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The New Agrarian Movement in Mexico
1979-1990

Introduction
Recent research on Mexican popular movements has focused attention on
the new elements which have characterised political strategies and forms of
internal organisation in the 1980s. It has also tried to establish the ways in
which new movements have made an impact on the political system. In
approaching these issues, we need to be wary of either romanticising or
dismissing particular movements and instead look for the precise nature of
their novelty and political importance.1 This paper attempts to draw out what
is new about two national peasant movements in Mexico which operate
independently of the ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) and its
affiliated Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC). These are the Coordinadora Nacional Plan de Ayala (CNPA), formed in 1979 and the Union
Nacional de Organizaciones Regionales Campesinas Autonomas (UNORCA),
formed in 1985. As Appendix I shows, they are only two of many peasant
movements currently active in Mexico. They have been chosen precisely
because they are 'new' in that they have both sought to retain autonomy
from all political parties and to promote broad participation of the base.2
The extent to which autonomy from parties and decentralised decisionmaking have been achieved has, of course, been contingent on more than just
an alternative vision of collective action, although this element should not be
forgotten. Without anticipating too much of what is to follow, we can say that
peasant movements in Mexico have been pushed into a defensive position
in the 1980s, which has had a negative impact on their attempts to build
more democratic forms of internal organisation. Absorbed by the day-to-day
necessity of surviving the economic crisis, influential groups within CNPA
and UNORCA steered clear of the electoral arena just when it was becoming
the regime's weakest flank. Other member organisations, tempted by political
parties, exercised their right to make up their own minds and support
opposition candidates. As a result, CNPA was weakened by internal divisions,
while some UNORCA groups supported the PRI candidate, Carlos Salinas de
Gortari, in the 1988 presidential elections. Others supported the centre-left
coalition led by Cuauhtemoc Cardenas. Although relations between peasants
and his new Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD) cannot be described
as 'organic', the emergence of neocardenismo may be of central importance
for both the party and the new agrarian movement in the 1990s.
The paper begins by addressing a currently influential argument within the
Mexican government that the new agrarian movement is capable of taking
over many of the functions of the State as it retreats under the weight of

fiscal crisis and in response to the recommendations of the International
Monetary Fund. To be sure, there are some suggestive examples, of selfmanagement, or autogestion, which the authorities are keen to publicise. Yet
the reality for the majority of peasants in Mexico in 1990 is not so
encouraging. It was not much better in 1980 but the failures of the shortlived Sistema Alimentario Mexicano (SAM) in 1980-1982 have been
compounded one hundred-fold by the neoliberal policies implemented in
response to the debt crisis. By focusing on a handful of promising successful cases we are only blinding ourselves to the desperate plight of the many
unsuccessful ones. The new agrarian movement is not just the productive and
the relatively autonomous. It is also the weak, the undercapitalised, the
dependent and the repressed. For the capacity of poor peasants to mobilise
against government policies is not in doubt. Countless marches, demonstrations and national meetings are evidence of this. In short, there is much
scepticism regarding the extent to which self-managed, democratic production
can be developed within the government's current macro-economic strategy.
The discussion then turns to the thorny question of what is new about today's agrarian movement. Historians as familiar with Mexican politics as
Alan Knight are entitled to ask if the movements we see are really new or
is it simply that our research interests have changed (Knight, 1990). The
answer is probably both, at least in this case. The state-centred analyses of
Mexico's political development, which seemed at one point as monolithic as
the regime they sought to describe, provoked enough youthful dissatisfaction
to shift attention towards the under-researched associations of post-1968 civil
society. At its peril, the research programme, like many I suspect, paid only
lip service to the period after 1940, half accepting the statist thesis, while
convinced that it was no longer applicable to the 1970s and 1980s. Returning
to 'history', we find that all was not calm in 1940-1965 and that the tradition
of peasant struggle did not go underground but continued to present a radical
challenge to the ruling party as it turned rightwards.
Yet the empirical evidence suggests that a qualitatively different type of
peasant movement existed in this period, one which was closely related to
political parties and often characterised by single leaders. These features were
part of their strength, but also part of the problem. When parties and leaders
became targets for repression or candidates for co-optation, peasant
movements suffered as a result. The changes since 1968 are therefore seen
with that backdrop in mind, rather than a simplistic one of an all pervasive
State and a docile civil society. Furthermore, the continuities in peasant
movements are inescapable. Are there any demands with a greater resonance
in Mexican history than those for land and liberty?
The middle sections of the paper discuss the emergence and development
of CNPA in its struggle for land and UNORCA in its struggle for control
over production and marketing. The final section discusses the response of
the new agrarian movement to the presidential elections of 1988 and their

