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The highland i ndian coomuniti es of Meso- Arerica have a | ong
history of cormunal |y owned property, which has been nanaged
locally for centuries. |In this paper, | would like to give a
history of the institutions of communally owned forest and
grazing lands as they have existed in communities of the
Purepeche speaking area of Gentral Mexico and specifically in the
communi ty of Quanaj o, M choacan, where | have done fi el dwork, off
and on, since 1966.

The Purepeche speaking area of Mexico lies in the Central
H ghlands of the Sate of M choacan—between Mexico dty and
Quadalajara. It is awll watered region wth a great deal of
agriculture in the valleys. The nountain slopes are generally
densely forested in pine and spruce. Fost occurs in nany
hi ghl and communi ti es between 90 and 120 days a year. (This is not
stereotypi c picture of Mexico common in the Lhited Sates, but
the reality is that there are many Mexi cos and this one of them )

The Puebl o of Quanajo is in the Minicipio of Patzcuaro; and
lies about eight mles southeast of the city of Patzcuaro itself.
All nunicipal offices are in Patzcuaro along wth the police
station and other civic functions. Patzcuaro is a nestlzo town
where hispanic culture reigns; Quanajo is identified as "I ndi an"
by residents and non residents alike. In the summer of 1990, the
puebl o cont ai ned approxi natel y 6200 people. At |east 50%of the
popul ation are still bilingual in Spani sh and Purepeche.

Quangjo is an agricultural community wth a strong craft
tradition. The nmen of the community have nade furniture out of
local pine since at least 1789 (Wést 1948. 58-59). Recently wood
wor ki ng has greatly expanded. In 1967, there were 22 wood
working ships in the Puebl o (Acheson 1972: 1154; by 1990, there
were 200 nechani zed shops producing a large variety of furniture.

H STAR CAL  BACKGRAOND
Communal property has a long history in Mexico in both
nestizo and indian coomunities (Chevalier 1966. 86-92). In this
paper | will be concerned only wth the Indian communities in
M choacan. The histories of communal |ands in other indian areas
and in nestizo communi ties have their own histories.

The Spani sh Conquest of Mexico occurred in 1521. In 1530
one conqui stador, Nuno de Quznan went through what is nowthe
nmodern Sate of Mchoacan, pillaging and looting. In 1533, a
young | awyer , Don Vasco de Quiroga was sent to the area, to
restore order and admni ster the area (Foster 1967. 23).




Franci scan mssionaries followed shortly thereafter. Quiroga and
the missionaries were very much enanored of . Thonas Mre's
WUopia, and gathered the Indians into communities and organi zed
theminto a communal way of life. The key institution of these
communities was el hospital, where the sick were cared for,
artisans worked and the spiritual needs of the coomunity were
cared for. Al the people were to eat in a communal di ni ng
halls. The hospital and all agricultural land were held in
common by the community as a whole. Wiether life in these
communities followed the dictates of Vasco de Quiroga or not is
not known. It is clear that fromthe conquest through the
Qlonial period indian communities were nucl eated, the |arger
communi ti es becane the centers of governnent and the churches
were established in them and that a good deal, if not all of the
land was held in cormon and owned by the community.

Wil e Vasco de Quiroga is a folk hero in Mchoacan, it
needs to be pointed out that a communal way of |ife was comon in
the highland communities of Meso-Anrerica as a whole. BEic WITf,
for exanpl e, speaks of all indian coommunities as comunes (Vdlf
1959: 214-15). These indian coomunities had legal title to their
land and were, to one extend or another, protected by the
mssionaries and the Gown during the ol onial period.

Qver the course of the past 300 years, the anmount of |and
controll ed and owned by these |Indian communities has declined
dramatically. This is certainly the case in the Tarascan
speaki ng area where the anount of territory where "Purepeche is
spoken "represents only one-fifteenth of its pre-Qnquest
extent."(VWést 1948: 11). Two processes were at work. Frst,
there were incursions into Indian communiti es by Spani sh speaki ng
peopl e, who in sone cases literally pushed Indians onto |ess
desirable land. In others, indian communities were incorporated
into encomendas and | ater haci endas owed by a mestizo or
Soani sh speaker. Second, once Spani sh speakers were establ i shed
in the area, nmany conmmunities becane accul turated—particularly
those in direct contact wth many hispanics. As a result,

Pur epeche is now spoken only in communities in nargi nal
nount ai nous areas, which were not of interest to Spani ards
seeking good grazing land or land that could be used for
irrigation agriculture (Vést 1948 19).

