge
less and are considered to heal better.l

Except for three masons, there are no artisans in
Itel. There is one man who knows how to weave ayates
(carrying sacks), a skill which he learned from his wife,
who is from Nalcan. The peasants seek out a weaver in a
neighboring village to have blankets woven from the woal
of their sheep. A few Itelanos engage in commerce, but
the overwhelming majority of male villagers make their
living by cultivating the land. With the exception of
the women who run the stores, almost all of the women
dedicate themselves to household chores. (For further
discussion of the division of labor, see Chapter 8.)

Several elderly village women remarked that their
daily chores were made easier when drinking water and
electricity became available to the viliage. They recalled

walking approximately 5 miles to the spring in order to

1Itelanos distinguish between curanderas folk
medical curers and espiritualistas, who practice out of
a temple, are usually clairvoyant and cure by using herbs
and by entering into a trance.
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secure drinking water for the household until about 1962.
They were relieved of the arduous task of grinding corn
manually when corn mills were established in 1963 and
1964, following the introduction of electricity to the
village.

Solcmon, born in 1888 and now one of Itel's oldest
citizens, frequently commented on the rapid growth of
Itel's population since his boyhood. This growth was due
to the natural expansion of families rather than to the
influx of migrants from neighboring villages. Indeed,
the numbers in Itel's households have increased by 60
percent since the revolution. There were 193 heads of
households in the 1918-1925 period, during which Itel
received its first ejidas.2 At present there are 313
households3 containing 575 males, 502 females and 952
children.u

The majority of households in Itel are comprised
of nuclear families. The number of female headed house-

holds and extended family households are relatively small.5

2Solomon possesses the list of these original
ejido grants which numbered 193 and were distributed to
each head of a household (see Chapter 5).

30f these 313 households, I visited 295.

uThese figures are based on my own census in 1971.
The category children includes only those still in the six
grade school or under school age.

5A detailed analysis of family structure is pre-
sented in Chapter 8.
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The range in household sizes is presented in Table 3.
Table 3

Distribution of Households, Classified by
the Number of Perscns

Number of Persons Number of Households
Alone 5
2-3 38
4-6 106
7-9 94
10-12 4o
13-15 10
16 or more _2
295

As a general rule, virilocal residence is practiced.
There 1s only one instance of a union in which uxorilocal
residence was practiced. Generally, the woman joins the
man in his father's house where the couple may reside for
one to five years. After a time, the father allows his
son a nearby piece of land on which the couple builds a
separate dwelling. Consequently, a man's neighbors are
usually also his male siblings and parents.

Three types of unions are recognized in Mexico:
unions validated by the church, by the civil authorities
(or by both church and state) and free union ("union sin

titulo", or "union without a title" in the words of one

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



51

informant).6 Of the couples represented by the 295 house-
holds I visited, 65 percent were unions which had been
officially validated by civil or religious ceremony at

the time of the union or later. The remaining 35 percent
of these couples were living in free-union.

Unions are frequently formed by robo or "stealing"
of the bride. Originally a union contracted in this way
implied a capture -- i.e., a woman was taken by force.
Female informants now laugh at this and indicate that the
girls are very willing to be "stolen" and aid in effecting
it. According to one informant, the advantage of establish-
ing a marriage by robo is that fewer expenses are incurred.
When a man formally requests a woman's hand in marriage, he
must purchase her wedding dress and one or two additional
outfits. In addition, he pays for the festivities and
church fees. Marriage by robo avoids these expenses, as
was explained by one informant whose daughter was recently
"stolen." If the union is then legalized in a civil
ceremony, a small meal is served to the immediate family but
the costs are negligible. In one case, reported by another
informant, the reason for the marriage by robo was the

perceived imminence of disapproval by the girl's family.7

6For a review of marriage and family structure in
Mesoamerica, see Nutini 1967.

TThis is consonant with Didz' (1964) hypothesis
concerning the reasons for marriage by robo.
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Normally, a man later legalizes a union by robo if
the girl's father exerts pressure on him. One female
informant recalled that her father did not press her
serior (man) and father of her four children. Now, she
lamented, the man has another sefiora {(woman) in the
neighboring village to whom he is legally married and by
whom he has had two children. However, he provides each
woman with part of his harvest. Several women were
present at the time cof thls discussion and all unanimously
agreed that despite the fact that the man was legally
married to the other woman, the informant had prior rights
to him and his harvest on the grounds that she was his
first woman. Being the first woman, they agreed, overrode
legal status in terms of moral and economic obligations.

During the field stay, no weddings took place.

Two sisters were "stolen" by two brothers and three other
girls were also reported "stolen". In one case of which
I have direct knowledge, a girl simply disappeared from
the house of her godmother with whom she had lived most
of her 1ife. The godmother professed ignorance of the
reason for the girls absence and denied any knowledge of
her whereabouts. After a week elapsed, word circulated
that the girl had gone off with a man.

One informant reported that she had been "stolen"
twenty years ago at age thirteen and did not return to
see her natal family until her man finally went to ask

formally for her hand marn_ weeks later.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



53

Monogomy is the norm. There are, however eleven
men who are the acknowledged heads of two or more house-
holds. Six of these have their secondary households in a
bordering village. Of course, there may be more than these
eleven polygynous relationships, but they are not acknow-
ledged publicly,

Solomon Jr., one of the wealthiest men in Itel,
has two households in Itel separated by only one fourth
mile and a third in the headtown. He is legally married
to the eldest of the three women, who resides in Itel and
who has borne him nine children. The second woman also
living in Itel has borne him twelve children. The latter,
when interviewed, named him as the head of her household.
Because he is one of the most important village citizens,
guests are received where his legal spouse resides.
Children of both unions consider themselves siblings and
refer to one another as such. They are often seen together
and visit each other in their respective houses. It is
said, however, that the two women never meet.

Discussion with female informants reveals that
women do not condone polygynous arrangements on moral
grounds but disapprove of them only when the man cannot
support both households. However, when two women are
known to be feuding, it is a sure sign the two are unwill-
ingly sharing the same man.

The majority of unions are contracted

between individuals from Itel. Of the 284
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couples for which data were available, only 83 men took
women from outside of Itel; and of the latter cases, only
five of the women originated outside of the State of
Hidalgo. The non-Itelano girls who mated with Itel men
came primarily from one bordering village. The five who
came from outside of the state had all met thelr husbands
while working in Mexico City. Marriages involving girls
from distant villages 1s a comparatively new phenomenon
and is evidenced by the fact that all of these males are
less than 25 years old. In the ascending generation,
there were 42 exogamous unions, of which only two women
originated from outside of Hidalgo.

Seven men came to live with their mates in Itel.
Of these, five are native to Itel's immediate neighbor and
two are from villages within the Mezquital Valley. In the
next older generation, however, forty-three men mated with
Itel women and then came to settle in Itel. Two of these
originated in other states, but the majority are native
to the Mezquital Valley.

These data suggest that, in the past, land may
have been less scarce and women were allowed to inherit
land which made uxorilocal residence possible. Or, it
may point to a greater imbalance in the sex ratio due to
the revolution and internal dissension which had plagued
Itel and its neighbors at that time. According to villagers,
until twenty years ago killings were common.

Villagers agree that present-day life 1s more
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peaceful than 1t had been ten or fifteen years ago, when
it was dangerous to leave one's house after sunset. How-
ever, people still move swiftly and are rarely seen
lingering for long periods excepting Sundays. On this

day a group of five to six younger men may be seen
congregated with their bicycles around the school. Three
out of four Sundays in each month a mass is held in the
little church. A small number, mainly women, congregate
on that day. Once the mass is finished they quickly
disperse and the plaza remains empty once again. The men
meet on Sunday afternoons in the small store bordering the
plaza where beer, soda and, on Sundays, enchiladas are
sold. All eight stores in Itel serve as cantinag where men
meet and drink together.

Unlike Nalcan where few men are ercountered in the
village during most of the year, men work in Itel throughout
the year. The demands of the agricultural cvcle and the
kinds of crops cultivated (i.e., alfalfa) keeps Itel's
males in the village. Again in contrast with the Nalcafios,
few Itelanos ever leave the village in search of wage
labor. Ninety-two men and fifty-nine women had worked

outside of Itel at one time or another in their lives.8

8These data are based on responses to the portion of
tle socio-economic census dealing with extra-village employ-
ment and emigration. Additionally, twenty-eight males left
Itel permanently. Fourteen of these married girls from
neighboring villages or out of state and are now living in
thelr wives' villages. Sixty-four females emigrated.
Forty-eight married men from neighboring villages (the
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Of these, fourteen males (2.5%) and thirty-two females
(6.3%) were employed outside the village at the time the
census was carried out. Not one of these fourteen men is
the head of a household.9 Most of these villagers work in
Mexico City; but some work or have worked in the neighbor-
ing towns of Tula and Apazco. (While other work locations
exist, they are not significant in number.)