position towards Cardenas and the PRD, on the one hand, and the initiatives
taken by the Salinas government on the other. The conclusions reflect on the
political implications of the changes in State-peasant relations brought about
by neoliberalism and the economic crisis and the challenge which now faces
groups such as CNPA and UNORCA.

The new agrarian movement:
self-management and self-defence
Several authors have argued that the breakdown of corporatist control and
the liberation of the creative potential of the peasantry from the corrupt
network of private intermediaries, regional bosses (caciques) and State
agencies are necessary conditions for the solution of Mexico's agricultural
crisis. Pointing to the positive experiences of autonomous producer organisations in Sonora, Nayarit, Hidalgo and Chiapas, Rello maintains that the
collective action of the peasantry could be the main force in the transformation of the agrarian structure and of the global project of economic
development.3 Despite the obstacles, Rello places his faith in the 'transforming potential of collective action'. The elements which he identifies as
important to such a project are several.
First, there is the strength of community solidarity in the defence of its
interests, in spite of a hostile political environment. Secondly, despite initial
defeats, the capacity for collective action is something which can be
conserved and augmented, becoming the 'social energy' of a movement which
determines subsequent advances. The historical memory of earlier struggles
feeds into popular conceptions of present ones, providing lessons from the
past. Rello thus criticises the pessimistic view which conflates short-term
failures with permanent weakness. A more historical perspective reveals the
continuity of peasant resistance in Latin America.4 Furthermore, collective
action was central to the construction of democratic institutions and the
defence of social rights in the transition from feudalism to capitalism in
Europe. Finally, the increased sense of empowerment through achievement
of basic demands can break with resignation and dependence on outside
agents. Collective action can provide an organised response to social
inequalities and increase self-confidence through a cumulative process.
Although this process is often halted by regional power structures, it leaves
behind a sediment of participatory experience which can be used to greater
effect in more favourable circumstances.
Otero also argues that self-managed, democratic control of production is
a viable grassroots alternative to the full proletarianisation of the rural labour
force, most of which is employed only seasonally as wage labour. He
illustrates his argument with the successful example of the Coalicion de
Ejidos Colectivos de los Valles Yaqui y Mayo (CECVYM) of Sonora, which
was formed following President Echeverrfa's celebrated expropriation of

private owners in December 1976 (Sanderson, 1981). Otero claims that the
CECVYM constitutes a model of 'post-capitalist' production, since its
members control production decisions in a democratic manner. He says:
'...the CECVYM today provides exemplary organizational lessons in both
political (democratic and independent) and economic (productive) terms for
the agrarian movement in Mexico and elsewhere.' 5
Indeed, the Coalition became an attractive model for regional producer
organisations from other states who came to visit and learn from its
experience.
Without dismissing the achievements of CECVYM and the arguments
which Otero, Rello and others use to suggest its potential social and political
importance, it should be remembered that the Coalition has had the unusual
advantage of being in possession of prime irrigated land. The possibilities to
develop an alternative political organisation were enhanced by a sound
economic base. This cannot be said for most of the country's social sector.
In most regions the obstacles to self-managed production remain formidable.
According to official data, only 1.8 per cent of lands held by the social sector
is irrigated. Most is located in rain-fed regions.6
Nevertheless, such cases have provided part of the government bureaucracy
with a strong argument for transferring functions to the social sector. The
most influential voice in this respect has been that of Gustavo Gordillo, who
was named sub-secretary of social pacts ('concertacion,) of the Ministry of
Agriculture and Water Resources (SARH) in December 1988. Gordillo was
one of the main advisors to groups such as the CECVYM and through this
experience argued for the need for the appropriation of the productive process
by the direct producers (Gordillo, 1988). The main problems he identified
were the corruption and inefficiency of the State agencies which dealt with
the ejido sector which excluded peasants from decision-making and from
control over the distribution of their surplus. This line of thought became
important in several regions during the 1980s as new producer organisations
emerged to demand control over production, credit and marketing, most of
which joined in the formation of UNORCA in 1985. In the context of an
economic crisis which has hit the social sector hardest, peasant organisations
of all affiliations have come together to defend their interests. Fox and
Gordillo have thus argued that we should no longer speak of a strict
dichotomy between 'official' and 'independent' organisations, but of the
emergence of a new middle ground, or 'political grey area' occupied by
alliances of nominally official and independent movements whose common
aim is to reduce their vulnerability in the market and their dependence on the
State.7
Fox and Gordillo point out that such a process of realignments could lead
in one of two directions. On the one hand, the new relationship with the State

