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In 1873 acertainNievesSalvador,from thevillage SanSimonSosocoltepec
in the municipality of Amatepeo,approachedthe administratorof Sultepec,a
mountainousdistrict in CentralMexico. He claimedto beborn andbredin his
village andto havepossesseda plot of landsincetime immemorial, inherited
from his ancestors.He saidthat he couldprove this in writing. Thelandin fact
consistedof two parts:onein which couldbe sowedhalfafanegaof maizeand
anotherwith an orchardwhich could beirrigated. Heaskedthe district admi-
nistrator(jefepolítico) to granthim the ownershipof theseplots, in accordance
with the law on privatisationof June25th 1856.

Thejefepolítico of Sultepecsentthe requestto Amatepectown hall, where
it liad to be detenninedwhetherthe claim of NievesSalvadorcouldbegranted
andat whatprice.This was establishedby the mayor of Amatepec,who went
to visit the plots with his secretar>’andestimatedtheir valueatsixty pesos.He
explainedthis valuationby statingthat the groundcouldnotbe sownannually.
The following descriptionwasgivenof theboundariesof the terrain:

«Onthe eastsidethe terrainborderson a fleld whichis called “Coyotes”,on
the west sideon a numberof ravines,onthe northsideon an orange tree,on the
south sideon a low rock on which oaksgrow.»

* This paper was presented at the 1994 Conference of the Society for Latin American Stu-
dies, (Liverpool, 25-27 March, 1994).

RevistaComplutensede Historia deArnérica,núm. 21, 209-229.Serviciode Publicaciones UCM,
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Thefile wasthenreturnedto thejefepolítico, whosubsequentlygayeorders
to handthe titie to NievesSalvadorA This one-pageform oní>’ left room for a
briefsummaryof the personaldataof the newownerandthe location,value and
agradancapacityof the land.2

Through this simple procedure,which could be completedwithin a few
weeks,themembersof the land-owningcommunitiescouldbecomeownersof
theplotstheyhadbeenusinguntil then.Thisarrangementresultedfrom thefede-
ral privatisationlaw of June25th 1856, the “Ley Lerdo”, namedafter the res-
ponsibleminister, the liberal Miguel LerdodeTejada.Thelaw providedthat the
real estateof clericalaswell ascivil institutionsshoudbe privatisedbeforelong.
To thisend,the userscould lay claim to theseproperties.lf abuilding or a plot
of landhadno tenant,or if the tenantdid not wantto obtain theproperty,anauc-
tion liad to be organised.Oní>’ buildingsandplots which the institutionsused
themselves,such as churches,hospitals,town halís and marketplaces,were
exempted.As far as the villages wereconcernedthe wasteland(ejido) andthe
village site<fundo legal) wereexemptedfrom privatisation.3

TheLey Lerdowaspartof adrasticsocialreformprogrammeof theso-called
«Reforma»government,which hadseizedpowerin 1855 after ayear of revo-
lution. The privatisationof thecommunallandholdingsliad beena longcheris-
hedliberal ideal. The fact timÉ a specificgroupliad soleaccessto the commu-
nal fields seemedto be in conflict with the principIe of civil equality. Resides,
the liberals also saw the commonownershipof landas an obstaclefor econo-
mic development.Theyassumedthatthecommoners(comuneros)liad little inte-
restin investingin their landandthatdevelopmentandsocialprosperitywould
benefit the most from private property. As carl>’ as 1812 theseconsiderations
liad led the Coríesof Cádiz lo introduceprivatisation laws for the entireSpa-
nishEmpire.After Mexicogainedindependence,suchlawswereissuedin seve-
ral statesof theFederalRepublic.

Theseearlydesamortizaciónmeasureshowever,werestifledby thepolitical
turbulenceof theyoungrepublic.The Ley Lerdoalsothreatenedto perishin the
political struggle.The liberal attackon the positionof theChurchandthe army
developedinto acivil warbetweenliberalsandconservatives.Europeanpowers
senían interventionforce andoní>’ afrer Éhe JiberaishaddefeatedtheAustrian

1 Archivo Municipal de Sultepec (A. M. 5.): Tierras, caja 1, exp. IX.
2 A. M. 5.: Tierras, c. 1, exp. It. FrankSc¡zrnNK: «Dorpen uit de dode hand: De privatisering

van het grondbezit van agrarische gemeenschappen in het district Sultepec, Mexico (1856-1893)»,
MA. Thesis, Leiden. 1986,p. 65. Similar titíes were used in other districts and states. See: Anto-
nio HurrRóN Hurr1~óN: Bienes comunales enel EstadodeMéxico.Toluca. 1972, apéndice 3 and
Frans J. ScURYER: Ethnicit-vand(mssConjIíct in RuralMexico. Princeton. ¡990, p. 97.

3 Manuel FABILA: Cinco siglos de legislación agraria en México (1493-1940),1. México,
1981. pp. 103-106. The most complete collection of legislation (until 893) in respect of the Ley
Lerdo is: Luis O. LABAsrIDÁ: Colección deleyes, decretos,reglamentos,circulares, órdenesy
acuerdosrelativosa la desamortizacióndelosbienesdecorporacionesciviles y religiosas y ala
nacionalizacióndelos queadministraronlas últimas. México, 1893.
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archdukeMaxirnilian in June1867 did the warfarecometo an end.However,
domesticpolitical strife still continuedduring theso-calledRestoredRepublic
(1868-1876). Strugglesbetweenrebelling liberal leadersresultedin civil wars
againand,in the absenceof acentralauthority,riots andbanditismwerealmost
endemic.Oní>’ duringthePortiriato(1876-1911),thelongreignof Porfirio Díaz
andlis protegéManuelGonzález(1880-1884),did political struggledie down.
Especiallyduring the decadesafter lis return to the presidency,Díazmanaged
to strengthenlis control over the nation. About 1890 tlie federalgovemment
cameup with new legislationto restantheprivatisationprocess,as hadaIread>’
beendonein severalstates.

In otherwordstheLey Lerdo liad a mostunfortunatestart.However,evenin
a calm political climate, the Ley Lerdo would have causeda lot of commo-
tion. The ten of te drastieandcomplicatedlaw andits regulationswerenot
clearat alí and liad no relation with the practiceof communallandholding.In
the monthsafter the law was issuedcivil servantswerebombardedwith ques-
tions for clarification from alí over the country. It couldbe askedwhetherthey
themselvesrealí>’ understoodthe law.4

Theseverestshortcomingof the law wasthebadtiming.Privatepersonswere
summonedto claim the propertieswithin threemontís,althoughthe political
problemswere far from solved.Thelocal andregionalauthoritieswereinstruc-
ted to supportthe procedureat a time whentheyhadnoÉ thefaintestidea what
communalholdingsexisted.Sincetherewas no register,therewasnot sufficient
information. Therewas scantyresponsefrom ihe municipalities to several
attemptsby the governmentat making an inventory of propertiesandthe infor-
mationthat wasgivenwasoftenunreliable.Besides,the propertieswereoften
subjectto controversiesbetweendifferent communitiesand betweenvillages
andprivatepersons.Suchdraggingconflicts,whichmostí>’originatedfrom colo-
nial times, flaredup whereverboundariesweretobeestablishedas was thecase
in the orderedprivatisation.5

This lack of clarity with regardto both communallandholdingandthelegis-
lation led to the following questions:

— What landwas to be privatised?
— How was privatisationto beexecuted?
— Who was to takethe initiative andwho was responsible?
— Whatwere the results?

‘~ T. G. PowELL: El liberalismoy elcampesinadoenelcentrodeMéxico(1850a 1876).Méxi-
co, 1974, p. 77; LABAsTtoA: Colección, Pp. 23-107; Chartes R. Bnswv: Tite Reform in Oaxaca.
A microhistory oftite Libe ralRevolution. Lincoln, 1981, Pp. 139-140; Donald J. FI~seR: «La polí-
ticade desamortización en las comunidades indígenas, 1856-1872», Historia Mexicana, 22(1972),
PP. 615-652; PP. 631-634.

5 To get an impression of the persistence of these border conflicts between villages. see, e.
Philip A. DENNIs: IntervillageConflict in Oaxaca.New Brunswick and London, 1987 passim.
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Fora long time only the last questionseemedto havebeenansweredin a
seriesof publicationsof mainí>’ NorthAmericanauthorsin thedecadesafterthe
revolution.The desamortizaciónhadlcd to adisaster:largelandowners,specu-
latorsandlocal elites liad takenpossesionof the village property.The bulk of
the comuneroswereproletarizedand were forced to work on the expanding
haciendasandin the emergingindustry.Their land-lessnesswasthe main rea-
son for tlie armedparticipationof the villagersin the MexicanRevolution.