An annual fiesta brings most Itelanos to the
village center at one time or another during the five-day
celebration. The fiesta begins on May 13 in honor of the
Virgin of Fatima who became Itel's patron saint when her
statue was donated to the church a few years ago by an
Itelano woman. In 1971, villagers collected contributions
totalling 2,600 pesos for the purchase of a bigger statue
of the Virgin of Fatima which was ceremoniously installed
on the first day of the fiesta.

Villagers say that, long ago, Itel had a church
situated in another spot whose patron saint was San Juan
Bautista. They say that about 100 years ago the patron
saint went to live in the headtown because he did not 1like
the dwelling in which he was housed. Solomon claims,
however, that it was not the saint's displeasure which

caused him to leave his abode but rather the hacendado's

greatest majority) or from Mexico City. These figures
include one couple who migrated to Mexico City where
they both work.

9See Table 21 of appendix comparing wage labor
migration figures for Itel and Nalcan.
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need of the area for cultivation, or the like, which forced
the saint to move. The church was destroyed and the saint
taken to the headtown. The foundations of the structure can
still be seen in the confines of one household's yard.

For many years, Itel and the headtown celebrated
their religious fiesta together, but tradition ceased when
Itel acquired its new patron saint. In 1968 Itel inaugu-
rated the fiesta to the Virgin of Fatima, despite vigorous
opposition and interference from the headtown. Formerly
the largest celebration in Itel centered around Independence
Day, September 15, when festivities lasted for four to five
days. These activities are now reduced to a one day
celebration centered around the school.

The religious fiesta is a happening about which
villagers talk for weeks in advance. They like to list
all the events that take place, including bull fights, music,
fireworks, mass, a mojiganga (masked disguises, men dressed
like women and much buffoonery) and finally the contest
between Itel's rodeo team and a guest team.lo

To meet the expenses of the fiesta, each household
pays an assessment per hectare of ejido land held, with
irrigated land assessed at twice the rate for non-irrigated
holdings. The planning and administration of the fiesta is

in the hands of a committee selected for that sole function

10This year the guest team came from a town in the
neighboring state of Mexico (Tepotzotlan) and villagers
agreed that the Itel home team was no match for the pro-
fessionalism of Tepotzotlan.
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each year.ll

The other community-wide social affairs are
organized and produced through the school. On Flag Day,
Juarez's Birthday, Mother's Day and Graduation Day, the
school organizes programs which generally consist of dances
in home-produced costumes performed by each class. In
addition to the activities at the school, a child's
graduation is also celebrated in the homes, where parents
make a meal in honor of the padriro (god-father) or madrina
(god-mother) of the graduating child. (The padrino or
madrina are sponsors of the graduating child, who are
required by school regulations and who present themselves
with the child at the graduation ceremony.) Usually on
these occaslons, honored guests are invited such as school
officials, employees of the Irrigation District Office, or

other public officials.

11The 1971 budget totalled 11,360 pesos which
represents the following expenditures for the five days:

Item Pesos

Castillo (fireworks which culminate
the fiesta) 3500

Music (10 musicians paid wages

and food) 5760
Mass 1500
Bullfighbeérs : 600
11,360%

(The bulls are local steers from the stables of one or two
Itelanos and usually several individuals from a neighboring
village.) In 1970 and 1971 each household was asked to
contribute 40 pesos per hectare of irrigated land and half
that amount for non-irrigated ejido lands.

*One peso equals eight cents in U.S. currency (or
$1.00 = 12.49 pesos).
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The formal organization of the state government
reaches down only as far as the level of the munieipzo.
At the village level, necessary services are provided
through a community system of cargos. Cargos are offices
held on a rotating basis by the men of the community, and
the cargo system is the sector of public life in which
male residents are required to participate at one time
or other during their life time. The office holders are
obligated to serve for a year and then are relieved of
their responsibilities, leaving the office to another man.
The cargo holders receive no pay for their year of service.

The planning activities are divided among six
unrelated, local committees of five men, cargo holders
each. Two of them, the Comité de Obras Materiales, dealing
with village roads and buildings, and the Comité de la Soci-
edad de los Padres de Familia, dealing with the school's
operation, entail a cargo of two years for their members.
The remaining four are committees which are directed to
the production of the religious fiesta, Comite de Festejos
Profunds and the Independence Day celebration, Comite de
Fiestas Patrias and the advancement of the construction
of the church and the bull ring respectively.

The more administrative than planning oriented
cargos at this same village level are the functions of:
the representative to the Comisariado Ejidal, which is
the municipio-level body concerned with ejido titles and

succession, and thereby one of two most powerful cargos
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because the representative can be influential in manipu-
lating ownership of or succession to an ejido in the event
that an ejidatario (a holder of an ejido) is faced with a
problem of this nature (see Chapter 5); the representative
to the Municipal Assembly, which theoretically provides a
rein on the activitles of the president of the muniecipio;
the foremost powerful cargo, the Juesz auziliar (Justice of
the Peace), who has the power to arrest and to fine and to
impose jail sentences in misdemeanors; the Jefe de la
Poliecia (chief of Police); and a number of Zanjeros, who
are inspectors charged with overseeing that the irrigation
ditches are cleaned semi-annually. The Zanjero must
certify that a peasant has cleaned his section of ditch
before he is sold water. As compliments to these village-
level cargos, two policemen, an inspector of roads and a
collector of village assessments are established for each
manzana (village section).

The weekly maintenance of communal property as well
as the provision of labor for village projects is an ongoing
responsibiiity shared by all male Itelanos and is carried
out by faenae (communal work groups). These work groups
are called for tasks including cleaning of village paths,
or the clearing of unpaved roads, or the laying of the
foundation for an additional schoolroom as was the case in

1971 when two new additional classrooms and a room to house
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an additional teacher were under construction.12 Depend-
ing upon the honesty of the Justice of the Peace, whose
collected fines are intended for use in village projects,
there are three persons on the village payroll. These are
the two paraprofessional, auxiliary teachers who assist the
eight school teachers provided by the Federal government

and a part-time secretary to the Justice of the Peace.

12This project was initiated by the joint efforts
of the Comité de Obras Materiales and theComité de la
Sociedad de los Padres de Familia. Jesus, the head of
the former committee declared an assessment of 100 pesos
(per hectare of irrigated ejide) for this purpose.
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CHAPTER 4
WATER ALLOCATION

Peasants in Itel are not required to build or to
maintain the irrigation networks except for cleaning the
section of ditch on their land, nor are they concerned
with problems of flood control. These are functions of
the office of the Irrigation District, a branch of the
government's Ministry of Hydraulic Resources (SRH).

Itelanos gain access to water by dealing with this segment
of the government and it is this water-gaining activity
which is the subject of this chapter.

The irrigation of Itel's land is under the control of
the Tula Irrigation District, one of a number of administra-
tive districts in the country. The District encompasses

most of the Mezquital Valley1 and two townships out of the

Lo the 53,000 hectares of irrigated land within
the Mezquital Valley, about 40,000 hectares are the respon-
sibility of the Tula District Office. The Patrimonio
Indigena del Valle del Mezquital located in Ixmiquilpan is
respcensible for another 4,200 hectares in conjunction with
SRH. The remaining hectares fall under the jurisdiction of
various Juntas de Aguas, which are local bodies responsible
for the distribution of water within a munieipio. The
irrigation system which these Juntas administer usually
consists of small dams and reservoirs often of ancient
origin, such as those in the Maguey municipio where the
Junta distributes water to 416 hectares of land. The
Junta de Aguas de Tlazcuapan (about 12 miles from Itel)
has 900 hectares under its jurisdiction. These Juntas
have remained relatively autonomous bodies.
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valley in the State of Mexico. The District Office is
divided into subsections for purposes of water distribution.
In an administrative pyramid, the heads of the sections are
responsible for a number of inspectors within their sections,
who in turn supervise a number of canaleros. The canaleros
are the individuals who effect the water distribution by
opening and closing the sluice gates and are the officials
with whom the cultivators have the most frequent contact.

