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PREFACE TO THE
OKLAHOMA EDITION

Three decades have passed since Peasant Wars of the Twentieth
Century first appeared in print. The American war in Viet Nam
was then in full swing; when it ended, the greatest superpower
in the world, equipped with the most advanced weaponry that mod-
ern technology had to offer, had to abandon the battlefield to a
raggedy guerrilla army. Yet this was not the first time in this cen-
tury that seemingly docile “peasant” populations had risen unex-
pectedly to assert their claims against society and to threaten the
dominion of their overlords. Scholars and political strategists
had for some time concerned themselves with the “Peasant
Question” and its possible implications for the workings of soci-
ety; yet in the revolution-torn twentieth century these academic
debates suddenly gained in public relevance. It thus seemed to
me useful to look not only at Viet Nam, but also at other major
scenarios of violent rural mobilization in this century to see if we
could better understand what drove various peasantries to raise
the flags of rebellion.

“The Peasant Question” was suggested by the enduring
presence of large, agriculturally based populations within societies
that were confronting the challenges of change and moderniza-
tion posed by the new century. It may now strike us as old-
fashioned; yet it referred to three strategic problem areas in the
management of social life. It raised the alarm over the increasing
monopolization of agricultural resources by the owners of large es-
tates, and the resulting decrease of land holdings held by the
peasantry. These trends greatly widened discrepancies in the life
chances and risks of these two agrarian-based classes. It called at-
tention to the fact that the accumulation of resources in the
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hands of a landowning elite also fastened the grip of that class on
government, to the detriment of other contenders for state
power. It further posed—especially for liberal reformers and so-
cialists—the ever more pressing issue of twentieth-century de-
velopment: whether such an agriculture could be made to yield
the surpluses in food and taxes to sustain the prospects of in-
dustrialization.

The world has seen major changes since Peasant Wars was
first written, changes in the conditions that rendered peasant
uprisings of this magnitude possible and probable. Oversimplify-
ing only a little, until the 1960s each nation-state that con-
fronted the “Peasant Question” did so as an internal matter—it
would and could manage its own. Indeed, where populations
were still held fast as colonies or dependencies of superordinate
powers, nationalist efforts to free themselves from such tutelage
drew their legitimacy from the premise that only national inde-
pendence and unity within a state of their own would insure
their capacity to deal with the significant issues that beset them.

These issues were commonly phrased as problems of “de-
velopment,” meaning the selection of instrumentalities and
modes of organization that would allow each nation to gain
strength and enhance its competitive potential. The mode se-
lected was most often industrialization, seen as a novel means for
creating wealth and ending the millennial subservience to agri-
culture. Thus nation after nation tried to construct industry and
reorganize its agrarian structure to provide the funds required to
sustain manufacturing. This was not, however, merely a change
of economic options. It also invited the rise to power of ruling elites
committed to the new politics of industrial growth and to mobi-
lizing social labor to meet the demands of that growth. It further
implied the liquidation of the beneficiaries of the existing order.
The peasant uprisings of the twentieth century are both symptoms
and modalities of these new demands. Our cases show how they
abrogated older forms of authority and power in the countryside
and opened the way to new forms of political association and

leadership.
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This phase of autocentric development ground to a halt in
the 1960s, roughly at the time when Peasant Wars was written.
In the capitalist world the changeover was prompted by a slow-
down of the economies and industrial growth, although rising
profits and taxes steadily expanded the funds for investment.
This then spurred the move towards “globalization” through cap-
ital investment in the Third World, initially in raw materials and
other primary products, then in the low-wage manufacture of
textiles, clothing, and electronic equipment, and finally—using new
electronic and communication technologies—through an expan-
sion in banking, finance, and insurance. A parallel slowdown of
growth affected the socialist countries, accompanied by the
growing realization that development by top-down command
was often inefficient and sometimes destructive. While a command
economy can set overall goals for society, fulfillment of these
goals requires a great many choices and follow-ups of their con-
sequences. Hence even hardened bureaucrats began to consider
the possibility of introducing pricing and factor allocation based
on market mechanisms instead of administrative decisions. The
end of the 1980s witnessed the collapse of the Soviet system and
the polities allied with it. As the Communist Party lost control of
the command economy, members of the managerial class moved
to secure and privatize economic assets, while the fall of the Iron
Curtain opened the Soviet sphere to investment from abroad.

In this changed scenario of global relations, governments
have muted or abandoned autocentric development. The politics
of autocentric development originally underwrote the accession
to power of new leaders, in alliance with disprivileged social
strata against previous regimes of privilege. Yet, once in power, these
new leaders could easily persuade themselves that the infusion
of foreign capital and development aid offered an acceptable al-
ternative, especially when such assistance also yielded benefits for
themselves and their clienteles and fortified their standing in the
state against potential competitors. At the same time, corporate
and individual investors benefited from alliances with local pow-
erholders, who could mediate relations with individuals and in-
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stitutions in the receiving countries, and help protect investors
against predators and rivals.

Hence many “emerging” nations now opt for foreign invest-
ment in “light” industries, as well as for developing “tourism.”
These endeavors also multiply the spread of petty commodity
production through subcontracting or direct competition, which
is supported by paying low wages to participating households
often drawn from peasant backgrounds. A more radical role in trans-
forming peasant life and agriculture in general, however, has
fallen to “agroindustrialization,” in which giant transnational
companies integrate financing, technified production, distribution,
marketing, and consumption into united entities. Such companies,
invited by local governments, come to manage entire agricultural
regions through advances of technological inputs and produc-
tion contracts with peasant producers. Unlike autocentric devel-
opment, which hoped to change the patterns of owning land and
domination through land ownership, the new agrarian managers
rule through controls over inputs and outputs. As Michael Kear-
ney notes, “The dynamics of agrarian issues are significantly dis-
placed from the national context, in which the state is the main
actor, to a transnational context, in which corporations are the major
players.”!

These worldwide changes in polity, economy, and society
profoundly affected the balance of opportunities and constraints
governing the peasant condition created by the revolutions dis-
cussed in Peasant Wars. In Mexico, the Revolution commenced
in 1922 to distribute hacienda lands to communal entities (ejidos),
which then reapportioned the land in usufruct to households or
communities as a whole. In 1936, Mexico nationalized the hold-
ings of foreign oil companies. Until the global decline of oil
prices in the 1980s, this major resource yielded the government
ready funds for autocentric development projects and suitable re-
wards for the loyalty of political clients. The land reform based
on ejidos, however, offered only temporary solutions; population
growth soon strained available resources, and government insti-
tutions failed to lend sufficient support. Ejidatarios began to em-
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igrate in search of work, eventually feeding the mass migration of
Mexicans to the United States. Efforts by the government to
spread the Green Revolution in the Mexican North also yielded
only limited results. This prompted a change from autocentric de-
velopment to market strategies; in 1991 the government abrogated
its guardianship of communal usufruct rights in land, privatized
land holdings, and opened up a “free” market in the disposition
of land.

Following the 1917 revolution in Russia, peasants at first
occupied estate lands, adding them to their village holdings. Yet
by 1929, the ruling Communist Party had grown convinced that
only a collectivized agriculture, supervised by the state, could
guarantee the production of surpluses sufficient to underwrite rapid
industrialization. In a massive campaign of collectivization, the
regime forced or induced the peasantry population to join collective
farms that produced mainly grain crops, although peasants were
also permitted individual plots to grow garden crops and livestock
products, which were often marketed through the collective.
With the turn in the late 1990s from autocentric development to
open markets, most collective farms became joint stock com-
panies; only about a third retained their kholkoz status. Millions
of hectares of land have been distributed among new private
farms now producing for the market. They must now compete,
however, with cheaper, high-quality food imports destined for
urban markets.

Communist China’s reforms of 1951-52 abolished land-
lords’ holdings and at first promoted cultivation by mutual-aid teams
and small cooperatives; but in 1958—caught up in Mao Ze-
dong’s vision of a Great Leap Forward into socialism—750,000
cooperatives were folded into 23,000 giant “communes.” Men and
women were formed into quasi-military production brigades,
household work was “socialized” through the establishment of
giant mess halls and collective nurseries, private garden plots
were eliminated, and family belongings were confiscated without
remuneration. The movement scored some local successes, but
planning and preparation for it generally were inadequate—most
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of the guiding cadre lacked any managerial or technical agricul-
tural training and made up for it by “commandism.” Production
figures were greatly exaggerated when grain production actually
dropped, and poor weather combined with mismanagement to pro-
duce sizeable famines.

In 1978 the ruling party turned its back on Maoist com-
munes and introduced a system of individual and group respon-
sibility in agriculture. Land remained state property, but it could
now be leased out to cultivators for periods of up to fifty years,
and such shares could be sold and inherited. Cultivators entered
into contract arrangements with state institutions that stipulated
their responsibilities for productive tasks, set the quotas for out-
put, and fixed the costs of production. Prices were still set by the
state, but the contracting cultivator received special rewards for
quality and quantity of output beyond the contract targets, and
the peasant producer kept all income after deduction of the con-
tract quota and stipulated taxes. More recently free markets
have emerged, in which cultivators can obtain higher prices than
from contracting state institutions. Furthermore, the system has
allowed many households to offer specialized services for wages,
or to engage in “sidelines” that can yield additional income.

Viet Nam adopted Chinese-style cooperatives in the North
in the 1960s, though the regime was accommodating to family pro-
duction for unofficial markets in the South, when efforts at col-
lectivization met with resistance. In the postwar period, as David
Hunt has summed it up, “Vietnamese society has been substan-
tially reworked, by socialism in the North, by capitalism in the
South, by the destruction of ecosystems and the forced movements
of peoples, the withering of old values, and the shuffling of class,
age, and gender roles during the war.” Yet, in some areas of the
North at least, peasant production has continued even where
officially prohibited, the role of villages in agricultural management
has been restored, and a revival of rural festivals attests to the re-
silience of Vietnamese peasant culture.?

Independent Algeria in 1963 confiscated all French-held
properties, including land, and thereafter maintained agricul-
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tural operations on state-owned farms and agricultural coopera-
tives under worker self-management. Agriculture was not, how-
ever, the major government priority, and by 1971 the state began
to distribute these holdings to individual peasants. As in Mexico,
state control rested on oil and natural gas, and for a decade this
industry supported the power of a centralizing military government.
Then falling oil prices and declining productive capacity of fields
prompted recourse to market mechanisms and economic diver-
sification, bringing on widespread unemployment at home and a
swelling in the number of Algerians working in France to more than
a million. The economic downturn fueled a heightened Islamic
fundamentalism, and the elections of 1991 were won by the fun-
damentalist Islamic Salvation Front. In 1992 a military coup re-
stored rule by the army and overturned these results, initiating an
ongoing cycle of violence in which Islamist attacks on population
centers invite bloody responses on the part of the government.
The Cuban Revolution undertook in 1958 to reduce the role
of the omnipresent sugar crop in order to free the island from the
overweening influence of the United States. It hoped to curtail
the dominant role of Havana in linking Cuba to the outside
world, and to raise the living standards of the rural population
through land reform, crop diversification, and industrialization. It
did nationalize the land and industry, but crop diversification
failed, and sugar remained king. Thus Cuba had to accept Soviet
oversight, along with dependence on Russian foodstuffs, indus-
trial materials, and consumer goods. When the Russians left
Cuba in 1990, the only alternative available to the island was a
return to the days before the revolution: to hotel gambling,
tourism, prostitution, and involvement in the drug trade, all
off set only by the establishment of a biotechnology industry.
When this book was written, each revolution, each war for
national liberation, had created the conditions for a new opening.
Each chapter strove to ascertain for that case the cumulation
over time of elements that facilitated the overturn of the accus-
tomed order and initiated a new course of departure. In many ways
the peasant rebels were the harbingers of hopes for a more equi-
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table and just social order, a more ample and rewarding life. Yet
hope was not sufficient, for the path towards a better society and
life led through the purgatory of revolutionary politics. At that time
I noted that this made the peasant’s role “essentially tragic.”
Now, a generation later, we are perhaps better able to assess the
costs both of these hopes and of their realization.

Eric R. Wolf
February 1999
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PREFACE

With the embers of destruction barely cooling after the conclusion
of World War II, the United States became involved in Viet
Nam—through a series of commissions and omissions—in what
may well become one of the economically and morally costliest wars
in history. First through military aid to the embattled French, then
through its military missions, and finally—since 1962—by the ever
expanding commitment of its own troops, the United States sought
military and political victory in a war fought for control over the
hearts and minds of a peasant people. During these years, “the
raggedy little bastards in black pajamas”—as United States military
officers referred to their new enemies—have not only fought to a
standstill the mightiest military machine in history, but caused
many an American to wonder, silently or aloud, why “our” Viet-
namese do not fight like “their” Vietnamese, why ever new recruits
replenish the ranks of an army destroyed many times over in our
dispatches and news communiqués. Specially insulated from other
continents and their tribulations by virtue of her geographic posi-
tion and by her extraordinary prosperity, America finds herself ill
prepared in the twentieth century to understand the upheavals
which are now shaking the poor nations of the world. Yet ignorance
courts disaster. Viet Nam has become a graveyard because Ameri-
cans did not know enough or care enough abont a little-known part
of Southeast Asia. The roads to the Mekong delta, to Tay Ninh, to
Khe San are strewn with the wreckage of false premises, percep-
tions, and evaluations. Therefore it is important to America that
she bend all her available knowledge—and her considerable power
of passion and compassion—to the task of comprehending the world
in which she has become such a stranger. Four years ago, on March
17 and 18, some of us at the University of Michigan initiated the
“teach-in” movement on the Viet Nam war; from here the great
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debate spread to more than a hundred campuses and into the na-
tional capitol at Washington. But that was only a beginning, and a
small beginning at that. Viet Nam constitutes the overriding issue
of the moment, but there have already been other “Viet Nams” in
Cuba, Guatemala, and the Dominican Republic, and there will be
other “Viet Nams” in the future, unless America reverses her
present course. If we must know more in order to live in a changed
world, if we must know more so we can act with clear reason rather
than with prejudice, with humanity rather than with inhumanity,
with wisdom rather than with folly, all of us must undertake the
task of understanding in order to learn and of learning in order to
understand. This is no longer an undertaking only for the academic
specialist, if indeed it has ever been; it is an obligation of citizen-
ship. This book is the outcome of this conviction. I have been, by
profession, an anthropologist interested in peasant studies, and in
this book I have attempted to review—as an anthropologist—the
evidence of six cases of rebellion and revolution in our time in
which peasants have been the principal actors.

Why should an anthropologist undertake to write on this sub-
ject? What can he contribute, as an anthropologist, to an under-
standing of a topic already familiar to economists, sociologists, and
political scientists? Obviously they have skills which they bring to
bear on the topic which an anthropologist cannot duplicate. There
is, for example, the intriguing question of how inflation and defla-
tion affect social cohesion in the village, a question to which
economists could appropriately address themselves. There are se-
rious questions to be asked about the psychology of deprivation or
authority which are better answered by social psychologists or
sociologists. Similarly, the political scientist is better fitted than the
anthropologist to analyze the interplay of power groups on the level
of the nation or in the relationships between nations. Yet the
anthropologist reading the accounts of his peers misses dimensions
which he has been taught to consider decisive. It is to an under-
standing of these dimensions that he may properly address himself.

He will interest himself, for example, in trying to spell out, as
precisely as possible, just what kinds of peasants we refer to when
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we speak of peasant involvement in political upheaval. To the
layman and even to many specialists the distinctions between
different kinds of peasants are unimportant; they are content to
speak of an all-encompassing “peasantry” without further qualifica-
tion. But the anthropologist, with field experience in small-scale
communities, knows that there are differences in behavior and
outlook between tenants and proprietors, between poor and rich
peasants, between cultivators who are also craftsmen and those who
only plow and harvest, between men who are responsible for all
agricultural operations on a holding they rent or own and wage
laborers who do their work under supervision of others in return for
money. He also knows that one must distinguish between peasants
who live close to towns and are involved in town markets and urban
affairs and those living in more remote villages; between peasants
who are beginning to send their sons and daughters to the factories
and those who continue to labor within the boundaries of their
parochial little worlds. Distinctions of property and involvement in
property, in relation to markets, in relation to systems of communi-
cation, all seem important to him when he observes real populations
“on the ground.” Therefore he will look for such distinctions and
differential involvements in accounts of peasant involvement in
revolution, because he suspects that such differentials have an im-
portant bearing on the genesis and course of a revolutionary move-
ment.

Secondly, he brings to the problem a concern with microsoci-
ology, born of an understanding gained in the field that the
transcendental ideological issues appear only in very prosaic guise
in the villages. For example, peasants may join in a national move-
ment in order to settle scores which are age-old in their village or
region. Here too he will be aware of the importance of regional
differences between peasants. He will stress the concatenation of
particular circumstances in particular regions in shaping peasant
dissatisfaction or satisfaction, in the knowledge that mobilization of
the peasant “vanguard” is less an outcome of nationwide circum-
stances than of particular local features. In this respect, then, as in
trying to break down the category “peasant” into finer categories, he
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seeks to approach the problem of peasant involvement with a more
finely grained understanding of the variety of peasantry in their
variable local and regional ecologies.

Thirdly—and this is perhaps one of the main burdens of the
accounts to be presented here—the anthropologist is greatly aware
of the importance of groups which mediate between the peasant
and the larger society of which he forms a part. The landlord, the
merchant, the political boss, the priest stand at the junctures in
social, economic, and political relations which connect the village to
wider-ranging elites in markets or political networks. In his study of
peasant villages he has learned to recognize their crucial role in
peasant life, and he is persuaded that they must play a significant
role in peasant involvement in political upheaval. To describe such
groups, and to locate them in the social field in which they must
maneuver, it is useful to speak of them as “classes.” Classes are for
me quite real clusters of people whose development or decline is
predicated on particular historical circumstances, and who act to-
gether or against each other in pursuit of particular interests
prompted by these circumstances. In this perspective, we may
ask—in quite concrete terms—how members of such classes make
contact with the peasantry. In our accounts, therefore, we must
transcend the usual anthropological account of peasants, and seek
information also about the larger society and its constituent class
groupings, for the peasant acts in an arena which also contains
allies as well as enemies. This arena is characteristically a field of
political battle. As an anthropologist the writer is perhaps less
schooled in problems of political organization and competition than
his reader might have reason to expect of him. This is due primarily
to the fact that his master discipline, anthropology, has in the past
paid only marginal attention to the realities of power. The writing
of this book has thus itself proved to be a major learning experi-
ence. The writer hopes that, in focusing on peasant involvement in
politics, he may contribute also to broadening the framework of
peasant studies as these have been carried on in the past.

Who is it, then, that speaks to the peasant and what is it that
they communicate which moves the peasant to violent political
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action? Peasants often harbor a deep sense of injustice, but this
sense of injustice must be given shape and expression in organiza-
tion before it can become active on the political scene; and it is
obvious that not every callow agitator will find a welcome hearing
in village circles traditionally suspicious of outsiders, especially
when they come from the city. What circumstances and what sets
of people will prove propitious to the establishment of such com-
munication? The social scientist used to viewing the peasantry from
the vantage of the national level may often be tempted to forget
that social or economic or political mobilization of a peasantry in-
volves contact with many small groups not always eager to receive
guidance and leadership from the outside. How this resistance is
overcome, if indeed it is overcome, is not always a foregone con-
clusion.

Finally, the anthropologist will have to ask how much the
action of a peasantry in rebellion and revolution is prompted by
traditional patterns and to what extent a peasant revolution pro-
duces not only an overturning of political power holders but an
overturning in the patterns of the peasantry itself. Here the anthro-
pologist may well have to guard against a professional bias. Studies
of primitives and peasant populations have tended to give him an
unusual respect for the strength of tradition. Yet the persistence of
tradition needs explanation as much as change. It may be that
people cleave to ancestral ways through general inertia, but it is
more likely that there are good and sufficient reasons behind such
persistence, much as there are good and sufficient reasons for
change. Of these reasons people may or may not be conscious; but
then it is the task of the anthropologist to inquire into what the
causes for persistence or change may be.