The pictureof villagersbeingmassivelyrobbedof theirlandhasbeenmode-
ratedby others.In 1923 McBride pointedout tlie regionaldifferencesasfar as
thecontinuationofcommunallandholdingwasconcerned.In therelativelypopu-
busstatesof MexicoandMichoacanandalsoin the stateof Veracruz,an esti-
matedthird panof therural populationwouldhaveliad cotnmunalpropertyin
1910. Li tlie stateof OaxacaIhis panis assumedtobeevenhigher6LaterMiran-
dapresentedanevenmorepositivepicture.About forty percentof the commu-
nitiesliad allegedí>’beenabletokeeptheir landthroughpassiveandactiveresis-
tanceagainstthe privatisation.7Until toda>’, this latter percentage,which was
neveraccountedforby Miranda,regularí>’appearsin thehistoricalliterature.At
the sametime othershave riglití>’ emphasizedthat for want of moreregional
researchlittle canbe saidaboutthe extentof thedesamortizaciónandtheland-
lessnessof the villagerson the eve of the Revolution.8

In thispaperwe shalldealwith thefirst threequestionsposed:What landhad
to be privatised,how and by whom?We shall also look at the reactionsof
thecommunities.We shafl beusingÉhe nationaíand siateJegislationas well as
severalsurveysin this fleld andthe original desamortizaciónfiles for the dis-
trict of Sultepec,which were compoundedby the authoritiesat the municipal,
district andstatelevels.Thesefiles not oní>’ revealthe ways in whichthe com-
munitiesresistedthe desamortizaciónof theirpropertybut alsothefactthatthis
resistancewasboostedby the weaknessof botli institutionsandlegislation.

THE SULTEPEC DISTRICT

The niining townof Sultepee,in tbe sotnb-westof tlie presentstateof Mexi-
co, usedto be the centreof the legendar>’Silver Province(Provinciade la Plata)
in earlycolonial times. This province was situatedamongothermining towns,

6 George McCuwnnN McBRJDE: Tite Latid Systems ofMexico. New York, 1923,Pp. 139-156.
7 José MIRANDA: «La propiedad comunal de la tierra y la cohesión social de los pueblos Indí-

genas Mexicanos», Cuadernos Americanos149 (1966), Pp. 168-182.
8 Fran9ois-Xavier GUERRA: Le Mexiquede lancien régime á la Revolution1. Paris, 1985,

Pp. 211-212; and II, Pp. 472-489; Jean MEYER: «Haciendas y ranchos, peones y campesinos en el
Portiriato. Algunas falacias estadísticas», 35(1986), Pp. 477-510; Frank ScrrnNK, «Jornaleros y
hacendados. La distribución de la propiedad de la tierra en el suroeste del Estado de México hacia
¡900», in Haciendas, pueblos ycomunidades,ed. Manuel Miño Grijalva. Mexico, 1991,pp. 230-
269; Alan KNIGHr: Tite Mexican Revolution 1, Cambridge, 1986, pp. 78-80, 96-97.
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suchasZacualpanand Taxco, to the southof the volcanoNevadode Tolucaon
the south-westemsiopesof the Mexicancentralplateau.Afier independencethe
silver industry wasneverto seemuchprosperityagain,despitedic fact thatdiere
alwaysremainedsorneactivity in te hopeof new bonanzas.In 1833 Sultepec
becamete capitalof te district of thesamename.ASter te redrawingof sorne
municipalboundariesandte foundationof two newmunicipalities,anadminis-
trative division emergedin 1872 with six municipalities(namedafter their capi-
tals) which wouldpersistuntil the Revolution:Sultepec,Texcaltitlán,Almolaya,
Zacualpan,AmatepeeandTlatlaya.9Thefirst four ofthesemunicipalitiesaresitua-
tedin te easternpartof dicdistrict andhaddie strongestconnectionwith te sil-
ver mining industry. lii earlycolonial times,mercedesweregrantedarounddiese
mining centreswhich developedinto private property. In die municipalitiesof
Amatepecandratlaya,but alsooutsidetheinmediatesurroundings,of themining
towns SultepecandZacualpan,the communatlandholdingof villages as well as
smallercommunitieswithoutvillage status(rancherías,cuadrillas, barrios) had
an importantplace.Therewere
few largelandownersindie dis-
trict, with the exceptionof dic
municipality of Amatepec
which counteda dozensrnall
catilehaciendas(noneof whicli
exceeded200hectares).’O

According to dic censusof
1900, tbe district hada little
more than 65,000 inhabitants.
The areawasestimatedat2,750
km2 andte populationdensity
was amongthe lowestin the
state.In this yearte numberof
inhabitantsof the district capi-
tal, the villa of Sultepec,felí
belowdiatof tepuebloZacual-
pan,whicli hadmoretan3,000
inhabitants.Except for the big
Indianvillageof Pozontepecte
remainingoter villages (46 in
alí) and settlements(78) were
substantiallysmaller.ii

9 MartaPatriciaZAMORA P.: «Acontecimientosmilitaresy políticosen laregiónde Sultepec»,
in Sultepee enelsiglo XIX, cd.Brígida von Mentz.México, 1989, Pp.65-75.

lO SCHENK: «jornaleros»,¡991, Pp. 240-269.
ti Concentración delosdatosestadísticosdel EstadodeMéxicoenel añode 1900. Toluca,

1901,pp.¡3-79.

TheSultepecdistrict anditsmunicipalitiesabout 1900
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The mountainousdistrictdescendsfrom te mining areain the eastat about
2000 meters(tierra fría), towardsthe southwestwherein dic municipality of
Tlatlayadic lowest valleys are al approximately500 meters(tierra caliente).
Boíh internalcommunicationsandcontacíswith Ihe centralvalleyswerediffi-
cult. Therewas no cart trackandgoodshadto betransportedto andfrom Tolu-
caby mules.Thejourneypastthe volcanotookal leasíthreedays.’2Telegraph
andtelephoneconnecíionswerelimited as well. It wasnol unhil tbe eightiesthat
dic firsí lines werelaid while directcommunicationwith Toluca, the seatof the
srnw government,was realizedonly afterthe tum of the century.13

COMMUNAL PROPERTIES

TheLey Lerdobannedthc propertyof realestateby ah civil institutionswith
an indef¡niteor etemalexisíence.Becauseof thaI Ihe law app!iedto nearlyal!
formsof settlementswith or withoutvillage statusandwith or witliout titíes.14
Thelegislationimplicitly linked to colonial regulationsfor Indian villages,dic
pueblosde indios. In practicedic legislaíorsusedaSpanish-colonialclassifica-
tion of dic properties,buí Ibis classificationwas layeddown offlcially only iii
tbe nineties.15

The landownedby the village was divided accordingto dieseregulations
mío four classes:

• Theftrndolegal, dic village or íown site itself, wasexempíedfrom pri-
vatisation.As undercolonial law, in te nineteenthceníury,loo, villages
could lay claim to afundo legalof 101 hecíaresas Ihe minimumareafor
setilemení.

• The terrenosde comúnrepartimiento, which wereowned communally
but dividedamongte headsof ihe familiesof Ihe village for cultivation.

• The ejido, landbelonging lo the village communityandusedjoiníly for
pasture,fuel, waterandbuilding material.

• Thepropios, Ihoseparts of the village íerritory íhat offeredan income
for dicvillagecoffersbecausetliey werecultivatedjointly or, moreofien,
rentedto villagersor outsiders.

[2 SCRENK: «Jornaleros»,1991.PP.243-244;AndrésMOLINA ENRÍQUEZ: «Expedicióndeestu-
dio del MuseoNacionalde Arqueología,Historia y Etnografíaal antiguo Mineral de Sultepcc,
EstadodeMéxico. Informeoficial»,Anales delMuseoNacionaldeArqueología,Historia yEtno-
grafía 7 (CuartaÉpoca,1931), Pp. 82-88.

‘3 Archivo HistóricodelEstadodeMéxico (AHEM) C. 079.0,vol. 162,exp. 1; Datosesta-
dísticos1900,PP. 142-145.

14 AndrésMOLINA ENRfQUEZ: Los grandespmblemasnacionales.Firsí publishedMexico,
1909,revisededition, México,Ed. Era1978, imp. 1983,Pp. 122-123.

5 LABASTIDA: Colección,PP.19-23,48-49;WistanoLuis ORozco:Los ejidosdelospueblos.
Originally publishedas Lo organizaciónde la República, Guadalajara,1914, revisededition
Ed. El Caballito,Mexico. 1975,pp. 47-48.
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In addition, many villages reservedor leasedfields on bebalfof Ihe local
cofradías,thereligiousbrotherhoods,wlxichspentIheirincomemi religiouscere-
moniesandfeasís.Sometimesdiesefxelds wereofficially recognisedby Church
and civil authoritiesas dedicatedlo apatronor a piousfund. In that caselhey
couldbeconsideredasbelongingto theChurch.Butmostcofradíasin Ihesmall
rural villages werenol recognisedoff¡ciaIly. In fací their properíywas panof
Ihe communalholdings.