Two or three canaleros are in charge of allocating
water to these sections which vary from 800 to 1,000
hectares. It matters not whether the land is privately
owned or held in ejidos. The usario (user) must contact
the canalero to obtain water for his land. Viewed from
the vantage point of the Ministry (SRH), the canalero is
at the end of the administrative chain. To the cultivator,
however, the canalero represents the principal contact with
the Ministry. The canaleros are generally local peasants
who have become government employees. They are individuals
who originate in the region which they serve, but are not
assigned to irrigation sections which service their own
village. Two Itelanos, a father and son, are canaleros
in two sections servicing nearby villages.

Canaleros possessed de facto control of water
distribution until 1968 when a newly appointed district
chief instituted administrative procedure which placed
some checks on the power of the canalero. Prior to that

time, the user purchased a voucher from the SRH District
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Office which he presented to the canalero. It was left to
the eanalero to provide the water at his own convenience.
The older men recalled travelling the sixteen miles to

Tula for a water voucher each time they wanted to.irrigate
land. Hundreds of people would descend upon the cashier's
office. Because of the large crowds, many stayed overnight
to reach the cashier the next day. During these waits they
often would spend their voucher money on food and drink and
would return home without a voucher. During the period
since 1960 several voucher purchase stations have been
established and much of the problem of long travel and
delay has been eliminated.

The changes recently instituted under the new
procedures are founded on a system of supplying water to
portions of a section on a rotation basis. Each section
is divided into three zones to each of which water is
assigned every third day. Each time a user wishes to water
land, he buys a voucher and presents it to the canalero.
The eanalero must then place the user's name on a waiting
1ist, and the user normally receives his water within
seventy-two hours.

Before this rotation system was introduced, the
eanalero had free rein to open and close the sluice gates
and it was common for the users to resort to bribing him
to obtain water. Instead of purchasing a voucher, they
would pay the equivalent to the canalero or would make him

a "partner" to one fourth of their harvest.
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At present the district office keeps a closer
watch on the canaleros. Unless there is a shortage of
water, the canaleros must provide service to an individual
within seventy-two hours from the time his name is placed
on the walting list. The rotation system was instituted
in response to vigorous complaints from peasants in Itel
and other villages within the district. These peasants,
holders of one or two hectares, claimed they could not
afford to wine and dine and bribe the caralero in order
to obtain water. Most villagers agree that the rotation
system eliminated rampant bribery of canaleros by curbing
their powers to establish personal priorities.

However, several wealthier villagers expressed
their dissatisfaction with the new procedure on the grounds
that water was allocated more rapidly under the old system.
Previously, they simply found the canalero, gave him money
and received their water. Now, they must travel to a
payment station, obtain a voucher, have their names placed
on the walting list and wait their turn for the water.
What is worse, during the dry months (May and June) when
there may not be enough water to serve all who signed up
for a given day, they must wait until their section zone
receives its next water supply three days later.

Prior to 1968, the power of the canalero did much
to foster sharecropping arrangements. Access to a
canalero’s favor enabled some individuals to work more
land than others, and they would do so on sharecropping

basis. Those individuals who could sway the canalero
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to give them water would enter into sharecropping arrange-
ments with peasants holding one or two hectares but lacking
the means to sustain good relations with a canalero. A
peasant's decision to enter into a sharecropping arrange-
ment often rested on this lack of influence with the
canalero. The form of sharecropping practiced in Itel
will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

The rotation system considerably reduced the
canalero's manipulation of water distribution to his or
another's advantage. Nevertheless a canalero continues
to wield considerable power with respect to water alloca-
tion. A canalero must be available if the user is to
present his paid voucher and have his name placed on the
walting list. One elderly informant said that he had
recently turned his land over to a sharecropper, because
"I have no strength to keep running after the canalero."
Water stealing is not uncommon and again in this situa-
tion the good will of a canalero is important. Although
Ministry policy is to fine the transgressor 300, 600,
and 1,200 pesos for respective first, second, or
third offenses -- and several villagers admitted paying
such fines -- the canalero can ignore the theft. If
for some reason a man is unable to irrigate at his
appointed time, he loses his turn and must wait until
the next rotation. A canalero can prevent an individual
from forfeiting his turn when he misses his schedule. The

canalero, in preparing the schedule, decides whether an
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individual irrigates during the day or at night, and can
also place a name on the waiting list before the user
has actually purchased a voucher. The very real power
of the canalero can be seen in the following incident.
Jesus, a prominent villager who sharecrops at least ten
hectares, was returning home from an evening of drinking
when he stopped to visit the household in which I lived.
He remarked that he had just spent apout 800 pesos on
drink with several canaleros and one of their super-
visors. I teased him about it and jokingly pointed out
that he has just wasted the 800 pesos if he had nothing
to show for it. He immediately and soberly responded,
that it had not been a waste at all, but an "investment"
in obtaining water without undue wait and difficulties.

The District O0ffice does not limit the quantity
of water to any user who pays for it. In fact, agronomists
at SRH have been heard to complain how users in this
region tend to overflood their fields, because water
is not rationed. A user can plant any crop he chooses,
requiring an unlimited amount of water. He must sign
up a month or two in advance for crops such as alfalfa
and wheat. No advance registration is necessary for
corn. No one in the village reported that he had been
refused water for any crop he wished to plant at any
time.

Primary and secondary canal maintenance is the

responsibility of the Ministry (SRH) and its district
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offices. The tertiary canals or ditches which conduct
water to individual land plots are cleaned by the individual
user. Generally, each user is responsible for ten meters

of ditch for every hectare he irrigates. The Ministry
requires that these ditches be cleaned twice a year.

The canalero is required to ask for certification that the
user has performed this semi-annual operation; the zanjero,
or ditch inspector, in the village's cargo system, provides
the semi-annual certification.

The amount of money paid for water by irrigation
users is based on the number of hectares to be irrigated.
Until about 1935 the cost was 3.17 pesos per hectare for
each watering. In 1936 the price per hectare became 3.50
pesos at which level it remained until the latter part of
the 1940s when it rose to 8 pesos. In 1952 it was raised
to its present level of 20 pesos per hectare.

Several years ago a district chief imposed an
additional 10 pesos per hectare for each watering. This
added tax was ostensibly to cover costs for new construc-
tion and improvement of the irrigation works. About two
years after this tax was imposed and no new improvements
were being made, villagers from Itel and its vicinity
protested the tax to the Ministry administrators in
Mexico City. Moses, who had been at the fore of the
protest, recalled with some relish that the tax and the
district chief were both removed as a result of this

concerted effort.
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Irrigation makes it possible for the Itelano
peasant to produce both crops to sell and crops for family
consumption. This double cropping forms the basis for the
village economy, which is the subject of the following

three chapters.
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CHAPTER 5

LAND TENURE AND USAGE

Ejido Holdings

Ejido tenure forms the main type of arable land
holding. There are 313 households of which 292 own or
hold land. Members of 238 households hold title to
ejido plots of arable crop land which average size is
1.11 hectare, and 168 own private land. There are
168 households which hold both ejide and private land.l
Of approximately 145 hectares of non-arable ejide
land held by 170 individuals, only 54 plots were
reported having been worked in 1971. Of these, 16
hectares are irrigated by pump and the remaining 38

hectares are under rainfall cultivation.

Brief History of Ejido Distribution

The munieipio of Aguas, which includes Itel,

lThis figure was obtained on the basis of 308
ejidatarios [(individual title holders) who hold 353.35
hectares of land irrigated by its system of canals.
The data were supplied by the District Irrigation
Office and by three Itelanos (Solomon, Moses, Jesus)
who possess the lists of ejidatarios in Itel.
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petitioned for ejido lands immediately following the
introduction of the land reform program., In his writings,
Huizer (1968) has emphasized the resistence of the .
hacendados, supported by the priests, to expropriation
of their lands. When questioned, elder informants
indicated that this was not the case in Itel. There were
individuals in Itel, they recall, who were initially afraid
to seek ejido plots but, when they saw there was no danger
involved, everyone tried to obtain land. When Aguas
municipio petitioned for land in 1918, a census was to
be taken and each village was to receive an amount of land
which would be based on the number of heads of households.
The census was never taken; the amount of land awarded to
each village depended principally on how vigorous and
forward-looking their respective representatives were.
At the time of the first grant, the sizes of the plots
varied., One or two villages received as much as eight
hectares per household by submitting a false head count.
In 1926, the heads of Itel's 193 households each
received a parcela (plot) of one hectare. The certifi-
cates of award are dated July 4, 1927. New clearing or
preparation for cultivation was not necessary inasmuch as
these lands were arable. These 193 hectares bordering the
village were irrigated at the time of their distribution
with rain waters harnessed by a dam built by a private
company around 1910 or 1915.