In seeking a more sophisticated understanding of the political
involvement of peasant groups it is perhaps not amiss to indicate
quite specifically how the term peasant is utilized in this book.
Definitions are of course no absolutes, but merely aids in analysis.
It is my conviction that this purpose is best served by drawing the
boundaries of definition quite narrowly, rather than broadly. It has
become customary to distinguish peasants from primitives by op-
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posing rural populations which are subject to the dictates of a
superordinate state from rural dwellers who live outside the con-
fines of such a political structure. The first are peasants, the second
are not. But the category of rural people who are subject to control
by a state can include not only cultivators, but also artisans, fisher-
men, or itinerant merchants who supply rural markets. The cate-
gory may further cover people who own and operate their farms,
tenants and sharecroppers, and landless laborers. It is important, it
seems to me, not to presuppose that all these people are alike in
their economic, social, and political relationships or in their outlook
upon the world in which they live. Important differences, for
example, may distinguish cultivator from fisherman, or landless
worker from landed proprietor. I therefore define peasants as popu-
lations that are existentially involved in cultivation and make
autonomous decisions regarding the processes of cultivation. The
category is thus made to cover tenants and sharecroppers as well as
owner-operators, as long as they are in a position to make the rele-
vant decisions on how their crops are grown. It does not, however,
include fishermen or landless laborers.

If we distinguish peasants from primitives, we must also
differentiate them from “farmers.” The major aim of the peasant is
subsistence and social status gained within a narrow range of social
relationships. Peasants are thus unlike cultivators, who participate
fully in the market and who commit themselves to a status game set
within a wide social network. To ensure continuity upon the land
and sustenance for his household, the peasant most often keeps the
market at arm’s length, for unlimited involvement in the market
threatens his hold on his source of livelihood. He thus cleaves to
traditional arrangements which guarantee his access to land and to
the labor of kin and neighbors. Moreover, he favors production for
sale only within the context of an assured production for subsis-
tence. Put in another way, it may be said that the peasant operates
in a restricted factor and product market. The factors of produc-
tion—land, labor, equipment—are rendered relatively immobile by
prior liens and expectations; products are sold in the market to
produce the extra margin of returns with which to buy goods one
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does not produce on the homestead. In contrast, the farmer enters
the market fully, subjects his land and labor to open competition,
explores alternative uses for the factors of production in the search
for maximal returns, and favors the more profitable product over
the one entailing the smaller risk. The change-over from peasant to
farmer, however, is not merely a change in psychological orienta-
tion; it involves a major shift in the institutional context within
which men make their choices. Perhaps it is precisely when the
peasant can no longer rely on his accustomed institutional context
to reduce his risks, but when alternative institutions are either too
chaotic or too restrictive to guarantee a viable commitment to new
ways, that the psychological, economic, social, and political tensions
all mount toward peasant rebellion and involvement in revolution.

The case studies presented here are built up on the basis of
secondary materials. In only the rarest of cases were the events
recorded observed by an investigator with the anthropological eye,
with an interest in the questions we have just outlined. This means
that the anthropologist is necessarily handicapped by the nature of
material he himself has done nothing to collect. The facts which
are relevant for him must be winnowed from accounts written for
other audiences, with other purposes in mind. Their presentation
and analysis is thus an exercise in imagination in which we arrange
the material so that it can speak to us for our purposes, and so we
may find the occasional telltale fact that allows us the privilege of
an anthropological diagnosis. This task is of necessity incomplete:
there will be accounts we have not read and telltale facts we have
not recorded. Certainly, our effort will be superseded the moment it
achieves formulation in book form. This is how it should be. If we
can raise questions in terms of new perspectives, we will have ac-
complished our task.

Our minimum expectation, then, is to present an integral
account of peasant involvement in six cases of rebellion and revolu-
tion; but our maximal hope is that we will be able both to point to
recurrent features and to account for the strategic differences which
distinguish each case from its forerunner.
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Compaiieros del arado

y de toda herramienta
nom4s nos queda un camino
| agarrar un treinta-treinta!

Brothers all, of plow
and working implements

there’s only one way now:
the rifle in our hands!

“Song of the 30-30 Carbine”



oot

Wy, %
]
o oSS

° % g«—%m

oSG0

NERR )

///uo..oo

\\ch§//o.o-

4”0» e seee

Treas Held by Upposing Forces et the End of 1914




When the Mexican Revolution burst upon the world in 1910, it
came as a surprise to most; “very few voices—all of them weak and
muffled—had predicted it” (Paz, 1961, 136). For more than a
quarter of a century the Mexican dictator Porfirio Diaz had ruled
his country with an iron hand in the interests of Liberty, Order,
and Progress. Progress had meant rapid industrial and commercial
development; liberty was granted to the individual private en-
trepreneur; and order was enforced through a judicious policy of
alternating economic rewards with repression—Diaz’s celebrated
tactic of pan y palo (bread and club). In the course of a few
months rebellion was raising its head everywhere, under the stimu-
lus of Francisco Madero's uprising against the aging dictator. In
May 1911, Diaz departed for exile in France. The revolution had
begun in earnest. “Madero,” he said, “has unleashed a tiger, let us
see if he can control him.”

With the privilege of hindsight we can now see that many of
the causes of the revolution had their origins not in the period of
the Diaz dictatorship, but in an earlier period, when Mexico was
still New Spain and a colony of the Spanish mother country.
When Mexico had declared her independence in 1821, she had
also inherited a set of characteristic problems, which Spain had
been unable and unwilling to solve and which were bequeathed
integrally to the new republic.

All these problems derived ultimately from the original en-
counter of an Indian population with a band of conquerors who
had taken possession of Middle America in the name of the
Spanish crown. To make use of Indian labor, the Spaniards intro-
duced a system of large estates, haciendas.

These large estates or haciendas came to be worked by Indians
drawn chiefly from two sources: a supply of resident laborers, tied
to the hacienda through debt servitude; and nonresident Indians
who continued to live in Indian communities that ringed the
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haciendas, but who increasingly gained their livelihood on the
estates. The aim of the hacienda was commercial, to produce for
profit agricultural produce or livestock products which could be sold
to neighboring mining compounds and towns; at the same time the
haciendas soon became separate social worlds underwriting the
social standing and aspirations of their owners. Laborers were often
paid in kind, either in tokens which could be traded in at the
hacienda store or through the use of plots which they were per-
mitted to farm for their own subsistence. Both means tied the
laborers ever more securely to the Big House, from which the
hacienda owner ruled his large domain. In 1810, shortly before the
Spaniards took their departure, there were some five thousand such
large estates, a quarter of which raised livestock. These cattle
estates were most characteristic of the arid north where light rain-
fall and scant vegetation had also inhibited the growth of a sizable
Indian population in pre-Spanish times. At any rate, cattle keeping
required relatively few hands. The agricultural haciendas, however,
were generally located in the central heartland of the country, the
area where the Indian population had always been numerous and
dense. Yet this meant, too, that the haciendas were forced to share
the landscape with communities of Indians. Under Spanish rule,
these had received the special protection of the state. They had
been granted the legal status of corporations, and each community
was allowed to retain a stipulated amount of land under its own
communal management, as well as its own autonomous communal
administration. In actuality, many communities lost their land to
haciendas, and many a local communal authority was overturned
by power holders exercising their domain in the vicinity. Yet there
were still more than forty-five hundred autonomous landholding
Indian communities in 1810 (McBride, 1923, 131), and even a
restricted measure of autonomy had permitted them to maintain
many traditional cultural patterns. These were highly variable from
community to community; there was no uniform Indian culture,
just as there existed no one Indian language. Each community
retained its own custom and language, and ringed itself about with
a wall of distrust and hostility against outsiders. A set of such
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communities might be subservient to a hacienda down-valley from
them, but they also retained a strong sense of their cultural and
social separateness from the hacienda population. Thus Mexico
emerged into its period of independence with its rural landscape
polarized between large estates on the one hand and Indian com-
munities on the other—units, moreover, which might be linked
economically, but which remained set off against each other socially
and politically. Seen from the perspective of the larger social order,
each hacienda constituted a state within a state; each Indian com-
munity represented a small “republic of Indians” among other
“republics of Indians.”

Within the landscape of haciendas and republics of Indians
there stood the cities, the seats of the merchants who supplied both
haciendas and mines, of officials who regulated privileges and re-
strictions, of the priests who managed the economy of salvation.
From their stores, offices, and churches extended the commercial
networks which supplied the mines and drew off their ores; the
bureaucratic network which regulated life in the hinterland; and
the ecclesiastic network which connected parish priests with the
hierarchy at the center. In the shadow of palace and cathedral,
moreover, there labored the artisans who supplied the affluent with
the amenities and luxuries of a baroque colonial world, the army of
servants, and the enormous multitude of the urban poor.

It was a society organized around an armature of special
privileges. This was to be one of the gravest problems bequeathed
by the colony to the independent republic. In 1837, the liberal José
M. L. Mora was to write that one of the greatest sources of diffi-
culties

resides in the habits formed by the old constitution of the country.

Among these figured and still figures as one of the major ones the

corporate spirit found among all social classes, and which strongly

weakens and destroys the national spirit. Whether by deliberate
design or as the unforeseen result of unknown causes which are
now at work, in the civil state of old Spain there existed a marked
tendency to create corporations, to heap upon them privileges and
exemptions from the common law; to enrich them by donations

from the living or through testamentary disposition; to grant them
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everything, in the end, which could lead to the formation of a
body that is perfect in its ideology, complete in its organization,
and independent in its privileged legal status and in the means of
subsistence which have been assigned to it and placed at its dispo-
sition. . . . Not only did the clergy and the militia possess gen-
eral legal codes, which were subdivided into those of friars and
nuns in the first case, and into those of the artillery, engineers and
navy in the second; the Inquisition, the University, the Mint, the
possessions of the Marqués del Valle, the estates guaranteed
through primogeniture, the sodalities, and even the gilds had their
privileges and their goods, in one word their separate existence. If
independence had come forty years ago, a man bom or living in
the country would not have esteemed in any way the title of
Mexican, and would have considered himself to be alone and
isolated in the world, if that was the only one he had . . . to
discuss national interests with him would have been to speak in
Hebrew; he did not know and could not know others than those
of the corporation or the corporations to which he belonged and he
would have labored to keep them separate from the remainder of
society (1837, Vol. 1, pp. xcvi-xcviii).
In this context, Mora should also have mentioned the Indian com-
munities, legally corporations similar to the other bodies enumer-
ated. Each set of privileges, be they in the hands of high-placed
merchants or lowly Indians, granted a monopoly over resources.
Like all monopolies, they could be exercised against competitors
drawn from the same interest-group or class; but like all monopo-
lies, too, they could be exercised also against claimants “from
below,” against all those who wished to participate in the social and
economic process, but were barred from it by virtue of the various
barriers of special privilege. This structure of special privilege was
rendered even more complex in New Spain through discrimina-
tions, recognized by law, against all portions of the population
unable to trace their descent either from Spaniards or from Indians.
These, the so<alled castas, recruited from unions between Indians,
Negroes, and Spaniards, soon came to make up a sizable part of the
total population and to be responsible for filling many of the eco-
nomic, political, and religious occupations on which the structure of
privilege depended. The overt structure of privilege thus came to be
supplemented by a covert social underworld of the disprivileged.
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There was little correspondence between law and reality in the
utopian order of New Spain. The crown wished to deny the
colonist his own supply of labor; the colonist obtained it illegally
by attaching peons to his person and his land. Royal prescript
supported the trade monopoly over goods flowing in and out of t.ll:e
colony; but along the edges of the law moved smugglers, cattle-
rustlers, bandits, the buyers and sellers of clandestine produce. To
blind the eyes of the law, there arose a multitude of scribes,
lawyers, go-betweens, influence peddlers, and undercover agents.
. . . In such a society, even the transactions of everyday life could
smack of illegality; yet such illegality was the stuff of which this
social order was made. Illicit transactions demanded their agents;
the army of the disinherited, deprived of alternative sources of
employment, provided these agents. Thus a tide of illegality and
disorder seemed ever ready to swallow up the precariously de-
fended islands of legality and privilege (Wolf, 1959, 237).

Yet, at the same time, and paradoxically, society could not do with-
out them. Thus

as society abdicated to them its informal and unacknowledged
business, they became brokers and carriers of the multiple trans-
actions that caused the blood to flow through the veins of the
social organism. Beneath the formal veneer of Spanish colonial
government and economic organization, their fingers wove the
network of social relations and communication through which
alone men could bridge the gaps between formal institutions
(1959, 243).

The colonial society thus incubated a stratum of the socially
disinherited who yet filled certain strategic positions within its
social system. These positions would serve as leverage when they
began to make demands on the social order in which they found
themselves; resentment would be the social and psychological fuel
behind their demands.

The movement for independence had three related yet often
contradictory aspects. It was, in part, an assertion of the periphery
against the bureaucratic center. It began in the commercial-indus-
trial-agricultural region of the Bajio northwest of Mexico City and
in the provinces to the south of the capital. Socially and militarily it
aimed at control over the bureaucratic pivot in Mexico City, and its
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lifeline to the port of Veracruz which connected it with Spain. It
was also, in part, a movement of militarists against the grip of a
centralized officialdom, regardless of whether they fought for or
against the insurgents. New Spain had relied for internal control
and external defense on a combination of Spanish troops with
troops recruited in the country. The domestic soldiery, raised
largely by merchants and landowners, joined primarily in order to
gain the protection of the special juridical privileges accorded to the
military and as a means of augmenting social status through mili-
tary titles and uniforms. The war of independence, however, gave
many a part-time soldier his first taste of military power and of the
personal benefits to be derived from its exercise, thus laying the
basis for the emergence of a stratum of military entrepreneurs
which was to plague Mexican society for more than a century.

The movement for independence was also, in the third place,
a movement for social reform. This element became evident as
leadership of the insurrection was assumed by the village curate
José Marfa Morelos y Pavén. On November 17, 1810, he pro-
claimed an end to the discriminatory system of castas: henceforth
all Mexicans—whether Indians, castas, or American-born Creoles
of Spanish parents—were to be known simply as “Americans.”
There was to be an end to slavery and to special Indian tribute.
Land taken from Indian communities was to be restored to them.
Property owned by Spaniards and Hispanophile Creoles was to be
taken from them:

All the wealthy, nobles and officials of the first rank are to be
treated as enemies, and as soon as a settlement is occupied, their
E;operty is to be taken from them and divided in equal parts
tween the poor citizens and the Military treasury. . . . Neither
furniture, nor jewelry and treasure of the churches are to be
exempt from this measure. . . . All customs houses, royal guard-
houses and buildings, are to be torn down, all archives are to be
burned, with the exception of parish records, as well as foreign
oods, not exempting luxury objects or tobacco. The offices of rich
ﬁacienda owners, mines and sugar mills are to be destroyed, pre-
serving only seed and basic foodstuffs. . . . Haciendas larger than
two leagues are to be destroyed in order to promote small-scale
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agriculture and property distribution, as the positive benefit of
agriculture lies in having many work on their own a small piece of
land in which they may apply their labor and industry, than in
having one man own large unproductive holdings, keeping thou-
sands of people in slavery so that as day laborers or slaves they can
cultivate them under duress when they can do so as owners of a
limited amount of land in liberty and for the benefit of society
(quoted in Cué, 1947, 44).

The insurrection was thus not only a reaction against control by the
metropolis and an unfolding of military power, it was also “an
agrarian revolt in gestation” (Paz, 1961, 123).

It was also this third aspect which proved decisive in shaping
the course of the revolt. As soon as it became evident that the revolt
was also a war of the poor against entrenched privilege, the army,
the Church, and the great landowners came to the support of the
Spanish crown and crushed the rebellion. Morelos himself was
executed in 1815. Yet a few years later Spain herself adopted a
liberalizing constitution aimed primarily at disestablishing the
Church, and the Creole elite was forced to reverse its course and to
rise in support of independence. Mexico became an independent
state in 1821, firmly committed to the maintenance of property
rights and special privilege for officialdom, Church, landed mag-
nates, and army. The soldiers who cut the tie with Spain thus

established a firmly based military regime which had not existed in
the country before 1810 and in addition the interests of the
soldiery were linked to those of the ecclesiastical aristocracy and of
the viceregal bureaucracy (Cué, 1947, 60).

The movement for independence which had begun with demands
for social reform ended in the maintenance of elite power. This was
true especially of the large estates. No matter what attempts at
reform were carried through in the course of the nineteenth
century, every one of them served to strengthen and extend rather
than to weaken the grip of the latifundium over its subject popula-
tion. Many different kinds of change occurred in nineteenth-cen-
tury Mexico, but the latifundium proved victor over them all.

All the themes announced by the movement for independence
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were to recur throughout the nineteenth century. With Mexico
independent of Spanish control, the various military had free reign
in military and political competition. Thereafter, the rule of the
praetorians brought on what Francisco Bulnes called “the public
auction of the imperial purple.” The coup d'état was to be “the
hammerblow that opened the auction of power under the praeto-
rian system,” accompanied by offers of “generalcies, coronelcies,
quashing of criminal cases, contracts for clothing, arms, equipment,
bank drafts, and if possible, a little cash” (1904, 205-206). Each
palace coup would be followed by a division of spoils: and yet these
never proved enough. From 1821 on the country found itself in
increasingly desperate financial straits.

Racked by internal dissension which became a constant in Mexi-
can politics, robbed by a hungry horde of public officials whose
capacity for graft far outweighed their ability to govern, pushed
into a financial morass by long-term foreign loans at ruinous rates
and short-term domestic loans at rates sometimes as high as 50 per
cent for ninety days, the government stumbled from one financial
crisis to the next. Normal revenues never met the needs, and
every tactic known to desperate public financiers was resorted to:
forced loans, special taxes, advances on taxes, confiscations, hy-
pothecations, refundings, paper money, debasement. By 1850 the
foreign debt had grown to over 56 million, and the domestic debt
reached 61; by 1867, after thirteen years of intermittent war and
revolution, of which the French Intervention and Maximilian
empire was a part, the foreign debt had climbed to a staggering
375 million and the domestic to nearly 79. By that time almost 95
per cent of the customs revenues had been hypothecated to the
payment of various debts (Cumberland, 1968, 147).

Under these conditions, “the government was no more than a bank
of employees, guarded by armed employees who called themselves
the army” (Sierra, 1950, 139). Commerce “dragged out a pre-
carious existence between the ravenous exaction of the fiscal agent
and contraband organized as a national institution” (1950, 143).

The merchant, the landowner, fought fiercely against the govern-
ment, robbed their extortioners of whatever they could, defrauded
the law with profound devotion, and slowly abandoning their
enterprises to foreigners (to the Spaniard who had already re-
turned, hacienda, ranch, food stores; to the Frenchman, clothing
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and jewelry stores; to the Englishman, the mining enterprise),
they gradually took refuge, in mass, in public office, that magnifi-
cent school of sloth and misuse in which the middle class of our
country has educated itself (1950, 158).

Moreover, while armed struggle atomized society overtly and fi-
nancial distress undermined its foundations covertly, two additional
issues set Mexicans against Mexicans. The war between periphery
and center which had marked the movement for independence
recurred over and over again in the political and ideological battles
between federalists who hoped for a measure of regional autonomy
and the centralists who wanted to maintain a unified grip on the
country. Another conflict rallied liberals who warited to disestablish
the Church against conservatives who hoped to maintain ecclesias-
tical power. While in general the federalists were also against the
Church and the centralists favored continuation of Church privi-
leges, individual leaders often compounded chaos by entering into
individual alliances or schisms, in accordance with personal or local
interests.

These continuing conflicts between liberal and anticlerical
federalists and conservative and proclerical centralists, fought out
with unmatched ferocity, in turn invited outside powers to fish in
troubled Mexican waters. From the beginning of the republic,
British interests had allied themselves with the centralists, Ameri-
can interests with the federalists, further raising the level of conflict
between them. In 1835 Texas revolted against Mexican rule, and
in 1847 the United States moved to annex the state, prompted
partly by Southern slaving interests who hoped to add still another
slave state to the proslavery roster, partly by hopes of access to
California and the Pacific Ocean. In the wake of Mexican defeat in
1848, the struggling republic lost—with Texas, New Mexico, and
California—more than half of its national territory. It was
weakened further by Indian rebellions along the northern frontier,
and by the ferocious Maya uprising in Yucatén of 1847, spurred on
by the expansion of sugar production in the peninsula. In 1861, a
joint British, French, and Spanish expeditionary force landed in
Mexico to collect debts owing to them, and while the British and
Spaniards withdrew, France proceeded between 1862 and 1867 to -
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turn Mexico into a French client state under the satellite emperor-
ship of an Austrian Habsburg. Contrary to expectation, the Mexi-
can forces under the leadership of Benito Jusrez successfully forced
the evacuation of the French, leaving the hapless Emperor Maxi-
milian to face a Mexican firing squad in 1867.