Colonial lawsuitssfrnw that in dic ceníralvalleysnot only the villagelerrí-
toriesas awholebuí alsoihe differentpartsof il oftenweremeasuredprecisely
andregisterediii greatdetail. Sometimesvillages weresituatedso closelo one
anoiherthat therewas hardly any spacefor fundoslegalesl6.The differences
betweenIhe villagesconcemingtheir tcrritory wereenormous.Someof them
possessedvaluablehaciendasandranchosl7.Oulsidethecentralvalleys inpar-
ticular Ihe propertiescould be very extensive18.San Simon Sosocoltpec,dic
villageof NievesSalvador,andits headtown(cabecera)Amatepeceachowned
an areafor over 100 km2. The samewasIrue for dic villageof SantaAna in die
municipalityof Tlatlayal9.Thevillagesof SanMiguel Totomoloyain Ihe muni-
cipality of SultepecandHuisoltepecin Zacualpaneachhadan areaof approxi-
malely80 km2.20

With lheseextensivevillage terrilories the differencebelweendic aboye-
mentionedclassestendedto be vagueor in manycasesdid nol evenexisí.Pat-
terns of landusecharacterizedby shifting cultivalion causedboundariesbel-
ween waste land and común repartimientoto be flexible. The fundo legal
was often used for cultivation andcould form panof ihe comúnrepartimien-

6 Arij OUWENEEL: Onderbrokengroei in Anóhuac.De eco/ogisciteachtergrondvanontwik-
keling en armoedeop heíplatteland van Centraal-Mexico(1730-1810),Amsterdam,¡989, Pp.
149- 178.

17 DelfinaLÓPEZSARRELANODE: «Unahaciendacomunalindígenaen laNuevaEspafla:Santa
Ana Aragón»,Historia Mexicana32:1 (1982),PP. [-38; AndrésLIRA: Comunidadesindígenas
frenteala ciudaddeMéxico: TenochtitlanyTíatelolco,suspueblosybarrios, ¡812-1919,Méxi-
coaidZamora. 1983;Memoriapresentadaal Ssmo.Sr PresidenteSustitutode la Repúblicapor
el C. Miguel Lerdode Tejada dandocuentade la marchaquehan seguidolos negociosde la
haciendapública, enel tiempoquetuvoa su cargola secretaríadeesteramo.México, 1870.Pp.
170-532(Documentonúmero149).

[8 O~ozco:Los ejidos,p. 192;JohnTuriNo: Fromtnsurrectionto Revolutionin Mexico.Social
basesofAgrarianViolence, 1750-1940.Princeton,1986,p. 140;JanBAZANT:«Méxicofromlnde-
pendenceto 1867»,in The CambridgeHistory of Lotin America III, ed. Leslie BETREUL.
Cambridge,1985,pp. 423-470. p. 456; JeanMEYER: «LaLey Lerdoy ladesamortizacióndelas
comunidadesenJalisco»,in La sociedadIndígenaen el centroy occidentedeMéxico, cd.Pedro
Carrasco,et al. Zamora, 1986, pp. 189-211,p. 192; MoisésGONZÁLEZ NAVARRO: «Indio y pro-
piedadenOaxaca»,Historia Mexicana8:2 (1958). Pp. 175-191,p. 181-182.

¡9 RodolfoALANÍS Boyzo: «Amatepecen1826,notasestadísticas»,Boletínde/ArchivoGene-
ral delEstadodeMéxico, número9(seps.-dec.1981),Pp. 3-58.

20 SCHENK: «Domen»,1986, p. 108.Archivo Municipal deZacualpan(A. M. Z.): flerras,
c. l,exp.III.
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to.21 In conírast,however,plotsof goodquality wereoflenpassedon from Ial-
her lo son andweremoreor lessconsideredas privateproperty.Whelheraplol
was seenas propio or belonginglo a cofradía dependedon ils use. If a fleld
was leasedit becamepropio, buí if no tenantcould be found it couldbe used,
for example,as ejido. The termejido was rarelyusedin dic dislrict of Suite-
pec. With Ihe exceplionof possiblepropioshardly anydistinclion was made
belweenIhe variousclasses.Peoplemostly usedgenerictermssuch as «terre-
nos»,«tierras»or «coman»of a ceríainvillage.

In Ihe síateof Mexico Ihe statusof Ihe village property was ambiguous.
Although actualownershipbelongedlo Ihe villagers,landpropertywas sup-
posedlo be representedby the authoriliesof Ihe municipalily in which Ihe
village was situated.22Theselocal aulhoritieswereenlitíed to Ihe incomeof
Ihe villagesout of Ihepropios. In íhat way the municipaliíyof Tlatlaya taxed
Ihe villageswith fixed feesfor incomeout of lenancy.23The desamortización-
files show thaI Ihe villages in the municipalities of Tlatlaya, Amalepec
and Sultepeeenjoyedmuch freedomin Ihe tenancyof «iheir» properly and
lhat thesemunicipalitiescould not keeppropercontrol,nol evenafterthe Ley
Lerdowas introduced.Until thebeginningof Ihetwentiethcenturythelenanís
of thoseprivaleiy leasedplots tried to gain tille to the land by meansof
claims.Theseclaimsin particularwould be opposedvehementlyby Ihe villa-
gesinvolved.24.

The lackof clarity andof uniformily concerningthestatusof thecommunal
landholding,whichcontinuedaftertheLey Lerdo tookeffect,becomesobvious
from dic almostdesperatereaclionof emperorMaximilian’s governmentlo an
invesligation¡tito Ihe malter of village property.The goverumentcomplained
aboutIhe lack of uniformity of the Jegislalionsincesomeplacessílíl usedthe
colonial legislation,sornedie laws of Ihe republic beforetheReform,andsome
theLey Lerdo. ThereforeIhe localauthoritiesin Zacualpanwereaskedwhether
the Ley Lerdo was enforcedin iheir municipality. Their answerwas nol very
hopeful.The mayor wrole thaI hecould not answerIhe question.HeaddedthaI
the municipalityhadno copyof the law norof its regulalionsbecause«lheyhad
gol losíin Ihe violenceof Ihe war.»25

21 StephanieWooo: «Thefiindo legal or Landspor razóndepueblo: NewEvidencefron
CentralNewSpain»,in Tite indianCommunityofColonial Mexico.Fifteen Essayson fund Tenu-
re. CorporateOrganizations,IdeologyandVillage Politics.Ed. Adj OuweneelandSimonMiller.
Amsterdam, 1990,Pp. 117-129;Theprivatisation files for Sultepeccontain inany examplesof
arablelandadjoining themainchurchesiii the heartof thevillagesandusedby individual com-
moners.A. M. 5.: Tierras.c. 3, exp. III andVII.

22 Antonio HUITRÓN HUITRÓN: Bienescomunalesen el Estado de México.Toluca, 1972,
pp. 20-21.

23 ArchivoGeneralde la Nación(AGN): RamodeAyuntamientos,vol. 57.
24 A. M. 5: Tierras,c. 1, exp. XXII, c. 3.exp. VII, c. 5, exp. II.
25 A. M. Z: Tierras,c. 1,exp. II.
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LEGISLATION

The fact lhaí íheLey Lerdohardlyproducedanydirect resultswith regardto
Ihe villagepropertieswasareasonfor thejuristAndrésMolina Enríquez,critic
of the Díazadminisírationand latera prominentrevolutionary intelleclual,to
queslionwheíherthaíprivatisationhadeverreal!ybeenpursuedby Ihe leaders
of the Reform.Hesuggestedthat the legislatorsof die Reformhadjust wanted
lo bit the Churchbuí thai theyhaddeliberatelywrappedthis intention in more
generallegislation.26This assumptionhasbeenadépíedby Ihe «classicalaul-
hors»in iheirassertionIhal dieatlackon Ihe communallandholdingswasin fact
síartedunderDíaz. Fraserhowever,hasconvincingly rejectedIbis hypothesis.
He pointedto Ihe long history of the desamortizaciónidealsin the writings of
Ihe MexicanJiberalsandto themeasurestakenby theleadersof 11w Reformafler
Ihe promulgationof IheLey Lerdo.27Legislationby severalsíatesenacledduring
Ihe RestoredRepublieconf¡rmFraser’sposition.Evenasearlyas 1867and1868,
laws werepromulgatedin Ihesesíateslo restarllheprivatisalionof the commu-
nal landholdings.TheleadingpoliticiansbehindIheselawswereoflenIhe same
liberals whohadsupportedthe Reform.28

Theselaws alsoclarify anoiheraspecíof the desamortización:Ihe question
whetherIhe exemplionof privalisationof ejidos, as formulatedin article 8 of
Ihe Ley Lerdo, was withdrawn by Ihe generalprohibilion on communalland-
holdingaccordingto article27 of 11w Constitutionof 1857.Thisprohibilionitself
wasformulatedclearlyenoughandtheopinionof thelawyersofIhe Díazgovem-
mení,but alsoof ihe AgrarianCommissionof 1912,wasthatthelegislationban-
nedthe continuationof ejidos.This inlerpretationis generallyaccepted,alsoin
hisíoriography.29As earlyas 1961,however,ReyesHerolesrejectedtbis «ira-
ditional inierpretationo.Apart from legal argumeníshe pointedout thaI many
membersof the Chamberof Deputies,which approvedthe Ley Lerdo in June