In 1936, 115 eligible individuals in Itel were
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allotted 160.35 hectares of land about six miles from the
village. A portion of these lands was arable but other
parts contain virgin soils which needed clearing. In this
case the size of each individual plot varied with the
amounts which could be cleared by each head of household.
As a result land plots range in size from one to two
hectares, although one individual managed to clear 2.78
hectares, the average plot is approximately 1.40 hectares.

During the 1930s Solomon was president of the
Comisariado Ejidal and at that time he distributed some
non-arable tracts which are referred to as colonia. This
land was given to sons of ejidatarios for house lots. No
one knows how many hectares are involved but there are
today seventeen households in Itel living on colonia land.

A third grant was made to Itel in 1961. One
hundred thirty individuals received one hectare each of
non-arable, non-irrigated virgin lands. These lands are
approximately 17 miles away from the village toward the
mountain foothills.

In 1967, 30 individuals each received 44 or 45
arias (a little less ‘than half a hectare) at the very
base of these foothills. This grant, like the one of
1961, consists of arid hill land which some villagers
have now begun to clear. The thirty new ejidatarios
have not as yet received their titles because the dis-
tribution of these lands was never formally authorized

by the Agrarian Department in Mexico City.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



73

The Contingencies of Ejido Tenure

The 1961 apportionment generated a clash between
five recipient villages. An actual confrontation was
avoided when the protagonists -- two villages -- recognized
that this would lead to a chain of vendetas. Yet it is not
land distribution as such but the stipulations on ejido
land tenure which villagers view as a source of conflict.
Villagers certainly see advantages to the ejido system.

As one informant put it, "If there were no ejidos then

the wealthy would buy up all the land and we would be

back to the days of the hacendados." And another indicated
that the ejido plots guarantees every poor man his maize.
But, at the same time, numerous informants were very quick
to point to the contingencies of ejido tenure as the crux
of all conflict related to the ejido.

Tannenbaum (1929) refers to the ejido system as
"conditional tenure." Indeed the Agrarian Code specifies
the conditions under which a holder of an ejido can forfeit
rights to his plot of land. An ejido holder can lese his
right to the plot only by failing to work his land for
two consecutive years or by failing to pay his assessments.
Members of a married couple cannot each be separate
holders of plots, and a designated holder must take
possession of his plot within six months after it is

awarded to him. The land must be worked by the holder
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himself or by members of his family. If he leases it or
hires an outsider to work it, he can lose his crop but
not his plot (Whetten 1948: 142). Egjido land may not be
scld, transferred or mortgaged.

Article 162 of the Agrarian Code (Codigo Agranto
1970: 61) defines the laws of succession. An ejido holder
has the right to designate as a successor any economic
dependent, irrespective of kinship. In the event that a
holder does not designate a successor prior to his death,
the woman who is the mother of his children becomes the
successor to his ejido. If the holder has neither wife
nor children, any person adopted or sustained by him and
who is not already a possessor of an ejido can succeed
to the plot. If he lacks any such heirs, the authorities
are charged with designating a successor.

Villagers claim that one can never be certain of
his holding because of the jealousy of his neighbors who
will always try to demonstrate that he is not working
his land and that he is certain to lose his holdings if
a member of the comisariado ejidal 1is a friend of such
neighbors. Indeed, informants described a number of
instances of this kind. Solomon, who was also an ex-
president of the comisariado ejidal recalled that at the
time of the original grant village strife over ejidos
did not exist. Every ejido holder was satisfied to have
received a plece of land to work. Today, he emphasized,

the major source of conflict among villagers revolves
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around ejidos. He explained that children are growing

up and there is not enough land and that every man is
trying to get & nlot for his sons, leaving no ejido holder
certain of his land. Widows with small children are the
most vulnerable. There iz always somebody quick to
fabricate a rumor that the ¥idow's plot is not being
worked and that she is, therefo.e, not entitled to retain
it. 1In such instances, the relatiosnship with local ejido
officials becomes decisive. %

The older villagers interpret the conditional
nature of ejido holdings in terms of governmental ownership
and rights. They are ﬁsually the ones who observe that the
government is the owrer of the land and, as such, is able
to both give it and can take it away from them. 1In
contrast, younger Itelanos regard their rights to an
ejido as inalienable provided they work it. However,
both groups expressed the belief that the major threat
to their holdings is the envy of a neighbor who has the
support of the local ejido authorities. As a result,
ejido holders of all ages indicated that they make no
effort to improve their ejido lands because they feel
uncertain that their possession will continue.

In addition to working his land the ejidatario
has the absolute obligation to pay assessments. The
Agrarian Code requires ejido holders to pay a given
assessment for the improvement of the ejido. All Itelanos

must pay assessments for village works -- e.g., school
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construction, the installation of electricity, fiestas
patrias (secular fiestas), or any other communal under-
taking;. Each ejido holder must meet his assessment
obligations for the year in order to retain his egjido;
non-payment provides grounds for the local authorities
to confiscate the ejido parcel. Assessments for the
various projects are made on each hectare of ejido land
held. Holders of non-irrigated ejidos pay half the rate
charged to irrigated ejidos; no assessments are levied
on privately owned lands. However, those villagers who
hold no ejido lands pay assessments as though they
possessed one hectare of non-irrigated land; their assess-
ments are based simply upon their citizenship in the
village.

A family's village citizenship is determined by
the location of its ejido not by that of 1ts dwelling.
There are four families who live within Itel boundaries
but who have their ejido in a neighboring village. These
families pay the assessments of the village to which their
ejido belongs, and they do not consider themselves members
of the Itel village community. The families have been a
minor source of friction between Itel and the headtown,
but they are steadfast in their identification with the

other village.
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Private Holdings

Distribution

Private holdings of irrigated crop land vary in
size. One hundred sixty-eight individuals own a combined
total of 174.68 hectares of land within the village.2 This
privately owned land within Itel's boundaries is distri-

buted as follows:

Table 4

Distribution of Private Holdings

Land (hectares) Number of Households
0.01-1.00 i25
1.01-1.99 24
2.00-2.99 10
3.00-3.99 0
4.00-4.99 2
5.00-5.99 1
6.00-6.99 3
7.00-7.99 1
8.00-8.99 1

17.28 1
168

20f these, nine individuals also own land outside
of Itel. These land holdings vary in size. Five individuals
own about 1/2 a hectare each; three own about 2-5 hectares
and one individual owns somewhere between 15 and 25
hectares. These data are approximations based on informants'
reports.
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All private holdings reported above are fraction-
ated into scattered lots: even holdings of one hectare are

not normally represented dy one plot.

Valuation

Land values have been rising rapidly though the rate
of increase varies from year to year, since the post-revolu-
tionary period. Informants say that in 1922, a piece of
land could be obtained in exchange for a sheep or a horse.

I was told of land purchases which réflected the rise in
prices per hectare from 50 pesos in 1932 to 800 pesos in
1936, at which level they remained constant until at least
1939.3 By 1959 the price had jumped to 20,000 pesos per
hectare. At present, the price per hectare varies from
20,000 to 30,000 pesos in accordance with soil quality,
location, and the eagerness of the seller and the buyer.
Thirty thousand pesos per hectare is the most frequently
quoted price.

Generally it is assumed that land prices increase
with the introduction of irrigation and, indeed, this is
now taking place in Nalcan. Bit in Itel prices began
rising rapidly only in the early 1950s and nearly reached
their current level about 1958, a period during which
irrigation was already present. This period of inflation

does coincide, however, with the installation of the

X 3In 1932 Solomon purchased several hectares
'(probably between five and ten) situated outside Itel's
limits at 50 pesos a hectare from the hacendado’s widow
who liquidated her land holdings which she still retained
at that time.
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Ministry ( SRH) as the irrigation administrative agent and
the expansion of irrigation operations to include the use
of untreated sewage waters. There is evidence to indicate
that, prior to the installation of such a well-organized,
centralized authority, dissension over access to irrigation
waters prevailed among the neighboring villages of the
munieipio. The presence of SRH assured a stable supply
of water and eliminated conflicts among villagers over
the control of water; in addition, the introduction of
untreated sewage water increased the productivity of the
land.