Paradoxically, both the American and the French intervention
worked to strengthen the hand of the liberals and to weaken the
conservatives. The war against the United States had been mis-
managed by the conservative leadership, and in the wake of defeat
they had lost both power and prestige. As a result, the liberals had
been able to push through, in 1855, a corpus of legislation, the laws
of the Reforma, aimed at making Mexico a secular and progressive
state. The privileged special courts of the military and of the
church were abolished. Landed corporations, including church
holdings and Indian communities, were to be dissolved; church
lands were to be sold and Indian lands to be assigned as individual
properties to their current tenants. The Law of Expropriation (Ley
de desamortizacion) of June 25, 1856, held that

no civil or ecclesiastical corporation could acquire or administer
any property other than the buildings devoted exclusively to the
purpose for which that body existed. It provided that properties
then owned by such corporations must be sold to the tenants or
usufructuaries occupying them and that properties not rented or
leased would be sold at public auction (Whetten, 1948, 85).

When the Church resisted the decrees and the conservatives took
to arms once again, Judrez went further, confiscating all real
property held by the Church, suppressing all monastic orders,
instituting civil marriage, and making cemeteries public property.
When the conservatives proved unable to dislodge the liberal
government which maintained control of Veracruz and access to
the sea they invited French assistance. In turn, they supported
Maximilian and the French army throughout the six-year war. Yet
in the end Jusrez won, both against the French and against their
Mexican allies. The hold of privileged corporations had been
broken, and a new era was to begin. The protagonists of the Reform

laws
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projected the founding of a new society. That is to say, the histori-
cal project of the liberals was to replace the colonial tradition,
based on Catholic doctrine, with an affirmation equally universal :
the freedom of the individual (Paz, 1961, 126).

Yet the gods that watch over Mexico's destiny appear to take
pleasure in reversing the signs. The war of independence had
begun in social protest and with demands for social equity. Inde-
pendence had been won for Mexico not by Hidalgo and Morelos,
but by their pro-Spanish enemies. Similarly, the laws of the Reform
were to free the individual from traditional fetters, but they suc-
ceeded only in creating a new form of servitude. Freedom for the
landowner would mean added freedom to acquire more land to add
to his already engorged holdings; freedom for the Indian—no
longer subject to his community and now lord of his own property
—would mean the ability to sell his land, and to join the throng of
landless in search of employment. In the course f another thirty-
five years, Mexico would discover that it had abandoned the fetters
of tradition only to invite social anarchy. The revolution was to be
the ultimate result.

In 1876, Benito Juirez yielded power to one of his most
brilliant generals in the war against the French, Porfirio Diaz.
Under his autocracy economic development went on apace, while
beneath the surface the unsolved problems of Mexico continued to
fester unsolved and unattended.

Under the dictatorship of Diaz Mexico underwent profound
change. During this period, foreign capital investment in Mexico
greatly outpaced Mexican investment. Concentrating first on the
construction of railroads and the mining of precious ores, it began
to flow increasingly, after 1900, into the production of raw mate-
rials: oil, copper, tin, lead, rubber, coffee, and sisal. The economy
came to be dominated by a small group of businessmen and finan-
ciers whose decisions affected the welfare of the entire country.
Thus, in 1908, out of sixty-six corporations involved in finance and
industry, thirty-six had common directorates drawn from a group of
thirteen men; nineteen of the corporations had more than one of
the thirteen. During the final decade of the nineteenth century, the
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leaders of this new controlling group formed a clique which scon
came to be known as the Cientificos. Claiming to be scientific
positivists, they saw the future of Mexico in the reduction and
obliteration of the Indian element, which they regarded as inferior
and hence incapable of development, and in the furtherance of
“white” control, national or international. This was to be accom-
plished through tying Mexico more strongly to the “developed”
industrial nations, principally France, Germany, the United States,
and Britain. Development, in their eyes, would thus derive from
abroad, either in the form of foreign settlers or in the form of
foreign capital. Many of them became the representatives of for-
eign firms operating in Mexico. Some did so directly, as Olegario
Molina who controlled the Yucatecan sisal market on behalf of
International Harvester Corporation; others did so indirectly, as
lawyers acting for foreign firms seeking concessions from the gov-
emnment. During the last years of the regime, some of them became
outright business partners of foreign firms. At the same time,
however, they combined their interests in business with an interest
in acquiring land. Where some of them had begun their careers as
landowners and others as lawyers, at the end of the period they
were all owners of large tracts of land.

Diaz carefully preserved the forms of the constitutional pro-
cess as laid down in the Mexican constitution of 1856, but adjusted
the content to suit the purposes of his nationwide political machine.
There were frequent elections, but they were carefully rigged.
Representatives and senators of the Mexican parliament were
nominated by the ruling clique and then confirmed through the
organized electoral process. The judiciary was appointed by the
government and made to serve its purposes. Freedom of the press
was restricted severely, and opposition journalists were jailed or
exiled. Strikes were prohibited. Rural rebellions, such as the Yaqui
Indian insurrections of 1885 and 1898, were put down with a great
display of ferocity. A special police force, the rurales, recruited
from among criminals and bandits, patrolled the rural areas. Oppo-
nents of the regime who were apprehended by the rurales were
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frequently killed, and their murder excused under the ley fuga, a
law permitting the shooting of prisoners trying to escape.

Within the guarantees provided through such organized vio-
lence, Dfaz played a masterful game of rewarding the faithful,
while punishing the resistant, in the dialectic of pan y palos, bread
and cudgels. Power seekers who followed Diaz received positions or
concessions; opponents were rendered harmless. Political loyalty
was purchased through distributions from the public treasury. On
the village level, this of course meant a reliance on local strong men
who often used their power to their own advantage (e.g., Lewis,
1951, 230-231). It is estimated that by 1910 close to three-quarters
of the middle class had found employment within the state ap-
paratus, at an annual cost of seventy million pesos (Bulnes, 1920,
42-43). A nationwide system of patronage underwrote the political
machine which concentrated power at the top, in the hands of the
dictator. Masterfully, Dfaz set various aspirants for power against
each other, as he also created a measure of independence for his
regime by playing off against each other American, French, Ger-
man, and English investors, together with their respective govern-
ments. At the same time, all of these governments saw in Dfaz the
guarantor of their investments and the pivot of stability.

The Reform laws of 18561857 had initiated 2 major change
in the ownership of agricultural land, with the first thrust of these
efforts directed at Church holdings. The total amount of land in
Church hands is difficult to estimate; some writers hold that about
$100,000,000 worth of ecclesiastical real estate was transferred
from Church hands to private holders, and that forty thousand
properties changed hands (Simpson, 1937, 24). While the an-
nounced purpose of this measure was to create a viable rural middle
class in Mexico, “in the main the Church estates passed in large,
unbroken tracts into the hands of the followers of Juérez, and
although in this fashion a new landed aristocracy was created, it
was nonetheless an aristocracy” (Ibid.).

The same was true of communal lands possessed by Indian
communities. As we have seen, communal lands were declared

illegal and forced to divide into individual holdings. Land was thus
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turned into a marketable commodity, capable of being sold or
mortgaged in payment of debts. Many Indians quickly forfeited
their land to third parties, often to finance socially required cere-
monial expenses. Practically all such land went into the hands of
haciendas and land companies. It is estimated that more than two
million acres of communal land were alienated in the Diaz period
(Phipps, 1925, 115).

Under new legislation, moreover, the government obtained
the right to sell public lands to development companies, or to enter
into contracts with companies that would survey and divide the
land in return for a third of the land surface measured. By 1889, 32
million hectares had been surveyed. Twenty-nine companies had
obtained possession of over 27.5 million hectares, or 14 percent of
the total land area of the republic. Between 1889 and 1894 an
additional 6 percent of the total land area was alienated. Thus
roughly one-fifth of the Republic of Mexico was given away in this
form. At the same time, cultivators who could not show clear title
to their lands were treated as illegal squatters and dispossessed.
What had begun as a campaign to create a viable rural middle class
composed of small farmers ended in a triumphant victory of a
landed oligarchy.

McBride has estimated that at the end of the Dfaz period there
were 8,245 haciendas. Three hundred of them contained at least
10,000 hectares; 116, around 250,000; 51 possessed approximately
30,000 hectares each; 11 measured no less than 100,000. Unfortu-
nately McBride did not take into account in his enumeration that
one hacienda owner might own more than one hacienda; the degree
of concentration on landholding probably was even greater than
suggested by McBride's figures. Southworth (1910) lists for 1910,
168 proprietors with two holdings each, 52 with three holdings
each, 15 with four, 4 with six, 3 with seven, 5 with eight, and 1
with nine. Luis Terrazas, archetype of the Porfirian hacienda
owner, had fifteen holdings, comprising close to two million hec-
tares. People joked that Chihuahua had less claim to him—as its
native son—than he had claim to Chihuahua. He owned about
500,000 head of cattle and 250,000 sheep, exporting between
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40,000 and 65,000 head of cattle annually to the United States.
Yet not all haciendas were large; taking McBride’s figures at face
value, 7,767, or more than 90 percent, were below 10,000 hectares.
The average hacienda was probably closer to 3,000 hectares.

The application of the law, putting an end to landholding by
corporations—ecclesiastical or communal—hastened the demise of
the Indian landholding pueblo which had endured throughout the
period of Spanish colonial rule and through the first half-century of
independence. The Spaniards had reinforced the cohesion of the
Indian communities by granting them a measure of land and
demanding that they make themselves responsible collectively for
payments of dues and for the maintenance of social order. The
communities had responded by developing, within the framework
of such corporate organization, their own internal system of politi-
cal organization, strongly tied to religious worship. Nearly every-
where, sponsorship of a sequence of religious festivities qualified a
man to become one of the decision makers for the community as a
whole. A man who sought power, therefore, had to do it largely by
meeting criteria laid down by the community; when qualified he
had to do so through participating on a committee of elders like
himself who acted and spoke for the community. Power was thus
less individual than communal. With the coming of new land laws,
however, the very basis of this system was undermined. Not only
did the haciendas seize much Indian land, but Indians themselves
began to pawn land, to which they were now entitled individually,
in order to meet the ordinary expenses of living and the extraordi-
nary expenses of religious sponsorship. The very mechanism which
at one time had guaranteed the continued solidarity of the com-
munity now turned into a means for destroying it. Thus Indian
communities of the old type survived, but only in the more
inaccessible regions of the center and south, while the vast mass of
Indians faced the prospect of relating themselves individually to the
power holders of the outside world, be they credit merchants
attaching the crops and belongings of small farmers, or hacienda
owners or industrialists seeking labor for their plantations and
plants.
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Tannenbaum has sought to supply a measure for the size of
the population which became dependent upon the hacienda, as
compared to the population which remained “free.” Thus he
showed that in six states (Guanajuato, Michoacdn, Zacatecas,
Nayarit, Sinaloa) more than 90 percent of all inhabitated places
were located on estates; in eight more states (Querétaro, San Luis
Potosf, Coahuila, Aguascalientes, Baja California, Tabasco, Nuevo
Leén) more than 80 percent were so situated. In ten states,
between 50 and 70 percent of the rural population lived in estate
communities; five states had between 70 and 90 percent of their
population on estates. According to Tannenbaum,

the number of villages and the proportion of the total that were
located upon plantations in any state indicates the extent to which
the plantation had absorbed not merely the land but the self-
directing life of the communities, and had succeeded in destroying
their mores. It was essentially a difference between slavery and
freedom. The village that survived, even with its lands gone, was
essentially free when compared to the villages that had lost both
lands and village organization (1937, 193).

In this light it is notable that in the eight states surrounding the
core region of the valley of Mexico, the independent settlement
cluster continued to predominate. In three states more than 90
percent of the rural population continued to live in independent
clusters; in another five, such clusters housed more than 70 percent
of the rural population. It was against these persisting independent
villages that the Porfirian regime unleashed its power. Hard-
pressed, these villages, however, countered with a revolutionary
response: “These villages ultimately made the social revolution in
self-defense, rather than become reduced to the same condition as
the Indians in other parts of Mexico” (Ibid.).

Despite the fact that the haciendas obviously dominated the
rural scene, other data suggest that the Porfirian period also
witnessed an increase in the number of individually owned family-
worked farms or ranchos. The number of ranchos should not be
taken as absolute, since the term rancho does not possess a standard-
ized meaning; in the north it may refer to enormous estates, in the
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center to holdings up to 1,000 hectares. Nevertheless, we may say
with certainty that there was a measurable increase in the number
of small holdings. McBride estimates that at the time of the out-
break of the Revolution there were 47,939 ranchos, as compared
with 8,245 haciendas. Some 29,000 of these had been created since
1854 through the breakup of communal lands (19,906), allotment
of public lands (8,010), and land grants to colonists (1,189). The
area occupied by these ranchos was insignificant when compared to
that held by the haciendas; but the social relevance of this increase
in small farms should not be neglected. More than one-third of
these holdings had been established at the expense of communal
tenures, thus undermining the solidarity of the Indian villages; but
two-thirds, however, continued a trend toward the growth of a rural
middle class, already in evidence during the preceding century.
Francois Chevalier (1959) has shown that throughout the eigh-
teenth century and on into the nineteenth, there had been a slow
“comeback” of small farmers, especially among the non-Indian
populations of the north.

Yet, despite the growth of the latifundium, agricultural pro-
duction as a whole did not grow steadily and consistently. From
1877 to 1894, in fact, agricultural production declined at an annual
rate of 0.81 percent. From 1894 to 1907 it rose once more, but only
at a slow annual rate of 2.59 percent. The upward trend was due in
major part to the growth of industrial crops for consumption within
the country and even more to the growth of export crops. The
production of cotton and sugar cane increased, with cotton grown
for the Mexican textile industry, and coffee, chick-peas, vanilla,
sisal, and cattle were grown in ever larger quantities for the
international market. But food crops declined steadily. This was
especially true of the production of maize, the staple food of the
population. Per capita production of maize declined from 282
kilograms in 1877 to 154 in 1894, to 144 in 1907. Similar declines
are noted for beans and chile, similarly vital food crops.

Not only did the amount of maize produced per capita decline,
but corn prices rose, while wages remained stationary. All indica-
tions are that the average daily wage had not increased between the
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beginning of the nineteenth century and 1908. The middle class,
accustomed to higher expenditures for clothing, housing, and ser-
vant help, also felt the impact of rising food prices (Gonzélez
Navarro, 1957, 390).

Industrial development went on apace during the Dfaz regime.
Mining output rose 239 percent between 1891 and 1910 (Nava
Otero, 1965, 179). Industrial production rose at the annual rate of
3.6 percent between 1878 and 1911 (p. 325). Between 1876 and
1910, moreover, railroad tracks laid increased from 666 to 19,280
kilometers. Yet the industrial work force increased at a slower rate.
Between 1895 and 1910, for instance, the number of industrial
workers increased at a rate of only 0.6 percent of the economically
active population to a total of 606,000, in contrast to the agricul-
tural labor force which rose by an annual rate of 1.3 percent during
the same period. This was due in part to the fact that the new
industry was mechanized and hence required relatively few workers
to produce more output, in part to the-haciendas which monopo-
lized the labor supply on the farms through various forms of debt
peonage.

Yet by 1907 there were close to 100,000 miners, many of
them working in large mines such as those of the Greene Consoli-
dated Copper Company of Cananea, which employed 5,000
workers. Employment in the textile industry rose from 19,000 to
32,000 between 1895 and 1910. Most of the textile workers were
employed in large mills, such as that at Rfo Blanco, Veracruz, with
34,000 spindles and 1,000 looms, manned by 2,350 workers, or
close to half of all the workers employed by eleven large plants in
Veracruz. The plant was owned by a company of French mer-
chants. Finally, there were several tens of thousands employed on
the growing railroads, where workers received for the first time a
“real salary.” Molina Enriquez, discussing the spread of railroads in
Mexico during the Porfiriato, says that

the construction of railways . . . involved the employment of
laborers who . . . for the first time received real [i.e. cash]
wages, wages which radically improved their economic condition.

Along the whole length of the railway lines which traversed the
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coun thered laborers, peons who had escaped the yoke of our
greatug'ag?endas. ce Theptgmporary bonanzgfproduced by the
millions invested in our railways, constituted for a few years the
true secret of the Porfirian peace, at the same time that the pro-
found changes which they brought on in the conditions of produc-
tion within the country, already laid the bases of the future
Revolution (1932, 292).

“The dynamite of the railways charged the mine which later the
Revolution was to set off” (1932, 291).

This new industrial work force recruited its members among
former peasants displaced from the land by the predatory expansion
of the latifundia; among the numerous artisans unable to withstand
the onslaught of mechanized competition; and among escaped
peons who had fled from debt bondage into the relative freedom of
industrial wage labor. They were largely unskilled and lacked a
skilled elite of their own; most skilled positions were held by
foreigners. Though many of them had come into industrial employ-
ment only recently, they tended to be concentrated in large plants
and in large settlements, such as those of Cananea or Orizaba.
They were markedly antiforeign in sentiment, due to the fact that
most often foremen and employers were actually foreigners. They
lacked organizational experience, because union activity was for-
bidden, but they had made acquaintance with anarcho-syndicalist
ideas, largely through the contacts of migratory workers in the
United States with members of the International Workers of the
World (LW.W.). As time went on, they began increasingly to
assert themselves in strikes. Some 250 strikes occurred during the
Porfiriato, their number increasing after 1880. Strikes were com-
mon on the railroads, in textiles, in mining, and in tobacco fac-
tories. Two strikes stand out as precursors of revolutionary activity:
the strike of Cananea in 1906, put down by American volunteers
and rurales, and the strike in Rio Blanco of 1907, quelled by army,
police, and rurales, at a cost of 200 dead and 400 imprisoned.

Development, however, had a differential impact on the
northern and southern peripheries of the republic (Katz, 1964). In
the south, the growing market for tropical crops and foodstuffs for
industrial centers led to an expansion of estate agriculture, coupled
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with an intensified exploitation of Indian labor. To supplement the
labor furnished by the local population, rebellious Indians and
criminals were transported to work on plantations as forced la-
borers. This intensified pressure on the Indian population also
produced an entire segment of overseers, labor contractors, and
moneylenders interested in getting Indians into debt and convert-
ing them into estate workers. While each local hacienda had its
own apparatus of coercion, its own police and whipping post, the
entire structure of coercion depended ultimately on the apparatus
of coercion maintained by the government. Thus the southern
hacienda owners tended to support Diaz for internal reasons, just as
their dependence on foreign markets and firms led them to support
the symbiosis of the regime with foreign interests.

Opposition to the regime, however, was pronounced in the
north where conditions differed markedly from the rest of the
country. Here labor had always been scarce and hence obtainable
only at a higher premium than in the center or south. Work in the
mines and in the growing number of cotton mills, or migration to
the nearby United States, offered opportunities which weakened
the structure of debt peonage and increased the mobility of the
labor force. Sharecropping arrangements were taking the place of
indebted labor, especially on estates growing cotton. In the north,
also, islands of smallholders had maintained themselves here and
there; during the period under discussion their number grew.
Owners of large estates not only were able to sell cereals and meat
in the growing cities of the north, like Torreén, Nogales, Ciudad
Juérez, Nuevo Laredo, and across the border in the United States,
but had begun to invest in local industry producing mainly for a
domestic market. Such increased mobility and opportunity in turn
furthered the growth of independent merchants, quite different
from the middlemen of the south whose main source of employ-
ment was to recruit Indian labor or to lend money at interest. At
the same time, the northerners found themselves at a disadvantage
in competition with foreign business firms, mainly American,
whose operations received the protection of the Cientificos and of
Diaz. Foreign competition was especially strong in the field of



MExico 23

mining where most Mexican firms were forced to sell their ores to
the American Smelting and Refining Company. Only the Madero
family had been able to maintain an independent smelter at
Monterrey, fed with ores from their own mines. The northerners
also came to realize increasingly that foreign control of raw mate-
rials and processing curtailed their ability to enter heavy industry,
while light industry was limited in its expansion by the narrow
scale of the Mexican domestic demand, held down by the autarchic
structure of the hacienda. All their interests thus lay in opposing
the foreign influence and the decision makers in the capital who
abetted it. During the Dfaz period, the motives for rebellion which
had once impelled the Bajfo region to revolt against the Spaniards in
1810, had thus spread to the entire northern Mexican periphery.
Just as industrial labor was shaken by increasing strikes and
rural labor rebelled spasmodically against the wholesale encroach-
ment of the latifundia on their lives, so both middle and upper
classes grew restive as Diaz approached a new term of office in
1910. We have already spoken of the dissatisfaction of the northern
landowners and industrialists whose interests began to conflict with
those of the dictatorship. The middle classes also began to strain
against the limitations imposed by the Diaz machine. Iturriaga
(1951, 28) has estimated the members of the middle class in 1895
at 989,783, or 7.78 percent of the population. 776,439, or 6.12
percent, were urban; 213,344, or 1.66 percent, were rural. Follow-
ing the sociologist Gino Germani, he divided the middle class into
two groups: the economically “autonomous” middle class of arti-
sans, small and middle merchants, commercial agents, members of
the free professions, and small and middling rentiers; and the
“dependent” middle class whose skills are at the service of a larger
organization which employs them. The dependent middle class in
the countryside—made up of hacienda administrators and employ-
ees, government employees—was only 8.97 percent of the rural
middle class; the remainder were “autonomous.” In the city, how-
ever, the dependent middle classes composed 39.07 percent of the
total. Most of these were probably in the employ of the govern-
ment. Some of them had benefited greatly by appointment to
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positions that gave them access to foreign concessions or sources of
graft; most lived off exceedingly meager salaries, discovering—in
Justo Sierra’s phrase—that while the state held all wealth, the state
itself was poor. Still others, proud of their diplomas and education,
could find no employment at all; all berths had been pre-empted,
and often by officials grown old and senile in office. Hence the
Revolution—when it came—proved as much of a conflict between
successive generations of claimants for power as an attempt to right
injustice and to create new social and political conditions. In the
nineteenth century federalist liberals had fought conservative cen-
tralists for greater regional autonomy, as well as for the new posi-
tions which such autonomy might open up. In 1910, this old
struggle was to be repeated in a new form, as the diploma elite of
the provinces rose against a regime composed of “political cadavers.”