26 MOLINA: Los grandesproblemas(1978), ¡983,PP.114-116.
21 FRASER: «La política dedesamortización»,1972,passitn.
28 Por this legislation in thestateof Puebla(1867)seefor example:Guy P. C. THOMSON:

«Agrariancontlict in themunicipalityof Cuerzalán (Sierrade Puebla):Theriscandfalíof “Pala’
Agustín Dieguillo, 1861-1894», HispanicAmericanHisrorical Review.71:2(1991).Pp.205-258,
p. 222; PorTlaxcala(1868)see:Ton HALveRHour: «De machtvan de cacique.Deprivatisering
van hetgrondbezirMéxico>,, M. A. thesisAmsterdam,1990, PP.3 1-32;For Michoacán(1868):
RobertJ. KNOWLTUN: «Ladivisión delas tierrasde los pueblosduranteel siglo xix: el casode
Michoacan’>,Historia Mexicana40:1(1990),PP.3-25,Pp.6-7; Forthestateof Mexico (1868, so
including Ihe statesof MorelosandHidalgo): HLJITRÓN: Bienescomunales,1972,p. 137; PorJalis-
co(1868):RobertJ.KNOWLTON: «Laindividualizacióndelapropiedadcorporativacivil en el siglo
xix, notassobreJalisco”,Historia Mexicana28:1(1978),pp. 24-61,p. 59; Foracritical comment
on this statelegislationsee:OROZCO: Los ejidos,1975, p. 191.

29 POWELL: Liberalismo,1974,p.82; MEYER,«LaLeyLerdo”, 1986,p. 205;MargaritaCARBÓ:
«LaReformay la Intervención:el campoenllamas»,in Historia de la cuestiónagraria Mexica-
na, II, cd. EnriqueSemo,etal. México, 1988, Pp. 82-174,p. 125.Thesepublicationsareonly
mentionedhereasexamplesof this generallyacceptedinterpretation.
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1856, had a seat in ihe Mexican Conslitulional Congress,which mel since
February1856.It seemsimprobableto him thaI theywould havechangediheir
opinion wilhin a few days.30The desamortizaciónlaws of the sIales indicate
thai ihe assumpíionsof ReyesHerolesarecorred.In Tlaxcalain January1868
the ejidoswereexpliciíly exempledfrom privatisation.In the stateof Mexico
íheexempilonwasincludedin Ihe decreeof 12 April 1875.Allolmenisalready
grantedwere declaredvoid becausethey violated «ihe letíer andIhe spirit of
anide8 of Ihe law of June25 1 856».~1 In olherwordsthe liberal leadersin the
staíeof Mexico referredto ihe Ley Lerdo andnol to the federalConstitution.
The sameíhing happenedin Ihe municipalilies. The authoritiesin Zacualpan
tookthe line thaI Ihe ejidosandotherterrainsmeanífor public usewereexclu-
dedfrom privatisation.32

Only around1890did Ihe federalgovernmenlpromulgaleinsírucíionslo Ihe
effecr Ihal ejidos shouldbe privatised.33It needsfurther investigationlo whal
exíeníiheseinstrucíionsweretakenoverby síateaulborities.In Ihe síateofMexi-
co Ihis seemslo havebeení1w case,officially al leasl.34Anyhow it certainly
wasasíatepolicy lo stimulateIhe exploitationof woodedmountainslopes(mon-
tes)by Ihe municipalities.Thesemonteshadusuallybeenpartof Ihe wastelands
of the villages. In Iheseyearsthey were moreoflen leí to tenanis in order lo
sírengíhenthe municipalfinances.35

Al Ihe startof Ihelwentielhcenlury,theDíazgovernmentmoderatedihedesa-
mortizaciónpolicy. TheConstitutionof 1857 wasamendedin 1901 sothaicivil
institutiotishadmorepossibililieslo own or administerpropertieswith apublic
funetion.36In 1909newcondilionsweresetto Ihe privalisalionof ejidosin order
lo pul speculationunderresírainí.This was in conformity wilh ihe repealedly

30 JesúsREYES HEROLES: El LiberalismoMexicano.3 vols.,México,1961.III. pp.636-638.
31 HUITRÓN: Bienescomunales.1972,Pp. 138-140.
32 A. M. Z.: Tierras.c. 1. exp. VII.
33 Resoluuionsof iheSecretaryofEconomicAffairs (Fomento),of30-8-1888and28-10-1889.

LABASTIDA, Colección.1893, PP.45-48;Law on unclaimedlands(baldíos)of 26-3-1894,Wisia-
no Luis OROZCO: Legislacióny jurisprudenciasobreterrenosbaldíos,2 vols. México, 1895.new
impr. 1974,1.Pp. 337-444.

34 A¡iEM: C. 079.0,y. 159. exp. 19. Distribution underthejefespolíticosof the federalcir-
cularsof 1889 with aninstructionlo comply with theconten!of Ihesecirculars;A. M. S.: Tierras,
c. 3, exp. V, Distribution of the law of 26-3-1894togetherwith arecommendationfora privare
furm which offeredto assistthe municipal governmentsin the legal procedures.Ricardo Avila
mentions thai JoséVicenteVillada (1889-1904),directly after his installation in March 1889,
issueda banon thedivision of the ejidos. The above-mentionedinstructionsaccompanyingthe
circularsof 1889 indicatethat,whenÁvila is right, theVillada governmenthaschangedth¡s policy
within a few months.Ricardo Avila, «“~Así segobiernaseñores!”:El gobiernodeJoséVicente
Villada>~, ir, The RevolufionaryProcessin Mexico. Essayson Political and Social Change, 1880-
1940,cd. JaimeE. RodríguezO. Los Ángeles,1990,Pp. 15-31, p. 22.

35 A. M. 5.: Tierras,c. 3,exp.IV; AI-IEM, C. 737.9,y. l,exp.40, 45 and5l.
36 ORozco:Los ejidos,197S,p.193; DonaldFithianSTEVENS: «Agradanpolicy andinstabi-

lity in Portirian Mexico”, TiteAmencas39:2 (1982), Pp. 153-166.p. 162.
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expressedmotivethaI Ihepeasantsthemselvesshouldbenefttfrom privalisalion.
Now they were—ironically enough in conlrastwith the liberal principIes—
explicitlyprotected.The ownershipof theprivalisedlandswaslinked lo Ihe obli-
gationlo cullivale the land.Moreoverit was prohibitedlo leaseor seil íhe land
for aperiod of len years.37

This form of protectingthe propertyof Ihe moslly illilerate commonerswas
nol new anyway.We can recoversuchprolecliveanddiscriminatingregulalions
in earlysíalelegislalion,like thaI of Michoacan.38Lerdo de Tejadaíook com-
parablemeasureswithin a few monlhs aflerthe enactmentof his law. In OcIo-
ber 1856 Ibe lhree-monlhslerm for the implemenlalionof Ihe law«for Indians
andotherneedypeasants»wassuspended.If Ihe valueof their plotsdid nol exce-
ed 200pesosIhesecould be allocatedin a simpleway, free of laxes atid other
levies. Allolmení lo lhird partieswas nol allowed, unlessexplicil permission
was grantedby Ihe original users.The govemmenlIhus intendedlo «protecí»

íhem from beingíakenadvanlageof, particularlyby «speculalors»39Allhough
on the onehandtheywereexempledfrom laxeslo síimulaíeIbe privalisationof
dieseploís, on Ihe otherhand,Ihe pressureon ownerslo cooperalewith priva-
lisation wassubstanliallyrelaxed.Thelhreal lbatíheywould loseIheir landwas
wiíbdrawn.Legally speaking,theownersof communallandwho werenol inte-
restedin privatisalioncouldsit backwithout taking any iniliatives themselves.