Alone, the introduction of sewage water for
irrigation supply would probably not have increased
prices significantly. A cursory examination indicates
that land values are equally high in all areas of the
Mezquital Valley where irrigation is available, irrespec-
tive of the nature of the water supply. At the same time
the valuation of irrigated lands throughout the valley
seemed related to the initiation and presence of a
centralized system of authority involved in the adminis-

tration and the distribution of water.4

uIt would be interesting to compare land values in
various regions of Mexico where water distribution is
effected by pump and the irrigation network is not subject
to supervision by the centralized agency. Such data would
make possible the testing of the assumption that a correla-
tion exists between land values and the nature of the system of
water distribution, other factors being equal.
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Villagers note that land is rarely, if ever, sold.
"The land feeds one," remarked Pablo. In the event of a
sale, the closest neighbor is granted the first option;
but only extremely rare circumstances lead a peasant to
sell his land.5 The following two incidents provide some
feeling for the circumstances which can be involved. In
one case a feud between two wealthy individuals gave rise
to the sale of some land. The feud led to the death of
one of the disputants who owned numerous hectares. His
heir was run out of town for alleged drunken and improper
conduct, and the land was sold to the other party involved
in the dispute, Solomon Jr., who now owns seventeen hectares
in Itel. In another instance, after her husband had been
murdered, a widow sold her land and emigrated with her
children to Mexico City.

Unlike that in Nalcan, privately owned land in
Itel is a major item of wealth but it is not considered
to be a commodity. That is, it is not bought and sold
for profit. Itelanos sell land only in exceptional cir-
cumstances which require more money than can be obtained
in any other way. In the more usual cases of emergency

some form of usufruct is preferred.

5Data collected from the civil authorities with
‘. respect to land sales are not reported here because all
transactions including land transferred by inheritance
are recorded as sales.
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Tenure by Usufruct

Use of Land by Non-Title
Holders in General

The system of land use by individuals not holding
title tc the land has both a legal and an economic
foundation.

Usufructuary practices of renting and pawning
result primarily from an interaction of the non-negotiabi-
1lity of ejido lands and the title holders need for a
significant sum of money.

Sharecropping arrangements are more common, but
they do not provide solutions for large cash needs. The
system of sharecropping in Itel is based on a much more
complicated set of economic conditions. It tends to
produce mutual advantages to participants who experience
conditions of income needs and scarce land rights on one
hand and a scarcity of either or both labor and working
capital on the other. It must be noted that ejido
holdings are not distinguished from private holdings in

any of the following arrangements to be discussed.
Rental

Of the three types of land use by non-title
holders, rental is the least common. There is no fixed
price for renting a hectare of land. As noted by one

villager, it depends on how much one allows oneself to
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be taken.6 In land rental, the tenant pays the owner an
agreed upon sum for the right to work the land and harvest
its crop over a specified time. An average size holding
of about one hectare might be rented for two years for as
little as 500 pesos or as much as 2,000. Rental arrange-

ments usually span two years.

Pawnin,

A more common form of trading land use for money
is pawning. In this type of arrangement, the land owner
agrees to turn over his rights to the use of his land as
in pawn for a loan. When the money is returned to the
creditor, the land owner receives his land back. Many
land holders are said to acquire land this way. The
sums involved range from 5,000 to 8,000 pesos. The
higher the original sum borrowed, the less likely the
landowner is to be in a position to pay it back quickly.
In speaking with tenants who obtained land as pawns the
suggestion emerges that they prefer to lay down relatively
large sums to assure themselves rights to work the land
for an extended period of time. The agreed upon sum is
not usually contingent upon the size of the plot; it
usually reflects the amount which the landholder needs
in cash.

Clearly, land renting offers an advantage to the

6"Como se deja uno" was the expression used by
the informant.
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landowner in that he keeps the money paid. Pawning

provides advantages to the creditor inasmuch as he has

the use of the land until the money is returned.7
To anticipate somewhat a later discussion, taking

pawns is a common form of investment by individuals who

find themselves with some extra cash. For example, Pablo

had 5,000 pesos, 4,000 of which he invested in a pawning

arrangement. He pointed out that, after the first two

months, he would have received 600 pesos from two alfalfa

cuttings, indeed a sizeable return on his investment.

Obviously, the longer the creditor retains the land, the

greater is the return on his initial investment. Generally,

pawning is resorted to in an emergency when a large sum

of money is urgently needed. These emergencies are

usually related to illness and death; although recently

one household pawned a piece of its land in order to

raise funds for the release of one of its sons from jail.

In fact, several cases were reported of widows who have

had their land pawned from the time of their husbands'

deaths, many years ago.

Sharecropping

Sharecropping is the most common form of land use

7I asked Jesus, who is known to work land on these
bases, to compare renting and pawning (emperio). He defined
each as follows: "Renting means 'Un dinero que hay muere'
(Money that dies); pawning means 'Devolucion de dinero'
(Restitution of money)."
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by non-title holders in Itel. Of the 295 households I
visited, there were 133 which let land to sharecroppers
and 129 from which individuals worked another's land as
tenants.8 Twenty-nine of these simultaneously let land
and worked as sharecroppers for others.

The sharecropping practices in Itel have some
interesting features not reported elsewhere in the
literature. In general, the nature of these practices
reflects the scarcity of both land and readily available
labor. It can also be used to foster economic mobility
within the village.

When speaking of crop sharing arrangements,
Itelanos refer to five factors or inputs which they call
puios (fistfuls or handfuls): land, seed, water, labor
and traetion, which refers to the use of tractors or
animal teams for plowing and cultivation. They calculate
the provision of these factors on the following basis:
the provider of water is entitled to 25% of the crop.
The remaining 75% is then divided among the other four
factors, breaking down to 18.75% for each. Thus, the
provision of any of these inputs (except water) entitles

the provider to 18.75% of the crop. Supplying the water

8The discrepanrcy between the total number of house-
holds that work land on the share and the total number of
households that give their land to sharecrop is explained
by the fact that several Itelanos sharecrop land in
neighboring villages and a few individuals from the head-
town work some holdings which belong to Itelanos.
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entitles the provider to 25 percent of the crop.g The
parties to an agreement can also agree to provide comple-
mentary fractions of any input except, of course, land.
The actual agreement, or division of these inputs, can be
any of a number of possible permutations. Table 5 displays
the variety of sharecropping agreements entered into by
tenants and landholders in 1971 and their frequencies.

Trne provision of water and seed involve only the purchase
of these components and entail no labor. The landholder
is, of course, responsible for the assessments on the land
and the semi-annual cleaning of the irrigation ditches,
but these are not considered elements of the sharecropping
arrangement. If he is not also providing the labor input,
however, the land provider is expected to supply labor for
the actual harvesting of a corn crop. On the other hand,
the provision for traction includes both the cultivating
equipment and team and also the labor involved. Finally,
the supplier of the labor input is responsible for the
planting of the seed, the care and maintenance of the
field, the operation of the irrigation system (including
the actual purchase of the water vouchers from the
Irrigation District administrators and the interactions

with the canalero), and the harvesting of the crop, except

gln the only exception to the values placed on these
inputs, sixteen hectares in Itel are irrigated by pump and
the owner of the PUm provides water on a sharecropping basis.
Because the cost of operating this pumped water irrigation
system is higher (220 pesos per hectare for each watering)
than that of the normal system, this tenant provides the
first plowing and the water only and receives 50 percent
of the harvest.
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in the case of corn.

One can enter into a sharecropping arrangement
by furnishing only the water. Prior to 1968 this was a
fairly common arrangement between holders of small tracts
and the canaleros who controlled their irrigation supply
(see Chapter 4). Today a similar arrangement has been
established in which a tenant provides only the seed
input. Four men have relationships with suppliers of
wheat seed, who provide them with a credit purchasing
power not available to the landholders with whom they
sharecrop. By purchasing the seed on credit, which
they provide to the landholder, they obtain a share in
the landholder's wheat crop.