This new educated class did not possess an elaborate ideology
of its own, but in the first years of the new century a number of
them had begun to respond to new and more radical themes.
Between 1901 and 1910 more than fifty so-called Liberal clubs had
been organized, mostly in the north and on the Gulf Coast (Barrera
Fuentes, 1955, 39); among the delegates to the Liberal Congress of
1901 figured engineers, law students, lawyers, merchants, and even
one “burgués acomodado.” Their demands were aimed mainly at free
elections and municipal liberty, but they also hoped to put an end
to peonage and the inhuman conditions of life on the haciendas of
the tropical zone. With growing repression, however, many of these
liberals began to move “left”; by 1903 they were reading Kropotkin,
Bakunin, and Marx, and from 1906 on they increasingly urged
armed rebellion against the government. This shift was reinforced
by political events in Spain. A growing movement against Spanish
military intervention in Morocco, industrial exploitation, clerical-
ism, and lack of political freedom ended in suppression; and a
number of Spanish socialists and anarchists found refuge in
Mexico. Rebellions and armed incursions from the sanctuary of the
United States took place in 1906 (five in number) and 1908
(two). At the same time, increasing numbers of Mexican migratory
workers in the United States became acquainted with anarcho-
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syndicalism through their contact with the “wobblies,” the mem-
bers of the International Workers of the World. “The positive
points of this anarchist ideology,” says Paul Friedrich, who studied
its impact on one community of the Tarascan area of Michoacin
(1966, 206),

were material improvements, especially land reform, and a socio-
economic organization, based on the voluntary association of
village communities, labor unions, and other small groups. On the
negative side was an extreme hostility toward institutionalized
large-scale authority, especially the state and the church.

The two currents, middle class and proletarian, met in the figure of
Ricardo Flores Magén, one of the prime movers of the liberals, and
later, from 1905 on, an important anarchist organizer and ideo-
logue. His newspaper Regeneracién, published in the United States
after his exile from Mexico, traveled from hand to hand within the
republic; even Zapata is said to have been influenced by it (Pin-
chon, 1941, 41-44). Flores Magén himself, “the ideological pre-
cursor of the Mexican Revolution” (Barrera Fuentes, 1955, 302-
303), in and out of U.S. jails after 1911, died in 1922 at Leaven-
worth. The anarchist theme of a society organized into small
communities, however, survived, underwriting the restoration of
Indian communities in the land reforms which were to follow the
Revolution. It thus provided a link between the experience of the
past and the future in terms which could make that experience
intelligible to a people caught up in the throes of a revolutionary
apocalypse.

In 1910 the Revolution broke ocut. The starting signal was
given by Francisco Madero, liberal landowner from Coahuila,
who—in his Declaration of San Luis Potosi—assumed the provi-
sional presidency of Mexico and designated November 20, 1910, as
the date when Mexicans were to rise up in arms against the hated
dictator. It seems paradoxical that this call for more orderly electoral
procedures unleashed a storm of disorder and violence that was to
sweep through Mexico for the period of an entire decade. In con-
trast to other revolutionary movements of the twentieth century,
the Mexican Revolution was not to be led by any one group
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organized around a central program. In no other revolutionary
movement did the participants in the drama prove so unaware of
their roles and their lines. The movement resembles a great ava-

lanche, essentially

anonymous. No organized party presided at its birth. No great
intellectuals prescribed its program, formulated its doctrine, out-
lined its objectives (Tannenbaum, 1937, 115-116).

Its military leaders

were children of the upheaval. . . . The Revolution made them,

gave them means and support. They were the instruments of a

movement; they did not make it, and have barely been able to

guide it. (Ibid)
It moved by fits and starts, and in numerous directions at once; it
carried with it the bastions of power and the straw-covered huts of
the peasantry alike. When it was finished, it had profoundly altered
the characteristics of Mexican society. More than any other revolu-
tion of the twentieth century, therefore, it grants us insight into the
conditions of imbalance which underlie a revolutionary epoch.

Almost immediately two areas of rural participation delineated
themselves, a southern area centered upon Morelos, and a northern
area centered upon Chihuahua. The southerners came to be led by
Emiliano Zapata, the northerners by Doroteo Arango, better known
under his adopted name of Pancho Villa.

To understand these movements we need to know more about
their respective areas of origin. Located in the temperate zone,
Morelos with its well-irrigated agriculture supported, in 1910, a
relatively high population density of sixty people per square mile.
The concentration of population, in turn, had been instrumental in
maintaining Indian customs and the use of Nahuatl among the
Indians. Settlements of Spaniards in the area had been scarce. Its
valleys favored the commercial exploitation of sugar cane on planta-
tions first manned largely by imported Negro slave labor and owned
by powerful landowners and religious orders located in nearby
Mexico City. Indian communities survived in the surrounding

hills. With the reform law depriving corporations of their landhold
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ings, however, the private haciendas began to encroach on church
lands and Indian lands alike. Their purpose was not only to obtain
additional good land for their productive purposes, but—even
more—to deny the indigenous population sufficient land, thus forc-
ing them into dependence on the sugar estates. Initially unwilling
to modernize techniques and plants at the beginning of the Dfaz
regime, the sugar growers of Morelos were forced—through com-
petition—to improve their plants. In 1880

the first machinery using the centrifuge method was set up in the
haciendas, with Santa Clara being the first to employ this modern
procedure. This event would come to change radically the life of
the State. To increase sugar production the hacienda owners
naturally attempted to increase tEe area under cultivation and this
had to take place necessarily at the expense of village lands; irriga-
tion works spread and the very Public Administration had to
modify its taxes and its method of using them. In one word, it can
be said that the establishment of modern machinery brought on a
complete change, the landowners prospered, their cane yielded
greater profit, the Government raised its taxes, only the villages
were forced to yield up their lands and water supply. Gradually
they began to shrink, a few disappeared altogether, and there grew
in intensity the social disequilibrium which was to be broken by
the Revolution of 1910 (Diez, 1967, 130).

At the turn of the century, Morelos was by far the largest aggregate
producer of sugar among the various Mexican states (Figueroa
Domenech, 1899, I, 373-381).

While the haciendas took over Indian land wherever possible,
they had not, however, brought under control most of the surround-
ing Indian villages themselves. This was probably due to the fact
that sugar production requires large supplies of labor, but on a
seasonal basis; the greatest number of workers are required for the
relatively short harvest period of between two and three months a
year. Thus they were quite willing to use the Indian villages as
labor reserves, tapping their labor—when needed—through such
mechanisms as debt advances. They thus, however, also left intact
cohesive social units, which possessed the advantage of a social
solidarity built up over long periods of time, as compared with the
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looser organization of hacienda workers, often drawn from numer-
ous unrelated villages.

These communities were also very much aware of their free-
dom and special interests, interests which consisted in resolute
resistance to the encroachment of the hacienda owners. San Miguel
Anenecuilco, for instance, had, over the centuries, waged numerous
and generally successful legal battles against the superior power of
the hacendados. This battle had been under the guidance of the
community’s council of elders. In 1909, an assembly of all members
of the community, under the leadership of the council, elected a
committee of defense. The head of the committee was a local
ranchero by the name of Emiliano Zapata. All members of the
community contributed to a joint treasury, and Zapata was en-
trusted with the care of the community’s legal documents, dating
back to the early seventeenth century. When—at the beginning of
the rainy season of 1910—the neighboring hacienda began to
occupy community land already readied for corn planting, Zapata
organized a group of eighty men to carry through the planting
operation in defiance of the hacienda. Shortly after, Villa de Ayala
and Noyotepec—two other communities—began to contribute to
Zapata's defense fund. Thereupon Zapata proceeded to take over
communal lands occupied by the haciendas, destroy the fences
erected by them, and distribute land to villagers (Sotelo Inclan,
1943).

Historically, the Zapata revolt presents interesting analogies
with the earlier revolt—in much the same general area—led by
José Marfa Morelos from 1810 to 1815. It is probably not acci-
dental that a number of forebears of Zapata had taken part in that
movement. Like Zapata, Morelos proved to be a first-class guerrilla
leader. Like Zapata, too, his zone of operations remained largely
confined to the southern tier of the central mesa.

Morelos had no effect on' the main agricultural and mining area of
the plateau; he fought in the hot region of the Pacific; he staged
his advances from small settlements, and his most important
triumphs: Tixtla, Taxco, Izucar, Tenancingo, thouigb they threat-
ened the cities of Toluca and Puebla, never really called into
question the fate of the colony (Zavala, 194041, 46).
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Like Zapata after him, Morelos also called for the breakup of
haciendas and the restitution of land to the Indian communities.
Like the Zapatistas, finally, the insurgents of 1810 made use of the
symbol of the dark-faced Virgin of Guadalupe as their supernatural
protagonist. Writers have spoken of Morelos’ “thaumaturgic” devo-
tion to the Virgin of Guadalupe. Said to have appeared to an
Indian shortly after the Spanish Conquest, the Virgin of Guada-
lupe had come over the centuries to represent Mexican hopes for a
supernatural deliverance from Spain and for a return to a golden
age (Wolf, 1958). In contrast, the pro-Spanish party adopted for
their supernatural Capitana General the white Virgin of the Reme-
dies. The Zapatistas both carried the image of the Virgin of Guada-
lupe in their battle flags and on their broad-brimmed hats, thus
validating their demands for a return to an old agrarian order with
symbols which also promised a return to a more pristine super-
natural state.

While the Zapatista struggle had its origin in the local prob-
lems of a locally oriented peasantry, it did not develop wholly in
isolation from the larger movements which began to shake the
foundations of the social order. Zapata himself did not depend on
the communal lands of the villages: his father was the owner of a
small farm—the Zapatas were rancheros. The family was identified
with past struggles against the conservative party in Mexico and
against the French. A granduncle had fought with Morelos in the
wars of independence; the wife of a Morelian hero of the wars,
Francisco Ayala, may have been a relative. His grandfather and
father, as well as his paternal uncles, had served with Diaz against
the French. The family also had a record of defending the area
against the incursions of bandits. Moreover, Emiliano Zapata was
used to horses and horse-riding; he was—as Octavio Paz has said—
a “charro of charros,” a cowboy among cowboys, familiar with the
horse, the dominant symbol of mastery introduced in the country
by the Spaniards, while its use remained denied to the Indians. He
always dressed, not in the style of the villagers, but as a charro, with
tight trousers, big spurs, short vest, and big gold-braided hat. All
the Zapatista generals were to copy his style of dress. Furthermore,
friends and kin on whom he relied at the beginning of the rebellion
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were horsemen like himself. His two brothers-in-law were, one, a
muleteer, the other, a horseman; his brother Eufemio was a fruit
merchant. One friend, Jesus Sénchez, was a ranchero; another
friend, Gabriel Tepepa, a veteran of the wars against the French,
had become a foreman on a nearby hacienda. It is also incorrect
that Zapata could not read and write; he attended school for two
years at Anenecuilco, apparently long enough to be able to read
newspapers. He participated in the unsuccessful political campaign
in Morelos of 1909 in favor of General Leyva against the Porfirian
candidate and had made the acquaintance of Otilio Montafio, the
radical schoolteacher of Ayala. Another friend was the village letter
writer and amateur lawyer, Pablo Torres Burgos, commonly called
the “Little Inkpot.” Moreover, during a brief stay in Mexico City
he had met a number of intellectuals, among them Diaz Soto y
Gama, who was to become the ideologue of the Zapatista rebellion,
Dolores Jiménez y Muro, a schoolteacher, and the three Magafia
brothers, one of whom, Gildardo, was to play an important military
and intellectual role in the Revolution. Montaiio’s ideological role
is illuminated by a letter written in 1909 to Francisco Bulnes and
paraphrased by the recipient (1920, 406):

I do not believe that the French Revolution has been prepared
with more audacity and materials for destruction than the Mexi-
can which is in preparation. I am horrified! The speakers for
Leiva, without hesitation and shame, have raised the holy banner
of the war of the poor against the rich; everything now belongs to
the poor; the haciendas, with all their land and waters, cattle and
brush pasture; the women, the honor and the life of those who are
not Indians. Crime is being preached like a new Gospel, the
landowners are to be killed like vipers, smashing their heads with
a stone. Their wives and children belong to the people, in revenge
for the wantonness of untrammelled hacienda owners, violators of
the virgins of the people. Charity and compassion are considered
cowardice: already who cannot avenge himself is not a man, and
only the one who would give quarter not even to his father is
capable of avenging himself. The haciendas belong to the poor
because they were stolen from them by the Spaniards. When a
just accounting is made of the daily wages which belong to the
people and which they have received from their exploiters, the
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hacienda owners tumn out to be in debt, even after they have paid
with their haciendas. These were the themes of Leivista oratory,
taught by the professor of Villa de Ayala, don Otilio Montaiio,
who teaches normal school, to the tribunes of the people, so they
can teach them to the illiterate, darkskinned (zambos) and
crooked peasants, called together in 1908 for the redeeming revo-
lution of the oppressed, choosing—as Montafio wanted it and
achieved it—Tla]lzizapan as the “proletarian capital of Mexico.”

We thus see in the making of the Zapatista revolution two
ingredients of signal importance: one, the participation from the
first of disaffected intellectuals with urban ties; and second, the
importance of a peasant group endowed with sufficient independent
resources of its own to embark on the road to independent political
action. The anarcho-syndicalist idiom served as the bond between
them. From Ricardo Flores Magén came the slogan “terra y
Libertad,” first pronounced by the anarchist leader in Regeneracién
on November 19, 1910, and a sweet sound to the ears of the
Indians who had risen to defend and regain their lands. Having
begun land redistributions as head of the defense committee of
Anenecuilco, Zapata made this the main purpose of his movement.
With the assistance of Diaz Soto y Gama, he pronounced in
November 1911 his Plan de Ayala:

be it known: that the lands, woods and waters which have been
usurped by hacendados, Cientificos, or caciques, through tyranny
and venal justice, will be restored immediately to the pueblos or
citizens who have the corresponding titles to such properties, of
which they were despoiled&:E:ough the bad faith of our oppres-
sors. They shall maintain such possession at all costs through force
of arms.

Important as these ideological ingredients of the Zapatista
movement were, however, the movement itself was primarily based
on the peasantry, and fought for peasant ends. This was both its
advantage and its limitation. The base of the Zapatistas was in the
villages, to which they would return after combat. They fought in
units of thirty to three hundred, clad in their broad-brimmed hats,
sandals, and white cotton twill shirts and trousers. Among their
leaders were women as well as men, coronelas as well as coronels.
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Their arms were rudimentary; they made use of homemade gre-
nades and dynamite; modern firearms and cannon they obtained
from the enemy. They had no organized system of supplies. Their
proximity to Mexico City enabled them to seize supplies destined
for the capital, or they lived off the land, especially off the
haciendas they had seized. When they made their victorious entry
into Mexico City, members of the army—armed to the teeth—
humbly knocked on the doors of private houses and asked for
something to eat. The army fought best on its own territory, but the
peasant soldiers did not want to fight in areas unfamiliar to them.
Their military capacity was defensive rather than offensive; despite
this they scored some notable successes against the armies of the
govenment and held them at bay for years. Seventy thousand
strong in 1915, the Zapatista army declined to 30,000 in 1916. By
1919 there were only 10,000 left (Chevalier, 1961).

Essentially the army wanted land; once they obtained land, all
other issues seemed paltry in comparison. This narrow focus of
aims, together with the unwillingness of the Zapatistas to extend
their military operations beyond the vicinity of Morelos, limited
their appeal to other Mexicans not determined by the same back-
ground and not caught up in the same circumstances. Zapata, for
example, had no comprehension of the needs and interests of the
industrial workers and never knew how to attract their support.
Similarly, the agrarian struggle in Morelos had been fought in the
main against Mexican landowners, not against foreigners. The
Zapatistas therefore had little understanding for the struggle of
Mexican nationalists to assert Mexico’s national integrity in the
face of foreign influence and investment (Katz, 1964, 236). When
Zapata attained that insight, in 1917, it came too late to prevent
defeat at the hands of men of wider horizons and greater capability
in building viable political coalitions.

The second hearth of rural rebellion was located in Chi-
huzhua, and found its captain in Pancho Villa. Chihuahua re-
sembled much of the north, with its greater mobility of labor on
estates, mines, and railroads; its landed upper class doubling to
some extent as an industrial and commercial elite; its urban-
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centered middle groups of small merchants, professionals, and
ranchers. Tendencies to concentration of landed property, however,
had been fierce in this region. By 1910 seventeen persons owned
two-fifths of the state; the Terrazas family had come into ownership
of five million hectares; 95.5 percent of all heads of families held no
individual property in land (Lister and Lister, 1966, 176; McBride,
1923, 154). Much cattle was sold to the United States; silver
mining was in full swing; railroad construction had laid the basis
for a network that connected the area both with the center and
with the United States. Towns had grown apace. In spite of the
near complete monopolization of land, there had grown up a lively
urban-centered middle class. “In sharp contrast to the remainder of
Mexico,” says Michael C. Meyer,

in the first decade of the twentieth century, Chihuahua possessed
a relatively large middle class of merchants, artisans, coachmen,
railroad men, and clerks. There is some evidence to suggest that
these middle groups maintained a limited contact with their social
counterparts in the United States and, in emulation of the better-
defined middle sector north of the Rio Grande, desired to better
their lot. As a result, the middle groups within the state were
especially susceptible to the endless stream of revolutionary propa-
ganda that saturated Chihuahua during the last few years of the
Dfaz dictatorship (1967, 9).

Two other categories of people could be counted upon to furnish
support for the Revolution. One was the cowboy population, labor-
ing on the large cattle ranches. Paradoxically, while cattle popula-
tion had shown a steady increase, sales had not kept pace with the
increase in stock, and some areas even suffered a temporary decline.
This may well have had economic repercussions among the cow-
hands, always highly mobile, and mounted on horseback, easily
mobilizable in opposition to the large landowners. At the same
time, however, they also looked down upon the settled cultivators
and showed no interest in becoming sedentary peasants: through-
out the revolutionary period one of their outstanding characteristics
would be their disinterest in problems of land reform. Linked to the
cowboy segment there also existed clusters of illegal operators
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whose involvement in smuggling, banditry, and cattle rustling
benefited as much from the proximity of the United States as from
the asylum for their bands provided by mountains and desert.

A report, written in Zacatecas some fifty years earlier, gives us
a glimpse into the life style of these groups (quoted in Pimentel,
1866, 120-123):

there are other classes of men on the ranches whom one cannot
properly call agriculturalists and whose character, occupations,
customs and style of life differ greatly from the character and
customs of the cultivators.