could privilege those groups which have relatively good land or productive
potential at the expense of the majority of poorer peasants. On the other, this
new political grey area could be extended to include the latter. For Fox and
Gordillo the direction of the new agrarian movement depends on the strategic
choices of peasant leaders.
While most authors share this appreciation for grassroots autonomy, many
are sceptical that the existing balance of forces favours such a transformation. Sarmiento (1989) argues that the crisis has broken up the corporatist
pact between the State and the labour and peasant sectors, while in its place
a new, neo-corporatist relation is being established. Carlsen also argues that
groups such as those affiliated to UNORCA may underestimate the strength
and tenacity of corporatism and overestimate the government's willingness to
sacrifice political control in favour of modernisation of production. Furthermore, she warns against the real possibility that the new leaders will become
co-opted by bureaucratic agencies.8 Finally, Hernandez argues that since 1988
the government's policy of negotiation with opposition movements has tended
to favour the more consolidated organisations with some experience of selfmanagement in production. He adds that the majority of poor peasants in
rain-fed regions, and agricultural workers, without strong organisations, have
been left without representation and without resources. This reveals the other
side to the policy of negotiation: exclusion.9
Garcia de Leon (1989) is even more pessimistic regarding the fate of the
agrarian movement in Mexico. He argues that in the past decade peasant
movements have taken up defensive positions as a result of the economic
crisis. Immediate survival has become the main concern, displacing the
overtly political tone which characterised the movements of the 1970s. As a
result, an infinite number of dispersed and atomised movements have
struggled to keep afloat in a sea of poverty and exclusion created by the debt
crisis and the austerity measures.10
Garcia de Leon adds that the optimistic belief in the emergence of
collective agents, who are capable of providing solutions to injustice and
inequality, has been overtaken by the dramatic reality of the crisis. In their
struggle to survive, peasant movements have directed their demands towards
the State in isolated fashion. The latter can thus respond with divide-andrule tactics, offering selective concessions while isolating movements from
the new political force which emerged in support of the presidential
candidacy of Cuauhtemoc Cardenas in 1988. He laments that some organisations which maintained an anti-party position failed to take notice of the
importance of the cardenista movement in 1988. Despite the dubious election
results, by January 1989 most peasant organisations were negotiating
agreements for resources with the President and discussing the formation of
a new national body to include official and independent movements, known
as the Congres'o Agrario Permanente (CAP). As a result, leaders gradually
became absorbed by negotiations with middle-level bureaucracy. The