During the decade prior to this study, this
"handful" of five factors has included a sixth requirement
which has become a sine qua nmon to many sharecropping
arrangements and, as such, should be considered here
with the formal components of these agreements. The
sixth requirement is that the tenant, in addition to
supplying the agreed upon inputs, lend the landholder a
sum of money in order to sharecrop his land. Several
informants expressed a rule of thumb that, in any cropsharing
arrangement providing the tenant with 50 percent it is
almost certain that a loan exists. Thus we can assume
that in 25.5% of the cases shown in Table 5 such loans
became required negotiations. The loan is not interest

bearing and not repayable until such time as the landholder
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decides to discontinue the sharecropping agreement. When
this practice began, the size of the loans was between
100 and 200 pesos; by 1971 the figure had increased to
between 1,000 and 1,500 pesos. As a result of the
competition for land to sharecrop which is reflected in
this trend, sharecropping arrangements have lost the
stability which once characterized them and some tenants
have been motivated to increase their production. Examples
abound. One landholder reported that in 1970 his tenant
loaned him 1,000 pesos and that in 1971 another offered
to lend 1,200 pesos. He explained that, inasmuch as he
was in need of money, he transferred his sharecropping
arrangement to the second man. After repaying the 1,000
peso loan from 1970, he had made a "profit" of 200 pesos.
Jesus expressed a tenant's point of view when he told me:
"I must be in Itel at all times in order to watch the
fields I work. If I do not produce a gocd crop, the
landowner will turn over his land to another tenant."
Division of harvest: O0f the three crops which
dominate the irrigated land, corn is considered a subsist-
ence crop and it is always divided as in kind. The corn
stalks and leaves, which provide excellant animal fodder,
are also divided in accordance with the proportions of
input. Alfalfa is a marketed or cash crop and is always
divided in cash. Both parties are reimbursed for all
expenses incurred in providing their input factors (labor,

water, etc.) and the net profit is then divided in
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proportion to input. Wheat is normally divided as a cash
crop but may occasionally be divided as produce.

The fwo methods of division, depending on the
nature of the crop, yield somewhat different shares of
income from the labor input. In the case of the corn
crop, the money paid by the labor-provider for workers
other than himself is deducted from his share of the
harvest. For example, at the level of sharing in which
the tenant provides only labor, he receives 18.75% of the
corn yield. At the 50% level of sharing in which the
tenant provides labor, traction and half water, the
landholder gives the tenant 50% of the crop. In the
case of an alfalfa harvest, on the other hand, the labor-
provider is reimbursed not only for laborers he has hired
but also for his own labor prior to any division of
profits. Thus, taking the above levels of sharing 18.75%
and 50% as examples, the landowner pays the tenant cash
for his labor plus his share (18.75% or 50%) of the net
profit. This is so because in the case of alfalfa the
labor cost is figured into the total cost of production
and the labor input is included as part of the labor
expenditure for which the tenant is paid. When the
profits are calculated, the tenant receives his share
as labor-provider.

As was noted earlier, the landholder is responsible
for supplying the labor for the corn harvest, while the

labor-provider normally carries his responsibility through
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the harvest. The tenant may however assist the landholder
in harvesting the corn crop, if they enjoy an amiable
social relationship.

Years ago it was common to celebrate the division
of the harvest with a ceremonious meal in the field which
was called a combate (battle); today, however, a combate
is held only in conjunction with the divisicn of 2 large

harvest.

Landholder-tenant relationships: The Itel land-

holders who seek sharecropping tenants usually do so for
at least one of three reasons: access to labor, cash or
water.

The seasonal labor shortages in Itel are discussed
in detail in Chapter 6. Holders of alfalfa land require a
steady supply of labor, especially to maintain their
schedules of monthly irrigation. Not only are day-laborers
unreliable, seasonal peak labor demands can render even
them unavailable. Therefore, landholders seek sharecropping
tenants to assure themselves of a labor supplier who is both
reliable and constant. Of course, a widow, who risks losing
title to her ejido, if it is not worked, has even more
obvious labor needs.

A landholder might also seek a sharecropping
arrangement for financial reasons. The difficulties
Itelanos face in obtaining credit from national financial

institutions can make a sharecropping arrangement a very
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practical means of financing the seed and monthly irrigation
costs of their crops. The number of arrangements in Table

5 in which tenants provide either the water or seed factors
and the recent practice of tenants providing substantial
loans in order to obtain a fifty percent share of the

crop are both evidence of a financial basis to many
arrangements.

An assurance of easy access to water is yet another
reason for landholders, especially those with only
one holding, to seek sharecroppers. Those tenants who
work several parcels of land have usually established
favorable relationships with canaleros. As was noted
previously, a number of landholders told me that they
became tired of searching for a canalero every time their
fields required irrigation and that they, therefore, sought
a tenant who did not have similar difficulties.

Tenants look to sharecropping as a means cof
enhancing their economic position. It provides non-
holders of land with an entree to the agricultural economy
of the village. It provides holders of cnly one parcel
with a cash supplement to their own subsistence maize
crop. And for several men, it offers the opportunity
to prosper by functioning as agricultural entrepreneurs.

In 1971 there were twenty-nine landholders who
obtained tenants to work their land while they themselves func-
tioned as tenant sharecroppers to other landholders.

This way they were able to use their own labor to obtain
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a share of a larger alfalfa crop, the value of which more
than offset the cost of their own tenant, thus bringing a
higher net profit than by working only their own land.
The lucrative characteristic of alfalfa cultivation is
what makes these arrangements profitable. There is,
however, a small group of men who have truly been able to
prosper by exploiting the profitability of alfalfa
cultivation and the labor requirements faced by holders
of alfalfa fields.

Table 6 displays the varying number of Itel land
plots worked by individual tenants in 1971. A predictably
high percentage of these tenants sharecropped only one or
two parcels. However, those four who worked five or more
parcels are men who have obtained high financial status
in the community by virtue of their ability to organize
and capitalize multiple sharecropping arrangements and
not by virtue of the actual ownership of land.

Individuals who sharecrop a number of holdings
generally do not agree to provide only one factor, e.g.,
only seed, or only water, or only traction. They usually
demand a fifty percent share, on the grounds that one
factor alone does not produce a sufficient return. Those
individuals who sharecrop a large number of plots almost
always insist on providing at least the labor and traction
factors. This is because they have in their employ day-
laborers whom they must keep steadily occupied. Jesus,

Alto, and Moses, are cases in point. These men are an
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Table 6

Tenants who Reported the Number of Land
Parcels they each Work

Number of Number of Parcels
Tenants They each Sharecrop
68 1
29 2
11 3
4 4
1 5
1 6
1 8
1 10
116*

*0f those 129 who reported they sharecrop land,
only 116 indicated the number of plots they each work.
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interesting example of how tenants become agricultural
entrepreneurs by maintaining a labor force of their own.

Jesus, through his multiple sharecropping arrange-
ments, was able to accumulate sufficient cash to purchase
a tractor and a truck, which now, in turn, increase his
ability to sharecrop multiple plots of land. Pablo's
experience in 1971 illustrates the potential profit in
these multiple sharecropping arrangements. He worked
five pieces of land simultaneously, taking fifty percent
of the harvest from each. A calculaticn based on the
figures provided in Table 7 establishes his minimum net
profit from these operations at more than 3,400 pesos.
Although there were only four men who sharecropped five
or more parcels in 1971, their success indicates that
sharecropping is a definite vehicle for economic mobility.

Family relationships are obvious in many share-
cropping arrangements. A full forty percent of the
tenants in 1971 were working land which was titled to
their parents, their in-laws, or their cousins. The
distribution of these arrangements is displayed in
Table 8. However, considerations of efficiency often
override kinship. Solomon gave his grandson land to
sharecrop but then revoked the tenancy when the young
man failed to work the land efficiently.

Even among non-relatives, however, the tenant-
landlord relationship is not solely an economic arrangement;

socio-economic obligations are implied as well. In fact,
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Table 7

Cost and Net Returns per Hectare for Major
Crops Grown in Itel in pesos

Crop Cost Value at Net Return
Harvest®

Maize 1183 2250 1067

Wheat 1202 1350 152

Alfalfa 1200 2592 1392

*Each calculation is based on annual average
yield and average price at harvesting as reported in
text. (See Chapter 6).
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Table 8

Number of Landholders who Indicated
Their Tenants were Kinsmen

Tenants' Kinship Number of
Relationship to Landholders
Landholders

Brother-in-law, 28

nephew or brother

Sons 18

Sons-in-law
(working for either
mother-in-law or
father-in-law)

vl
+= |oo
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the landholder frequently becomes dependent on his tenant,
and a type of symbiotic relation emerges from the economic
arrangements in those instances where the two parties are
not kinsmen. For example, a widow's tenant is, in some
fashion, her protector. In one particular case, a widow
was threatened with the loss of title to her ejido but
fortunately her tenant, Solomon Jr., had the necessary
knowledge and connections to help her retain it.