They consist of various social clusters. Some

are artisans or craftsmen, usually very backward in techniques, or
merchants with little capital who settle on the haciendas with or
without permission of the owner. They live in continuous opposi-
tion and enmity with that same owner, tend to be involved in
retail trade, and since it is not to the interest of the owner to
permit this, they always carry it on fraudulently, subjugating all
the country people with their most sordid and usurious contracts.
Most of them also buy and sell contraband tobacco; are in touch
with all the smugglers; supply the rural settlements with playing
cards and intoxicating drini; buy from cowboys and shepherds the
animals they steal from the hacienda owner; keep taverns and

mbling dens in their houses; offer hospitality to vagabonds and

andits, and—finally—act as receivers of stolen property,
cially in connection with cattle rustling. The so-called renters [ar-
rendatarios) raise numerous animals, primarily mules and horses,
an occupation which requires little work; they generally renege on
the rent they ought to pay for the pasturing of their animals; they
refuse to cultivate, and spend most of their days like Arabs,
mounted on very good horses, roaming through the deserted
countryside, or promoting arguments and fights in the hamlets.
The rest of their time, and especially the feast days, they spend
dancing and getting drunk, in games of chance and in cockhghts
for which they show an imesistible and strong attraction. The
shepherds . . . are almost nomadic, and in the solitude of the
countryside surrender themselves to all kinds of vices and excess.
They appropriate for themselves and their families the best ani-
mals they have under their care, and also steal them in order to
sell them. The cowboys also lead a lonely life, like the shepherds;
always mounted on excellent horses, they ride through the coun-
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tryside engaged in drilling them. Since their wages are very low,
they get into large debts with the hacienda owners; steal many
animals entrusted to them, and generally sell them to highwaymen
and smugglers, or go to the big towns to live as horse-handlers or
servants. There they establish contact with the thieves and profes-
sional outlaws who inhabit the lower class part of town, and since
they are skilled in managing horses, finally enlist in a band of
thieves.

The military conditions of the Revolution in the north were
thus apt to be quite different from those which obtained in
Morelos. Zapata was anchored in a peasantry able and willing to
fight in the mountains, but unwilling to leave their mountain
redoubt. In contrast, the northern rebellion could count on large
troops of cavalry drawn from cowboys and bandits, and hence
capable from the beginning of a wide range of operations. The
Zapatistas were limited in their ability to obtain weapons and to
supply their home base and the surrounding area. The northerners
could confiscate cattle and cotton and sell it in the United States in
return for smuggled armaments.

Pancho Villa, the leader of this military revolt, fitted com-
pletely into these circumstances. He had been a peon on a haci-
enda, and was involved in the murder of a hacienda owner sup-
posedly killed in revenge for the ravishment of a sister. Taking to
the hills, he had become a part-time muleteer, able to construct a
wide network of social relations, and a bandit. Stealing from big
haciendas, he had become a legendary figure among the peons, a
Robin Hood who took from the rich to give to the poor. When the
Revolution broke out he was quickly won to its cause and became
one of its important leaders. Jailed by General Huerta who relied
on the Diaz machine to restore a Diaz-type dictatorship, he met in
jail Gildardo Magaria, the Zapatista intellectual who taught him
the rudiments of reading and writing, and acquainted him with
Zapata’s agrarian program. After a successful escape from jail, he
rallied a force of three thousand men, which became the nucleus of
his Divisién del Norte. By the end of 1914 he was in control of an
army of forty thousand troops (Quirk, 1960, 82). Friedrich Katz
has said of this redoubtable force that it was less an army than a
“folk migration”:
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women and children accompanied the soldiers and were fed by
them. Nothing is more characteristic of the Mexican revolutionary
armies than the soldaderas, the soldiers women, who travelled
with the army by the thousands (1964, 243).

The heartland of Villa's rebellion was Chihuahua where he at-
tracted his first following among cowboys, ranchers, and miners.
When Villa began to seize the properties of Spanish landowners
and of Cientificos, however, these were not divided among peas-
ants, as in the south, but handed over to the “state” with the provi-
sion that income derived from them would feed widows and
orphans after the war. Although he himself was sympathetic to the
demands of the Plan of Ayala, pronounced by the Zapatistas, he
never carried on any wider land reform in the areas under his
control. Katz (1964, 237-238, 325-326) ascribes this to a number
of factors: the realization that cattle estates could not be subdivided
into economically viable small parcels; that cattle were needed in
large numbers to furnish the commodity with which the Villistas
could obtain supplies and weapons in the United States; and the
scant interest which cowboys had in a specifically agrarian reform.
The decisive factor, however, may well have been the development
of a new “bourgeoisie” within the army of the north itself. Numer-
ous seized estates quickly passed into the hands of Villa’s generals
who used them to underwrite an upper-class way of life for them-
selves, thus becoming a landed group with interests of their own.
They, of course, were directly opposed to land reform. A few of the
more enterprising of these new military landowners even entered
into regular alliances with enterprises in the United States, and
began to benefit from trade and smuggling with the United States.
In addition to northern cattle, they also came to control the cotton-
growing country of the Laguna. Thus Villa’s movement never
undertook a viable land reform, in marked contrast to the Zapa-
tistas. By March 27, 1915, the Villa delegates to the Revolutionary
Convention of Aguascalientes even defended “the traditional nine-
teenth-century rights of private property and the individual”
(Quirk, 1960, 213) against the radical Zapatistas. They had come
full-cycle.
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Thus, while Villa’s armies and Zapata’s forces were instru-
mental in destroying the power of the Diaz regime and its epig-
onous successor Victoriano Huerta, they were themselves unable to
take the decisive steps to institute a new order in Mexico. Zapata,
because he was unable to transcend the demands of his revolu-
tionary peasantry, concentrated upon a narrow area of Mexico, and
Villa gloried in warfare, but had no understanding for social and
political exigencies. Symbolic of this tragic ineptitude of both
parties is their historic meeting in Mexico City at the end of 1914
when they celebrated their fraternal union but could not create a
political machine that could govern the country. “Both Pancho
Villa and Emilio Zapata,” says Pinchon in his biography of Zapata
(1941, 306),

—typical regionalists without experience in the sphere of national
affairs—not only refused office of any kind but felt themselves
unequipped to do more than provide temporary protection for the
formation of a revolutionary government. But no man of the right
caliber for president appeared. Over the Palacio Nacional hung a
wistful sign: “Wanted—an honest man.”

Thus a third force did break the deadlock, the Constitutional-
ist army of only twenty-six thousand men. It consisted of a coalition
between two wings, a liberal wing oriented toward political reform,
and a radical wing intent upon social reform. The liberal wing was
led by Venustiano Carranza, the radical wing by Alvaro Obregén.
Each represented in his person the social orientation impressed
upon them by their different origins. Carranza, like Madero, was a
landowner. Under Diaz he had occupied a number of minor posi-
tions, including that of senator. He joined the Madero movement
in order to secure the re-establishment of constitutional guarantees
and federal liberty. His following was made up of

the same middle-class liberals, the Madero-style legislators, and

their aim was also the same: to insure that the political control of

Mexico remained in the hands of the middle class of the states.

The Carranza men were federalists . . . troglodytes in the midst

of the 20th century: they imagined that the problems of Mexico

could be solved by a series of measures which had failed in the

past century (Quirk, 1953, 509-510).
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Unlike Madero, Carranza had realized that the re-establishment of

formal constitutional guarantees would remain a hollow measure,
as long as the Diaz machine—civil and military—remained in a
position of power. He had warned Madero that his exclusive
concentration on formal liberties would mean the death of the
Revolution. He thus shared Madero’s vision of political reform, but
of a political reform equipped with teeth. This led him to take up
the struggle against the Diaz machine, now captained by Victoriano
Huerta. Yet he hoped to fashion a state which would neither return
to the despotic centralism of Dfaz, nor go forward to the unsettling
social reforms proposed by the radicals.

Anarchy and centralism were, for the liberals, the major enemies
of the Carrancista revolution. Anarchy was incarnated in the
radical agrarians who hoped to transform the political revolution
into a social movement of violent character. And centralismo was
incarnated in the old regime and the followers of Huerta. The
liberals opted for a middle term: they wanted to create a federal
and democratic republic, in which the middle class would play the
leading role (1953, 511).

The radicals, however, had a different orientation and obeyed
different impulses. Many of them had come from Sonora and
Sinaloa, the Mexican northwest; Sonora and Sinaloa shared some
of the characteristics of the arid north-central provinces like Chi-
huahua, but with an important difference. In Sonora and Sinaloa,
too, there had been a growth of large landed estates. In 1910 there
were 265 holdings larger than 1,000 hectares in Sinaloa, 35 of
them larger than 10,000 hectares; 94.7 percent of all heads of
households were landless. In Sonora, 77 holdings were composed of
more than 1,000 hectares each; seven were larger than 10,000
hectares each. The percentage of landless heads of households
amounted to 95.8 (McBride, 1923, 154). With the advent of the
railroads, however, much of this land had come under the control
of United States’ firms; “the lines actually served better as a
pipeline from the Mexican interior to United States’ markets
than they did as a stimulus to interior marketing and economic

development” (Cumberland, 1968, 217). By 1902 U.S. firms held
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more than a million hectares in Sonora; in Sinaloa they owned 50
percent of the productive deltaic plain and 75 percent of all irri-
gable land, where sugar, cotton, and fresh vegetables were raised
for the market (Pfeifer, 1939, 384). Increasing commercialization,
at the same time, had also evoked a small middle group, at once
stimulated by contact with the United States and increasingly
antagonistic to its influence. It also lived in lively competition with
Chinese traders who came to control much local commerce. One of
the first acts of the Revolution would be to expel the Chinese from
the state (Cumberland, 1960). Yet this was also a middle group very
much more rural in character than its counterpart in Chihuahua.

Obregén well represented its rural orientation. His father had
been an independent rancher who had lost his holding to floods and
Indian raiders. The son became successively a mechanic, a travel-
ing salesman for a shoe manufacturer, a mechanic in a sugar mill, a
rancher growing chick-peas on rented land, and the inventor of a
mechanical chick-pea planter that was soon adopted throughout the
area of the Mayo River. He taught himself to speak both Mayo and
Yaqui. A reader of Flores Magén’s newspaper Regeneracién since
1905, he favored Madero’s revolution, and in 1912 gathered some
three hundred well-to-do ranchers like himself into a fighting force
that came to be known as the Rich Man'’s Battalion (Dillon, 1956,
262). He was by no means a socialist, but favored nationalist
legislation and agrarian and labor reforms which would at one and
the same time curtail United States encroachment, break the power
of the great landed families, and widen opportunities in the market
for both labor and his kind of middle class.

To express their radical demands for land and labor reform,
the Zapatistas and Villistas had called a convention which was
dominated by anarchist and socialist rhetoric. It called in no
uncertain terms for the liquidation of the latifundia system, the
return of lands to the Indian communities, the nationalization of
lands held by enemies of the Revolution and foreigners, a program
of land reform; voices were heard calling for legislation limiting
work hours, protecting working women and children, industrial
accident insurance, the establishment of cooperatives and mutual-
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aid societies, secular education, the formation of unions, and the
right to strike. While the speakers were mostly radical intellectuals
like Dfaz Soto y Gama, Miguel Mendoza Lépez, and Pérez Taylor,
the delegates were for the most part the revolutionary generals of
the Villa and Zapata forces, captains of peasant and cowboy armies.
Endowed with military titles by the Revolution, they were not
primarily militarists, but almost always “leaders of peasant bands
who stood for some kind of land reform” (Quirk, 1953, 505). The
liberals within the Constitutional coalition listened to these pleas
with horror. They

refused to accept the sovereignty of the Convention when they
realized that this organism was dominated by the Villistas and
Zapatistas, or—rather—by the radicals, by the rabble of the Revo-
lution. They thought that stability could never be attained if the
reins of the government were placed in the hands of the radicals.
The constitutionalists were controlled, on the other hand, by
various lawyers and men experienced in the art of ruling. Car-
ranza had been senator and governor. Palavicini, Macias, Cabrera
and Rojas had been congressmen during Madero’s administration.
Here, those who labored to their liking were lawyers, not generals
(Quirk, 1953, 506).

They opposed reforms:

Since the middle class had already taken over the government—
and the Carranza regime was wholly liberal and civilian in type—
they thought that the social reforms of an advanced type, at that
period, would end in destroying order and peaceful progress. If the
flood of the Revolution was allowed to spread, the middle class
elements would lose control of the government, allowing the dis-
orderly radical leaders of the masses to break loose (1953, 518).

With the passage of events, however, it became clear that
there would have to be reform. There were radicals not only in the
armies of the Convention, but also within the Constitutionalist
forces themselves. From the first, Obregén and his followers had
understood that they could only break the hold of Villa and Zapata
by promising viable social reforms. Their arguments began to gain
power, as the Constitutionalist regime was pushed to the wall by
the continued success of Villa and Zapata’s advances in 1914 and
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1915. By the beginning of 1915 Carranza began to make vague
pronouncements in favor of social reform from Veracruz. Already
in August 1914 Obregén had reopened the Casa del Obrero
Mundial in Mexico, and in mid-February 1915, this socialist organ-
ization signed a pact with Carranza in which it promised to furnish
“red” battalions against Villa and Zapata. In 1915 the Constitu-
tionalist general Salvador Alvarado entered Yucatén and abolished
debt peonage in the state. Such accommodations enormously aided
the Constitutionalist cause and attracted numerous sympathizers.
Constitutionalist methods are well illustrated by the invasion
of Yucatén. Since mid-nineteenth century, the peninsula had wit-
nessed a steady expansion of sisal production, especially after 1878
when the introduction of the McCormick reaper provided a grow-
ing market for baling twine in the United States. By 1900 the
Yucatecan industry was well on its road to mechanization, with
steam-driven raspers installed on more than five hundred haciendas.
The market was largely controlled by International Harvester
through its Yucatecan representative to whom scon most Yucatecan
planters owed considerable debts. Labor for the growing industry
was obtained through a vast system of debt peonage which drew
between half and a third of the Maya-speaking population of the
peninsula into work on the haciendas. Maya labor was supple-
mented by the introduction of Chinese and Korean laborers, and by
Yaqui deported from Sonora to Yucatén after their last rebellion.
On June 8, 1910, there had been an uprising in the east coast town
of Valladolid, vaguely in favor of Madero’s political reforms; it was
put down in cold blood (Berzunza Pinto, 1956). The year 1911
had witnessed marginal risings in the hinterland. Yet the Porfirian
oligarchy remained firmly in control of the state. In February 1915,
however, a Constitutionalist Army of the Southeast, led by General
Salvador Alvarado, disembarked in Yucat4n, and defeated a local
armed force sent against it. Alvarado immediately proceeded to
decree an end to peonage, to promulgate labor laws, to initiate
secular education, and to further municipal self-government. He
also promoted labor organization and set up a commission to super-
vise the sale of sisal. This product provided a lucrative source of
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revenues for the Constitutionalists, since the onset of World War I
had put a premium on Yucatecan supplies. To maintain this flow of
income, Alvarado did nothing to alter the pattern of ownership and
control in the sisal industry. Inconvenient agrarian rebels like those
who had raised the flag of rebellion at Temax were jailed (Ber-
zunza Pinto, 1962, 295). Yet Alvarado’s resolute reforms “from
above” found a wide echo in many parts of Mexico where peons
were ardently awaiting the hour of their liberation.

Thus other advantages accrued to the Constitutionalist armies.
Holding only peripheral positions within the country, on the Gulf
Coast and in the far northwest, they were nevertheless in control of
resources which could be turned into dollars with which to pur-
chase arms: Tampico provided ever increasing quantities of oil,
Yucatin had sisal. Veracruz, an easy gate of entry from the sea,
offered income through customs duties. It is interesting to note in
this regard how much this victorious strategy resembled the suc-
cessful strategy followed by Benito Judrez, both in his struggle
against the conservatives and later against the French. Use of
Veracruz, in effect, allowed him to prevent consolidation of his
enemies on the central plateau. Furthermore, Carranza and Obre-
gén knew how to steer a clever middle course between the demands
of the United States and Germany, soon to clash in a major war.
Where Zapata had little understanding of international affairs, and
Villa was outspokenly pro-American, the Constitutionalists could
play the nationalist game, assuming an independent position be-
tween two rival camps. Finally, Obregén’s generalship proved
superior to that of Villa. Villa's fate was sealed in 1915 in the battle
of Celaya, in which Obregén’s numerically inferior troops won the
day by turning Villa’s predilection for massed cavalry charges and
infantry attack to their own advantage. The well-entrenched Con-
stitutionalist infantry, equipped with machine guns, cut the Villista
charges to shreds. Obregén “had learned from the European war
what Villa seemingly had not—massed attacks could not succeed
against trenches, machine guns, and barbed wire” (Quirk, 1960,
224). On his own admission, Villa lost six thousand men killed at
Celaya. Dead bodies, said an American observer of the occasion,
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“were strewn on both sides of the track as far as the eye could
reach” (J. R. Ambrosins, quoted in Quirk, 1960, 225). On October
19, 1915, the United States decided to recognize Carranza. The
revolutionary war continued, but Villa never recovered from the
blow suffered at Celaya, and Zapata found himself increasingly
isolated in his mountain redoubt.

As the tide began to turn in favor of the Constitutionalists,
however, the liberal wing within the coalition also began to renege
on its promises for reform. On January 1916 Carranza once again
dissolved the red battalions and expelled the Casa del Obrero
Mundial from the quarters of the Mexico City Jockey Club (now
Sanborn’s) where they had installed themselves. By August 1916
he felt strong enough to threaten the death sentence for strikers in
industries which affected the public welfare. Yet the Carrancistas
were clearly fighting a rear-guard action within their own forces.
On the one hand, they could no longer afford to antagonize the
military leaders in their own armies who had gained strength in the
continued successes of the Constitutionalist cause. The Carranza
cabinet was entirely made up of civilians, and could not afford to
jeopardize their alliance with the more radical Obregén. On the
other hand they fell victim to their own principles. When they
issued the call for a constitutional assembly in Querétaro at the end
of 1916, they barred from attendance not only Huerta men and
Catholics, but also followers of Villa and Zapata.

Yet the liberals allowed regional politics to dominate the result of
the elections. Thus local leaders were elected, simple chieftains
many of them, men who-like the conventionists, were agrarian
radicals, with the obvious result that, from the beginning, the
dream of a liberal convention and constitution was sentenced to

die (Quirk, 1953, 525).
The resulting constitution bore the imprint of the radicals. Secular
education, separation of Church and state, liquidation of the lati-
fundium and land reform, wide-ranging labor legislation, and an
assertion of the eminent domain of the nation over resources within
the country were all written into constitutional provisions that
became the law of the land. By that time the fate of the Revolution
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was also decided. Zapata himself was treacherously ambushed and
assassinated in 1919. Carranza lost power and was assassinated in
1920; Obregén followed him into the presidency and the leadership
of a more stable post-revolutionary Mexico committed to change
and reform. Pancho Villa made his peace with Obregén in 1920
and retired to a farm in Chihuahua, where he was assassinated in
1923. The Revolution may have cost as many as two million lives
(Cumberland, 1968, 241, 245-246). Yet with all its horror, it had
laid the basis for a new Mexico in which—paradoxically—once
again the principles of the defeated were to become the guidelines
of the victors. Thus, says Robert Quirk,

the inarticulate, militarily ineffectual Zapata accomplished in
death what he could not win in life. His spirit lived on, and in a
strange, illogical, but totally Mexican twist of fate, he became the
greatest hero of the Revolution. In the hagiography of the Revolu-
tion the caudillo of Morelos continues to ride his white charger
.+« (1960, 292-293).

The reforms themselves were initiated, with various ups and
downs, over a twenty-year period. Just as it had taken a long time
for the Mexican Revolution to define its program, so it took a long
time for the abstract program to become institutional reality. The
abolition of peonage created the legal condition for free labor
mobility, but there was no general redistribution of land. Indian
communities which had regained their land from the estates by force
of arms—as in Morelos—were allowed to retain them, and com-
munities which had clear title to land were permitted to regain
their holdings; but massive land reform had to await the advent of
the Cérdenas regime in 1934. Labor legislation put a measure of
political leverage into the hands of an enlarged trade-union move-
ment, but it received a stronger political voice only in exchange for
political support of the new government. At the same time, under
both Obregén and his successor Calles, the government slowly
consolidated itself in power, weathering a number of military
challenges from army leaders as well as from rural rebels in west-
central Mexico who rose to defend clerical privileges against anti-
clerical legislation. In 1929 Calles organized the National Revolu-
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tionary party. At first no more than a coalition of generals and
political leaders who understood that they would hang separately if
they did not hang together, it was to become later a flexible political
instrument which allowed a measure of representation to various
groups of sufficient political strength to make their voices heard in
government councils. Cautious reform and political consolidation,
in turn, made the government more able and willing to challenge
the predatory American and British oil companies who operated on
Mexican soil, and through the challenge to the foreign-owned
companies also call into question foreign influence in Mexico in
general. Yet this first challenge did not prove strong enough and
fell back before foreign counterpressure. Calles, who followed
Obregén as the undisputed boss of the “revolutionary family” for a
time (1928-1934), reversed the trend toward reform and national-
ism. Land and labor reform came to a standstill, foreign capital was
once again favored over Mexican capital, and Mexico moved
toward closer cooperation with the United States.