How di d Spani sh speakers renove Indians fromtheir land? In
sone cases raw force was used (Fiedrich 1986.4). |In other cases,
nore subtle nmeans were enpl oyed. Purchasing |and was a favorite
met hod. Throughout the Golonial period, much indian | and was
hel d communal |y, but sone was held individually. Both
communities and individuals were allowed to sell land to other
indians and to nestizos. A good deal of indian |and was
transferred to nestizo ownership in this fashion (Brand 1951:

53). Neverthel ess, an inportant problemfor nestizos coveting
Indian land was the legal protections Indian |and was afforded by
the Gown. As the hispanic popul ation rose, and the need for

| ebensraun augnented, there was there was increasing pressure to
change the | aws establishing and protecting Los Republicas de | os
Indios (Brand 1951:11). |In 1856, a |aw was passed (el Ley Lerdo)
endi ng the ownership of lands held by religious and civil units.
This law was the beginning of the end for coomunal land in nany
communities. But is was not until the reign of President
Porfirio Daz that a serious attenpt was nmade to do away wth



communal land. Daz and his governnent believed that devel oprent
of the countryside would be facilitated by opening up public

| ands on a large scale. Between 1872 and 1902 a whol e series of
| ans were passed by Federal and Sate Governnents facilitating
the alienation of coomunal |ands. Mst of these |aws were not
ained specifically at Indian coomunities, but at all public |ands
inall comunities, Indian and Mestizo. Sone |egislation was
specifically designed to undermne the |legal buttresses for
communal property in Indian communities, such as the 1877

M choacan | aw out | aw ng "comuni dades de i ndi genas" (Brand 1951.:
53-59).

In response to these changes, some communal |and was divi ded
up anong community nmenbers and becane their private property.
These | egal changes al so make it possible for nestizos to nove
into such communities, obtain legal title to |land by purchase or
| ess desirable neans, and |leave the inhabitants |argely
landl ess. Indian cormmunities were especially vul nerabl e since
their inhabitants di d not even speak the | anguage in which the
lanws were witten. A good many nestizos were able to nove into
"Indian communities" in Mchoacan (Brand 1951. 53-54). By 1900,
the situation in these targeted communities in Mchoacan was
desperate. Many people with inadequate |and were threatened wth
starvation; others began to support their famlies by mgrant
| abor .

The sane was true in many other puebl os throughout Mexi co.
S npson speaks of the rape of the Puebl os and says that by "the
end of the Daz regine, 90%of the villages and towns on the
central plateau had no communal |ands of any kind" (1937. 31).

In 1910, the Mexican revol ution broke out and active
fighting lasted to 1920. It was fueled in large part by a desire
for land reform In the decades immedi ately after the
Revol ution, a good deal of land reformdid occur—particularly
in the presidency of Lazaro Cardenas, which occurred from 1934 to
1940. Mbst land reform i nvol ved breaki ng up haci endas and
allocating the land to ejidos. (Hidos are a kind of communal
property financed through an ejidal bank and guaranteed by the
Federal governnent). The struggle for agrarian reformin the
Pur epeche speaki ng area has best been described by Paul Friedrich
in Agrarian Revolt in a Mexican M|l age (1977), who has done
fieldwork in the village of Narana.

GCommunal _Lands in_Quanaj o _and
G her S erra Puebl os

Al of this exciting history |argely bypassed the Purepeche
coomunities in the Serra, including Quanajo. Wile the |egal
protections afforded their communal |ands was renoved in the
1870's, weal thy nesti zos, who owned | and conpani es, did not want
to nove into these communities. The nountain communities are not
known for flat fields, good soil, and they are in the in the
tierra fria. They are al so isol ated. It has only been in the
last 10 years that an all weather road has been built into
Quanaj o.

As a result, change in the |land tenure systemwas nuch



slower. In these sierra tows, the agricultural |and were divided
up anong the coomunity nmenbers (Brand 1951: 54; VWést 1948. 32)
sonetine inthe late 19th century. The exact process by which
this shift took place is not known. Apparently the changes in
the legal systemmnade privatization possible, but it is not clear
why privatization was desirable or why this alternati ve was
accepted. The forest |ands renmai ned as conmon property.

Apparently, this situation renmained constant for the first
decades of the twentieth century. That is, the agricultural
| ands were in private hands, while the outlying forests renai ned
as communal property. Inthe 1940s, Vést was able to report
that two vestiges of the communal systemrenai ned i n nost
Purepeche pueblos. In five pueblos in La Canada, the communities
retain ownership of land at least in nane. Individuals are
allotted snall holdings (2 or 3 hectares) and can retai n these
holdings for life as long as they are tilled. Wen they die,
these plots can be inherited by children. Legal title is still
in the hands of the puebl o (Vést 1948: 32-33). Moreover, nost of
the forested | and, which includes nost of the land in the
puebl os, was held in common; a few patches were owned privately.

Mich of what we know about the managenent of these commonly
owned forests cones fromBeal's description of Cheran (1946. 15).
In the 1930's, such lands were considered to bel ong the | ocal
community, and everyone was permtted to have access to the
communal forests. However, the Federal government was begi nni ng
to exert nore control. A law was passed naking |arge forested
areas part of the Federal domain; and a tax was | evied on forest
products. Beals reports that in Cheran each household paid a
fee (rustica) for the privilege of cutting fire wood. Those
cutting nore wood paid nore (Beals 1946:. 15). This fee was
collected by a local coomttee, and apparently was spent on
| ocal projects.