In an emergency, individuals will borrow money or
seek assistance from their tenants. Jesus noted that he
had recently paid the hospital bill of one tenant and had
extended a loan to another. In yet another case, Moses
financed the funeral expenses of a deceased landholder
and continued to work the land for the widow. The social
relations which emerge from the economic ties between the
tenant and the landholder are admittedly to the advantage
of the former. The few tenants who have succeeded in
obtaining the greater numbers of plots to work (see Table
6) no doubt encourage this dependency relationship. In
fact, Jesus, after criticizing fellow villagers --
ejidatarios -- for spending their time in the cantina and
letting their land to tenants to sharecrop ended by saying,
"I wish I had more of those."

Summary : In Itel one does not encounter
consolidation of large tracts of land by tenants such
as have been reported for example by Erasmus (1961)

for the Mayo area. The sharecropping arrangements in
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Itel, based upon permutations of the five inputs, mitigate
against such consolidation. The five factor system allows
for a degree of flexibility and opens various alternatives
to landholders from year to year. For example, it is not
uncommon for a landholder to look for a tenant only for a
year in which he is short of cash. Some informants
reported that in a year when the household was not
burdened by medical expenses, they were able to invest in
working their land themselves; whereas in other years,
when cash was necessary for medical expenditures, they
would resort to sharecropping or pawning. Regretably it
was not possible during this field stay to collect detailed
histories of sharecropping agreements from a sample of
households in order to investigate the various circum-
stances which lead to sharecropping arrangements from
year to year.

Another factor which serves to explain why
consolidation of numerous plots has not occurred here as
in the Mayo region is the shortage of readily available
labor. Some wealthy individuals reported that twenty
years ago they had sharecropped fifteen to twenty hectares
of land. Today, they lamented, this is not possible
because there are not enough day-laborers to work land.
They also point to the extreme scarcity of land available
for sharecropping.

At the beginning of this discussion it was noted

that the sharecropping system fosters an avenue for
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enhancing one’s economic positicn. Several informants
declared that whatever economic improvements they had
achieved were due to working as tenant farmers. Thus

the tenancy system has helped foster economic differentia-
tion within the village. Moreover, it has produced at
least four individuals whose businesslike operations
involving multiple sharecropping arrangements have placed
them in the category of farmer rather than peasant (Wnlf

1566) .

R . . )
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CHAPTER 6

TECHNIQUES OF PRODUCTION

The productive activities of Itel, unlike those
of Nalcan, are tied exclusively to the land and the
agricultural cycle. This chapter focuses on the
agricultural pursuits in Itel including crops grown,
the agricultural cycle, techniques of cultivation,
available technology, and the costs and labor requisites
for each crop and for animal husbandry. We shall see
that the types of crops and the patterns of cropping
serve to structure a continual cycle of activities with
peak periods in September, October, November, April and
May. During October and November, labor becomes so
scarce that a few Itelanos who own large holdings may even

seek day-laborers from outside the village.

The Crops Grown

As noted previously, Itel villagers cultivate a
variety of crops; among these are maize, wheat, barley,
oats, alfalfa, beans, and chiles. Maize is the basic
subsistence crop and at least some is cultivated by every
household. The major cash crops are alfalfa, wheat, and,
to a lesser extent, oats and barley. Wheat, oats, and
barley are winter crops; alfalfa is a perennial fodder

100

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



101

crop. Beans and chiles are planted only occasionally ard
only by a small number of households. Chiles are almost
always planted on a sharecropping basis. With the
exception of one peasant in the village, Itelanos claim
to lack the knowledge required for chile cultivation.
The few who mentioned having planted chiles enter into
a fifty percent sharecropping arrangement with tenants from
a neighboring village who specialize in chile cultivation.
Itelanos do not generally exploit their non-
irrigated holdings to the same extent as Nalcafios (see
Chapter 11) and depend on crop cultivation by irrigation.
In fact, when the non-irrigated ejidos were distributed,
Itel peasants planted the crops which they had become
accustomed to cultivating, including maize, beans, wheat,
and barley. Villagers reported some success with beans
and even with barley; however, wheat and maize proved to

be total fallures.

Tools and Technology
Mechanization came to Itel in the early 1960s

in the form of the tractor. Some villagers still recall
how monstrous the machine first seemed. Today a tractor
is a common piece of machinery and there are now ten of
them in the village. Five of these are owned by the same
family but not the same household. With the exception
of Solomon, all tractor owners rent them out. David

uses his tractor to power an irrigation pump as well as
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to provide the first plowing for two landholders on a
sharecropping basis. There are fifty-nine households who
own and use either oxen or horses for traction. Those who
own neither animals nor tractors rent a tractor for the
first plowing and rent a team of horses or oxen for the
remaining steps in the planting and cultivation.

Villagers readily acknowledge that tractors are
cheaper to use than animals. A tractor can be rented to
plow one hectare of land in a day at a cost of 120 pesos;
a team of animals requires five days to plow the same
hectare at a total cost of 200 pesos. However, draft
animals produce a more successful and efficient seeding
operation and are less damaging than the tractor in moving
from furrow to furrow during the cultivation of maize.
Additionally, to produce the same number of maize seeds
which take root in a draft animal seeding, a tractor
powered operation requires at least fifty percent more
seed.l Similarly, in cultivating alfalfa, a team of
animals is much more maneuverable and more suited to
the narrow confines of the melgas (patchwork fields).

Fertilizers are not normally used on irrigated

lOne informant explained that, until ten years
ago, the regional land measure "cuartillo" was used in
Itel. (It is still used in Nalcan) The ten cuartillos
represented the amount of maize seed necessary to plant
the equivalent of a hectare of land. (A cuartillo equals
1.400 kg.) When the tractor came into use, 15-20
cuartillos of seed were needed to comparably seed a
hectare.
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land because the use of untreated sewage waters in
irrigation agriculture make it unnecessary. Several
villagers voiced misgivings about chemical fertilizers.
They recall that twenty years ago a government agency
supplied a fertilizer which they were persuaded to use.
Some threw it away, but the few who used it now relate
that their harvests were destroyed and that they received

diminished yields for two or three years.

Agricultural Cycle
Maize is planted between late February and May,

depending on the variety sown. Maiz grande, a local

high yield variety is seeded in late February or early

March and harvested in late October. Maiz chico, a

faster growing, sturdier variety with a smaller yield

is planted between April and June and harvested between

October and November. Wheat is planted in December or

January and harvested in May, overlapping the maiz grande

growing period. In order to plant both maize and wheat

in one year cycles, the maiz chico variety must be planted.
Alternative winter crops are barley and oats.

Oats can be planted between August and December and

harvested within three to four months of the time of

planting. Barley can be planted in November and harvested

in March. The short growing season of these cultigens

allow for maiz grande to be planted.

Beans are planted most frequently in non-irrigated
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ejide plots, where they are usually successful. These
are seeded in May or June and harvested in September.
Alfalfa is planted during September and January.
The first cutting takes place three months after planting
and thereafter the fields are mown monthly for three to

four years.

Cultivation Techniques and
Crop Yields

The soil is prepared for all crops by turning up

the top soil with a mechanical rake, and subsequently by
deep plowing. Following these first steps, each crop

requires a different cultivation technique.

Maize
Following the deep plowing, the land is irrigated.
About eight days later sowing takes place and the seeds
are covered. During the second month following planting,
the field is cultivated by passing a plow between the rows.
The soil thrown over the young plants anchors their roots
more firmly in the ground and allows for more efficient
watering. Day-laborers remove the chunks of sod which
have not been sufficiently broken up in the plowing process.
This operation is very important. During its growing
season, fields of maize are usually irrigated about
five times; however, a reasonable amount of rainfall
reduces this need to four. Harvesting is done by
hand.

According to the older villagers, prior to the
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introduction of the untreated sewage water a hectare
yielded approximately 535 ng of maize. This level of
yield was also reported by one informant whose irrigation
does not include any of the sewage water. On land reached
by the untreated sewage water, today's average yield is

4,828.91 kg a ninefold increase in productivity.3

Beans
Beans are cultivated separately from corn. This
practice was introduced once sewage water was introduced
because, as one villager explained, untreated sewage water
produces very tall corn stalks which overshadow the bean
plant. Others give the reason that a plant louse carried
by the sewage waters destroys the beans when they are
planted simultaneously with corn. Beans cultivated in
Itel (Frijol de mata) are a type of bean which is very
fragile and requires both careful cultivation and regular
fumigation. Jesus and David have devoted their irrigated
lands to beans, but the necessity of insecticide creates
a sizeable investment which most cannot afford. Some
peasants plant a few furrows of beans alongside their

maize for home consumption, but most households usually

2The local measure is a fanega which equals to
about 107 kilograms.