Retreat, however, lent renewed strength to the thrust for
reform. Concessions to foreign capital and to the United States
generated a widespread nationalist reaction, reinforced by the
effects of the world-wide depression of 1929. General Lazaro Cér-
denas, who succeeded Calles in 1934, opened the sluice gates to
initiate land reform and labor organization on a massive scale.
Cérdenas did what no Mexican leader had attempted before him:
he dismantled the political power of the hacienda owners, and
distributed hacienda lands among the peasantry. Before Cérdenas
about 17 million acres of land had been redistributed; during the
six years of his tenure in office this total was raised to 41 million
acres. Most of this land was granted to village communities under
communal forms of tenure (ejidos). Labor organization went on
apace. Mexican capital was once again favored over foreign capital;
Mexican capitalists became enthusiastic supporters of the regime.
The rich oil fields of Mexico's eastern coast were expropriated, and
foreign shareholders were deprived of their influence in the man-
agement of the national railway system. The vast mobilization of
peasants and industrial workers in agrarian and industrial unions
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provided the government with an instrument of great political
power in its internal confrontation with the hacienda owners and in
its external dealings with foreign governments, especially with the
United States. The government party gained in strength through
the inclusion of new peasant and labor representatives in its deci-
sion-making.

The Cérdenas years (1934-1940) thus laid the basis for a
vigorous advance of Mexico’s business and industry, especially in
the period following upon the conclusion of World War II. Yet the
sharp advance in one sector has again called attention to the rela-
tive stagnation of other parts of the society. Accelerated industriali-
zation has produced a strong industrial and commercial elite, with
extensive government connections. Land reform has once again
become the economic stepchild: private landownership is favored
over communal arrangements, and surplus funds have gone into
industry, trade, and commercial private agriculture rather than into
financial support for the ejido program. While industrial and urban
growth has gone on apace, the countryside has once more fallen
behind, reinforcing once again the gap between the Mexico Which
Has and the Mexico Which Has Not, to use the phrase coined by
the sociologist Pablo Gonzélez Casanova. Foreign capital is once
again welcome in the country. The government party has become
as much an instrument of control as an instrument of representa-
tion. Within it interest groups—organized into formal associations
of agrarians, workers, entrepreneurs, military, bureaucrats, and
professionals—are linked to territorial groups, based on the several
federated Mexican states. This linkage makes for a powerful execu-
tive, able to play off interest groups against territorial units and
interest groups against each other. The final product bears a strong
resemblance to the corporate state structure of fascist Italy or Spain,
albeit with the rhetoric of social justice and socialism, causing some
Mexican intellectuals to speak of a new Porfiriato.

Thus the Mexican Revolution produced, in the course of time,
a new and stable center of power, from the manifold contradictions
and oppositions of the past. The reform laws of the mid-nineteenth
century had fostered private property in land as a means of under-



MEexico 47

writing the growth of the family-farm; but the land so freed from
its social encumbrances merely intensified the growth of the lati-
fundium. Thus the land-hungry large estates pushed ever more
strongly against the remaining Indian communities and the small
farms. The large estate with its bound labor also stood in marked
contrast to a growing industry and transportation services, manned
by free labor which, however, had not yet received the protection of
effective labor legislation. These oppositions had also made them-
selves felt in tension between the southern periphery—with its
strong component of Indians organized into corporate communities
—and the northern periphery—increasingly oriented toward com-
mercialization and strongly nationalist—both ranged against the
center, controlled by an increasingly inflexible bureaucracy. This
central power group had sponsored a policy of commercialization
and industrialization, but these processes had benefited only a small
elite, while the new aspirants for power and the new interest
groups thrown up by the process were granted neither a hearing nor
representation. In contrast to other revolutions which we shall
consider—notably those of Russia, China, and Viet Nam—the
Mexican Revolution was not led by a tightly organized revolution-
ary party endowed with a vision of a new society. While some
ideological themes had been sounded in the course of the war—
whether connected with the appeals of anarchism or with the
Virgin of Guadalupe—these had remained muted within the gen-
eral orchestration of violence. Again, in contrast to other cases, the
revolutionary upheaval was wholly internal. The last time a foreign
power interfered massively and outright in Mexican affairs had
been almost fifty years before the Revolution; a brief episode of
United States intervention through a landing in Veracruz in 1914
proved only a minor irritant. Factions of contenders for power
emerged in the course of the struggle, rather than being present
from the beginning. Initial success went to the peasant guerrillas of
Morelos and the cowboy armies of the north, but final victory
rewarded an elite which had created a viable army, demonstrated
bureaucratic competence, and consolidated its control over the vital
export sector of the economy. This elite also proved flexible enough
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to initiate agrarian and labor reforms demanded by the revolu-
tionary generals within a larger policy of national economic prog-
ress, congruent with the interests of an expanding middle class of
entrepreneurs and professionals. The result has been the formation
of a strong central executive which fosters capitalist development,
but is in a position to balance the claims of peasants and industrial
workers against those of the entrepreneurs and the middleclass
groups. In developing a political system of functional associations
which crosscut territorial units within one overarching official
party, the Mexican political system finally reproduced, under
different historical and political circumstances, some aspects of the
“parallel hierarchies” which—as we shall see—were to play such an
important role in the Chinese and Vietnamese revolutionary move-
ments.
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The Russian commune, such
as it exists in ancient Mos-
covia, is in fact an easy means
of gainin ssession of the
soil on behalf of the masses.

Leroy-Beaulieu, 1876
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The development of Russian serfdom bears certain resemblances to
the development of peonage in Mexico. There had been slaves in
Russia, but by the sixteenth century, their number had become
quite negligible. During the sixteenth century, however, there
appeared in the area of the Moscow Rus a kind of peon bound by
debt, an indentured worker on the land in the form of the kabala
kholop, who worked the land either in return for a loan (kabala) or
for some other form of assistance. As the plowland in the hands of
lords expanded, lords began to exert more pressure to obtain a
secure labor force, inducing more and more free or half-free peas-
ants to accept debt bondage. This was usually done by lending out
wasteland, together with loans of money and seed for fixed periods
ranging from three to five years, to ten to twenty years, in return for
obligatory labor on the lord’s holding (barshchina), and for pay-
ments in kind or money (obrok). However, this system of increas-
ing exploitation of the peasantry could not work as long as there
remained an open frontier and as long as the peasant remained free
to move away from his place of indenture. Nor could the system of
migratory tillage be replaced by the more productive three-field
system, as long as the peasant retained his mobility. Untrammeled
movement from estate to estate or to the frontier was still common
until the end of the sixteenth century; peasants were still able to
repay their obligations and extinguish their debts. Often they were
lured on by promises made by estate owners elsewhere, or even
abducted. Continuous warfare and recurrent famines also further
reinforced this migratory tendency of the Russian peasant. Sir John
Maynard has written of the Russian peasant (mujik) that he has
always been
a peasant with a difference; a peasant in whom the nomad sur-
vived till yesterday, as much at home in Asia as in Europe. .
There is something in him of the land-sailor, with a range from
Minsk to Vladivostok, and with some of that flexibility of mind

which a sailor acquires. The land led him on, as the inland sea led
on the sailor, from headland to headland (1962, 31).
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And he interprets the growth of serfdom as

the story of the limitation of this “flitting,” and of the organisation
of the people for service, military and agricultural, under the
control of a service squirearchy (1962, 32). . . .

Lay the two aspects of Russian rural life side by side: the peasant
who has the restlessness of the nomad in his blood, and the police-
state which enforces upon him the static obligations of the serf
status: the urge to be up and moving on the one hand, and the
passport and ie pursuing authority on the other: and you have
the) ey to some of the contradictions of Russian history (1962,
33).

After passage of laws ever more restrictive of the peasant’s right to
free movement, the peasant was finally bound in full serfdom to a
given estate in the legal code of 1649; and flight was made a
criminal offense in 1658. There were numerous rebellions against
this bondage, most often in conjunction with Cossack uprisings
against the political center. Soviet historians have tended to equate
peasant uprisings and the Cossack revolts of Bolotnikov (1606~
1607), Razin (1667-1671), Bulavin (1707-1708), and Pugachev
(1773-1775): but the prime movers in these movements were
Cossacks reacting against the growing centralization of the state
rather than the oppressed peasantry. None of the Cossack move-
ments were directed against the institution of serfdom itself; rather,
peasants in Cossack-dominated areas became Cosssacks, thus escap-
ing from the peasantry rather than solving the problem of peasant
oppression (see Yaresh, 1957). At the same time the Cossack
uprisings benefited from peasant disturbances, and peasant dis-
turbances in turn received an impetus from Cossack rebellion.
Between the end of the Pugachev rebellion and the end of the
eighteenth century, there were some 300 outbreaks in 32 provinces
(Lyashchenko, 1949, 280), and there was never a time when the
peasantry was completely quiescent. Between 1826 and 1861, there
were 1,186 peasant uprisings, showing a steady increase with every
five-year period (1949, 370). Nor did the Russian peasant forget
his former condition of freedom. Before serfdom, St. George’s Day
on the twenty-sixth of November had been the traditional day for
changing owners.
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Even now, after three centuries of bondage, the mujik has not
forgotten the feast day which once on a time restored him to
freedom: the feast of St. George is incorporated in many pro-
verbial expressions of disappointment (Leroy-Beaulieu, 1962, 11).

By mid-eighteenth century, the serfs composed a majority of
the population: in 1762-1766, serfs composed 52.4 percent of a
total rural population of 14.5 million in Great Russia and Siberia.
By the end of the eighteenth century, the total male serf population
stood at 10.9 million, a figure which remained nearly unchanged
until emancipation from serfdom in 1861. At the time of Emanci-
pation, serfs composed more than 55 percent of the rural population
in the Central Agricultural Region, in Eastern White Russia, in
the Western Ukraine, and in the Middle Volga Region; between
36 and 55 percent in Western White Russia, the Lake Region, the
Central Industrial Region, the Eastern Ukraine, and the Lower
Volga Region. Elsewhere percentages were lower (Lyashchenko,
1949, 311). Within the serf population there were two major
categories: at the end of the eighteenth century, roughly half of the
serfs belonged to individual squires, while somewhat less than half
belonged to the state. The state serfs were somewhat better off than
the private serfs: their payments were rendered in obrok, which
was fixed at relatively moderate levels, and they were less exposed
to the personal idiosyncrasies of individual squires. However, they
constituted a labor reserve from which the rulers could make grants
to private holders.

Nevertheless, Russian serf agriculture was not a great eco-
nomic success. It depended entirely on the traditional and extensive
agricultural technology of the peasantry; yields remained low and
stationary throughout most of the nineteenth century. The ratio
of yield to seed was 3.5 to 1 in 1801-1810, and 3.7 in 1861-
1870 (Lyashchenko, 1949, 324). Any increase in income drawn
from agriculture was thus won “through the quantitative expansion
of its acreage and extensive grain raising by means of intensifying
the exploitation of peasant labor, that is, by overburdening the
peasant household still further” (1949, 323). There was no ade-
quate cost accounting nor an economic adjustment to fluctuating
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markets. Political compulsions siphoned off whatever the peasant
could produce.

As noted above, the two modes of using serf labor were
barshchina, labor on the lord’s fields with the peasant’s own tools
and livestock, and obrok, payment in kind. These often occurred in
a variety of combinations; yet labor dues were most prevalent in the
country of the black earth, while payment held sway in the non-
black-soil provinces of the north. The black-earth country was
fertile, and surpluses were derived in the main from agricultural
operations. As grain exports grew, it was to the interests of the
landlords in this region to maximize their landholdings and to
increase the amount of peasant labor expended upon their lands.
The amount of land allocated for peasant subsistence thus tended
to be small; the plot allotted to each peasant “soul” seldom exceeded
between 6.75 and 8.10 acres. The squires held more than 50 per-
cent of the arable land. Throughout the nineteenth century, there
was a tendency to raise the amount of peasant labor on squire land,
from three days a week to four, five, or even six days. In addition,
peasants had to work on construction projects and in brickmaking,
while women produced linen and woolens. Peasants also had to
supply carts and manpower to carry the squire’s produce to market,
an obligation which consumed 30 percent of their working time in
winter, 8 percent in the summer months. On some farms, the
squires were even successful in converting labor dues into outright
wage labor, in which the worker did not have access to land, but
received payment in food and clothing for work on the lord’s
domain.

In contrast to the system of labor dues, payment in kind or
money prevailed in the non-black-soil provinces of the north where
farming was both less productive and less profitable, but where
peasant employment in home handicraft or town industries could
yield payments in kind. Since land was less valuable than in the
south, landowners retained only 20 to 25 percent of arable land and
granted larger allotments per “soul,” ranging on the average be-
tween 10.8 and 13.5 acres. This land enabled the peasant to feed
himself and his family, while the dues in money or kind allowed
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the landlords to skim off the surplus produced by the peasant

through a mechanism of social and political compulsion. Such
payments also rose steadily during the period of serfdom. It was
worth about 10 to 12.5 rubls on the average by the end of the
eighteenth century; by the second decade of the nineteenth century
their value had risen to 70 rubls.

In 1861 the serfs were freed in a major agrarian reform,
stimulated by the fear voiced by Tsar Alexander II that “it is better
to liberate the peasants from above” than to wait until they took
their freedom by risings “from below.” The pressures for emancipa-
tion were felt differently in the black-soil south and in the non-
black-soil north. In the black-soil areas where cultivation was
productive and profitable it was in the interests of the landowners
to appropriate as much of the arable land as they could, and to
leave the peasant as little as possible, thus forcing him to labor on
the noble estates. In the north agriculture was poor and land of
little value, but where the landlord’s surplus had been derived from
the payment of dues in kind or money, it was to the interest of the
landlord to rid himself of unproductive land and to seek instead
maximum compensation for the personal freedom of his serfs.
Mediating between these divergent interests, Alexander II and his
advisers—acting in the interest of the state as a whole—sought to
avoid a situation in which the serfs would gain their personal
liberty, but lose their land. With liberty instead of land,

the peasant would have recovered his liberty only to fall into a
condition often more miserable than that which he endured in
his time of his bondage. He would have remained for years, maybe
for centuries, totally debarred from the holding of land. All this
host of freedom would have been turned into a nation of proletar-
ians. . . . By giving land to the serfs, it was confidently hoped
to avoid proletariate, and to avoid proletariate was to steer clear of
the social and political commotions of the West (Leroy-Beaulieu,
1962, 27-28).

The upshot was a compromise in which the peasant was not
deprived of all land, while at the same time being made to pay for
the liberation of his person. To meet the differential exigencies of
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the landowners in north and south, the compromise was applied
differently in the black-soil and non-black-soil belts. In the black-
soil provinces the allotment of land per person granted was gen-
erally smaller than it had been before the reform; in sixteen black-
soil provinces the average allotment before the reform was 9.18
acres; after it, it was 6.75 acres. In the non-black-soil industrial
provinces, on the other hand, where obrok had dominated, the
reverse was true. The landlords benefited by ridding themselves of
unproductive land, transferring this to the peasants on the basis of
excessive valuations. In eight such provinces, the average prereform
allotment per person had been 10 acres; after the reform, it was
11.6 acres.

The full allotment was granted to the peasantry only with
additional stipulations. The peasants, if they possessed sufficient
funds, could buy their liberty outright. To aid in the process, the
state advanced 80 percent of the necessary sum; the peasant had to
furnish the remaining 20 percent. These advances by the state
were to be repaid by the peasants in the course of forty-nine years
at a rate of 6 percent annual interest. Unfortunately, this venture
was not a success. Even where peasants were able to raise the
required 20 percent, they met great difficulties in keeping up the
necessary payments and fell increasingly into arrears. These in-
creased from 22 percent of the total annual payments in 1875 to
119 percent by the end of the century (Robinson, 1949, 96). Still
other peasants became “temporarily obligated” persons who had to
continue to pay dues to the squires of twelve rubls per full allot-
ment in obrok country or to furnish forty days of labor a year for
males and thirty for females. By 1881 there remained, in thirty-
seven provinces, more than three million peasants under such
temporary obligations. Their social situation had thus changed
little; a Russian journalist quipped that they would require still
“another emancipation” (Leroy-Beaulieu, 1962, 43). Finally, there
were many peasants who accepted a curtailed allotment in ex-
change for their complete freedom, thus buying their personal
freedom at the cost of economic impoverishment.

The reform was thus a great disappointment to many.
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When the manifesto of the 19th of February, 1861, was pub-
lished, setting forth the conditions of the emancipation, the
peasants could not conceal their disappointment. In the churches,
where the imperial manifesto, announcing freedom, was read to
them, they murmured aloud; more than one shook his head, ex-
claiming, “what sort of liberty is that?” (Leroy-Beaulieu, 1962,
29-30).

In many localities the peasants refused to believe that the
manifesto was genuine. There were troubles, and troops had to be
called in to disperse the angry crowds.

It was rumored in the villages that the manifesto read in the
churches was a fabrication of the landlords, and that the genuine
Emancipation Act would be forthcoming later on; there may even
yet be peasants who are looking for it to appear. There assuredly
are many who in the long winter evenings dream of a new
emancipation with a redistribution of lands, gratuitous this time
(1962, 30).
Still several years later, “certain prophets from the people . .
announced that, by the will of God, the land was soon to be made
over to the peasants, with nothing to pay” (1962, 31). With
notable insight, Leroy-Beaulieu noted that these agitations followed
from premises which had “a semi-juridical character” (1962, 72).

It is evident that in the people, obscurely, but down to a great
depth, a tradition has survived, a memory of a time when landed
property was not yet, or not to any great extent, in the hands of
the nobles, when nearly all the meadow lands and the forest lands
in particular were used indiscriminately and in an undefined way
by all. For one brief instant the peasant has had a vision of the
return of this good old time, and even now he firmly cherishes the
conviction that the government, if it had the right and power
to suppress serfdom, has the no less incontestable right and power
to change all other conditions of landed property, at least such as
are galling to the peasant (1962, 73).

Thus, the attacks of radicals on the inadequate reform

are at one in this with the mujik’s secret instincts, and strive with
might and main to second them still more by demonstrating to
him that another expropriation of the noble landholders and a
redistribution of the land will be the natural sequel and clinching
of the task left incomplete at the first installment (1962, 70).
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While the Emancipation made the peasant legal owner of his
own allotment, transferring the right to ownership from the land-
lord to the peasant, it did not, however, at the same time remove
the manifold limitations placed on the use of peasant property by
his fellow peasants. The new holding, severed from its vertical tie
to the landlord, remained subject to the demands of the village
Commune, the mir. If anything, the new legislation strengthened
the commune as one of the bulwarks against the spread of social
disorder.

The persistence of the mir in Russia—and of communal forms
of organization among peasants elsewhere, as in Mexico—inspired
a vast romantic literature extolling supposed peasant communalism,
as if individual peasants never strove to maximize their individual
advantages. Antiromanticists, on the other hand, pointed to the
numerous symptoms of peasant self-centeredness to discredit this
picture of group warmth and solidarity. In reality, communal forms
of organization do not abolish individual striving; they merely strive
to control them. Conversely, a rampant individualism could some-
times subjugate the communal organization to its own purposes, as
when an oligarchy of powerful peasants seized control of a com-
mune and used it to bend others to their purposes. We must not,
therefore, think of peasant communalism and individualism as
mutually exclusive. Rather, they are contingent upon each other;
they often work against each other in mutual constraint within a
common setting.

By throwing its support to the maintenance of the commune
as the chief unit within the rural framework of organization,
therefore, the state also turned each commune into a field of battle
between mutually dependent and yet divergent social tendencies.

How was the mir organized, and what were its functions? It
usually was formed by former serfs and their descendants settled in
a single village, though on occasion a village comprised more than
one commune or one commune might in turn comprise a number
of villages. Within the framework of the commune, each household
had a right to an allotment. Before the emancipation, each house-
hold within the commune was entitled to an allotment of commune
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land; in addition, each household held its house and kitchen garden

in hereditary tenure. There was no collective cultivation; each
household farmed its allotment on its own. Rights to pasture, and
sometimes to meadows and forest, however, were held jointly by
the commune. Finally, in Great Russia and Siberia the commune
had the power to reallot land at intervals among its constituent
households. Approximately three-fourths of the peasant households
in the fifty provinces of European Russia—not counting Congress
Poland and Finland—held more than four-fifths of the land in
“repartitional” tenure. Hereditary tenure predominated in the
Ukraine and the western provinces.