The valualionof ploís lhat were Lo be privatisedhasalwaysgivencausefor
confusion,bolh amonghistoriansandamongcontemporaries.The valuehadlo
be determinedon the basisof Ihe amountpreviouslypaid lo Ibe instilution for
lease.Whenownersbipwastransferred,the newownerwas indebtedlo Ihe ms-
tilulion for the valueof the property.However,he was underno obligation to
payoff bisdebí.It was sufficientif hepaidaninterestequallo Ihe previouslease
andalsoof 6% of thetotal value.Therewas certainlyno obligationlo buy Ihe
propertyal afixed price.PowelI’s remarkíhatIhe majorily of the Indianscould
only afford asmall plot andin ihe worsícasenoÉ evenlhat is basedon an inco-
rrecl inlerpretationof the law.40

37 ORoZco: Los ejidos, 1975, pp. 172-173, 187; STEVENS: «Agrarian policy», 1982,
Pp. 162-163.

38 GoNZÁLEZ NAVARRO: Anatomía, [975,PP. 143-144.
39 Resoluciónde9deoctubrede 1856.LABASTIDA, Colección, 1893, pp. 13-14.
40 POWELL: El Liberalismo, 1974, Pp.78-79; PowelI refers to (heMemoriadeHaciendaof

1857, but ihis document(documento149) lisIs theprivatisalionof mainly propiosandcofradías
anddoesnoÉ ofierany information aboutihesizeof the individual plots, wealthor raceof the
buyers,assuggesred;l-Iowever, his interpretationhasbeencited frequently,for example:Richard
N. SÍNKIN: The MexicanReforin, 1855-1876,A Studyin LiberalNation-Building.Austin, 1979,
p. 172; FemandoROSENZWEIGH.:«LaformacióndelEstadodeMéxico,desdesusorigeneshasta
1940» ir Te,nasdehistoria Mexiquense,ed. MaríaTeresaJarquinO. Toluca, 1988, Pp. 252-280,
p. 267; RomanaFALCÓN, «Jefes políticosy rebelionescampssinas:Usoy abusodel poderenel
EstadodeMéxico»in Patternsof Contention¡u MexicanHistory, cd.JaimeE. RodríguezO. lrvi-
ne, 1992, pp. 243-273.p. 249.
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The provisiondial Ihe valuesbouldbebasedon die leaseshowsdial Ihe Ley
Lerdowastunedlo Ihe privalisalionof realeslateownedby die Cburch.Thesum
of l6y~- timesaknownamountcouldeasilybedetermined.However,for theterre-
nosdecomanrepartimientoof Ihe communiíiestusprovisioncouldnol possibly
be implemenled.II would meanthai terrenosof Ihe commoners,wbo generally
contrihutediii kind te Ihe coffersof teir communiíy,would havetebe givena
valueon die basisof this contribulion:e. g. 162/3 timesthevalueof aloadof hay,
aturkey,aquantity of flowersandlen daysof chores.Nonelheless,Ihe legislalor
badreally inlendedlo implemenísucha laxalion,as was madeelearin a by-law
of 30 July 1856, whicb describedIhe assessmenlon Ihe basisof servicesrende-
red andgifts providedas paymenlin kind. Therewasevenaprocedurefor arbi-
Iration in caseof a conflicí belweenclaimaníandinstitution abouíIhe resultof
suchan assessmenl.41In Ihe síateof Mexico Ihesemíesturnedoul lo be almosí
impossibleto implement.me govemmenlin Tolucacomplainedin 1871 thaI it
was impossiblelocollecí dala in orderlo determinewhatservices¡becomuneros
had provided.Therefore,Ihe regulalionswereput asideandassessmenlswere
madeon Ihe basisof the size of te landandte qualiíyof Ihe soil.42

In severa!respecísit was virtually impossibleto implemeníthe Ley Lerdo.
The Irealmeníof Ihe claimswas tefí lo the govemmenlsof Ihe sIales,districís
andmunicipalities,withoul any indicalionas lo who would bearIhe cosíof Ihe
procedure.Therewereno míesfor measuremeníof Ihe plots andno expertise
either.Forexample,a few yearsbeforethe Ley Lerdo Ihe entire síaleof Mcxi-
co (which at thaI time alsoconíainedIhe stalesof Morelosand Hidalgo) had
only onesurveyor.43Tbecouncil of Zacualpan,which was madeup of unpaid
officials, as was common,reporledin 1865 thaI it hadlittle informationabeul
tbe propertyof Ihe villagesunderlís aulhorityandthaI for lackof a surveyorit
could nol makean inventory.44Againsíthis backgroundit is not surprisingthaI
before Ihe outreakof Ihe civil war Ihe Ley Lerdo achievedno resulísconcer-
ningtheterrenosdecomúnrepartimientoof ¡bevillagesandthai Iberesulíswith
regardto Ibe propiosandcofradía landwas very limiíed.45

STATE-LEGISLATION

Thelawspromulgatedby Ihesialessince1867and1868showedmajordevia-
íions from Ihe original Ley Lerdo. A vital poiní was Ihe iniliative to startthe

4’ «Reglamentode30 deJulio de 1856»,LABASTIDA, Colección, 1893,Pp.9-32.
42 Memoriapresentadaa la h. legislatura del Estado deMéxico,por (.3Mariano RIVA

PALACiO (...), (Toluca1971);Circularn.0 3,dela SecretaríaGeneraldelEstado,II deenerode
1874, A. M. 1: Tierras,c. 1, exp. U.

43 MemoriadehaciendadelEstadodeMéxicopresentada(.. .) enmarzode1852 (Toluca1852).
44 A. M. Z.: Tierras,c. 1,exp. U.
45 Molina ENRÍQUEZ: Los grandesproblemas[1978], 1983,p. l24;MemoriadeHaciendade

1857, pp. 325412.
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procedure.Insteadof requiringIbeindividualuserof aplol to file aclaim, it was
now providedthaI Ihe jefespolíticosandmunicipalauthorilieswere lo lakeihe
iniliative lo Ihe disentailmeníin ibeirjurisdictions.Anoiherimportaníprovision
was thai thisprocedureshouldbe organisedfor eachcommuniiy.Tnsíeadof the
individual procedureof Ihe Ley Lerdo, for eachcommuniiya lisí of properties
atida mapshouldbesuppliedby surveyor(perito)whodid nol necessarilyhave
lo becertified. Basedon Ihis lisí, thejefepolíticocouldhandoul ihe tilles.46The
obvious questionwas who wouldbe eligible for a plol of Ihe comúnreparti-
mientoofibe villageandwheibertheresbouldbearedivision.TbesialeofMexi-
co issuedfar-reachingatid lessfar-reacbinginsiructionsin Ihis respect.In its
1875decreeit eveníuallyopledfor amoderaleline. Tbedivision sbouldin prin-
cipIe bebasedon Ihe inleresisof the ownersof aterrenoandIbe mostdeslilule
inhabilanísas candidates.Land ownedby ihe síale could alsobe alloled. Tbe
local council should payatíenlionlo «equaliiyandjustice».This very general
wording of Ihe decree,which wasto becomethe basisfor furtherdisentailmení
in ihestale,lefí alot of roomfor villagersatidcouncilorslo divideIhelandaccor-
ding lo Iheirownwishes.Tbeycoulddecidelo reallocate¡be landor baseihem-
selveson ihe existingpatiern.47

Tbe síatedecreesloweredIbe lax on privalisedterrenosdecomúnreparti-
mientofrom 6 lo 3% of Ibe assessedvaluein 1868andlo0.8%in 1875.The tax
burdenwouldsubsequentlybe brougbtlo ihe síatetax level for privalereal esta-
te (1.1%in 1898).48Nonelheless,the terrenosde comúnrepartimientoandIhe
propioscontinuedlo form a calegorythaiwas taxedseparately,sinceihe reve-
nueswereío coníribulelo Ihemunicipal coffers,whereasolherrealesialelaxes
went lo ibe creditof ¡be siales.Againsía backgroundof govemmeníbeingres-
lored, ¡be measuresiakenby ihe stateaulhoriuiesled lo a firsí breakihrougbin
Ibe desamortizaciónof the terrenosdecomúnrepartimiento.In 1869 morethan
65,000plois wereallocaledwith atotal areaof over 800 km2. A majorpanof
Iheseallolmenístook placein Ibe valleysof Mexico andToluca. However, in
Ihe souib—wesiernfalda—districts,includingSultepec,no resulíswereacbie-
ved.49 Tbe firsí organisedalloimenis in ihe dislrict did nol occurunlil 1874 in
Ihe villagesof TexcíatillánandZacualpilla.50

In Ihe disíricíof Sultepecthe diseníailmeníwouldviriually comelo a stand-
slill unlil the federalandsíale governmentsrenewedIhe pressurelo complete
Ihe privalisalion programme,in 1889. Meanwhile Ihe disíricí authoriíiesdid

46 CongresodelEstadodeMéxico,Decretonúm. 96 deoctubre20de 1868, in HUITRÓN,Bie-
nescomunales,1972,p. ¡37; Circulardela SecretaríaGeneraldel GobiernodelEstadode 21 de
mayo1871; idem de II deenerode 1874, A. M. Z.: Tierras, c. 1, exp. 11 andy.; For Tlaxcala:
HALVERHOUT, «DeMacht vandecacique»,1990,Pp.40-41.