negotiation table, not the Zocalo, has become the point at which to apply
pressure. The new 'political grey area', in which Gordillo and others placed
their hopes, has turned out to be the CAP, which may represent nothing more
than 'the sum of defeated forces'. 11
Indeed, the devastating impact of the economic crisis in the countryside
cannot be overstated. A brief survey of the official statistics gives some idea
of the extent to which peasant demands have been disregarded in the past
decade. The agricultural sector suffered more than any other from the
austerity measures imposed after 1982, suggesting that the boom in
manufacturing exports was in part financed at the expense of the decapitalisation of the rural sector, particularly the social sector. Public spending in
agriculture fell from 8.1 per cent of the total budget in 1980 to 3.5 per cent
in 1986.12 Between 1983 and 1987 the budget of those government agencies
which operate in the countryside fell by 62.3 per cent.13 The share which
agriculture received of the total amount of credit provided by the nationalised
banking system fell from 15.2 per cent in 1982 to 8.2 per cent in 1986. At
the same time, credit became more expensive as interest rates jumped from
12.5 per cent to 96 per cent in 1982-88. In 1987, of 28,000 ejidos existing
in Mexico only 12,000 received credit and of 8.5 million hectares under
maize cultivation only 3 million were insured against crop failure. In real
terms the amount of public expenditure in agriculture in 1986 had fallen
below the 1973 level.14
The decapitalisation of the rural economy was exacerbated by increasing
production costs. Between 1981 and 1987 the guarantee price for maize
increased by a factor of 37.6, while the cost of diesel oil went up by 178,
gasoline by 82 and tractors by 64.3. It has been calculated that in 1982 it cost
35 tonnes of beans or 84.7 tonnes of maize to buy one tractor. In 1988 the
same tractor cost 71 tonnes of beans or 152.1 tonnes of maize.15
Decapitalisation and spiralling production costs have obviously had an
uneven impact on different groups of rural producers. The capitalist farmers
who rely more on the use of wage labour than capital investment (in
tomatoes, strawberries, melons, etc.) have tried to compensate for depressed
prices by holding down wages. For their part, the poor and middle peasants
have had to reduce their consumption levels as income has been squeezed.
Agricultural workers are employed at salaries half their 1976 level while
ejidatarios are obliged to rent land to multinational companies for whom they
work as peons. According to a study carried out at the Autonomous
University of Chapingo, nutrition levels in some areas of rural Mexico have
returned to their 1936 level.16 A former Minister of Health estimates that
approximately 50 per cent of the rural population currently suffers from first,
second or third degree malnutrition.17 According to UNICEF, Mexico now
figures among the countries with a high risk of malnutrition and infant
mortality. Absenteeism from school and poor performance are also seen as
related to poor diet. Of course, these are structural problems with long roots

and external determinants which go beyond the policies of the past eight
years. Yet it is not clear that shifting responsibilities from the State to the
market has provided adequate responses to the problems of rural poverty.
If the problems of ejidatarios were bad enough, then the landless were
even more unfortunate. The agrarian policy of President Jose Lopez Portillo
(1976-82) was designed to regain the confidence of private landowners after
their clashes with his predecessor, Luis Echeverria (1970-76). Declaring that
land reform would be brought to an end in his term, the president announced
a new era in which productivity would come before redistribution. The
landowners' associations breathed a sigh of relief. However, the new regional
peasant movements were not convinced. Land invasions continued but now,
in a different political context, came up against repression.
Through co-ordinated actions and mass mobilisations, the issue of land
reform was kept alive until the next sexenio. The government of Miguel de
la Madrid (1982-88) used another tactic to bring agrarian reform to a close:
the National Programme for the Register of Rural Property and the Regularisation of Land Tenure, or Catastro Rural. The programme was designed to
document via satellite pictures the structure of land tenure in the entire
Republic. Many landowners who held areas exceeding the legal limits of what
are euphemistically known as 'small properties' moved quickly to protect
their holdings for fear of expropriation. There was an unprecedented rise in
the number of petitions for certificates of non-affectability which protect
owners from the possibility of expropriation for the purposes of redistribution.
With the help of computer technology, the Ministry of Agrarian Reform
(SRA) responded to the wishes of the CNA. The percentages of certificates
issued by the de la Madrid government as proportions of all certificates
issued since 1917 were 95 per cent in the case of cattle ranchers and over 50
per cent in the case of crop producers.18 Satellite photography, computerised
data banks and laser printers, all at the service of neolatifundismo.
Meanwhile, land hunger continued as employment opportunities shrank in
the rest of the economy. By 1987 petitioners were still waiting for the
implementation of one thousand presidential resolutions in favour of
redistribution, covering over 7.6 million hectares. Another 8 million hectares
are protected by certificates of non-affectability which are no longer valid
and another 1.5 million hectares are claimed as exceeding the legal limits.19
According to official figures, by the end of 1986 some 43.2 per cent of the
rural economically active population, some 3.2 million persons, were
landless.20
The scale of these problems for the new agrarian movement is not lost on
peasant leaders. In a realistic assessment which nevertheless holds out some
hope, Javier Gil, a member of the national co-ordinating committee of
UNORCA and co-ordinator of the CAP in 1989 says:

'Maybe we won't even figure in the picture that is Mexico in the year
2000. Maybe we will be overrun by the multinationals. But for that reason
we have to act now. It all depends on the balance of forces. We must
change them with our actions, with our proposals, our alternatives. We
cannot wait and expect the State to intervene out of the goodness of its
heart and protect us. Things have changed and we have to take our part in
the defence of the social sector because no-one will do it for us.'21
Nevertheless, according to Emilio Garcia of CNPA, the formation of the
CAP has undermined an earlier effort to form a truly independent movement
on a national scale and has allowed the government to contain the opposition
to its policies for modernisation:
'Five of the ten independent organisations which had signed the Convenio
de Accion Unitaria (CAU) in December 1988 left to join the CAP.
Although they said they would support both projects, in practice they have
spent more time with the latter. This is understandable since it has more
chance of achieving something, given that-the government has supported
it. But it means that the movement is divided. For example, on April 10,
the anniversary of Zapata's assassination, CNPA marched to the Zocalo
almost alone. This time the other organisations were in Cuautla, signing
agreements with the government for their projects. The CAP has tended to
deactivate the movements, the leaders have been tied closer to the
negotiating table and do not mobilise to protest against everything else that
is going on, the repression, the landlessness, the lack of democracy, etc.
Yes, we must negotiate with the government but avoid being co-opted.' 22
Government policy does not, of course, respond solely to the pressures of
the IMF and the World Bank. As Javier Gil notes, groups such as UNORCA
and CNPA are engaged in an ideological and political struggle to win over
the balance of forces in favour of the social sector. Since 1982 this balance
has clearly favoured the private agro-export sector, which became organised
as the Consejo Nacional Agropecuario (CNA) in 1984. The CNA also had the
political backing of Manuel Clouthier, the presidential candidate of the
conservative Partido de Accion Nacional (PAN) in 1988. Its strength as a
pressure group was seen by the massive distribution of certificates of nonaffectability and it was able to use its political weight in support of PAN
candidates in the northern states. The CNA has also demanded the liberalisation of guarantee prices and the privatisation of parastatal companies dealing
with production, marketing and inputs.23

Change within continuity:
independent peasant movements and 1968
If the new agrarian movement is more than a relatively small number of
successful cases of self-management, then we need to establish where its
novelty lies. Rather than representing a radically new development in Mexico,
CNPA and UNORCA should be seen in historical perspective as inheritors
of a long tradition of peasant struggles. Not surprisingly, they have also
brought new perspectives to these struggles.
Historically, Mexican peasants have been among the most rebellious and
revolutionary in Latin America (Coatsworth, 1988). Central to their
mobilising capacity has been a degree of autonomy from the State. The
revolutionary army led by Emiliano Zapata in 1910-1919 grew out of the
indigenous villages of Morelos. The villages provided the physical and
political space with which to organise and plan the recuperation of communal
land from encroaching sugar planters. Moreover, they were centres of selfgovernment, where decision-making was organised independently of the State
and the ruling classes. The struggle of the Zapatistas was therefore not simply
for land but also for municipal autonomy (Gilly, 1980; Warman, 1988). Their
military and political defeat, combined with the assassination of Zapata in
1919 by supporters of President Venustiano Carranza, undermined the
autonomy of peasant communities. Agrarian reform became institutionalised
by the post-revolutionary governments and Zapatistas had to petition for the
recognition of lands which they had taken back in the phase of armed
struggle. However, the programme proceeded slowly as national politicians
feared alienating the more productive landowners.
Redistribution in the 1920s was dependent on the linkages between
regional strongmen, or caudillos, and the federal government. The administration of President Plutarco Elias Calles (1924-28) and those of his loyal
successors tried to subdue reformist state governors whom they considered
a threat to the centralisation of power. Repression became commonplace,
forcing many peasant leagues into a defensive position.
Consequently, when Lazaro Cardenas stood for the presidency in 1934 he
received massive support in rural areas. As governor of Michoacan he had
implemented a broad programme of land redistribution. In his struggle to free
himself of the influence of Calles, Cardenas found important allies in the
labour and peasant movements. The re-organisation of peasant leagues
affiliated to the official party was completed with the foundation of the CNC
in 1938. The repression of the Calles years, combined with the Cardenas
reforms, led most of the organised peasantry into forming an alliance with a
government committed to expanding support for the social sector.24
However, the subordination of the CNC to the ruling party and the State
was made clear after 1940 when official policy shifted in favour of private