The principles governing repartition differed from region to
region. While it was usual to reallot land every few years, a given
commune could refrain from reallotment at any time, retaining its
power to reallot in the future. According to Lazar Volin (1940,
125-127), population pressure was an important factor in bringing
about reallotment. In the 1880’s, 65 percent of 6,830 communes in
sixty-six scattered districts of European Russia had not repartitioned
their land; but during the pericd 1897-1902 only 12 percent failed
to do so. Most of them (59 percent) repartitioned on the basis of
males in the family, with a minority repartitioning on the basis of
working adults (8 percent), on the total number of souls in the
household (19 percent), while 2 percent repartitioned only par-
tially. As long as the commune claimed the rights to reallot, it
placed severe restrictions on the freedom of the peasant to use his
land as his interest dictated. The peasant could not sell, mortgage,
or inherit land without consent of the entire commune. Nor could
the peasant refuse to accept a new allotment, less productive than
the one held before. The commune also limited the right of the
peasant to grow what crops he wanted by enforcing a rigid cropping
system. Fields were divided into strips, in order to equalize oppor-
tunities with regard to soil, topography, or distance from village;
any given peasant holding consisted of strips in various fields. The
strips in any one field were planted with the same crop in three-
field rotation; they were unenclosed by fences, and when cultiva-
tion was over, were opened to common pasture at the same time.
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In its everyday operation, the commune enjoyed the most
complete autonomy. Wallace has said that

the higher authorities not only abstain from all interference in the
allotment of the Communal lands, but remain in profound igno-
rance as to which system the Communes habitually adopt. . . . In
spite of the systematic and persistent efforts of the centralized
bureaucracy to regulate minutely all departments of the national
life, the rural Communes, which contain about five-sixths of
the population, remain in many respects entirely beyond its in-
fluence, and even beyond its sphere of vision (1908, 114-115).

It was governed by a council of all heads of households, called
the shkod, from shkodit’, to come together. At the head of the
council stood the village elder or starosta, whose function it was to
formulate the consensus of the village assembly and to represent it
in dealings with outsiders.

Wallace has described for us how such a village council
operated:

The simple procedure, or rather the absence of all formal pro-
cedure, at the Assemblies, illustrates admirably the essentially
practical character of the institution. The meetings are held in the
oEen air, because in the village there is no building—except the
church, which can be used only for religious purposes—large
enough to contain all the members; and they almost always ta%e
place on Sundays or holidays, when the peasants have plenty of
leisure. Any open space may serve as a Forum. The discussions are
occasionally very animated, but there is rarely any attempt at
speech-making. If any young member should show an inclination
to indulge in oratory, he is sure to be unceremoniously interrupted
by some of the older members, who have never any sympathy with
fine talking. The assemblage has the appearance of a crowd of
Feople who have accidentally come together and are discussing in
ittle groups subjects of local interest. Gradually some one group,
containing two or three peasants who have more moral influence
than their fellows, attracts the others, and the discussion becomes
general. Two or more peasants may speak at a time, and interrupt
each other freely—using plain, unvarnished language, not at all
parliamentary—and the discussion may become a confused, un-
intelligible din; but at the moment when the spectator imagines
that the consultation is about to be transformed into a free fight,
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the tumult spontaneously subsides, or perhaps a general roar of
laughter announces that some one has been successfully hit by a
strong argumentum ad hominem, or biting personal remark. In
any case there is no danger of the disputants coming to blows. No
class of men in the world are more good-natured and pacific than
the Russian peasantry. . . . Theoretically speaking, the Village
Parliament has a Speaker, in the person of the Village Elder. The
word Speaker is etymologically less objectionable than the term
President, for the personage in question never sits down, but
mingles in the crowd like the ordinary members. Objection may
be taken to the word on the ground that the Elder speaks much
less than many other members, but this may likewise be said of
the Speaker of the House of Commons. Whatever we may call
him, the Elder is officially the principal personage in the crowd,
and wears the insignia of office in the form of a small medal
suspended from his neck by a thin brass chain. His duties, how-
ever, are extremely light. To call to order those who interrupt the
discussion is no part of his functions. If he calls an honourable
member “Durak” (blockhead), or interrupts an orator with a
laconic “Moltchi!” Chold your tongue!), he does so in virtue of no
special prerogative, but simply in accordance with a time-honored
privilege, which is equally enjoyed by all present, and may be
employed with impunity against zimself. Indeed, it may be said in
general that the phraseology and the procedure are not subjected
to any strict rules. The Elder comes prominently forwarcf onl
when it is necessary to take the sense of the meeting. On su
occasions he may stand back a little from the crowd and say,
“Well, Ladno! ladno!” that is to say, “Agreed! agreed!” (1908,
116-117).

This quote exhibits both the mood of egalitarianism of the com-

mune and its mode of achieving consensus. The achievement of
unanimity produced

a profound sense of satisfaction and of village solidarity, and the
members of the village assembled at the mir disperse without a
vote having been taken, with no committee formed and yet the
feeling that each man knows what is expected of him (Gorer and
Rickman, 1951, 233).

The commune also had functions in addition to those involved
in regulating agriculture. It elected the elder, the tax collector of
the community, the community watchman, and the herb boy.
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Jointly responsible for taxes since 1722, it supervised the tax
performance of its members. It voted to admit new members, and
issued permits for those who wished to leave, after satisfying itself
that the emigrants furnished security for fulfillment of liabilities,
past and future. Men could be recalled if they failed to pay taxes:
the commune could hire out a member of the defaulting household
to work off the tax burden; or it could remove an ineffective head of
household and appoint another to be head in his place. The
commune prepared and signed all contracts between commune and
outsiders, or between commune and any of its members. Finally, it
exercised fierce social controls over the conduct of its members,
ranging from corporal punishment in the case of nonpayment of
taxes to public shaming. “The spirit of their community . . . gave
the members strength when they were in accord with it, and they
lived in misery and isolation when they broke, in thought or mood,
with the opinion and sentiment of their neighbors” (Gorer and
Rickman, 1951, 59).

But the mir was more than a form of social organization. Its
role as a kind of collective superego imparted to it a truly religious
aura. The term mir signifies both commune and universe, com-
parable to the Greek word kosmos. Sir John Maynard has suggested
that it would not have been inappropriate to translate mir as
“congregation,” and says:

The idea that a congre%:tion of the faithful, not necessarily in-

cluding ecclesiastics, is the repository of truth, enters deeply into

Russian thought, is the origin of sobornost, perhaps the most char-

acteristic and fundamental doctrine of Russian orthedoxy, and has

passed by strange and unexpected ways into the mental equipment
of the modern Communist (1962, 40).

Instead of the Western concept of truth as a series of approxima-
tions allowing of negotiations, the mir was seen as being in posses-
sion of absolute truth, represented by the practice of achieving
unanimous decisions in the village assembly (Gorer and Rickman,
1951, 233).

Half-secular and half-religious, the commune ideally func-
tioned as a machine for the equalization of opportunities among its
members. It was, in Leroy-Beaulieu’s words,
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an impregnable stronghold for small proprietors. Common prop-
erty is inalienable and so constitutes a sort of entail, with this
difference that, whereas family entail ensures the future of only
the first-born of the family, communal inheritance provides for all
the members of the community. In both cases unborn generations
are protected against the thriftlessness of the living, the children
against the father’s wrongdoing or improvidence. There is a degree
of destitution or disaster below which a father cannot drag down
his descendants or himself. To the disinherited the mir offers a
shelter. This is the light in which the peasants themselves regard
the matter, and that is why those of them who have achieved
competence and become individual landholders, hesitate to go out
of the commune. If they cannot attend to their lot, they let it or
give the use of it to others, looking on the communal lands as a
safety plank for their children or for themselves, should their
private fortunes ever be wrecked (1962, 173).

In addition to setting a minimum floor under a man’s livelihood,
the commune also equalized tax burdens, by laying down the

law to the rich, forcing on them supplementary lots and thus
compelling them to pay more than their share of the dues. In the
north, where the peasants frequently make their living chiefly by
industry and trade, it is no rare thing for a commune to let in a
particularly skilled artisan or a more than usually successful
tradesman for two lots, i.e. for a double quota of taxes, which is
but another way of taxing capital or income (1962, 137).

But twenty years after the Emancipation the equalizing opera-
tions of the village had not succeeded in stemming the process of
differentiation. The well-off, composing 20 percent of all house-
holds, had clearly achieved a dominant position in concentrating
land allotments, and in purchasing or renting additional land.
Because these households were generally larger, comprising be-
tween 26 and 36 percent of the rural population, they also received
larger allotments where allotments were given out on the basis of
“souls.” Moreover, they had bought land of their own, often from
the nobility which between 1877 and 1905 lost through sales
nearly one-third of their land (Robinson, 1949, 131). These 20 per-
cent of peasant households thus held, by the end of the century, be-
tween 60 and 99 percent of purchased land in the various provinces.

Again, they were the chief renters of land from their poor fellow
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villagers. In the different provinces, they came to control between
49 and 83 percent of the total rented land, while the village poor
in turn accounted for between 63 to 98 percent of all the land let
out for rent. Thus, by the end of the century, the rich peasants
used between 35 and 50 percent of all land; the middle peasants
who made up 30 percent of all peasant households used between
20 and 45 percent of land; the poor who constituted 50 percent of
all households used only 20 to 30 percent of all land. The top 20
percent, finally, also accounted for one-half of all commercial-
industrial establishments, and constituted between 48 and 78 per-
cent of all households using hired laborers (Lyashchenko, 1949,
457-458).

Among these well-off peasants there were also many who
became moneylenders to the poor. “There are in these Russian
villages,” says Leroy-Beaulieu,

men who would be called in the West exploiteurs, vampires:
enterprising, clever men, who fatten themselves at the cost of the
community. The mujik has for them the frightfully expressive
name of “mir-eaters” (miro-yedy). In many governments—those
of Kaluga, Saratof, and others—most villages are pictured as being
under the control of two or three wealthy peasants, who beguile
the commune out of its best lands “for a song"—or for no compen-
sation at all . . . it is usually through debt that the poor fall into
the power of the rich. The vampire extends to the peasant reduced
to want through improvidence, sickness, or accident, loans beyond
his power of repayment. The frequent failures of crops in the
southeast are a standing danger to the needy, a standing oppor-
tunity for the unscrupulous rich. The insolvent debtor is com-
pelled to give up to his creditor, often for a nominal price, a lot
which he has no longer the means of tilling. Liquor is the bait
most freely used, and the keeper of the kabak (saloon-keeper)
the habitual “mir-eaters.” Usury is the ulcer that gnaws at the
peasants’ vitals, and collective tenure is not free from blame in this
(1962, 137-138).

Since land could not be mortgaged or attached as security for loans,

credit remained personal, granted at the rate of 10 percent per

month, and often reaching 150 percent per annum (1962, 138).
Since the mir-eaters increasingly came to dominate the villages



Rrussia 65

economically, they also came to dominate them socially and politi-
cally. They became truly “the masters of the village.” The meetings
of the commune gave formal recognition to all members on an
equal basis, but the peasant well understood that the will of the
powerful was more important than the will of the poor. This
development of a village oligarchy dovetailed, furthermore, with
the growing power of the village elder after Emancipation. Where
he had been 2 mere agent of the collective village will before the
reform, after 1861 he was made subordinate to the district superin-
tendent of police, and given police powers in his own village. Since
the rural police were underpaid, the mir-eaters could frequently
buy their cooperation, just as they could ensure the appointment of
one of their henchmen to the position of village elder. Thus
economic differentiation was accompanied also by differentiation in
the ability to affect village decisions.

With the peasant population compressed on reduced amounts
of land, the communes began to function as veritable pressure
cookers of demand and discontent. The peasants began to buy land
and to lease land, frequently from the nobility. The peasant share
of total land held rose from 32 to 47 percent between 1877 and
1917, while that of the nobility fell from 22 percent in 1877 to 11
percent in 1917, prompting Treadgold to remark (1957, 41-42)
that “if large landholding was the chief culprit of the agrarian
problem, then the Revolution may have killed it, but it was already
dying.” Some peasants bought such land individually, but more
than two-thirds of such purchases between 1877 and 1905 were
made by communes, acting on behalf of their members. The
peasants also found that they frequently did not possess enough
pasture and forest land, which often had remained in the hands of
the squires after Emancipation. Peasants on their own behalf,
peasant associations, and communes thus began to lease both land
and such additional and necessary resources. Such leasing merely
increased the impression on the part of the peasantry that the
nobility served no useful function (Maynard, 1962, 71). In the
spring of 1902 and in 1905 in the black-soil provinces disorders
would flare most heavily in peasant communes adjoining large
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estates and linked to them by leases or other economic ties (Owen,
1963, 8). Yet buying and leasing cost money, and for many
peasants this remained the rarest of substances. Population was
steadily on the rise—a trend reinforced in part by the fact that
heads of larger households could claim larger shares in reallot-
ment—but the amount of land per capita available to the peasantry
declined by one-third between Emancipation and 1905 (Owen,
1963, 6). Often, moreover, the peasantry had been able to acquire
only the poorer land. Many peasants lacked money to buy and lease
land and pasture, and were forced instead to buy wood for fuel,
straw for fuel, bedding, and roofing, and hay for stall-fed animals.
Many of them had to give up animal husbandry altogether. At the
same time taxes continued on the rise, drawing increasing numbers
into a money economy in which their participation was at the same
time curtailed by the scarcity of that rarest of resources. There was
a steady increase in small dwarf-size holdings, justifying those
critics who had condemned the communes as “national agricultural
poorhouses” (Leroy-Beaulieu, 1962, 174).

At the same time, the commune remained for the peasant at
once a shield against the besetting problems of the world, and a
corporate body capable of acting for him and on his behalf. To the
peasant, dreaming of more land and resources in his separate hut
(izba), it also began to suggest the possibility of collective action.
“Even now,” prophesied Leroy-Beaulieu in 1876,

when he as yet turns a deaf ear to all the “nihilistic” preachings, is
not the mujik inclined to think himself despoiled in favor of the
pomieshchik, to dream, for himself and for his children, of new
distributions of lands? So that, instead of closing forever the door
of the villager's izba against the revolutionist, the mir may very
well some day open it for them. It will be in the name of the mir,
represented to us as the safeguard of society, that the peasant will
be invited to “round up” his lot, to gather all the lands into a
communal domain. The Russian commune, such as it exists in
ancient Moscovia, is in fact an easy means of gaining possession of
the soil on behalf of the masses . . . (1962, 186).

Thus it was no coincidence that among twenty governments in
which the depredations against landlords were heaviest in the
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revolutionary autumn of 1905, sixteen showed a predominance of
repartitional tenure over hereditary holdings by individual house-
holds (Robinson, 1949, 153). They were, moreover, much less
common in the non-black-soil areas where there existed alternative
sources of employment in artisan and industrial work, but were at
their most concentrated in the black-soil provinces which relied so
heavily upon agriculture (Lyashchenko, 1949, 742). In 1905, the
procurator of the Kharkov Court of Appeals Hrulov wrote that

there is to be noticed almost universally among the peasant popu-
lation a conviction amounting to a popular legend, of their having
a kind of natural right to the land, which sooner or later must pass
into their possession (quoted in Owen, 1963, 2).

Trying to account for the peasant revolts of 1902 and 1905,
the government became aware that the realloting commune, far
from forming an effective bulwark against social disorder, had in
fact furthered it. In 1906 it moved against the commune with a
plan for agrarian reform, designed to dismantle the traditional
communal structure. Landholdings in communes which had given
up land reallotment were converted into the private holdings of
individual families. In communes which still reallotted land any
landholder was given the right to request at any time that the land
to which he was entitled by redistribution be granted to him in
personal ownership. Moreover, he was entitled to receive this land
in a single block, rather than in widely scattered strips. Finally,
entire communes could convert to individual ownership by a vote
of their members. The intention was to create a sturdy Russian
yeomanry by building—in the words of Stolypin, the author of the

reform—on “the strong and sober,” in order to

divert peasants from the division of the land of the nobles by the
division of their own land for the benefit of the most prosperous
part of the peasantry (Paul Miliukov, quoted in Volin, 1960,
303).

The reform did achieve a measure of success, especially in the
west and in the Central Industrial Region where many sold their
land and moved into industrial employment, and in the steppe-
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borderlands of the south where the commune was weak and
commercial farming flourished under the impetus of the Western
European grain market. In all some three million peasants left the
communes. Paradoxically, however, the reform did not succeed in
the Russian heartland; there it may have even strengthened the
commune by measures designed to slough off the potential dissi-
dents. The reform affected a substantial reduction in the number of
the village poor; some 900,000 peasants took out titles to their
lands, sold them, and then left the village. At the same time, the
reform allowed the more prosperous to “separate” and to set up
successful commercial farms outside its limits. The net effect was to
leave in the communes some six million peasants unwilling or
unable to make the transition to independent individual farming,
In most cases they did not have the wherewithal to acquire the land
and equipment needed to establish an independent farm; or they
continued to pasture their livestock on commune lands, an advan-
tage greatly reduced or absent on independent farms; or they did
not wish to forgo the security which came from holding strips in
scattered areas as insurance against blight and climatic factors,
whereas a consolidated holding meant putting all one’s eggs in one
consolidated basket. Thus, wrote A. Tyumenev in 1925,

the communal egalitarianism which Stolypin feared and was de-
termined to destroy, persisted in the parts of the old Moscow
Centre where it did not cease to menace the abodes of the squires,
Stolypin’s policy was most successful on the before-mentioned
outer fringes of settlement where its political aim was least in
evidence . . . it was the non-differentiation of the Centre, the
predominance of a compact phalanx of so-called “middle peas-
antry” which guaranteed and still guarantees the power of the
Communist government (quoted in Owen, 1963, 144-145).

Not only did the reform here work to reduce differentiation in the
communes but it succeeded also in setting that “compact phalanx of
so-called ‘middle peasantry’” against the more prosperous “sepa-
rators.” It greatly exacerbated the invidious comparison between
the lands of the prosperous outside the communes and conditions
within: “there was a residue of population in the rural areas, which
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gazed longingly on the new improvements but was powerless to
share in them” (Owen, 1963, 71). Envy and hatred of the sepa-
rators who had withdrawn from the communes’ land previously
accessible to all and were using it to their private advantage would,
in the Revolution of 1917, issue in mass movements to deprive the
new yeomanry of their land and to drive them back into the
communes by use of force and violence.

The commune thus survived the vicissitudes of change, as did
the institution of the village council and of the village, as a self-
determining little world, founded on consensus. Centralized at the
top, the society was at the bottom an aggregate of innumerable
village communes, in many ways beyond the influence, beyond the
sphere of vision (Wallace, 1908, 115) of the state. This social
autonomy was, moreover, reinforced by considerable autonomy in

the religious sphere. Stephen and Ethel Dunn have noted that

the official religion administered by the Russian Orthodox Church,
and the peasant cycle which centered on festivals of pagan origin,
were functionally independent. The priest did not take a promi-
nent part in any of the popular festivals, except at Easter, when he

made the rounds collecting a stipulated contribution from each
household (1967, 29).

Beyond this:

Due to organizational difficulties and shortages of personnel, the
Orthodox Church failed to maintain active control over many
rural areas which were nominally Orthodox. Therefore, quite
apart from the question of the peasant festival cycle and sectarian
influence, peasant religious practice deviated from the official
church ceremonies. These deviations sometimes went so far that
peasants who considered themselves Orthodox were regarded as
schismatics by the Church hierarchy, and were treated accord-
ingly. This is a particularly significant example of the way in
which the cultural screen between the peasant and the urban
resident operates. The operation of the screen in prerevolutionary
Russia produced in effect two cultures in one country, both in
point of religion and in other areas of life (1967, 30).

This gap between Church and believer was reinforced still further
by the religious schism (raskol) which in 1666 divided the Old
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Believers (raskolniki) from the Orthodox Church. Affected by

trends toward centralization and modernization, the Old Believers
broke with the Church over such ostensibly minor matters as to
whether the sign of the cross should be made with two or three
fingers, whether “alleluia” should be recited twice or three times,
whether Jesus should be spelled 1sus or msus. Although a few
nobles joined the movement, it remained “overwhelmingly a peas-
ant movement,” with “a lay cult depending exclusively on the intel-
lectual and moral resources of the countryside” (Vakar, 1962, 24).
The Old Believers were strongly antistate, identifying the tsar with
the Antichrist. They came to believe in a Kingdom of Earth in the
mythical White Waters, governed by a white tsar, who would one
day come forth to rule over Russia. Recognizing no law but their
own beliefs and customs, they also gave ready asylum to escaped
serfs and other victims of the social order. They held strong ideas of
a social and economic egalitarianism which were to blossom in the
Revolution in the establishment of egalitarian communes with
common property and dedicated to the joys of sharing (Wesson,
1963, 8). Living “within the Russian state, they did not belong to
it. They constituted a species of passive anarchists within the
empire” (Vakar, 1962, 24). Their absolute numbers before the
Revolution are unknown. They are estimated at about one-third of
the Christian population in the nineteenth century, and at about
one-fourth at the time of the Revolution (1962, 24). In 1928, their
number was held to be nine million. There is no doubt that their
peasant millenarianism was a strong factor in the success of the
Revolution. Leon Trotsky (1932, III, 30) refers to

the work of the sectarian ideas which had taken hold of millions

of peasants. “I knew many peasants,” writes a well-informed

author, “who accepted . . . the October revolution as the direct
realization of their religious hopes.”