47 «Decretode ¡2 deabril de 1875»,HurrRÓN: Bienescomunales,1972.Pp. 138-140.
48 SCHENK: Jornaleros, 1991,p. 259.
49 MemoriadelEstadodeMéxicode1869. Toluca. 1870,Pp. 29-30.
SO SCTZIENK: Toew~jzingsprocedure,manuscripíof dissertationin progress.
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granía few dozen individual claims basedon the principIe of Ihe Ley Lerdo.
TheZacualpancouncil,however,fora longtimerefusedtoprocesstheseclaims,
sinceit allegedIhal íheyviolatedthe division by communityas orderedby the
stategovernmeni.Nol muchcould be saidagainsíthis inlerpretationof Ihe law.
II is remarkable¡bat Ihe municipalitieswere given room lo pursueIheir own
policies.However,as aresultIhe privatisalionin Zacualpanendedin síalemate,
sincea division organisedby communitydid nol materialiseeither.5l

The federalcircular of 1889appealedlo civil servanisandjudgeslo follow
theproceduremorecarefully,pariicularlywhenhandingouí Ihe titíes.The mea-
suresíakenduring Ihe governmenlof gobernadorJoséVicenteVillada (1889-
1904)were in line wilh thaI circular. In 1889 and 1894 ihe síalecongresshad
granledihe governorcompletefreedom in reforming Ihe desamortización
policy.52 Hecameup wilh new regulationsfor theprocedureandfor Ihe regis-
tralionof Ihe alloíments.Atibe beginningof 1900aspecialoffice wasestablis-
hedinTolucathaihadlo approveal! ihenewallolmenís.This«SeccióndeDesa-
mortización y División Territorial» was pan of the secrelarialof ihe
government.53Oneaspecíof Ihe allolmenífiles which Ihis office checkedwas
whetherit coníaineda simple plan of Ihe plol appliedfor. The regulalionthai
such aplan musíbe madewas issuedin 1 904.5~Togeiherwilh othermeasures
Ihis meanía major improvemeníof ihe descriplionandregisírationof Ihe new
properties.

In conírasíwith ihe legislalionof Ihe Reformandof ihe ResloredRepublic,
Ihe policies of DíazandVillada pul a major emphasison a carefully execuled
privatisation.Theyobviouslydid nol wanl lo repealpasíerrors.Ihesimpleand
speeded-upallolmeníprocedureshadled to a hugenumberof conflicis within
andbeíweencommuniíies.The archivesof thejefespolíticos in Sullepecarefulí
of examplesof suchconflicts,which pul aheavyburdenon ihe council while al
Ihe sametime posingaihreal lo publicorden.Villada waswelI awarethai Ihese
conflicíscouldprove lo be apowderkeg. From earlyon his policieswerecha-
racterizedby acauliousapproach,carefullyavoiding Ihe enforcementof priva-
tisation in recalciírantvillages,buí insteadawailingihemomeníthaianyadvan-
ce could be made.In Ihis respecíhis govemmentshowedgrealpalience.The
jefespolíticosandIhecivil servantsof Ihedesamortizaciónoffice actedasmedia-
tors in hundredsof difficull cases.Villada himself andhis govertimenícouncil
alsoactedas mediatorsin ihe landconflicís.55

SI A. M. 5., Tierras,c. 1, exp. xxi.
52 HUITRÓN: Bienescomunales,1972,p. 144.
53 MemoriaqueelciudadanogeneralJoséVicenteVil/adapresentaa la honorablelegisla-

tura delEstadodeMéxico, acercadesusactosco,nogobernadorconstitucionalduranteel cua-
trienio de 1897-1901.Toluca, 1902,Pp.49-50.

54 «Circularnúm. ¡ de la seccióndegobernacióndela SecretadaGeneral»of 26 August
1904,A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 5, exp. II.

SS AVILA: «Mi»,22-23;MemoriadeVilada 1897-1901,49-50;A.M.S.: Tierras,ec. 4. exp.VI.
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The resulíof ihis policy, however, was thai Ihe allotmentproceduresíook
moreandmorelime. in Ihe early twentielhcenturyproceduresin ihe Sultepec
districí were frequenily heldup becausea new míe had lo be compliedwith.
Belweenclaim andalloimenímanyyearscouldpass.Theelaborateprocedure
also led lo higher costs for ihe claimaní.Expensesamouníedto two or three
pesosper person,buí couldalsomn higher.This was equalto betweenhalf a
monlh’sandawholemonlh’s wagesof afarm hand.UnderVillada andhissuc-
cesorFernandoGonzález(1904-1911)Ihesecosísconlinuedío be chargedlo
¡becommoners,giving themastrongargumenílo resisíprivatisalion:Iheir«noto-
rious povertyanddisforlune».56

RESISTANCE

II is generallyassumedthaivillagersopposedIhe privatisation.Theywould
gain no land íheydid noí alreadyhold. In ihe shorl ierm Ihe procedurewould
only enlail subsiantialexpenseand trouble.But Iherewas more lo it. In Ihose
areaswherebushfallowmelhodswereused,Ihe privatisalion of cerlainparceis
threaienedlo affeci the necessaryflexibilily of te syslem. This lhreat also
appliedloprivalisationofcommunilypasluresandwoodlands.Theselandswere
alsopan of an agricultural systemconnectedwiih specific traditional righis.
Changesof ihe righls regardingaccesslo certainlandswouldpul aÉ leasípanof
Ihe villagersal adisadvaníage.

The alienationof ejidos andcommunityincomeproperties,propiosas well
as cofradía lands,hil Ihe íerrilory andihe auionomyof Ihe communhiies.This
nol only had economicimplications. The territory of Ihe village also was the
lerrilory of Ihe villagersandwaspanof ¡beir idenlily. They hadbeendefending
Iheirlandsagainsíothervillagesandneighbouringestates.It usedto beIhe land
ofíheirfamily,íheirleaders(caciques,pasados>andIheirpatronsainl.57When-
everthey threatenedlo lose control over theseareas,theyofferedresislance.
Regularly,claimsby outsiderswerevehementlyopposed.

The villagesseldomseemto havebeenrespondinglo Ihe calísfor desamor-
tización.58Passiveandactiveresistanceseemlo havebeenIhe míe raiherIhan
the exception.It is striking in thisrespecíthaI the communiiieshardly everjoi-
nedhands.ProbablyIhis lack of co-operationhadlo do with ihe mutualanimo-
sily betweenmanyvillagesand¡beirpendingconflicísaboulcommonbounda-

56 A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 4, exp. IV; CARBÓ: «LaReforma», ¡988.p. 107.
57 DENNís: tnrervillageconjlict. 1987,passim.
58 CharlesR. BERRY: «TIte Fiction andtite Factof tite Reform: iheCaseof theCentralDis-

tricí of Oaxaca»,Tite Americas26(1970)Pp. 277-290;BERRY, 1981,Reform,pp. ¡76-177;lan
JAcoos:RancheroRevolt.Tite Mex/canRevolutionin Guerrero.Austin. 1982,Pp.47-48;SCHENK:
«Prolesl.vertragingenverzet»,in preparation.Theseauthorspresentsomeexamplesofseemingly
co-operativevillages.
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ries.59Besides,II is remarkabletal only few leadersareknownwho havegui-
dedihe village resistance.Fromihe files of Sultepeeno caciquesemergewho
Éook Ihe lead in ihis. They seemedlo haveplayedtheir panin the background.
Aníhropologisíspoiní oui Ibis withdrawnpositioncouldhavebeenadeliberate
choice.60Thecontactswiíh ihe audioritieswereusuallymainlainedby the«assis-
laní judges»(juecesauxiliares). Thesewereappoinledby ihe municipality for
aperiod of oneyearasgo-belweensbeíweenvillageandgovernment.However,
it is obviousfrom Ihe documenísdial Iheir loyalty was mainly lo Iheir village.
In iheir funclionof villagerepresenlativetheyallegedlyplayedaprominenírole
irx Ihe resislanceagainsídesamortización.

Thesimplesíform of resistance,which wasverygenerallyapplied,nolonly
in Sultepecbuí elsewhereas well, wasapassiveone:ignoringenquiries,appe-
als and legislalion from the goverumení.Especially in politically turbulent
periodsIhis melhodwasappliedwilh grealsuccess.Decreesfrom Ihe federal
or síategovenmeníwereignoredor drownedin a swampof disinformation.
This was especiallythecasein moreperipheralregions.6lA good exampleis
Ihe previouslymenlionedinvesligalionof Ihe governmentof Maximilian mío
Ihe maller of commonlyownedland.The Zacualpancouncil only cooperaíed
wiíh Ihis investigalionafter being summonedto do so underthe threal of
a fine. Eighteen villages and communiliesin Ihe municipalily were subse-
quentlyaskedto provideinformation,buí only six villageswouldreací.Howe-
ver, Ihe local administraíorspreseníedIheir informationlo Ihe govertimenías
complete.62

In 1874te villages receivedan appealfrom Ihe governorshortly lo presenía
lisí of peopleeligible for aplot of ihe comanrepartimiento.In Ihe municipalityof
Zacualpanonly ihevillage of Zacualpillarespondedlo ihis cali. OlhersusedIhe
Iradilional tacticsof posiponemení.Oneauxiliar wrole thaI hecould nol manage
lo bring te villagerstogeiherin ameetingandanoiherjusímentionedthainobody
in his villagewasinlerested.Re inhabitanisof ihe village of Huisoltepecagreed,
buí on condilion thaI lhey would be Ihe lasí village in Ihe municipaliiy lo
be privatised.Re jefepolítico agreedlo ihis andas resulínothinghappened.63

59 Witit regardto the independentposition of Mexican villages in broadersocialconflicts,
see,e. g., titeanthropologists:DENNIS: Intervillage Conflict, 1987,PP.7,124-127,132-133;James
E. GREENHERO:BloodTies,Life andVio/enceinRuralMexico.Tucson, 1989;PhilipC.PARNELL:

EscalatingDisputes:SocialParticipation andChangein tite OaxacaHighlands.Tucson, 1988,
PP. 87-88;FransJ.SCHRYER:Peasantsandtite Law: aHistory of LandTenureandConflict in tite
Huasteca’,Journalof Lotin AmericanStudies18(1986)PP. 283-311.