By 1940, however, the Federal governnent of Mexi co passed
regulations in an attenpt to control exploitations. In that
year, a |lawwas passed prohibiting the cutting of any wood
wthout a permt (Beals 1946. 15). They also attenpted to
restrict lunbering to cooperatives nade up of |ocal people.
Gstensi bly the cooperative woul d have a nonopoly on cutting
| unber, and would be the only organi zation |icensed to cut wood
by Forestal. the Federal Forestry Mnistry. In Charan, at |east,
the cooperative was involved in a good deal of conflict fromits
inception and never did work well (Beals 1946: 113-114).

The Forestal according to reports of older infornants, tried to
start a cooperative in Quanajo, but it ostensibly did not get off
t he ground.

By 1966, when | first arrived in Quanajo, a very significant
sw tch had taken pl ace—nanely that all of the forested | and was
in private hands. iy one snall area on the top of a very steep
local nmountain (La Cantera) was hel d in conmons. Its prinary
attraction was a field about 5 hectarias in size that was bei ng
used by local farners for grazing. By the sumer of 1990, even
that had reverted to private property sonehow

No one wants to say howthis swtch took place. Several
informants started out by saying that there had never been any
communal land in the pueblo and that the situation had never been



any different. It took a good deal of pushing to get the story
out and even now | amunsure | have all the threads.

Apparently, nmuch of the common forest |ands distant fromthe
puebl o was taken over by squatters. An undeterm ned nunber were
nmestizos fromoutside the pueblo. Qhers were nmestizos and a few
Indians who had lived in the puebl o for decades. These peopl e
nmoved into the forests fromthe early decades of the century,
built houses, and cleared land for planting. (Squatting, it
should be noted , has a |l ong and honorabl e history in Mexi co.
Even today, if a poor person squats on property owned by soneone
el se, and actually builds a house or shack, it is difficult to
renove that individual.) GQGadually—perhaps in the 1940 s or
1950' s—the Indians from Quanajo itself ceased to do | unbering
in these outlying areas. The exception are the indian famlies
who own forested |ands on the outskirts of the puebl o.

Forest |ands closer to the puebl o becane the property of
Indians from Quanaj o by a somewhat different process. People
fromthe community used to exploit forest |lands close to their
hormes; and over tine, such lands were considered to have been
allocated to these famlies. Rghts to these forest plots coul d
be inherited by children. (The forests were still legally
consi dered communal property however.) Sonetine in the 1950 s,
pl ot owners began to be systematically taxed on what was
considered "their property" by the Sate tax collector.
course, this further solidified their claimto these |ands.

Two additional factors facilitated the swtch from
communal | y owned property to private ownership. The popul ati on
greatly increased. In 1940, the popul ati on of Quanaj o was 1735
(Wst 1948: 19; in 1967 it was 2700 (Acheson 1972: 1153; and in
1990 it has increased to approxi nately 6200. S nce all of the
arable land around the settlenent had been taken, these peopl e
had to nove into the forests to find any land at all. Moreover,
the furniture industry has expanded rapidly in the past few
decades. As a result, the demand for wood has i ncreased
dranatically in the past 50 years. Forestal, the Mxican
Governnent forestry agency, 1s not unaware of the fact that a
good deal of wood is being cut in the Quanajo area. Wile sone
cutters have permts, it is clear that a good deal of | unber
required by the furniture industry is illegal. Wile the forest
conservation laws apply to both communal and privately owned
forest lands, Forestal's authority is nmuch stronger in the case
of coomunally owned lands. In short, one is able to get away
wWth nore on one's ow land than on land considered in the public
domain. As a result, as the decades progressed, an increasing
percentage of |unber for Quanaj 0's shops was supplied by nestizo
farners fromoutlying, who were exploiting their own |and. Thus
there was a good deal of anbival ence about the privatization of
the communal forests. |If people in Quanajo were sorry to see the
forests privati zed and even occupi ed by nestizos, there was
increasing recognition that wthout privatization, the supply of
effective. This sentinent undercut any efforts to defend the
communal forests.

In summary, the demse of the communally owned land in the



Pur epeche speaki ng area took over 150 years, but it is apparently
now conpl ete. The size of the area where purepeche culture

exi sts has shrunk considerably. And in those purepeche
communities that remain, all of the agricultural |and has been
privately owned since the turn of the century. S nce the 1950 s
the cormmunal forests have been converted into private property as
well. There are only a few communities, high in the Serra, where
there are any sizeable communal |y owned forests.

-

POSTSCR PT. If the conmon property theorists are correct, the
transition to privately owied property should have resulted in
i ncreased conservation of natural resources. It has not. The
profits to be made by cutting trees for Quanajo's furniture
industry are large enough that the forests in the pueblo are
slowy being denuded. This is true despite the best efforts of
Forestal .
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