31 arrived at this average of 45.13 fanegas, (or
4,828.91 kg) on the basis of reported yields in the socio-
economic census. The figure for maize yields for Mexico
as a whole as reported in Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (1970) is 1,200 kg per hectare.
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buy beans.

Wheat

Wheat cultivation is the most mechanized in Itel.
Plowing and planting operations utilize tractors and
harvesting is often done by a combine. One Itelano owns
a harvester-thresher which he also rents out. Wheat
fields are irrigated six times during the growing season.
In general, wheat production costs are high in proportion
to yield @d the danger of late frosts adds a higher than
normal element of risk. In 1971 everyone lost most of
their wheat crop due to an extreme and unprecedented
frost the early part of April. Reported yields tend to
range between one and a half and two tons per hectare.
Pablo, who plants wheat annually, indicated that he was
aware of the risk and low profit but added, "The land does
not lose time and it gives me work." Solomon Jr., who
owns numerous hectares, never plants wheat because he

considers this crop as a losing proposition.

Alfalfa

Alfalfa is the most lucrative crop cultivated
in Itel. However, its susceptibility to insect damage,
has caused a marked decrease in the average life span of
an alfalfa field.

Prior to the planting of alfalfa the land is deep
plowed twice and then saturated by irrigation. In a third

plowing operation, teams of animals are used to turn up
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ridges of -soil around melgas, ten meter square sections into
which the field is divided. Following this creation of a
patchwork of smaller fields by which the distribution of
water can be carefully controlled, the alfalfa is planted
and then irrigated carefully every thirty days. The monthly
mowings or harvests of the crop begin three months after the
planting. After each cutting, the field is irrigated again.
Alfalfa yields vary with the season and with the
age of the plants. In the first year an alfalfa field
might render ten or even fifteen metric tons per hectare
in the summer. The yield diminishes as the field grows
older; monthly yield in the last year is likely to be
two or three tons per cutting. In addition, growth slows
in the winter and production levels are, therefore, quite
seasonal. One key informant indicated that seven tons per
hectare is the average yield for the first year and this
average drops to three tons during the third year.
It is interesting to note that alfalfa was first
planted in Itel in 1942 when it was initially introduced
to the region as the primary feed for household livestock.
David, the first villager to plant alfalfa in Itel,
recalled that he planted it as he had maize, by placing
a few seeds apart within furrows. Somehow he hit on the
idea of broadcasting the seed, and gradually he learned
to control the watering by preparing the land in the square

patches with raised soil ridges.
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Maguey and nopal

With the exception of older villagers, the Itel
peasant is ignorant of cultivation of the extant varieties
of maguey. Those familiar with the pulque producing
variety described five types —-- manzo, chalcano, samni,
mexicano, and penca larga —-- varieties which originate in
the pulque growing region of Hidalgo state. These varieties
mature within seven or eight years of planting at which
time they render from five to ten liters of pulque by
tapping the plant two or even three times a day for three
to four months.u These are high pulque yielding varieties
which are planted for this purpose. Itelanos plant maguey
around the borders of fields for both pulque production and
erosion protection. A few magueys are planted near the
dwellings in sections 4, 5, 6 and 7, the non-irrigated
sections of Itel. The giant maguey leaves are sometimes
used for kindling or animal feed but are usually left to
rot. David planted a maguey orchard in his son's non-
irrigated ejido in the early 1960s and is now enjoying
the pulque of these plants. As he offered me some, he
added, "I was the only one to plant maguey there when' the
ejido was divided. People here are impatient, they cannot

wait eight years for a plant to render fruit."

uPquue production is discussed more fully in
Chapter 12 which deals with techniques of production in
Nalcan where pulque is a primary resource.
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Nopal (Opuntia sp.) grow without cultivation and
provide the households with tuna (prickly pears) during

the summer. The prickly pears are usually not sold.

Obtaining Seed

Corn seed is obtained by selecting the best ears
from the year's crop. Introduction of a hybrid variety
to one ejido plot resulted in the holder of that ejido
using the hybrid seed the next year in another field which
he owns, quite against the advice of the government agrono-
mists who were in charge of the experimental plot. When
questioned why he planted the hybrid seed against the
advice of the agronomist, the peasant Pablo indicated that
he saw no reason not to use it and that the government
simply wanted to keep selling him new seed.5

Seed for wheat, barley, oats and alfalfa must be
purchased. Villagers who plant wheat or have planted it
in previous years buy their seed on credit. There is one
wholesaler and two wheat mills within short distance of
Itel that distribute wheat seed on credit. According to
key informants, this wholesaler and the mills set the
prices of wheat for the region. Villagers say that for
this reason wheat prices have not changed in the last ten

years. Wheat seed is especially expensive. A hectare

5Regretably the agronomist never explained the
basis for his advice and subsequently I explained to
Pablo some very elementary Mendelian genétics which also
apply to hybrid corn.
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requires from 100 to 15C kilograms of seed at a cost of
from 150 to 200 pesos. Villagers complainingly noted the
seed costs approximately 1,500 pesos per ton and the sale
of the wheat harvest brings approximately 1,000 pesos a
ton. Some informants referred to this differential as an
interest on seed.

The wheat, bean, and barley seed are obtained from
the wholesaler through four individuals who could be called
"seed brokers." These are men who, in the course of time,
have established a good credit rating with the wholesalers.
The seed brokers obtain the seed from the wholesaler or
from the mills and transport it on trucks which they own;
but while they charge for transportation they do not charge
for the seed itself. The seed broker either enters into
a sharecropping arrangement for the seed factor, 18.75%
of the harvest, or he agrees in advance to accept a certain
fixed amount of the harvest in payment for the seed.

Alfalfa seed is also very costly and is generally
obﬁained from dealers. These dealers buy uncut alfalfa
from the peasant, then mow it and transport and distribute
it to one of two drying companies in the nearby town of
Tlahuelilpan or to stablemen in Mexico City. They usually
sell the seed on credit in advance of the harvest. The
seed sells at 22.50 pesos a kilogram. To seed one hectare
requires fifty kilograms. By advancing the seed and
obtaining exclusive rights to the produce, the dealers

are provided with a steady supply of alfalfa because the
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peasant must then sell all of his alfalfa to the man who
sold him the seed on credit.

Inasmuch as the peasants buy seed on credit in
advance of the harvest they become perpetual debtors to
the seed distributors. Those who had planted wheat in
1971 when the crop was partially destroyed by frost said
they would need to pay for the wheat seed with their corn
harvest. In the case of alfalfa the situation is not as
grave because alfalfa provides a sufficient margin of
profit which enables the peasant to pay for the seed with
three or four cuttings depending on the season ( see

Table 7).

Livestock

With few exceptions, most Itel villagers own some
livestock including teams of oxen or horses, cattle, sheep,
goats, pigs, chickens, and turkeys.

As previocusly indicated, fifty-nine households in
Itel reported they own a team of horses or oxen. OCnly & hand-
ful of households own milk cows and about two dozen own
beef cattle. Most all households keep sheep and occasion-
ally a few goats, which reportedly do much damage to crop
lands and are difficult to contain.

Villagers were generally reluctant to discuss how
many animals they own, if any; however informants indicated
that, as a rule of thumb, the only households which do not

have animals are those which do not have children to care
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for them. A few households "borrow" a child for grazing
their animals. In these instances the shepherd becomes
incorporated into the household. Where there are no
children available at all, the woman of the house generally
takes the animals to pasture.

Pasture land is becoming increasingly scarce and
individuals must walk further and further from the village
to graze their animals. Some informants indicated that
people keep fewer animals than in past years because of
the scarcity of grazing land. One source of animal pasture
is alfalfa stubble. Some people charge for access to
stubble after a monthly alfalfa cutting and others permit

grazing without charge.

Labor Requirements for Each Crop
and Cost of Production

This section focuses on the labor demands and the
general cost of production. Tables 9 through 11 present
a generalized accounting of the costs per hectare in pro-
ducing maize, wheat and alfalfa. Table 12 provides a break-
down of the alfalfa labor requirements. Table 7 given earlier
shows the net return on each crop. Close inspection of the
number of man-days needed per hectare for each step of the
process reveals that the simultaneous cultivation of
alfalfa on one holding and rotationa