60 DENNIS: IntervillageConflict, 1987,ff. 135-140;PARNELL: EscalatingDisputes,1988,Pp.
39-40; Seealso:Buv~: ‘DevelopmentPolicies’,p. 10.

61 MargaritaMENEGUS BORNEMANN: Ocoyoacac:unacomunidadagrariaen eí siglo xix’
EstudiosPolíticosV: 18-19(1979)ff81-112,p. 91; CARBÓ: La Reforma”, 1988,p. 107.

62 A.M.Z.: Tierras,c. 1, exp. II.
63 A.M.Z.: Tierras,e. 1,exp. VIII.
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Anodierappeal, later¡be sameyear,led Ihe juezauxiliar to respond¡bat coope-
ration could only be securedif a disputedpieceof landwould be addedlo the
village.64

Thecouncilswerefairly powerlessto do anythingaboul suchopposilion.
Orderingmeasuremenísandihe division of land in a recalcilrantvillage was
nol only an expensivebuí alsoa risky venlure,sinceit might well sparkoff a
rebel!ion.65They justified themselvesío ihe disíricí adminislraiorsby poin-
ting lo Iheir effortstoconvince¡bevillagesandlo iheslubbomnessof thevilla-
gers.Ten yearsaherIhe importanísíaledecreeof 1875 Ihe mayorof Zacual-
panwroie:

«1 inform you that Ihe villages of Huisolíepec,Teocalcingo.Mamatíaand
Ayoluzco haverepeatedlybeeninvited lo act in accordancewith the provisions
of ihe decreementionedbuí thai ihe vil¡agers havepersistedin titeir refusal,
arguingthaI the land¡beypossessis Iheir righíful property,sincethey haveobtai-
nedit undercolonial míe.»66

Thiswasa raiherhypocrilical formulalion. It maybe assumedihat the coun-
cil of Zacualpan,as well as ihoseof olher municipalities,were implicated in
dodgingIhe desamortización.Thisoccurredin Ihe nearbymining villageof Teci-
capan,whereinhabitanísjoiníly pushedforward fourrepresenlaliveswho were
lo claima majorpan of Ihe terrenosdecomanrepartimientowilhout iniending
lo change¡be useof Ihe soil. When it was invesligatedwhetheribis landcould
be allotedandwhen it was subsequenllymeasuredand assessed,¡bis evasion
undoubiedlycamelo lighí. Noneiheless,the councilof ZacualpanapprovedIbe
allolmeníslo Ihe four froní men.67

This meihodof evasion,which hasalsobeennoledby Halverbout,Jacobs,
and Schryer,was adoptedseveral times in Sullepec.68Not only Ibe local au-
iboritiesbuí Ihejefespolíticosand11w sialegovernment,too, wereawareof ibis
buí toleratedIhe praclice.69In Ihe caseof Ihe village of Xochilla in Ihe munici-
palily of Suliepee,thejefepolíticoeveninlermedialedbelweenihe villagerswho
hadquarrelledaboutIhe useof Iheir landsafler an evasiontheyhadorganised.
The landshadbeenallotíed lo sevenrepresenlalives.However,someof them
abusedIheir position al Ihe expenseof other villagers. In 1887 the laller

64 A.M.Z.: Tierras,c. 1,exp. IX.
65 Titomsonwrites Éhat tite cost of desamortizacionin combinationwitit ihenecessaxypre-

senceof Éhemilitary wastoo muchfor ihe muncipa¡ityof Cuerzalán,THOMSON: ‘Agrariancon-
flict” 1991, pp. 225-226.

66 A.M.Z.: Tierras,c. 1, exp. XXI.
67 A.M.Z.: Tierras.c. 1, exp. II.
68 HALveRnour:‘De machIvandecacique’,1990,p. 46,JAceos:‘Ranchen,Revol’,pp. 48-Sl,
FransJ.SCHRYER,TherancherosofPisaflores,tite History ofaPeasaníBourgeoisiein Twen-

tietit-cenrurvMexico. Toronto, 1980, Pp.27-28.
69 SCHENK: ‘Dorpen’, 1986,PP. 83-88.
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appealedlo lliejefepolítico, andsuccessfully.Thejefepolítico hadIhevillagers
signa conírací,in which theystatedthaI they:

.wísh thatiheseIandsbenef¡tal! sonsof the village, as it usedto be, íhat
is beforethey[te seven]hadlaid claimto tite lands.»

In addition, it was stipulaled thaI a copy of Ihe contracttogetiterwith lite
seventille deedswould be depositedwitit a trustedrepresenlalive,who was lo
keepit as lite propertyof Ihe enhirevillage.70

Fouryearslater, however,anoiherconflicí abouttite landarose,andthe mita-
bilanlsagainwení lo Sultepeelo requesímedialion.Buí meanwhileanotherjefe
políticohadbeenappoiníed,andhe refusedtheir request.However,ihe villagers
did not reconciletitemselveslo ¡bis decision,appealinglo ¡be govemorlo have
¡be 1887 conlracíratified. In spiteof theconíraventionof Ihe privalisalion legis-
lation,Villada indeedcompliedwiíit Ihe requesíandIhe contracíwasralified. Nol
until afew monthslalerdid the govemmentaddthaI ¡be landof Xochitlahadto
be divided amongalí tite inhabitanís.Subsequenlly,Ihis appealwas ignored.7l

Tite villagers ofíen appealedlo Ihe govemmentin ordernot to honourilie
claims madeby otiter villagers,outsiders,or neighbouringcommunities.A pro-
lesí was lodgedagainsímoretitan aquarterof lite claims submilled.72A prolesí
wasusuallylodgedbecause¡besubmittersclaimedlandlital wasalsobeingused
by others.The claimsof lenanísof village landswere alsosystemalicallycon-
lested.It appearsfrom lite files of claims contestedlital falseinformation was
oflen suppliedaboulcertaincondilionsfor tite allolmení: aboul tite classof Ihe
land, its usein the pasí,Ihe boundaries,but alsoaboul tite origin andtite ageof
tite applicant.Suchclaimsand prolesísweredifficult lo assessby lite govern-
mení.The dislrict andmunicipal autitoritiesfrenquenllydependedon lite jueces
auxiliares for their information. Andevenliteir answerswerenol alwaysrelia-
ble. In sucitasilualion,protesíswereusually successful.For fear of disturbance
of !aw andorder, tite municipal anddistrict autitoritiesin generalrejeciedcon-
tesledclaims, even in Ihe casewhen sucit claims were legilimale, as wilh Ihe
lenanís. II was somelimesexpresslyrecordedin Ihe files ¡bat Ihe procedureitad
belterbediscontinuedbecauseotherwisepeaceandquietwouldbeendangered.73

The villagersdid nol hesitatelo appeal.In casetheir efforts wereabortive,
lite matier was nol yeí abandoned.Citangesin govemmentcouldbe utilised lo
cali oíd affairs lo tite allentionof tite new officials.74Titey alsomadeuseof ihe

70 AHE MC: 079.0, vol. 154,exp.SI.
71 Idem.
72 SCHENK: Prows, vertragingenverzet,in preparation.
73 A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 4, exp. IV.
74 Autitorizarionof Iheir lawyerby Ihe ‘comúny república’ of Almoloya in a caseagainsía

colonelof tite liberalarmy,RegistroPúblicodela PropiedadCivil (RPPC),Notarypublic 1 of tite
district of Sultepec.libro deprotocolosde 1864,actsof 9-10-1864and10-10-1864;A.M.S.: Ile-
rras, c. 2,exp. VII andc. 4, exp. IV.; seealso: CARBÓ: LaReforma’,PP. 143-144;DENNIs: ínter-
villageConfiict, 1987, Pp.65-71.
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servicesof legal advisersandlawyersfrom tite districtor from Toluca.On the
witole the villagerswerequite able lo handlelite legal syslem.75Inasmucitas
manyconflicísarosewithin andbetweencommunities,it was,however,oflen a
matíerof an endlessprocesswiíit only íemporarywinnersandlosers.Tite fier-
ceconflicísabouídesamortización—andtitusabouttite boundariesof ploisand
villages— completelysioppedprivatisalion in sorneparísof te disiricí.