It must be noted that in addition to the original Old Believers
there also existed other sects which had sprung from the main
trunk of the Raskol movement such as the Molokani or milk
drinkers, the Subbotniki or Sabbatarians, the Skoptsy, and the
Doukhobors. To their influence was added that of the Baptists or
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Stundists who burst into activity in 1824. These sectarians num-
bered six million in 1917 (Wesson, 1963, 71).

The currents of reform created yet another source of opposi-
tion to the centralized structure of tsardom, the rural institutions
called zemstvos. According to the statute of 1864, these zemstvos
were to be representative bodies entrusted with local functions,
previously furnished, at least in part, by the landlords, such as the
construction and maintenance of roads, the creation and staffing of
educational and medical facilities, and the functions now subsumed
under the concept of agricultural extension services. The formal
conception of the zemstvos stood in curious contradiction to their
actual function. They were to be representative organizations
within a centralized autocracy without constitution. Hence the
central power worked to limit their political functioning in every
possible way. Created in part to give a voice to the peasantry, that
voice was limited by electoral rules which granted majority repre-
sentation to the numerically inferior nobility and urban popula-
tion—the peasants at the beginning held only 40 percent of all
seats, a percentage which was further reduced to 30 in 1890. Set up
to function on the district level, they lacked any machinery to
implement decision on levels lower than the district; for this they
had to rely on the civil and police officers of the central administra-
tion. Similarly, they could petition the ministry of interior on
technical matters but had no direct access to the tsar and could not
raise wider political issues. Their presiding officers were appointed
and given the right to end discussions and close meetings, a pre-
rogative they came to share with the provincial governor who was
gradually empowered not only to suspend meetings but to review
elections to the zemstvos and pass on appointments made by them,
in the interest of weeding out “ill-intentioned. persons.” Thus the
structure was representative in form, but functionally “without
foundation—floating in the air,” and “without a roof” (Miliukov,
1962, 213).

Politically impotent, the zemstvos contributed, however, a
number of vital social services, and attracted into these services an
enthusiastic and able segment of the intelligentsia. For the first
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time, secular schools were established in Russian villages, and the
rural schoolteachers

were accustomed to consider their work as a kind of social duty
which was to be performed, not as a means of livelihood or as a
technical profession, but as a high vocation, chosen by their own
initiative, for the good of the country (1962, 160).

In the same spirit labored the physicians and surgeons, the statisti-
cians and agronomists. Yet their roles were necessarily contradic-
tory. The zemstvos, islands of self-government in a sea of autocracy,
could not but threaten that autocracy by the very example of their
existence. Inevitably, men came to hope for an extension of repre-
sentative government. Inevitably, too, the zemstvo intelligentsia—

men who dealt with actualities, men connected by their day’s work
with the lowest classes of the population, knowing its wants,
sharing its sorrows, sympathizing with all its miseries (1962, 212)

—came to be the chief bearers of that hope, with its promise of
greater fruition of their work. Equally inevitable seems to have
been the response of the government when the zemstvos addressed
the tsar with their petitions. “I am aware,” said Nicholas II in
1895, shortly after his accession to the throne,

that in certain meetings of the zemstvos voices have lately been
raised by persons carried away by absurd illusions (“senseless
dreams . . .”) as to the participation of the zemstvo representa-
tives in matters of internal government. Let all know that, in
devoting all my strength to the welfare of the people, I intend to
protect the principle of autocracy as firmly and unswervingly as
did my late and never-to-be forgotten father (1962, 239).

Equally impressive in the hindsight which history permits us, is the
answer of the liberals who had hoped for an expansion of zemstvo
autonomy:

If autocracy in word and deed proclaims itself identical with the
omnipotence of bureaucracy, if it can exist only so long as society
is voiceless, its cause is lost. It digs its own grave, and soon or
late—at any rate, in a future not very remote—it will fall beneath
the pressure of living social forces. . .. You challenged the
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zemstvos, and with them Russian society, and nothing remains for
them now but to choose between progress and faithfulness to
autocracy. . . . You first began the struggle; and the struggle will
come (1962, 240).

In that struggle, many of the disillusioned zemstvo “third ele-
ment”—as the zemstvo intelligentsia had come to be known, as a
third grouping after the state bureaucrats and the elected repre-
sentatives—were to throw in their lot with the revolutionaries and
the cause of the revolution which would overturn the old regime.

Yet Russia in the nineteenth century was not only a country of
peasantry; it was also caught up in a rapid movement toward ever-
increasing industrialization. To understand the full impact of this
development, we must know that there had long existed a close link
between agriculture and industry ever since the seventeenth cen-
tury, especially in non-black-soil provinces of the north. There
agriculture had yielded but little on the prevailing poor soils, and
its meager output had to be supplemented by home industries such

_as weaving, woodworking, pottery manufacture, basketry, or metal-
work, or by seasonal employment in lumbering, mining, droving, or
hauling freight. By the end of the eighteenth century, between one-
fifth and one-third of the adult male population in the non-black-
soil provinces had already shifted to nonagricultural means of
livelihood (Lyashchenko, 1949, 271). However, the development
of a permanent labor force was greatly handicapped by the restric-
tions on free labor contracts imposed by serfdom. Until 1835 a
landowner could at any time recall his serfs from industrial employ-
ment to work back on the farm. Thus in the third decade of the
eighteenth century workers in textile mills whose parents had also
been workers, still numbered only about 10 percent of all workers
employed (1949, 286-287).

These limitations reinforced a continuing tie to the land. The
prevailing patterns of industrial employment which crystallized
under these conditions were either home industry, organized on a
putting-out system, or seasonal migration to industrial employment,
coupled with seasonal return to agricultural labor. This seasonal
swing between farm and factory was known as otkhodnichestvo, a
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pattern which has continued into the twentieth century (Dunn and
Dunn, 1963, 329-332). At the end of the agricultural season in
the fall, groups of males would set out for work in industry, return-
ing home in time for the spring sowing. These groups developed a
characteristic form of organization, known as artel’. The members
of the group

contracted with each other, and collectively with an employer, to
work at a fixed rate in cash and perquisites to share the proceeds

ually. Contracts were concluded by an agent (artel'shchik),
who acted for the group. All members of the artel’ performed
specific functions; the younger boys served as cooks and general
helpers. This form of organization was used also in lumbering and
fishing operations, although in these cases the artel’ did not work
as a collective employee but as a collective entrepreneur. But the
principle of equal division of proceeds still applied (Dunn and
Dunn, 1967, 10).

By 1860, one-third of the 800,000 industrial workers were still
serfs; but the Emancipation gave a mighty impetus to the formation
of a permanent and free industrial labor force. It created a labor
pool of peasants who had no land at all—a number estimated at more
than 2.5 million males—who needed to find additional employment.
In addition, there were probably about a million peasants who had
received allotments of less than one desiatin, or 2.7 acres, and who
needed to find additional employment to augment their income. By
the end of the nineteenth century there were some 3 million
persons in industrial employment (Lyashchenko, 1949, 420). The
increase of workers in industry was especially striking in the largest
factories. Whereas in 1866, there were 644 factories employing
more than 100 workers, by 1890 there were more than 951 such
factories. At the same time, the number of factories employing
more than 1,000 workers rose from 42 factories, employing 62,800
workers, to 99 factories, employing 213,300. The percentage of all
workers employed in factories using 1,000 workers and more thus
increased from 27.1 percent of the total number of workers in 1866
to 45.9 percent of all workers in 1890.

Such a concentration of workers in giant factories is notable,
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especially when we compare Russia to other countries. “In the
concentration of production,” says Manya Gordon (1941, 354),

Russia as early as 1895 had surpassed Germany. In that year the
wage earners in Russian factories with more than 500 employees
constituted 42 per cent of all workers, whereas in Germany
these large establishments accounted for only 15 per cent of the
working population. Workers in establishments with 10 to 50
employees were 16 per cent in Russia and 32 per cent in Ger-
many. By 1912 the workers in Russian factories with more than
500 emp{oyees were 53 per cent of the whole. As late as 1925 in
Germany the establishments with 1000 or more employees had 30
per cent of all workers in factories with more tlEan 50 hands.
Russia as early as 1912 had 43 per cent in factories employing
1000 persons and over. Even more striking is the comparison with
the United States. Of all employees in establishments with more
than ffty hands the workers in enterprises of five hundred hands
or more were 47 per cent in the United States in 1929. They were
61 per cent in Russia in 1912. As a result of foreign capital the
backward Slav empire, industrially a pigmy in comparison with
the United States, had a greater concentration of production.

This powerful tendency toward concentration of a new working
class is also evident geographically. Almost 60 percent of all factory
workers in European Russia were concentrated in eight narrow
regions: the Moscow industrial region, St. Petersburg, Poland,
Krivoi Rog and the Donets Basin in the Ukraine, Kiev and Podolia,
Baku and Transcaucasia. Relatively tiny in relation to the total
population, therefore, the growing Russian proletariat developed
great social specific gravity in a few plants, located in few areas, an
important consideration in evaluating the Bolshevik seizure of
power in 1917. Similarly there was a great increase in the working
force manning the railroad connections between these centers and
the hinterland. Railroad mileage increased from 1,488 wversts in
1861 to 61,292 versts in 1906; the number of railroad workers
increased from 32,000 to 253,000 (Lyashchenko, 1949, 487, 502).

While this process of concentration was embracing increasing
numbers of workers, it was also converting increasing numbers of
peasants into part-time workers, and half-time workers into full-
time workers.
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By the end of the 1890’s, one-half of the Russian industrial
workers had fathers who had worked in industry before them. At
the same time, increasing numbers of workers no longer returned to
their village to carry out agricultural tasks. A survey taken in the
Moscow industrial region in the 1880’s showed that this trend was
especially important in the mechanized industries, such as mecha-
nized weaving, cotton printing and finishing, and metalwork. How-
ever, in the manually operated trades, such as cotton weaving and
silk weaving, the percentage of workers still leaving for field work
continued as high as 72 percent and 63 percent respectively (Lya-
shchenko, 1949, 544-545). Tumover remained high for all
workers. These migratory industrial workers provided a continuing
link between the towns and the villages, a link that was certainly
important in the spread of new ideas and aspirations in the country-
side. More indirect, through the channels of trade and commerce,
was the connection of the village artisans with the greater world
outside. Their number was estimated in 1901 at 4,600,000, work-
ing in fifty provinces (Gordon, 1941, 356).

What bearing did these developments have on the structure of
Russian society as a whole? What, if any, social realignments did
they bring in their wake, and what, if any, consequences did these
realignments have for the tsarist edifice? This state had evolved,
initially, as a military apparatus. It entered the modern period, first
in violent reaction against the invasions of the Mongols from the
east, later against the encroachment of Livonians, Swedes, and
Poles from the west. In the words of Russian historian Kliuchevski,
Russia “became an armed camp surrounded on three sides by
enemies.” The result was the growth of a great military machine,
dedicated to a religious crusade in the name of Moscow as a third
Rome. Under Ivan III (1462-1505) and Ivan IV (1533-1584),
the Russian nobility lost its former autonomy and was placed
completely under the aegis of the tsar. New and old nobles received
lands in return for service, and became hereditary “slaves” of the
tsar. This military machine further incorporated Mongol patterns
of census-taking and taxation, just as it later drew on Western
industrial technology to build up an armament industry of its own.
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Furthermore, it confronted the modern pericd with a centralized
banking system, in which the director of the credit department of
the state treasury controlled the entire financial apparatus of the
country (Lyashchenko, 1949, 706). The military budget accounted
for 60 to 70 percent of state expenditures in the seventeenth
century, and had not sunk below 50 percent by the first half of the
nineteenth century.

In such a state, the position of the noble was equivocal and
weak. The Russian nobles never were great landowning grandees,
able to exert an independent local power against the state. Instead,
the tsars labored mightily to make the social standing of any noble at
court dependent not upon any autonomous power he might possess,
but upon a table of organization in which service defined noble
status, while nobility as such did not entail the right to exercise a
particular kind of service. Thus the bureaucratic table of organiza-
tion took precedence over any personal ties of fealty. At the same
time, the nobles lived as rentiers in towns and cities, rather than as
agrarian managers upon their estates; the country dacha was a
vacation home, not an administrative center. In agricultural mat-
ters, they relied in the last instance upon their bailiffs and upon the
elected representatives of the village communes. Thus they came to
be dependent upon the state, ruling from above, and upon the
peasant commune, with its customs and agricultural practices,
constraining their ability to make decisions from below (see Con-
fino, 1963). Under orders from above, and constrained from below,
they inhabited a kind of social no man’s land, in which they substi-
tuted for local and territorial solidarities the solidarity of belonging
to certain schools and regiments. As Pushkin phrased it at the
beginning of the nineteenth century, the boarding school of Tsar-
skoe Selo had become “the fatherland for us.” With the advent of
Peter the Great, moreover, increasing numbers of non-nobles were
admitted to service and hence to rank. The decision of 1762 to
make noble service voluntary rather than obligatory, often repre-
sented as a gain for the nobility, in fact declared that the state had
found additional strata of the population from which to draw loyal
servants (Raeff, 1966, 109), and that the service monopoly of the
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nobility had been decisively abrogated. Thus the Russian nobility

never came to form a

genuine estate with an autonomous corporate life, whose mem-
bers, rights and privileges would be based on their creative and
socially valuable roles in the economy, the local government, and
the expression of ideas and opinions. Failure to create a genuine
estate of the nobility perpetuated the average nobleman’s rootless-
ness and dependence on the state; he continued to look to the state
for guidance in all that concerned the country’s development and
transformation (1966, 106).

Instead, they increasingly substituted for their specific service
functions the general function of diffusing Western culture—espe-
cially French culture—to the masses of “backward” Russia. The
noble artilleryman or navigator of the time of Peter the Great
became transformed into a “philosopher-nobleman.” Kliuchevski
describes him bitingly as

the typical representative of that social class whose task it was to
carry Russian society forward along the road of progress; hence it
is necessary to point out his chief characteristics. His social posi-
tion was founded upon political injustice and crowned with
idleness. From the hands of his teacher, the cantor and clerk of the
village church, he passed into the control of a French tutor,
rounded off his education in Italian theatres or French restaurants,
made use of his acquirements in the drawing-rooms of St. Peters-
burg, and finished his days in a private study in Moscow, or at
some country place, with a volume of Voltaire in his hands. On
Povarskaia [one of the fine avenues of Moscow], or in the country
in Tula guberniia, with his volume of Voltaire in his hands, he
was a strange phenomenon. All his adopted manners, customs,
tastes, sympathies, his language itself—all were foreign, imported;
. « . he had no organic connection with his surroundings, no sort
of serious business in life. A foreigner among his own people, he
tried to make himself at home among foreigners, and in European
society he was a kind of adopted child. In Europe he was looked
upon, indeed, as a re-costumed Tatar, and at home, people saw in
him a Frenchman born in Russia (quoted in Robinson, 1949,
52-53).

From servants of the state, they had become the inhabitants of a
society with which they had little active connection. In the wake of
the Napoleonic wars, many of them would come to feel the burden
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of their “cursed Russian reality.” Alienated from the state, alienated
from local ties, alienated also from other social groups in their own
society, they found their “home” in the end in the proliferating
numbers of “circles,” lodges, and secret societies which grew ever
more critical of the established order. In 1825, these tendencies
produced the abortive uprising of the Decembrists, in which mili-
tary men and some civil servants tried to produce a “revolution from
above.” Politically impotent, they were also economically in-
effective.

Toward the end of the era of serfdom, the indebtedness of the
landlords mounted to huge proportions, and on the eve of the
Emancipation two-thirds of all the private serfs had been mort-
gaged by their masters to State institutions for loans totalling
about 400,000,000 rubls, or more than half the market value of
these serfs at the prices then prevailing—and this does not include
the loans from private sources, for which the landlords paid a
higher interest (Robinson, 1949, 56-57).

As the nobility declined in effective power, other social groups
began to climb the ladder into state employment. The state needed
officials: it needed men with skills, such as doctors, engineers, and
teachers. To provide these the state began to further education:
the cadet school for the sons of the nobility gave way, after 1825, to
the university. The growing opportunities for education were to
have important consequences for Russian society. Paradoxically,
education in Russia “was much less a matter for the rich than in
the West” (Berdiaiev, 1937, 67). From 1865 to 1914, the number
of students per 100,000 inhabitants increased from 105 to 545, or
five times. In higher schools, the increase was even more marked;
enrollment multiplied seven times between 1865 and 1914. More-
over, increasing numbers of workers’ and peasant children began to
receive an education. Between 1880 and 1914, the children of
workers and artisans in universities rose from 12.4 percent of all
students to 24.3 percent. The children of peasants constituted only
3.3 percent in 1880; but in 1914 they made up 14.5 percent of
university students (Inkeles, 1960, 344). Thus it was education
which provided the strategic channel for the social mobility of the
raznochintsy, the people whose rank had not been fixed by Peter
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the Great’s table of ranks, but who furnished the new services
needed by the state. It was on the rungs of the educational ladder,
leading from seminary to gymnasium on to the university “that the
raznochintsy climbed to the light of day; without it they could
never have existed” (Malia, 1961, 13).

Yet the educational process had unforeseen consequences. The
tsarist state could make use of technical talent, but it could not cope
with the larger social implications of an educated elite. Education
gave rise not only to technical personnel but to a specifically
Russian intelligentsia. It was in the universities that members of
the nobility—turned writers, critics, or professors—encountered the
children of other classes, and it was the universities which spread
the antagonism of the educated to the absolutist power of the state.
As a result there developed a large group of men and women—esti-
mated in 1835 in the thousands, but by 1897 already between half
and three-quarters of a million (Fischer, 1960, 254, 262)—drawn
from all classes, but united in a common rejection of the state.
They resembled, according to Berdiaiev (1937, 48), nothing so
much as a “monastic order or sect,” whose attitude toward the
existing order was rooted in a quasi-religious sense that “the whole
world lieth in wickedness” (John 5:19). Under continuous pres-
sure of state censorship and harassment, large sections of this
intelligentsia became a class of “expelled students and censored
journalists, who in desperation were driven to conspiratorial ex-
tremes” (Malia, 1961, 15), and proliferated, in the latter part of
the nineteenth century, numerous conceptions of organized con-
spiracy of the intelligentsia against the state. Such a multiplication
of conspiratorial organizations had begun all over Europe in the
period after the Napoleonic wars when

the political prospects looked very much alike to oppositionists in
all European countries, and the methods of achieving revolution—
the united front of absolutism virtually excluded peaceful reform
over most of Europe—were very much the same. All revolution-
aries regarded themselves, with some justification, as small elites of
the emancipated and progressive operating among, and for the
eventual benefit of, a vast and inert mass of the ignorant and
misled common people, which would no doubt welcome liberation

when it came, but could not be expected to take much part in
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preparing it. . . . All of them tended to adopt the same type of
revolutionary organization, or even the same organization: the
secret insurrectionary brotherhood (Hobsbawm, 1962, 115).

One such organization had united the young aristocrats, who in
1825, rose against the tsar; but this insurrection was easily quelled.
Others, however, followed in their footsteps. If the conspiratorial
pattern was pan-European—and even extended into Latin

America—

it had a peculiar attraction for the Russians, and it is this addiction
to underground conspiracy, to cloak and dagger methods and pro-
grams of terror, that made the Russia of the late nineteenth cen-

tury stand out from the general tone of European life (Tompkins,
1957, 157).

In the unbroken line of conspirators which link the rebels of
1825 to the revolutionaries of 1917, the figure of Sergei Nechaev
stands out, both because he developed the concept of the profes-
sional revolutionary and because his writings and activities cap-
tured the imagination of educated Russian society, as expressed
most clearly in Dostoievski's The Possessed which deals with the
Nechaevist conspiracy. Nechaev, the son of a serf who had man-
aged to secure enough education to become a teacher and to attend
the university in St. Petersburg, is the probable author of the
Catechism of the Revolutionary written in 1869. In it he depicted
the revolutionary as

a man set apart. He has no personal interests, no emotions, no
attachments; he has no personag property, not even a nam