Titis situalionoccurredbelweenlite municipal iteadlownsof Amatepecand
Tlatlaya.TheseneigitbouringcabecerashadaLong tradilion of conflicí andqua-
rrelledaboutlitepossessionof a verylargeareawilit aneslimatedvalueof 20,000
pesos.76Tite two villages iitemselveswere also divided. Initabitantsof small
rancheríasclaimedlargepiecesof land,onehavinga surfaceof 10 lun2, al tite
expenseof lite cabeceras.Severaljefespolíticos itad Iried lo medialein Ihese
conflicts.Bodi AmatepecandTlailayahired a surveyorlo surveytiteir territo-
ries.However,te surveyingwasstoppedin bolh caseswilhout any resulí and
activilies lendedlo increasete lensions.77

AmalepecandTlallayabo¡b madeuseof aregularly adoptedstrategyof resis-
lance,in which ihe villagersseemedin ihefirsí insíancewilling lo cooperaleinpri-
vatisalion.Titey only posedcerlaincondilions,sucit as breakingoff te trealment
ofclaimsmadeby ¡birdparties.Lalerhowever,cooperationdiminisitedornewcon-
dilionsweremade,suchaslite allolmentofadispuledterrilory.Al leastlitreetimes
te initabitanísof Tlallayarequesíeddie division andallolmeníof teir territory in
¡bisway. In 1891,¡beirrequesícoincidedwit aninvasionof landof tite villageof
SantaAnaJ8Early 1893,a lawyerappliedlo te govemmeníof thesiale reques-
ting notlodealwidi claimsby oulsiders,becausete village iiself wanledlo orga-
niseadivision. Tite surveyscausedprolesísfrom te neighbouringvillagesof San
JuanandSanMateo andwereeventuallylo bedisconlinued.79In 1898,lite sira-
iegy wasrepealed:Tite juecesauxiliares of Tlallayarequesledte govemmenlto
suspendsorneclaims,offering to organisea division by mulualarrangementwidi
te surroundingvillages.. .SOTitisrequesíwasalso granledbuí againresultsfailed
tobeproduced.In 1899,te initabitantsof SanPedrocomplainedlogovemorVilla-
daaboul invasionsof titeir landsby ¡be initabitantsof Tlatlaya.8’ The repealedly
requesleddivision wasneverlo beundertaken.Sorneinhabitanísof Tlallaya were
lo claim titeir landindividually at lite beginningof te lwenliet cenlury.82

Violení resislancelo lite privalisationoccurredregularlyin tite disirict. Titis
usuallyconcernedminor skirmisitesaroundthe boundaries.In 1891,itowever,

75 A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 4, exp. IV; SCHRYVER:Ethnicity, 1990,Pp. 106-107.
76 A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 2, exp. VIII.
~ A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 2, exp. IV andVIII. c. 3, exp. 1.
78 A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 2, exp. IV.
79 A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 2, exp.VIII andc. 3, exp. 1
80 KMSa Tierras,c. 4, exp. IV.
81 A.H.R.M., C. 078.0v. 154, exp. 58.
82 A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 6, exp.VIII.



228 FrankSchenk

lite litreal of violencewasso massivetital themayorof Tlatlayaaskedfor mili-
iary reinforcemení.Tite unresíin lite villages itadbeencausedby tite operalions
of asurveyingcompany(compañíadeslindadora).Titis companyitad beenitired
by tite village of SantaCrUZ, andinmediatelyuponarrival of lite staff Ihe mita-
bilanísof lite surroundingvillages itad rebelled.83

A dramaticincidenceoccurredin lite municipalityofAmaiepecin 1893.1-lere
Ihe ownerof tite haciendaLa Goleta bougittup land in lite communiiiesbolh
before and afier privalisationitad beencarriedout. Tite occupanísof tite ran-
cheríaEl Cristo fell seriouslytitreatenedby lite hacendadofamily andappea-
led lo tite auihorilies.After liteir appeallo lite jefepolítico hadcometonought,
titey appliedlo Villada requestingitim to allol lite landlo ítem. Tite governor
compliedwiit litis requestbut lite messagearrived in lite districí loo late. In tite
nigitt, tite hacendadoandhissonwerekilled by agroupof peasanís.Tite govem-
menísenísoldiersinanaltempílosubjecttitem. It forcedtiteinitabitanísof Ama-
iepecto declarelitat litey would submil lo lite governmenl’sdecreesaboutihe
divisionof titeir terrenosdecomúnrepartimiento.Indeed,liteydeclaredsomuch
buí itere tite matíerended.84Tite conflicísaroundtite boundariesof lite village
andihe claims from lite rancheríaswere soonresumed.

It appearsfrom ihose incidenistital lite governmenlwasratiter powerlessto
do anyliting againsíviolenceon tite paúof titevillages.Assaultswereofíencom-
mitied alnighl, witile tite mounlainouslerrainofferedlite perpelratorsadequa-
le hiding places.Besides,they itad ampleopportunitieslo crosstite frontier of
lite síatebefore¡be arrival of reinforcemenísfrom Toluca.

CONCLUSION

Privalisalionof tite communalpropertiesof tite villages in lite dislrictofSul-
lepecitas beenvery citaoiic. Over italf a centuryafler ¡be promulgalionof lite
Ley Lerdo,¡beprivatisalioninmanyvillagesitadnotbeencompleted.Tite resulís
thaI itadbeenacitieved,oftensitowedserioussitortcomingsandgayeriseloqua-
rrels wititin lite villagesandamongtite villages.

Tite timing of tite acíwas mosíunforiunale.lo principIe,tite law itad direcí
anddrasticconsequencesfor ¡be majority of lite Mexicanpopulation,witereas
tite polilical climalewasnot ripefor it by any means.Moreover,tite acíwasobs-
cure. In tite firsí place,lite lexí was aimedal tite Citurch’sreal estate,andtite
regulalionsgoverninglite communallandedpropertyitad lo be developedlates’.
To aconsiderableextení,titis took placeonly in legislationof tite states,whicit
was lo be promulgaledduring lite RestoredRepublic.In titoseacís,tite general

83 A.H.E.M.: Gobierno,C. 091.1,y. 175,exp. lO.
84 A.H.E.M.: Gobierno.C. 078.0,y. 154, exp. 50; A.M.S.: Tierras,c. 2, exp. Viti; RPPC,

Not. 1. Sul., lib, deprot.de 1893. act107of 12-7-1893.
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proitibilion againsícommunalproperíylaid down in lite Constilutionof 1857
was ignored,andtite ejidosof tite villageswereexempíedfrom privatisalion.In
addiíion,titoseacísiníroducedtite principIeof aprocedureof privalisationorga-
nisedby villageor community.Tite autitoritiesin lite municipaliliesandihedis-
Iricí weresummonedlo take lite inlílalive for sucit a procedure.

However,titeseautitoritieswerenol equippedfor 1h15 task.Titey did nol have
at titeir disposallite meansand slaff lo carry out tite division in tite villages.
Moreover,tite boundariesof tite villageswereoflencontesled,andwereal slake
in fierce conflicís. Tite villagersrefusedto abandonIheir claimslo contested
areasbefore titeseitad beensurveyed.Additionally, titey objecled lo tite cosi
involvedin lite procedure,tite resulíbeingthai lite activilies wereofiencarried
oul poorly.

Tite renewedefforts undertakenby Ihe federalandsíategovemmentsabouí
1890 in orderlo carryoul lite privatisation,openedPandorasbox in lite districí
of Sullepec.Aliitougit tite Villada administralionlook grealcarenol lo forcelite
desamortizaciónin lite villages,lite newiniliativesproducedarevival of tite ten-
sions wititin and amongvillages. Tite desamortizacióngaye tite villagers and
village communitiesan excuselo claim lite conlesledIand. Titis complelely
paralysedlite privatisationin someparisof lite districí, for instancearoundtite
municipal iteadtownsof AmaiepecandTlatlaya.

Tite governmentswere quite consciousof tite dangerthai titese tensiotis
aroundtite villagelandedpropertycould lead lo an explosion.Tite Díazadmi-
nisíration moderaledlIs privalisation policy al tite beginningof ¡be twenlietit
century.Tite governmenlof lite síaleof Mexico took moreandmoremeasures
lo improvelite procedureof tite privalisalion.Afler lite turn of tite century,aspe-
cial agencywascreatedin Tolucafor thaIpurpose,tite itandling of claims and
conflicísbeingmoreitighly centralised.Tite governmenlshoweda itigit level of
palience,anddealingwiiit a singleclaim could lake manyyears.Titis cautious
andcareful approacitwaspresumablytite only realisticmetitod lo acitieveper-
maneníresulís.However, tite citangeof coursewasloo late lo itave any degree
of success.Tite Revolutionput an endlo lite eventuallymoderateddesamorti-
zaciónpolicy.


